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::: Jessie :::

Chicago, IL
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Walt steered his Mercedes off the exit ramp from the freeway toward the hospital.

Fifteen minutes late.

His parents wouldn’t arrive for another hour, giving him enough time to have Jessie released from the hospital—and out of Chicago. He wanted to avoid his mother and her continuous rant. She liked to butt heads with his fiancée, and the less they saw of each other, the better.

“Make it happen. Make it happen,” he said under his breath. Walt popped another two aspirin into his mouth and then grabbed the paper coffee cup from the beverage holder in the middle console. He took a gulp of the lukewarm caffeine to help down the pills. Another right turn and the hospital came into view.

His head pounded from the effect of drinking scotch the night before. Walt kicked himself for many things he’d done in life, but he’d gotten over them. This time, his drunken actions may have caused some damage. He cursed at himself for his stupidity.

Yesterday, after the press conference, he’d needed to get away from the hospital and the stress that went with it. Managing the reporters and TV crew, making sure Jessie behaved, and keeping his mother in line wore him out.

The public witnessed firsthand how his fiancée was doing after rescuing the kids from the fire. His mother liked that Jessie didn’t say anything to ruin the Arbol name. He did his part in making sure the event was a success. With everything under control, Walt disappeared with his longtime friend to a quaint French bar at a nearby hotel. Going out for drinks had been a necessity. Checking on her afterward before heading home—dumb on his part.

Walt kicked himself for the fiftieth time. Now, he worried about whether he’d given her more reason to cut him out of her life. The shattering glass of his plans continued to spread—and not in his favor.

He cringed, replaying what he said when she asked him if he had fun going out with Sam. He confessed that he did and how it was a “much-needed relief.”

She apologized for being a pain in the ass.

“No fucking shit.” The words came out like a devil spewing fire. The color drained from her face. The shock in her eyes haunted him all night.

For chrissake, she’d been in a coma for weeks. For forty-eight days, he prayed for her to wake, staying by her bedside and ignoring his job. The doctors couldn’t guarantee that Jessie would come out of it. Walt promised God if she woke, he’d keep her happy. And she did wake.

He failed his first promise.

His second mistake was letting his parents insist that she stay at their estate upon release from the hospital. Their rationale made sense. She needed to be near the doctors and specialists who took care of her. And should an emergency arise, his parents’ place was fairly close to the hospital. They even hired a nurse for her, knowing that he had a two-week business trip in New Orleans, which he had to leave for tonight.

Another sore subject. Arbol Publishing. The family business. Walt shook his head. Today he could make it right with Jessie. Her repeated requests to go home and recover at her cottage in Carmel had fallen on his deaf ears. Now he agreed California would be great. Sun and beaches. She’d enjoy her alone time and more rest, while he worked out a contract with a new advertising client, one his father wanted to obtain. Walt would close the deal, something he was good at, and then fly back to her place. Once there, they could decide where to go for a nice, long vacation.

He smiled, rewarding himself for his clever plan. A tropical island far away would give them peace and an added surprise—to elope without his meddling mother getting in the way.

Walt pulled the sedan around to the side entrance and glanced up at the building. The last time. He never wanted to set foot in the hospital again. Over three months, including recovery, were spent in the square, sterile room. The doctors drove him crazy as they kept changing the time frame for her release.

He parked in the slot marked “Patient Pick-Up” near the emergency entrance. The doors were locked, and the attendant buzzed him in. Walt waved his hand to the man behind the camera before he entered. The staff knew him well.

A whiff of bleach and lemon-scented cleaner hit his nose. He never liked the welcome in.

“Hey, Pete,” he greeted the volunteer behind the counter. No time for idle chatter today.

Walt glanced at his watch as he walked the hall toward the patient wing. His parents said they’d arrive at eight-thirty. Fifty minutes remained. The doctor should be in the room signing Jessie’s release papers now. He’d called in a favor, wanting his fiancée to be seen first thing in the morning.

The elevator hummed, stopped, dinged, stopped. Why was it so slow? He turned away, ready to find the stairs, when the doors popped open. Walt spun back around. Sam, his friend, stepped out, shocked to see him.

“Hey, man, don’t you answer your phone anymore?”

“What?” Walt had better things to do.

Wait, my phone. Sam’s words triggered the thought that he hadn’t used it in a while. When was the last time? He stepped into the elevator while fishing underneath his coat and into his pants pockets.

“Son of a bitch. I forgot my phone.” He patted his suit coat to make sure he hadn’t dropped it in one of the pockets in his rush to leave that morning.

Sam went into action when the steel doors began to shut. He used his foot to jam the door and then hopped in. “Where you heading?”

Walt noticed the button to the third floor was unlit. He quickly pressed it.

“Did you leave it at the bar? In Jessie’s room?”

Walt grunted at his friend but was too preoccupied trying to remember where he left the damn thing. His hand felt something hard inside his breast pocket. Relief swept over him. Taking it out, he checked the screen.

“Damn it.” His phone had been powered off. He hit the button and waited as it fired up.

“You’re looking a little frantic, buddy.” Sam watched him with some amusement. He leaned against the back-corner wall while holding his briefcase with both hands near his crotch.

The elevator jerked to a stop. Walt glanced at the top numbers. Second floor. The door opened to an empty hall.

Walt hit the button to the third floor again. He stepped back and checked his phone. Five missed calls—one from his mother, two from Sam, and two from the hospital. He scowled and turned his head toward his friend. “What the hell is going on?”

“I was hoping you’d tell me.”

Walt inhaled a sharp breath through his nose to keep from blowing up. All he wanted to do was get Jessie out of there, get on a plane to California, and then get her home. He’d fly with her, making sure she was settled in before catching the red-eye flight for New Orleans. Simple plan.

Sam yawned. Walt frowned. His friend usually wasn’t up this early in the morning, especially after a night of drinking. The guy liked to sleep until noon when possible. Even one Scotch would give him a.m. withdrawals. “Why are you here?”

“I came to find you. Can you give me five minutes of your time here?” Sam expressed a touch of impatience. “I don’t know what the hell is going on with you right now, but I have some information that may make your trip to New Orleans even better.”

“Oh yeah? What?”

The elevator door opened. They stepped into the hall. Walt glanced around. He sighed with relief. No sign of his mother or father.

“Pentias. Cyrolus. Queeno.” Sam held up a finger for each one.

Walt shot his friend a look, paying attention.

“You know those plants you wanted me to find? All three names were in one article. Can you believe that?”

“And you’re telling me now? Not last night?”

“I just got the copy last night, buried in my emails. Jeez, man. Give me a break.”

The day before the press conference, Walt had given Sam a list of plants. His friend was good with research—one reason he was a successful lawyer. Jessie had mentioned the plants in her dream. The information could be what he needed to convince her that the coma played a trick on her, making her think she was in another world.

Dusken. He snickered. How could anyone believe a place like Oz existed? She tried convincing him that it was real. The trauma affected her more than anyone realized. Their secret. If the doctors found out, she would still be in the hospital—locked up.

Why was this happening to him?

“Fucking insane,” he muttered to himself. His heart tightened. Hearing her tell him how she fell in love with a man from that world made his anger boil.

Staff were milling about. He and Sam needed privacy. Walt motioned for his friend to follow him into the waiting room. He checked his watch—forty-five minutes remained. The doctor should be done. “We have to make this quick.”

Sam sat on one of the yellow chairs and set his overstuffed briefcase on the coffee table. “I found an article at the library in New Orleans, but we had trouble uploading the document to print it out. The librarian said she’d send me a copy.” He unzipped the leather bag. “I had a hunch to try there when I wasn’t successful in finding anything on the Internet.”

“Why New Orleans?”

Sam shrugged. “I remembered the voodoo woman hanging around at the press conference, and Jessie’s expression when she saw her. I made a few phone calls. I thought it was worth a shot. And bingo. Hit the jackpot.”

Sam cleared his throat after finding the manila folder with “Jessie” written in pencil. Walt sat next to him. He drummed his fingers on his leg while his friend turned to lawyer-mode, being meticulous in setting the file on the table before opening the cover. I have time to do this. I have time. Jessie’s not going anywhere.

“The copy isn’t the best. I tried different settings on my computer, hoping it’d print better.” He slid over the first paper. “The article is about a patient who disappeared about five years ago from one of the treatment centers near the city.”

Walt studied the picture. Two male resident nurses escorted a man by the name of John Arlington through a set of doors. The guy had curly black hair and looked fit, like a trainer. He stared into the camera as if daring anyone to take him on. He didn’t look insane, just angry. The photo was taken two weeks before his disappearance.

“How does this relate to the plants?” Walt didn’t have time to read the full article, but he skimmed the print, looking for names or words Jessie may have used.

“This John guy became friends with the janitor at the center. When the janitor cut his arm on some type of equipment at his other job, John told him about a plant called queeno. He claimed the medicine inside the plant would heal the infection. The two began to talk about plants and that’s when John told the janitor about where he lived.” Sam leaned over to see the article. He hit the paper with his finger near the end of the first page. “There it is. Dusken.”

Walt’s butt muscles squeezed in. He didn’t like where this was going. “So where is this place? Dusken?”

His friend shook his head. “Not sure. I couldn’t find a city with the name. The guy told the janitor how he lived on a ledge.” Sam laughed. “The guy claimed his home was in a forest. He mentioned something about the flowers, the other plants you wrote down.” He rolled the names off like a song. “Pentias and cyrolus.”

Walt rubbed his chin. He wanted to know more, but ten minutes had passed.

“I can set up an interview for you ... to talk to the janitor. He’s retired now but still lives in New Orleans. You want me to call him?”

“Hold off,” Walt said and stood. He folded the papers in half and then tucked them in his coat pocket. “I’ll read the article once I’m on the plane. If it’s worth the trouble, I’ll contact you.”

Now twelve minutes had passed since he entered the hospital. His left eye twitched.

“No problem,” Sam said. He grabbed his briefcase and the empty manila folder. “The janitor’s phone number and address are on the backside of one of the sheets. Give me a call if you need anything else.”

“I will. Thanks, bud.” He held out his hand.

Sam sidestepped away from the coffee table, then came back around to shake Walt’s hand. “I’m surprised I caught you, going up. Is she in the car? Did you forget something?”

“Huh?” Walt made a face. “Jessie’s in her room.”

“At your parents’ house?” Sam looked at his friend as if confused. “How’d that go with your mother?”

Walt made a face. “My mother?”

“Yeah. Jessie couldn’t have been happy.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Walt’s voice rose an octave higher than normal. His chest tightened in pain.

“Jessie’s with your folks, right?” Sam pointed to her room and then to Walt. “She’s not in there.”

“Not in—” Walt said and spun around. He placed his hand on the wall for balance as he nearly hit it. He stepped away from the waiting room and stared down the hall toward the room. Everything was quiet, no rush of activities near her door. Heading toward the room, he said, “I came to get her out of here before my parents show up.”

“Maybe they showed up early.”

Sam wasn’t helping. Walt glared at his friend as Sam caught up to him. Nothing made sense and he cursed his headache. “She better be in there.”

His feet moved like lead weights down the hall. He passed the nurse’s station—not one nurse or aide in the area. Walt swung into her room, hanging on to the doorframe for support. He stopped short.

The bed was empty. The sheets lay crumpled on the floor.

“Jessie?” He stuck his head into the bathroom and found no one.

“Walt.” The nurse’s voice called from the hall. It was Carol, her normal cheery voice cracked with distress.

“Where is she?” He spun around.

The nurse shook her head. She glanced at Sam as if needing his support.

“Where is she?” Walt growled. He stepped over to Jessie’s bed to examine it more closely. The catheter to the IV and the tape, which had held it secure to her arm, now stuck to the sheets.

“She left early this morning. Between rounds.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” His head pounded. He leaned forward and rubbed his temples.

“We tried. We left a message.”

His phone. He’d forgotten to turn on his cell. Two calls from the hospital.

“Fuck!” He kicked the bed, and the metal frame rattled like a snake. As the noise died down, the familiar click of heels on the tile floor snapped his head back.

His mother arrived.
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::: Jessie :::

Chicago, IL

––––––––
[image: ]


Walt’s sight blurred. He sat on the bed. The pressure in his head was about to blow. One side of him wanted to give up. Let her go. The other side reminded him that this was Jessie. The woman he loved.

While she was in her coma, he spent the time planning their life when she woke—relax, reconnect, and elope. He’d waited patiently, making sure to be there for her when she opened her eyes. When she did wake, her antics and confessions of love for another man threw him off guard. His parents, the doctors, and her dream kept him from taking control. He should have told her about his plan sooner.

Carol prattled to Sam. Walt should’ve been paying attention. He couldn’t.

Jessie left him.

“Where’d she go?” Walt blinked hard to focus again. He kept his voice calm and in control. Did she leave a note? His hands swept the bed. Nothing. He opened the drawer on the side table near the bed. Nothing.

Carol’s lips drooped as if feeling his pain. “She didn’t leave a note. I searched the entire room.”

“What in God’s name are you talking about?” Helen Arbol asked. She stood in the doorway, wearing a blue wool coat and pillbox hat with lace.

Who wore pillbox hats?

She took a step forward with her Coach purse dangling from her arm and scanned the room. “Where’s Jessica? Your father will be here shortly.”

“Hello, Mrs. Arbol,” Sam greeted her and stepped aside to stay out of her way.

She gave a short nod and a fake smile as if forced to acknowledge him. Like Walt, she glanced around the room and then peeked into the bathroom.

“Jessie’s not here, Mother.”

“What do you mean she’s not here? She couldn’t have just left. The doctors haven’t signed the release forms. I checked.”

Walt snorted. “She didn’t need papers to leave.”

Mrs. Arbol gazed around the room again and tapped her foot. Walt could see the wheels turning in her head as if she was contemplating how this would affect them and their name. She pivoted sharply to glare at Carol. “Does anyone know about this yet?”

Startled, Carol raised her hands to her chest to deflect the woman’s sudden jab at her. “Oh, no. No one.”

“Good.” Her bright red lips pursed together as she shot a glance toward her son. “I knew that girl would break your heart.”

Walt shook his head. His mother wouldn’t give up for a second. Sam raised his arm, waved a finger to catch his attention, and then motioned that he was leaving. Shortly after his friend disappeared, his father walked into the room with stern, puckered lips.

“Oh, Walter.” Helen swung around to face her husband, relieved to see him. “Jessica is missing.”

“I heard.” His father’s scowl showed he didn’t have time for this nonsense. “Where did she go?”

Helen’s stance hardened again as she raised her hands, annoyed. “She vanished, taking it upon herself to leave. Without the courtesy of telling us her plans.”

He turned to his son and pointed a finger at him. “Your flight leaves at noon. At the office, Jane has all the papers waiting for you.”

“Noon?” Walt’s voice cracked and his body twitched at the news. “I’m catching a red-eye flight tonight.”

“Jane rescheduled the meeting with Hank and George. They’re expecting us for dinner.”

“Dr. Maguire is here,” Carol announced.

Walt slid off the bed and went to stand by the window. The shock of Jessie’s departure left him lost and numb. He didn’t need to listen to the doctor. It wouldn’t help the situation. He didn’t want to deal with his parents. They made matters worse.

Pressing his hand against the cold glass pane, he looked down at the street while the others in the room talked. The cars below were parked on the side of the road at different angles, squeezing in where the snow piles left room. Sam’s truck was parked with its back end sticking out.

As if on cue, his friend came out of the hospital and dodged the puddles of slush to reach his vehicle. He hurried to get the hell out of there. Sighing, Walt wished he were Sam right now.

Walt tapped on the glass. Where would she go? It wouldn’t be California. Her home in Carmel would be the first place they’d look. Who else would know? Who’d she tell?

The cold penetrated through the window, freezing his forehead, but he ignored it. Walt’s breathing fogged the pane as he recalled the last few days. No visitors besides Sam and his family. She had no one on her side. A friend or two, but they stayed in California.

The press conference.

His head came up. Like Sam mentioned, Jessie’s expression changed when she saw the woman in the corner of the room. He remembered her saying something about the coffee shop owner, voodoo, and changing her life. Even he had felt her powers. Was the woman the owner?

“Walter.” His father summoned his attention.

“Yes.” He turned to rejoin the group.

“You’ll need to take your mother home.”

“Can’t she drive?”

“No. I’m driving the car to the airport. We expected you would take her home—with Jessie.” Walt Sr. had a don’t-argue-with-me glare. The creases grew deeper above his eyes.

Is that how Walt was going to age in twenty years? Would he be telling his own son the same thing? Demand and order?

His father buttoned his coat. “You’ll be able to get your mother home and settled in before heading to the airport.”

“I’m meeting with another client, scheduled for this afternoon,” Walt lied, “and then a flight to New Orleans tonight. What time is dinner?”

“Call Jane. She’ll cancel the plans you made.” His father referred to his secretary. “Dinner’s at eight. Oh, and she sent you the contract to review.”

Walt half listened, his only way to revolt. He would go to New Orleans. It all came down to business. No matter that his fiancée was missing. Her time was over in his father’s eyes, and there was nothing to say to convince him differently. Walt had spent too much time waiting for Jessie to wake from the coma. Once she did, work came first.

Wait. Sam could take his mother home. Walt grabbed his phone. No service. He went to the window. Gazing at the street, he saw that Sam’s truck was gone.

This wasn’t his day to catch a break.
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Walt avoided the street where Jessie nearly died. Now it was only a snow-covered lot—the house gone. Still, the memory of the phone call, breaking the news of her saving kids from a house fire, was too unnerving. Explaining that she had damaged her lungs, gashed her leg and head. The doctors had to place her in a coma. He shuddered.

The coffee shop came into view. Sweet Endeavors.

“Why in God’s name are we here?”

Walt glanced in the rearview mirror at his mother. She sat in the backseat of his Mercedes—never up front in the passenger seat. She held her purse in her lap and drummed her thumbs against the leather straps.

“I’ll only be a minute.” He pulled over and parked alongside the coffee shop. The morning after their engagement party, this is where Jessie stopped for coffee. Why in the hell would she pick a ratty ol’ dump? Starbucks was only two blocks away.

The inside was dark as if closed, but the sign in the window said it was open.

Walt opened his car door. “Can you stay in the car, please? I’ll leave it running.”

Helen heaved a sigh of annoyance. She pursed her lips. “Who am I to stop you from getting a cup of coffee.”

The day was cold for March. He shut the driver-side door and then lifted the collar to his coat to keep the wind off his neck. Walt darted around the front of his car to the sidewalk. The skin on his arms rose with goosebumps. He dreaded going inside but wasn’t sure why. Would he find out a truth he didn’t want to hear?

Walt stomped his feet to remove the snow from his shoes before grabbing the icy handle on the door. He wished he had gloves. His fingers froze to the metal.

The door opened with a slight pull. Walt walked in and rubbed his hands together to relieve the burning sensation of having peeled his fingers from the knob. The rich aroma of coffee filled his nose, making him forget about the cold.

He appeared to be the only one in the coffee shop. No customers, no barista behind the counter. Adjusting to the dim light, he realized the place had once been a saloon with an enormous bar. The specialty coffees were listed on a chalkboard. Cups filled the back walls. Three machines were ready for use, water steaming from the top. To the side sat a row of miniature bottles filled with different-colored oils. Underneath the oils, another row of different-sized bowls filled with spices. Her magic potions?

A sudden sweet aroma came from the kitchen and drifted toward the front, making his stomach growl. He hadn’t eaten anything since last night. A shuffling of pans or baking sheets going in and out of an oven told him someone was there and busy at work.

Walt made some noise as he waited at the bar. Thirty seconds seemed like three minutes. He rang the bell near the register for service.

“I’m sorry.” A woman, draped in an orange dress with bold green leaves, came out from the back. She wore a matching hat that resembled a modified turban. “I didn’t want to overcook the cake.”

He held his breath as he stared into her exotic brown eyes. Confirmed. She was the woman standing in the corner at the press conference. The one drawing Jessie in, distracting her.

“How may I help you today?” Her accent was thick, but the way she said it made him think that she had been expecting him. Her eyes bored through him, seeing inside his soul.

Walt blinked hard. “Where is she?”

The coffee shop owner stared at him without flinching. “Who are you looking for?”

Walt kept his shoulders back, his head up. “Jessie.”

“Jessie?” Thin threads of color swirled around the dark browns of her eyes. She moved closer and wiped her hands on a towel that had been lying on the counter near the coffee machine. “I have a lot of people come to my coffee shop.”

“Maybe you know her as Jezamina?”

Her eyes flickered.

She remembered. He straightened his back to appear taller. Her intimidating stare would not work on him. “You were at the press conference. In the back.”

The coffee shop owner set the towel down as she thought for a moment. “Ahh, yes. She had saved the little children from a fire. A brave woman, indeed.”

“What happened between the two of you on the morning of the fire?”

The woman hesitated, being careful with her words. “She came into my shop and ordered a coffee.”

“What else?” Walt held her gaze, challenging her to tell him more. “Did she come in here this morning for another cup?”

The woman clicked her tongue. “I have been busy this morning.”

“What do you know?” He tried again.

She shrugged. “The woman you speak of cannot erase what has happened. She has designed her own path.”

Walt’s contempt rose. “With help from a stranger.”

The woman stood straighter. Her lips tightened. “Do not blame me. She followed her heart.”

Oh yes, he blamed her. Walt kept his anger contained. “What type of voodoo spell did you cast on her?”

“You believe in voodoo? Witchery?” The woman raised her eyebrow with interest. She stepped closer to the counter.

Walt’s upper lip twitched. What was this woman capable of doing?

She smiled—sweet yet dangerous. He sensed a deep, ancient power within her, one beyond any logic. His instincts warned him to back down. He was angering her, which could ruin any chances of finding Jessie.

“Listen, my life now is ... shattered. Jessie is the only person who matters to me. I want her back.” The door to the front jingled to announce a new arrival. His voice cracked. “Please help.”

“Walt.”

His mother had impeccable timing. He lowered his head and swore to himself.

“You want my help?” The coffee shop owner seemed amused as she ignored the woman entering her shop.

“Yes. I need to find her.”

Helen’s heels clicked against the worn, uneven floor. She made a choking noise in the throat as if to rid herself of the air she was forced to breathe. She held her purse as a shield against her chest. By her expression, the place was too dirty. She stood next to her son and looked at the specials written on the board.

The coffee shop owner turned and grabbed a silver urn from the counter. She started making a batch of coffee from the machine to her side.

“We have perfectly good coffee at home,” Helen stated while tapping her foot. “I could have Rosita make a fresh pot.”

The Jamaican woman glanced at his mother, amused. Walt scratched his ear, pulled up the collar on his coat, and then stuffed his hands in his pockets. He lowered his voice. “I’ll be out in a minute, Mother. See? She’s making the coffee.”

“Your father called. He needs you to call him.” She placed her purse on the counter and then immediately removed it. She brushed the bottom off with her gloved hand.

“Would you like a cup too? A special brew?” The woman asked.

“No, I don’t need any coffee.” Helen’s nose tipped upward.

The woman chuckled. “I see the core of Jezamina’s issue.”

Walt snapped his head up. Did he hear her right? What did Jessie tell her?

He glared at his mother. How in the hell could he get any information with his mother there?

His day was turning from bad to shit. He had to keep his mouth shut and let it boil inside him.

The owner resumed her task, pouring Walt’s coffee into a Styrofoam cup. After handing it to him, she lifted her finger for them to wait, then disappeared to the kitchen.

“Goodness gracious,” his mother said under her breath. “Let’s get out of this god-awful place.”

Walt took out a twenty to pay his bill. He set it on the counter.

“These are my finest muffins,” the Jamaican woman said as she came back with a box in hand. She gave it to Walt. “There is one in here with pink frosting for your mother.” She looked directly at Helen. “You will like the added sweetness.”

Walt took the box from her, holding it by the yellow ribbon tying it together. Their hands touched. A surge of energy raced through his right arm. He cried out, shocked by the jolt. “I ... what ....”

The woman kept hold of his hand. Walt’s gaze locked with hers. “All is as it should be. On a night, so still, let your dreams rise. To end is but to start.”

He stared at her, unable to speak. Walt nodded and then held the box close to his chest after she let go. He wanted to ask what she meant, but his voice was lost. He swallowed hard and was able to stammer, “I just need ... to know ... where?”

The Jamaican woman locked her fingers together in a tight ball and then quickly opened them again, palms out. “Go make your peace. All you’ve done. All you’ve become. Think about your life. On your return, go find her. She needs this time as well. Be gone.”

Walt stumbled out the door.
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Jessie wasn’t particularly fond of winter or cold weather. But when the snow sparkled like diamonds, she loved her long walks in the woods. Without a bitter wind to chill her, the March day seemed warm, even at twenty degrees above zero.

She liked the sound of her boots crunching against the thin layer of crust on top of the snow as she strayed off the path. She kept her slingshot ready. This was her world now.

It had been two weeks since she left the hospital and arrived at Sam’s cabin in Wisconsin.

“Listen to your dreams.” The words spoken by the Jamaican queen kept playing in her head.

No sign. No clue. Nothing.

Jessie stopped and closed her eyes. The day would end soon, bringing on the night—her worst enemy when her mind raced. She stopped and held her face to the sky to enjoy the sunshine and clear her mind of worry. The continual ache for Jezero weighed her spirits down. When would she return to Dusken? To Jezero?

“In time,” the Jamaican queen had said to her.

Now would be a good time. Her heart filled with sorrow. She had no one. Not Jezero. Not Veita, the old wise woman, or the men who followed Jezero. Not even Walt.

Wait it out. Sam’s cabin was the perfect place to hide, providing her with what she needed. Nestled among the pines, the property was part of his family’s heritage. He often spoke of the lake but not the river that ran along the edge of the bluff. On numerous occasions, he invited Walt and her to visit in the summer. He promised days of relaxation, canoe rides, and fishing. They always declined and now she wondered why. Twenty acres of land was enough to give her the temporary peace needed.

The cold penetrated through her leggings from standing too long in one spot. Jessie checked her traps and then returned to the path. Following the river, she climbed the steep hill, giving her a better view of the valley. She assumed the water divided the land between Sam and his neighbor. It snaked around and formed a meadow on the other side. Behind it was a tall cliff that reminded her of Dusken, near the river where Raine, the medicine man, found the queeno plant. Where she saw the Morlorns, Jezero’s enemies, for the first time.

A truck stopped on the main street and caught her attention as it turned right on the dead-end road. She couldn’t see the truck beyond the trees, but from the ticking noise in the engine, she figured it was the brown Ford owned by the neighbor who drove by on occasion. Only two vehicles used this road and passed by the cabin—the truck and a blue Jeep.

Four days after she arrived, the driver of the Jeep stopped on the road near the driveway. Peeking from behind the curtain, she watched as he decided to turn in and park near the front porch. She assumed he was being a good neighbor by checking on the place. When he got out and knocked on the door, she answered it in fear that he’d call the police if she didn’t. Getting arrested for trespassing and breaking into Sam’s cabin wasn’t the publicity she needed.

The neighbor was friendly but skeptical when he questioned her. She flashed enough smiles to blind him with charm instead of spilling out a lengthy explanation. Once he went on his way, Jessie called Sam and left a message to let him know she was there and his neighbor may call. She offered no other information—short and sweet. He’d know why, and she hoped he wouldn’t tell Walt.

The wind picked up. Streaks of pink and purple formed on the horizon as the sun made its descent below the trees. With a heavy sigh, she continued walking the path around part of the lake and then cut back through the woods to the cabin.

Jessie stomped her feet against the porch stairs. Clumps of snow fell from the furry boots. She wondered whose they were—Sam’s first or second wife’s? The off-brands that she bought in town were nice but not as warm as the Sorel boots found in the back closet. The parka was Sam’s—made for zero-degree weather. She liked the multiple pockets that allowed her to separate the rocks she used for her slingshot.

Stepping into the cabin, she quickly closed the door to keep the heat inside. Her cheeks burned from the change in temperature and her thighs tingled as they thawed. She took off the parka and hung it on one of the pegs nailed to the wall.

The place was simple. Log walls and a huge stone fireplace made it comfortable and homey. The living area was in the front, the kitchen and bathroom in the back. Two wood columns and an antique oak table divided the rooms. Near the front door, a staircase—more of a wooden ladder with wide steps—led up to the loft area. The room above held a queen-sized bed with a handmade quilt, three dressers, and a small closet for clothes. Not bad for a tiny place in the middle of nowhere.

A piece of wood in the fireplace broke in half and part of it fell between the grates. She was surprised that any still burned with her being out for most of the day. After taking her boots off, she went over to the wood pile next to the hearth. Two logs remained in the bin. She added them to the fire.

Jessie walked to the back side of the cabin and put on her own off-brand boots. She went out the side door to the lean-to that stored at least a two-year supply of firewood. Pine and oak were always good to have on hand, and she made three trips to replenish the bin.

Next came dinner—a quick meal of leftover fried potatoes with no meat. Tomorrow she’d hunt again for rabbit. The less she needed to go into town for groceries the better. People were too friendly, and she didn’t want to get attached. Her focus was on survival and getting back to Dusken.

Jezero and his men were warriors. They fought, hunted. Lived by their own means. She needed to do the same and be ready for when she joined them again.

How pathetic. She filled a mug with hot water and herbs. Her life felt so unbalanced and senseless. A sigh escaped her lips as she gazed out at the yard from the window above the sink. The woods seemed peaceful and settled for the night. A few stars appeared as the sky grew darker.

Where are you, Jezero?

Jessie pulled the curtains closed to keep the draft out. She finished making her tea and then sat in the chair near the fireplace. The drink helped relax her for the night. She drank small sips, letting the liquid warm her insides. Only the fire crackled; no other sound disturbed the cabin.

What would she do if she remained here and didn’t return to Dusken? She liked being a photographer, but the lifestyle was demanding and continually changing based on what others needed, not what she wanted. And what was she going to do about Walt?  How could he think of marrying now? Their lives changed when she woke in Dusken. She belonged to Jezero, gave her promise to him.

Enough. Her anxiety rose and she had to contain it. Soon, the additional herbs in her tea would make her sleepy. Thankfully, she had found the natural foods store when she walked into town for groceries and supplies. The place had different bins of dried herbs and spices for her to choose from. The teenage boy working was clueless to what they were used for, but he did give her a booklet to help figure it out.

She set the empty mug on the end table and then grabbed the pillow next to her. She longed to be snuggled under the furs with Jezero’s arms around her.

Jessie closed her eyes. The fire crackled and she pretended to be on the ledge in her bed made of tree roots and grass, while the men talked nearby. Their distinct laughs and conversation would lull her to sleep. She had felt so safe in Dusken. The same was true in the village, out in the open. She could close her eyes, knowing that the men always watched over her. Now she had no one. Only the solid logs of Sam’s cabin protected her from the outside, and even that was suffocating her. She needed a purpose, a reason to breathe and have a full life again.

She needed Jezero.

Jessie woke in the chair with her arms wrapped around a pillow. Sometime in the night she had pulled a blanket over herself. Good thing as the crisp air was a hard contrast to the night before with the warm fire keeping her cozy. Now, only a charred log remained smoldering with a few embers trying to survive. She scooted to the edge of her chair, reached over and tossed a piece of pine and some woodchips into the fireplace to get the fire started again. Soon, a small flame grew to life.

The roof snapped in protest to the cold. Her bones did the same as she forced herself to move from under the warm blanket to start the day. Her morning routine was quick and simple—splash her face with water, brush her teeth, comb her hair, and then eat breakfast of cheese and bread. She gazed out the window as she washed the few dishes in the sink.

The gray morning promised a colder day, which didn’t make for great hunting. The winds picked up since last night and blew in the arctic air from Canada. She hoped the animals didn’t feel like hiding in their dens. Today she wanted meat for dinner.

Before heading out, Jessie stoked the fire once more and then added enough logs to last through the morning. At the door, she grabbed her coat and checked the pockets to make sure she had enough rocks for her slingshot. A good number of small and large rocks rolled in her hands.

A blast of wind forced her to tuck her head toward her chest when she opened the front door. The temperature dropped from the day before. Jessie tightened the scarf wrapped around her neck before stepping off the porch. Her ribs ached, a warning sign of a storm approaching.

Trudging through the compacted snow, she decided to head for the ravine where wild turkey liked to hide in the winter. Reaching her destination, she brushed an inch of snow off a fallen log and sat on top of it. Her perch for the morning. She let her legs dangle a few inches from the ground. The wind moved through the pine trees, stirring the branches in waves. A few squirrels chirped. If needed, they were a source of meat as well. Jessie made a face. No, she couldn’t do it.

This is crazy.

March shouldn’t be this cold. She scanned the snow-covered ground, watching for one slight movement. One chance to use her slingshot. Her ribs ached, making it harder to breathe. A storm was definitely coming in.

No sign of turkey or rabbit. Her fingers turned stiff and she rubbed them together. The air hung with humidity, damp, and wet. Her legs tingled from the cold and became numb. After a while, Jessie jumped down from the fallen tree and moved about to keep her blood flowing. She cased the perimeter of the property before circling back to the cabin. She entered through
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