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To all the girls trying to find their way home




West of Wicked is an adult reimagining of The Wizard of Oz and contains subject matters that might not be suitable for some readers, including graphic language, graphic sex, violence and gore, child abandonment, talk of animal death, imprisonment, drug use/addiction, and war.






ONE


Dorothy
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I arrived at the Kansas farmhouse in a summer storm.

They say the wind was so violent, it made her hair go sideways.

I don’t know who she was, only that I clung to her, sobbing. There was blood on her face, they say. Speckled across her hollow cheeks.

“Please,” she said to the couple standing in the doorway. “Take her.”

She tried to hand me over, but I fought her, fingers clawing at the fabric of her jacket.

“I want to go home!”

I remember saying the words. Sometimes I wake up screaming them.

If I lie real still, if I close my eyes, if I strain my memory, I can see her.

She’s shouting at me, but there is no sound, only movement. Hair whipping around my face. Dark sky rolling above.

There is the sharpness of her desperation and the taste of ash on my tongue.

Cyclone season always bears desperation.

And carnage.

Aunt Em and Uncle Henry had never planned to have children, but how could two good people turn away a sobbing child?

“She’ll come back for you,” Em said as she wiped the dirt from my face after the storm broke. “Don’t you worry.”

The next week, Henry built me a bed from the barn wreckage. He let me hammer in some nails, let me try the handsaw.

“You sure you’ve never built a bed before?” he asked me, hands on his hips as he supervised.

“I’m sure,” I told him, because I didn’t even know what a hammer was until then.

“Well, fine work.” With his face hidden by the shadow of his brimmed hat, I didn’t know he’d been lying. I didn’t know for many years after that he’d rebuilt the bed that night just to make sure it was solid and sturdy. So it would last.

Now, as an adult, I can see it for what it was—distraction. Letting me hammer in some nails and saw at some wood helped free up the worry gnawing at my insides.

She wasn’t coming back. No one was coming back for me.

Henry knew better than most how to drive away grief and suffering. He was a man always in motion, running from a broken heart.

He’d found himself back on the Kansas prairie after his father died, then his mother, then two brothers back-to-back in the war. He was the youngest of his family. He was never supposed to inherit the family farm.

He got it anyway.



If the work helped distract him, then Aunt Em helped heal Henry.

Before the farm, before losing his family, Uncle Henry traveled around the country. A busker, with a guitar at his hip, a harmonica strapped around his neck, and a drum at his foot, he made money with his music.

He’d arrived in New York City chasing something. Maybe a place to belong. He liked to joke that he was Goldilocks and each town he visited a bed. “None of them fit,” he’d say. “One too loud. Another too big. Some came close, but maybe they were too cold or too hot or too mushy.”

When I was a girl, I loved anything that even remotely smelled of fairy tales and Henry could twist anything into a story.

“The Big Apple felt just right,” he’d go on. “And playing music for the tourists was honest work. Work I liked. Most days, I could thump at my drum, strum at my guitar, close my eyes, and travel to another world. But not that day. That day I found her.”

As the story goes, Aunt Em had just arrived in the city from the South. She had dreams of studying art at one of the universities. To earn money, she would paint colorful caricatures for the tourists.

But not that day.

That day she painted the handsome busker.

And when the sun began to set, Henry offered to buy her painting with all the money he had collected in his hat.

She said she’d take a cup of coffee instead and he could have the painting.

It now hangs on a nail by the kitchen table.

There is so much color in the painting. So much life.

It’s a spark of beauty in an otherwise vast, gray Kansas prairie.

But Uncle Henry doesn’t play anymore and Aunt Em doesn’t paint, and sometimes I wonder if they ever feel like they’re starving for what they’ve given up.

Farm life isn’t easy. We all know it. Wake up before the sun. Always on the go because a dozen or more animals count on you to feed and water them. Crops that must be harvested before they rot. Eggs to be collected. Backbreaking work until your body aches.

But why does it seem like all the spark has been drained out of Em and Henry? And did they see it coming?

I think that terrifies me most of all, the thought of waking up one morning, empty, everything I had leeched from my bones and absorbed by the unforgiving earth.



Backbreaking work aside, I am grateful for Aunt Em. I am grateful for Uncle Henry. And I am especially grateful for Toto. Even when he’s being a pain in the ass.

“Drop the rabbit, Toto.” The rabbit twitches in his jaws. It’s almost as big as Toto but that’s never stopped him. I’ve never met a terrier with such a thirst for blood.

Toto widens his stance, ready to bolt. The rabbit senses the ground beneath him and kicks out with his back legs. Finding no escape, he kicks harder, flinging dirt.

“Don’t you dare—” I say, but Toto very much would dare.

He darts off, carting the rabbit with him, the poor thing squealing in his jaws.

“Toto!” I shout.

“That dog is a menace.” Uncle Henry comes up behind me in the yard carrying a pail of eggs he’s collected from the barn. His pale Irish skin is pink from his work. He hasn’t gotten to the point in the season where his skin has given up and allowed itself to tan in the sun.

I am pale like him, but freckled, and somehow immune to the sun. I am always the shade of pale cream.

Turning to him, I squint against the sharp slant of morning light. “Suppose you’re right. At least he leaves the chickens alone.”

Uncle Henry snorts a laugh, but it quickly turns into a grimace. He sets the pail down and rubs at the small of his back. He won’t go to the doctor. Never enough money for that.

“Here, let me.” I swoop in and take charge of the eggs.

“I’m not an old man,” he says.

“Oh?” I raise my brows.

He frowns, but there’s a hint of a smile hidden beneath his mustache. “Well, old but capable.”

“Of course.”

“I can handle it,” he argues.

“I know you can. So can I.” I head for the house and Henry begrudgingly follows behind.

Inside, Aunt Em has all the windows open, creating a crosswind in the house. The curtains billow up, then rest, only to be caught again.

I think there is nothing I love more than a warm summer breeze.

Aunt Em is standing at the worktable, her dark hands dusted in flour. She kneads at a lump of dough, but her movements are slow; there’s a tremor in her hands, a slight pinch of frustration between her brows.

I set the pail down by the sink and join Em at the table. “Let me help with that.” I dip my hands into the canister of flour. I sense her frowning at me. Henry and Em are nearing seventy, though looking at Em, you wouldn’t guess it. There’s wisdom in her eyes, but barely a wrinkle on her face. Still, age is catching up to both her and Henry. They’ve never known a day in their lives when they didn’t work hard and fend for themselves. Getting help, let alone asking for it, is a foreign concept they do not like.

“It’s all right,” she protests. “I like kneading dough.”

“I like it too,” I argue, which isn’t true. I’ve been helping Em in the kitchen now for the better part of twenty years, but I have yet to acquire the passion for bread baking. It’s literally the most basic skill one needs to survive on the farm, and I do enjoy eating bread, but the hours required to make it? The precision? The margin for error? No, thank you. I’d rather muck out the barn stalls.

With a knowing smile, Em turns away from me and joins Henry at the sink. Together, they examine the egg haul. There were fewer today than yesterday, and yesterday fewer than the day before. It isn’t time to worry … yet.

Though I don’t love making bread, it is easy to get lost in the labor of it and as my hands move, my mind strays to a fantasy life where nothing is hard and everything is awash in color like Aunt Em’s painting.

It may be out there somewhere, but it won’t be for me. The farm needs me. Em and Henry need me. Who will tend to the animals when Henry can’t lift the feed bags? Who will haul the onions and potatoes into the dry cellar when Em can’t make it down the ladder?

I can’t leave them. I can’t leave the farm. And thinking about it makes my chest ache.

Henry unloads the eggs into the wire basket that hangs in the corner. Em checks the simmering pot of stew on the stove.

Outside, the chickens squawk at one another. In the distance, a dog bays.

“Dorothy,” Em says. “Could you make room for the pot? It’s about time for the dumplings—”

I have no time to respond.

There’s a loud crash, then a splash of searing heat on my legs.

I hiss in pain and lurch away as the stew spreads across the kitchen floor.

“Em!” Henry rushes over to her. Her hands are shaking, but there’s a flash of irritation on her face.

“It’s okay.” I dip down with one of our kitchen towels and start mopping up the mess. “I’ll take care of it.”

“All of it’s wasted.”

“We can make more,” Henry tells her.

“That was the last of the chicken, Henry. We can’t make more.”

I swipe at the mess on the floor, but it’s useless now. My towel is soaked and there’s still at least a half pot of broth to sop up.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me,” Em says as Henry pulls her into his chest.

I watch from my spot on the floor as Henry murmurs to Em and she nods into him, keeping her resolve. They’ve always known what the other needs without either of them having to ask for it. When the grief washes over Henry, Em is there taking his hand. When Em has a bad day, Henry is there making her smile.

And often I am here, just on the outside looking in.

I’ve always felt welcomed by them, but in the back of my mind, there’s a voice that will never quite fade. One that says, At any moment, all of this could disappear.

When I started having panic attacks just after I turned thirteen, I began seeing a therapist who told me I had commitment issues. “You’re capable of love,” she said to me. “You just have to open yourself up to it.”

“I do love,” I argued.

“Do you?” she asked and then tilted her head, narrowed her eyes, regarded me with a look of introspection that made me squirm on the sofa.

Later, when I told Em about the conversation, she listened to me rant about how wrong the therapist was and then she said, You’ve protected your heart. No one can blame you. But if you’re ever ready to open up, you know Henry and I will be there.

I spent the next two days angry at my therapist and Em. I knew how to love. I did love Em and Henry.

But it took me several more months of therapy and soul-searching to realize they were both right.

I may have loved Em and Henry, but deep down, I was terrified of letting them love me back.

I had a life and a family before the farmhouse, and both were gone.

Who was to say this wouldn’t be torn away too?

Em and Henry hadn’t chosen me. Like the farmhouse, they had never wanted children. But they got one anyway.

And now I’m determined to pay them back, no matter what it takes. I can help take care of them just like they took care of me, even if I keep them at arm’s length.

I grab a fresh towel and clean up the rest of the spilled stew.






TWO


Dorothy
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“Toto!” I stand on the edge of the porch calling out into the dark. He’s been gone the entire day. Probably curled up in a ball somewhere sleeping off his meal. “Toto!”

Across the field, I see a flash of light.

It winks on, then winks off.

Like a trained dog (not Toto, of course), my belly tightens.

I turn to the screen door. “I’m going for a walk to find Toto.”

“Don’t be out too late,” Aunt Em says from the sink.

The walk to the neighboring farm takes me about ten minutes if I follow the road. Seven if I cut across the fields. I’m in a hurry to feel something, so I take the shortcut, careful to step over the rows of corn shoots sprouting from the earth. It’s been drier this year. We’re in desperate need of a good rain.

I come around the Gilbert barn from the back side and find the door thrown open. All the animals are tucked in for the night. Edward Gilbert sits in a spot of light cast from a nearby gooseneck lantern. He’s in a metal lawn chair, Toto curled up in his lap.

“There you are,” I say and Toto’s ears prick up, his eyes barely opening. “He caught a rabbit earlier,” I tell Edward. “Haven’t seen him since.”

Edward pats Toto’s fat belly. “I think he stuffed himself.”

I’ve grown up with Edward, first as my best friend, then as something more. We used to send each other coded messages with our flashlights, the light winking in the dark.

When we were kids, he was shorter than me by several inches, scrawny and a little clumsy. Now at twenty-five, he’s got a foot on me, and the rougher farm work has given him strong hands, broad shoulders, and hard muscle.

Edward lifts Toto off his lap and sets him on a nearby hay bale. Toto yawns but curls up again and closes his eyes.

“Want to go up?” Edward asks, nodding at the ladder to the hayloft.

“Yes.” I knew what I wanted before I came over here.

Because he’s a gentleman, Edward lets me go up first on the off chance I should slip and fall. Even though I’ve been climbing this ladder, and ours back at home, for years and years with no incidents. Sometimes I think he does it just so he can see up my dress, which means he’s not quite the gentleman he’d like to believe he is. Which is fine by me. I wish he would be less of a gentleman some days.

But knowing he appreciates the view makes my belly spin with anticipation.

As soon as we’re up in the loft, Edward takes my hand and brings me gently into him. He presses his mouth to mine, his tongue darting out for a taste of me. He walks me back to the pile of loose hay in the corner where our quilt is already spread out, waiting.

I fall back with an umph and reach for his belt. We both fumble over the metal clasp, finally getting it undone. Then he’s on top of me, his hands roaming over my body.

I remember, vividly, the first time we made love. Our clumsy movements. Our desire permeating the air. The heat between my legs, the hardness between his.

When he enters me now, I groan in pleasure and he whispers sweet words in my ear.

“You’re so beautiful, Dutchie.”

In all the years we’ve been meeting in the barn, Edward has only ever been gentle with me. Like I am a glass figurine that he’s afraid to crack with too much pressure, too much heat.

I may have been born somewhere beyond the Kansas farmhouse, but everything I am now was forged beneath that violent storm. And I can’t help but wonder if the insatiable appetite I have for something more is because of it, if deep down the girl I am is a girl who yearns for bruises and ash and blood.

Maybe that’s why I’m incapable of letting love in. Because there is no room for things that feel soft and gentle.

And safe.

Use me, I want to say to Edward. Make me feel something so deep it leaves marks on my skin.

But the thought of voicing this wickedness to him makes my stomach roll with embarrassment.

Edward would frown at me. He would blush. He would tell me he respects me too much to treat me that way.

But sometimes I just want him to throw me against the wall.

The warmth of the barn surrounds us, and we shed more clothes as our movements grow more frenzied. Some of the pressure builds. Edward grows harder inside me. He’s getting closer. I would know his impending orgasm just as well as my own.

I hook my leg around his hips and coax him over, switching positions so I’m straddling him. So I’m in control. I grind against him, close my eyes, pretend I am somewhere else, with some other man.

The guilt whispers in the back of my mind. You should be grateful for Edward.

But another man … a different man … maybe his words would not be so sweet. Maybe his touch would be possessive.

I tighten at the thought. Edward moans up at me.

“Oh yes, Dutchie,” he says, using the nickname he gave me when we were kids. I urge him to sit up so I can wrap my arms around his neck using him for leverage, fucking him harder and faster, chasing the only thing that makes me feel something.

A bead of sweat slithers down my spine.

Moonlight spills in through the hayloft window, painting Edward in silver light. I watch as his face slackens with his pleasure. Every time he comes, it’s like this, like he is mystified by it, a little bit drunk.

“Did you come?” he asks me.

“Not yet.”

“Should I—”

“I’m almost there.” I squeeze my eyes shut and carry on the fantasy in my head.

Come for me, the faceless, nameless man says. Don’t disappoint me.

I clench up and rock my hips forward and hit the right angle, the friction reaching a crescendo.

I finally come.

And it’s only then that I see in color.



We sit in the open window of the hayloft, legs dangling over the edge.

I’m dressed again but Edward is still shirtless and I can’t help but admire the swell of his biceps, the rise of his chest.

He hands me a joint.

I take a hit and exhale.

When the smoke meets the air, it curls around the full moon.

Edward points to a grassy field just beyond the corn shoots. “See that stretch of land over there?”

“The field where we used to play Kings and Castles?”

His grin is lopsided and bashful. “That’s the one. My father says he’ll give it to me so I can build my own house, start my own family.”

I should hand the joint back. Instead, I take another hit and let the smoke hang in my lungs, let it burn and burn.

“I’d like to start my own life,” he admits.

My mouth is dry and I roll my tongue around looking for sustenance that isn’t there.

“Picture it,” he goes on. “A saltbox house. Just like the Pembery House in town. White maybe? With black shutters? Or red with white shutters? A red barn to match. There’s enough land there for a garden too. I know how much you love your poppies. We could plant a whole garden of them if you wanted.”

I hand the joint back. He pinches it between his fingers and lets it smoke out.

I sense his excitement. The hot, rolling wave of it pressing against my skin.

I know what he’s going to say before he says it.

I do not feel excitement.

There is only dread.

“Marry me, Dutchie,” he says.

I meet his eyes. His earnestness makes me want to scream.

He asks me to marry him at least once a week. Sometimes twice. But it’s never been attached to a vision of the future with a house and a barn and a garden.

I could love him, in my own way. But is it enough? Is it ever enough?

When I think about a life with Edward, I feel empty inside.

The guilt returns.

“I can’t leave Uncle Henry and Aunt Em,” I tell him, which is what I always say, which is true. But sometimes, I wonder about who I was before I came here. I wonder about my parents and if they’re alive. I wonder about the woman who is always shouting in my memories but never heard.

Who is she?

And better yet, who am I?

When I turned eighteen, I started looking into my past. I started with newspaper clippings from the storm that tore through Kansas the year I arrived. I scoured birth records, asked around at local hospitals.

There was nothing. Not a shred of information. Which can only mean I haven’t looked far enough.

I won’t abandon Em and Henry, but marrying Edward means I will never truly leave. And if I can never leave, there will never be the possibility of learning who I am. That emptiness will never be filled.

Edward reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Em and Henry will be right next door.” A very good point.

“But that’s ten minutes—” I argue.

“Seven by the field.”

“And if something happened or if a cyclone came through…” I trail off.

He sets the joint in a nearby canning jar. “You make me happy, Dutchie. I could make you happy too.”

I look out over the barnyard, then to the field of corn. The perfect rows. The leafy shoots.

I smile at him, hook my arm through his, and kiss him on the cheek. “You do make me happy.” And it’s true. He does. He makes me happy, but would this?

That voice returns, whispering truths I’m often too afraid to face.

Edward isn’t my future. He’s just a distraction.



My steps are heavier on the walk back home. Toto trots beside me.

“What am I to do, Toto?” He looks up at me, shaggy hair hanging in front of his eyes, and says nothing. “You’re no help.”

He yips at me, then bounds ahead.

I cross the dirt road. A chill breeze kicks up and I rub my arms, trying to ward off the goosebumps. The air has changed since I was otherwise occupied in the Gilbert barn. The heat of the day is gone, replaced by something sharper.

As I walk up the rickety front porch and reach out for the screen door, a voice calls out to me from the dark.

“Come sit with me.”

“Jesus.” I put my hand over my heart, feeling the sudden rapid thump of it. “You scared me, Em.”

The rocking chair creaks. As I near, I smell the sweetness of the tea in her hands. She takes a sip, her gaze trained on the horizon. “He ask you to marry him again?”

I sigh and take the matching rocker beside her. “Yes.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I avoided answering.”

She shakes her head. “That boy is smitten with you. He’s a good one, you know. Reminds me of Henry.”

He’s one of the best. There truly must be something wrong with me if I’m so resistant to committing to him.

I lay my head back against the carved spindles of the chair and give a push off the porch with the toe of my boot. “I can’t leave you both.”

Aunt Em clucks her tongue. “Don’t use us as an excuse.”

“Why not? It’s a good one.”

She takes the last drink of her tea, then balances the empty cup on the curve of her knee. “Take me and your uncle out of the scenario. What’s your heart tell you?”

“That’s the problem. I don’t know.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Em—”

“You’ve ignored your intuition your entire life. It’s time you start listening to it.”

It’s always been Em who’s tried to convince me I have a keen ability to just know. She likes to remind me of the time a traveling salesman came to the farmhouse trying to sell cleaning supplies and I, at the ripe age of nine, told Em he was a bad man and she shouldn’t let him in.

A few days later he was arrested for assaulting a farmer when they let him into their house.

“Even if that were true,” I say now.

“It is,” she counters.

“How do you know the difference between intuition and doubt?”

“How did you know about the salesman?”

See?

I huff out a breath and give the porch floor another kick. The rocking chair creaks.

“I barely remember that.”

She’s quiet again and the night creeps in, filling the void. Field crickets and tree frogs, the rustle of the barn animals.

“You want some advice or just space to vent?” she finally asks.

I roll my head along the chair’s back so I can look over at her. Some of the light from the lantern hanging over the barn door skims her face, fills the dimples around her mouth. She may be nearing seventy, but I’ve always thought she looks young for her age. Her struggle with her hands, the loss of control she once had, must frustrate her to no end. Everyone who grows up on a farm knows about death. And yet when I think about losing Em or Henry, it feels like carving out a part of myself. Something impossible to lose.

“I always appreciate your advice,” I tell her.

The chair creaks again as she gives it another push. “Imagine that tomorrow, Edward Gilbert tells you he’s proposed to another girl and that she’s accepted.”

I blow out a breath. “Cutting right to the heart.”

She shifts away from me, her face no longer in that slant of light. I can’t see her expression but I imagine her grinning. Aunt Em has the best smile. Like crocuses breaking through the hard crust of winter. The kind of smile that makes you think of warmth and strength.

“Go on,” she coaxes.

I let her imagined scenario play out in my head. Edward breaking the news to me, me knowing that our relationship is over, that I will no longer have to dodge his proposals.

I almost feel relief.

I suck in a breath and then let it out.

Aunt Em gets up. Her movements are slow, her back slightly stooped before she finally straightens out. As she passes me, she gives my shoulder a squeeze. “It’s your life, Dorothy. Just make sure you choose it, whatever it is.”

I nod up at her.

“Good night, my sweet girl,” she says.

“Good night, Aunt Em.”

Inside the house, the light goes out and a few seconds later, I hear their bedroom door click shut.

I give myself another push in the chair.

The wind kicks up and dust swirls in the yard.

I leave the rocker and head inside, determined to make a choice in the morning.






THREE


Dorothy
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Strong hands shake me awake.

My eyes pop open but there’s only darkness and the howling of wind. It takes my vision several long seconds to register the figure standing over me as Uncle Henry.

“What—” I start, but he cuts me off.

“Storm rolling in. Going to secure the barn. Get in the cellar with Em.” And then he’s gone.

I sit upright and blink through the sleepy haze. It isn’t the first time I’ve been dragged from bed to the storm cellar, but sometimes it’s nothing more than a lot of rain and thunder. I hate spending the night in a cold hole beneath the house with nothing but dirt surrounding me.

I’m not afraid of the dark. I just hate the discomfort of it all. I like my warm bed with its crisp cornflower-blue sheets and the thick white quilt Aunt Em and I made together the second summer I lived here.

Toto barks at me from the foot of the bed. He’s staring out the window, his back legs on the footboard, his front legs braced on the windowsill. His tail is wagging. He yips, then yips again.

“Yeah, yeah,” I say. “I’m getting up.” I toss the quilt back and set my bare feet to the hardwood floor.

Knowing it’ll be cold in the cellar, I yank on socks and then my worn leather boots.

“How’s it looking, Toto?” I ask, still a little groggy as I join him at the window. “Is it worth climbing in a hole?”

He glances at me over his shoulder, tail still wagging as the glass rattles in the pane. Outside, the weather vane at the peak of the barn spins round and round. The big oak to the side of the driveway is shifting back and forth with the churning wind.

Rain beads on the window as thick clouds roll in, promising a downpour.

The air is charged and violent.

Across the cornfield, I spot a flash of light.

“Edward.”

The flashes are a pattern that repeats over and over.

B. Safe.

“Dorothy!” Aunt Em calls as I hurry to my bedside table and yank open the drawer.

“Just a minute,” I tell her.

I grab my flashlight and return to the window, clicking the light on. Then off. Then on again.

You 2, I respond.

Edward’s light makes an X motion, then goes out.

Love you, he means.

I clutch the light to my chest, finger hovering over the switch.

Outside, the barn door slams open. The weather vane shifts directions.

The sky is turning bruised.

In the morning, when the storm is clear, I’m going to tell Edward yes.

I will be safe with him. I will be loved. I will be cared for.

How can I want for anything different?

My stomach knots.

Toto races to my open bedroom door and barks at me.

“I’m coming,” I tell him and toss the flashlight onto the bed. I slip into a sweater as I chase after him. But when I meet him in the living room, he darts away, barges through the screen door, and disappears into the storm.

“Toto! Get back here!”

“Dorothy, wait!” Aunt Em sticks her head out the open trapdoor. She’s in her robe, her hair tucked away in a silk scarf. “It’s not safe!”

I can’t leave Toto. I don’t care how dangerous it is.

I push through the door and immediately I’m pelted with dust and debris. I lift my arm, using it like a shield, and step out into the night.

“Toto!”

Barking comes from my left and I follow it to the end of the porch. I find Toto with his back rigid, his tail sticking straight up. He’s barking at the night. “We have to get inside! Aunt Em is waiting for us—”

The air changes.

The hair at the nape of my neck stands on end.

Toto growls.

I follow his line of sight and spot a cyclone making its way across the Gilbert cornfield.

Panic fills my body, making it hard to breathe.

Lightning flashes in the whirlwind and the night roars like a freight train.

But there is something different about this storm.

The tornado is glittering.

“Toto,” I say but my voice is drowned out by the rushing of the wind. “We have to get inside!”

Fighting against the wind, I bend down and snatch him up, hugging him tightly to my chest as the wind cuts across the porch.

Every step is agonizingly slow. The boards beneath my boots rattle against their fastenings. One finally gives and shoots upright and flies past my face.

Glass shatters somewhere in the house. I glance at the barn but don’t see Henry anywhere. There’s a cellar in the barn too. I can only hope he made it in.

“Dorothy!” Aunt Em screams.

I can’t suck in enough air to respond.

The thundering of the cyclone grows closer.

The metal shine of the door handle finally comes into view. I reach out for it just as a milk crate barrels past, slamming into my outstretched arm. My sweater tears. Something wet and warm runs down my forearm.

Hurry, Dorothy.

Hurry.

Hurry.

I could die out here.

I will die if I don’t get inside.

I reach out again, but the wind is so strong, I lose my balance and fall to my knees. Toto barks, squirming in my grip. Tears stream from my eyes.

I’m not going to make it. Why did Toto run? He never barks at storms, not like this—

The door flings open and Aunt Em appears in the gloom. “Take my hand!”

Relief floods through me. I grab hold of her and she fights against the storm, yanking me inside with everything she has.

“Stay down!” she yells, the ends of her tied silk scarf flapping around her neck.

A window shatters and glass shoots across the living room.

Aunt Em ducks down and crawls for the cellar.

I follow closely behind her.

“We’re almost there!” she shouts.

We can make it. We’re going to make it.

The house groans like a ship fighting against the ocean.

Aunt Em reaches the ladder to the cellar and scales down the rungs. “Hand me Toto!”

I scoot forward on my belly, shifting my grip on Toto, but the world suddenly heaves.

CRACK.

Light flashes.

I’m airborne, weightless, sailing toward the ceiling.

Then boom.

I slam back to the floor, then up again.

The house goes sideways and I slide down the floorboards and then go vertical on the opposite wall.

Uncle Henry’s favorite chair skitters across the room and bangs into my legs. Toto barks in my arms.

“I’ve got you!” I tell him. “Hold on!”

The plaster ceiling cracks and pebbles rain down around us.

I slide down the wall and turn myself into a ball using my body to shield Toto tucked into the bulk of my sweater.

My head is ringing and pressure builds against my eardrums.

“We’re going to be okay,” I tell him and breathe in his scent. It’s spicy and sweet. Very much him. Aunt Em always said he had the oddest smell for a dog, like burning oak trees.

Right now it gives me comfort as the world turns and turns.

Please let me live.

Please let us survive this.

The ceiling undulates like a wave. The crack spiderwebs outward and then a beam snaps in half, shooting through the plaster.

And it flies straight toward me.






FOUR


Cleo
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The Witch of the East is zigzagging across the snowdrop field, her dress hoisted up and fisted in her hand to avoid dirtying the hem of the skirt.

“Where?” she demands, eyes wide and crazed.

Cleo has never known freedom.

Born under a blood moon, she was cursed from her first breath. Or at least that’s what she was told. Perhaps that’s why her mother gave Cleo to the Witch of the East before she was old enough to speak.

Her first memories are those of desperation.

She wanted to please the witch. After all, she was meant to be a gift (wasn’t she?) and gifts shouldn’t annoy, irritate, or infuriate.

Stay quiet, Cleo told herself. She had to learn this rule on her own, by instinct.

Delphine, the Witch of the East, liked the sound of her own voice, so because of this, Cleo’s voice should be silent.

And now, unsurprisingly, words are failing her.

She is not here by accident, just south of the Yellow Brick Road in the middle of the snowdrop field.

But accident or not, the instructions were vague, the details murky.

“There,” Cleo says and points at some random spot to Delphine’s left.

Delphine grumbles and stomps off.

The wind shifts and the old oaks surrounding the field creak in despair.

Cleo scans the woods, waiting.

Some nights, when she was finally alone after the witch was fast asleep, high on Oil, drunk on ozrum, Cleo read aloud to herself in the dim quiet just to remind herself she had a voice.

It was easy to forget the shape of words, the melody of what seemed like random letters strung together to form hope and friendship and power.

Hope seemed like a fairy tale.

Friendship like a lie.

Power a drug.

Most days, Cleo would wake at dawn to ready the witch’s bath, then her tea. She needed the tea to clear her head to drive away the hangover. She needed the salt bath to help ease the ache in her bones.

As soon as the witch was finished with breakfast, Cleo was cleaning up to prepare for lunch, then dinner, another bath, more drugs.

Would it ever be enough?

Cleo wasn’t sure.

And anyway, did it matter? She was cursed. Perhaps it wasn’t a Great and Terrible one, but a curse was a curse.

She just needed to survive.

She didn’t think there was another option.

At least not until the Witch of the West presented her with one.

It is a well-known fact that the witches of the Ends are often at odds with one another and from the inside, Cleo is privy to the truth of it—Delphine is afraid of the West.

The West is more powerful than the East. It means Delphine, deep down inside, knows that she does not deserve to rule. She is a Cardinal Witch only because she is pliable. A placeholder.

What has Delphine accomplished in the years since the Great and Terrible War?

Nothing.

Absent of ambition, Delphine can only spend her days aimlessly searching for gratification. And the only thing she knows how to do well is gorge herself on the fruits of her position. Money, drugs, power, bread and sweets. The East End is known as the breadbasket of Oz and there is no shortage of indulgences.

And now the Witch of the West is ready to move against her.

Cleo wasn’t meant to speculate on the business of Cardinal Witches, but she couldn’t help but wonder why the West had chosen her.

Most days, Cleo was loyal to Delphine, almost to a fault. Delphine might have been a terrible mother, but she was the only maternal figure Cleo knew and betraying her had never crossed Cleo’s mind.

But like most coups, it took just the right whisper at the right time.

The older Cleo got, the less she wanted to obey. It started as a pressure in her chest one night when Delphine decided Cleo had looked at her wrong and so should stay up all night scrubbing the stone floors on her hands and knees.

Then again, later, the pressure followed by a grit of her teeth when Delphine demanded Cleo remake breakfast because it wasn’t hot enough.

Then, an explosion.

Delphine had ordered Cleo to hand-wash every single one of her twenty-seven silk robes by sunrise. A task that would have taken Cleo several days.

Cleo lost it.

She screamed at Delphine.

The words didn’t come out right, and only half of them made sense, but she was on a roll and she couldn’t stop.

The only thing that stopped her was a slap across the face.

The hit surprised Delphine as much as it did Cleo.

For all her cruelty, for all the terrible things she’d done to the East End and the people who inhabited it in her endless pursuit of power and relevance, Delphine had never raised a hand to Cleo.

Cleo rubbed at the sting, silent.

And Delphine, nostrils flaring, turned and stormed off.

Perhaps that was the beginning of the end.

The pressure returned and did not leave.

Cleo wasn’t sure how she would escape Delphine, but she was determined to figure it out.

She never would have guessed that the Witch of the West would drop a solution straight into her hand.

And the solution? A long, narrow feather that gleamed like an oil slick.

The feather belonged to a winged monkey. The Witch of the West had given it to Cleo and told her simply to show it to Delphine.

Seeing the feather, Delphine had likely felt her tenuous grip on power slipping. If the winged monkeys, who belonged to the West, were flying over the East, they were encroaching, breaking the rules, and who would order them to do such a thing?

That no-good, narcissistic, vainglorious Witch of the West.

Delphine had gritted her teeth and said, “Show me where.”

Now they are here, south of the Yellow Brick Road in the middle of the snowdrop field. As instructed. The Witch of the West said she’d take care of the rest.

“Here?” Delphine asks now and drops her skirt, spreading out her arms.

“I think so,” Cleo answers, because what else is she to do? How long is she to stall?

Then …

A thundering from above. A shrill whistle that follows.

Cleo and Delphine look up at the same time.

The rest, it would seem, is a house falling from the sky.






FIVE


Dorothy
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When I wake, I find the wreckage of the ceiling piled over my body. Chunks of plaster and broken boards. When I inhale, my lungs wheeze. Dust coats my tongue and my throat, triggering a fit of coughing and the jostling of the coughing sends searing pain across my ribs.

When I can finally take a full breath, I manage to call out to Toto. The sound of his claws clacking on the hardwood floor comes from my left. He appears in my line of sight, his fur a bit mussed, but otherwise intact.

“Thank god you’re okay.”

He wags his tail.

I look around to find the house is a complete disaster.

Almost everything is out of place. The kitchen table is in the living room. Uncle Henry’s favorite chair is on its side over the closed cellar door. Aunt Em’s basket with her balled yarn is resting in the kitchen sink, yarn balls scattered across the room.

Dusky blue light pours in through the jagged remains of the nearest window, edging the glass in midnight silver.

How long was I out? Is it morning or night? It’s hard to tell and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think the eerie darkness was a sign that the storm was still rolling across the plains.

I swallow, and wince against the rawness of my throat.

Water. I need water.

My movements are slow and clumsy but I manage to shift the wreckage aside so I can sit upright and then use the wall behind me to help get to my feet.

The world sways.

My ears ring.

I make my way across the room to the refrigerator and yank on the metal handle. As soon as the door is open, everything inside spills out. Glass shatters at my feet. Cream splashes across the floor. Pickled cabbage makes a splattering mess on the toes of my boots.

The pitcher of water didn’t even make it that far. It sits on the bottom of the refrigerator in a pile of glass shards. What remained of the water drips out.

I’m suddenly parched.

I try the faucet, but nothing comes out.

I turn for the bathroom and my vision seesaws. There is a dull throbbing in my head and the sudden movement causes the pain to circle around to the space between my eyes.

When I reach up instinctively to massage against the ache, my fingers come away red with half-dried blood.

“Great,” I mutter.

Trailing a hand along the wall for balance, I make my way to the bathroom and check my reflection in the mirror. Except the mirror is cracked and my reflection multiplies into a dozen tiny versions of myself.

I don’t recognize any of them.

My hair has come free of my braids. My lip is split. A purple bruise is blooming on my forehead, surrounding a deep cut above the bridge of my nose.

I’ve lived on a farm long enough to know all about concussions. I had a full pail of milk fall on my head when I was seven and messing around in the barn. It was Aunt Em who diagnosed me with a concussion when my stomach spun and I later vomited.

I check in with the rest of my body. Do I feel sick?

My head thumps.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Wait—

That’s not my head.

I return to the hall and hear the sound again, this time in the kitchen.

It’s coming from the cellar door.

“Aunt Em!”

I rush back into the main room and fall to my knees, wrestling with Uncle Henry’s chair so I can shift it aside. Once the door is free, I grab the inset handle and hoist it up.

“I’m here, Aunt Em. I think the storm is done and—”

There is a blur of white, a rush of air, then a shimmering blue light.

A woman bears down on me, feral like an animal. “Did she send you?”

“What the—”

I scurry back on my butt, but she’s on me in an instant, hands wrapped around my throat.

“Did she send you?” she screeches again.

Her eyes are wide, her red hair a tangled mess. Her breath smells of the sharp tang of corn liquor and stale tobacco.

“I … didn’t…” I try to get words out but her fingers press harder at my windpipe.

My vision tunnels. I kick my legs trying to buck her off.

“The East End is my territory,” she says, nostrils flaring. The air around her snaps blue like lightning. “The West can’t have it. It’s mine!”

Toto barks. The woman looks over and a cry of terror escapes her throat.

She clambers back and pulls a stick from her dress pocket. “Be gone, beast!” She waves it at him. Toto flies backward, slamming into Aunt Em’s open cedar chest. The lid snaps shut, the lock clicks closed.

Toto continues to bark from the inside, nails scraping at the wood.

“I don’t know who the hell you are or how you got into our cellar, but that’s my dog and he—”

She turns the stick on me, giving it two quick swipes.

Within seconds, I’m forced down onto my knees.

“Tell me who sent you,” she says.

“What are you talking about? This is my house!”

“And it landed on me!” She circles the room, eyeing some of Em’s paintings and one of the framed family portraits that somehow still clings to the wall.

With her back to me, I struggle to get up but it’s no use. It’s like I’m glued to the floor.

“Who are you?” she asks when she comes back around.

“Who are you?”

She sniffs at me and tilts her head, regarding me like I’m a drowned worm that’s slunk in looking for better dirt. “Who am I? I am Delphine, Witch of the East, commander of these lands where you and”—she glances around at the broken house, grimacing—“your decrepit house have landed. So tell me your name, girl, before I wrench it from your throat.”

The stick is pointed at me again, her wrist bowed, ready to flick.

I have to be suffering from a concussion. There’s no other explanation.

This woman claims she’s a witch and she’s carrying around a stick like a wand.

So maybe I just need to play along until my mind snaps out of it?

“My name,” I say, “is Dorothy Gale.”

Delphine goes eerily still. Her expression is unreadable, but her knuckles are white as she clings to her wand.

There is a simmering tension in the air not unlike that of an approaching storm.

“I think I know who sent you,” she says, and then she lunges at me.



When the witch collides with me, we both fall backward. I hit the wall and the air rushes out of me.

“I’ll kill you and then I’ll kill all of them!” Her wand comes up, jabbing me in the side. Pain lances across my ribs, pressure building in my chest. I feel like I could pop from the inside out.

What the hell is happening?

The pain spreads outward, filling every hollow, and my blind instinct is to run, to run far and fast.

But this is my house, isn’t it?

I deserve to be here.

This woman doesn’t.

As tears blur my vision, I plant my feet to the hardwood floor and shove outward with everything I have.

The witch stumbles back. Her teeth are gnashed together, her eyes bloodshot.

She may have been pretty once, long red hair, a dusting of freckles on a thin, noble nose. But right now she looks wild and unhinged and I don’t know how to get her to stop.

She screeches at me again and presses forward.

I dart to the side. She slams into the wall.

I reach for the nearest object I can find—one of Aunt Em’s old butter crocks, the one that’s cracked down the center and only good for storing yarn now. I grab it by the opening and swing around.

Whack.

The crock hits the witch across the face and the momentum spins her around. Blood shoots from her mouth.

She tests her jaw, flexing it, and spits out a molar.

It pings over the floorboards.

“How. Dare. You!” She shoots forward and clips me across the face with the back of her hand.

Stars flicker in my vision.

I blindly stagger forward and hit the kitchen counter, scrambling for a weapon. Something. Anything.

I wobble on my feet.

The woman gets hold of my nightgown and yanks, spinning me around.

My fingers find a solid object and I take it at the last second, not caring what it is.

I swing downward.

The object makes instant contact.

I know immediately what it is.

Uncle Henry made me learn at a young age how to slaughter pigs. Some winters, slaughtering farm animals was the only way to survive.

And I know the exact sound a blade makes when it sinks into flesh.

The woman’s eyes somehow get bigger. Blood seeps from her neck where the hilt of the blade sticks out from her pale flesh.

Dark crimson eats away at the white of her dress.

Her lips move, as if trying to form words, but there is only the sound of blood filling her windpipe.

She comes at me, her hands clawing at my nightgown. Blood spurts from the wound, splattering across my face, splashing down my front.

She bears down on me and we stumble through the broken screen door, stumble across the front porch. Her fingers are like talons digging into me, and the horror of what I’ve done makes the world spin and my stomach knot.

Together, we spill out into the yard and my feet tangle in tall grass.

We go down. She’s nothing but deadweight now and I blink up at the sky, my breathing shallow and fast.

Am I safe?

Is she dead?

I killed her.

The seconds tick by. She doesn’t move. Not a single breath.

I think I did.

I think I killed her.

Horror seeps into my veins.

I shove her off and roll onto all fours and when I finally get my feet beneath me and stand up, I realize I have an audience.

Not one, not two. At least a dozen people. Mouths open, eyes wide. They stand beneath a darkened sky edged in midnight silver.

“She’s killed the witch,” one of them says.

“We are free,” another shouts.

“All hail the great sorceress!” a third man yells.

They shout in celebration, fists pumping toward the sky.

“What the fuck is happening?” I shout.






SIX


Cleo
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There is blood everywhere and the snowdrop field to the south of the Yellow Brick Road is alive with celebration.

A liberation.

Cleo stands beside the witch’s body. She can’t take her eyes away, afraid that the witch is pretending. Because if she’s pretending, she will kill Cleo. Kill her dead for bringing her to this spot where a house fell from the sky.

Cleo thought the house was meant to kill her, but when Delphine’s shrill voice filtered out through the broken window, Cleo’s heart sunk.

Until the girl …

The girl is standing in the middle of the field drenched in blood.

Who is she?

Her hair is dark brown, her nightgown white with flowers in red. Or at least they would be if she weren’t standing beneath the cursed darkness that has covered the land of Oz since the Great and Terrible War.

Everything always looks cast in silver-blue and the girl can’t escape the curse. None of them can.

Dorothy, she said her name was. Wasn’t that what Cleo heard?

Dorothy Gale.

The name means nothing.

There is a look on Dorothy’s face, like she is annoyed to have had to take a life.

Cleo turns back to the witch.

Her eyes are open, staring up at the sky. She hasn’t moved in several minutes and the knife is still sticking out of her neck where all the blood has seeped from her body.

Is she truly dead?

How did the girl manage it with just a kitchen blade?

There is nothing magical about the weapon and there is nothing magical about the girl.

Other than her indifference at having murdered someone in her nightgown.

Cleo steps forward. In Oz, she is short, but standing next to Dorothy, she feels small even though the girl has only a few inches on her.

Cleo has to resist the urge to fall to her knees in supplication. Bow, her knees seem to say. Bow and show your respect.

No, Cleo thinks and locks her knees in place.

Never again.

“What is happening?” Dorothy asks again. She scans the East Enders behind Cleo. These are the country men and women, the farmers. They must have come when they heard the house crash.

What is happening?

A beginning. An end. A betrayal, a retribution.

All these words jumble up in Cleo’s head. She’s not confident she knows how to pronounce them. She had to teach herself how to read, how to sound out the words. They don’t always come out right.

But the girl is looking at her expectantly, waiting as blood drips from her hands.

She has to say something.

Cleo clears her throat and speaks, her voice wobbling. “You’ve saved us. The witch is dead.”






SEVEN


Dorothy
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It’s not time to panic … yet.

No, actually, I am on the verge of panicking.

I just killed someone.

Who attacked me.

In my own house.

I can hear Aunt Em’s voice in my head. Deep breath. In and out.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath, then push it back out again.

I had my first panic attack the summer I turned thirteen. It was Em who talked me through it. I didn’t know what to do with that rising vibration in my throat, or the hot buzz up my spine, the way my head swam and my thoughts swirled and my body cramped up.

There was the overwhelming urge to run, but nowhere to run to.

Em took my hand and her warmth spread through me and she said, Right here. Focus on me and your breaths. I’ve got you. You’re safe.

Sometimes I would have nightmares where I was running, trying to get home, but home was always just out of my reach. I’d wake up shouting and Em would be there.

I thought I’d outgrown panic attacks. It’s been years.

Breathe.

You’re safe.

Am I though?

I take a few steps away from the body of the woman who attacked me.

I can’t look at her yet.

I can’t face what I’ve done.

I’m okay. For now.

I want to run.

I don’t know where to run to.

Get your bearings, Em would say.

I’m in the middle of a field with a picket fence running its length. I can see across the distance as if it’s daylight even though the sky is dark. There is a quiet hush to the world that reminds me of slowly falling snow, as if the thick darkness overhead has swallowed up all sound or pressed it down so low it can barely be heard.

My breathing slowly returns to a normal cadence. My heart stops drumming in my ears.

One thing at a time.

“What kind of darkness is this?”

One of the men steps forward. He has short black hair and, deep brown eyes, and wears overalls with stitched-on patches in a rainbow of colors. “It’s the Great and Terrible Curse. It’s a dark cloud that settled over the land many years ago.”

“Is it daytime then?” I glance over at him and he gives me a nod.

Just how far did the cyclone carry me and how do I get back home to Em and Henry?

I turn to the crowd. Another man comes forward and the others go quiet. This one is close to six feet with dark stubble along his jaw and a run of tattoos on his left hand. They look like letters, but if they are, they’re a language I’m not familiar with. With the tattooed hand, he rakes his hair back, but the ends curl up, defying him.

He’s wearing a denim shirt, the top two buttons undone, revealing a flash of chest hair. His shoulders are broad, arms thick and strong.

“Hello,” I start. “Could you tell me—”

He sinks to one knee.

The crowd assembled behind him follows until they’re all on the ground.

“Why are you bowing? What is going on?”

“O Great Sorceress,” the man says. “You’ve liberated us from the Witch of the East. She has subjugated us since the Great and Terrible War, and we owe you our lives and our thanks. My name is Mathian and I am a proud citizen of the East End.”

A second man bows beside Mathian. He’s taller, skin darker, hair shorn close to his scalp. He’s wearing a decorated tunic, the fabric soft linen, the collar adorned with embroidered flowers. “I am Aakin and I too am a proud citizen of the Ends. We owe you much thanks.”

That dull ache behind my eyes returns and I press at the bridge of my nose trying to drive it away.

None of this makes sense.

“I’m no sorceress,” I answer. “And I don’t believe in witches.”

“There,” Aakin says and gestures with a nod of his head at the bloodied woman behind me. “That is a witch. Your house landed on her.”

“And then you killed her.” The soft, quiet voice comes from behind me. I turn around and look down at the short, curvy woman. Her dark hair is cut to her chin. Bright blue eyes gaze up at me from beneath long, fringed lashes.

She has yet to bend to her knees. I’m not sure what to make of that. Does she hold a higher position here than the farmers?

She’s wearing a simple cotton dress with delicate buttons up the bodice. The collar is stiff, not unlike her body language.

“What’s your name?” I ask her.

“Cleo, O Great Sorceress.”

“You really must stop calling me that.”

Mathian stands up. “But you’ve killed the witch, Sorc—miss. They are unkillable.”

I take my first look at the body nestled in the grass, edged in silver light. She looks pretty dead to me. Killing her was easy. It’s this part, the aftermath, that’s hard.

I cried the first time I helped slaughter a pig. I’d already named him Sylvester. He’d only been on the farm a few months, but it’d felt like years.

The sound of his squealing haunted my dreams for more than a year. Life on a farm is brutal and unforgiving.

“I didn’t mean to kill her,” I tell the crowd. “She attacked me. I was just trying to defend myself.”

“Of course, Sorceress—”

“Dorothy,” I correct.

“Sorceress Dorothy,” Aakin adds. “The Witch of the East never made it easy to like her.”

Mathian gives a nervous laugh. “Wouldn’t have said that while she was alive.”

“Certainly not.” Aakin adjusts the belt over his tunic, chuckling with his friend.

I’m a little shocked at how celebratory these people are about the body resting behind me. Was she truly that awful?

She did attack me, I suppose. And she wouldn’t listen to a word I said, almost like a feral animal out for blood, with no logic to her actions. Maybe if she’d stopped for one minute and let me speak, we could have come to an understanding. She’d be alive and I wouldn’t be a murderer.

But then again … these people would not be celebrating their freedom from an unkillable witch.

What have I stepped into?

Or rather, dropped into.

I glance up at the darkened sky. There isn’t much to see other than rolling blackness edged in blue silver. There’s nothing about it that will help orient myself. I could be in Kansas or Missouri or California.

“Take the slippers!” a voice calls out from the crowd.

I turn back to the crowd.

“Yes!” several agree. “The magic slippers!”

“What slippers?” I ask.

Mathian goes over to the witch and yanks the shoes from her feet. Her dead legs thud back to the ground. And as soon as the shoes are off, her body shrinks in on itself and turns to dust.

I blink several times, clearing my vision, but the pile of ash remains. None of the Enders seem bothered by the body literally bursting into ash.

I’ve never been to California, or Missouri for that matter, but something tells me I’ve gone much, much farther.

“They are yours now, Sorceress Dorothy.” Mathian bows his head and holds the slippers aloft to me.

The cut of them reminds me of ballet slippers with a small heel. They appear to be constructed of soft leather, but even without sunlight, they shimmer like silver.

They’re the kind of slippers meant for a Halloween costume. Or a theater show.

I’ve never owned anything so elegant.

“I’m not taking the shoes of a dead woman.”

“These are no ordinary shoes,” Aakin says.

“They are powerful slippers,” Mathian adds. “Charmed with magic.”

I laugh. “Magic. Really.”

“Yes.” Mathian shifts his grip and the slippers sparkle.

“What kind of magic?” I ask.

They all share a look.

Mathian frowns. “Well … we don’t know.”

Of course they don’t.

“I think I’m losing my mind.”

“Fear not.” Aakin claps once. “You’ve done a great deed this day. May the Cardinal Gods bless you, should they return to us.”

I scrub at my face, forgetting I’m still covered in blood. Some of it smears across my cheeks. Grumbling, I use the sleeve of my nightgown to swipe it away, but I’m not sure it’s done much good. My nightgown is also covered in blood.

“I need to get home to my aunt and uncle,” I tell them and glance around, looking for something that might be familiar. “How do I get there?”

“Where’s home?” Mathian asks.

“Kansas.”

Aakin shoves his hands into the pockets of his pants and gives me a reluctant shrug. “Oz is surrounded on all sides by an impassable desert. If your Kansas is beyond the desert, we know of no way to reach it.”

“What is Oz?”

“This is Oz, Sorceress.” With his free hand, Mathian spreads out his arm, gesturing with a flourish. “All of this is Oz. You’re standing in it.”

“I’ve never heard of Oz. Is it in Oklahoma?”

They blink at me.

“Nebraska maybe?”

Mathian shakes his head. “There is only Oz.”

Hands on my hips, I walk off to think. Aunt Em will be sick with worry. Uncle Henry won’t sleep until he’s found me. And if either of them were hurt in the storm …

If the house tore away from its foundation, there’s likely damage to the barn too. The animals will need to be checked, repairs made.

I need to get home.

“Is there anyone else here that might know a thing or two about geography?” I turn back to the farmers and find Cleo standing just a few inches behind me.

I jump back, startled. She didn’t make a sound.

“Best you take the slippers. The power is yours by right.”

Curses and witches and wands and magical slippers.

“What is this place, Cleo?” I hear the anxiety in my voice, the wobbling plea. I want her to give me an answer that makes sense.

“You truly don’t know?” Her dark brows furrow over her eyes. She’s studying me like a mystery, one she desperately wants to understand. “Take the slippers. Hurry.”

It’s the urgency in her voice that finally gets me to move. I reach out for the shoes and just as my fingers brush against the soft, shiny leather, the air pops beside me and pale hands reach out through a shimmer of light.

“I’ll have those,” a voice says, and the slippers are snatched from Mathian.






EIGHT


Dorothy
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Cleo lets out a startled sound, then immediately sinks to her knees.

Both knees, I note, head bowed, shoulders hunched. If she sunk any lower, she’d be kissing dirt.

Aakin and Mathian quickly follow and Mathian says, “Bright tidings to you, Good Witch of the North.”

The golden light swirls around the figure as she steps out of the hazy brightness.

The woman slowly takes shape.

I’ve read a lot of fairy tales, both as a child and as an adult. There is nothing I love more than a fairy godmother. Fairy godmothers portend blessings and good luck.

This woman is dressed like one in a gown with a billowing skirt and a bodice tailored perfectly to her body. Diamonds shaped like stars glimmer from the fabric.

There is one incongruous fact about her—she’s younger than I am. She barely looks a day over twenty.

“We meant to hail you,” Aakin says, still pointed at the ground. “Please accept our apologies.”

The woman’s smile is tight against her teeth. Her attention shifts to me and I immediately want to shrink away.

I know the sensation of being examined, of being sized up like competition.

Tension fills the space between us, reminding me of the subtle change on the farm when a new bull is introduced to the herd.

“Worry not,” the woman says and she finally breaks our gaze.

My shoulders relax and I let out a breath of air.

“I’ve come just in time!” She lifts the slippers. “We can’t let something as powerful as these end up in the wrong hands. It’s best if I take them in—”

The slippers disappear in a swirl of smoke.

The woman’s mouth drops open and she looks around.

“What just happened?” I ask for the hundredth time. I must have a concussion. I must be delusional.

The crowd whispers among themselves.

The woman laughs but it’s hard to miss the nervous edge to the sound. “Slippery little things! I’m sure they’ll resurface soon enough.”

“I’m sorry,” I start. “Who are you exactly?”

The woman steps forward. Her movements are exaggerated and graceful like that of a dancer. Thin and tall, she certainly has the build for it, but there is a vibrating energy about her, something just below the surface that feels rushed and impatient.

“I am Lacosta.” She extends her hand to me, knuckles up, fingers down. “The Good Witch of the North.”

She stares at me expectantly.

Am I expected to kiss her knuckles?

“Nice to meet you,” I say and take her fingers, give them a pump.

I’m not kissing her knuckles.

Her perfectly arched brows sink over her hazel eyes.

I am defying her expectations.

“Dorothy,” I tell her. “The Good Girl of Kansas.”

Cleo snorts and covers her mouth. Aakin’s shoulders jerk like he’s trying not to laugh.

The witch frowns at me.

Beyond her, the dark sky gets darker and several lampposts that stand along the perimeter of the picket fence flare to life. The golden light drives away the sheen of midnight blue, and the diamonds on Lacosta’s dress send out a dozen sharp flares.

The wind shifts.

“Speaking of Kansas,” I say because I’d like to get this moving, “I need to return there. Do you know how I might find my way back?”

The witch considers me, then, “I’m not familiar with this Kansas you speak of, but you know who might know a thing or two?”

“Who?” I ask because I can tell I’m supposed to.

“The Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the crowd’s demeanor change. They visibly pull back, curl up, like a slip of paper put to flame.

Lacosta quickly steps in between me and them, dominating my line of sight.

“There is no one more powerful than the Wizard of Oz. I’m sure he’ll have the answers you seek.”

Now we’ve added wizards to the mix. What else will they reveal to me? Talking animals?

“How do I reach this … Wizard?”

The witch turns and gestures to a field just barely within sight. “Follow the Yellow Brick Road west. It will lead you to the Crossroads, the very center of Oz. From there, go south, following the signs to Emerald City.”

“Is it far?” I ask.

“Very far,” Mathian says. “And very dangerous.”

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” the witch starts.

I sidestep her to speak to the others. “How so?”

“The forest is brimming with beasts.” Aakin gestures wildly with his hands. “Some big. Some small. Some hard to detect at all.”

“And there’s the Witch of the West,” Mathian says.

“The what?”

“The wicked one,” Aakin adds.

“And the heartless man,” Cleo mutters.

I glance over at her. A strand of hair has fallen forward and sticks to the corner of her mouth. She swipes it back and avoids making eye contact.

“Who?”

It’s Aakin who answers. “The Tin Woodman.”

“Only the worst of the Oz mercenaries,” Mathias adds.

“He has no heart, you see.” Aakin taps at his chest. “You best steer clear of him. He’ll cut you down if you get in his way.”

“Is there any other route to reach the Wizard? Perhaps a different road?”

“There is no other way.” Lacosta comes forward but halts at the sound of barking.

The crowd freezes.

The barking gets closer.

“That’s Toto,” I explain. “He’s just a little dog,” I add because I’m starting to doubt these people know what dogs are by the way they’re reacting.

Toto appears in the broken screen door and barks at the group.

“He won’t hurt you—” I start to say, but the others turn around and run screaming.

“Good luck, Dorothy from Kansas. The Wizard, don’t forget. Go to the Wizard!” Lacosta gives a hasty wave and disappears in a flash of light.

I’m suddenly, staggeringly alone.

Toto trots over and sniffs at the pile of dust that was just moments ago a full-grown woman. A witch.

He whines.

“If they’re afraid of you,” I tell him, “maybe the forest beasts aren’t so bad. Maybe they’re just squirrels.”

He yips at me.

“How did you get out of Em’s chest?” I ask.

He barks twice. He’s always been crafty at getting out of, and into, places you wouldn’t expect. The first summer he appeared at the farm, he would somehow escape the house and terrorize the chickens all night long, so Henry built him a crate. The next morning, we found him at the chicken coop barking at the flock.

“Never mind,” I tell him now. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Come on.”

Back inside the house, I plop down into Uncle Henry’s chair in the middle of the kitchen. The worn fabric smells like him, like turned earth and old cigars.

Did he and Aunt Em survive the storm? Are they okay?

The worry gnaws at me.

Sensing my growing anxiety, Toto jumps up on my lap and curls into a ball. His ears twitch as if he’s listening for whatever might lie beyond the house. I can hear only the soft chirping of birds. A discordant sound in this kind of impenetrable darkness.

“I have to get home, Toto.” His tail thumps against the arm of the chair. “Should I take the witch’s advice?” I give him a scratch beneath the chin. “Or maybe I should stay put and hope someone comes to find me?” His tail wags again. “I’m a little worried we’re no longer in Kansas.”

He lifts his head and blinks up at me. Several shoots of dark, coarse hair hang in his eyes so I swipe them back for him, wishing I could hear his thoughts.

His expression has changed. Less antagonistic, more consternation.

The panic threatens to rise again so I close my eyes and sink my fingers into Toto’s fur and breathe.

Aunt Em has always anchored me, but it’s Toto that makes me feel … I don’t know … whole.

I have to get home. I have to get out of this place. And if the only way to do that is to find this so-called wizard, then I guess that’s what I have to do.

I lift Toto from my lap and set him down in the seat of Henry’s chair. He sits back on his hind legs and looks up at me with his all-knowing eyes.

“We need to do something.”

His tail swishes back and forth.

“I’m not going to sit here and hope someone comes to rescue us. I’m going to pack a bag and then we’ll leave for the Emerald City.”

Toto yips.

“Get some rest while you can. I suspect this will be a long walk and your legs are short.”

He growls, then barks.

“What? You know it’s true.”

He wrinkles his nose, his whiskers twitching, and then turns in a circle before curling into a ball.

I survey the wreckage of the house in search of a bag.

The only thing I spot is Aunt Em’s wicker picnic basket. I flip open its wooden lid and start tossing in food. Aunt Em always has salted nuts and dried meat on hand, and I find both exactly where they should be.

Scouring the rest of the house, I spot an apple that’s rolled behind the woodstove, and a baked roll crammed between the wall and umbrella stand. I check Em’s storage cabinet last, where she keeps the onions and potatoes.

But when I open the door, something metallic shines inside.

The silver slippers.

“Slippery little things indeed.” I reach in, plucking them from the shadows, fully expecting them to disappear again.

But they don’t.

When the soft leather is within my grasp, warmth spreads up my arms. “What do you think, Toto? Are they magical?”

He groans, stretching, and then pokes his head around the arm of the chair. He barks once as if to say he approves of them.

My brown leather boots were made for working in the fields, not for a long hike.

The shoes are soft and supple in my hands, the soles thick and cushioned.

I could try them on, I suppose. See if they fit.

At the kitchen table, I turn over one of the wooden chairs and perch on the edge of the seat, unlacing my left boot. I decide to keep the socks on just in case it gets cold in Oz.

Setting the slipper on the floor, I slide my foot inside.

That same warmth rushes up my calf, up my thigh, then floods my entire body.

I suck in a startled breath and let the warmth settle into my veins.

The sensation is not unlike the pleasure I feel when I’m with Edward in the haylofts.

Every bone, every joint is loose, all the aches and pains gone.

I remove the other boot and put on the second slipper, then do a test walk around the house.

“Oh god, these are divine.” They’re so much more comfortable than the boots. I’ve never owned shoes like these. We’ve never had money for such frivolous things.

“I think I could walk a hundred miles in these, Toto, and never get tired.”

With his front paws on the arm of Henry’s chair, he wags his tail back and forth, tongue hanging out of his mouth. The hair is back in his eyes. He needs a trim. I keep putting it off. Maybe once we’re home …

“Are you ready for a journey?”

He barks.

I look down at my bloody nightgown. “Right. If I’m to meet a great and powerful wizard, I shouldn’t look like I just murdered someone even though I did. I’ll go change.”

Back in my bedroom, I find my blue-and-white-checkered dress hanging on the hook beside the door. I quickly yank off the nightgown and toss it on the floor, then slip into the dress. It’s my nicest dress, one made by Aunt Em’s own hands.

In the front room, I give Toto a spin. “Better? Do I look presentable? Less like a witch-killer and more like a girl just hoping to find her way home?” He yips in agreement. I scoop up the basket. “Let’s go then. Off to see a wizard, I guess.”






NINE


Cleo
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Cleo can’t sit still in the empty halls of Delphine’s castle.

Does she even know what stillness is? Or rest?

It feels wrong on her skin, like a film she wants to peel off.

For most of her life, she has had things to do and someone to demand she do them.

Now, absent things to do and someone to tell her to do them, there is nothing but this …

the quiet …

the wandering …

the uneasiness.

Energy vibrates up her throat.

Cleo turns the corner down a hallway.

Dust swirls in the flickering candlelight.

Her footsteps echo on the stone walls.

The energy thumps at the back of her throat.

She turns the next corner.

Her ears ring and her eyes burn.

Another corner.

Another.

The pressure in her chest starts to hurt.

Her steps quicken.

Another corner.

She enters a room and freezes.

There’s Delphine’s slippers cast off on the floor, her half-drunk glass of ozrum, a leftover slice of bread.

No. No. Not that room.

Another hallway.

Another room.

Delphine’s silk robe draped over a chair.

Tears blur Cleo’s vision.

A moan escapes her throat.

She goes downstairs. She’s running now.

A breeze steals in through cracks in the stone. The flames of the lantern lights gutter out.

Cleo’s heart is rapping at her eardrums.

She turns into a sitting room.

Delphine is there holding a bottle of ozrum.

“Where have you been?” the witch asks.

Cleo squeezes her eyes shut and screams.

The sound fills the room.

It fills the cracks in the walls.

Cleo sinks to her knees and clamps her mouth shut.

The world grows still again.

Laughter burbles up, chasing the scream, and soon she’s hysterical, sobbing and laughing.

She is terrified and free and she’s terrified of being free.

What now?

When the laughter dies, the stillness floods back in like a tide filling rock pools.

The Witch of the East is dead but she’s everywhere in every corner of the castle, haunting it like a ghost.

Cleo gets up. She steals one of Delphine’s overcoats, one made of black wool with layered lapels of red and white. There’s a deep hood attached and when Cleo pulls it over her head, she feels oddly powerful.

A shiver races across her shoulders.

She ditches her shoes and slips on a pair of Delphine’s silk slippers. Not magical ones, of course. There’s only one pair of those.

“Oh,” she mutters to the quiet upon standing up.

The slippers are thickly padded and fit perfectly. As if they were made for her.

Delphine has a closet full of silk slippers that she hardly ever wore, too afraid to let the magical slippers out of her sight.

The thought that all these comfortable shoes were just gathering dust when Cleo’s shoes were years old and wearing through brings out a rage inside her that makes her eyes burn.

She packs a bag next. Food, an extra layer of clothing, Delphine’s wand, and the one thing Cleo can call her own: a rainbow prism shaped like a cat. It’s the only thing she was given as a child, the one thing she was permitted to keep.

She goes to the castle’s entrance.

She was never allowed to come and go through the front doors unless she was with Delphine.

For one split second, she hesitates, hand hovering over the hammered iron lever, as if waiting for the witch’s shrill voice to shriek from the next room.

But there is nothing. There is no one.

The witch is dead.

Cleo presses the bolt down and the latch thunks open.

She pulls the door open and the fresh air of the East End filters in.

What now?

Now, she is free.






TEN


Witch of the West
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The witch had a sister once.

And a name.

Both are gone now and losing them felt like peeling flesh from her bones.

It stung.

It still stings when she gives thought to it, to who she was, to what she had.

Usually, she has only regrets to keep her company.

But today is different.

Today there is promise.

The witch crosses to the giant circular window on the top floor of her castle. She removes her golden mask and sets it aside. Removing it is like removing an uncomfortable dress. She feels like she can breathe. Like she can stretch her arms.

As an all-seeing witch, she casts her vision far and wide.

Using her power feels a little like removing the mask. A liberation of a sort. An unfurling of her knotted insides.

She takes a deep breath and then, she can see.

In the distance, in a dazzling blue haze, is the East End ruled by the whining and imperialistic Witch of the East.

She too had a name once—Delphine—but she had no sister. Suppose that’s what made her impossible to bear. An only child can be troublesome. Spoiled and exalted by her parents, she got away with too much, thought she could continue to get away with much, much more.

Look at her now. Nothing but dust.

The witch watches as Locasta appears and tries to take the charmed slippers. She fails. Serves her right for thinking she had any claim to the magic.

The witch spots the girl in the blue-and-white-checkered dress as she embarks on her journey to the wizard.

The witch will put a stop to that.

She slides the golden mask back on, hiding her true face, and makes her way down the winding stone steps.

When she reaches the gallery, her heels clack loudly on the stone as she crosses to the half-moon balcony. In the open air, she lets out a shrill whistle.

From the west side of the castle where the roost is nestled amongst the spires, hidden from the morning light, there is a great flapping of wings. A second later, Faos, the commander of the flock, lands on the railing, his sharp talons curling over the pitted stone.

“You’ve called for me?” His voice is deep and husky.

Faos is not the largest of the flock, but he is by far the most ruthless. His face is covered in scars—a testament to how he got to his current position. By blood and by violence.

His wings are black and pockmarked with more scars. But they fly strong and fast and right now, the witch needs both.

“Get me the Tin Woodman,” she tells the commander. “Quickly.”

“Perhaps you’ve forgotten the last time he was here, demanding the release of your prisoner, you had me fly him to Lake Quad and toss him over the Great Waterfall.”

“No,” she says. “You decided to toss him over the Great Waterfall. I just wanted him gone.”

“He won’t come easily.” The scar running from Faos’s ear to his nose is one he got from the mercenary. He knows better than most just how sharp the Woodman’s axe is. “How shall I entice him?”

The witch expected this, of course. Not only can she see far and wide with her Sight, she can sometimes see into the future too.

She’s been waiting for this moment. She’s planned for this moment.

All the pieces are lining up.

“Tell him I’m ready to make a deal. Tell him to come at once if he wants to save his brother.”

Faos’s nostrils flare as if he wants to object and then thinks better of it. “As you wish.” His wings spread open and he pushes off from the railing.

The sound of a flying monkey taking off is one of thundering air.

The witch turns away as Faos’s wings kick up dust.

The Tin Woodman will come. She already knows that.

There is just one thing the witch cannot predict, a dark spot where her Sight can never penetrate—the Emerald City and the Wizard of Oz and what he might do to try to stop her.






ELEVEN


Dorothy
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I want to hate the silver slippers.

Mostly because of how badly Lacosta wanted them. I hate coveting what others want. It’s a character flaw. Childhood trauma aside, sometimes I wonder if my resistance to committing to Edward was in part because everyone else wanted Edward.

Handsome, strong, and kind, Edward would make anyone a fine husband. And several of the women in town made it apparent they thought so too.

Rosemary Bishop was one such woman. She competed with me on everything, including Edward. On more than one occasion, I would show up at the Gilbert farm only to find Rosemary there in her finest dress, hair curled and half tied in a ribbon, her cheeks pink. She would come bearing gifts—fresh baked pies or sweet tarts. Edward would always look embarrassed, as if entertaining Rosemary were somehow a betrayal of me.

I knew I should have felt that way.

But I didn’t.

And sometimes that made me feel worse. Sometimes I thought about inviting Rosemary out to coffee so I could take her hand and tell her we didn’t have to be enemies, that it was the world pitting us against each other, making us fight for scraps. As if marrying a man was our only chance at happiness and a future.

We are so much more than this, Rosemary.

Once it became clear that Edward did not return her favor, she left our hometown and enrolled in the university to study astrophysics.

When I heard the news, the jealousy hit me so hard, I stewed in it for days.

Rosemary had escaped. She’d decided on her future and ran with it.

I sigh and readjust the handle of the picnic basket. I have a lot of ground to cover to make it back home, but I think I have a lot of work to do once I get there too.

As soon as I know Em and Henry are safe, I should walk over to the Gilbert farm and have an honest conversation with Edward about what I want and what I want to do with my life.

Yes, I’ll marry you, Edward. We’ll build a house together, start a family.…

I suddenly feel ill.

That’s not what I want.

But how do I know?

What if it’s just my fear of commitment rearing its ugly head?

Toto barks at me and I come to a stop. “What is it?”

He’s sat back on his hind legs, tail swishing in the grass. I scan my surroundings. I veered off course while lost in thought.

Toto trots to the left.

“This way?”

He yips, confirming.

“Are we headed west then?”

He bounds ahead.

“I’m assuming that’s where the Witch of the West lives, but the Witch of the North pointed this direction for the Yellow Brick Road and the Emerald City. Maybe the city lies between?”

Toto gives two sharp, confident barks.

“Okay. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you knew what you were talking about.”

He barks again.

We continue walking, finding no discernible path in the field. The silver slippers are a dream to walk in, and their comfort helps me avoid the fact that they were just on the feet of a dead woman not that many hours ago. A dead woman I killed.

We cut through a field with large blue flowers and then catch the distinct sound of running water.

Toto and I pause long enough to look at one another and then we’re running.

The river quickly comes into view and we slide down its steep bank, scrambling to the edge. I dip my cupped hand into the current and drink the water down.

“Oh my god,” I say, then drink down another gulp. “This is the freshest, coldest water I’ve ever had. I was so thirsty—”

Toto leaps into the river, then dunks his head beneath the surface.

“Toto! Get back here!”

Cairn terriers are not designed to be great swimmers. I’ve never had to worry about him disappearing into a body of water back in Kansas. It’s just cornfields as far as the eye can see.

“Toto!”

There’s a splash. His head pops up, then dips down again.

When he comes up a second time, he has a fish trapped in his jaws. He swims over. The fish flaps its tail, slapping him in the face. He isn’t bothered by it. He climbs out, dragging the fish with him. He gives his head a quick jerk, disorienting the fish, before tossing it into the air, catching it on the descent, then devouring it in three quick bites, bones and all.

I grimace at the crunching. “Satisfied now?”

His tongue darts out, licking the carnage from his mouth.

“That’s disgusting.”

I swear he’s practically smiling at me.

“You will find something to murder wherever we go, won’t you?”

He sits back on his hind legs, tongue hanging out of his mouth.



Yellow has never been a favorite color, but when it pops up on the landscape, breaking up the never-ending midnight-blue horizon, I want to shout in delight. It feels like we’ve been walking for hours. Maybe we have. I don’t wear a watch to know.

I jog the rest of the way, the picnic basket banging against my thigh.

I come to a stop at the edge of the road and look left, then right.

The road disappears in both directions. It’s not wide enough to accommodate a car or a wagon, barely wide as I am tall. But the bricks are laid evenly in the ground, not a single one out of place.

After spending so many hours surrounded by fields edged in blue, seeing so much yellow almost feels like a hallucination.

I kneel in the grass, set the picnic basket aside, and reach out with tentative fingers.

I don’t know what to expect in this place.

Maybe the road is a mirage and it’ll disappear, shrivel up, just like the body of the Witch of the East.

But when my fingers make contact, nothing happens.

The stone is cool to the touch. It’s yellow, like the witch said it would be, but that’s not quite accurate. The color glitters as if the paint has been mixed with gold.

“Follow the Yellow Brick Road, they said. What could possibly go wrong?”



The blue horizon slowly fades to black and the air grows chillier.

Night must be falling.

How far is this Emerald City?

If I have to spend the night outside in this cold, I might scream. I don’t mind getting dirty on the farm, or doing hours of hard labor, but when it comes to a nighttime routine with a bed and a pillow and a blanket at the very least, I am immutable.

Even when I was young and didn’t entirely understand what I had lost, it was Henry and Em creating a safe place for me to rest my head at night that made me feel … rooted, maybe, or something close to it.

As I got older and started making friends at school, I found I enjoyed their company and liked getting out of the house, but I turned down every invitation to stay the night elsewhere. I couldn’t imagine sleeping anywhere other than my bed.

As Toto and I trudge on, the flower fields turn into cornfields and at least the familiarity of that gives me some semblance of comfort. To drive away the quiet (and hopefully any beasts that might roam in the shadows), I whistle one of Henry’s favorite tunes while we walk.

It’s a sound so ingrained in memory, it’s hard for me not to imagine Henry whistling it from the time of my birth. Aunt Em said it’s the music Henry was playing the day they met. It reminds me of the folk music they often feature at the harvest festival at the end of the harvesting season, one of my favorite times of the year.

When I was a girl, I could turn sullen in a flash. If the sun disappeared behind the clouds. If I misplaced my favorite sweater. If I dropped a biscuit in the dirt.

I wasn’t a difficult child, but I was a melancholy one. There was an ever-present feeling of longing that I could never quite quell.

So to cheer me up, Henry would play. He loves the banjo, but he can play just about any string instrument, so some nights it was the guitar, others the ukulele. His singing voice is rich and husky, his music upbeat and joyful.

It makes me immediately miss Henry and Em.

Toto and I keep walking.

The cornfields persist and eventually my mind wanders, lulled into distraction by the unchanging landscape and the repetitive sound of my own tune.

I think of Edward.

I think of being his wife, a mother, a homemaker.

I was planning on telling him yes. Should I say yes?

There is a sinking feeling in my chest.

My stomach hurts so I take a drink of water from the thermos I found in the house.

I keep whistling, trying to turn my mood.

At the horizon, where the dark sky meets the dark line of trees, there is a flash of moonlight until it too is hidden behind the never-ending dark cloud overhead.

I may have to sleep in the cornfields after all.

I’ve just about resigned myself to this idea when I pass a scarecrow staked in a crop row.

Thankfully, the East End is determined to keep the lights on regardless of population. I haven’t spotted a house in hours, but with precise predictability, every twenty feet, a lamppost glows in the dark.

The light casts an eerie glow on the scarecrow, making him look more man than stuffed effigy.

I slow my pace.

The scarecrow’s head is hung forward as if his body isn’t tied tightly enough to the pole.

Henry always tasked me with making scarecrows for the crop field. He said I was better at it than he was. He would give me several burlap sacks and one of his old flannels. To keep things interesting, I’d give the scarecrow a different face every year and I’d unveil the design in a sunset ceremony where Henry and Em were the only attendees.

Another pang of sadness hits me and I turn away as stinging wells in my eyes.

I’m going to make it home.

I’m going to find this Wizard and he’ll tell me how to get there—

A groan pulls me to a stop.

I turn back to the scarecrow.

His head lolls and the movement sends a bead of blood spilling from his mouth.

“Oh my god.”

I drop my basket, scramble over the fence, and race through the field, cornstalks whipping at my face. I shove them aside, parting them like a theater curtain.

“Help,” the man whispers, his voice wet and hoarse.

“I’m coming!” I shout.






TWELVE


Scarecrow

[image: A bird stands at the center facing left, with a pointed beak and folded wings. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a balanced decorative frame.]

The sound of whistling rouses me.

It’s a soft melody, part birdsong, part work tune.

Everything hurts.

I jerk forward but the ropes binding my wrists hold fast. Another length of rope is wound around my waist, lashing me to a pole staked in the ground.

I’m in a cornfield in the Ends.

The whistling gets closer.

It takes too much effort to keep my head upright, so I let it loll forward, let the blood drip from my mouth.

“Help,” I croak, but the word comes out a rasp.

Closer.

Closer still.

The girl stops on the Yellow Brick Road.

I shift just enough to show her there is life here.

“Oh my god,” she calls out.

The sound of her voice is more music than the whistling and it catches me off guard. My heartbeat quickens.

I pull in a breath, ignore the ache in my ribs.

“Help,” I say again.

“I’m coming!” she shouts.

The cornstalks part for her like a tide.

She is a vision of light. Prettier than expected.

My heart thumps harder.

I look up at her and smile.






THIRTEEN


Tinman

[image: A small axe lies at the center with a curved handle and sharp blade, with leaves and a twig wrapped around it. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves frame the scene.]

Faos finds me in the Magpie in the middle of a game of Crooks & Aces.

The tavern at this time of night is loud and riotous with a band trying their hardest on the makeshift stage, searching for pockets of air space between the shouting and fighting and laughter.

A fire crackles on the giant stone hearth. The thick wooden mantel above it is tacked full of handmade charms that swing from leather cords, catching the light. They’ve accumulated over the years, nailed there by visitors hoping to ward off the Great and Terrible Curses. Or to beg the gods to return.

It’s all superstition. The curses part. Not the gods.

I’ve seen the gods with my own eyes.

When I was a boy, my mother would take me and my brothers on an annual trek to the Emerald City for the Reaping of the Gods. They would stand, one in each cardinal direction, and replenish the earth with magic. Back then the Yellow Brick Road was a creek that flowed gold with power. Now it’s bricked over and only half as powerful.

It’s been more than twenty years since anyone has seen a god, and there is no more annual reaping. Either they’re dead or they’ve abandoned us, and if they’ve abandoned us, I’m not about to fucking capitulate.

But the curses, those can come out of nowhere. So maybe I can understand the superstition of trying to ward one off.

If mine hadn’t come from someone, instead of nowhere, I might be inclined to collect stones and sticks and weave them together too.

The front door creaks open and the cold mountain air of the West End steals in, driving out the dry heat. With my sleeves rolled up to my elbows, the chill creeps up my arm, lifting the hair. On my left arm, anyway. My right arm, made of metal and cogs and wires, feels nothing at all.

Faos scans the tavern. Light from the iron lampposts outside rims his folded wings in gold.

The tavern goes quiet.

There is only the sound of the fire now, and the clanking of pots in the kitchen.

The West End may be under the rule of the Witch of the West, but everyone on the ground knows it’s Faos and his winged monkeys you have to be wary of.

Sometimes they are under the witch’s command. Sometimes they are just thirsty for blood.

When his gaze lands on me, I pretend not to have noticed him despite how impossible he is to ignore.

I have a shit hand. I suppose his arrival has come at the best time.

“Tinman,” he calls.

My name sounds like a command in his wild, animal voice. Half the tavern shivers at the sound of it.

“I’m busy, Faos.” I shuffle through my cards again, willing them to be better.

“The witch has called for you.” He crosses the room. People scurry out of his way. He has to turn sidelong in order to maneuver through the tight spaces between tables. He is large compared to a man, but slight for a winged monkey. He’s easily twice my size with wings folded closed. Wings open, he’s a goddamn nightmare.

Word must have spread to the kitchen because the pots are quiet now too.

One of the cooks pokes her head through the swinging door.

“Unlike you, monkey,” I tell him, “I don’t dance when the witch commands it.”

His nostrils flare. His wings jitter behind him.

Possibly an unnecessary dig, but I’m nothing if not consistent with my audacity. Or stupidity, depending on who you ask.

But Faos and I have an understanding, I think. He doesn’t serve the witch out of the goodness of his heart. And I have no heart to serve with.

We are both beholden to her in a way. She commands him with a golden mask. She pulls my strings by holding my brother hostage.

Gabriel has been a prisoner in her dungeon for three years. Nothing I’ve done has freed him. No barter. No threat. No trick.

It’s been months since she’s let me see him. For all I know, he may be dead.

The thought should stir some kind of emotion, but it’s hard to feel anything when you can only feel nothing. If emotion is a well, mine is dry.

“You’ll want to hear this one,” Faos says.

I keep my eyes on my cards. “Oh?”

“She’s willing to make a deal.”

Now he has my attention.

“Go on.”

“If you agree to the job and succeed, she’ll release your brother.”

The entire tavern is entertained by this exchange and I’m aware that what I say next will be gossiped about for weeks to come. There isn’t much to distract the Enders other than drama in this cold, unforgiving land.

“What kind of job?”

“None of their concern,” he answers and sniffs at the tavern customers.

A secret mission then? Secrets are like desert scorpions—they’re only good if you’re the one who holds them.

But I may never have another chance to free Gabriel.

“Very well,” I say and throw down my hand.

I have three aces and the royal crook—the king of emeralds. A winning hand.

“Sorry, gentlemen,” I say to the other players and scoop up the golden piats. “Try your luck next time.”

“Hey!” The man to my left shoves his chair back and it teeters on its legs. “That’s impossible! You’ve cheated!”

“Have I?” The coins chime as I toss them in my pocket. “Say that again.”

The man’s name is Grainy or maybe Grosson. I forget. He’s neck deep in debt to just about everyone this side of the Crossroads. And desperate men are oftentimes more dangerous than dangerous men.

But not tonight.

Not with me.

“You’re a liar and a cheat!”

I have my axe in hand before Grosson finishes his sentence.

I have it swinging before he can blink.

I have his head lobbed off before he can gasp out a breath of surprise.

His head hits the dirty hardwood floor with a loud, wet thump. It rolls under the table and the rest of the players leap back to avoid getting blood on their boots.

The rest of his body slumps over in the chair and I use his shirt to clean my blade, then slide it back into its holster strapped to my back.

“Apologies, Mr. Hanson,” I call to the tavern’s owner. He’s standing behind the bar, a glass in hand, the polishing rag hanging limply from the other. “For the trouble.” I flip him a gold piat. He drops the rag, fumbles with the glass. The glass hits the bar top and shatters.

He manages to catch the coin though.

Glass is replaceable. Gold not so much.

“It’s all right, Tinman.” He avoids looking me in the eye. They all do. Except for Faos. Faos isn’t afraid of me even though the scar running across his face says he should be.

The monkey makes his way out of the tavern and waits in the cold night.

When the door swings shut behind me and I meet him beside the lamppost, the dirty snow crunching beneath my boots, his breath puffs out in an exaggerated cloud. “Did you cheat?”

I unroll my shirt sleeves, warding off the cold, and pull out a cigarette, running the end of the twisted paper between my lips, wetting it. The lighter comes to life when I press the button and the cogs inside whir, flint striking against the wheel.

A spark ignites.

I inhale.

The dried nightshade crackles as it burns and perfumes the air with sweetness.

“Did I cheat?” I repeat, exhaling smoke. “Of course I did.”

Faos scowls. “Have you no honor?”

“Says the monkey who tossed me over the Great Waterfall last we met. My arm was rusted for a week.”

He rolls his eyes. “I had orders.”

I level my gaze at him. “Oh really? The witch told you to toss me over a waterfall?”

He looks away. “Fine. I improvised.”

“See? Was that so hard?” I take another hit and trudge forward. “Anyway, you already know the answer to your question, dear Faos. Do I have honor? No. It’s impossible to have honor when you have no heart. What’s your excuse?”

I hear him grunt behind me and then take to the air.

I guess I’m walking alone then. Just as well. Faos is terrible company.






FOURTEEN


Dorothy

[image: A pair of slip-on shoes rests at the center, with rounded toes and bow details on the front. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a decorative frame.]

My hands are shaking, my heart racing.

Untying the man from the pole takes longer than I’d like. I’m horrible at undoing knots on a good day.

A hundred scenarios run through my mind as I work at the rope. What an awful thing to do to another person—beat them bloody and tie them to a pole.

Who would do such a thing? Was it the Tin Woodman? The heartless man, they said?

What kind of place is this anyway?

I just want to go home.

When I get the ropes free from his arms, the beaten man slumps forward, the pole sagging in the ground as his weight shifts.

And when I finally get the last rope undone from his waist, he practically melts from his trappings, hitting the ground like he’s boneless.

I hurry to him, kneeling in the dirt. “Are you okay? I almost walked past you. I thought you were a scarecrow.”

His movements are slow and labored. “I’m all right. I’m glad you came by when you did.”

He has an accent, something vaguely British, and when he sits upright, back propped against the pole that just held him hostage, I’m caught off guard by how handsome he is.

It’s a shocking conclusion in a shocking scenario, and could I be any shallower?

Come on, Dorothy.

Beside me, Toto growls.

The man chuckles and gives Toto a pat on the head and Toto tries nipping at his hand.

“Toto! Don’t you dare!”

“Feisty little thing, are you?” the man says.

“I’m so sorry. He thinks he’s bigger than he is.”

The man finally looks at me. His eyes are bright green. An alarming shade, like the color of the soft pulp of a lime.

“Are you from around here?” I ask him.

He’s wearing a black shirt with an abstract design embroidered in gold along the collar. Over it, he’s got on a black jacket with broad shoulders and narrow lapels.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d guess he’s just come from a fancy party.

“Hmm.” The sound hums in the base of his throat. He glances left, then right, but there’s nothing to see. Just rows and rows of corn. He frowns and runs his tongue over his bottom lip, swiping away some of the blood. There is a searching hunger on his face. “Would you believe me if I said I didn’t know?”

“You don’t know if you’re from here?”

He shakes his head. “I can’t remember anything before waking.”

“You have no memory?”

“I guess not.”

There’s a cut along his forehead, another on his cheek, and his hair is wet and mussed like he’s been baking in the sun all day.

“Do you have a name?” I ask.

Toto finally curls into my side.

The man narrows his eyes, thinking. “I’m afraid I don’t remember that either. But you said you thought I was a scarecrow? Perhaps that is my name.”

I shake my head. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“For lack of a better one…”

I consider him for a second. His hair is black like a crow, and his features are sharp like one too. Em always said the crows on the farm were wise creatures, all-knowing. And even though this man has no memories, there is a depth to his gaze that feels bottomless.

“Rook is another name for crow. How about if we call you Rook for now?”

The corner of his mouth lifts just slightly. “A worthy name.” But then he collapses into a fit of wet, hacking coughs.

“I have water. Hold on. Let me … it’s in my basket. I’ll be right back.”

I race back through the corn, then launch myself over the fence, retrieving my picnic basket where I dropped it on the Yellow Brick Road. When I return to him, the coughing has subsided, but his head is resting against the pole, his eyes closed.

Is he dead?

Encountering two dead bodies in this strange land in just a matter of hours can’t possibly be a good omen.

I inch forward, eyeing the man’s chest. But with his dark clothing, and the dark sky overhead, it’s impossible to tell.

“Rook?”

He jolts and his eyes pop open, refocusing on me.

“Thank god. I thought … never mind. Here.” I sink to my knees and dig inside the basket, pulling out Henry’s red thermos. I pour a drink into the cup that serves as the thermos lid, then hand it over gently.

“Thank you.” He takes the offering and drinks slowly, wincing around the cut on his lip.

“Do you know how long you’ve been here?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Are you hungry?”

“I … maybe?”

I push aside the potatoes in the basket and retrieve the singular apple. “Take this. The sugar will help replenish some of your energy, at least.”

He nods and takes the fruit, biting into it quickly.

The apple cracks open beneath his teeth and juice runs down his chin.

I swallow hard.

Toto groans beside me.

“Where were you headed?” he asks between bites.

“Um … the Emerald City?”

He spins the apple between thumb and forefinger, biting as he goes.

“Have you heard of it?” I ask.

“I don’t think so. Is it far?”

“I can’t be sure. I’ve never been here.”

“In the cornfield?”

“No. I mean Oz.”

“Oh.” He swallows. A lock of hair falls over his forehead and he swipes it back with a run of his fingers.

There is more blood peppered on the back of his hand, and a scrape running between his two largest knuckles. The movement causes the veins to rise beneath the skin like a tributary.

“If you’ve never been here,” he asks, “then where are you from?”

I refocus and look away from his hand. “Kansas.”

“Hmmm.” He thinks, then, “I’ve never heard of Kansas either. That’s a bit troubling.”

“Actually, you aren’t the only one. I seem to have landed far from home.”

He takes the last bite of the apple and tosses the core into the cornfield. Color has already returned to his face.

“Can you walk?” I ask him.

He nods at me and slowly rises to his feet. But once he’s upright, he sways and I have to catch him beneath the arm.

All of his weight comes down on me and I stumble with him.

“Apologies, miss.”

“Dorothy.”

“Dorothy,” he corrects. “If you aren’t from here, how do you know where you’re going?”

“I don’t. Not really. A witch told me where to go.”

“Is she a friendly witch?”

We take one tentative step forward, back toward the Yellow Brick Road.

“She called herself a good witch.”

He laughs beneath his breath. “If you have to call yourself good, are you truly good?”

“You make an excellent point.”

“Do I?”

I crane my neck to look at him. He’s easily half a foot taller than I am, and even through his shirt, I can tell he’s corded in muscle.

He smells good too. Especially for someone who was tied to a pole in a cornfield. Something cool, and crisp, like a sharp winter morning.

“So a good witch told you to go to the Emerald City. Why did you need to be told where to go? Do you often need to be told what to do?”

I scowl up at him. “No. Absolutely not.”

He chuckles. “No offense meant, of course.”

“Sorry, I just … well, my aunt likes to say I’m stubborn and I won’t admit this to her, but she’s right. I don’t like being hedged into something, and I sure as hell don’t like to be told what to do.”

“Noted.” I can hear the amusement in his voice. “So a witch told you where to go … why?”

“Because I’m lost.”

“Perhaps us meeting was destined then.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m lost too.”

I laugh and we take a few more steps forward. “We can be lost together.”

“I’d like that, Kansas.”

“Dorothy,” I correct.

“Right.” He smiles down at me, his green eyes reflecting the light from the nearby lamppost.

The line of his body is warm against me and his scent quickly surrounds me. I immediately find it comforting.

Everything about this man is surprising and perplexing. Like a puzzle with no picture. Just a bunch of sharp and rounded edges.

We reach the Yellow Brick Road and I situate him against the picket fence while I return the thermos to the basket and retrieve a few of the potatoes that spilled out in my rush to drop it.

“We should find somewhere safe for the night,” I say. “You don’t happen to have any memories of nearby houses, do you?”

“Houses, no, but…” He narrows his eyes and glances down the Yellow Brick Road, the way I was headed. “There might be a city that way. Or maybe I’m wrong. I can’t be sure. I just seem to remember one being there.”

“Your guess is better than mine and I’m willing to hold out hope you’re right. I could use a bed and you could really use a doctor.” Without thinking, I reach over to push aside another lock of his hair to get a better look at the cut on his forehead. “That one might need stitches.”

“You have a pretty nasty gash too.” He gestures to my forehead.

I reach for it, then remember. “Right. But I don’t think I have a concussion. You might.”

He tilts his head. The lock of hair goes rogue again. “You know a lot about wounds, Kansas?”

I step back and meet his eyes. He has no memories and yet his gaze somehow pierces through me, penetrating. Like he knows everything all at once.

“Dorothy.”

“Of course.” He tests the wound in question with a brush of his fingertips and pulls back with a sharp hiss. “You may be right. A doctor might be needed.”

“Of course I am.”

His tongue darts out, swiping at his bottom lip, leaving a wet trail that glistens. “Stubborn and confident.”

I blink and look away from his mouth, which is now smiling at me. He has a dazzling smile. A smile that makes my belly dip. “You’re teasing me.”

“No. Well … yes.”

I huff out a laugh. “Come on. We’ll walk together. Toto?”

Toto gives the man a long, lingering stare, and then trots off ahead of us.

“He’ll come around eventually,” I tell Rook.

“I’m not worried at all,” he says, and his smile widens.






FIFTEEN


Tinman

[image: A small axe lies at the center with a curved handle and sharp blade, with leaves and a twig wrapped around it. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves frame the scene.]

Faos’s shadow follows me overhead, making sure I stay the course. The Yellow Brick Road doesn’t stretch this far northwest, so I’m forced to keep to the well-trodden dirt track that stretches from the Crossroads to the mountain villages inhabited mostly by miners and outlaws.

The witch’s castle sits at the foothills of the mountains where the air is warmer, the trees a little greener. It’s been snowing in the mountains for months and the only things that grow there are the dense shrubs that find purchase between rock crevices.

When I reach the castle, Faos leaves me for the roost in back, the beating of his wings disappearing with his soaring shadow overhead. I consider turning around and leaving, but this potential deal has piqued my interest. I had just given up on the prospect of winning my brother’s freedom.

The dirt road from the mountains meets up with the Yellow Brick Road from the Crossroads and when I step onto it, the bricks glimmer gold.

They are a poor substitute for the river that used to run swollen with magic, but what they lack in power, they make up for in flash. It screams egotistical wizard in every fucking brick.

“Tin Woodman,” another winged monkey calls out from the gloom. He’s standing at the front gate wearing the guard’s uniform of leather vambraces and matching breastplate stamped with a W right in the center. His gaze pauses on the metal flash of my arm before cutting back to my face. “You made it.”

“Did I have a choice, Mantos?”

He shoves a key into the lock and gives it a turn. A thunderous clank sounds on the other side as a dozen cogs and latches open up.

The gate finally swings in and I stalk forward.

“Farewell,” he says behind me, not bothering to hide a snicker.

There are more guards at the next entrance—an arched metal gate with spikes lining its bottom edge. It’s open already, permitting me inside.

I’ve been here countless times before and nothing ever changes, and yet I look for clues as if a change in the atmosphere might give me something to exploit against the witch.

There are always guards stationed at the same locations. The same marble busts perched on marble columns. The same urns overflowing with dead plants.

I walk up the marble staircase, then across the mezzanine. Hung from thin wire are five oil paintings mounted in gilded frames. The first is a landscape. The second a lake. The third a depiction of a bloody battle in the Great and Terrible War. That one is my favorite.

It’s the fourth and fifth I always find sickeningly sentimental for a witch who helped overthrow the royal court.

The fourth portrait is an oil painting of the former queen of Oz. The fifth is a painting of Princess Ozma, all but two years old in a dress of blue and gold, a curl of dark hair at the crown of her head.

Sentimental, yes, but fodder to exploit? No. Just relics from the past.

I make my way to the gallery at the back of the castle. Despite the late hour, the cavernous room is awash in light. Three giant iron chandeliers hang from the pitched ceiling. Stuffed with a hundred candles each, the lights flicker in the drafty castle. There are more candles, more lanterns lit in every corner. The fireplace is cold though.

She may be the Witch of the West, one of the most powerful beings in all of Oz, but I think she may be afraid of the dark.

I spot her at the balcony surveying her vast territory.

“You called for me,” I say. “Here I am.” I come up beside her and lean against the railing where Faos’s claws have pitted the stone.

“I need help retrieving someone.”

I snort. “Isn’t that what Faos is for? He retrieved me, didn’t he?”

“This is different. I need a more delicate hand.”

“I am a Soldier of Fortune. There is nothing delicate about me.”

She turns to me, and the dancing torchlight skims the curves in her black dress. Her face is hidden behind the golden monkey mask. The expression is one of frozen menace, mouth wide, teeth sharp, cheekbones hollow.

All I can make out are her bright violet eyes through the oval cutouts in the mask.

“Faos is motivated by magical command and that’s not motivation enough. You, on the other hand, are motivated by blood.”

It takes considerable effort not to shiver beneath her stare. I’ve never seen her with the mask off and I’m not sure I want to.

“After three years, you’d release Gabriel in exchange for quarry?”

“I would.”

“Why? Who is this fugitive?”

“Not a fugitive.” She clasps her hands in front of her. “A girl.”

I clear my throat, try not to roll my eyes. “And what does the Witch of the West want with a girl?”

“That’s an answer you cannot have.”

I pace away to the opposite edge of the balcony, thinking. I do want my brother freed. I may lack the ability to love, but no one but Gabriel will put up with me and sometimes I miss that companionship. He keeps me balanced. Keeps me humble.

“Do you want the girl dead or alive?” I ask.

“Alive.” Her voice is unwavering, almost vehement.

“They travel better dead.”

Her golden mask tilts, regarding me. “If she’s harmed in any way, I will skin your brother alive, right in front of you, and then I will bury you in his tanned hide.”

“Well, don’t oversell it.”

She huffs and turns away. “To show my good faith, I’ve allowed you a visit to the dungeon. You have ten minutes. When you come out, I’ll have your answer.”



Flickering torches light the way from the dungeon’s entrance to the bowels below where the witch has kept my brother caged for the last three years.

I call out his name in the dark.

“Brother?” His voice is shaky and dry. He emerges from the shadows, his blond hair raked back and greasy. Somehow, even dirty and unkempt, he still looks like a handsome little shit.

He got our mother’s soft beauty but none of her brutality.

“Here.” I hand him a mug of ale that the witch permitted me to bring.

Gabriel takes the offering eagerly and drinks it straight down.

He remains there a beat longer, head hung back, savoring the taste.

You’d think it’d be cold and dank down here in the dungeon, but it’s insufferably hot, as if the stone prison is suspended over hell itself.

Gabriel hands the mug back and hangs his arms out through the iron bars, his forehead braced between two. “How about you give me a smidge of your Oil now, huh?” He nods at the canteen strapped across my body.

“You don’t need it.”

“Who said anything about need?”

I’ve never been able to deny him. As our youngest brother, what he asks for, he gets.

I pull the canteen strap off my shoulder, unscrew the lid, and pour some of the dark liquid into the cap. I hand it over and Gabriel takes it, careful not to spill.

Oil is an expensive drug in Oz. Best not to waste it.

He slings it back and then gives the cap a hard tap to drink down every last thick drop.

As someone who barely indulges in the drug, he’ll be floating on ecstasy for several hours once it kicks in.

For me, someone who has to dose up every few hours, I barely feel it anymore. I take it so I don’t lock up.

Gabriel hangs his arms out again. “You seen our brother lately?”

I cap the canteen. “No. Last I heard, he was hiding.”

“Hiding from you, you mean.”

I lean against the stone wall that juts out from Gabriel’s cell on the south end. “He’s not afraid of me.”

“Bullshit.” Gabriel slurs the word. The Oil is kicking in fast, likely on account of his empty stomach. “He’s terrified of you.”

I shake my head. “I think he’s more terrified of what he might have to do if he crosses my path. Fight or run. And our brother is no fan of either.”

Gabriel comes over to the wall and slouches against it. “Doesn’t like to get his hands dirty.”

“Precisely.”

“And what would you do? If you came eye to eye with him?”

I consider his question carefully even though I already know the answer. “I’d kill him.”

“You’d regret it.”

I cut my gaze back to his. His eyes are heavy but he’s looking right at me.

There was a time when all three of us were inseparable. Gabriel got the best of us, then the worst. Of course he wants to return to the good parts. But how can we now? There is no going back.

“I wouldn’t,” I answer.

He raises a brow. “I have a lot of hours down here to think.”

“Lucky you.”

“And I think that if you truly wanted him dead, you would have killed him by now.”

I think of the blood splattered across my boots, the axe strapped to my back, the unimaginable power of my metal arm, and the void that yawns in the center of me. “Have you considered that maybe I have? Where I go, bodies trail behind me. Maybe they’re all dead. Maybe I’m telling you lies to protect you.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you wouldn’t care enough to lie.” He smiles and it looks stupid on his face, too wide, too many teeth. He’s slipping quickly.

“I don’t know why I bother trying to free you. You’re a pain in my ass.”

His eyes close and he chuckles to himself. “Because no one else will tolerate you.”

He’s right, of course.

His head lolls to the side.

“Tinman.” The witch’s voice slithers down the stairwell.

“I’m not done,” I shout back.

But a second later, my knees buckle and I sink to the stone floor as pain shoots across my chest. My arm locks up first. It’s always the first to go.

The witch might not have been the one to steal my heart, but she knows how to exploit the weakness.

“Best be going,” Gabriel says, his eyes still closed.

Before I lose all feeling, I scramble with my left arm, drinking back a capful of Oil. It’s no match for the magic of a Cardinal Witch, but she doesn’t want me dead. She just wants me to obey.

The drug warms my stomach, then creeps through my bloodstream. Feeling returns to my extremities, and I sigh.

Oil is like warm honey in your veins, like clouds in your head. Like everything will be all right and if it’s not, who cares?

I climb to my feet and sway a little.

“Get some rest, baby brother.”

He jolts himself awake. “There is nothing to do here but rest.”

“Then rest some more.”

He laughs again and his body sort of melts into itself and he slumps down the wall.

My high is already fading. “I’ll be back for you soon.”

“Mmmhm,” he says and curls into a ball on the stone floor. “Take your time.”

I snort and leave him to his temporary respite.



The witch meets me at the top of the stairs.

“You took too long.”

“I don’t have a watch.”

“I don’t want your excuses.” She folds her hands in front of her. “So?”

“I retrieve this girl, bring her to you unharmed, and you’ll release my brother? Also unharmed?”

“You have my word,” she answers.

I don’t often trust the word of Cardinal Witches, but the West has always been true to hers.

“Fine. Where will I find this girl?”

“Her name is Dorothy Gale. Her house came down in the East End. She’ll likely be close by.”

“I thought you were all-seeing. Can’t you tell me where she is?”

The witch’s shoulders level out, then rock back. “I can’t see her anymore.”

If I cared at all about any of this, I’d consider that interesting. I pull out another cigarette, stick it between my lips, and retrieve my lighter. But the witch snaps her fingers and the cigarette disappears in a swirl of golden magic. “Not in my house,” she says.

I sigh. My head is starting to pound. I rarely drink Oil anymore. It gives me a headache. Straight in the veins is how I prefer it. “Is that all then?”

“For now. If the situation changes, I will inform you.”

I turn and head for the door.

“But don’t forget, Tinman. The girl is to be unharmed.”

“I heard,” I say over my shoulder. “I’ll tie her up and wrap her in soft, gauzy linen and toss her over my shoulder if I must.” I stop at the door and glance back at her once more. “One way or another, you’ll have your Dorothy Gale.”






SIXTEEN


Gabriel
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The Oil sends Gabriel floating.

In the hours that stretch like putty, everything is okay. He doesn’t have his freedom, but at least he has the warmth. At least he has his good looks.

Behind his closed lids, the darkness swims, then sparks. The sparks remind him of the fireworks the day the war ended. The gods were gone. The royal family was gone. And the witches promised better times.

Everyone was desperate for a normal life. Even if it was promised on a pile of ash.

In the flashing light of the fireworks, he can see his brothers. They don’t hate each other. Not yet.

There is an amber bottle of Emerald Spice being passed between them all. The ale is warm on Gabriel’s tongue. It tastes like wintertime, like cloves and ginger.

Gabriel is not yet cursed. That comes later. His body is still his own, he is not a prisoner of it, imprisoned in it. He is free.

But he doesn’t feel free.

“Wake up, little one.”

Gabriel’s eyes slowly part. The spark of the fireworks is replaced by the flickering of torch flame.

The witch is standing in the hall outside his cell.

Gabriel groans and sinks back into the stone. “I prefer not to.”

“How did your brother seem?”

“Like you don’t know.”

There is a zap on Gabriel’s arm, a bit of magic assaulting him like a bolt of lightning. “Hey!” He lurches upright and rubs the sore spot. All the effervescence of the Oil is gone and reality crashes back in. “Is it not torture enough that you keep me prisoner here having committed no crime?”

“You are a prisoner, not because of what you have done, but because of what you can do.”

This is not the first time the witch has visited him in the dungeons. Not the first time she’s poked him for information about his brothers. But somehow, it still feels different. She’s always dodged his demand for answers specifically pertaining to his imprisonment. They would talk about anything else. Some days she would tell him the color of the cursed sky, the taste of the cold air. Some days she would share food with him and talk about her childhood and ask him about his.

But never why he was here. He was convinced that no amount of begging, bartering, or badgering would set him free. Only death. Or revenge.

Eventually he stopped asking.

So why is she telling him now?

“I don’t understand.” Using the rock wall behind him to steady his weight, he slowly rises to his feet. “What do you mean, what I can do?”

“Surely you know. You have a talent for finding lost things. A talent you inherited from your father.”

Gabriel barely knew his father. All he had were collections of the man. Collected stories, collected trinkets.

He was supposed to have been the love of his mother’s life, her fated one. Gabriel was the youngest of his brothers, and they all had different fathers. His mother was a fickle wife, and love had always seemed to thwart her, her men as impermanent as desert mirages.

The father of Gabriel’s eldest brother died in a small skirmish in the Oz hinterlands, in a battle over steel and gods and land. The father of his second eldest brother disappeared before his brother was born.

And his father …

He was killed by a god.

His mother would not let him forget it, but if all Gabriel had were stories, this one, the details of his father’s death, was the one story he was desperate to possess and the only one just always out of his reach.

What reason would a Cardinal God have to kill a simple, mortal man?

Gabriel brings his hands to the metal bars, wraps his fingers around them. They have been his home for so long that he has come to think of them as extensions of himself. Wrought-iron rib bones that he can grip and rattle until his lungs hurt.

His bones are strong. They never give.

“Is that why you’ve held me prisoner all this time?” he asks the witch now. “To find something for you?”

Through the cutout holes of her golden mask, her gaze grows unfocused.

He was once terrified of the witch, but they’ve been unlikely housemates for years now and he suspects he’s grown fond of her in a way. Maybe she’s twisted his mind, made him think her soft when all of Oz thinks her sharp and brutal.

Even if that is true, he likes believing that the one thing he’s gained in his imprisonment is this knowing of the Witch of the West, a knowing unlike any other.

“The opposite.” Her voice is quiet, a whisper.

“How so?”

She sighs and then reaches behind her and undoes the straps of the mask.

When her true face is revealed, she licks her lips, closes her eyes, and exhales.

Her third eye, the one in the center of her forehead, the color of poppy milk, remains open. It has no pupil so it’s impossible to know where it’s looking, but Gabriel always gets the distinct impression it’s staring into his soul.

“You are prisoner here,” she says, “so that which is lost remains lost until it must be found.”

“And what is this lost thing?”

“Not a thing.” She opens her eyes and refocuses on him. “A god.”






SEVENTEEN


Dorothy
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The cornfield eventually ends and where it ends, woods begin and I immediately miss the comfort of the crop fields. Corn I understand, woods I do not. And in a place like this, it seems twice as likely that something terrifying could reside among the trees.

I’m not about to admit it, but I’m grateful for Rook. Having another person to occupy my thoughts and to join in on conversation is enough to distract the anxiety and my wild imagination.

I don’t want to think about what kind of monsters might live in the dark Oz woods.

Instead I want to learn everything there is to learn about the handsome scarecrow.

He leans on me as we walk, but I suspect he’s holding his weight back to not overwhelm me. Still the warmth of his nearness is a welcome gift and I keep my arm firmly around his waist.

I very much do not want to notice the hard muscle beneath his jacket.

But I do.

As we walk, he asks me questions.

“What is your home like?”

Toto trots ahead to chase a firefly.

“Not too far, Toto!” To Rook, I say, “Kansas is quiet and beautiful in its own way, but it’s landlocked. Farmland as far as the eye can see. I suppose that’s good if you enjoy farming.”

“And you don’t?”

I think of Edward and the life he’s promised me—having our own farm, a family. Do I owe it to him and myself to try to enjoy it?

“No.” The word comes out too quickly. “I mean, Kansas is home and I like home.”

“But not farming.”

“What about you?” I ask, changing the subject. “I don’t mean to pry, but I noticed you don’t have callused hands. Your nails are trimmed neatly. You must do something other than hard manual labor.”

He holds his right hand out in front of us. There are no distinguishing marks on him. No tattoos. No scars.

“You’re observant, Kansas.”

I start to correct him on my name again, but decide I don’t mind the nickname.

“Callused hands are familiar, is all.”

“How so?”

I get another flash of Edward and his rough hands on my bare thighs.

“Farms,” we say in unison, and then I laugh and he smiles and butterflies fill my stomach.

We continue walking and talking.

I tell him about Em and Henry but I find myself skirting around the topic of Edward.

What would I call him? We are more than friends, but we’ve never gone so far as to call each other boyfriend and girlfriend.

Was it just last night that he proposed to me? It seems like a month ago.

“Do you have friends here?” I ask Rook as the Yellow Brick Road curves away from a grove of trees that shine silver in the lamppost light.

“I’m not sure,” he answers. “But I don’t think so.”

“Why?”

“I was tied to a post. If I had friends, surely they would have saved me.”

He delivers this statement with no emotion, but the thought makes my eyes burn.

“Maybe they didn’t know where you were.”

“Maybe,” he admits. “Where did you meet your furry friend?”

“My dog?”

Rook looks down at me. “Is that what you call him?”

“Yes? That’s what he is.”

“Mmm,” he says, and then, “Where did you get him?”

“He just showed up at the farm one day.”

“Which day?”

“I don’t remember.”

“We have that in common.”

“I suppose we do.”

“He’s protective of you,” Rook observes when Toto stops to look back, checking on my progress.

“We’re protective of one another.”

“True friends, then.”

“Yes.”

Toto wags his tail when we catch up and falls in step beside me.

When we come around another bend in the brick road, the trees start to thin and up ahead, I spot a bloom of light in the otherwise dark night.

“The city,” Rook says. We’re in a spot of darkness between lampposts, but I can hear the relief in his voice.

“Thank god. I was beginning to think we were going to spend the night in the forest. Do you think they’ll have a spare bed? What do you use for money here?”

Our steps quicken now that a destination is within sight.

“Piats are gold coins,” Rook explains. “The highest bit of currency. Cuts are silver. Brons are copper. The lowest currency. And then when none of that will do, I suspect a bit of bread or fruit would suffice.”

“So you know the currency but not how you make it?”

“If you had to guess my vocation, what would it be?”

“Hmmm. Let’s see.” I make a show of analyzing him as we walk, and the smirk on his face lights up his green eyes. “Maybe a merchant? Your clothes are nice. You could be a tailor.”

“Why would a tailor be beaten and tied to a pole?”

The way he says this, with distance, it’s almost like it happened to some other person and not him. He’s taking it well, all things considered. Is there freedom in having no memories? No guilt, no remorse, no regrets?

“It does make more sense for you to be a merchant. Maybe a business deal gone wrong?”

Rook shrugs. “Perhaps.”

The city grows closer and the closer we get to it, the clearer it becomes, and I realize it’s surrounded by a wall at least twenty feet high.

That seems … odd.

I can just make out the silhouettes of several guards at the entrance, swords strapped to their hips.

They haven’t noticed us yet.

“Is this normal for Oz?” I ask Rook. “To wall off a city and put guards around it?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Should we…”

“Hello there!” Rook calls.

“What are you doing?”

“Making friends,” he answers.

“They have weapons.”

“And I have charm.” He flashes me his smile. “And you have a … dog.”

The guards come to attention, four of them in total.

“Who goes there?” one shouts.

Rook and I shuffle into the light cast by iron torches set into the city’s wall. “Hello.” I readjust my weight, trying to keep Rook upright. “I’m Dorothy and this is—”

“Dorothy?” the woman on the left says.

The man next to her whispers in her ear.

The tallest man, the one on the right, turns to the others and says, “The great sorceress Aakin told us about!”

“Aakin is here?” I ask.

The fourth guard, a woman with a braid of curly hair, says, “You have liberated us from the cruel and unforgiving Witch of the East, O Great Sorceress!”

Rook turns to me. “You didn’t tell me you were a sorceress.”

“I’m not.”

“All hail Dorothy, the great sorceress!” the guards say in unison and then fall swiftly to their knees, hands flat on the ground. “Thank you for freeing us!”

Rook regards me with new interest, his bright green eyes glinting. “Stubborn. Confident. And yet humble? You’re clearly someone of great importance.”

“I’m not, I swear it.”

Toto barks at the guards.

The guards, realizing he’s there, scurry to their feet and draw their swords, screeching like they’ve seen a ghost.

I slip out from beneath Rook and scoop Toto into my arms. “He’s harmless. He’s just a dog!”

The mustached man swallows hard, but some of the tension leaves his shoulders.

“I promise he won’t harm you.”

Rook limps in front of me. “Would you be so kind as to let us into your great city? We are road-weary travelers looking for a place to rest. Food, drink, and perhaps a doctor?”

A silent conversation passes between the guards.

I send up a prayer to whatever gods might inhabit this land. I’m exhausted, cold, and starving. Please, please give me a warm, comfy bed.

The woman whispers into the ear of the mustached man. He listens intently, then nods.

Finally, “It would be our honor to host the great sorceress and her friend. But is the … dog … tame?”

He says dog with a long O, like he’s never heard the word a single day in his life.

“Yes. He’ll behave. Won’t you, Toto?” Toto growls in my arms as if to contradict me, and I cover his muzzle with my hand, urging him to keep quiet. If his Napoleon complex gets us thrown out of this city, I’ll never forgive him.

The woman removes a key from a chain around her neck. In her hands, it seems to double in size, the jagged end longer than her longest finger. Embedded in the stone wall to the left of the gate is an alcove just big enough for the woman to reach her hand inside. She must hit a button or lever, because a second later, a hidden door pops open, revealing a lock.

“Permission to open!” the mustached man calls.

“Permission granted,” a voice shouts back from the other side.

The woman inserts the key into the lock, then gives it a hard turn. Gears clank to life and the gate cracks open, bright golden light spilling out into the night.

“Welcome to Glimming Hollow,” the guard says.






EIGHTEEN


Scarecrow
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We are swarmed the moment we enter Glimming Hollow.

I am of no consequence to the people on the other side of the gate.

It’s Kansas they’re here to see and, analyzing her reaction, she is unaccustomed to the attention. She makes herself small in the crowd, clutching the dog to her chest, her shoulders hunched forward. Her eyes dart back and forth as the crowd cheers for her, those closest to her squeezing her arm, patting her back.

I step away and into the shadow cast by the striped awning of a nearby shop.

Should I save her?

I watch.

Others join the crowd until the streets are clogged with Enders.

Her breathing quickens. The dog yips in her grip.

“Rook,” she says, her voice trembling. “Rook!”

I shove the crowd aside. They move easily. I’m twice their size in measure and weight.

When my hand wraps around her wrist, Kansas meets my eyes and exhales.

There are tears brimming beneath her lids.

“I’ve got you, Kansas.” I pull her out. She stumbles into my chest. I wrap my arm around her shoulders, tucking her into my side. My wounds are forgotten, my pain gone.

“This is … a lot,” she whispers.

I guide her away from the gate to the city center. All this is familiar. The narrow shop fronts lined up in neat little rows with arched windows and colorful awnings. Potted sunflowers and foxglove and lilies. The smell of cinnamon and sugared almonds. Fresh baked bread. Roasted meat. Boiling stew.

Lanterns, in a rainbow of colors, hang over the street, hung from rooftop to rooftop. They send a kaleidoscope of color over the cobblestone road.

We reach the next intersection where a cart is parked at the curb displaying lollipops and candy floss. The man selling the sweets shoves a treat at Kansas. It’s a licorice lollipop, the candy the color of dark nights.

“No, thank you,” she says.

“I insist!” the man shouts.

“She doesn’t want it,” I tell him and pull Kansas away.

“Thank you,” she mutters to me. “These people act like I’m some hero but I was just defending myself against the witch.”

“I suspect the how doesn’t matter much to them. They’re just glad you’ve done it.”

“Killed a woman,” she says as we turn the next corner.

“Killed a tyrant, you mean.”

I feel her sharp intake of breath as much as hear it. She’s still nestled in the span of my arm, sinking closer and closer the farther we go.

She’s making herself small as if the very thought of being perceived might strip her bare.

I find it incredibly endearing if not perplexing.

“Where are we going?” she asks me.

Excellent question. I let my feet guide me.

We turn the next street corner and are stopped by a line of men and women dressed in matching suits of violet.

I know who they are immediately.

The Council of the East End. The woman in front, with the long, wavy dark hair and bright, dazzling smile against warm olive skin, is the one in charge.

“Welcome, Great Sorceress!” she says. “I am Viviana Luzia, but everyone calls me Ana. I am Provost of the Hollow. You and your friend are our guests here. Anything you want, we will provide.”

Kansas looks up at me. Her dog looks up at me. Kansas’s expression is one of desperate need, rising panic, while the dog’s is one of distant disgust. I’ll prove him wrong. I can protect Kansas. I will protect her. I have nothing better to do, after all.

“We need a bed,” I tell the council.

Beside Ana is a short, stout man with a bushy mustache and thick glasses. He’s whispering in her ear like an annoying little gnat. “Later,” Ana whispers back to him and then returns her smile to us.

“We also need a doctor,” Kansas adds.

The provost snaps her fingers and several more Enders scurry forward. There is a tall person, pale, with short hair and pearls hanging from their ears. Another wearing a button-up jacket, fingernails painted purple. A third, with bronze skin, sporting a top hat and a neat braid.

“Remy will show you to their inn and provide you a room,” the provost says, nodding at the person with the pearl earrings. “Dr. Fennel is our primary doctor in the Hollow. He can help with whatever ails you.” The man in the jacket. “Ruth is his assistant.” Braid.

Dr. Fennel comes forward. “Are you hurt, Sorceress?”

“It’s not for me.” Kansas tips her head at me. “It’s for Rook.”

As if it weren’t already clear that I’m the one bleeding and broken.

Dr. Fennel finally looks at me. He’s poised to greet me, to say kind things, reassuring things. But once he takes in the sight of me, his expression drops and he says, “You.”

The word is a breath. Barely a whisper.

Kansas gasps. “Do you know him?”

“Come!” The provost hooks her arm around Kansas’s shoulders. Remy leads the way toward their inn.

“Wait,” Kansas says.

“Shall we?” I say to the doctor.

His mouth snaps shut. He nods, stumbles back. “Of course … Rook, was it?”

“Yes. Unless you know me by some other name?”

“Does he know Rook?” I can hear Kansas asking as she’s ushered down the cobblestone street. “He doesn’t have any memories. I found him like that, beaten and bloody, and tied to a pole.”

“Oh, quite dreadful,” the provost says. Then, “If he does, they’ll sort it out, I’m sure.”

To Dr. Fennel, I say, “Well?”

“Apologies, sir. I believe I was mistaken.”

“A pity.”

He hurries off. “My office is this way. I’ll have you patched up in no time.”

“Lead the way,” I say. “And I will follow.”






NINETEEN


Dorothy

[image: A pair of slip-on shoes rests at the center, with rounded toes and bow details on the front. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a decorative frame.]

Remy, with their long legs and slight build, moves through the city with ease and urgency. I have to jog to keep up. The Council of the East End follows behind, chattering amongst themselves.

We pass several more shop fronts with glowing windows and intricate displays of handcrafted goods. Colorful signs hang over stoops with names painted on them. WITCH’S TAVERN and THE SHAMBLES and LONELY CAPES.

There is nothing like this in Kansas. This place feels like a storybook.

The road curves to the right like the belly of a snake, and for a brief moment, I lose sight of Remy.

When I come around the bend, the street opens to a pie wedge of a park with a giant bronze statue mounted in the center. It’s taller than the three-story buildings that surround us.

The statue is of a man in a long coat painted a shade of bluish green. The coat is billowing out from his hips as if caught in an eternal breeze. His hair is a little mussed too. His left arm is cocked back and he’s holding a wand not unlike that of the Witch of the East.

Everything about his body language says fight.

The council comes to a stop behind me. Toto squirms in my grip, growling at the statue.

“Who is that?” I ask.

“That is the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz,” Ana says. The way she says it, it has the same inflection as myth or god. I don’t know what a provost is, but I’m guessing the role is important, someone with power. But Ana acts like the wizard is so far up the hierarchy that she can barely fathom the top.

She cranes her neck and smiles wistfully at the statue. As she does, a cascade of large, thick curls falls from her shoulders to the middle of her back. She closes her eyes and breathes in through her nose.

Unsure of the customs of this land, I close my eyes too and inhale.

There are the scents you’d expect in a city this size: roasting meat, baked goods; but beneath that is something less definable, something sweet and spicy, like cinnamon and cloves and cardamom.

“What is that?” I ask and open my eyes. “That smell?”

I expect Ana to tell me the name of some specialty baked good, but she doesn’t. Instead, she straightens and turns to me. Her honey-brown eyes brighten, reflecting the golden light of the lampposts. “It’s magic.”

This too she says with reverence.

Toto squirms in my arms, but I’m not about to let him go. Not in this bustling city. I scratch him beneath the chin, trying to distract him. “Magic is real here, isn’t it?”

I meant to ask for clarification, just to be extra sure Ana was saying what I thought she was saying, even though she literally said the word magic.

Instead, my words come out a little breathy, trembling with possibility.

“Yes.” She nods, the emerald drop earrings hanging from her ears swinging with the movement.

I shiver and turn back to the wizard’s statue. “I’m supposed to go see him. I’m told he can help me find my way home.”

“Oh? Do you know him?”

“No. Don’t you?”

The rest of the council furtively look at one another.

Ana says, “I don’t know him personally, but I’ve met him. Sort of.”

“What does that mean? You’ve sort of met him?”

Across the park, several people light candles at an altar set up behind the wizard. The flickering flames cast sharp shadows across their faces. Once the flames are lit, they close their eyes, mouths moving in silent prayer.

“Well…” Ana starts. “Every Cardinal Council is granted an audience with the wizard in the Emerald City once a year, on the eve of Remembrance Day, but the wizard is so powerful, it’s impossible to look directly at him.”

“What, really? That’s strange. Isn’t it?”

They all laugh nervously at one another.

“No,” Ana finally says, sober now. “If you look directly at him, your head will ring.”

The council, all seven of them, nod vigorously.

“Or your eyes will burn,” a woman adds.

“I got dizzy,” another says. “Nearly passed out.”

I glance up at the statue again. The wizard’s silhouette stands out against the darkened sky. And even though he’s rendered in bronze at nearly forty feet tall, the features of his face are soft, almost blurred, as if whoever cast the statue also had no idea what the wizard actually looked like.

“How old is he?”

Ana takes a step forward so we are nearly shoulder to shoulder. “It’s hard to say. Like the Cardinal Witches, he is ageless.”

That explains why Lacosta looked barely a day over twenty.

Other than his facial features, the wizard’s statue shows a great amount of detail. Tendons stand out on his hand, giving the indication of tension and movement. Fine lines run over his bent knuckles and his fingernails are expertly carved, like they’ve been manicured and trimmed neatly.

Gazing up at him, this all-powerful man, a swell of excitement rises in my chest.

I know I have one goal: meet the wizard and appeal to him to help me find my way home. But there is no denying the thrill making its way up my spine at the thought of being in the same room as someone with this much authority, this much presence.

I’ve never met a man like him.

Remy clears their throat.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting,” I tell them, leaving the statue behind.

“It’s an impressive effigy,” Remy says. “I don’t fault you for pausing to admire it.”

“Have you ever met the wizard?”

We turn left at the next intersection where several kids chase after a ball that appears to be rolling uphill all by itself.

“No,” Remy tells me. “Everything I’ve heard about him, I’m not sure I’d like to.”

“What do you mean? Is he cruel like the Witch of the East?”

We follow the road as it slopes downward toward another intersection.

“Nothing like that. Nothing so blatant. I think he just … sucks up a lot of air in the room. If that makes sense. He’s supposed to be a man of the people, and yet he doesn’t permit anyone to look at him.”

“Oh. Well, that makes sense, I guess. But not everyone loves attention. Some people are destined for it, despite not wanting it.”

Remy comes to a stop at an alcove where a double-arched doorway is painted gold. “True. But the wizard is not that.”

“How do you know?”

They reach out for the gold door handle. “Just a feeling.”

“That’s fair.”

Remy pulls the door outward, and the distinct chatter of a tavern filters out into the night.

“Oh, is this your inn?”

“It is. Welcome to the Red Wander.”

I step away from the alcove and back into the busy street to get a better look at it.

The inn wraps around the street corner, with the entrance itself on the corner, welcoming people in from the intersection it sits on.

The double front doors are hemmed in by two large windows, where light and shadows play inside. All the trim that surrounds the windows here and on the second and third floors is painted the same gold as the doors.

The rest of the building, constructed of brick, is painted red.

Glimming Hollow seems to love its color, but none of the other owners have committed to something as bold as bright red and gold.

It makes me appreciate Remy even more, even though we’ve just met.

“My aunt is an artist,” I say to Remy. “She’d love your inn.”

“Thank you. I had to fight the council to get approval for the color.”

The council in question, with Ana at the front, has gathered behind us.

“I appreciate color just as much as anyone,” Ana says, “but there are rules. Beyond natural stone and wood, building codes in the Hollow have approved emerald green and aubergine. Not poppy red.”

It’s a little refreshing that even here in this strange land, people are still fighting building codes. Henry wanted to add a second barn at one point in an effort to expand his capacity to process crop, but he was turned down by the county because there was a limit on accessory buildings.

It’s mundane tasks like that that have me doubting a life of domesticity.

I would never have the energy, nor the desire, to fight a council or county commission on exterior paint colors or the number of accessory buildings I’m allowed.

I want to do … more.

Not that I fault Remy or Henry for fighting for what they want, regardless of how big or small the goal.

“Well, it looks beautiful,” I tell Remy and Ana. “I’m glad it was approved.”

“See?” Remy tells Ana. “We should open up the entire rainbow. Emerald green is his color. Not ours.”

“Whose?” I ask.

“The wizard,” Ana answers and steps past me for the inn. “I happen to like emerald green.”

“Do you?” Remy challenges.

“Yes. I do!”

“I didn’t mean to open a can of worms,” I say.

“Emerald green is a good color,” Ana tells me over her shoulder. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

I glance down the street, back toward the wizard’s statue, as the rest of the council makes their way into the inn. Em once told me green was the color of harmony and luck. And every spring, I wait for the first bloom of green to tell me warmer months are on their way. Surely green must portend good things about the wizard?

“I do love green,” I finally say, which causes Ana to clap and Remy to frown.

“Of course you do!” Ana says and then makes her way inside.



The exterior color scheme is carried over to the inside of Remy’s place. The interior walls are painted the same shade of red, while it’s the hardwood floor that’s painted gold, almost giving it the same feel as the Yellow Brick Road.

Art and photographs in gilded frames are hung all around the room, claiming every spare inch of wall. There are portraits of people harvesting corn, and shots of people dancing in the streets of the Hollow, and pictures of people in an antique kitchen kneading dough.

I pause at the latter, feeling a pang of longing and a sharp reminder of home.

Remy leads Ana and me to a table near a large fireplace where a few blackened logs are spiderwebbed with glowing embers, the fire dying out. I suppose with this many people packed into the inn and tavern, the fire is no longer necessary. The body heat is enough to keep the plaster and wood-beamed space feeling cozy.

The rest of the council fans out, claiming the two remaining tables in the back corner.

The din of conversation fills the main room, but I notice the volume drop as people become aware of my presence, watching me as I slip through the tables, trailing behind Ana. The attention makes my skin crawl, but I breathe deeply, trying to remind myself it’ll wear off. Eventually they’ll find something far more interesting to focus on.

The Red Wander not only offers beds for the night but has a full-service tavern on the ground floor and tonight there’s stew, fresh-baked rolls, and ale.

I don’t think I like ale, but Ana says it’s the best ale in all the Hollow and it pairs well with the stew.

I tell them I have no money to pay, but Remy waves me off and says it’s all on the house, even the beds.

“That’s very kind of you,” I start, “but I’m not sure that’s fair to Remy. I’d like to pay in some way if—”

“Nonsense!” Ana cuts in. “You’ve saved us all from the Witch of the East, who up until now was unkillable, mind you. I don’t think you know the gravity of what you’ve done for us.” She reaches over and squeezes my hand. “We owe you at least a million more meals.”

I check Remy’s reaction since it’s their food and their bed.

“It would be my pleasure. Please know that.”

“If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Then thank you. Truly.”

Remy nods and heads to the kitchen to put in our order. And as soon as we’re alone, Ana scooches her chair in and leans toward me, all her attention squarely on me.

“So,” she says. “I’m told you arrived in Oz by a cyclone and a house that fell from the sky?”

She asks the question matter-of-factly, as if traveling by house is no different from bus or carriage.

“It was a storm that brought me, yes. And now I’m trying to get home to Kansas.”

A server brings out two glazed mugs of ale. The mugs are red like the building.

Ana takes a long drink from hers. I sniff mine first. There is the hoppy scent I expected, but beneath that I detect pumpkin, warm spices, vanilla, and honey.

“It’s called Pumpkinhead,” Ana says, dabbing at her mouth with the napkin. “Go on. Try it.”

Beside me, on his own chair, Toto peers up at me from beneath his messy fringe. Edward and I once got drunk on straight vodka in the Gilbert barn. We were barely sixteen and Edward’s parents had gone into the city to sell their latest harvest. Edward had found the vodka bottle forgotten in the cellar.

The first few drinks were unbearable. But then the alcohol started to warm my belly and the taste wasn’t as sharp. Toto barked at me and Edward when we decided to two-step together beneath the stars, as if he were annoyed by my lack of judgment.

I did suffer a hangover the next morning and quickly learned that if I didn’t want to hate myself, taking it slow was in my best interest.

I take a drink of this famous Glimming Hollow ale, fully expecting to hate it. I’m not much of a beer drinker. I prefer whisky sours if I have a choice. But my first sip has my eyes going round. “Okay. Wow!”

“Yes!” Ana says. “Delicious, isn’t it?”

“That’s really good.”

Toto huffs out a breath and then turns a circle on the chair, settling on a spot with his back to me.

Oh, he’s definitely judging me.

Our server brings out our meal. Steam rises from the dark stew and the rolls glisten with a sugar glaze.

My stomach growls. I don’t know what time it is or how long I’ve been in Oz, but my stomach is clearly telling me it’s been far too long.

I tear off a piece of bread and dip it in the stew and the moment I bite into it, a sense of calm washes through me. Food might be the universal comfort. There is nothing better than a warm meal in a strange place.

“Oh my god, this is good.” The potatoes are cooked to the perfect consistency and the roasted meat melts in my mouth. But it’s the broth that holds the most complex flavor. Salty and sweet and rich.

For the first time since I woke in Oz, I think: Everything is going to be okay.

Somehow, I manage to get through two full mugs of ale by the time I reach the bottom of my bowl of stew. Despite filling my belly with food, the alcohol hits me quickly and a rush of warmth fills my cheeks.

Distantly, I’m aware that I did not, in fact, pace myself. But the worry is miles away now.

Toto scowls at me but I’m ignoring him now because I finally feel good about this place.

“Did you tell her?” one of the council members shouts from the back corner.

Ana says, “Shhh! Not yet. I wanted the girl to have some food first!”

“Tell me what?”

Her mouth forms an O of excitement as she shimmies her chair over, closing the distance between us.

“The council is planning a celebration of our liberation tomorrow night in East Manor. That’s the name of the provost’s mansion. My house,” she adds with a wink. “Anyway, you would be the guest of honor and you would be treated as such and—”

“Why are you all so happy the witch is dead?” The ale is making my tongue loose, but in the moment, I don’t care. I have the answer the Enders gave me, but I’m curious to hear more from the people in charge.

“That’s a long story,” Ana answers.

“I have time.”

Ana motions the server over for another round of ale. Our cups are refilled.

“The Cardinal Witches were good, in the beginning.” Ana wraps her hand around the mug of ale and pauses, taking a breath. “After the Cardinal Gods abandoned us and the edge of Oz turned to desert, we were all desperate to understand.”

“Wait. When you say gods, do you mean … mythological figures that you worshipped? Like in church? Or…”

“I don’t know what church is, but the gods were real. They blessed us and our harvests and our lands. They would visit our cities and our villages, bestowing their love. But one day, they just disappeared.”

The warm, fuzzy feeling I have from the ale helps me suspend my disbelief. If Ana says there are gods, then I believe her. “No one knows why the gods left?”

She shrugs and takes another drink. “The witches said it was punishment to the royal family. That they had tried to steal power from the gods and the gods were punishing them, but we were all suffering the consequences. When the witches and the royals clashed, that started the Great and Terrible War. And it was the warring of different magic that caused the Great and Terrible Curses.”

The Enders mentioned that the sky is dark, regardless of the time of day, all because of a curse.

“You said curses, plural?” I ask.

“Yes. There are hundreds. Maybe thousands. Hard to say.”

My mouth drops open. “What other curses are there?”

“Anything from bad luck to being forgotten. There’s an entire village in the South where everyone was turned into ceramic.”

Okay, the disbelief is rising. I’m having a hard time keeping my mouth shut. I’m just gaping in shock now.

“Even the Witch of the West suffers from the Great and Terrible Curses. Two, to be exact, but we only know one.”

“Which is…”

“She’s afraid of the dark.”

“I mean, me too.”

“Right?” Ana says and chuckles into her mug of ale before taking a sip.

“How do you know there’s a second one?”

Ana thinks. “You know, I’m not sure. It’s just something we all know.”

“But you don’t know what it is?”

“Exactly.”

“And the royal family?” I ask. “Where are they now?”

“All dead.”

I don’t know if I should be sad for this family, or if they were truly horrible people and perhaps got what they deserved.

“It’s the Cardinal Witches who now rule the separate territories surrounding the Emerald City, which belongs to the Wizard of Oz.”

“And how does the wizard factor into this?”

“Oh, the wizard is the most powerful of all.” Ana’s eyes get big when she talks about him. “He’s the true hero of the Great and Terrible War. It was he who finally defeated the royals.”

My head is spinning. It might also be the ale. Toto lifts his head to give me a look like he can read my mind and is agreeing with this theory.

Mind your business, I tell him with my eyes, and he huffs out a puff of air that makes his whiskers flutter.

“So … take me back to the Witch of the East. Why are you celebrating her death?”

Ana nods. “Like I said, she was good in the beginning and somewhere along the way, she became wicked. You see, unlike the wizard, the witches must tap into something to use their magic, and the East, she was…” Ana trails off, her eyes glassy and faraway.

“She was what?”

“She was sacrificing East Enders for power.”






TWENTY


Dorothy
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“East Enders? You mean people?”

“Yes.” Ana clutches at the handle of her mug. “Enders would just disappear. It took us a while to figure it out. We’ve always known Delphine’s source of magic was living things, but we thought it was limited to plants. But as the years went on, her paranoia grew and so did her thirst for power. That’s when we learned she could also use people.”

I let all this sink in. I don’t believe in magic. Or rather, I didn’t, until I woke up in a distant land covered in darkness and witnessed, with my own eyes, a dead body turn to dust, silver slippers disappear from thin air and reappear in an onion cabinet, and a woman literally step out of a cloud of light.

“If Delphine’s source of magic is people, maybe that’s why Rook was beaten and tied to a pole.”

“Who?” Ana says.

“My friend. The one at the doctor?”

“Oh, right. I suppose it’s possible, but why wouldn’t she just kill him?”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s a good point.” I take another drink from my ale, welcoming the warmth of the spice. “So, what are the powers of the other witches? Or what sources do they use?”

Ana thinks. “Well … let’s start with the South. Because her power is very similar to Delphine’s. Hers also comes from living things. The West gets her power from fire. The North gets hers from metal.”

“You don’t think the Witch of the South would do this?”

“Glinda the Good? Oh no! Never! She’s sworn off killing. It’s why her power has weakened. Besides, her source, while living, is limited to the animal kingdom. But again, she would never. Never.”

The Witch of the North mentioned she was also good, but the label certainly means more when someone else uses it to describe you.

Is Glinda truly that virtuous?

The silver slippers are suddenly hot on my feet. Cleo insisted I take them, but now I’m doubting that decision. Stealing shoes off a dead woman would certainly not earn me the moniker Dorothy the Good.

“Now that the Witch of the East is dead, who will take her place?”

Ana shrugs again and drains the last of her ale. “It’s not for the Enders to concern themselves with the business of witches.”

“Do you think … the other witches … Will they seek revenge? Against me? For killing one of their own?”

Ana laughs. “For killing Delphine? Absolutely not. She was the least liked. None of them held any allegiance to her. You’ll be fine.”

I sigh with relief. I hadn’t considered that possibility until just now.

“Thank god.”

“Speaking of the gods!” someone shouts. It’s one of the council members, a woman with short black hair tied back in a stubby ponytail. “We should toast to them!”

“Oh, good idea, Lu!” Ana says and waggles her fingers at the server behind the bar.

In the hour or so Ana and I have been chatting and eating some of the patrons of the tavern have thinned out, and the council members leave their tables in the back to gather around us, making room where they can.

The server comes over with a tray with eight shot glasses set out on it. Each glass has a few inches of a dark amber liquid inside.

“Ozrum,” Ana explains. “Remy, can we have an empty glass so I can show Dorothy how to toast the gods?”

Remy comes around from the counter with an empty shot glass and hands it to Ana. Ana takes it and places it in front of her on the table. “Start here,” she says. “In the north position, like on a compass. And you say, ‘North,’ and tap the glass. Then down, and you say, ‘South.’ Then keep moving on the compass, tapping the glass at each direction.’”

“So it goes, North, South, East, West,” Lu adds.

“And then the center,” Ana adds. “And ‘Oz, Oz, Oz!’ With three taps. And then you drink!”

I don’t need more alcohol, but who am I to turn down an Oz custom?

“Okay, got it,” I say as the server hands me my shot. “That’s easy enough.”

The others each get a glass.

“On the count of three,” Ana instructs. “One. Two. Three.”

“North. South. East. West. Oz! Oz! Oz!” we all shout and then sling back our drinks.

The ozrum has some of the same sweet spiciness as the ale, but none of the smoothness. It burns as it goes down and I come up wincing after swallowing it back.

“Oh god,” I say, and everyone laughs.

We’re all laughing.

I’m immediately grateful for Ana and the rest of the council for welcoming me into their city, for letting me join in their customs. I only wish Rook were here.

Once we’ve settled down and the server has gathered the empty shot glasses, I lean into Ana. “Do you know where I can find the doctor that took my friend? Rook?”

“He’ll be along soon, I’m sure. Dr. Fennel is nothing if not thorough.” Ana stands up and straightens the lapels of her purple suit. “I suppose it is getting late though. If you want, I can have Remy show you to your room so you can get some rest while you wait.”

I wouldn’t mind washing up before Rook returns.

“I’d appreciate that.”

Ana waggles her fingers at Remy. The innkeeper excuses themself from the group they’re chatting with and comes over.

“Could you take Dorothy to her room?” Ana asks. “Make sure she has everything she needs. She needs to be in tip-top shape for the big celebration tomorrow night!”

“Well, I’m not sure if I’ll stay—”

“Nonsense!” Ana claps me on the back. “You’re our hero. Of course you’ll stay for the party thrown in your honor! Get some rest and I’ll see you tomorrow.” Ana gives me a squeeze and then leads the council out of the tavern.

Remy motions me to follow. “I’ve put you in our best room on the third floor with your friend in the room beside you.”

“That’s great. Thank you, Remy.” I scoop Toto into the crook of my arm, then grab my picnic basket with the other.

Remy takes me to a large staircase on the other side of the server counter. There are string lights woven in and around the carved balusters. The wall of the staircase is covered in oil paintings hung in rudimentary wooden frames. All the art is fantastical. Beasts that are half lion, half bird. Trees with faces. A girl made of patches. A glass cat that spins rainbows of light around it.

The artist is talented, just like Aunt Em. Em paints in vibrant colors of the rainbow. This artist is more subdued in their pigments. More earth tones, more drama.

“Who painted these?” I ask as I follow Remy up the stairs.

“My father.”

“He’s an incredible artist.”

“Was,” Remy corrects.

“Oh. I’m sorry for your loss. Did he die in the war?”

Remy reaches the second-floor landing and keeps going up. “My father was one of the people Delphine used to replenish her power.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry. That’s awful.”

“I appreciate that,” Remy answers over their shoulder. “I’m grateful to still have my mother. She’s the cook here.”

“Please give her my compliments. The food was amazing.”

“She’ll be happy to hear that.”

On the third floor, Remy turns right at the hallway, taking us toward the front of the inn. My room is the door at the very end. Remy pauses outside of it.

“I know you don’t want to take credit for killing the witch, but you’ve truly done us a favor we can never repay. I only wish I could have killed her myself.”

Up until this point, I’ve only heard anecdotal stories about Delphine. She was awful, truly, but Remy is the first person I’ve spoken to who directly lost someone because of her.

It makes it even more real. It makes me feel a little less guilty for what I did.

Remy unlocks my door and steps in, flicking on a table lamp.

The room is suddenly awash in soft, warm light.

“I lost someone too,” I find myself saying, my tongue still loose from the alcohol. “Not in the same way. I used to hope they would return for me.”

At the door, Remy turns back to me. The movement sends the pearl earrings swinging just beneath the curl of their dark hair. “Do you still hope?”

I set Toto down. He makes a turn around the room, sniffing at the floorboards and the furniture.

“Sometimes,” I admit. “Sometimes it’s all I have.”

Remy nods. “Then I hope you find what you’re looking for someday.”

“I appreciate that.”

Remy steps into the hallway and shuts the door behind them and I am finally alone.



Remy gave me a room with an attached bathroom and I spend the better part of the next half hour scrubbing at my skin with a cloth and a sink full of hot water. I keep finding speckles of blood. It feels like I will never be clean.

As I scrub dried blood from my fingernails, I see her in my mind, the Witch of the East, her wildness, her relentlessness.

I think I know who sent you, she had said.

The way she jumped to conclusions and made assumptions about me makes my blood boil. I didn’t deserve it. Because no one sent me. It was a tornado. An accident. I was a victim of it just as much as she was. Well … maybe she was slightly more of a victim, considering my house fell on her.

I glance up at my reflection in the mirror and spot another flake of dried blood just below my hairline. I scrub at it. Scrub some more until my skin turns red.

I think I’m safe here, but how do I really know?

I find a brush and an apothecary bottle in the cabinet. The bottle is made of emerald-green glass and has a label on the front with two twisted flowers. Uncorking it, I inhale and catch the scent of roses and jasmine and something musky.

I take my hair out of the braids and brush it, then tame some of the flyaways with the oil.

My reflection looks less unhinged now. A little more human. Less like a dream. Or a nightmare.

A knock sounds on my door. “It’s me, Kansas.”

My belly spins.

Toto growls.

I come out into the room and snap my fingers at him. “It’s just Rook.”

I try not to think too much about the swell of excitement, the fluttering of invisible wings as I pull the door open.

Rook has cleaned up too.

The wounds on his face have been scrubbed of blood and dirt. There are a few stitches in the cut on his forehead. Bruises remain, but I swear they already look like they’re fading.

His black hair is wetter than it was when I left him and it hangs over his forehead, curls around his ears.

There is something wild about him too, something I can’t put my finger on.

He’s wearing different clothing—a black shirt made of soft cotton with three buttons below the collar. It reminds me of the Henleys Edward wears in the fall to keep warm.

“You look better,” I tell him.

“So do you.” He smiles down at me and leans into the doorway with his shoulder. “May I come in?”

Toto huffs from behind me.

“Of course,” I say, ignoring my dog because how dare he ruin my fun.

I’m still a little tipsy from the ale and the ozrum and maybe more courageous than I ought to be.

I pull the door back and Rook enters casually, easily, as if he visits a woman’s room on any old occasion.

Of course he does. Look at him. He might not have memories but surely he’s looked in the mirror by now? Women and men must swoon at the sight of him. I would swoon if I were the swooning type. Which I am not. But I could be. For him.

Don’t fucking swoon, Dorothy.

Rook circles the room.

“Have any memories returned?” I ask him. “That man … the doctor. Did he know you?”

Rook glances at me with a frown. “Afraid not. He mistook me for someone else.”

I deflate. “I was hoping someone here would recognize you.”

“Me too.” He comes to a stop at the window that overlooks the street below. In the distance, over the nearby rooftops, I can see the wizard’s statue, the sweep of his bronze hair in the golden twilight.

“Remy said you have the room next to me?”

“I do.” He leans a shoulder into the window casing.

“That’s good. I’m glad you’re near. I mean … that’s not what I meant.”

He tilts his head. “Are you drunk, Kansas?”

“What? No! Well … buzzy. Not drunk, I assure you.”

“I am assured.” He smiles.

“The ale is good here.”

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“And we did a god salute, with the rum.”

His dark brows sink over his eyes. “A god salute?”

“Have you never heard of it? It’s like this: East, West, Oz … no, wait, that’s not right. Oz, Oz, Oz!”

He’s laughing harder, his shoulders rocking.

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember it exactly.”

“I’m sorry I missed it.”

“You should be! It was fun.”

“I can tell.”

“You, like, tap your glass … like, boom, boom, boom.” I show him the movements and as I do, a lock of hair falls forward in front of my eyes. He reaches across the space between us and swipes the hair back, tucking it behind my ear.

Without thought, and running on pure adrenaline, I reach up on my tiptoes and kiss him.

His mouth is reluctant beneath mine and it sends reality crashing in.

I yank back. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did that. Maybe I am drunk. That was truly an awful thing to do. You have no memories. You’ve had a horrible day. You barely know me and—”

He grabs my arm, his hand wrapping around my wrist. His touch, the cool press of his fingers, makes me instantly shut up.

“Don’t apologize for being bold, Kansas.” His green eyes reflect the light from beyond the window. There is amusement there. Not anger or disgust.

I breathe out.

“I admire boldness,” he adds. “But regardless of that, ozrum can make fools of the best of us.” He points to the street below where a group of East Enders are linked arm in arm, singing a celebration song at the top of their lungs.

I laugh. “True.”

“Can I tell you a secret, Kansas?”

“Of course.”

“I like it when you laugh.”

Heat rises up my throat and flames across my cheeks.

This kindness is no different from any kindness Edward gifted me.

So why does it feel different?

Why does it feel like the floor has disappeared beneath me and I’m weightless?

“Thank you.”

Rook dips down and plants a chaste kiss on my cheek. Somehow it’s more intimate than the kiss I gave him.

“Thank you for saving me, Kansas.”

“It was nothing—” I start, but he cuts me off.

“I don’t know how long I was tied to that pole, but I could have died out there. The doctor said I lost a lot of blood. His theory was that whoever did this intended for me to die a slow death.”

“Really? That’s awful.”

He nods. “You truly did save me.”

“Well … I’m happy I was there.” A yawn sneaks up on me and I cover it with my hand. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“You should rest,” he says. “It’s been a long day.”

“I suppose you’re right. Apparently, the Hollow is planning a celebration tomorrow and I’m the guest of honor.”

“That’s nice of them.”

“Will you come?”

“If you’d like me to.”

“I think I would.”

“Then I will.” He starts for the door, pausing over the threshold. “Kansas … what is your favorite breakfast food?”

“It’s Dorothy.”

“I know.” A smirk lifts the corner of his mouth.

Why do I feel like giggling? I am a schoolgirl all over again.

“I like eggs over easy. Toast. Jam. Especially strawberry. And coffee. Why?”

He shrugs and steps into the hallway. The flickering candles in the glass sconces line him in warmth. “I can’t remember what mine is, that’s all.”

There is real sorrow on his face now. “I’m sorry.” I keep saying that around him.

“No bother. Yours will be mine until I find mine again. If that’s all right.”

“Of course. You can’t go wrong with strawberry jam.”

“Good to know. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night.”

He pulls the door closed behind him and I hear his footsteps fall down the hallway.

I make a silent squeal of delight.

Toto looks up at me. If dogs could scowl, he would be scowling extra hard right now.

“It’s innocent,” I tell him.

He huffs.

“He’s handsome!” I whisper.

He huffs again.

“Stop judging me.”

I get ready for bed, shedding as much clothing as I feel comfortable with. I hang my dress on a hook by the door but leave on my shift.

I yank back the quilt and find crisp white sheets. I climb in and sigh. Considering I was planning to sleep in the woods tonight, a soft bed and cool sheets are heaven.

Toto goes to the door and barks at it.

“What is it?”

He barks again.

I know what he’s suggesting. I should lock the door.

“I just got comfortable,” I tell him.

Another yip.

I trust Rook. I trust Remy.

But a witch tried to kill me and Rook was snatched from his life and tied to a pole.

I decide Toto has a good point.

I go to the door and slide the lock closed.
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Cleo
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Despite the late hour, there is a buoyancy to Cleo’s steps as she follows the Yellow Brick Road away from Delphine’s castle.

It’s darker than dark outside, but the lampposts cast a halo of light over the road.

She doesn’t look back and the farther she gets, the better she feels.

She can go anywhere. Do anything.

She doesn’t know where she’s going. And she doesn’t know what she wants to do. But at least she has the choice now.

The road bends around a copse of eastern red oak and when Cleo comes around the other side, she’s at the foot of the snowdrop field.

Cleo stops.

She didn’t intend to return to the farmhouse, but unless she wanted to wander off the brick road, it was impossible to miss.

And yet …

A shiver rolls through her.

You are a murderer, a voice says in the back of her mind.

Guilt knots in her gut.

Should she feel remorse for opening her hand and showing Delphine the oil-slick feather of the winged monkey?

If she should, she doesn’t, and she’s not entirely sure what that says about her.

She follows the road, intending to continue on past the house, but something pulls her to a stop. She leaves the road, crossing over the field until the house is in front of her and the pile of ash is at her feet.

Cleo raises her foot and slams it down. Ash plumes in the air and when the breeze shifts, it carries Delphine away.

It’s almost sad seeing a woman with magic in her veins be reduced to something this irrelevant. Cleo was terrified of Delphine and now look at her.

Within minutes, whatever is left of the witch disappears on the wind, swirling behind the pitched roof of Dorothy’s house.

Cleo steps back, intending to return to the Yellow Brick Road, when a movement of shadow inside the house catches her attention.

Is it Dorothy? Is she still here?

Cleo is moving before she considers what else might be lingering in the house. She bursts in through the front door and two Enders yelp in surprise. The men are rummaging through the cupboards looking for things to steal.

“This isn’t your house.”

The words are out, hanging like the jagged glass in the windows. Her consonants are too harsh, her Os too long.

The men frown at one another. There’s the taller one with buzzed black hair and hazel eyes. And the shorter one with a thick red beard and ears that stick out like tree mushrooms.

Beard is holding a frying pan. Buzz is holding a bag of onions and a copper spoon.

“It’s not yours either,” Beard says.

“Put it back,” Cleo says.

“And what are you going to do if we don’t?” Buzz counters.

Why does it matter what they take? Why does she feel a sudden desire to protect Dorothy’s belongings?

“I … I’ll…”

“You’ll what?” Beard takes a step toward her, the frying pan cocked over his shoulder like a weapon.

“I’ll…”

There’s a whistle to the left, a cutting of air. Something flies through one of the broken windows.

Beard staggers to the side, his eyes bulging.

An axe is now stuck in his neck.

“Ozaaak!” Buzz yells just as Beard’s head slides off his body, the head hitting the floor a second before the axe.

Buzz drops the onions. They spill from the bag and roll across the floor not unlike the head.

Cleo can’t seem to move. She should move. She should be terrified into moving.

But she can’t.

The floor creaks behind her and a shadow stretches over the piled debris.

“Ahhh!” Buzz turns around and runs down the hall.

The footsteps are heavy now. Closer.

Cleo clamps her teeth together as the Tin Woodman comes into view. He bends down and scoops up his axe with metallic fingers.

Cleo has heard the stories about his arm made of metal and cogs, but hearing about it is not the same as seeing it, and the cold glint of the metal only makes him more terrifying.

Buzz is still screaming, moving through the house from room to room, looking for another exit.

She can’t blame him for forgetting a window is just as good as a door. She can’t even move.

Finding no escape, Buzz comes running back out to the kitchen. The Tinman straightens his arm, stretching out the axe directly in Buzz’s path, and Buzz, driven by panic, slams right into the blade.

It hits him square in the chest.

Blood burbles from his mouth. He gasps out one long, wet breath before sinking to his knees.

The Tinman plants his boot on Buzz’s shoulder and uses the leverage to yank the axe out.

Buzz tilts over dead.

Cleo still hasn’t moved.

She swallows.

Maybe if she doesn’t move, doesn’t talk or sneeze or breathe, he’ll look right past her.

The Tinman grabs the leg of an overturned chair. He rights it, sits down. He pulls a rag from his pocket and wipes the blood from the blade. Slowly. Carefully.

Cleo’s heart drums against her ribs.

“You run, you die,” the Tinman says. Swipe. “You scream, you die.” Swipe, swipe. “You lie to me, you die.” Swipe. “Do you understand?”

A breath stutters out through Cleo’s nostrils. She nods. He meets her eyes. His are a stormy shade of gray, tinged in blue. Not unlike the ominous clouds outside.

Panic is burbling up her throat and she’s not sure if it’s a scream or vomit, but neither seems like a good option. She swallows it down.

“Did you see the girl?” he asks.

Cleo nods.

Easy question. Easy answer.

“Is she here now?”

“I … I … no.”

He rests the axe over his thighs and leans back into the chair. “What happened here?”

“The house. Fell. The sky. On the witch. The girl. She. Dead. Killed, I mean. Killed the witch.”

The Tinman frowns. “What witch?”

“The Witch of the East.”

He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “The girl killed a Cardinal Witch?”

His voice, deep and husky, drips with disbelief.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. I mean. A kitchen knife.”

“Was it magical?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Cursed?”

“I don’t know.”

He stands up and paces the room. When he comes back around he drops the axe, letting the blade rest on the floor by his boot. “Where is the girl now?”

Every Ender grows up hearing stories about the Tin Woodman. His brother cursed him and stole his heart. The why is unknown. What he was like before he lost his heart? Also unknown. Without one, he is merciless. Terrifying. Singularly focused. And most of all, competent.

Being in the same cardinal territory as him is bad enough. In the same house? Cleo wants to melt into the floorboards and never resolidify.

“The girl … Dorothy … I—” Cleo takes a breath. She thinks she knows the words. She can say them. She can get them out and then he’ll go and she’ll be free to carry on to wherever it is she ends up.

“The road,” she says. “Girl. On the. The road. To the wizard.” She swallows again. Harder.

“She’s going to see the wizard?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“Witch of the North.”

The Tinman tilts his head, regarding her like a field mouse. Cleo shivers. Like his axe, everything about the Tinman feels honed. He is a capable killer, but more than that, he is a presence that cannot be ignored, much like the building energy right before a storm.

“Do you know what the girl looks like?” he asks.

“Yes.”

Another easy question.

He twirls the axe up and over his shoulder, sliding the handle into a leather sheath on his back. His metal arm moves fast, making the movement appear effortless, like the axe weighs nothing at all.

He crosses the room.

Cleo stumbles back.

He’s tall. Taller than an Ender. Much taller than her. Broad shoulders, strong jaw, a narrow nose with nostrils that flare like an arrow. Everything about him is sharp and cutting.

“Are there people who will notice you gone?” he asks.

“No.”

An easy question. An easy answer. But one that is hard to give.

She is alone. Achingly alone.

The Tinman takes two giant steps toward her, grabs hold of her jacket with the cuff of his metal hand, and yanks her out the door. “Then you’re coming with me.”
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I wake to Toto’s wet nose prodding me in the face.

“Is that necessary?” I grumble and roll to my side, pulling the quilt up. He climbs over my hip and then paws at the blanket, groaning.

“It’s still dark out.”

Toto yips, then licks my face.

I open my eyes and look at him. “Why are you being so rude?”

He barks.

“Fine. I’m awake.”

He lets out a rumble deep in his chest. He probably wants to go outside so he can hunt more rabbits.

I sit up and scrub at my face and take a look around the room.

For several seconds, my mind is a jumble.

This room is unfamiliar. Where am I?

Then it all comes crashing back.

I’m in Oz in a room in the Red Wander.

And Rook, who I kissed, is in the room next to me.

My stomach spins and then immediately crashes, because how dumb could I be? How forward and presumptuous of me.

Toto hops into my lap and paws at my neck. This time I let him bother me.

“I’m okay,” I tell him and scratch at the space between his ears. “Hopefully Rook won’t hold last night against me. Do you think he’ll hold it against me?”

Toto sits back on his hind legs and blinks at me.

“Right. As if you care. I need some coffee. Coffee fixes everything.”

Yanking back the quilt, I go to the washroom and splash cold water on my face. The coolness helps wake me up and ground me. I leave my hair down and slip back into my checkered dress. I’m beginning to wish I’d packed more clothes when I left the house.

The smell of freshly baked bread and frying bacon makes its way up the stairwell and beneath my door.

I may be in a strange land, but at least they have bacon.

“Do you want to come down to breakfast or stay in the room?” I ask Toto. He just gives me a blank look, which I take to mean he wants to nap just as soon as I take him out to use the bathroom.

When we make our way down the hallway, I find the door to Rook’s room cracked open. I peer inside to find the bed made and the curtains drawn open.

I have yet to find a clock in this place, and the cursed sky makes it harder to judge time by nature, but by the exhaustion in my body, it feels like early morning.

What time did Rook get up?

Once Toto is done outside, I return him to my room where he quickly curls up on the bed and closes his eyes.

Downstairs, in the main part of the tavern, I find the Red Wander much quieter than it was with the rowdy night crowd. A man sits at one of the round tables in the back corner reading a newspaper, sipping on coffee.

Two women are by the front window, sharing a plate of scones and a kettle of tea.

“Good morning,” Remy says as they hurry past with a stack of empty plates.

“Morning.”

“Your friend is waiting for you in the garden.”

At the mention of my friend, my stomach flips.

I’m not sure what I expected to find in the morning. That Rook was a figment of my imagination? That he decided he didn’t need me after all and left? That his memories returned and he realized he had more important things to do?

I follow Remy through an archway and down a hall with a redbrick floor.

“Through there.” They nod at open double doors before disappearing into what I presume is the kitchen.

I’d been so tired last night, I hadn’t bothered to explore the rest of the inn.

The garden is actually a courtyard in the center of the inn, with the rest of the building making a box around it.

Flagstones are set into the ground with moss and cloves growing in the cracks between. There are several café tables dotted around the space, with two rows of picnic tables in the middle of the courtyard. Greenery and flowers bloom in the cultivated beds that surround the space.

String lights make a zigzag overhead, driving away the eerie blue darkness of the ominous sky.

I spot Rook at one of the café tables tucked in between a sculpted hedge and a giant bush of blooming purple flowers.

When he sees me, he smiles, and his smile does weird things to my insides.

“Care to join me, Kansas?” he asks.

“You’re up early.” I follow the curving flagstone path from the open double doors across the courtyard. We aren’t alone out here. In fact, it seems the garden is more popular than the main dining room. Most of the tables are occupied, but I can’t tell if they’re here for the food or the show. Because it feels like they’re all staring at me and Rook.

As I pass a table with four women in elegant purple dresses, I catch one of them whispering, “She defeated the witch and saved that handsome stranger? If the gods were still here, I’d say she has been bestowed a blessing.”

Blessed by the gods? They clearly haven’t seen the wreckage that was my house or the tattered, bloody nightgown I left behind because the witch tried to kill me.

I make it to Rook’s table and let out a relieved breath. He’s already becoming a safe space for me. I don’t want to be a fool, so I try to shove that feeling aside.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I ordered for you.” Rook nods at the breakfast spread waiting to be devoured.

Eggs over easy. Toast. A bowl of fresh fruit. Strawberry jam. And coffee.

“All of my favorite things,” I say, my voice cracking, catching me off guard. This is an unexpected kindness and a welcome gift. Rook stands so he can pull back my chair for me. When I sit, and he situates me at the table, the whispering behind us increases.

I glance over my shoulder to find more women eyeing Rook.

“The food looks delicious,” I tell him, trying to ignore the attention.

“I really can’t take the credit. I just put in an order and Remy and their kitchen staff made the magic happen. I did try the toast and jam. I’m told it has rhubarb in it as well. I hope that’s all right.”

The word rhubarb in his accent sounds like an incantation.

Goosebumps rise on my arms.

Rook takes his seat and pours me a cup of coffee from the pot. A curtain of steam rises up between us.

“Sugar or cream?” he asks.

“I like it black.”

We don’t often have extra money lying around for such indulgences.

I take a tentative sip. The coffee is piping hot, the flavor rich and robust, with maybe a hint of hazelnut.

“Wow. This is good.”

“I agree. I think I like coffee.”

“Is that the first official thing we know about you?”

He laughs. “It’s as good as any place to start, I suppose?”

“Honestly, I would have questioned your life choices if you said you didn’t like coffee.”

“Oh?” He raises his brow. “Please warn me of the other things that would make you question my life choices.”

I set the mug down, but keep my hand wrapped around it for the warmth. It’s not chilly in the Hollow, but with no sun and it being early morning, there is a sharpness to the air.

“Okay, let’s see.…” I think of all the things that make my day better. The things that give me joy. “Rainfall.”

“I do love a good storm.”

“A thick quilt.”

“Who hates blankets?”

“Fresh-cut flowers.”

“The jewels of the world, truly.”

“So you agree then?”

“I think so.”

“You’re safe from my judgment.”

With his coffee mug in hand, he laughs, sending the steam swirling around us. “It would have been a crushing blow, Kansas.”

He smiles. I smile. The courtyard is quiet. The Enders are hanging on our every word.

Rook takes a sip of his coffee and scans the garden as if looking for more clues about his life. What an odd thing, getting to know a man as he gets to know himself. It almost takes some of the pressure off.

There is an ease about Rook that I very much enjoy. Edward was always trying to impress me. It was endearing, but sometimes fake. Like I only got the real version of him in brief moments, in flashes of vulnerability.

I get the distinct impression that while Rook is teasing me about my judgments, he actually doesn’t care. That others’ opinions of him don’t matter in the least.

And there is something alarmingly sexy about a confident man.

I never realized it until now, until I witnessed it, until I felt it.

Rook turns back to me and catches me watching him. It’s hard not to squirm beneath his gaze. It’s all-consuming. Penetrating.

There is a knowing flicker in his eyes, as if he is aware of my every thought, my every move.

I drop my gaze back to my toast and busy myself slathering heaps of jam on it. “Did you sleep well?”

“I did. I’m still a little sore, but the bed was comfortable.”

“You’re feeling better then?”

“I am.” He pops a berry into his mouth. I find myself watching the movement, scanning the veins that twist over his hand as his fingers move. The way his lips press together as his tongue rolls the berry around in his mouth.

A visceral hunger wells up my throat.

A hunger that cannot be satiated with food.

Is he doing that on purpose?

I shift on the seat of my chair, suddenly warm.

“Hello. Excuse me?”

We both look up.

A woman stands beside our table, her hands folded in front of her. “You’re the man who has no memories?”

Rook tosses another berry in his mouth. “The one and only.”

“Well … my name is Pipps Gladwell.”

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Gladwell.”

She fidgets. “Truly, the pleasure is all mine. I just … I thought maybe…” She clears her throat and a nervous smile appears on her face. I feel her pain. Every moment I’m with Rook, the less sure of myself I become.

“Would you like to sit and get your bearings?” He gestures to the third chair between us.

“Okay.” The woman sits. The chair creaks beneath her. She readjusts her skirt as she angles her body toward Rook. “There’s a woman in the Hollow who suffers from a Great and Terrible Curse—”

“How tragic,” Rook says.

“Yes. Quite. But it does have its uses. She can sometimes tell your story through touch. Usually it’s just your past, sometimes your future, if you’re lucky. She might be able to shed some light on your identity and I thought that might be helpful to you.”

Rook and I share a glance.

“What do you think, Kansas?” Another berry, a spread of redness on his lips that he swipes back with his tongue.

I inhale through my nose.

The woman turns to me, eyes wide, as if she had forgotten I was there.

“You want to know who you are, don’t you?”

Just yesterday, I didn’t believe in magic. I certainly didn’t believe in a person being able to tell the future. But now? Anything is possible.

Rook lifts a brow and rolls a raspberry between his thumb and forefinger, staining his fingers red. “I suppose I do.”

“And we have time to pass before tonight’s celebration.”

“This is true.”

“So perhaps we visit her just to see?”

The woman nods. “I think you’ll like her.”

“Okay,” Rook finally says and the woman beams. “Where will we find this woman?”

“On Olligan Lane, just south of the wizard’s statue in the park. Her shop is called Henrietta’s Looking Glass. I could take you.”

“That’s not necessary.” Rook’s gaze meets mine across the table. “Kansas will chaperone me.”

This time, the woman’s attention is cutting. It’s clear she came over here to offer this bit of guidance thinking she could win Rook’s attention and his favor.

Can I blame her? Not at all.

I don’t own him. I cannot claim him in any way. And yet, I do feel a certain belonging, not to me, exactly, but together. We are the only two people in this entire place who don’t know where we are.

“Thank you,” Rook says, dismissing the woman with barely a second look.

Her mouth opens and closes as if she means to say more, but then thinks better of it.

“It was my pleasure,” she says and then leaves in a rush.
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Before visiting the fortune teller, I check on Toto and find him in the exact same spot I left him. He seems content to sleep the day away, so I leave him be.

Rook is waiting for me outside the inn. He’s leaning against the building, one leg crossed over the other at the ankle. He’s devouring a fresh peach.

“We just ate,” I say. “Are you still hungry?”

“I’ve been ravenous since you found me. I can’t seem to get enough.” He takes another bite and a bead of juice runs down his chin. He swipes it away with the pad of his thumb and sucks it into his mouth.

I need to stop looking at him. Everything he does is ridiculously sexy. Who would have thought eating fruit could be so damn hot?

We walk in the direction of the wizard statue. It stands out over the city skyline like a beacon. It doesn’t take us long to reach it. People are already gathered around the altar, lighting candles, sending up silent prayers. I recall Ana telling me about the Cardinal Gods and their disappearance and can’t help but wonder if this altar might have once been dedicated to them.

On the opposite corner, a man stands beside a handcart calling out to the people passing by. “Get your Wizard of Oz wand here. An exact replica of the magical tool carried by the great and powerful man.”

I glance up at the wizard as we pass beneath his statue.

“Do you remember anything about this Wizard of Oz?”

Rook takes his last bite from the peach. “I seem to know him like I know childhood fairy tales.” He tosses the refuse from the fruit into a nearby trash can.

“More myth than man?”

“Precisely.”

We turn left down the next street, heading south on Olligan Lane, as instructed.

There are several shops and restaurants here and the street is busy. Was Glimming Hollow always this full of energy, or did the witch’s presence make them more subdued and only now do they feel free to roam and revel?

“Are you nervous at all?” I ask Rook as the sign for Henrietta’s Looking Glass comes into view.

“Not particularly. Should I be?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? What if you find out you’re a bad guy?”

His laughter bounces off the buildings surrounding us. “Do I seem like a bad guy, Kansas?”

“No. But then again, I haven’t known you long.” I look up at him, feeling small beside him even though he’s close to the same height and size of Edward.

“We have that in common. I haven’t known me long either.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. And my laughter seems to amuse him.

We stop at the door to Henrietta’s shop. A hand-painted sign swings on an iron hook above us, the metal creaking.

“Ready?”

“Yes.” Rook grabs the brass door handle and twists.



The front of the shop is small and partitioned off from the back with a gauzy purple curtain that shimmers as it moves. Our footsteps are silent on the thick handwoven rug. Music plays through an old gramophone on a banquet table to our left. Above it is hand-painted art that says HENRIETTA’S LOOKING GLASS in decorative letter work that reminds me of a circus.

Rook spots a brass bell on the banquet table and taps it with his index finger.

The bell chimes out.

“Coming!” a voice says from the back.

A few seconds later, the curtain pulls open and a woman appears. She’s wearing denim overalls over a ruffled burgundy blouse. Two long braids hang over each shoulder. Her hair is the color of summer corn with subtle streaks of gray.

Edward and I once visited a fortune teller at the harvest festival a few years back. I didn’t really believe in it and neither did Edward, but it was fun to entertain the idea that someone might shed light on our future when all of it felt so impossibly open.

I can’t remember the woman’s name, but she wore a billowy shawl embroidered with crystal balls. Giant topaz earrings hung from her ears, and she wore three gold necklaces layered one on top of another.

She was much older with crow’s-feet wrinkles and hands that were spotted with sun damage.

She told Edward he was meant to be a successful businessman and me that I was meant to have five children.

It didn’t escape me that Edward got a career and I got a domestic role, as if any woman’s highest aspiration was to be a mother.

I had plenty of friends who did want that, and I didn’t fault them for it. But deep down, I doubted that path was right for me. And the thought of admitting to anyone that I didn’t want children made me feel guilty and maybe even ashamed. As if being childless was somehow a betrayal.

Edward had been the true skeptic when we walked into that tent, but he was a believer when we walked out. Of course he was, he was getting everything he wanted.

I chose not to believe that fortune teller.

Will I believe this one?

She’s unassuming in her appearance, as if she’s not trying very hard to be believed, leaving it up to the customer to make the judgment.

And somehow that makes me trust her more.

“Hello,” she says. “What can I do for you?”

I nod at Rook. “He has no memory of who he is.”

The woman scans him. He stands still, hands in his pants pockets as if he’s delighted to be a specimen. “And you wish to find out who you are?”

“I’m open to learning,” he answers. “If you’re able to shed some light.”

“Of course. I charge a hundred cuts per reading.”

I grimace. “Oh. Right. I’m sorry. We don’t have any—”

Rook pulls his hand from his pocket and reveals a roll of coins. The woman takes them.

“Follow me.” She disappears behind the curtain.

“Where did you get that money?” I whisper.

“Do you want to know?” His eyes glint in the diffused light of the shop.

Is that some kind of challenge? Is he suggesting I don’t want to know?

“Maybe?”

“That sounds like a question, Kansas, not an answer.” He winks at me and slips through the curtain.

I huff out in frustration. This man is surprising me around every turn.

Do I hate it?

Edward was easy. I always knew what he was thinking. I always knew what he wanted. I always knew what to expect.

With Rook, everything is unpredictable. I can’t seem to get a concrete read on him at all.

Do I hate it? I don’t think I do.

If this is a challenge, then I aim to take it.

I part the curtain and follow in his footsteps.



There are no windows in the back of Henrietta’s shop. She has lamps dotted around the long, narrow space and string lights hanging overhead. More gauzy fabric is strung through the open rafters. Fabric in purple and emerald green.

“Come have a seat.” Henrietta gestures to the two chairs opposite her.

Rook and I sit.

The table between us is draped in purple silk. There are several snags in the material, causing it to pucker and stretch.

A cone of incense burns in the center, placed on a glazed ceramic tray with a moon stamped into the clay.

How long has it been since the people of Oz saw the moon? And does their moon look like ours? Am I really to believe I’ve traveled to another world?

There is no other explanation for the odd things I’ve witnessed here. The Witch of the East subduing me with her wand. The Witch of the North appearing out of thin air. The slippers disappearing only to reappear in Em’s onion cabinet.

I can’t wrap my head around Oz existing in the same place Kansas does.

“Give me your hand,” Henrietta instructs, and places hers on the table, palm up.

Rook glances at me. I spot the first flicker of hesitation on his face. He’s serious now, his earlier cavalier attitude gone in a flash as he stares down the possibility of the truth.

He reaches across the table and places his much larger hand in Henrietta’s.

The second they touch, Henrietta’s eyes close and she inhales, long and low.

“So how does this work?” I ask.

“Shhh!” Henrietta warns.

I clamp my mouth shut.

Rook gives me a look like we’re two naughty children who were caught stealing apples from the cart.

“You’re a long way from home,” Henrietta finally says, her eyes still closed.

“Am I?” Rook asks.

Henrietta goes quiet again. I fidget in my seat.

“You have an enemy,” she says.

Rook and I share a glance. That goes without saying. I did find him beaten and bloodied and tied to a pole, after all. But I wanted to assume it was the Witch of the East responsible for it. Henrietta said you have. Present. And the witch is dead.

“Who is this enemy?” Rook asks.

The thin, colorless line of Henrietta’s brow sinks, the skin furrowing over the bridge of her nose. “Oh dear,” she says on a breath.

I lean into the table. “What?”

“I see the Tinman.”

I’ve heard that name.

“The Tinman wants you dead, but he’s not searching for you. It’s almost like he … he loves you and hates you. So he does not want to find you, but he’s not far either.”

I glance at Rook. “Do you know him? The mercenary?”

“It would seem so.”

“Are you … together?” I ask.

“No,” Henrietta says. “Not that kind of love. There’s no fire to it.” Her eyes snap open. “This is the kind of love that grates. That chafes. That cuts you open and takes parts out.” She stares at Rook. “Doesn’t it?”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

She adjusts in her chair, tightens her grip on him. “You’re on a journey, one you’ve been on for a very long time, but now it’s different.”

“I’m about to go on a journey to the Emerald City,” I say.

Henrietta considers this. “I do see travel, but I’m not sure that’s what this means. This feels more like a spiritual journey. You’re searching for something that has been kept from you, or have you kept it from yourself?”

“His memories?”

“No.” She shakes her head, her gaze faraway as she tries to decode whatever it is she’s seeing and feeling. “A soul.”
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“A soul?” I repeat, but Henrietta closes her eyes and mutters to herself, her thinning brow furrowed deeply.

After several minutes, her eyes snap open and she says, “There’s nothing else to tell.”

“But—” I start.

“Off you go,” she says, ignoring my question, ushering us out.

We’re led back through the gauzy curtain into the main part of the shop. I’m disappointed, but Rook seems unfazed. I wanted more. I wanted answers. Not nebulous warnings and hazy proclamations.

Rook goes to the front door and pulls it open, and the bell rings.

I move to follow him, but Henrietta grabs me by the wrist and pulls me back. “One moment alone with the girl.”

Rook narrows his eyes.

I frown. Is this some kind of trick? “I don’t have any money to give. The money was his and you said—”

“This one is on the house.”

A seed of excitement blooms in my chest. Maybe she’ll tell me how to get home and I won’t have to travel the rest of this cursed land. I won’t have to beg the wizard to see me.

“Will you wait for me outside?” I ask Rook.

“Of course.” He slips through the door, leaving me alone.

“What did you—”

“Are you in love with him yet?” Henrietta cuts me off.

“What?” The word comes out a shout laced with nervous laughter. “Sorry. I … we’ve just met, he and I.”

Henrietta raises her brow. “I don’t judge love’s timeline.”

My excitement deflates. This has nothing to do with home. In fact, I’m starting to doubt everything she told Rook because this seems so far-fetched as to be a fairy tale.

“We are not lovers,” I tell her. Even though I did technically kiss him and I did technically lust over the man eating a damn raspberry.

Henrietta grabs my other arm, her fingers like a vise. Skin to skin now, heat races from her touch, and yet, I’m shivering. “A warning.” She leans in close and lowers her voice. “Yours is the kind of love that changes the wind and breaks the stars.” Her intensity practically vibrates up my arm. “Yours is the kind of love that ignites everything it touches.”

A thrill rises up my throat, stealing a breath.

I glance over my shoulder to the mullioned windows in the front of the shop where Rook stands waiting outside. He smiles at a group of Enders as they pass, and several of them turn to each other and whisper, then giggle, their gazes lingering on him as they disappear from sight.

There is a voice in the deep, dark recesses of my mind that says I can’t possibly fall for this enigmatic man when he doesn’t even know who he is, when he could be anyone with any sordid past. And apparently no soul.

But there is another voice, one not so timid, one that is bold and daring, that says, Why not?

Why must I always do the safe, predictable thing?

As if he can sense my attention, Rook turns back to me, catching my gaze through the window. His smile widens and he winks.

The thrilling energy practically hums on the back of my tongue.

He could be anyone, but he could also be mine.

That is, if I believe in fortunes and predictions of the future. If I believe in love that ignites. I’m not sure I do. Even Henry and Em, who love each other more deeply than anyone I’ve ever met, don’t have that kind of all-consuming love. Their love is gentle and quiet and beautiful. There is nothing destructive about it.

I turn back to Henrietta. “I think you’re mistaken.”

“I’m not,” she insists.

“I’m not even from here. I’m going back to Kansas. Back to my aunt and uncle and … and I’m going home.”

She tilts her head. “Are you?”

“Yes? And I have someone there.”

“Do you?”

“Yes,” I say again, more forcefully. But even as I say it, it doesn’t feel true. I was going to accept Edward’s marriage proposal before the cyclone blew through the farm, but a part of me is relieved that I didn’t get the chance.

“Dismiss it all you want,” Henrietta says, but I can read between the lines. Dismiss it at your own peril.

“I’ll be careful,” I say just to appease her. Maybe to appease me. I can’t stay in this strange land and fall in love with a strange man who has no memories. Even if he is ridiculously handsome and charming.

Henrietta lets me go.

I hurry to the door, but before I can escape, Henrietta issues one more warning.

“And be careful of the Tinman too.”

“I hope I’m not destined to fall in love with him as well,” I say with a laugh.

The old woman says nothing.

We stare at each other for several long, silent seconds and then she disappears through the curtain, the fabric swallowing her up with a swish of air.



“So?” Rook falls into step beside me. I’m walking fast with no direction. I just need to escape.

Rook’s pace is unhurried. He doesn’t have to exert much effort to keep up with me.

“I’m sorry, but I think she might be a hack.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

How do I explain all the things Henrietta told me without sounding absolutely crazy? Or maybe he’ll think I’m lying to justify my actions last night when I kissed him.

Or worse, what if he believes her?

“Kansas.” His tone is prodding and slightly disappointed.

I stop walking. We’re in the park now with the Wizard of Oz looming over us. Candlelight from the altar flickers around us. The man selling wands is gone, replaced by a cart offering kettle corn.

I decide I’m not going to tell him the warning about us. There is no us. It’s a ridiculous notion.

“She just reiterated her warning about the Tinman. Did you catch her saying he’s close?”

“I did.”

“Aren’t you worried?”

“Not really.”

“Why not?”

He goes to the seller’s cart and hands over a silver coin in exchange for a paper bag of popcorn. He eats as he walks. “She said he loves me.”

I try not to roll my eyes. “He loves you but wants you dead.”

“Love always wins.”

“Does it?”

He tosses a piece of popcorn in the air and catches it in his mouth. “Yes.”

Now I do roll my eyes. “That’s a fool’s sentiment.”

We pass two Enders, a man and a woman. The man whispers something to his companion and she looks up at Rook, her eyes widening. They latch on to one another and dissolve into more whispers as we turn down the next street.

“I’m beginning to think everyone is in love with you,” I mutter.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

He smiles at me over his shoulder and keeps on walking.



When we return to Remy’s inn, we find Ana and another council member waiting for us. Rook and I are to be fitted for new outfits for tonight’s celebration.

They make us separate, since the shops are on two different ends of the Hollow. The other council member takes Rook. Ana hooks her arm through mine and takes me.

She chats as we walk. She tells me about the Hollow’s history, how it was once just an inconsequential town until the Yellow Brick Road was constructed by the wizard and the Cardinal Witches. Now it’s the heart of the East End, and almost no one gets through the East without traveling through the Hollow because the Yellow Brick Road travels straight through it.

At the dress shop, three young women are waiting for me with tape measures around their necks, pincushions strapped to their wrists, and racks and racks of dresses pulled out behind them.

I’m offered a flute of champagne, then guided to a raised pedestal as the women get to work.

Measurements are taken. Conversations are had about which color would flatter me the most (red), what cut of dress would fit my body the best (ball gown), what length would best suit my height (floor length). An hour later, I’m standing on the pedestal in a deep red ball gown with a giant skirt and a jewel-encrusted bodice.

“This must cost a fortune.” I turn to the left, then the right, dissecting every inch of the dress in the reflection in the full-length mirror. Taking the skirt gently in hand, I lift it to twirl, and the silver slippers shine brightly against the red.

By some miracle, the dress fits me perfectly, hugging my waist then flaring out from my hips in a puffy skirt. The jewels, silver like the slippers, remind me of stars, and are sewn into the bodice and speckled throughout the skirt.

“There is no cost for our great and powerful liberator,” one of the seamstresses says.

“I wish everyone would stop calling me that.”

“But it’s true,” Ana says.

“I was just in the right place at the right time.” Or the wrong place, depending on how you look at it.

The taller of the three women checks the fit on my back. “We are free because of you. It is a great deed you’ve done for us.”

“Even so, I can’t accept this gift.” Even though I really want to. I’ve never owned something so elegant. All my clothes up until now have either been thrifted or handmade.

Where would I have gone in such a dress anyway? There are no balls in our rural part of Kansas. The closest we have is the harvest festival.

I lift the skirt and do another turn, admiring the craftsmanship, the beauty of the garment. I don’t feel like myself in it. The reflection in the mirror is someone else.

And for some reason, that makes me want to cry.

It’s a reminder of the life I’m returning to, and the one I want but don’t have.

The life I want is … something else. It’s not harvesting crop. It’s not sewing my own dresses out of scraps.

My breathing quickens. I want to return home. I need to return home. Em and Henry will be expecting me and I owe it to them to be there to help.

Ana catches the glassiness of my eyes and misreads it. “Do you not like it?”

“I love it,” I say, almost a whisper.

“Then?”

“I—” My first instinct was to say I didn’t deserve it, but don’t we all deserve to feel pretty? To be adorned in art? “I can’t,” I hear myself saying instead, and suck back the tears.

But the seamstress closest to me, the one wearing a charcoal blazer and bright emeralds in her ear, squeezes my hand. “Please, Dorothy, we insist.”

They all nod in unison. And it’s decided.

The gorgeous red ball gown that must cost more than our Kansas farm is mine.






TWENTY-FIVE


Scarecrow

[image: A bird stands at the center facing left, with a pointed beak and folded wings. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a balanced decorative frame.]

I’m bored and Kansas has been gone for hours.

When we parted, I was taken to a gentleman’s shop on the north side of the city. I was fitted for a suit jacket, trousers, a button-up shirt. They liked me best all in black.

Who am I to disagree with perfection?

I stop them at the black tie.

“Perhaps we should try a bit of color?” I suggest.

I was taken to the gentleman’s shop by Fink, the council member with the thick mustache and round glasses. I was then fussed over by Brem and Urma, a sister-and-brother duo known for their men’s clothing. Brem smells like vodka and despair. Urma smells like Oil and regret.

But when they’re together, working on their craft, they smell like stars and enchantment.

Brem pulls down three patterned ties, all of them shades of eggplant.

“Not those. That one.” I point at a tie hanging on the end of the display.

They share a look. Urma is the one to retrieve it, draping it around my neck. She ties it with quick, precise movements. Her fingers are long and scarred. She could be the right age of someone who had fought during the Great and Terrible War. It would explain the Oil and regret.

We gather to admire my reflection.

Fink’s brows sink below the frame of his glasses. “It’s not Hollow colors.”

They are preoccupied with conformity in this place. Purple and green only. I don’t blame them. They are a fabulous color pairing.

“I like the red,” I say.

Fink nods. “Very well. Red it is.”



Once the outfit is formalized, Fink and I make our way back to the Red Wander. We wait by the fire for Kansas to return.

As I wait, I pick through a bowl of nuts. There are cashews and peanuts and walnuts and pistachios. I prefer pecans. Candied.

Fink’s knee is bouncing beneath the table. He’s currently nursing a glass tumbler of ozrum.

“Are you all right?” I ask him.

He pulls out a gold pocket watch from the interior pocket of his waistcoat. He checks the time. “The ball is still a few hours to start, but I have business I need to attend to beforehand and I promised Ana I would not leave you unattended.”

“They’ll be along soon, I’m sure.” I pop a cashew into my mouth. Fink watches the door. He takes another sip of ozrum. His knee bounces harder.

Fink, from what I’ve gathered, is next in line for the provost seat. I suspect he views managing me as akin to babysitting me, and regardless of what you name it, both are beneath him.

“You know”—I crunch into a walnut—“I’m a big boy. Surely I can entertain myself if you’d like to run along.”

He finally looks at me. “I was instructed to stay by your side.”

“Hmmm.”

“What?” His eyes narrow.

“Do they not trust either of us?”

His frown deepens. “What do you mean?”

“You’re given explicit instruction, as if you can’t manage yourself, and I’m given a guide, as if I can’t find my own way.”

The front door opens. A cool breeze rushes in. Not Kansas. I turn back to Fink.

There is something else about this man that makes me question him. Maybe it’s the mustache. A beard I could handle, but a mustache?

He hasn’t come right out and said it, but I’ve noticed that when Kansas is around, he seems extra flighty. I don’t know that he entirely believes Kansas to be the great liberator everyone else claims her to be.

And the way he’s considering my challenge, questioning the motives of some vague they, when really I mean Ana and he knows I mean Ana, leads me to believe he also isn’t entirely loyal to the Hollow’s leader.

“You’re right,” he says. “She’s always dismissing me.”

There we are.

“I have better things to do tonight other than babysit a man with no memories. No offense.”

“None taken.” I’m a little offended.

“You’ll just wait here for them to return?” he asks.

“Of course. The fire is warm, the snacks are good. What more can a man with no memories want?”

He nods, then downs the last of his ozrum. “If you’re sure…”

“Quite.”

“All right.” He shoves back his chair. “Have a good evening.” Then he’s gone.

I count to ten. Grab a handful of nuts. And follow the man out the door.



Fink is at least a foot shorter than I am, but he moves quickly.

When he leaves the Red Wander, he goes right, farther into the heart of the city. I keep at least ten paces between us, but he’s not bothered by what’s behind him, and the thought he might be followed has clearly never crossed his mind.

Reckless. Naive.

At the end of the narrow street, we spill out onto another town square where a statue is erected in the center. This one depicts a woman wearing a billowing dress, brandishing a wand aimed at the sky. There is no altar at this statue, no flickering candlelight. In fact, as we pass beneath it, I spot several bits of graffiti at her feet. Wicked is spray-painted across her left slipper. Greedy Witch is on her calf. There’s a giant W on her right foot with a circle painted around it.

This must be the Witch of the East. These people clearly hate the witch and love the wizard.

Good for him.

Fink heads north from the statue, taking us back toward the Yellow Brick Road. Here the shops are dark with CLOSED signs hanging in the windows. Everyone is leaving early for the ball. The celebration is on the lips of everyone we pass.

When the shops thin out, replaced by squat Ender houses, I widen the distance between us. With fewer Enders here, my presence is easier to notice.

The Yellow Brick Road comes into sight and Fink finally reaches his destination: the guardhouse.

It’s a three-story building constructed of black stone. The entrance is a double door with an arched stone alcove. The wood of the front door is thick and strapped in iron with matching iron bars on the windows. Heavy drapes are pulled closed on all the windows, but there’s light in every room and silhouettes pass back and forth.

It’s a bustling building.

Thankfully Fink goes around back where a guard is having a cigarette break.

Smoke clouds in the silver light cast by the lampposts. I edge in closer, sticking to the shadows of the next closest building.

Fink lights his own cigarette with a spin of his lighter. He exhales in a rush. “Have the scouts spotted anything yet?”

The guard flicks ash from the end of his cigarette. “He’s about two hours out.”

“Crice,” he mutters.

“Yep,” the guard says.

Crice was a Cardinal God. The God of the South. Sometimes his name is used like a curse word. Of all the gods, Crice was the most fickle.

“Of all the nights,” Fink says and takes another pull from his cigarette.

“The celebration might make it easier. Everyone of importance will be there, including the girl.”

The girl. Kansas.

Fink nods and exhales smoke through his nose. “We have to make sure the alarm isn’t sounded when he arrives. We’ll lose the element of surprise.”

“I’ll do my best.” The guard drops his cigarette and crushes the ember beneath the heel of his boot. “The captain is up my ass tonight. It’s not going to be easy.”

“It’s not supposed to be easy. The West pays us for our competence, not the difficulty of the task.”

The guard gives the little man a look like he is being obtuse. Which he is.

“When the Tinman arrives,” the guard says, “I will be sure to escort him straight to the girl. Alarm or not. That’s what you’ve paid me for.”

Fink scoffs, but there is a clear discrepancy in power between these two men, and he’s not willing to push the guard any further. Fink might hold higher rank, but the guard could gut the council member with a quick swipe of his blade. And he would do it. I can tell just by looking at the man. He’s an opportunist. A greedy bastard. A little bit bloodthirsty.

“Fine. Do you have final numbers on guards at the ball?”

“Thirteen in total. Six are on our side.”

“Good. Very good.” Fink flicks his cigarette into the bushes. “I’ll make sure the girl stays put at the celebration.”

“You do that.”

Fink turns on his heel and hurries back to the road.






TWENTY-SIX


Dorothy

[image: A pair of slip-on shoes rests at the center, with rounded toes and bow details on the front. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a decorative frame.]

Ana is running around the Red Wander questioning everyone on whether or not they’ve seen Rook.

“They were supposed to wait here!” she shouts and then disappears into the garden.

I don’t want to worry—Rook is a grown man—but he has no memories, and someone is clearly trying to kill him. Henrietta warned us that the Tinman was close, but I wish I would have asked her how close.

A day’s travel? Two? A week? I don’t even know how big Oz actually is and how long it might take someone to go from one end to the other.

As Ana does the legwork, I wait by the front counter because I’m afraid sitting down, or moving, or literally doing anything might risk damage to the beautiful dress they’ve gifted me.

Ana, having thought through all the logistics already, had a hair and makeup team meet us at the dress shop so they could prepare me while the three seamstresses finalized the dress.

Now, I catch my reflection in a glass pastry case next to the counter. I don’t want to be vain. I’ve never put much effort into my appearance, hair or makeup. But what the Oz artists were able to do in such a short amount of time …

I’ve never felt so beautiful.

The makeup artist gave me a smoky eye, making my blue eyes seem bluer. She shaped my eyebrows and expertly applied bright red lipstick that matches my dress perfectly.

My hair has been braided, twisted, and pinned back. Because of the cut of the dress, the updo leaves my shoulders bare. I feel naked and I can’t seem to stop pulling on the dress’s bodice, trying to lift it higher.

There’s a clatter from the back—the garden doors thudding open. The wood floor creaks beneath determined footsteps.

“I’m going to kill Fink!” Ana returns to the dining room looking frazzled and peeved.

“Why? What’s happened?”

“Remy said Fink left Rook alone and then Rook left shortly after.”

“Did Remy say which way he went?”

“No, but I don’t want you to worry.” Ana wrings her hands, but then reaches over to squeeze mine, all of her agitation suddenly gone. The swiftness of this shift in her demeanor makes me think she must have experience in keeping people calm. I’ve seen Em do this sometimes when she’d assist the local doctor on house calls. Em wasn’t just a great artist, she was a gifted healer too. Not with gauze or antiseptic or sutures. With her voice, her warmth, how she knew exactly what you needed to remain calm. A sweater, a blanket, a stuffed animal, a cup of hot tea.

Suddenly I am overwhelmed with missing her. She’d know what to do in this situation. She always knew how to hold chaos firmly in her grip.

“I’m sure we’ll find him,” Ana goes on.

I consider telling her about the visit with Henrietta, the warning about the Tinman, that he’s closer than we think, that he wants Rook dead. But thinking about that has me immediately thinking about her other warning.

I can’t fall in love with Rook. I won’t. It’s a ridiculous idea.

For one, I don’t belong here. For two, I barely know him. For three, I have Edw—

“Kansas.”

Hearing the nickname on his lips sends an inhale rushing down my throat.

I turn to the sound of his voice.

“Rook!” I’m shooting across the room before I can think better of myself. I have him in an embrace a second later. “I was worried about you.”

“No need, Kansas. I didn’t get into too much trouble.” He chuckles against me, the sound of it reverberating through his chest.

“Where were you?” I ask, trying to sound less like a possessive girlfriend and more like a concerned friend.

“I was bored.” He smiles down at me as I finally disentangle myself. “I took a walk.”

“Fink shouldn’t have left you alone.” Ana steps beside me and Rook.

“Fink might have been bored as well. But no bother. I’m here now.”

Ana clucks her tongue, but gives his appearance a nod. “The suit fits well. And look, your tie matches Dorothy’s dress.”

I step back and Rook finally takes in the full sight of me.

His gaze trails up my body and goosebumps pop on my bare arms.

All the sound in the entire building shrinks to a whisper.

The way Rook is looking at me now … it’s not just a gaze.…

I am beheld.

“Kansas,” he breathes out. “Your beauty could enchant an army.”

My heart thumps in my ears.

“Thank you.”

He takes a step toward me.

I am not going to fall in love with him.

“You look handsome as well.”

The beating of my heart makes my voice wobbly.

I clear my throat, clasp my hands, pray to god that I can get control of myself. This is silly. I’m being silly. I feel like a drunk eighteen-year-old fumbling around a barn with the neighbor boy.

I will not fall in love with this man.

I can’t.

Rook takes my hand. His grip is sure, his fingers cool. He bends my knuckles, brings his mouth to me. His gaze never strays. There is an intensity in his green eyes that reminds me of the feeling deep down in my bones when a cyclone presses closer.

He kisses my knuckles.

It’s a kiss that stretches across an hour. A kiss that evaporates in a second.

I can’t breathe.

“Shall we?” Ana hurries to the door and yanks it open.

The wind shifts in and a few flyers tacked to the wall beside the front door flap and crinkle.

The fire in the hearth gusts.

I’m hot all over and shivering.

“Here.” Rook takes off his suit jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. His warmth envelops me, his scent surrounds me.

Cedarwood and balsam and the hard crust of snow.

“We’re going to be late!”

I blink out of my stupor. “Wait, I forgot to check on Toto.”

“I’ll do it,” Remy says from behind the counter. “I’ll make sure he has fresh water and food.”

“Thank you, Remy. And if he gets temperamental with you, just tell him I said to behave.”

Remy laughs. “I’ll do my best not to get eaten.”

I laugh out loud, thinking it’s a joke. But none of them are laughing, as if they think Remy is serious.

“He won’t eat you,” I say, just in case they think he will.

They all share a look and then Ana claps her hands. “All right. Let’s be on our way! The carriage is waiting.”



I have never ridden in a carriage like this. When I was little, Henry and Em had a used car that barely passed as an automobile. Every bump jostled us. The brakes were temperamental, so we always had to go slow. And there was a crack in the roof so any weather other than sunshine was a huge inconvenience.

It wasn’t until my later teen years that Henry finally splurged and bought a new truck. Everything changed after that. We felt like kings.

But even though in Kansas, a carriage would be taking a step back from the truck, this somehow feels like a step up. Like we truly are royalty.

The carriage exterior is lacquered black with wheels painted green. A driver sits on the bench up top, holding the reins for two giant black horses.

Rook offers me his hand to help get me up and inside the carriage.

The interior is plush, lined in green velvet with leather bench seats that face each other. The leather is supple and soft beneath my fingertips as I settle onto the back bench. Beside me, a tiny glass sconce flickers with golden light. It helps drive away that ever-present feeling of foreboding beneath the dark, ominous sky of Oz.

Ana sits at the front of the carriage, while Rook settles in beside me. The provost taps the roof and the driver clicks his tongue, spurring the two horses forward.

“How many people will be at this celebration?” I ask as the carriage turns onto the next street.

“Oh, a lot. Hundreds.” Ana peers out the window as we pass a two-story house with a stone portico. “The Hollow hasn’t had cause for celebration in quite a long time. We used to have balls every season. We loved a good party.”

It’s impossible to miss the wistfulness in her voice.

“What happened?” I ask.

“Well, the war, of course.”

I fidget with my skirt. “How long ago was it? The war. Was it before you were born?”

“Oh no.” Ana turns away from the window and sits back against the leather bench. “I was fourteen when the gods disappeared, sixteen when war broke out.”

“What was it like when the gods disappeared?”

The carriage rolls to a stop as a group of children cross the street carrying purple-swirled lollipops.

“At first…” Ana trails off, her gaze soft and unfocused. “At first it was nothing. There was silence. Stillness. Like all the air had been stolen from the world. Then the weather came. Catastrophic floods. Ice storms. Cyclones. One day it would be sweltering and the next everything was blanketed in snow. A lot of people started migrating at that point, trying to escape the weather. But those people quickly returned, reporting a desert in every direction. No one has been able to pass through it.”

The driver lifts the reins and the horses soldier forward.

“There were years when the crop was so bad, we starved.” Ana laughs, but there is no humor in the sound. “We subsisted on our preserved vegetables and our livestock. Sometimes we could squeeze a stew out of a chicken or a rabbit, but it was just meat and broth. As a kid I hated vegetables, but let me tell you, a stew is not a stew without carrots and corn and pumpkin and potatoes.

“One catastrophe after another resulted in the witches blaming the royal family, and war broke out. Power and magic clashed. Even the Witch of the West and the Great Wizard himself fought against one another. There are many stories around their battle, some of them in his favor, some in hers. But everyone seems to agree that it was their battle, the clashing of their magic, that created the dark cloud overhead.”

“Was he trying to defeat her?”

Ana shrugs. “It’s not for me to speculate on the motivations of the magical.”

The carriage slows to pause at a busy intersection. There are several more carriages here, and most of them headed in the same direction.

“By the time the war ended,” Ana goes on, “we were all exhausted. We would have accepted radishes for breakfast, lunch, and dinner if it meant having a reliable food source.”

The carriage pulls forward again and I lurch against Rook. He adjusts his body, spreading his arm out behind me, bracing me against him.

I ignore the new cluster of wings in my stomach and try to focus on Ana.

“That’s when the Cardinal Witches signed the treaty with the wizard,” she continues. “No matter what they did, they couldn’t undo the dark cloud overhead, so they turned their attention to creating new systems using magic that produced crops without the sun. Industry returned. Food returned. I was finally able to make a pot of sancocho!” She closes her eyes briefly as if remembering the return of flavor, savoring it. “We settled back into life. Though”—she spreads out her hands—“it’s been irrevocably changed. And, of course, no one is immune to the lure of power. Some of them … in charge … have exploited their positions.”

“Like the Witch of the East?” I ask.

“Yes. She certainly used her power against us. And it grew worse by the day.”

“Who else?”

“The West is … well, her story is complicated.” She leans over and lowers her voice. “The Enders don’t call her wicked for nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“She was a sister to the queen.”

My mouth drops open. “The West helped overthrow her sister? Why would she do that?”

Ana shakes her head. “Revenge? Jealousy? The West is the eldest daughter. She was supposed to inherit the throne, but they bypassed her for reasons we will never know.”

We make another turn. We seem to be leaving the city proper. There are fewer buildings and more palatial houses with vast, manicured grounds. The streets aren’t as bumpy, but there are twice as many pedestrians. Everyone on their way to the ball, I’m guessing.

“What about the wizard?” I ask.

Ana shifts her attention back to me. “What about him?”

“Has he exploited his position? Used his power against others?”

Rook shifts next to me. He’s been quiet this entire time, taking it all in. I have to wonder if any of this sounds familiar to him, or if he’s learning it again along with me. I must admit, there is a comfort in him being as clueless as he is. I feel so out of my depth, but with him beside me, with no more knowledge about Oz than me, I don’t feel so alone.

Ana squints as she thinks. “The wizard is … harder to pin down. He is far more powerful than the witches.”

“Really?”

She nods. “Truly an enigma. I suppose that’s part of his allure.” She winks. “But to answer your question, has he exploited his position? I think the wizard is so powerful that if he did, we’d never know it.”

I shiver at her words.



The carriage bumps over a rounded stone seam between the street and the long driveway of East Manor.

I crane my neck so I can see better as we follow the winding curve of the drive.

The grounds are massive. There must be ten acres between the street and the house where it sits back like a king draped in white amongst a dark sky and dark oak trees.

Decorative lampposts dot the grounds, each topped with three frosted globes. Moths and beetles swoop in and around the globes as if they’re starving for light.

Though there’s a line of carriages winding down the hill from the front door, we bypass all of them, going straight to the half-moon drive in front of the house. There, a woman dressed in an aubergine long coat pulls open the carriage door. Humid night air swirls in smelling faintly of smoked meat and baked goods.

Ana is the first one out, then Rook. Rook offers me his hand again and I take it, using my other to hold up my skirt. The steps out of the carriage are tiny and I don’t want to make my entrance into this celebration as the girl who fell on her face.

“Thank you,” I tell him.

“Always my pleasure, Kansas.”

He waits until I’m steady on solid ground and then lets me go.

I immediately miss his nearness.

There’s something about Rook that reminds me vaguely of Toto. Toto’s love is fickle, there one minute, gone the next. Sometimes he’ll curl up beside me in the afternoon sun and we’ll doze the day away. Other times I can’t coax him into cuddling with anything less than a bloody steak.

Not that Rook has withheld any kind of affection. Not that I’m owed any kind of affection.

It’s just that … his attention is selective, and I find myself desiring more drops of it.

When I shouldn’t. Absolutely should not desire any drops.

I slip out of his suit jacket and hand it back, then straighten my dress.

I finally look up.

“Wow,” I say on a breath.

Riding up the driveway, I thought the house was big. But standing in front of it, experiencing the full scale of it, I realize it’s not big, it’s massive.

The provost’s mansion is maybe twenty times the size of our humble farmhouse. There are three stories and two wings with a balcony off the second floor, another off the east wing, probably more around back. Every window is alive with light and moving silhouettes. Laughter tangles up with music, spilling out the open double doors.

A beam of excitement must flash across my face because Rook says, “Do you love parties, Kansas?”

“I didn’t think I did. But this is wonderful, and I’m not accustomed to many wonderful things.”

“I’m so glad to hear that!” Ana claps her hands. “If you’re impressed by this, you’ll be wowed off your feet by the inside. I can’t take credit for the provost’s mansion, of course. It was built over a hundred years ago. But I find myself showing it off like a curator at a museum. I’m just really in love with its beauty.”

“I don’t blame you.”

She heads up the curved stone steps that lead to the house’s main portico.

Giant iron lanterns hang beneath the portico’s roof, installed at even intervals. Flowers in a rainbow of colors are potted in tall black urns on either side of the door. And standing beside them are two staff members dressed in matching aubergine long coats.

“Welcome to the celebration, Provost,” the man on the left says and bows low.

“Welcome to the celebration, Dorothy of Kansas,” the woman on the right says and matches the bow.

“Thank you for having me.”

The music is louder here, and I catch the sound of a violinist, a cellist, maybe a viola. The music is lively and well-timed.

I’m going to get home. I swear it on my heart. But is there anything wrong with enjoying all the magnificent things this strange land has to offer?

Nervously, I grab my skirt to keep it from gathering beneath my feet, and step inside.






TWENTY-SEVEN


Dorothy
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The second I step inside the provost’s mansion, I’m engulfed in gratitude, introductions, celebration, and flattery. Everyone wants to shake my hand and say hello, and I don’t think there is a corner in the mansion that could hide me from any of it.

I lose track of Rook the second we enter the main ballroom, and within minutes, I’m dizzy from the attention and the spectacle.

There are string lights everywhere strung around the ceiling and around doorways and columns. Three huge crystal chandeliers hang from the domed ballroom ceiling. The crystals, as they turn, send rainbows shooting across the wood floor.

I think the Enders have gotten clever with light to help combat some of the melancholy that must come from persistent dark clouds and lack of sun.

Back home, I think I’m more of a spring and autumn girl, life and death, sunshine and cloudiness. But I could never deny the beauty of a warm, sunny summer day. Some of these people, especially the children, were born into a world with no sunlight. They don’t know anything other than darkness. I’m glad they’ve found a way around it. Because the warmth their light imbues into a room is undeniable.

Ana guides me around the room, introducing me to important Ender families. There are the merchants, the other council members and their partners. There are bakers (the most revered trade here in the East End) and scholars, there are historians of magic and experts on Oz. There are artists and authors. And proving my theory about light, Ana introduces me to a table of lightsmiths, the men and women responsible for lighting Glimming Hollow.

This I’m most interested in. I sit at the lightsmiths’ table and they welcome me into their fold. They tell me their reasons for the specific light design for the ball, how important it was that we felt like the room was full of warmth.

They tell me that most of the light is powered by magic pooled by the witches and the wizard.

“But how does it get here?” I ask. “No one knows the wizard, right? So it’s not like he walks into town and waves his wand?”

That makes the entire table laugh. The man on my left, who introduced himself as Darius, is the first one to explain. He seems the most knowledgeable at the table and is easily excited by the conversation of light. Whenever the conversation steers toward the science behind it, his brown eyes widen and glimmer.

“This is truly the best part,” he tells me, his hands moving as he explains. “The electrical grid used to be run by magic when the royal family ruled. But the entire system was destroyed in the war along with everyone who knew how to run it.

“So…” He leans in, his eyes widening. “I, along with this entire table, consulted with the Cardinal Witches to install a new grid system powered by magic.”

The table is silent, waiting for the reveal. I don’t understand anything about electrical systems or grids so I’m expecting him to tell me something about power lines and transformers that might as well be another language.

But then he shouts, “It’s the Yellow Brick Road!”

“What?! Really?”

The table erupts into chatter about the system, how they devised it, how it works. They are all passionate about it and their passion is infectious.

I just thought the Yellow Brick Road was a quirky road. But when I first came upon it after leaving the house, I noticed it glittered despite the lack of light. The magic explains it.

I had no idea I was literally walking on magic.

“That’s so cool,” I tell them.

“Yes!” Darius refills his cup of tea with the pot in the center of the table. “If you were able to get to the sky, which you can’t unless you’re a witch or wizard, but if you could, you’d see the Yellow Brick Road running here and there, all across the Land of Oz like a golden vein, glittering with lifeblood.”

“It used to be a river of magic,” one woman says.

“Until the gods left,” another adds.

“And all roads lead to the Emerald City,” a voice says behind me.

I turn to see Rook.

“Yes!” Darius says.

“How did you know that?” I ask Rook.

He shrugs. “The fact burbled up out of nowhere.”

I rise from my chair. “Are you getting your memories back?”

“I don’t know.” He clasps his hands behind him, and his suit jacket tightens across his broad shoulders. “Are facts the same as memories? I still can’t tell you my name, unfortunately. But I can tell you about the roads. I can tell you that magic tastes sweet when you’re near it. I can tell you that a curse can come out of nowhere, as fickle as the wind.”

Oh god, do I have to worry about being cursed now? The thought never crossed my mind.

I reach over and squeeze Rook’s arm. “All of those things are a start.”

“I suppose they are.”

I turn back to the table. “Thank you all for your company tonight. I enjoyed hearing about your work.”

They raise their glasses and teacups to me as we head off. “To Dorothy!”

Rook and I continue on. It feels like everyone is watching me, and the urge to hide behind some of the decorative potted hedges is growing by the second.

We make it halfway around the room when Ana scurries over. “Have either of you seen Fink yet?” She scans the ballroom, looking for the council member.

“I haven’t,” Rook says.

“Me either,” I add.

Ana huffs out. “He’s supposed to be in charge of the guard rotation tonight but he’s nowhere to be found!” She makes another grumble in the back of her throat before flitting off.

Rook and I keep walking.

We’re stopped by a middle-aged couple who thank me for killing the witch. Just as we leave them, two men step in front of us and shake my hand, questioning where I got the strength or the fortitude to kill a Cardinal Witch.

I have no answer for them, and while I stumble over an explanation, Rook tells them we were just on our way to get a drink, and would they excuse us?

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“They were only pretending to respect you,” Rook says, letting me hold the curve of his elbow as we continue walking. “Don’t waste your time on small men.”

I glance up at him. He’s smiling at someone waving at us, his attention stolen from me.

Considering he’s a man with no memories, I continue to be in awe at the confidence he seems to pull out of nothing.

We’re nearly to the drink table when three women, all in dresses of varying shades of purple, cut us off. It’s clear from the onset that they’re less interested in me and my murdering a witch and more interested in Rook.

They ask him where he’ll go from here, if he plans to stay.

We have yet to discuss any of this. After tonight, I plan on leaving to see the wizard.

“Kansas and I will be departing tomorrow for the Emerald City,” he tells them.

My gaze cuts to him.

“Oh, but you must stay!” one woman says as she reaches out for his other arm. “You’ll fit right in here in the Hollow!”

He’s coming with me?

“While I’m flattered,” he says, his attention still trained on the women, “I much prefer staying by Kansas’s side.”

“I thought your name was Dorothy?” the blond woman asks.

All three women turn to me. They’ve barely acknowledged me until now.

“It is Dorothy. Kansas is a nickname.”

“But you’re from Kansas?” the third woman asks.

“Yes.”

They all laugh together. “What an odd nickname! Imagine if everyone called me Hollow?”

They dissolve into more laughter.

“Imagine if your nickname was Insufferable?”

The women go immediately silent.

“Rook,” I say. “It’s okay.”

“If you’ll excuse us,” he tells the women. “I promised Kansas”—he puts extra emphasis on my nickname—“a dance.”

Heat escalates up my throat. “Are you serious?”

He draws me away. “Yes.”

“I don’t know how.”

“I’m a very good dancer. I think.”

“But … if we’re trying to make a show or something, we really don’t have to. I’m not bothered by those women making fun of my nickname. In fact, I think I’ve come to love it. It’s like an inside joke we have between us and—”

“Kansas.” He stops me on the edge of the dance floor.

“What?”

“I like your nickname too, but if you give them another second of your energy, they’ve won. So don’t.”

“I— Okay.”

“Now dance with me.”

I swallow, heart racing in my ears. It wasn’t a question, but a command. I like his decisiveness. The way he bends for no one.

“I have to warn you. I’m not a very good dancer. In fact, I’ve skipped the last two harvest festivals because the one before that saw me tripping over my own feet and ending up face-first in a pyramid of hay bales.”

Rook chuckles. “I’m sure it was an accident.”

“Everyone laughed at me.”

“Traitors, the lot of them.” He’s still smiling as he says this, and I can’t help but laugh.

“Okay. Fine.” I place my hand in his and he immediately pulls me onto the dance floor in perfect timing with the string quartet’s change in music.



My first few steps are clumsy, and I apologize to Rook over and over again, but he takes it all in stride. His grip on me is sure, his steps even more confident. He is a good dancer. More capable than I would have guessed.

The more I get to know him, the less I can reckon with the man who seems naive at one point, then almost brutally honest the next. Capable and self-assured in everything he does.

It’s ridiculously sexy.

I lose sight of the room’s perimeter as Rook spins me around, then pulls me close again.

His hand is warm at the small of my back, the pressure of his fingertips bordering on possessive.

And it sends a tiny thrill through my body.

He neither confirmed nor denied the fact that we were making a show, but it’s clear now that we are.

He’s showing off. For me, for the room, for all of us.

We move with the other dancers, all of us in and out of each other like the constant rolling and retreating of ocean waves. My face starts to hurt I’m smiling and laughing so much. I don’t stumble and somehow manage to keep up with Rook.

“Can I tell you a secret, Kansas?” Rook guides us in what he tells me is a box formation.

“Yes, please.”

He breathes out. “You are a wonder.”

My feet stop moving. Instinct has Rook pulling to a stop just two steps behind me.

“You barely know me.”

He threads his fingers with mine and pulls me from the dance floor, ushering me behind a row of the potted plants. Almost as if he knows I need shelter in the moment.

Somehow he always knows what I need.

“You have to stop being so nice to me.”

His confusion is plainly written across his face. “Why?”

“Because … because we … you…”

Henrietta’s warning blares in my head.

“There’s someone else,” I blurt out.

“What do you mean?”

“Back home.” My stomach starts to hurt. “In Kansas. His name is Edward.”

Rook tilts his head. I expected him to be angry. I kissed him, after all. But I swear there’s a smirk threatening to appear at the corner of his mouth. “What is his claim to you?”

“I’m not sure what you mean?”

“In Kansas, commitment, where does it begin? Where does it end?”

“Oh. Well … first it’s boyfriend and girlfriend. That’s where the commitment starts. Then engagement. Then marriage.”

“Are you married to Edward then?”

The band’s music gains momentum, and the crowd starts to cheer.

“No.”

“Engaged?”

“Not technically.” I look away, wringing my hands. “He did ask me to marry him.”

“And what did you say?”

I meet his eyes. “I didn’t answer him.”

“Why not?”

Oh god. My ears ring.

I know why I didn’t answer and I know why I don’t want to answer Edward, because I want to say no, and I’m terrified of breaking his heart, but more than that I’m afraid of what comes after.

I’m afraid that I will always be alone, unable to let anyone in.

“I—”

Rook wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me to him and kisses me.

There is no reluctance from him now.

His mouth meets mine just as the band crescendos and I swear lightning burns through my veins.

I’m hot and electric.

Rook takes charge, spinning me around, pushing me against the nearest wall.

A breath stutters down my throat.

His hand comes up to the back of my neck, fingers pressing hard against my nape.

He has full control, immediately, and I am boneless beneath his demands.

A groan escapes him, the sound humming against my lips.

A thrill sinks from my navel, down between my legs.

I can’t breathe.

I don’t want to return home to Edward.

I want to stay right here, with Rook.

His fingers tangle in my hair and several pins come loose.

I’ll be a mess. I am a mess.

Fuck, let me be messy and hot and wet and—

Suddenly he’s gone.

Breathing heavily, I snap my eyes open, but it takes my vision several seconds to refocus.

Rook’s mouth is red and swollen and I swear there’s a new bulge between his legs.

He straightens his suit jacket, then runs his hand over his hair, smoothing it back.

“If you were mine, Kansas,” he says, “no one would stop me from claiming you.”

I sway on my feet.

He disappears for a second and returns with a chair.

“Sit down. I’ll get you a drink.”

I do as commanded.

Rook bends down and plants a kiss on my cheek. A tender kiss. A contrast from the heat and the frenzy of the kiss before it.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.”

And then he’s gone.



I sit, slouched in the chair, for two more songs.

A cool breeze steals in through the open balcony doors and helps tamp down the heat rushing through my body.

Rook kissed me.

He kissed me. After he knew about Edward.

Oh, Edward.

I sit forward and put my face in my hands.

As we grew older, Edward and I grew closer, but most of it was sex, none of it substantial, none of it deep. Edward knows I suffer from episodes of panic. He knows I love poppy fields and prefer pumpkin pie over apple. He knows I hate making bread but love eating it.

But he doesn’t know that sometimes I lie awake at night sobbing for what I’ve lost.

He doesn’t know that sometimes the black hole of my past threatens to swallow me up.

I know I am loved. I am lucky to have Em and Henry. But there is no good way to spin being an orphan. There is no amount of string lights that can drive away that darkness.

My eyes burn as I consider what I have to do when I return to Kansas.

I’m exhausted just thinking about it. I just want to go back to the inn, tear off this dress, and curl up with Toto.

I scan the crowd for Rook again but don’t find him anywhere.

I’m just about to go off in search of him when a sharp, discordant sound cuts through the melody of the string quartet. There’s a crescendo, then a drop, a crescendo, then a drop.

An alarm.

The entire ballroom freezes and then suddenly everyone is shouting around me, running for the exit.

A woman, the skirt of her dress clutched in her hands, bolts in front of me.

“Excuse me! What’s happening?”

“It’s the alarm!” she shouts without pausing, and melts into the frenzied crowd.

“I know it’s the alarm,” I mutter and look for a familiar face. “But what does it mean?”

I don’t spot Rook anywhere. None of the council members stick out to me. Darius and the lightsmiths are gone.

Do I stay?

Do I follow the crowd?

There’s a mad rush to the door and people are starting to get antsy, shoving their way through.

Maybe it’ll be easier to find Rook outside. At the very least, it seems like no one wants to be in the ballroom so probably it’s smart to go.

Backtracking, I make my way out the open garden doors to the balcony. There are several staff members spilling out from a service door. I follow them down a set of steps that takes us to a side garden.

“What’s happening?” I ask, trailing behind two women dressed in aubergine long coats.

The girl on the left glances at me over her shoulder, then looks a second time. “Oh! It’s you.”

“Hi. Yes, I’m Dorothy. I don’t know what’s happening and I can’t find my friends.”

“The alarm going off,” the other girl explains, “it means someone is about to enter the city who could pose some kind of danger.”

“Usually, it indicates that someone is just crossing over on the Yellow Brick Road and we’re meant to use caution by getting inside our houses and locking the doors.”

“Does that happen often?”

The girls exchange a look. “More often than you’d think,” the one on the left says.

“Good luck,” the other says before they disappear around back, leaving me alone in the garden.

I glance around, trying to get my bearings. There’s a ton of commotion from around front as people spill from the mansion and search for their carriages.

It’s probably best that I head that way too so I can try to find Rook or Ana. We rode quite a way in the carriage to get here, so walking back to the Red Wander seems out of the question.

I follow the path around a gurgling stone fountain. The cool water mists in the air, wetting my exposed skin. A shiver racks my body.

I’m looking forward to my room at the inn more and more. Of course, I want to get to safety, but there’s also a cozy quilt waiting for me, Toto, and a fireplace and Rook—

My chest grows light at the thought.

I pass by a tall hedgerow.

A rustling on the other side makes me slow.

Was that a footstep on gravel?

Ten feet ahead, there’s a break in the hedge where a wrought-iron archway leads farther into the garden.

Though the mansion is still lit up like a jack-o’-lantern in the night, this part of the garden is dark. I squint, trying to see through the latticework of the hedge, but it’s impossible.

It could be more of the staff trying to get home.

Surely whatever danger is behind the alarm wouldn’t have made it all the way across town and to the mansion in that short amount of time.

I take a few tentative steps forward, then stop to listen.

There’s only silence now on the other side of the hedge.

I was probably hearing things.

Hands fisted in my dress, I pick up the pace. But as I pass the archway, two strong hands reach through and yank me back.

“I’ve got her,” a deep, husky voice says.






TWENTY-EIGHT


Scarecrow
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It’s complete chaos.

People are rushing for the ballroom doors, but the hallway out is a bottleneck and people quickly stack up.

Looking for escape and finding none, they turn into feral animals practically gnawing at one another to get free.

Across the ballroom, Kansas is still scanning the crowd looking for me. When she doesn’t immediately spot me, she takes her red dress in hand and disappears through the open balcony doors.

I set down one of two glasses of ozrum on a nearby table, then swill back the second glass, the alcohol warming my throat.

The music has halted, the band gone. There is only the symphony of panic and terror now.

A chair is knocked over. A woman calls out for her partner. Someone trips and a string of lights flickers and goes dark.

I check my newly acquired pocket watch. Has it been several hours since Fink’s guard warned him about the Tinman’s arrival? I suspect it’s close enough.

Leaving the main exit behind, I follow in Kansas’s footsteps and exit through the balcony doors.

Down the steps, I spot her trailing behind several staff members, her dress clutched in hand. When the servants leave her, she searches for a way in the dark and decides to follow the trail to the front of the house.

“Kansas,” I say, but she doesn’t hear me.

I quicken my steps, but I’m not quick enough.

Someone snatches her through an archway in the garden and she lets out a yelp.

“I’ve got her,” someone says. Not the Tinman. One of Fink’s guards.

“Help!” she calls.

I stumble through the archway. “Let her go.”

“Rook.” My temporary name is almost a sigh on her lips.

A man twice my size has her back held tightly against his chest. It’s the same guard Fink met at the guardhouse. I never caught his name but he looks like a Brutus or maybe a Belcher. He has two other guards with him, both of them big, burly men.

“Or what?” one of them asks.

I say nothing. They all laugh, thinking this must be confirmation that I am scared.

“Take care of him,” Brutus says.

The men come at me.

“No!” Kansas shouts and wrestles against Brutus’s grip.

“It’s going to be okay, Kansas,” I tell her because you’re supposed to tell people these kinds of reassuring things when they’re in danger. I think.

The man on the left with a blond beard and a diamond stud in his left ear reaches me first. He doesn’t take any time to assess the situation. He throws a punch aimed directly at my face.

The fist lands. The blow reverberates through my skull and down my neck.

“Stop it!” Kansas rams her elbow into Brutus’s stomach but he doesn’t even flinch. He’s wearing a thick leather cuirass, penetrable only by blade or magic.

The second guard—I’m not sure what he looks like with tears blurring my vision—punches me in the gut. All the air rushes out of me. I keel over, landing on one knee.

The guards chuckle to themselves.

“So much for riding in like a knight to save your girl, huh?” The blond man plants his boot on my shoulder and kicks me over. Gravel crunches beneath me. Dirt grits in my teeth.

The other man kicks me in the stomach. He has impeccable aim, hitting the same spot as before, doubling the dull ache that radiates across my ribs.

“Please stop! He’s already injured.” Kansas’s voice is wobbly with terror, but beneath that is something darker. Something born of rage.

Another kick, this one to my back, to the kidneys. I curl into a ball. Let out a pathetic little moan.

“Please! Please don’t hurt him!”

The ground trembles beneath me.

The wind shifts, dirt clouding up around me.

The bearded guard lands another blow to my stomach.

“I said stop!”

There’s a sudden rush of air. The force of it is so great, the hedges bend backward. Leaves tear from their branches and shoot across the clearing.

The men have to hunch, hold their arms over their eyes to shield against debris.

Kansas stomps on Brutus’s foot. He howls and lets her go.

Another squall blows in, knocking all three guards off their feet. One ends up in the bushes. Another tossed through another archway. Brutus ends up crashing into a stone bench, toppling over the other side.

Kansas is untouched by the phantom wind.

“Come on.” She bends down to lift me up. “Can you run?”

“Of course.” But once I’m on my feet, I find myself limping. “It’s okay. You can leave me.”

“Absolutely not.” She drags me back through the archway. Light from the mansion shines across the dark like a beacon.

“You idiots. Get them!” Brutus shouts.

“Hurry,” Kansas tells me.

“I’m holding you back,” I tell her.

“I’m not leaving you.”

Her dedication to saving me is amusing. Again and again, she’s shown loyalty that I have not earned.

We race through the rest of the garden. Brutus and his men spill out through the archway behind us, but we’re already in the light, already on the mansion’s front lawn.

But we find all the carriages gone.






TWENTY-NINE


Dorothy
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When I see the empty driveway in front of the provost’s mansion, my heart sinks. Where did everyone go so quickly? They clearly have experience with disappearing when the alarm goes off. They are a well-oiled machine.

With Rook wounded, again, and me in a giant ball gown, neither of us is in any shape to escape on foot. And I can’t imagine the guards who attacked us in the garden are going to give up so easily.

If only I knew why they were after me in the first place. Is it because I killed the witch? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to hear there are people in Oz who are on the witch’s side.

“Did you hear that, Kansas?”

I come to a stop with Rook still draped over my shoulders. “Hear what?”

“It sounds like horses.” Rook juts his chin to the left of the mansion. “I bet there’s a stable back there.”

I catch the faint sound of a whinny and relief floods my veins.

It’s a way out. And even better, I know how to ride a horse.

“Come on.” Rook pulls away from me, setting his hand on the small of my back, steering me toward the stables. There’s blood on his face, and more of it pooling in a cut on his bottom lip. He was just beat up for trying to save me and yet he seems unfazed by it.

Who is this man?

It strikes me out of nowhere how strange he is and yet how comfortable I am around him, how comforted I am by his protection.

I’m not sure I’d be able to navigate any of this without him.

“Thank you,” I blurt.

“What?” His attention is distant as he checks behind us for the guards.

“Thank you for helping me.”

He finally looks at me, a furrow appearing between his brows. “You helped me, Kansas. It’s the least I can do.”

“But I didn’t get beat up for it.”

The furrow disappears and his expression turns distant again.

Sometimes he is impossible to read. The mystery of him frustrates and excites me in equal measure. He is a language I can’t quite decode.

“We should hurry,” he tells me and pushes me forward.

We make our way across the driveway and from there we find a gravel drive, tucked behind a row of evergreen trees, that winds its way to the back of the provost’s property to a gravel holding area. And there, just beyond in a halo of lamplight, are the stables.

No one is around, not even a stable hand, and the large bay doors are unlatched and propped open. We make our way in without any difficulty at all.

“Which one of you is friendly and fast?” I ask.

There are six stalls on either side, but only half of them are occupied.

I find a bay mare at the end of the aisle with her snout out the half door of her stall. She snuffles when I pause and watches us with wide, dark eyes.

I hold my hand out for her to sniff. “We are in desperate need of a safe escape,” I tell her. She chuffs at my hand, then nuzzles me, so I give her a friendly scratch.

When I was very young, Uncle Henry taught me how to saddle a horse long before he let me ride one alone. “They’re a lot to handle,” he told me as he fed Betsy, our palomino, a carrot. “You can’t show fear. You must show respect.”

“I’ve ridden a horse before,” I told him. I remember that conviction clearly. I didn’t know how to saddle a horse, but I did know how to ride one. It was something left over from my life before the Kansas farm.

“Still,” Henry said as he ran his hand down Betsy’s snout, “it’s best if we take it slow. For your sake, and for Betsy’s.” But before long, I was racing the wind with Betsy and only on her back did I feel like myself in those early years.

I find a nameplate for the mare to the left of her stall. “Sabil?” I say and the horse sighs. “I’d like to saddle you now, if that’s all right?” She chuffs again, which I hope is her consent.

“You’re good with animals,” Rook comments as he slumps against the wall of Sabil’s stall.

“It’s just a matter of being kind, isn’t it?”

He wipes a spot of blood from his chin. “Is it?”

In the soft lamplight of the stables, it’s clear just how much of a beating Rook has taken, yet again.

How much damage can one man handle? He was just starting to heal from his previous wounds.

“Are you familiar with tack?” I ask him.

He searches what knowledge he has. “Yes, I believe I am.”

“Do you think you have the strength to gather the items? If you don’t, that’s okay.”

“I can manage, Kansas. Don’t worry about me.” His grin is just this side of playful, as if he finds my worry amusing.

But I am worried. There’s a bruise appearing across his cheek and his stance is lacking rigidity, as if it hurts him to be upright.

Still, he pushes away from the wall and disappears into the tack room.

I unlatch the half door of Sabil’s stall and ease inside. I’m still in my giant ball gown and it trails on the stone floor, catching shoots of hay as I go. The mare shifts her stance, as if to make room for me.

“I have to be honest,” I tell her, “I don’t know what we’ll encounter out there.”

The alarm has gone silent, which can only mean whoever is entering the Hollow must already be here.

“If you’d rather stay safe and cozy in your stall, you can tell me.”

Sabil bobs her head and neighs, her big dark eyes staring at me.

“If you’re sure?”

She nickers and I can’t help but smile.

Sabil reminds me of Betsy—she fears nothing.

Rook returns just a minute later with a saddle pad and a black leather saddle. Henry taught me I should always brush the horse, then check her over before saddling her, but there’s no time for that. Hopefully Sabil will forgive me.

With Rook on one side of her and me on the other, we situate the pad, then Rook hoists up the saddle. We cinch her in quickly.

“Up you go,” Rook tells me.

“You should go up first. You’re hurt.”

“Am I?” That grin returns.

“Fine.” I put my foot in the stirrup and with Rook’s help taming my dress, I manage to get up. Rook is behind me in the saddle within seconds.

“See?” he says, his mouth now intimately close to the shell of my ear. “I’m fit as a fiddle.”

I snort. “Tell that to your face.”

He chuckles.

Sabil wags her head.

“We should go,” I tell Rook, sensing Sabil’s need to move now that she’s saddled.

Rook takes the reins. “Hold on, Kansas.”

“Do you know how to ride a—”

Rook clicks his tongue and Sabil takes off.

“Oh god!” I shout.

“I told you to hold on,” Rook says.

I wrap my hand around the horn and squeeze with my thighs. It’s been a while since I’ve ridden—we had to put Betsy down several years back, and decided to invest in more cattle instead—but as soon as we’re free of the stable and following the gravel drive into the night, the thrill immediately returns. I love being on a horse. I love the wind in my hair and the partnership between human and animal.

It feels right.

Rook tightens his grip on the reins, his arms firmly around me, his body impossibly close.

I’m trying not to think about it, not at a time like this. But not thinking about it makes me think about it, and butterflies emerge from their slumber, taking flight in my belly.

We’re in the mansion’s half-circle drive within seconds. Sabil’s shoes clack loudly on the cobblestones.

“There they are!” someone shouts to our left.

The guards.

They’re making their way down the front lawn, but they’re on foot with no horse or carriage in sight.

One of them lunges forward, arm outstretched, but Sabil dodges him easily and the man falls flat on his face.

The others take off after us, but Sabil is fast and before long, they’re just dark specks in the night.

“That wasn’t too hard,” Rook says, guiding Sabil down the street that got us here.

All the houses and shops are shut tight. There isn’t a single person out.

That’s a bit disconcerting.

Are we too late to find safety before whoever is crossing makes their way into Glimming Hollow?

I wasn’t paying attention to our route when we left the inn, but Rook seems to know the general direction.

The farther we get into the city, the more surreal it is. The stillness is so complete, every one of Sabil’s steps echoes off the surrounding buildings. It feels like a ghost town.

The hair lifts along the back of my neck and I shiver.

Rook leans in closer to me, his chest against my back. His touch is warm, solid, and comforting.

“How much farther do you think?” I ask.

“If I remember correctly, it’s the next street over, but I think we should go around to the back just to be safe.”

Before the street in question comes into view, Rook steers Sabil to the left, down an alley behind the Red Wander. Inside the stable, a stable hand peers out from behind a hay bale and immediately recognizes us.

“Ms. Gale. Rook. Y’all shouldn’t be out here!”

“We were abandoned at the provost’s mansion,” I tell him as he takes Sabil’s reins. “We got here as quickly as we could.”

“You best get inside then. You’ll find all the doors locked so you’ll have to go through the staff entrance. Let me show you.”

He ties off Sabil’s reins to a holding ring and hurries us through a side door to a dusty patch of lawn. From there, he pulls out a thick iron key ring from his trousers, stopping at an unmarked door on the back of the inn. He fumbles with the key, metal clanging against metal as he searches for the lock in the dark.

Finally, the iron teeth slip in and the bolt thunks open. The boy pushes the door in.

Only darkness lies beyond.

“In you go,” he tells us.

Rook pushes me forward and the door slams shut behind us, the lock thunking closed again.
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Dorothy
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I reach out with my hands, trying to orient myself in the shadows.

Why are the people of the Hollow going to so much trouble to hide from someone crossing over on the Yellow Brick Road?

My mind wants to fill in the blanks.

It’s a monster, the panic says.

Or a wicked witch.

Or worse … the Tinman.

Henrietta said he was close.

My heart rate climbs, knocking against the back of my teeth.

I try to summon Aunt Em’s voice. It’s going to be all right. The fear is worse than the reality. But is it? That’s what I’d say to her if she were here now.

You don’t know this strange land, Em. Maybe it’s far worse this time. The city has a siren, for god’s sake. Just like a tornado warning. And back on the farm, we know what follows a siren call.

We’ve lost too much to the ravenous jaws of Mother Nature to think that things will always be all right.

My fingers graze plaster walls and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

The smell of chicken broth is heavy on the air. We must be close to the inn’s kitchen.

I take another tentative step forward when a flame flickers to life in the front room.

Sharp vermilion light spills down the hallway.

Rook grabs me from behind, spins me around, and shoves me into a dry pantry.

“What—” His hand clamps down over my mouth and a breath huffs out around his fingers.

He places a finger over his lips.

Shhhh.

Then he’s gone, closing the door silently behind him.

What is he doing?

The flame light stretches along the wall as heavy footsteps tread over the stone floor.

I swallow. My nose itches from the sharp tang of onions in the closed space. But there’s earth too, like fresh-plucked carrots and potatoes.

I wiggle my nose, the cloying scent tickling my sinuses.

The footsteps grow closer and through one of the slats in the pantry door, I catch the first sight of … someone.

He’s large and muscular, with broad shoulders and thick biceps that strain against the knit fabric of his shirt.

Another step.

His forearms are covered in leather pads, as is his right shoulder, as if to protect his swinging arm.

The reticulated leather at his shoulder is held in place by several leather buckles that crisscross over his chest and around his back.

He raises the lantern and the golden light from the flame gilds him in the dark and burnishes each one of his metal fingers.

Is it a glove? Or is his hand literally made of metal?

The hair lifts on my forearms, almost charged.

I bite my lower lip, dare not breathe.

The man’s face is scruffy, the kind of facial hair that lies just on the other side of disregard.

There is a sheen of sweat on his forehead, as if he ran to get here, although his breathing is even.

There is something coarse about him. Like the weather-hardened stone on a cold mountain range. Like bare trees in a winter gale.

Like a hungry wolf in a dark forest, nipping at pale feet.

He takes another step forward, now just inches from my hiding spot. He shifts the lantern and the light catches the sharpened blade of an axe strapped to his back.

I know immediately who this is.

The Tin Woodman.

He’s here.

A breeze steals down the hallway, disturbing the lantern flame, and the fire gutters out.

He curses beneath his breath and retrieves something from his pocket. A lighter, I think. It has the familiar metallic ring of a metal lid opening up.

But before he can flick a new flame to life, a thump sounds in the kitchen and he turns toward it, listening.

The sudden stillness has goosebumps popping on my skin, and the way the man waits, assesses, tells me he feels it too.

Something is off.

Something is … different.

For his size, he moves quickly, pressing his back into the wall that separates the hallway from the kitchen. His chest rises with a breath. He pulls a dagger from a sheath at his hip and then lunges into the kitchen.

There’s a grunt. The lantern hits the stone, shattering.

Rook.

No.

I may not know Rook very well yet, but I know he doesn’t deserve to die.

A chair is knocked over.

Do something, Dorothy.

I squeeze my eyes shut and think. Try to quell the rising panic in the back of my throat.

I have no weapon. I’m in a massive ball gown. There’s nothing mighty or magical about me.

But I can’t hide in the closet while Rook saves me again.

Maybe I just need to create a distraction. Maybe the Tinman just needs reasoning.

Maybe …

Another grunt. A clatter of dishes.

I shove the pantry door open and stumble through the archway into the kitchen.

“Hey!” I yell.

The Tinman turns to me. A slant of light from the courtyard steals in through the kitchen window. His eyes narrow.

“Dorothy.” He says my name like a conjuring. Like a curse made of bleached bones.

And then—

Rook’s shadow appears behind him, with a weapon raised. He sinks the kitchen blade into the Tinman’s left shoulder and twists.

The Tinman roars and turns around swinging.

Rook ducks beneath the man’s arm and charges toward me.

“Run, Kansas!”

I don’t hesitate. I clatter down the hallway and burst into the inn’s main room just as barking sounds from upstairs.

“Toto!”

“There’s no time,” Rook says.

I’ll die for Toto. I’m not leaving him.

Skirt in hand, I hoist it up and run up the stairs. I shove my door in and Toto comes barreling out, my checkered dress caught in his teeth, the bulk of it trailing behind him.

“Smart dog,” I tell him and take the dress, then scoop him up. “We have to go.”

I make my way back down the stairs and spot Rook at the inn’s front door. He has it open, beckoning me out into the night.

I hit the main floor, make a sharp cut away from the stairwell and across the dining room.

I’m almost to the door when Rook’s eyes get big and he yells, “Down, Kansas!”

I drop.

An axe goes sailing by overhead. The blade thunks into the doorframe just inches from Rook’s side.

“On your feet, Kansas. Hurry.” Rook motions me forward. “Don’t look back.”

I climb to my feet, stumble on the skirt, right myself again, and race through the door.
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Dorothy
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We spill out into the street, Rook leading Toto and me down the sidewalk at a brisk clip.

The streets are still empty, all of Glimming Hollow a silent tomb save for the crackle of magic in the streetlamps.

And then—

A dark shadow flies overhead and a piercing screech echoes over the rooftops.

“What is that?”

“Keep your head down,” Rook instructs, taking my hand, yanking me beneath the awnings of the nearby shops. We pass window display after display. Frosted cupcakes, striped sweets, leather-bound books, decorated boxes. How do these two things exist alongside each other? This normal, colorful, sweet-filled life alongside war and wicked witches and axe-wielding mercenaries?

It’s jarring to think about how close we exist to beauty and danger.

When we reach the next intersection, Rook comes to an abrupt stop. I slam into his back with an oomph, and then he’s shoving me against the stone wall of a bakery as another screech emanates from the sky.

The sound makes my skin crawl. I shiver next to Rook.

He turns to me, puts his finger to his mouth again.

There is no fear on his face. Whether or not he knows what danger flies above, he is eerily calm about it.

But I can’t seem to catch my breath. Can’t seem to settle the rapid acceleration of my beating heart.

It feels like I’m trapped in a never-ending nightmare. When will I get home? Will I even make it?

Rook holds his hand up and counts down with his fingers.

Three.

Two.

One.

Go.

He pulls me again. Around the corner. Duck.

Another squall in the distance.

I trip over my skirt. Rook rights me. We move.

We make it to the next square where another bronze statue stands forever frozen in movement. We dart between the statue’s legs when a whistle brings us to a stop.

Across the way, shrouded in shadow, are two horses. Remy sits atop one, waving us over.

Rook cranes his neck, checking the sky from beneath the billowed fabric of the statue’s bronze dress.

“Come,” he finally says and we sneak away, cutting diagonally across the square.

When we meet up with Remy beneath the deep awning of a livery, I immediately recognize the horse.

“Sabil!” I say without thinking.

Rook clamps his hand over my mouth.

My heart leaps again.

There is a flash of irritation furrowed in the space between his dark brows and then he’s leaning into me, his mouth at the curve of my ear, his breath warm. But even so, I shiver beneath his touch. “We must be silent, Kansas. Promise me you will.”

When he pulls back, his bright green eyes search mine for confirmation.

Goosebumps pop on my arms. I nod my head.

Good, he mouths.

Sabil nickers. I grab Toto and, with Rook’s help, climb into the saddle. Once I’m seated, he deftly seats himself behind me.

“I can get you to safety,” Remy whispers. “Follow me.” And their lithe black mare takes off into the night.



We ride away from the town square. The farther we ride, the thicker the shadows become. There are no more flying monsters in the sky.

“Where are you taking us?” Rook asks as we trot side by side down a wide cobblestone road. The great wall surrounding Glimming Hollow looms on the horizon.

“There’s a hidden entrance in and out of the Hollow,” Remy answers. “Only the council knows about it.”

“And you?” I ask.

Remy nods. “My family has been on the council for decades. They helped design the entrance.” Remy nods to the west where a squat house sits butted up against the wall. “The house hides it.”

With a click of their tongue, Remy’s horse trots forward.

When we come upon the house, the windows are dark, the plants in the stone pots on the front stoop brittle and brown. Forgotten and abandoned. Or maybe that’s exactly how they mean it to look.

Remy slides off their horse and ties off the reins to the white railing.

Rook gets off Sabil first, then takes Toto from me.

I swing my leg over, trying to tame the dress as I do so it doesn’t get tangled around my ankles when I hop to the ground.

“Do we have time for me to change?” I ask and hold up the checkered dress that’s been balled in my arms. I don’t think I can handle one more minute in this ball gown while running from the Tinman and his sky-bound monsters.

“If you’re quick,” Rook answers.

“Here.” Remy digs in their pants pocket and produces a small glass vial with just a few drops of green liquid inside. “Put this on your pulse points while changing. It’ll help mask your scent from the winged monkeys long enough for you to get away.”

“I’m sorry … did you say winged monkeys?”

“How long will it last?” Rook asks.

“A few hours, if that. It might give you a big enough lead.”

“Is it emerald flash?” Rook asks.

Remy nods. “Very good. It should be enough for the both of you.”

“Hold on … winged monkeys?!”

Remy finally looks at me. “The monkeys are usually only found deep in the mountains of the West, and most days, they will pose no threat to you if you leave them be. But the Witch of the West has a magical hold over them. She has for years. If she’s sent them, they have a mission, and they will do whatever they must to fulfill that mission. And they are vicious, violent creatures when forced to act.”

“They’re with the Tinman?” Rook asks and Remy nods.

“I should get back before someone notices me gone. You’ll find the hidden escape in the shed around back.”

“We appreciate the help,” Rook says.

Remy makes their way to the horses, hoisting themself up into the saddle on their horse while holding the reins for Sabil.

“If I were you,” Remy says before taking off, “I’d hurry.” And then they click their tongue and dart off into the night.

“Kansas.”

I jolt at my nick name and look over at Rook. The way he said it, it wasn’t so much a question as a command.

Something about him has changed. He no longer seems meek or unassuming or naive. There is a new tenor of authority in every syllable, every look, every movement in his body.

“Go in and get changed.” He uncorks the vial, sniffing the contents. “Use half of this.” He reaches over, fingers brushing gently against the delicate skin beneath my ear. “Put it here.” He grabs my arm next and rubs his thumb over my wrist. “And here.”

That shiver returns and Rook notices the tremble in my shoulders. Something close to a smile lifts at the corner of his mouth.

“Go on.” He hands me the vial. “Be quick, Kansas.”

I take the emerald flash and head inside with Toto following close on my heels.



The air is stale inside the house, as if no one has walked through the door in a very long time. As if the oven has always been empty, the hearth always cold. Judging by the lack of soot on the stone, maybe it’s never even been used.

The living room is sparse with one rocking chair by the front window and a spindled table beside it. There’s a thin clothbound book on the table, the title embossed in gold.

When the Gods Roamed Oz, the title reads. There is no author name.

I find the nearest room, what looks like a bedroom with one window and an empty closet. Inside, with Toto close behind, I shut the door and hang my checkered dress on a hook beside it.

“I’m sorry I left you at the inn,” I tell him as I fight with the zipper on the ball gown.

He sits back on his hind legs and watches me with unblinking eyes.

“I didn’t think there was any risk in letting you rest, but apparently I need to always be on alert here.”

He chuffs at me.

“Thank you for getting my dress. I can’t imagine running from the Tinman and the witch’s … monkeys? In a ball gown. I’d end up dead and then…”

Tears well up, catching me off guard.

I close my eyes, the dress now hanging around my waist, the giant skirt starting to pool on the hardwood floor.

What if I never make it home? What if I never see Em and Henry again?

And why the hell am I stuck in the middle of all this conflict in Oz? This isn’t my fight. It’s not my problem.

And why did the Tinman know my name? Has the Witch of the West sent him after me too because of what I did to the Witch of the East? I was under the impression no love was lost between them, so I don’t know why she would come after me.

I step out of the dress and my silver slippers glitter in whatever light is able to steal through the dark, ominous cloud outside.

And then it strikes me, what the witch might want.

Take the slippers. Hurry. That’s what Cleo had said to me right before the Witch of the North appeared and tried to snatch the slippers away.

The Enders said they were powerful slippers, charmed by magic.

There’s no denying that Oz has magic. Not now. Not after everything I’ve witnessed.

That moment, back in the garden at the provost’s mansion when the wind gusted in, tossing three huge men into the air … that certainly seemed like magic.

Was it the slippers? Maybe they protect the wearer?

If the Witch of the North and the Witch of the West both want the slippers …

I just need to get to the wizard. I’ll give the slippers to him as payment for helping me return to Kansas, and then he can deal with the witches himself. He’s the most powerful in all of Oz. Whatever conflict is brewing between the Cardinal Witches, he can deal with it.

Before redressing, I uncork the bottle of emerald flash. The smell of licorice permeates the air, and beneath that, cinnamon and rose. Putting my finger over the mouth of the bottle, I upend it, coating my fingertip. I dab the oil on the pulse points where Rook instructed.

Beneath my ear. On my wrists. The oil heats up, sending a flush of warmth through my body. Then, in an instant, it’s gone.

I grab my dress from the hook and step into it. As soon as the soft cotton is on my body, I feel some semblance of home again.

The tears return.

I’m coming, Em and Henry. I’m coming home no matter what I have to do to get there.

I leave the ball gown abandoned in the empty bedroom. I have no use for it now.

But before I leave, I decide to grab the book about the Oz gods, slipping it into the pocket of my dress.
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Tinman
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With a kitchen blade still sunk into the flesh of my shoulder, I have to brace my boot on the inn’s doorjamb to get enough leverage to pull my axe from the wood.

Except the first wrench on the handle sends a hot wave of pain through my body so acute, I nearly double over and vomit.

A trail of blood runs down my chest, down my stomach, soaking into the thick knit of my shirt.

The wound is going to need stitches and I’m going to need a drink.

The axe can wait.

Behind me, the stairs of the inn creak loudly beneath the weight of several winged monkeys.

Faos appears in the flickering light of the strung lanterns. There’s a scrap of fabric caught in his hand.

“Her scent on it?” I ask him, nodding at the fabric.

His sharp teeth clack together as he nods. “Faint, but I can track it.”

“Good. She can’t have gotten far.”

Faos lets out a shrill cry and his soldiers fall in line behind him. He tears the fabric into several strips and hands them off.

The monkeys bring the remnants to their large, flat noses and inhale.

“Remember, Faos, we need her alive.”

He growls, the animalistic sound rumbling in his chest. “I know the mission, Tinman. I don’t need you to remind me.”

At the counter, I spot an abandoned bottle of West whisky. With a grunt, I reach over, nabbing the liquor, and yanking the cork out with my teeth.

“Question, Faos. Who do you think is in charge here?” I say around the cork. “You or me?”

“Neither,” he answers. “We are both at the West’s mercy, aren’t we, Tinman?”

I spit the cork and it bounces across the floor, disappearing beneath a table.

I hate that he’s right.

If he and I weren’t two sides of the same coin, I think we’d get along like brothers. Hell, I like him more than I like my middle brother, so I’d happily replace him with a winged monkey.

“Just … find her. But wait for me when you do.”

He growls again and his soldiers square up around him, sensing the ripple of energy on the air.

Faos isn’t magic, exactly, but he does wield a fair amount of control over his soldiers based on primal instinct alone. If he’s ordering a fight, they’re fighting. Doesn’t matter who the target is. Doesn’t matter if it’s the heartless Tinman or the Great and Powerful Wizard or the entire animal kingdom.

The only one they aren’t fighting is the Witch of the West. Because of the charmed mask. But I have my theories about that.

“On me,” Faos orders.

They follow behind him, marching out of the inn in a line.

In the heavy darkness of night and cursed skies, the monkeys are only shadowed silhouettes against the golden burn of the streetlights. I watch Faos point, giving orders. They’re fanning out, covering as much ground as possible.

When he’s done, his soldiers take to the air, their massive wings kicking up a swirl of dust before disappearing into the sky.

“Girl,” I call.

The East Ender hiccups in surprise. She’s hiding in the shadows between the dining room and the kitchen.

“I need a needle, thread, a clean cloth, and more alcohol.”

She doesn’t move.

“Now,” I bark, and she lurches into action.

I take down another swill of whisky, trying to ignore the burning call of Oil.

Everything is starting to hurt. Every joint is achy, every muscle tight and raw.

Not for the first time, I’m asking myself how much Oil is too much Oil. If this pull will be the last one if I give in.

There’s always more Oil to buy, to shoot straight into my veins.

But I am not immortal.

Someday I will reach a point where the temptation will lead me astray, when the addiction will finally get the best of me.

Today is not that day though. Not if I want to retrieve the girl and save Gabriel.

Once he’s free, I don’t give a fuck what happens.

None of this fucking matters.

I hate all these people.

I right one of the chairs that got knocked over in the fighting and take a seat by the fire. The log on the stone hearth is crackling with flames.

In the kitchen, pots and pans are knocking around as the girl searches for the supplies.

I lean back in the chair, spread my legs out, close my eyes, and breathe.

And behind my eyes, I see her.

Dorothy.

When I said her name, the look on her face …

Shock. Terror.

What kind of name is Dorothy anyway?

Who the fuck is this girl?

She appears in the Ends in a house that drops from the sky. She somehow manages to kill a Cardinal Witch with a kitchen blade and her bare hands, something no one, not even the wizard, has been able to achieve.

She makes her way into the Hollow, then defies logic and escapes my blade.

No one escapes me. I never fucking miss.

She had help.

Alarm bells are ringing in my head.

It was a man who stabbed me. And I suspect it was the innkeeper who ferried them away into the night.

So now I wait.

And get drunk while I wait.

I upend the bottle and send the last of the West whisky sliding down my throat.

The girl returns with the required supplies. She sets a battered pan on the table and pulls out several rags. The first one, emerald like the city, opens to reveal a set of needles of differing lengths and thicknesses. The second rag is damp on one end, dry on the other. There’s a spool of black thread and one amber vial.

“What’s that?” I ask, nodding at the vial.

“Antiseptic,” she answers like it should be obvious. “Alcohol.”

“I wanted alcohol I can drink.”

She stares at me, and the dancing flame light paints her round face in strokes of red and orange.

Every time I look at this Ender, she reminds me of someone. But I can never put my finger on who.

I hold up the empty bottle of whisky and give it a shake.

She frowns, but makes her way around the counter, fetching me a second bottle, this one of Southern mead. She hands it to me.

“I hate honey wine.”

“That’s all that was left.”

With a grumble, I tear off the wrapping, then stuff the bottle between my legs so I can wrestle the cork from the tapered neck with my good arm. It comes out with a loud thwap.

The air is immediately perfumed with honey and my stomach rolls.

I don’t hate the taste of mead. I hate what it reminds me of.

Bringing the bottle up, I take a tentative sip.

The honeyed spice blooms on my tongue and I am a boy again, deep in the South, mourning a dead father and running from a mother with sharp claws.

I set the bottle down.

I am empty inside and yet anger still stains the void like a film.

“Can I see?” The girl nods at my shoulder.

I wave her on. Pain will clear my head.

With a pair of shears, the girl cuts away the tattered fabric of my shirt, exposing the knife and the wound it’s jammed into.

“That’s deep.” She makes a face.

“Yes.”

“I can’t … I don’t know … I’m not a doctor.”

“And?”

“I can’t.”

My impatience festers. “Every second you stall is another second lost. Do you want to tell the Witch of the West we lost Dorothy Gale because you couldn’t stomach a little blood?”

The girl pales. “No.” Then, “It’s not a little. It’s a lot.”

“We don’t have time for this.”

Instinct has me pulling the bottle back over. I take another swig from it. My stomach churns.

“I only ever cleaned surface wounds for Delphine. Nothing like this.”

My head is starting to swim from the alcohol. My nerves are buzzy with warmth. The pain is only a phantom ache now. “Pull the knife out. Straight up. Don’t wiggle it. Don’t rock it. Straight. Up.”

She nods solemnly at me.

“Once it’s out, hold the cloth to it to slow the bleeding. Then we’ll reassess.”

“Okay.”

I sink lower in the chair, putting me closer to her height. Compared to me, she’s a tiny thing, barely half as tall. She’s trembling, eyes wide and glassy.

“Don’t fuck this up,” I tell her.

My words break through some of her apprehension.

She huffs out a breath at me. “Are you always this—” She cuts herself off, eyes wide. “I’m sorry.”

“No. Please. Do go on.”

The fire snaps behind me.

“You’re just … unpleasant. Is it because you were stabbed or because you’re always like this?”

For the first time in a very long time, I have the urge to laugh. The sound trembles on the back of my tongue. I bite it back. “I am always this pleasant. Stabbed or not.”

She frowns at me.

I plant my free hand on the table, fingers curled over the edge, bracing myself.

Chin wobbling, she wraps both hands around the wooden hilt of the blade.

“Remember,” I say, “straight up by—”

She yanks the knife out.

“—fuck.”

I groan and rock forward as blood gushes from the wound and pain sizzles through my body. I should have taken a hit of Oil. Why the fuck didn’t I dose? Because it thins the blood. That would have been stupid. This is the better plan. But fuck all, it fucking hurts.

“Are you okay?” The girl’s voice is shrill and far away. My head is ringing. The knife clatters to the wooden table.

I’m seeing double so I slam my eyes shut and suck in a breath.

I’m going to kill the man who stabbed me. I’m going to gut him open and tie a bow around his neck with his intestines.

Who the fuck was he anyway? I’m never taken by surprise. Not like this.

A thread of unease winds its way up my spine.

But no. No. I’m not jumping to conclusions. Yet.

“What do I do?” Cleo hops from one foot to the other.

“Cloth,” I choke out, and she presses it to the wound, sopping up the blood and sending a fresh wave of pain down my back.

We remain like that for several long, silent minutes, me hunched over, sucking in air, her standing beside me silently waiting.

“Okay,” I tell her.

“Okay?”

“Start stitching.”

She pulls the cloth away. The blood isn’t so much free-flowing as it is a trickle now. Good sign.

Cleo tosses the cloth to the table and then threads the needle with shaking, bloodstained hands. Once she has a knot on the end of the thread, I nod at the table’s centerpiece—a wreath of pine boughs with a flickering candle in the center.

“Through the flame to sterilize it.”

She does as I ask.

With a grimace, I shift on the chair and drag over the antiseptic, popping off its top so I can splash the liquid over my shoulder.

My vision goes white from the burn, but it fades quickly.

“Ready?” Cleo asks.

I give her a nod.

When she puts the needle to my flesh she doesn’t hesitate now, and her movements are quick and deft, her stitches clean and tight. As she works, she hums to herself. I know the tune immediately, but it takes me several seconds to realize it’s one I haven’t heard in a long time.

“That’s a summoning song.”

Cleo stops shy of one stitch. “You know it?”

“Yes.”

“I … it was one of the only songs I knew. Sometimes I would hum myself to sleep with it. Delphine heard me one time and punished me for it.”

“Why?”

“She said we didn’t want to accidentally summon a Cardinal God.”

I snort. “The gods are gone. They’re not coming back.”

She pauses before the final stitch to look at me. “You don’t think so?”

“Why would they? We’re all insufferable.”

She turns back to the wound and closes it up with one more run of thread. “I don’t believe that. They’ll come back someday.”

“Not if the wizard has anything to say about it.”

“What do you mean?” She ties off the thread.

“Nothing. Just that … his ego is bigger than the Emerald City. He wouldn’t stand for being the lesser of the powerful beings.”

“But the sky … the impassable desert … you really think that will never be fixed?”

“Again, not if the wizard can help it.”

“But why?”

I sigh. “Because. That’s the world we live in, a world run by narcissistic witches and an egotistical wizard who will never give up their power. Now find me a new shirt.”

She frowns at me like she wants to argue, like she wants to believe.

I almost envy her and the hope she clings to. Hope is a powerful drug.

“Go,” I say, quieter now, and she darts off upstairs.

I light a cigarette, fill my lungs with smoke. I can hear her on the upper floor pulling open drawers, riffling through closets.

I hang my head back and take another hit.

I get a flash of Dorothy behind my eyes. Dark hair. Bright eyes. Red lips.

She seemed just as surprised to see me as I was to see her.

There is something about all this that tastes like ash on my tongue. Like I’m chasing a mirage. Like something is missing or not adding up.

But the more I poke at it, the less I care. Having no heart has its benefits, but this is not one. I want to care. If something is afoul, I want to care enough to find out what. But apathy quickly settles in, stealing my motivation.

I don’t care about a fucking thing.

The girl returns a few moments later with a black shirt. It’s a waffle knit with three buttons at the collar.

My movements are slow and careful. It takes me several minutes to get into the shirt. I’m fucking exhausted by the end of it.

I plop back into the chair and retrieve my dosing kit from my pants pocket. I roll up one sleeve to expose the crook of my elbow, then take the rubber band first, tying off a vein.

The girl watches me.

I give the vein a tap so it swells in the light.

I always travel with two vials of pure Oil and a diluted concoction in a canteen that can be drunk. The diluted kind is just to take the edge off. It’s not enough to keep my body running.

Right now I need the pure Oil and I need it straight into my veins.

I can already feel my metal arm growing stiff. If I wait too much longer, I’ll be locked up, unable to move while the world spins.

It’s a fate I avoid at all costs.

Vial in one hand, I jam the needle into the wax top and pull back on the plunger. Dark liquid fills up the glass barrel. I’m tempted to overdose to deal with the pain of the stab wound, but think better of it. I’m going after Dorothy. I will find her. And when I do, I need to be fully in control.

Finding the vein is easy and when I press down on the plunger, the Oil hits me like a cyclone, rocking me back.

Immediate fucking relief.

A fuzzy warmth fills my veins.

The aches and pains in my body disappear.

The nausea abates.

I hang my head, giving in to the feeling …

 … the flood of euphoria.






THIRTY-THREE


Cleo
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The Tinman is slumped in his chair.

Cleo watches him for several minutes.

She is familiar with this scene, a drug injected, a person nodding off. But more than once, she has moved too early, too quickly, waking Delphine, who would rage against the disruption.

So Cleo waits. She waits some more.

All her life, she feels like she has been waiting.

For something.

For someone.

Maybe for herself.

When she’s sure the Tinman is unconscious, she gets up and crosses the inn’s dining room and comes to a stop at the axe embedded in the wooden doorframe.

Her ears ring.

There is nothing special about the weapon.

The handle is made of emerald wood. Cleo knows this because of the green tinge to the wood. The blade itself is polished Western steel with a crescent moon front and a sharp, pointy back. A tactical axe.

It’s a weapon made to fell. Tree or man or beast.

She reaches up to grab the handle, her fingers tingling with anticipation. And then she pulls.

The axe stays firmly lodged in the wood.

She yanks again, this time planting her feet wide, her slippers pressed hard into the stone.

Still nothing. It’s like the axe is lodged in stone, not splintered wood. It shouldn’t be that hard to dislodge it.

“No one touches my axe.”

Cleo yelps and jumps back.

The Tinman is standing behind her, now fully alert.

“S-s-sorry.”

He scowls at her and steps past, taking his axe in his silver hand. He pulls it loose with no effort at all.

The wood splits open, releasing its hold, leaving behind a gaping wound.

“You passed out,” Cleo says, though she’s not sure why. Rarely does she use words she hasn’t agonized over again and again.

“And?” He turns to look at her, the axe handle resting on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she says again.

“How long was I out?”

“About twenty minutes.”

“Faos return?”

“Not yet.”

“Fetch me another scrap of fabric that belonged to the girl. Her scent might be waning. We need something fresh.”

Cleo swallows, nods, hurries up the stairs again. This time she goes straight to Dorothy’s room. It is the only one with the door left open. The others are either locked or led to empty rooms.

There are probably Enders still hiding in the locked rooms, Cleo thinks, trying not to dwell too much on how close they are to the Tinman, how volatile and unpredictable he can be.

Dorothy’s room doesn’t reveal much about the girl. It’s clear she didn’t spend much time here.

Cleo checks the dresser but finds the drawers empty. She checks the closet and finds the same.

There is nothing left in the room.

Except the bedding.

Desperate to present something, Cleo strips one of the feather pillows of its case and takes that downstairs. When she hands it over to the Tinman, he eyes it suspiciously at first before giving in, snatching the cloth from her hands.

He goes outside and puts his fingers into his mouth and whistles.

The sound is quick and high-pitched and echoes through the city streets.

Cleo watches from the doorway, from the safety of the inn.

Within minutes, Faos and two of his soldiers land outside in the empty cobblestone street.

“Any luck?” the Tinman asks.

“We had her scent and tracked her to the outskirts of town, but then it dropped.”

Faos folds his wings in. He’s wearing a brown leather breastplate and leather vambraces. He is a soldier in every way, but does he want to be? Everyone in Oz knows that the Witch of the West commands him and his soldiers through magic.

If he wasn’t commanded by the witch, what would he be filling his days with?

What would any of them be doing right now if they weren’t hunting Dorothy Gale?

Not for the first time, Cleo questions why the Witch of the West brought her here, and if she knew Dorothy had the power to kill a Cardinal Witch when no one else in Oz has ever succeeded.

And not for lack of trying.

There was the West Enders’ resistance when the Witch of the West first took over and tried to subjugate them. There was the war with the lowlanders in the South, true gods-fearing people who did not like the idea of a witch ruling over them, who ended up cursed with an affliction that everyone called the Breaks because if hit or thumped or pushed, they would crack like fine ceramic.

But Dorothy Gale, a girl who fell from the sky, killed Delphine with nothing more than a kitchen blade.

The reminder of it sends a jolt of adrenaline rocking through Cleo’s body.

Something isn’t right about any of this.

But who am I to question it?

The Tinman tears the pillowcase into strips of fabric. He hands off one to each of the flying monkeys.

“Fresh scent,” the Tinman says.

Faos brings the fabric to his nose and inhales deeply then turns to the air. He closes his eyes, nostrils flaring.

“Well?” the Tinman asks.

“We’ll keep searching,” he says and nods at his soldiers who immediately take flight.

“We’re running out of time,” the Tinman warns.

Faos narrows his eyes. “In what way?”

Cleo watches the Tinman like she used to watch Delphine. Watching for any small, nearly imperceptible change in expression. Any clue she might glean as to how Delphine was feeling, or what feeling she might be slipping into.

But the Tinman isn’t as easy to read as the witch was.

But there … there at the corner of his eyes, a break, a fine line, a bit of …

Fear.

Fear?

Yes, fear.

He’s worried about something.

“I’ll do my best, Tinman,” Faos says and then his wings unfurl and beat at the air, lifting him off the cobblestones with a gracefulness a flying monkey shouldn’t possess.

When he’s just a speck in the sky, the Tinman turns back for the inn and scowls at Cleo when he spots her in the doorway.

He is always scowling. Always annoyed to remember she’s there.

Delphine was the same way. Maybe she too lacked a heart.

He slips past her for the dining room and retrieves the bottle of mead. He pours himself a half glass and swigs it back.

She considers asking him a question.

She considers the consequences of saying anything at all.

But she promised herself she would no longer be afraid.

“What are you worried about?”

His back is to her. He holds the empty cup in hand and goes still.

The fire crackles and several embers swirl from the hearth.

“If the West wants the girl so badly, she likely isn’t the only one.” He pours another glass and downs that one too.

“Who else?” Cleo takes a step closer.

The Tinman sets the cup down with a loud thud. “Who has been at war with the West for years?” He turns to face her now. “Who would love to undermine her?”

Cleo thinks on it for all of two seconds. And when the answer comes to her, the name is a flash of light behind her eyes. Because even when people think of him, the thought is bright with power.

“The wizard.”

The Tinman nods. “The girl killed a Cardinal Witch. The wizard never wanted to share power with them, at least not all of them, and especially not the West. But he can’t kill her. Even he, the Great and Terrible Wizard, cannot kill a witch. But if the girl can?”

“Oh gods.”

“Yes.”

“Is that why the witch wants her too?”

The Tinman drops into one of the chairs, his gaze distant. “That part doesn’t make sense. If she was afraid of risk, she would have had me kill the girl on the spot. She specifically tasked me with retrieving Dorothy alive. I even offered to kill her.”

The way he says the latter, so easy, no emotion, makes Cleo’s stomach ache.

“So she wants her for some other reason.”

“Yes.” He rubs at the back of his neck, pressing into the muscles.

“What’s your theory?”

“I don’t have one and I don’t care.”

“You don’t?”

“Why would I?”

“You just said you were worried about the wizard getting to Dorothy first.”

“Yes.”

“Why, then?”

He eyes her and for the first time, Cleo can read him easily.

“The witch has something over you.”

He looks away.

“What is it?”

His tongue runs along the inside of his bottom lip. He starts to answer when a door clicks shut somewhere in the back.

The Tinman is on his feet in an instant, his axe in hand.

Cleo clamps her mouth shut.

If it’s the wizard, she might die on the spot.

But no, it’s the innkeeper, and by the look on their face, they weren’t expecting Cleo and the Tinman to still be here.

“Oh,” Remy says and starts to backpedal.

The Tinman lunges forward and takes a handful of Remi’s tunic, yanking them closer. “Where is she?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“You are and you will.”

Remy grits their teeth. “I won’t.”

The Tinman tosses Remy back. Remy thumps into the opposite wall. The Tinman swings his axe back and Remy squeezes their eyes shut, surrendering to their fate.

“Don’t!”

The Tinman stops. He turns slowly to Cleo. “Why?”

“Do you not know mercy?”

“I’m heartless. What do you think?”

Heart thumping in her ears, Cleo steps forward and then in front of Remy. “You showed me mercy.”

“You were useful.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

He narrows his eyes.

Cleo can hear the shallow, staccato sound of Remy’s breath behind her. The fire crackles again.

“If not mercy, then how about reason? What purpose would Remy’s death serve? And how much energy would it cost you to do it? You’re still healing from a stab wound. You might need that energy later.”

Cleo knows the moment she’s broken through to him. His stance relaxes. The axe hangs slightly.

“Fine,” he says and steps back.

Remy blows out a breath.

Cleo trails behind the Tinman as he heads back into the dining room. “We need to go,” he says, his voice harsh now, a little disgruntled.

“Wait.” Remy puts their hand on Cleo’s shoulder, brings her to a stop.

“You don’t have to thank me,” Cleo says.

“How did you know my name?”

“I’m sorry?”

“We’ve never met. How did you know my name? It’s not even my birth name. I chose Remy.”

“I—” Cleo frowns. “I must have heard someone call you by name. That’s all.”

Remy looks on skeptically.

Cleo racks her brain. How did she know the innkeeper’s name? And does it matter in a time like this?

“Truly, it must have been something I overheard and…”

“Cleo,” the Tinman calls.

“I have to go.”

Remy takes Cleo’s hand quickly and squeezes. “Never doubt yourself. Okay? Never doubt what you know.”

Cleo gives a quick nod, panic setting in. Because the Tinman is waiting for her, and because the innkeeper is now freaking her out.

Never doubt what she knows? Cleo has doubted everything she knows. She’s doubted every part of herself and every part of her life.

All she knows is doubting.

“Okay,” Cleo says, just to get away, just to forget the warning.

She turns and hurries after the Tinman.






THIRTY-FOUR


Dorothy
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We find the shed Remy pointed us to around the back of the house.

The old hinges creak when Rook undoes the latch and pulls the doors open. Dust swirls out. There is the scent of earth, old wood, and something that reminds me vaguely of citronella oil. There are a few uncorked jars on the shelves above the workbench, paper labels peeling away from the glass. Whatever was inside is a mystery now, the handwriting on the labels all but faded.

Rook goes to the back of the shed where faint light filters in through a grimy window. He crouches down and starts shoving things aside. A few canisters, a stack of wooden crates full of amber glass bottles, a pile of books, a crumpled box with several half-used candles inside.

Once those are moved, a trapdoor emerges.

“Judging by the location of the entrance,” Rook says, “it should be a short walk from here to the other side. Grab one of those candles.”

I turn around and reach inside the box now stacked on top of the crates while Rook searches the workbench for something to light it with. He comes up with a book of matches.

After sticking the taper candle into the end of one of the amber bottles, Rook strikes a match and holds it to the wick. The flame catches, the wick crackling, and light dances in the murky darkness of the shed.

“We should move,” Rook says.

There is still an unreadable tension to him, to the tenor of his voice, to the way he’s holding me at arm’s length. I hope it’s just the stress of being hunted and not something else I can’t put my finger on. I like to know where I stand with people and since he’s my only friend here, I want to know that we’re good. We haven’t had a chance to talk since he kissed me at the ball, after I told him about Edward.

“Come on, Toto,” I say, and scoop him into my arms.

“I’ll go first,” Rook tells me and quickly scales the wooden ladder down into the hole.

It’s not deep, maybe six feet down, and he has to stoop to fit in the tunnel. I hand him the bottle with the candle.

I take the first step down the ladder. Rook appears behind me, holding the ladder still, his presence a promise to catch me if I fall. Just like Edward. But vastly different from Edward in every measurable way.

My chest squeezes as I think of Edward and the question that is now hanging between us, hanging between worlds.

Marry me, Dutchie.

He wants me to be that girl, the farm girl, the mother, the wife, the homesteader.

But I can’t be.

Suddenly rushing home feels …

No. No. I have to get home. I have to get back to Em and Henry.

I take the last step off the ladder, my slippers hitting soft earth below.



Rook’s free hand finds me in the semidarkness and his fingers thread through mine.

The tunnel is silent as we make our way from one end to the other. I stumble after Rook, only getting half the bloom of candlelight, most of it blocked by the broad line of Rook’s shoulders. Old roots jut out from the earth, catching my step, making me stumble. Rook doesn’t slow his pace, doesn’t pause to let me catch up. His sense of urgency has tripled since we encountered the Tinman. And his urgency has anxiety burning at the back of my throat.

What if the Tinman has found Remy? What if he’s making his way down into the tunnel already, close on our heels?

I glance back over my shoulder and quickly right myself again. The darkness behind us is all-consuming. Terrifyingly close.

Goosebumps lift on my arms.

Finally, we reach the end of the tunnel and find another ladder that leads up into the ceiling. Rook holds the candle up, revealing a tangled web of more roots over the trapdoor.

“Hold this,” he tells me and hands off the bottle. I keep it aloft, shedding light on the exit as he pulls at the tangle of roots.

Dirt runs down around us. Toto yips as a thick clod bounces off his forehead. “Stay behind me,” I tell him, and he winds through my legs, shielding himself from the worst of it.

“Rook,” I say, as he fights with a thick root tangled up with another. “I’ve been thinking … Henrietta said the Tinman loves you and hates you.”

The root gives and Rook stumbles back.

“Do you think … I mean … how I found you, the way you were injured…”

He stops and turns to face me. There’s a smudge of dirt on the sharp line of his jaw. The candle flame flickers in the reflection of his green eyes.

“He wants you dead, so you must be enemies,” I say. “But that means he knows who you are.”

The corner of his mouth lifts. “Are you suggesting I ask him for my name next time he’s trying to chop me down with his axe?”

“No! But…” I sigh. “You’re making fun of me.”

“No, I’m not, Kansas. I just find your innocence endearing.” He rips down another root. “And adorable.”

Heat rushes to my cheeks. In the days we’ve been together, he’s gotten better and better at charming me into submission.

Is he doing it on purpose?

“Maybe there is room for reasoning with him,” I say.

“His axe seemed like a pretty clear message.”

“Yes, but perhaps there’s more to the story.”

“There always is.”

“So don’t you want to know it? Don’t you want to know your story?”

The final root comes down and the door comes into view. Rook takes the candle from me and sets it on one of the flat rungs of the ladder closer to the top so he can inspect the exit. “A heartless man will never give up information freely.” He runs his fingers under the lip of the door and the old wood creaks. “The Tinman is a Soldier of Fortune; what he gives, he does not give freely, and I’m not interested in buying my story. Certainly not from him.”

I rake my teeth over my bottom lip. “I suppose you’re right.”

He dusts off his hands and steps away from the ladder to face me. “Can I tell you a secret, Kansas?”

The smile that comes to my lips is automatic. “Yes, of course.”

“I would rather write a new story with you. Word by word. Page by page.”

I let out a little gasp of surprise as butterflies spin in my stomach.

I search his face again, checking for levity. But he’s serious now, a pinch furrowing the lines between his dark brows. He seems desperate for something but I don’t know what.

Henrietta’s warning runs through my mind.

Yours is the kind of love that changes the wind and breaks the stars.

The kind of love that ignites.

Ever since I arrived on the Kansas farm, I’ve been careening toward a life that lacks any kind of spark or flame. Edward was always the safe choice, the comfortable and familiar one. That felt like enough. Or maybe I just believed that it was. That hoping for more was selfish and delusional.

But if I contain a wick, do I not deserve to burn?

Without thinking, without doubting, I stumble forward and collide with Rook and press my lips to his.

He inhales and freezes for a second before he’s pressing forward, pressing into me, his hands coming to my face, fingers threaded with my hair.

He spins me around, driving me back. I bump into the tunnel wall. Dirt rains down around us but we don’t stop this time.

Where two seconds ago he was unsure in his movements, now he is demanding. His tongue darts out to meet mine. He tastes like mint and coffee and desire and the touch of him makes my heart beat in my throat, stealing the air from my lungs.

I push my hips forward, my body moving without thought or plan or intention, but Rook meets me, his groin driving against me.

I feel the hardness of him through his pants and an excited moan escapes me.

The flame flickers, the wick snapping.

“Kansas,” he says into me, his hand trailing down my body, resting on the swell of my hip.

“Yes?”

“Can I tell you a secret?”

I kiss him again. Our tongues slide against one another.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t expect you’d be so dangerous.”

His hand comes to my ass and he pulls me forward where he throbs against the material of his pants.

“I promise there’s nothing dangerous about me.”

He groans and wraps a length of my hair around the knuckles of his other hand. “The most dangerous thing of all is a woman who thinks she is powerless.”

Yanking my hair back, he forces me to bend, exposing my neck, and he drops his mouth to my pulse point, kissing, tasting.

A sizzle of pleasure sinks to my core.

The candle gusts, the flame going sideways.

I’m burning from end to end now, nearly engulfed.

I’ve never been so turned on, covered in dirt.

Give in, a voice in the back of my mind says. Give in and fucking live.

Since landing in Oz, I’ve been out of my depth, unsteady, so unsure of everything.

But I’ve never been more sure of this.

I reach between us, finding the cold press of metal of Rook’s belt buckle. I fumble with it, finally managing to open the buckle, unthread the pin.

Rook nips at my neck and my insides sway as new wetness spreads over my panties.

I unbutton his pants and slip inside the gaping zipper.

Rook hangs his head back and expels a breath at the root-bound ceiling.

He’s throbbing beneath my hand, hard as stone, and his sudden hunger for me is like a drug.

I stroke him and he rocks his hips forward, working himself against my touch, building the friction.

I’m impatient for more. Desperate for more. Everything about Rook is a mystery and maybe feeling him inside me might make him less of a question.

Maybe I will finally understand something real about him.

I pull back his underwear, releasing him, and he hisses in the flickering candlelight.

I take him in hand and stroke him from base to tip, feeling the thick swell of the head of his cock in the curl of my fingers.

Dropping my hair, Rook sheds his coat, shrugging it off easily where it pools at our feet in the dirt, then he hooks his hands around the backs of my thighs, lifting me into his arms. My legs wrap around his hips and suddenly I’m there, my damp panties lined up with the head of his cock.

I’m a little afraid of what this all means, afraid of the doubts that might creep in after, for him and for me. I’m afraid that I might be changed forever after this and that there’s no returning to the life I had.

Rook presses forward, and the head of his cock digs into me.

I moan out in the semidarkness.

“Kansas.”

The nickname sounds like a plea on his lips.

I look down at him.

“Yeah?”

“Tell me to stop and I will.” He swallows, waiting, his Adam’s apple dipping in his throat.

For a brief moment, his green eyes glinting in the light, I think I see him, the true him beneath the gauzy layers of his unknown story.

Tell me to stop.…

Almost like a plea. Like he’s begging me to run to safety.

But my entire life has been lived by safe measures, by clearly defined rules and expectations.

I kiss him. Slowly, gently, a brush of his tongue against the tip of mine.

His breath is hot.

Mine is quick and shallow.

We are strung tightly, holding ourselves back, a crumbling dam trying to withstand the force of a thousand pounds of rushing water.

Another press of lips.

I want to feel something so desperately I want to cry.

So I close my eyes, ward off the stinging in my sinuses, and sink into the feel of him, the rush of the encounter, the fire and the fear and the illicitness of it all.

“Don’t stop,” I say against his mouth, and he exhales, relieved, and yanks my underwear aside so he can plunge inside me.

He’s rough, possessive, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of my thigh as he controls us both, as he leads the pleasure.

“You feel so fucking good, Kansas.”

I tighten my hold on him as my teeth clack together, as he thrusts into me.

I’m so far from home and none of this feels real, and somehow it feels more real than anything that has come before.

Shifting my hips, I find the right angle so every thrust of Rook’s hips causes friction at my clit.

I’m burning up, buzzing with pleasure. I’ve never wanted to chase an orgasm so badly.

I want us to come together.

But I need more. I need more friction.

Reaching up, I find a thick, tangled root hanging from the tunnel’s ceiling. I grab on to it and arch my back, rocking my hips forward.

Rook pounds into me, his hands on my ass now, driving me to him as he drives into me.

“Come for me, Kansas,” he says and I swear his eyes burn like flames. “Don’t hold back.”

His words, the commanding tone of his voice, lift the hair on the back of my neck despite the sweat beading on my skin.

I like the way he takes control.

I like that he isn’t consumed by his own pleasure to the point that he’s forgotten mine.

I rock forward, finding the right bit of friction between us, and the pressure builds.

“Just like that,” I breathe out. “Don’t stop.”

He keeps going, keeps fucking me, finding the right momentum to bring me crashing over.

I come loudly, almost violently, and it’s as if the earth trembles.

Rook pushes me against the tunnel wall, his body covering mine as he rams into me with a final grunt.

I sink against him, burying my face in the crook of his neck, drinking in the scent of him.

I don’t know what the future holds, but I don’t want to forget this moment.

We both linger there, trapped in the aftershock of the pleasure, breathing heavily against one another.

What now?

What now?

Rook pulls out of me, but he sets me down gently, his mouth still close to mine. “You okay, Kansas?” His voice is softer now.

“Yeah. I’m good.”

What a dumb thing to say.

I’m amazing. I’m better than ever. I’m fucking confused.

What now?

He presses a gentle kiss to the corner of my mouth, then steps back to adjust himself, to zip up his pants.

Knees a little wobbly, thighs shaking, I slump down the tunnel wall and sit in the cool dirt. I’m tired all of a sudden, but also … excited. Or maybe that’s the burnout of adrenaline. Either way, I want to bask in it.

Rook sits next to me and pulls me into him. Without thinking, I tilt over, lay my head in his lap. He stretches, grabbing his coat, laying it over me. The coat smells like him, like wild earth and lightning and the cool air of the woods. Some of the trembling subsides.

I close my eyes.

Rook drags his fingers through my hair from root to tip, and back again.

“We shouldn’t stay long,” he tells me.

“Just a minute or two.”

He murmurs his assent and I sink into the darkness behind my lids, into the feel of his tender care.






THIRTY-FIVE


Scarecrow

[image: A bird stands at the center facing left, with a pointed beak and folded wings. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a balanced decorative frame.]

T oto stares at me in the flickering candlelight.

I can almost taste his condemnation, like ash and embers on the back of my tongue.

“Say what you mean,” I tell him in a whisper, careful not to wake Kansas sleeping in my lap.

Toto blinks and huffs at me.

I will eat you alive.

“With such a tiny mouth?”

He huffs again and looks away.

I continue to stroke Kansas’s hair as the candle burns down. The minutes are ticking off in my head. How long do I wait? How long do I remain still?

Kansas murmurs and shifts beneath my coat.

I might deserve some of the dog’s condemnation.

I might have gone too far.

I lay my head back against the earthen wall and close my eyes.

But the stillness leads to thinking and thinking leads to replaying the last hour over in my head.

The feel of Kansas in my arms, filling her up, watching her take me as she took from me.

She is a force.

Maybe I should be afraid.

Maybe she should be more afraid of me.

At the other end of the tunnel, there is a rattle, a scrape. A gust of wind darts past and the candle flame goes sideways, the wick crackling.

Every muscle in my body stiffens.

My stomach drops.

He’s here.

“Kansas.” I shake her awake. “We have to go.”

“Hmmm?” She unfurls, blinks up at me as my coat pools around her waist. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s the Tinman. He’s in the tunnel.”






THIRTY-SIX


Tinman

[image: A small axe lies at the center with a curved handle and sharp blade, with leaves and a twig wrapped around it. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves frame the scene.]

There’s darkness in the tunnel, but at the bottom, just below the ladder …

 … fresh footprints. Two sets, human.

I shut the torch off and straighten. Cleo is beside me, Faos in front of me. His soldiers are fanned out just beyond the shed.

To Faos I say, “Fly over the wall. Spread out. If they’re out of the tunnel, they won’t be far off.”

He nods and disappears outside.

To Cleo I say, “Stay here.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s close quarters down there and last time I slunk into the dark after this stupid girl, I was stabbed.”

She scowls at me, crosses her arms over her chest. “You brought me all this way to leave me here at the end? What am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care.”

“I’m not staying.”

For a girl who was afraid of her own voice, she sure has a hell of a lot to say now.

“Suit yourself.”

I climb down the ladder and flick on the torch again. Saturated orange light fills the darkness.

The tunnel is just tall enough for me to stand upright, barely wide enough to spread out my arms. I’m not claustrophobic, but it’s hard not to feel buried alive down here.

Cleo scrambles down the ladder behind me and hits the dirt with an umph. In the tunnel, she looks just as small as she is. She can barely reach the ceiling.

We start forward. The tunnel curves slightly ten feet ahead so I can’t see to the other end. If it goes below the wall and out the other side, it can’t be a long tunnel. There would be very little use for it to keep going beyond the wall.

“You won’t hurt her, will you?” Cleo’s voice rises up out of the dark.

“She’s supposed to be delivered alive. Witch’s orders.”

Her breath of relief is unmistakable behind me. I would just as soon Dorothy be dead, but I do what I’m paid to do. The man she’s with, whoever he is, won’t fare so well. He’s dead on sight.

We reach the curve in the tunnel and I slow, gesturing behind me to stop Cleo too.

I peek around the bend and find only darkness beyond. I suspect they’re out if they were here at all.

“What will you do once you’ve delivered Dorothy to the witch?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Truthfully, I haven’t. I’ve been trying to release Gabriel for so long it’s practically consumed my every waking moment. That and avoiding our other brother, and our mother, at all costs. Because if I came face-to-face with either of them, I would be confronted with the question of whether or not I had the courage to kill them.

I am who I am today because of the two of them.

They deserve to die by a thousand whacks of my blade.

And yet …

A discordant pressure forms in my chest in the place where my heart used to be. Without it, killing is easy, love hard, but love can exist in the mind as much as the heart and sometimes my mind gets in the way.

I can remember a time when we were brothers, when no one could tear us apart.

But he’s proven over and over again that he will always choose himself. And with Gabriel forsaking our mother, no longer the favorite, our other brother has taken the reins.

I don’t have to guess whose side she’s on.

“Do you think the witch will kill Dorothy?” Cleo asks.

I come to an abrupt stop. Cleo slams into me.

“You are overly concerned with people not dying. It’s irritating.”

“You’re irritating,” she grumbles.

I trudge forward. “I don’t know why she’d kill her when it’d be easier for me to do it.”

“Have you stopped to ask yourself why she wants Dorothy so badly?”

My pace slows. “Why do you think she wants her?”

“I asked you first.”

I sigh. “A girl doesn’t fall from the sky often.”

“No, one doesn’t.”

“Especially not a girl who can kill a Cardinal Witch.”

“Yes.”

“But if the West was concerned about the girl’s ability to kill witches, why risk her own life?”

“A working theory is she wants the girl to kill the other Cardinal Witches so only she remains.”

I stop again, but Cleo catches it this time and comes to a stop beside me.

“What is it?” she asks.

If the West really wanted the other witches dead, that would include the South. Fucking Glinda.

“And if she does?” I ask Cleo. “Do we care?”

“You’re truly asking me for my opinion?”

“Yes.”

She thinks for a second. I overheard the innkeeper telling Cleo not to doubt what she knows. I haven’t looked very hard at who she is, what she might be. But a part of me has wondered if there is more to this East Ender than meets the eye.

I’m realizing I might trust her intuition more than I’m willing to admit.

“My opinion…” Cleo starts, her gaze unfocused and faraway. “I think the Cardinal Witches have had lots of time to right the wrongs of the royal family and the war that destroyed so much of Oz. And they haven’t. They’ve only made things worse. They’ve exploited the citizens of Oz at every turn. So if they aren’t going to fix Oz and protect its people, then they need to step aside and let someone else do it.”

The conviction in her voice makes the hair on the back of my neck stand.

“Perhaps we are more alike than we first realized,” I tell her.

She glances up at me. Surprise pinches between her brows. “We are nothing alike.”

“If you say so.”

I turn back to the tunnel, back to the mission at hand.

Not surprisingly, Cleo follows.






THIRTY-SEVEN


Dorothy

[image: A pair of slip-on shoes rests at the center, with rounded toes and bow details on the front. On both sides, mirrored floral patterns with large blossoms, curling stems, and leaves form a decorative frame.]

My heart is galloping through my chest, making it hard to breathe.

Rook insists I go up the ladder first. The tunnel must have sloped slightly downhill, because the ladder back up has more rungs than the ladder that sent us down here.

The exit hatch gives way easily after Rook cleaned it of its roots and I burst into the cool night, into the darkness.

Rook hands me Toto. Toto is silent, compliant, almost like he knows danger isn’t far behind us.

Rook hurries up the ladder, emerging with his coat slung over his shoulder. Out, and on solid ground, he softly closes the hatch, then scans the surrounding forest, spotting a fallen log. He hands me his coat to hold so he can wrangle the log, lifting it by its gnarled end. He drags it, cutting through the earth, before dropping it on the hatch.

“It won’t stop him,” he tells me, “but it might slow him down.”

“It’s better than nothing,” I say. “But now what?”

He takes his coat back and swings it around, deftly shrugging into it. The collar is popped, shadowing his face.

I can’t tell what he’s thinking, what he’s feeling. We just had sex in a tunnel and now we’re being hunted by the Tinman. There’s no time to digest what we did, why we did it, or what it means after. Even though I desperately want to know.

“We keep moving.” Rook nods in a general direction that will lead us away from the curtain wall of Glimming Hollow. “But quickly.”

I tuck Toto into the crook of my arm and follow after Rook.

With the dark, ominous cloud above us and no city lights to guide us, we stumble through the forest. I seem to catch every exposed root, every fallen branch, every stump. Rook finally hooks his hand around my elbow, guiding me.

“How can you see so well?”

“My eyes have adjusted, I suppose. We’re not far from a fork in the Yellow Brick Road and I think we should—”

A screech echoes in the sky.

Toto braces himself against me, a low rumble sounding in his chest.

Another screech, and a shadow passes overhead.

“Oh shit,” I whisper. “Is that—”

Rook looks up. “Run, Kansas.”

My stomach plummets and we take off running. I stumble once, twice, praying to every god I know that I will find a path void of traps.

A shrill whistle sounds above, then a flapping of massive wings.

Tears burn in my eyes, but I don’t stop. Don’t slow, keep going, Dorothy.

“Follow my path,” Rook shouts several paces ahead of me.

I try to keep to his trail, to the forest floor he’s already tested and cleared, but his silhouette is hard to make out in the darkness with his black jacket obscuring his frame.

I bump against a tree, the bark scraping my arm. I hiss in pain, my pace faltering.

Something large swoops down, disturbing the air and the tree branches above me.

Toto barks.

“Get down, Kansas!” Rook shouts.

I hit the forest floor on my knees, but it’s too late. Razor-sharp claws dig into my shoulders, piercing flesh. Blood immediately wells, running hot and sticky down my chest.

The pain frosts my vision.

I scream, writhing, and drop Toto. He tumbles, gets his feet beneath him, then barks and barks.

Pressure builds, then sinks down my body as the creature tightens its hold, then lifts.

The ground disappears beneath me and I pedal at nothing but air.

Blind, white-hot pain burning through my shoulders, I reach up, and grab hold of something furry.

I hit and slap, the creature screeching in protest, but its hold doesn’t budge.

Instead, it flies, wings beating at the air.

Whomp. Whomp. Whomp.

My hair flies in my face. Dirt and leaves spin around us.

How am I going to get out of this? How do I get down? How do I fight?

I’m not giving in. Not yet.

The air gusts up and the trees sway, leaves rattling.

The creature lurches and its grip loosens.

I take the opening, grabbing hold of one of the creature’s toes and yanking up.

Bone cracks. The creature shrieks and drops me.

I hit the dirt with a thud, pain lancing through my back. More blood seeps from the open wounds, soaking my dress, dripping to the forest floor.

Toto continues barking, but I think he’s barking at me, telling me to get up, to move.

I’m on my feet in an instant, teeth gritted, eyes burning with tears. I run. A tree branch catches my hair, rips. It takes everything in me not to break down into gut-wrenching sobs. Everything hurts. Terror pounds through my veins.

Which way do I go?

Several more shadows pass overhead. They start talking to one another in a chittering, squealing language, then—

One lands.

I come to a stop.

Another. Then another.

I turn and spot a third, then a fourth, surrounding me and Toto.

I can only make out their silhouettes. Six feet of pure muscle, bodies covered in fur and leather, eyes dark against the night. Wings like bats folded closed against their backs.

Where is Rook?

I frantically scan the forest looking for him, but he’s nowhere. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad sign. If he got away … I will be happy for him. I won’t fault him looking out for himself. He’s already stepped into harm’s way twice on my account.

I don’t want him to do it a third time.

The shortest of the flying monkeys steps forward. He regards me with a tilt of his head, eyes glinting. “Cooperate and no harm will befall you.”

He can talk?!

His voice is deep, raspy, part animal, part man.

Arms limp at my sides, my shoulders burning with pain, I nod at the blood soaking my front. “I don’t believe you.”

“No more harm,” another monkey, the one on the left, says with a sniff.

Toto barks again.

The monkeys glance down at him with suspicion.

“Run, Toto!” I yell and he pivots around, disappearing into the dark. He’ll find me later. I know he will.

The monkeys let him go, too preoccupied with their private conversation.

The monkey on the left turns to the shorter one and lets out three quick clicks.

The monkey with the deep, raspy voice says, “We must risk it.”

Another chitter. The group nods in unison, acknowledging whatever was said.

The forest goes eerily silent. Soon the only sounds are of my heavy breathing, and the rapid beating of my heart.

I turn a circle, wishing I had a weapon, wishing I’d had the foresight to grab one of Em’s kitchen knives.

All I have are my bare hands, and that’s not nearly enough. I’m no match for these monsters.

They rush me. I punch blindly and catch one across the jaw. They stumble back.

I fight with everything I have, fists flying, but it only takes a few seconds before I’m subdued, one arm wrenched behind my back, the other held in a monster’s grip.

The wounds in my shoulders open wider and fresh pain burns through my nerves.

I slump to my knees, sobbing.

I can’t fight anymore.

I don’t have anything left to give. I just want it to stop. I close my eyes, surrendering to my fate, my body aching.

I wait. And wait. And wait.

There’s a rustle to my left. A thud, then a hiss of air. My arm is dropped, then my shoulder, and I pitch forward into the moss and leaves.

I lift my head, catching the snap of black fabric in my periphery.

Rook.

I scramble to all fours, gritting down the pain. I use a nearby tree as leverage, hoisting myself back up to my feet.

One of the creatures unfurls its wings, trying to escape, but a large tree branch comes flying out of the darkness, knocking it off course.

Another turns to the north and pushes off the forest floor, opening its wings with a rush of air. But Rook is there, catching it by the foot, yanking it back.

The monster wails, its wings going sideways as it crashes into a tree, then slams to the ground.

The unmistakable sound of bones breaking echoes through the forest.

Only two creatures remain: the shortest one with the deep, raspy voice, and another with wider shoulders and bigger claws.

The shorter one edges backward, wings half open, as several sharp consonants emerge from his throat, aimed at Rook.

Rook takes a step, blood splattered across his face, knuckles darkened with more. He is a vision of dark vengeance, singularly focused on destruction, his shoulders heaving with heavy breaths.

He stoops down and retrieves one of the fallen tree branches. He snaps off a smaller twig, tossing it into the underbrush. He snaps another, stalking toward the remaining two creatures.

The bigger of the two monkeys clicks his tongue, and the shorter clicks back.

“Just let us go,” I say. “We pose no threat to you.”

The shorter of the two looks over his shoulder at me, his sharp brow furrowed. “It’s not you we worry about, trokinna.”

Rook spins the branch in his hand like a bat, testing its weight.

“Then who?” I ask.

Rook swings. The taller monkey catches the branch in his bare hand, his legs bent, feet planted in the dirt.

If it’s a fight of strength, I worry Rook is no match for these creatures, even though his expression betrays no struggle, no weakness, no fear.

The monkey grits his teeth, lips pulled back.

Rook presses forward and the monkey loses his footing in the slippery moss.

The shorter one glances at me, then clicks his tongue again.

Almost like a warning.

I hear the cut of air first.

The soft whistle of steel and wood, end over end.

My stomach drops.

I suck in a breath.

“Rook!” I shout, but my brain is two seconds too late.

An axe hits him square in the back.

“No!”

He drops to his knees.

Blood gurgles from his mouth.

“No. No. Rook!”

I run, catching him as he pitches forward, all dead weight.

We collapse into the earth together, him pinning me, blood spilling from his mouth, his nose, rushing down his sides.

“Rook.” I shake him. “Rook!”

Heavy footsteps cross the forest floor. A boot appears on Rook’s shoulder and then pressure as the boot presses down for leverage. A hand yanks the axe free, taking meat and viscera with it.

“Get her up,” the voice says.

The monkeys yank Rook back and toss his body aside as if it means nothing.

With gleaming metallic fingers, the Tinman takes a handful of my dress and unceremoniously hoists me up.

“You killed him!” I flail, aiming for nothing. But a slap lands across his face.

The forest is still and the hit seems to reverberate across the stillness.

His cheek blooms red, but the force of the blow barely moves him.

His nostrils flare.

I brace for violence. For an echoing hit. For him to scream at me or shake me until my teeth rattle.

He does none of that.

But his stormy gaze stays locked on mine, intensity roiling in his irises.

“Cleo,” he says, “stay with the body until we can send someone back to retrieve it. Faos and Tark, take me and the girl to the West.”

“You’re leaving me alone with a corpse?” the girl asks.

The Tinman ignores her.

One of the monkeys, Faos I think, comes around the Tinman. His voice, when he speaks, is rough and deep. “Should we tie her up?”

Still, the Tinman watches me. “No,” he answers. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

Is he showing me a small act of mercy in this otherwise violent encounter? I’m doubtful. Perhaps he thinks I’m not a threat. Or maybe he knows he’s proven his brutality, and his willingness to use it.

“Tell me, girl,” he says, “is the rope necessary?”

Every word that comes out of his mouth feels like an utterance of disgust. Like just being in my vicinity is enough to roll his stomach.

But there’s no way I’m letting him tie me up. If I don’t have use of my limbs, there’s exactly zero chance of escape. The fact he’s giving me the option is a miracle.

“No,” I bite out.

“Good,” he answers.

Faos takes to the air. The Tinman shoves me back. The monkey wraps his thick talons around my shoulders and immediately I’m jostled beneath the force of his grip and the beat of his wings. Dirt and leaves pelt my face. There’s no way to move my arms, not with claws digging into my flesh, so I squeeze my eyes shut as we lift from the ground.

Probably just as well.

If I have to look at the Tinman one more time, I might fucking scream.






THIRTY-EIGHT


Cleo
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Cleo strains her ears, listening for the distant flapping of wings. She doesn’t want to be alone in the hush of the forest, and certainly not in a pile of bodies.

She crosses her arms over her chest, holds her breath, concentrates.

There is only the silence now. She lets out the breath, filling the silence, but it can only fill so much.

Silence might be familiar to her, but she’s never liked the darkness, never felt comfortable in it.

Even when she would hide from Delphine, it was in a well-lit room. Maybe she’d shrink behind a velvet drape, or huddle behind a marble statue, but it was never in a dark room.

Darkness has always felt like quicksand.

Deep in the forest beneath the cursed sky, she has that feeling now. Like the forest is pulling her under.

How long does she have to stay here?

And then it seeps in, the realization that she doesn’t have to.

She belongs to no one. Maybe she never did. Maybe she stayed with Delphine because she thought there was no other choice. But she knows better now.

If she has free will, then she doesn’t have to stay here.

There is nothing to stop her from walking right out of this forest and disappearing into the Land of Oz, somewhere no one knows her, where no one expects anything of her.

Maybe she’ll go to a place where she can speak without the pressing terror of being heard.

She pushes off the large oak and takes a step.

Crack.

A branch snaps behind her.

Without thinking of the consequences, she whirls around.

But there’s nothing there.

No movement in the shadows. No forest animal passing by.

Only the strewn bodies of the dead monkeys and the man who—

Wait.

She rushes forward, stumbling through the darkness to the place where the man named Rook once lay.

The body is gone.

The only thing that remains is a mosaic of bloody leaves.

She turns in a full circle, scanning the darkness, finding nothing.

She doesn’t know what this means, but she knows it cannot be good.

She turns to the west and runs.






THIRTY-NINE


Dorothy
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The flight to the Witch of the West’s castle is brutal. It doesn’t help that minute by minute, mile by mile, I grow more and more enraged at the Tinman for killing Rook. How dare he. Rook is gone and there’s no getting him back, and isn’t this why I don’t ever allow myself to love or be loved?

I barely knew him and yet the loss of him is so visceral, I feel like I might throw up.

But I quickly swallow it back.

I will not allow the Tinman or the monkeys to see any emotion.

Except rage.

In the distance, a castle starts to take shape against the darkened sky, several pointed spires and a tall turret on each wing hinting at its vastness.

We slowly descend, the monkey’s talons digging into my flesh as he fights at a wind current.

There is a brief moment where I hope he’ll drop me, but that will serve no one, least of all me.

The castle looms larger and larger, and then we’re upon it and it’s so big, so fortified, that it doesn’t seem real. None of this seems real.

The monkeys fly over the stone wall and drop us unceremoniously in the courtyard, barely pausing to land before taking flight again and disappearing around the west turret.

I gape at the castle. We’re in front of a set of large double doors, the wood carved to look like the unfolded wings of a monkey. Iron fastenings and thick iron bolts hold the massive doors to the castle walls. On either side, lanterns hang from the stone facade, the light inside dancing like flames.

It’s beautiful and terrifying all at the same time.

A strong metal hand wraps around my arm, pulling me forward.

I wrench free of the Tinman’s grip. “Don’t touch me.”

“You think you’re in charge here?”

“You’re certainly not. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here.”

A low rumble sounds in his throat. The axe is strapped to his back, his hands nowhere near it. But something tells me the Tinman needs only a second to have his beloved weapon in his grip.

I take a step back. He mirrors me like he’s prepared for me to bolt even though the iron gate remains closed and locked behind us.

“You’ll walk into that castle or you’ll be dragged into that castle. The choice is yours,” he says.

“What do you get out of this?”

“I’m counting to three.”

“What, am I a child?”

His nostrils flare. “One.”

“You’ve terrorized me and my friend. You had no right to kill him!”

“Two.”

“Did you even know him? Have you no heart?”

“Three. No and no.”

His shoulder rams into my stomach, his arm curling around the backs of my thighs. Suddenly I’m off my feet, hauled over his shoulder.

“Hey!” I beat at his back, but it’s no use. He’s clearly corded in muscle, my slaps as annoying as a cattail. But at this vantage point, I can see the sheath of his axe and the leather strap snapped around its handle, holding it in place. I open the strap and wrench the axe out. The obscene weight of the weapon catches me off guard and the axe slips from my grip, ringing out as it hits the stone.

The Tinman pitches me forward. My feet hit the ground, but the force takes me by surprise and I stumble back onto my butt.

“How did you do that?”

“What?” I scramble up.

“How did you take the axe?”

I frown at him. “I … opened the snap?”

He ducks down and scoops the weapon up. In his grip, the axe is tiny. “No one can take my axe.”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I take a step forward. “I just did.”

“No. You don’t get it. No one can take—”

A loud clank sounds from the guardhouse.

I turn to the tall double doors that make up the front entrance of the castle and watch them part, a slant of light appearing through the crack.

Somewhere in the recess of the gatehouse, a chain rattles as gears turn, pulling the doors open.

There are no guards here. No more monkeys.

It’s just me and the Tinman.

It takes the doors several long seconds to fully open before they reveal a dark foyer on the other side. Light from the lanterns flickers against the shadows.

And from the darkness, a voice filters out.

“Bring her.”

The Tinman slides his axe back into its strap and then grips me by the arm again.

“Don’t touch my fucking axe,” he mutters to me.

“Maybe ask me nicely,” I mutter back.

With a grumble, he drags me inside.

And this time, I don’t fight him.



For being made entirely of stone, the inside of the West’s castle is almost unbearably warm.

The Tinman leads me up a wide staircase, then down a hall, then another, before it gives way to a cavernous gallery where an arched opening overlooks the winged monkeys’ roost. Several have taken to the air, circling the castle’s many spires.

The witch stands at that opening, her back to us.

The Tinman leads me forward, stopping us in the middle of the room just beneath a circular wrought-iron chandelier where a hundred white candles are lit, wicks snapping as a breeze kicks in from the balcony.

We wait.

I glance over at the Tinman, looking for any clues as to what we’re expected to do. His hands are clasped behind his back. On the surface, it looks like a formal way to receive the witch, but I think he just wants his hands near his axe. Just in case.

When the witch turns to us, the Tinman straightens his spine and for some reason, I find myself echoing his movements, taking his cues.

Hands clasped in front of me, I stand up straight.

The witch steps out of the shadows of the balcony and into the dancing candlelight.

But her face …

She’s wearing a golden mask, the mouth pulled back in a grin revealing sharp incisors. It’s a replica of a winged monkey.

It’s so unexpected that I gasp in shock.

A hundred questions loom in my mind, but the biggest one is, what is she hiding behind that mask?

“Lon,” she calls. “Show Dorothy to her cell.”

A monkey marches forward from an alcove and takes me in her grip.

“Wait,” I start. “This is a mistake. I don’t belong here.”

“We had a deal,” the Tinman says.

“Of course,” the witch answers. “But first, we need to talk.”

“Wait!” I shout as Lon pulls me toward a stone staircase that winds belowground.

“Best you go,” the monkey whispers from the corner of her mouth. “You don’t want to anger the witch.”

We hit the staircase and Lon lets me get my bearings before guiding me down.

“What do you mean?” I say back.

“How do you think we came under her command? It wasn’t by choice.”

We go deeper and deeper into the castle’s footings.

“Then how?”

“Magic,” Lon answers. “And unless you want to serve her too, you’d do well not to draw too much attention to yourself.”

I clamp my mouth shut.

This might be the best advice anyone has been willing to give me.

But I’m not surrendering.

Not even close.



I’m escorted into a cell surrounded on three sides by rough-cut stone and fronted by iron bars. Lon closes the gate behind me and turns the bolt, locking me inside. “I’m sorry,” she says and then hurries away.

Lon wasn’t as big as Faos and Tark, but in the narrow hall of the dungeon, she took up most of the open space. And now that she’s gone, I realize I’m across the hall from a second cell.

And there’s someone inside.

It’s a man. He’s pale, dirty, and unkempt, like he’s been down here a really long time.

“Hello,” he calls.

“Hi.”

“Who are you?”

“I … my friend called me Kansas.” Saying the nickname makes my voice catch. Rook didn’t deserve to die. I should have left him in Glimming Hollow where he would have been safe. It’s my fault he’s dead.

“What kind of name is Kansas?”

“A nickname.”

“Ahhh.” He presses his forehead into the bars. “Do you know why you’re here?”

“Not really. The Tinman dragged me here.”

“The Woodman?”

“Is there another?”

“Is he here?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“I do.”

“He’s an asshole.”

The man chuckles and the sound echoes down the stone hall. “Yes. Yes he is. He wasn’t always like that though.”

I frown and step into a cast of light. “When was he not?”

“Oh … a long time ago. Let’s see … how long have I been here? I think two years now or maybe three and—”

“Wait.” I swallow, my heart kicking up in my chest. “Did you say you’ve been here for years?”

“Yes. Somewhere around that, I think.”

Two or three years?

My breathing quickens.

I stumble back and slam into the wall.

Oh god.

Years.

Aunt Em. Uncle Henry. I can’t … I have to get out of here.

The panic crawls up my throat. I’m flushed in an instant, my vision going white on the edges.

No home for three years.

My legs cramp up. I can’t breathe. I slump into the wall and slide down it, tears filling my eyes.

I have to run. I can’t move. I can’t think. I can’t breathe.

“Kansas,” the man calls. “Are you okay?”

I hear wind. It whistles through the cracks in the stone.

I slam my hands over my eyes trying to focus, to breathe, to do anything other than give in to the anxiety.

Not now. Not here. I thought I was over panic attacks.

The wind is joined by the sound of dripping water plinking against the stone.

I can’t control it.

I can’t stop.

I squeeze my eyes shut and descend into panic.






FORTY


Tinman
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“You did well,” the witch says.

I almost don’t hear her, not over the girl’s shouting. She’s annoyingly loud. If I could have lopped off her head, I would have.

I turn back to the witch. “I don’t need your praise. I need you to keep your promises. You have the girl. And now I want my brother.”

“Where’s the body?”

“What?”

“The man she was with.”

In order of priority, I would have thought this was extremely low.

“He killed several of Faos’s soldiers. Only Faos and Tark remained. You’ll have to send someone back to retrieve him.”

“Tell me about him.”

“I barely paid attention to him.”

“You’ll come to regret that.”

This she says low and beneath her breath, and it raises the hair on my arms.

She goes to a nearby cabinet and pours herself a shot of ozrum and drinks it down.

In all my dealings with the West, I’ve never seen her quite like this. There is a burning energy of dismay hanging in the air. Like whatever plan she had is slipping through her fingers.

“Get me the slippers,” she finally says, her back still to me.

“The … what?”

“The slippers. On the girl. Get me the silver slippers and you’ll have your brother.”

“Must I do all your dirty work?”

She cuts me with a look.

I don’t need the flickering candlelight to understand the threat. I do like to breathe, after all.

“Fine,” I grumble.

The witch said I just had to get the girl here alive. She didn’t say anything about letting the girl keep her feet.

I’ll chop her legs off if I have to.



I know my way to the dungeon. I’ve descended this curving stairwell a dozen times.

I find one of the monkeys—Balor, third roost, always assigned to the dungeon but wants to be in first roost so he can fight—standing at the bottom of the stairwell.

Some of the rigidity in his shoulders lessens when I come into the light of the sconces. “Oh,” he says, “it’s just you.”

“Just me. The witch wants me to retrieve something from the girl. Can you unlock her cell?”

Balor nods and escorts me down the tunnel. Lucky for me, the girl has been assigned to the cell directly across from Gabriel.

“Gabriel,” I start, but he cuts me off with a look.

“Something is wrong with her,” he mouths to me.

I turn to her cell and take a step, but a splash of water pulls my attention away.

I glance down.

A tiny pool of water has gathered in a depression in the stone floor.

I realize in this moment that never, in all the times I’ve visited the castle, have I ever seen water. No water to drink, no water to bathe. Gabriel complains about it incessantly. He hates being dirty. Before being a prisoner, he didn’t last a week in the mountains. Unlike me. I could live in the woods for months, with not a soul in sight.

Balor unlocks the girl’s cell door and returns to his position at the bottom of the stairs, far out of sight.

I slip inside. The girl is huddled in the corner, her arms wrapped around her drawn-up knees. She’s sobbing and choking on air.

“Hey,” I say.

She’s trembling, barely coherent. If something happens to her, the witch might go back on our deal. I need the girl alive and well.

“Dorothy.”

She sucks in a breath. I place my hand on her arm, skin on skin. There’s a jolt of warmth, an unfamiliar feeling in my gut. I rarely have a reason to touch people unless it’s to provoke violence.

“Dorothy,” I try again.

Her breathing slows, shoulders trembling.

“Keep breathing,” I tell her and she straightens, eyes still closed as she sucks in a breath. Exhales. Inhales another. “Good.”

Her eyes pop open, red and watery.

“Are you okay?” I ask her, even though I’m not sure why I care.

“He’s been here three years.” She nods past me to Gabriel.

“I know.”

“You do?”

I give her a nod. “He’s my little brother.”

Her mouth drops open. I can feel her reading me and it makes my skin crawl.

“That’s why you dragged me here.” She swipes at her face, drying the tears. Her breathing has settled but she’s still trembling despite the heat of the dungeon. “You’re trying to get him out.”

“Damn,” Gabriel mutters. “She’s good.”

“Shut up,” I tell him.

“Maybe you’re not so heartless after all,” she says.

I turn back to her. “This isn’t about me.”

“Isn’t it?”

I stand up and put some distance between us. I don’t want to be near her. I can’t be near her.

“I need those slippers.”

Using the wall for support, the girl slowly stands and crosses her arms. I can hear the rustle of soft fabric, the huff of her breath. “You and everyone else.”

Who else? I almost ask, and then decide I don’t fucking care.

“The witch wants your slippers. If you give her your slippers, maybe we can all go home.”

At the mention of home, she sniffs, licks her lips. She takes a step forward. “Do you think so?”

Is that it then? That’s what she wants? To go home?

I haven’t had a home in a decade. Not since Gabriel and I left. Home no longer felt like a place where we belonged. It was shortly after that our brother cursed us both. And without a heart, the concept of home no longer meant anything at all.

“Yes,” I tell her and when the word makes it past my teeth, I almost believe it.

“All right.” She bends down and removes the left slipper, then the right. “Here.”

She stretches out her arm, the slippers dangling from her fingers.

I hesitate.

Nothing is ever easy.

This shouldn’t be easy either.

I reach out, wrap my hand around them, and—

They disappear.

“What the fuck?” I say.

The firelight catches the shine of the slippers back on her feet.

“What is this?”

“I don’t know.” She lets out a breath. “They do this.”

“What do you mean they do this? They’re fucking slippers.”

“I know what they are!”

“Stop playing games then.”

“I’m not!” She bends down, pulls a slipper off, and throws it at me.

It bounces off my shoulder, hits the stone floor, and literally evaporates.

A second later, it’s back on her foot.

“Do you want us all to be dead?” I whisper. “She’ll kill us!”

“Then why did you bring us here?”

“I had no choice!”

“We always have a choice and—”

“Hey, asshole.”

We both turn. Gabriel is back at the iron bars. “Maybe they have to be given, not taken. Just like your axe.”

“What about your axe?” The girl comes back into the light. “You said something earlier … you asked how I took it.”

I don’t have time for this.

“Tell me,” she demands as if I answer to her.

But Gabriel speaks over me. “The axe is made by magic. It belongs to him. No one can take it without his permission.”

“I did.” She levels her shoulders, voice full of pride.

Gabriel’s eyes dart to me. “Really?”

“Yes,” I grumble.

“That’s … interesting.”

“No, it’s not.” Yes, it is. “Forget about the axe. The slippers, she handed them to me.”

“Yes, but you took them from her,” he says.

“He’s right,” the girl echoes.

“This is the dumbest game I’ve ever played.”

“Why don’t you try asking nicely,” Gabe suggests.

“Fine. Dorothy, will you give them to me, pretty please?”

“No.”

“No. No? I’m going to murder you.” I lunge at her.

“Silas!”

Gabriel never calls me by my birth name. In all the years since we left home, I’ve nearly forgotten it.

Silas is dead.

It’s the Tinman who lives.

I come to a stop.

“I don’t think she’s an ordinary girl.”

I look at Gabriel. “What?”

“If the slippers weren’t already an obvious clue … the water … she made it.”

I glance back at the stone hallway and find that the one pool of water has grown into a river.






FORTY-ONE


Dorothy
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“I did not make water.”

Both men are staring at me. I close my arms around my midsection, suddenly feeling exposed and raw. The panic has subsided, but now I’m exhausted and still shaky. After I had a panic attack, Em would make me a cup of tea and heat up some stew if we had it. There is nothing more comforting than a bowl of hot soup.

Thinking about Em makes me want to descend into tears again. I’m so tired and I just want to go home. But getting home will require me to first get out of this dungeon and past the Witch of the West. I’m not sure where the Tinman stands, but if I have to fight him too, I will.

I’m still stuck inside my cell with the Tinman between me and the hall. My cell door is open and there’s at least one winged monkey at the stairwell. What are my chances of escape? Not good. But my chances are even less if I stay down here.

“Really,” I try again, because both men haven’t said a word. “I didn’t make water. That’s ridiculous. How do you even make water?”

“Water kills the witch.” The Tinman—Silas, apparently—whispers the words. But his whisper is loud and rough around the edges as if he has never known a quiet moment in his life.

“Really? I thought she was unkillable?”

Gabriel is frowning at his brother now, as if this is news to him too. “Everyone knows the Witch of the West suffers two weaknesses, but no one knows the second. If it was water, that would explain why she’s never given me any, not even a bowl to wash my hands.”

“Does magic run in your family?” the Tinman asks me.

“What? No. I’m not from here. There is no magic where I live.”

“Which is where?”

“Kansas. That’s why I’m trying to get to the wizard so he can help get me home.”

Both men go still and though the light is faint with the torches at the Tinman’s back, I catch the way his brows sink into a deep scowl.

“The wizard, you say?” The words come out like wheat ground beneath stone.

“Do you know him?”

Gabriel snorts and turns away.

“So you do know him? Can you take me to him?”

“I would sooner feed myself to a dragon.”

“Wait … are there dragons to feed yourself to?”

“Never mind. Back to the water.”

“Tin,” Gabriel calls. We both follow his line of sight to a large basin in the stone floor where water has puddled. “Maybe there’s enough here.”

“How would I gather it though? My bare fucking hands?”

“Isn’t that a canteen?” I point at the metal container strapped around his body. “Is there not water in there?”

He lifts it as if remembering it’s there. “No. Not water.”

“So empty it out.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a drug,” Gabriel answers. “One that he needs.”

The way the Tinman casts his gaze aside, his jaw flexing with a grit of his teeth, tells me this is a detail he does not want to discuss. But he’s the one who is demanding I make water to kill the witch.

“What happens if you don’t have it?”

“I’ll lock up.” He inhales through his nose and trudges on. “Without a heart, blood doesn’t run through my body like it should. I nearly died … after I was cursed. The Oil thins my blood and keeps it pumping through my veins. Without it, I’m useless and then shortly after I’m useless, I’m dead.”

“Oh.” I swallow, embarrassment pinking my cheeks. I didn’t mean to pry. “I’m sorry. That must be horrible.”

“I would think so, if I cared.”

Because he doesn’t have a heart.

He’s an addict by necessity. He can’t quit even if he wanted to, and how can you want something when you can’t care about a single thing?

Except his brother. He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t care about Gabriel. But I don’t point that out.

“Can you be fixed?” I ask.

“Only our other brother can remove the curse,” Gabriel says, his voice echoing down the hall.

“So why don’t you ask him?”

The Tinman licks his lips. “I would sooner feed myself to a dragon.”

I roll my eyes. “It can’t be that bad!”

“Let’s focus on the water,” he says, turning into the hallway.

“Fine. But … the drug—”

“Tinman!” The witch’s voice reverberates off the stone like a primordial war cry.

A shiver rolls down my spine.

“You’ve been down there too long and I am losing my patience.”

“I’m fucking trying!” he shouts back.

The fire in the iron torches gutters out.

“Shit,” the Tinman mutters.

“What’s happening?” I ask.

“He fucked up,” Gabriel says.

The Tinman makes a choking sound. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I can see him clutching at his throat.

“Is she doing this?” I ask.

“Yes. Get his canteen,” Gabriel says.

I hurry forward, pulling the strap for the canteen over his head.

His eyes bug out. I can only imagine he’s starting to turn blue.

“Now what?”

“Pour the Oil into the cap and help him drink it. It’ll help him combat the magic.”

“Get up here now!” The witch’s voice echoes down the stairwell and through the hall. “Balor!”

There’s a clank of metal as the winged monkey on guard steps away from his post at the entrance.

With shaking fingers, I fill the canteen cap. The Tinman’s hand clasps over mine and together we bring the cap to his mouth.

He drinks back the dark liquid.

“Now that water,” Gabriel whispers.

The Tinman sucks in a breath.

“Empty out the Oil first.”

I turn the canteen over and the liquid seeps out.

“Fucking hell,” the Tinman says, still breathing heavily. “I could have drunk the rest of it!”

“There’s no time,” Gabriel says. “Fill it with water!”

We snap into action.

There’s no more time to discuss the plan, the consequences, or the likelihood of us beating the witch and getting out of the castle.

The Tinman holds the canteen while I scoop water into it.

The monkey’s footsteps are growing closer by the second.

“Keep going,” Gabriel says, watching the hallway for us.

I empty out the second pool and find a third, filling the canteen halfway. How much water does one need to kill a witch?

Gabriel whistles a warning.

The Tinman straightens, yanks me to my feet. We manage to get the cap on the canteen and the strap over the Tinman’s head when Balor reappears.

“She’s ready to give up the slippers,” the Tinman reports.

“Then come,” Balor says and waves us forward.

The Tinman wraps his hand around my bicep, taking control of me as he leads me to the stairs.
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Cleo is running.

She isn’t sure what she’s running to, but she knows what she’s running from.

Something isn’t right.

She has a duty to warn them, doesn’t she?

The trees thin. Wind kicks up and the tall grass rustles. In the distance, the Westerly Mountains stretch toward the dark sky, the tallest peak disappearing in the stretch of bruised clouds.

Cleo comes to a stop when the Yellow Brick Road forks in every direction.

The Crossroads.

She hunches over, sucking in air. Her chest is tight, her legs cramping up. She hasn’t run that much in … well, ever.

But it feels good.

It feels better than good.

Never in her life has she had a reason to run.

Never in her life did she have the freedom to run.

When her breathing levels out, she straightens. There’s a wrought-iron post in the very center of the Crossroads with four golden signs fastened to it. One, an arrow that points to the left. The Emerald City. Another, pointing to the right. North Country. A third that points straight on. West End. The fourth, pointing in the direction she’s just come. The East End.

She sucks in a deep breath and looks to the left, toward the Emerald City, straight on to the wizard.

She’s never seen the Wizard of Oz but she’s heard a lot of stories. Delphine had a weird fascination with the man. Everyone called him all-powerful and anything all-powerful was worth obsessing over as far as Delphine was concerned. She had several books in her library covering the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz. When Cleo asked her if she’d ever met the man, Delphine had rolled her eyes and said, “He’s practically a god. Hardly anyone has met the man.”

She had so many follow-up questions, but none of the courage to ask them.

If he were as powerful as a god, then why didn’t he fix Oz? Why couldn’t he destroy the dark cloud that hung over the land? And why did he never leave the Emerald City?

She takes a step toward the south and then shakes her head, turning back for the west. She’s never been to the Emerald City and today is not the day for a visit.

She passes the directional post in the center of the Crossroads and heads west.

But she only makes it a few steps.

The air pops and shimmers.

Cleo staggers back and bumps into the post.

The air rips open and Glinda, the Witch of the South, steps out.

Letters tumble out of Cleo’s mouth, but none of them make words. She sinks to her knees on the Yellow Brick Road and bows her head. She says nothing more. What else can she say?

“Cleo, isn’t it?” Glinda says.

Cleo frowns at the ground. Did Glinda, the Witch of the South, just say her name?

How would she know?

“Little one?”

Cleo lifts her head.

Glinda is radiant against the ominous clouds.

She wears a long, flowing gown of pink with yards and yards of shimmering tulle. The sleeves are puffy and rounded like bells, the bodice studded with crystals. And on her head is a crown with three pointed tines and more diamonds than Cleo has ever seen in one place, let alone on one head accessory.

“Um … yes?”

Glinda smiles and it’s so full of warmth, Cleo shivers beneath it. “Where were you running off to?”

Cleo remains on her knees. “The West, Your Eminence.”

“Oh? Whatever for?”

Pain radiates up her thighs. Her legs are cramping again. She shifts her weight, trying to find a better position. Glinda doesn’t seem to notice.

“I … well…”

“I have a different idea.”

Cleo frowns and waits.

“Tell me, did Delphine ever share the details of how she came to be your warden?”

Cleo knows bits and pieces, but never the whole story. “Not really.”

Glinda reaches across the Yellow Brick Road, her hand extended. “Why don’t you come with me and I will tell you.”

In all the years she was with Delphine, Cleo had wondered why her mother gave her up. Cursed, is what Delphine said, and Cleo would lie in bed wondering when the curse would manifest. Not all curses were bad, as far as she was concerned. She had heard of East Enders who could turn wheat into corn. Some who could read minds. Others who could turn into cats.

If Cleo were a cat, she could explore the wilderness without anyone knowing who she was.

But no curse came.

Only the silence.

Does she want to know her past? Does she want to know why the woman who gave birth to her gave her up?

And is it more important than telling the Tinman the man he killed is gone?

She doesn’t owe him anything. Not really. He dragged her out of Dorothy’s farmhouse and demanded her help.

Maybe it’s time Cleo decides her own destiny.

Climbing to her feet, she straightens her jacket and slips her hand into Glinda’s.
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When we emerge from the stairwell, the Witch of the West has her back to us as she tends to a fire on a large stone hearth. The fireplace is surrounded by black stone carved like a dragon’s head, the opening its snarling mouth.

Flames lick at the walls, leaving soot in their wake.

“Fuck,” the Tinman says beneath his breath.

“What?”

“She gets her power from fire.”

“That’s a very big fire.”

“Exactly.”

He’s rough with me now, dragging me across the room to keep up the facade. My heart is racing, my hands clammy. This suddenly feels like a very bad idea.

But I’m desperate to get home.

“Dorothy.”

I suck in a breath and look up.

The witch is standing right in front of me.

From the cutouts in the mask, I can see her eyes. They’re dark purple, like an angry storm cloud.

“Step aside, Tinman,” she orders.

He hesitates, his hand still wrapped around my arm. We didn’t talk through the logistics of this plan. It was thrown together haphazardly and with barely any thought.

Will he use the canteen of water? Will I? How long do we wait to make a move?

Reluctantly, he drops his grip and steps away.

The witch stands still in the center of the room, her hands clasped in front of her. She’s taller than me, but only by a few inches.

Dressed all in black, with the golden mask hiding her face, she’s not only imposing, but terrifying.

I swallow back the bile rising up my throat as she watches us, her gaze narrowed and calculating.

Finally, the witch lifts her hands and reaches behind her head, untying the mask.

When it slips from her face, I gasp.

There is a third eye on her forehead, and it’s snow white.

Mask in hand, she steps forward. “I was born with this deformity,” she tells me. “A curse before anyone suffered a Great and Terrible one. Or at least that’s what everyone told me. My parents would make me wear a scarf to hide it. And for most of my childhood, I believed that. Until I realized I could see.”

She circles behind me and goosebumps run up the nape of my neck.

“I could see storms before they blew in. I could see when an ally was lying. I could see where a lost child had run off to. I could see when someone would die.”

She comes back around to face me and I try hard not to look at the third eye, but it’s impossible to ignore.

“I could see when a house would fall from the sky. When a girl would kill a witch.”

Oh god.

“Did you think you would get away with murdering one of the Cardinal Witches?”

“I’m sorry, your … majesty? I didn’t mean to. She came after me.”

Shit. Shit. Of course she knows about the Witch of the East, and of course she’s pissed.

I glance at the Tinman as she circles behind me again. I widen my eyes, hoping he gets the message. Now would be a good time.

Except … his teeth are gritted, his brows furrowed. Like he’s trying to move but can’t.

Like he’s locked up.

“He’s not going anywhere,” the witch says.

The fire on the hearth shrinks to half its size with a loud rush of air.

The Tinman makes a choking noise as blood starts pouring from his nose.

“What are you doing to him?”

He sinks to his knees.

Blood wells in his eyes.

“Stop!” I rush over to him but there’s nothing I can do.

He falls to all fours and vomits blood.

“You’re killing him.”

The witch clasps her hands behind her back and stares at me with all three eyes.

“What do you want?” I shout.

The Tinman collapses in a puddle of his own blood.

“Can … teen,” he gasps out.

I grab the leather strap and wrench it from his body. With my back still to the witch, I unscrew the cap. “You know, everyone was right. You really are a wicked witch.” I turn around and lunge at her, tossing the contents of the canteen in her direction.

But only ash floats out.

“What…” I shake the bottle, hit the bottom. Nothing. No water. “No. No.”

The Tinman writhes on the floor.

“Stop this. Stop it!”

She doesn’t even blink.

I toss the canteen aside. “I don’t know what you want or what you think you’re doing, but this isn’t right. I don’t belong here. I don’t want the slippers. I didn’t want to kill the East Witch.”

The ground trembles beneath me.

Wind blows in through the open balcony doors and the fire crackles.

“You killed a witch in cold blood, Dorothy.” She cants her head, regarding me like a bug. “Do you think you deserve to be free after that?”

Panic crawls up my throat.

“I didn’t … she came after me.”

“Do you have proof?”

“The East Enders … Cleo! Cleo was there.”

“Who?”

“We left her with Rook in the woods. We can get her. She’ll tell you.”

“I sent Lon back to the woods. There was no one there.”

“What?” My breathing is shallow now, my mouth dry. “That’s not right. The Tinman killed Rook. We left Cleo with the body and—”

“There was no one there. No Cleo. No body. You’re lying.”

“I’m not!”

“You landed your house on top of the Witch of the East, and then when that didn’t kill her, you did.”

“No! I don’t even want to be here! I just want to go home!”

“You will never go home.”

A breath stutters down my throat.

My ears ring.

The wind picks up and the fire gutters out.

All the windows fly open, the shutters banging against the stone walls.

I lunge forward and grab the witch by the wrists. “I just want to go home!”

Water pours from my hands, soaking the witch’s clothing.

Smoke rises from her shoulders and her skin turns ashen.

Dark hair pulls free from her clip and several strands fly in front of her face.

I’m a girl again on the porch of the Kansas farmhouse, surrounded by dark, stormy skies and winds so fierce they make my chest ache.

“No,” I breathe out as realization seeps in.

The ashen color surges up her arms, then her neck. Cracks appear along her jaw, then her cheeks. The bridge of her nose splits and smoke spills out.

Please. Take her.

Back then, when she urged me forward into Em and Henry’s arms, she was wearing a scarf. A scarf to hide her third eye.

“You’re her.” I claw at her jacket. More water pours from my hands. I can’t stop it now. “You left me at the farmhouse.”

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry for what I’ve done.”

“Wait!”

Ashes flake from her and carry on the wind.

“I could only see this far.” She smiles and her mouth cracks open. “Dorothy, you are home.”

She crumbles in my hands.

“No. Wait!”

I fall to my knees as her clothing puddles on the floor, surrounded in nothing but ash.

I am a girl again, lightning flashing in the distance.

She’s screaming at me, but there is no sound.






FORTY-FOUR


Dorothy
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I sit back on my butt, my vision tunneling as my ears ring.

What have I done?

The witch is gone. Only her clothing and the golden mask remain.

How did I miss it?

I squeeze my eyes shut and she flashes in memory. Her on the farmhouse porch, telling Aunt Em to take me.

I want to go home.

Who was she?

What is happening?

Most of my adult life, I’ve been desperate for answers as to who I am and where I came from. Answers were within my grasp and I … she …

The water. She made it.

I turn my hands over and examine the fleshy palms. They look no different from before, but I saw water literally pouring from me.

Water kills the witch.

“Oh god,” I mutter. “I’ve killed two Cardinal Witches.”

I scramble around in the witch’s clothing, looking for something, anything, to give me a clue as to what she meant. I could only see this far, she said. Dorothy, you are home.

A scrap of paper catches my attention.

I find a note folded in her pocket.

Excitement, or something close to it, wells up in my chest.

I unfold it and find elegant, slanted handwriting.

Dear Dorothy,

I foresaw this moment coming. I tried to fight it, of course, but it’s what I deserve, isn’t it? After everything I’ve done. Please forgive me for provoking you. It had to be this way.

I have two things for you.

A gift and a warning.

First, the gift. Take my golden mask. Use it to protect the flock and use it to find the truth.

And second, a warning. Do not trust the Wizard of Oz. Do not seek him. He is never what he seems. My darling Dorothy, you must destroy him if you—

“Kansas?”

I spin around.

Rook is standing in the witch’s castle.

Rook is here? He’s alive?

“How … Is it really you?”

He smiles. “I think so?”

His hair is mussed and dirt is smudged across his jawline. There’s blood on his hands and more of it staining his shirt.

Tears blur my vision. “I thought you were dead!”

I’m up on my feet in an instant and rushing at him. I slam into him with more force than I meant, and he lets out a huff of air, followed by a chuckle.

“I’m so glad you’re here.”

He wraps his arms around me and pulls me in tightly. He smells like him, like earth and winter and magic.

“You’ll never believe what happened.”

His fingers trail in my hair. Everything is going to be okay. We’re going to see the wizard and I’m going to figure out how to get home.

Rook brings his mouth to the soft shell of my ear. “Can I tell you a secret, Kansas?”

I laugh, grateful for him and this game we play. I pull back. “Yes, of course.”

He smiles at me, but the smile is sharp. Sharper than I remember. An uneasy feeling creeps across my shoulders.

He pulls his arm away from me and says, “I’m the Wizard of Oz.”

And then he drives a knife into my ribs.






EPILOGUE


Tinman
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I’m barely conscious.

Everything fucking hurts and yet I can’t seem to connect my brain with my limbs, like my legs and my arms belong to someone else.

I know he’s here.

Maybe I always knew this was exactly where we were headed.

Being heartless makes it more difficult to strategize. You have to care to make a plan.

But I should have known. And the West should have known. And we should have been able to foresee the Wizard of Fucking Oz.

He’s probably laughing at us.

Such fucking fools.

His footsteps cross the gallery.

I think I’m shaking but I can’t be sure.

The cold is creeping into my bones and my eyes are heavy.

I see his shoes first. Black leather. Black soles. Then tailored black trousers. Party clothes. Of fucking course. He was with Dorothy the entire time, the mysterious stranger I axed in the woods. If I’d stopped to think, I would have realized it was him. Why the fuck didn’t I take two seconds to identify the body before I left him with Cleo?

He crouches in front of me. The golden monkey mask is in his grip.

“Brother,” he says. “It’s been a while.”

“Fuck. You.”

It takes everything in me to get the two words out. But they seem important. He should know I still fucking hate him.

He laughs, low, beneath his breath. “Still as charming as ever.”

You made me that way, I want to say, but I don’t have the air or the energy to get the words out.

“I’m a little disappointed that you didn’t connect the dots,” he says and spins the mask between his hands. “I can’t tell the future like the West could, but I knew Dorothy was the only way I’d get the mask and Gabriel.”

“No.”

“Yes. It’s time he knows what he’s capable of.”

“No.” The word comes out hoarse. It’s the only one I can manage to get out.

“I need to find the gods,” he says.

Gritting my teeth, I focus every ounce of strength and energy I have left and reach out for the mask.

But he’s too quick. He isn’t locked up like me and losing more blood by the second.

He stands up. “I know you’ll come for me when you wake.” He pauses. “Both of you.”

Dorothy is still alive?

She hasn’t made a sound, not since he stabbed her.

“And when you come, I’ll be waiting.”

His footsteps fade away, descending into the dungeon.

My eyes slip closed.

I need Oil.

I need it fast.

I think I’m dying.

Get up, Dorothy, I think. Get the fuck up.

But she’s silent, unmoving, surrounded by a pool of her own blood.

I sink into the darkness.

And in the distance, almost like a dream, I hear the roaring of a lion.

Turn the page for a bonus scene!






THE MAN BEHIND THE CURTAIN


Lacosta
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I’ve been to the Emerald Palace a dozen times before.

And yet, my heart is racing.

My hands are shaking.

I step into the shadows of the bustling gallery and take in a deep breath.

I can blame my thumping heart and clammy hands on the power rushing through my veins, can’t I? I had to melt two dozen gold bars just to get here, preferring speed to the more practical, economical route of horse and carriage.

Today, I’m on a mission.

Today, I’m going to ask the Wizard of Oz to marry me.

Oh gods. Just thinking about it makes me want to puke.

But if not me, then who?

Things are changing. I can feel it. Alliances need to be made. I’m not going to wait for someone else to decide which side I’m on. I made that mistake with the Great and Terrible War. I’m no fan of Delphine, but she and I got the short straw. Everyone else had a plan and we were just along for the ride.

Not anymore.

I can see the big picture now and I want to be at the forefront.

And the wizard likes me. I just know it. Last time I was here for an Emerald Gala, he spent fourteen minutes with me, discussing the peculiarities of metals and minerals while he popped grapes into his mouth, his teeth crushing each berry with a pop.

“Gold is my favorite,” I told him. “I get the biggest rush from burning gold.”

“Oh, of course,” he said and nodded, smiling. “And gold looks so good on you.”

Had I blushed? Absolutely.

Receiving a compliment from the Wizard of Oz is like receiving a compliment from the gods themselves.

He has this way of looking at you too, like you are the stars and the earth and everything in between. As if you’re interesting.

No one has ever accused me of being anything other than shallow and vapid. But it’s because I like shiny things. It’s what I burn for power! I was born that way. I’ve explained this so many times and yet, Shallow Lacosta, always chasing gold and silver! they say.

When I was a girl, forced to attend school at the Gillikin Academy, they stripped me of all metal at the door.

I was a witch and the rest of the students were not. I wasn’t allowed access to my power. It was deemed an unfair advantage.

For the next four years, all my clothing buttoned. I wasn’t allowed zippers or snaps. I couldn’t wear jewelry even though everyone else could and did.

I couldn’t even use the shimmer powder on my eyelids like all the other girls.

I was supposed to be a normal girl and yet they reduced me to a desert bush, not an adornment in sight.

I’m tired of people telling me what I can and cannot do.

Which is why I’m here without the blessing of the other Cardinal Witches.

The wizard doesn’t need their permission anyway. He’s the most powerful of all.

The gallery of the Emerald Palace is always a hive of activity. The wizard doesn’t carouse with his subjects very often, and yet he attracts people like moths to light.

I love being in the city. It just feels good. When I visit, I never want to leave.

I do enjoy my cardinal territory, of course. The North and its city, Eisvale, have their place in the Oz landscape. There’s gold in the mountains, silver in the foothills, and a swath of hot springs that bring the Oz elite for leisure and relaxation.

But it’s cold. Sometimes unbearably so. I’m not a woman made for snow. I don’t look good in furs and wool. I much prefer the lighter materials made for summer, or better yet, the Emerald City, where the air is always warm, the breeze always fragrant.

And I do look good in green, if I do say so myself.

Everywhere you look in the Emerald City, there is green.

Those who are employed by the wizard wear livery in his shade with the trim and stitching done in gold. I’m not sure who decided gold would be his accent color but I can’t help but think it’s our destiny.

Green for him, gold for me. If we were to marry, we’d be the most powerful couple in all of Oz, a vision of wealth and elegance.

I deserve this.

When my breathing evens, I step out of the shadows cast by one of the many marble statues that stand around the gallery. All the statues are faceless, but we all know they’re meant to symbolize the wizard. He’s always watching.

Two Emerald City guards notice me right away and bow low.

“Witch of the North. Welcome to the city.”

“Thank you. I know I’m unexpected, but I was hoping to speak to the wizard if he’s available.”

The guards, straightening out of their supplication, share a look.

I’ve miscalculated something. What am I missing? Do I have pepper in my teeth? Tissue on my slippers?

I check my feet just to be safe.

No, nothing amiss.

Dread wells up in my belly.

“What is it?” I finally ask.

“It’s just that…” the man on the left starts, but it’s the woman on the right who cuts in and explains.

“The wizard is currently in audience with the Witch of the South.”

Glinda.

“Oh? How serendipitous!” No, it’s not. No, it’s fucking not! I can’t back out now. I’ve been spotted, which means my presence will be reported to both the wizard and to Glinda and they will wonder why I was here. I have to do something.

I scan the guards’ uniforms.

They’ve got on the wool jackets of the guardsmen and the gold epaulets of higher-ranking officers. But it’s the woman with three gold triangles on her lapel that tells me she’s a lieutenant.

I address her as the higher ranking of the two.

“Could you escort me to them?”

Even though I’ve not been invited, officers aren’t about to deny the request of a Cardinal Witch.

“Of course,” the woman says.

“Right this way,” the man says.

I’m led across the gallery and down the main hall. From past visits, I know this leads to the library, the music room, one of ten drawing rooms, and, at the very end, the wizard’s receiving room.

The room itself is in the back of the palace and overlooks the wizard’s reflection pool and his Emerald Gardens.

As we walk, my mind scrambles.

Do I move forward with my plan? Glinda will find out eventually, even if the wizard turns me down. I know he’s the most powerful of all, but he would be a fool not to see the potential in our union.

But Glinda will try to talk him out of it because Glinda can’t stand the thought of anyone ranking above her, and surely not someone like me.

We pass the library where the double glass doors are thrown open. The library is two stories with the second floor open to the rest of the room and hemmed in by a wrought-iron railing, the iron twisted into geometric shapes. I’ve heard there are over a hundred thousand books on the shelves, some of them dating back to the early days when the gods ruled the cardinal directions.

I have no interest in the past though. Only the future.

We keep walking, the hard soles of the guards’ boots clacking on the dark stone floor.

Finally we come to the soaring double doors that lead to the wizard’s receiving room.

My heart rate picks up again.

Calm down, Lacosta. Breathe.

I have been planning for this for months, analyzing the pros and cons, plotting the variables. I’ve practiced my magic, refreshed my etiquette training, and poured over the rituals of the royals.

I am ready for this. I am in control of my emotions. I am thinking logically. And okay, yes, I do technically have a massive crush on the wizard. Who wouldn’t? He’s so handsome, it almost hurts to look at him. He could literally have any man or woman in the four cardinal directions. But it makes the most sense to align himself with a Cardinal Witch.

With me.

Traveling via magic and the Unseen dimension often makes me hyper and erratic, and I can feel the magic still burning through my veins.

Another deep breath.

I can do this.

I deserve this.

The lieutenant raps twice on the door and waits for a command to enter.

The wizard’s voice rings out from inside. “What is it?”

Together, the guards push the doors in, revealing me in my finest dress, the one made of soft blue fabric with a billowing skirt, the bodice accentuating my breasts, my narrow waist. Diamonds shaped like stars are sewn into the fabric.

I am radiant.

If I’m not meant to be queen, then who is?

“Lacosta.” The way Glinda says my name is the same way she said onion stew the last time we attended an Emerald Gala, which is to say, with disdain, and a little bit of surprise.

“Hello.” I fold my hands in front of me and step forward on the emerald-green carpet that leads from the door to the dais where the wizard’s golden throne sits. He’s not on it. He’s leaning against it, one foot crossed over the other ankle, a plum, half-eaten, caught between his thumb and forefinger.

I’ve heard mere mortals describe gazing upon the wizard as shocking and slightly uncomfortable.

For that reason, he sometimes takes an audience with a heavy emerald-green curtain pulled closed between him and them so as not to overwhelm them.

When he’s out and about, he’ll use his power to make it hard to look directly at him. He doesn’t like to cause his subjects pain.

But I can withstand the sight of him.

In fact, I don’t want to look away. But I have to. I have to show my reverence to the man I want to be my husband.

Bowing my head, I sink into a low bow. I count to three in my head. It has to be at least three seconds. That’s what they taught us at the Gillikin Academy. There were three classes on etiquette. Back then it was in reverence to the royal family, those with magic who needed no source. Back then they were known as sorceresses, and they ranked just below the gods and above the witches.

But we changed that.

When it’s too quiet in my castle, sometimes I can hear the echo of their screams.

We killed the queen first. I burned so much gold that night, I was nearly maniacal.

Back then, the queen was the most powerful of all, though rumors had started to swirl that the wizard would soon eclipse her.

The wizard was an inconsistency. Historically, magic is only passed down through the matriarchal line. No man born in Oz had ever been born with magic.

The wizard was an anomaly. And anomalies are always seen as threats.

There had been six attempts on his life before then; every single would-be assassin met gruesome deaths, all by the wizard’s hand.

None of them would fess up to who had hired them, but we all knew it was the royal family.

“I’m sorry to arrive unannounced,” I say.

“Why have you arrived?” Glinda asks.

I could just as easily ask her what she’s doing here, but I wouldn’t dare. Glinda comes and goes here as she pleases.

“There was a matter I wanted to discuss with the wizard.”

“What matter?”

There is clear suspicion in her voice, and do I blame her? I suppose not. Ever since the Great and Terrible War, our trust and alliance have been shaky at best. After the royal family was killed and the seat of power gone, the wizard and the West clashed over who would rule. He thought he should. Once destined to the throne herself, the West thought a sole figure in power was exactly how we ended up in the mess we were in.

Glinda forced me and Delphine to join her in backing him and it was decided. He would rule at the heart of Oz.

The West retreated. Delphine grew hungrier and hungrier for power and decided the East Enders were hers for the taking. But even then, she was no match for the rest of us. So she descended into a haze of booze and drugs.

But I was the picture of loyalty. Everything Glinda wanted, I supported. She turned me into her lapdog, a role I took on with no complaint.

Is it so hard for her to now back me? To show a little grace when it comes to my ambitions?

Before I can answer, the wizard steps forward. He comes down the three steps off the dais and stops a few feet from me.

He takes another bite of his plum. The soft floral smell of it wafts toward me.

He regards me with his bright green eyes.

“Leave us.”

His voice rings out in the receiving room.

“Of course.” I give him a shaky bow and suck back the burning in my eyes. I will not show weakness or disappointment.

I turn to leave.

“Not you,” he says.

I stop.

I hear Glinda huff out a breath from the dais.

“Go,” he says, and when I turn back to him, he’s still staring at me.

I can feel his power dancing over my skin.

The light in the receiving room seems to dim a fraction, as if the shadows are creeping in.

“Whatever matter must be discussed,” Glinda starts, “I have a right to hear it.”

“No, you don’t.” He finishes the plum and then tosses the wet pit into the air. Before it falls back to his hand, it disappears in a puff of smoke.

The raw power he emits makes my belly dip.

Glinda comes down from the dais. “I would advise against this.”

“I didn’t ask for your advice,” he says. “So don’t give it.”

Damn! The way the wizard handles Glinda is almost orgasmic.

This is going better than I expected and I haven’t even gotten to the best part.

Glinda’s chest expands with a deep breath. “Very well. I’ll be waiting in the drawing room.”

She nods at both of us and exits through the double doors.

And I am alone with the Wizard of Oz.



“Walk with me,” he tells me and heads for the wall of double doors that lead to his garden and reflection pool.

I hurry to keep up.

The wizard is tall, his pace quick and decisive.

We exit the palace and emerge beneath the dark, ominous sky. The wizard has taken care to drive away some of the dark with lampposts that dot the garden. Moths swirl around the frosted globes. You can’t tell time by the sky anymore and most of us have stopped trying, but I have to know the wizard’s routine if I’m to be his wife, and I know he likes to have dinner just after seven, so I came just before four to be sure I caught him at a good time.

“Glinda admires you,” he tells me as we follow the zigzagging path as it winds down the gently sloping hill from the palace to the pool.

“No, she doesn’t.”

He comes to an abrupt stop.

I nearly careen into him.

He smiles down at me. He has the best smile. A smile full of secrets, and I want every single one. I want to eat them up like cherries, pits and all.

“Are you accusing me of lying?”

“Oh gods, no! I’m sorry! I just … there’s no way. I’m not as powerful as Glinda and she—”

“Who told you that?”

“Well…” I’m taken aback by the question and I have to give it some thought before answering. “I guess no one did. It’s just a fact that I think must be obvious to everyone. Surely?”

“You burn metal, Lacosta. You can travel through the Unseen dimension.” He tilts his head, narrows his eyes. “Surely that is proof of something powerful.”

Butterflies swim in my stomach. My mouth turns up, unbidden. I’m this close to giggling beneath his admiration.

This is going well. This is going so well!

“Thank you. That means a lot.”

He turns back to the path and continues walking. “Now, what did you want to speak to me about?”

I follow him on the path, fisting the skirt of my dress so as not to drag it in the dirt.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about my future.”

We turn left down another path, taking us away from the reflection pool and farther into the Emerald Gardens. Personally I like the garden best. I don’t know who planned it or who tends it, but there is always a riot of color in the garden, with flowers defying the lack of sunlight, blooming in rows and rows, bush after bush.

“I think I’m ready for something more,” I go on. “I think the Land of Oz is ready for its next phase, something to show the people of Oz that we are strengthened and looking toward the future.”

“Hmm.” He stops again. I’m ready this time.

We’re beside a row of sculpted bushes. One has been trimmed into consecutive balls, another into a cone, a third into a triangle.

“I have to agree with you,” he says.

“You do?”

“Yes. Things are changing in Oz.”

“You see it too?”

“Of course.”

The nearest lamppost is several feet away and the darkness presses in. My head swims. I need to say this before I lose my nerve.

“I would like to propose a union between you and I.”

I gulp down a breath once the words are out.

He narrows his eyes again, regarding me with cool interest.

“What kind of union?”

“The most sacred kind.”

“Marriage,” he guesses.

“Yes.”

He bends down and presses his mouth against the soft shell of my ear. “I admire your mettle, Lacosta.”

I shiver from the warmth of his breath.

I’m already picturing my wedding day. The massive dress. The miles of gold chain. The huge emerald earrings captured in gold settings.

All of Oz will gather at the city gates just to get a glimpse of the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz and me, his radiant, powerful wife.

There have been rumors of the wizard’s dalliances here and there. And who could blame him? A powerful, wealthy man could have anyone in his bed, at any time.

But he’s never committed to anyone. He’s never plucked a woman or man from the street and claimed them.

I would be the first and only.

No one would ever say a cross word about me ever again.

“Will you marry me?” I ask, officially, just so he knows I’m serious.

I don’t want to lose this moment.

“I would,” he starts, pulls away, and I hear the hesitation, and the bridge to something else.

I’m suddenly feeling untethered, grasping at the whistling line as it flies out of my grasp.

“What is it? Is it Glinda? I thought you didn’t answer to her? I’m sure she could muster some support for us and—”

“It’s not that.”

“Then what?”

“The reason Glinda was here … there’s been an incident.”

“What kind of incident?”

“It would seem the West is plotting against us. She’s brought a house. It’s fallen from the sky on top of Delphine.”

“What?” This is news to me. It must have just happened.

“Is Delphine okay?” Like I care. But an injured Cardinal Witch would be very big news.

“I’m not sure,” he admits. “But that’s not all. There’s a girl.”

“A girl?”

Why does he seem interested in this girl?

“I need you to go there. Find out what you can about the girl. Can you do that for me? And then we can discuss our union.…”

“I am happy to help.” Lies. Lies! But if I do this one thing …

He smiles again and reaches over, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

All the air rushes out of my lungs as heat burns up to my cheeks. “Oh. Of course. I promise. I’ll go right away.” I step back from him and pull on the magic still coursing through my veins. Thank the gods I burned a lot of gold.

“And Lacosta?”

“Yes?”

“The girl, whatever it is she’s doing here, send her to the Yellow Brick Road. Send her straight to me.”

The butterflies dive. I don’t know anything about this girl, why the West would bring her, what the West has planned, or what the girl might want. But it doesn’t matter. If the wizard wants her, I’ll make sure he gets her.

“Of course!” I say, a bit too loudly. I inhale, gather myself, and say, “I will do whatever you need. You can count on me.”
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