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  Prologue
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They will tell this story wrong. 
They will say the little Kansas girl clicked her heels and went home. They will say the Silver Shoes vanished into thin air. They will say Oz was restored, sealed, and safe.
They will not speak of what the land felt when she left.
I was there when the wind was quiet.
I felt the magic recoil in shock. 
Oz had opened itself to a human heart. 
It had bent and reshaped itself, softened its rules for a child who walked its roads with silver on her feet and wonder in her heart.
The land had listened.
And then she was gone.
I have been listening ever since.
Fairylands are not meant to be touched by mortals. 
The law was clear: Oz would endure because it was closed, balanced, and untouched.
The Wizard had come before her: A man who wore illusions like armor and took a throne that was never his. But he never changed Oz. He only deceived it.
Dorothy Gale had broken that law without meaning to.
She did not conquer Oz, but she changed it, simply by walking through it, believing in it, and loving its people.
That was enough.
When the Silver Shoes tapped together for the third and final time, what she had changed did not vanish and had nowhere to go. It seeped into the soil and into the roots of Oz itself.
The land learned something dangerous that day.
It learned that it could choose.
Some rejoiced and some feared.
But deep in the West, where memories of wars cut sharply, something old was stirring.
It had been there long before the Wizard. 
It had been scattered and broken by a force it could not overcome. It should have been destroyed. It nearly was.
But darkness does not die in fairylands, it sleeps and waits.
It had poured itself into a willing host, someone hungry enough to welcome it and broken enough to be reshaped. It wore her face and learned her hatred. Waited.
When the child vanquished evil in Oz, she thought the land was saved.
She had only turned the page.
Now the evil remembered its true shape and its enemy. 
The Silver Shoes were lost beyond the Deadly Desert but lost is not the same as gone.
Something in the West had already begun to search.
Meanwhile, the land waited.
Far away, in a place of flat skies and quiet towns, a bloodline carried something it did not understand.
Dorothy Gale returned to the mortal world, to a life beyond Oz, believing her story was over. 
Oz knew better.
The land remembered every footstep.
When the balance tipped and fairy law strained, Oz did what it had learned from a girl long ago.
It called.
Not to Dorothy. She had already paid her price.
The call reached for what she had unknowingly carried, for the bloodline that carried the wind in its blood. A woman who wore a pendant she didn’t take off.
A storm began to form where no storm should be. Green threaded the clouds.
The wind learned a name.
Eliza.
She was just a woman who thought magic was something you outgrew. Until one evening the air felt wrong.
Oz, restless and remembering, opened its sky once more.
I waited at the edge of the forest, as I had always waited, and listened for the wind to bring her home.






  
  Chapter 1
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The cemetery was quiet at dawn. 
Eliza Gale knelt before her grandmother's grave, her fingers tracing the letters carved into gray stone. Dorothy Mae Gale. Beloved mother, grandmother, dreamer. The words felt too small for the woman who had raised her and been the only family she had left.
It had been one month since she held Dorothy's hand in her hospice bed and watched the light extinguish in her eyes. It had been one month since she'd become completely, utterly alone.
"I brought you sunflowers," Eliza said softly, laying the small bouquet against the headstone. "I know you always said they were too cheerful for their own good, but I thought maybe you could use some cheer. Wherever you are."
The wind stirred, rustling through the wheat fields that bordered the cemetery. For just a moment, it almost felt like a response.
Eliza pushed a strand of dark hair away from her face. She had meant to tie it back before leaving the house, but early mornings like these required getting out of bed before she was ready to face the day and didn’t allow for that kind of care.  The wind always found the loose pieces anyway.  
Eliza touched the pendant at her chest. Gold filigree, a teardrop emerald. She touched it the way she touched it a hundred times a day now, without thinking, the way you reach for something that belongs to someone who is gone.
"This belongs to you now." Dorothy had whispered, her voice barely audible above the hum of the hospital machines. "It always did. I was just keeping it safe."
"Grandma, I don't understand."
"You will." Dorothy's eyes, still sharp despite everything else failing, had found hers with an intensity that made Eliza's breath catch. "When the wind calls your name, Eliza, don't be afraid. Don't fight it, just listen. Promise me."
"I promise." Eliza had said, because what else could she say to a dying woman? What else could she offer except agreement?
Dorothy smiled peacefully in a way she hadn't been for weeks. "My brave girl. You're so much stronger than you know. You’re stronger than I ever was." Her grip had tightened with one last surge of strength. "Oz remembers, Eliza. It remembers everything and it's been waiting for you for such a long time." 
Those were her last words. Oz; the fairy tale she'd told Eliza since childhood. The impossible land of talking scarecrows, tin men, and witches both good and bad. Eliza had always smiled, nodded, and played along, because the stories made Dorothy happy and what was the harm in humoring an old woman's fantasies. 
Eliza shook off the memory and rose to her feet, brushing dirt from her knees. The sun was climbing higher, painting the Kansas sky in shades of orange and gold. She had a shift at Silvergrain Residence in an hour. 
"I'll come back tomorrow," she told the gravestone. "Same time. I know you'd tell me to stop moping and get on with my life, but I'm not ready yet. You're just going to have to deal with my moping for a while longer."
Eliza walked back through Elkhorn Ridge as the town slowly woke around her.
There was a silence to this place, a peaceful kind. She felt it most on mornings like these, walking the cracked sidewalks of a town that barely showed up on most maps. The single stoplight blinked yellow. Main Street stretched three blocks and half the storefronts were dark. It was a place where children grew up fast and left, and where the past clung to porch rails like dust. Where people watched her with careful eyes, as if waiting for her to become something, or break under the weight of their expectations. She was twenty-six and had lived here her entire life. Lately she'd started to suspect the town knew she was planning to leave, even if she didn't know it yet.
Mrs. Patterson was sweeping her porch as Eliza passed, and she paused to watch with an expression Eliza had come to recognize; pity mixed with curiosity. The look people gave the girl who’d lost her parents in a car crash at sixteen and her grandmother at twenty-six. The girl who had no one left. Eliza felt the weight of it, the way the older woman’s eyes moved over her, categorizing the shadows under her eyes, and the hair she hadn’t properly brushed.
"Morning, Eliza." Mrs. Patterson called. "How are you holding up, dear?"
"Fine, thank you." The same answer she gave everyone and the only answer that didn't invite more questions.
"You know, if you ever need anything, anything at all..."
"I know. Thank you."
She kept walking before the conversation could go any further, before the well-meaning sympathy could wrap around her throat and squeeze.
Eliza lived in a small white house at the edge of town, the kind with paint that peeled in the corners and a wind chime that only ever seemed to sing when no one was listening. It had been Dorothy's house first, then her parents, and now hers. Three generations of Gales in a building that creaked with memory.
Her bedroom still had the floral wallpaper Dorothy had chosen decades ago. The kitchen still smelled faintly of the lavender soap her grandmother had preferred. In the living room, Eliza swore she could sometimes see her grandmother's shape, sitting in the old rocking chair by the window, her voice spinning stories about a magical land far away.
"Once upon a time," Dorothy would say, her eyes becoming distant and dreamy, "there was a girl who got swept away by a tornado and landed in a place more beautiful and more terrible than anything she could have imagined."
"Tell me about the Scarecrow again!" young Eliza would demand, curled up at her grandmother's feet.
"The Scarecrow was the first friend I made. He thought he didn't have a brain, but he was the wisest person I ever met. He was wiser than any of the so-called smart folk in Kansas, that's for certain."
"And the Tin Woodman?"
"He thought he didn't have a heart, but he felt everything so deeply it nearly broke him. He cried so much his joints would rust, and I'd have to oil him so he could move again."
"And the Lion?"
"Ah, the Lion." Dorothy would smile, soft and sad. "He thought he was a coward, but he was the bravest of us all. He just didn't know it yet."
Eliza loved those stories as a child and believed them in the way children believed in magic, monsters, and the possibility that the world was bigger than it seemed.
She'd grown up. Eliza knew that Oz was just a story, a coping mechanism, maybe, for a woman who'd had a hard life and needed somewhere beautiful to escape to in her mind. Dorothy had lost her parents young, gone hungry through the worst years of the Great Depression, and had buried a husband, daughter, and son-in-law. One grief following the next, like storms rolling off the plains. Of course she'd invented a magical land where everything worked out in the end, because she needed to believe in something.
Eliza understood and didn't judge. She just didn't believe.
Late at night, in the quiet of Dorothy's house, she could almost swear she heard the wind whispering her name.

      [image: ]Silvergrain Residence sat at the north edge of town, a low brick building that had once been a schoolhouse before the population dwindled and the dying outnumbered the young. Inside, it smelled like antiseptic layered over something older: Boiled vegetables and the staleness of rooms where the windows stayed shut against the Kansas heat.
Eliza clocked in at seven, tied her hair back, and moved through the morning with practiced efficiency.
She was built for this work, lean and capable in the way of people who stayed on their feet for ten hours at a time without thinking about it. She wasn't strong in any remarkable way, just quietly and practically functional. Dorothy had called it "Gale stubborn", the way her body kept going past the point where her mind wanted to stop.
She'd become a nurse because of Dorothy. She'd watched her grandmother age, need help with things she'd once done effortlessly, and she wanted to be the kind of person who could provide that help. There was something sacred about caring for people at the end of their lives. Nothing she'd done before had ever felt like that.
Lately, this work had started to feel different, heavier. Every patient she lost reminded her of the one loss she couldn't escape.
"Morning, Mr. Kovach," she said, entering room 12B with his breakfast tray.
The old man sat in his wheelchair by the window, staring out at the fields he used to work in. He didn't turn when she entered, he rarely did anymore.
"Beautiful day out there," she offered, setting the tray on his table. "The wheat's coming in golden. Looks like it's going to be a good harvest this year."
Nothing. Just the slow rise and fall of his breathing.
"I'm going to leave your oatmeal here, okay? With extra brown sugar, just how you like it."
She touched his shoulder gently before leaving. Some days, that was all she could offer. A touch. A reminder that someone saw them, even when they couldn't see themselves.
In room 9A, Mrs. Chen's hands moved through the motions of embroidery, though her eyes could no longer see the thread. Eliza sat with her, watching those practiced fingers dance through empty air.
"My grandmother used to embroider," Eliza said. "She made me a pillowcase when I was little. It had sunflowers on it."
Mrs. Chen smiled, her clouded eyes aimed somewhere past Eliza's shoulder. "Sunflowers are good luck. They always face the sun."
"That's what she said too."
"Smart woman, your grandmother."
"She was." Eliza's throat tightened. "She really was."
Her coworkers buzzed around her and she smiled, nodded, but didn’t join in the conversation.
She’d learned early that small talk in small towns was a trap, and Eliza had too many layers she wasn’t willing to expose.
During her lunch break, she sat alone in the courtyard picking at a sandwich she didn't really want. She pulled her pendant out of her shirt and looked at it.
It was beautiful, in an old-fashioned way, a teardrop emerald cradled in gold, the setting etched with a faint swirl of stars. It looked like it belonged in a museum, not around the neck of a nurse in small-town Kansas.
"You wore this every day.” she murmured, thinking of Dorothy. "All those years and you never told me where it came from." Or maybe she had. Maybe all those stories about Oz had been Dorothy's way of telling her, and Eliza had been too practical and rational to listen.
The afternoon passed in a blur and by the time her shift ended the sun was setting.
She walked home through streets painted orange by the dying light. A pair of boys biked past the bus stop, their tires kicking up pebbles. One called out, "Evening, Miss Gale." His glance too curious for comfort.
Everyone in Elkhorn Ridge knew who she was. The last of the Gales.
She wondered sometimes what they’d say if she just left. If she packed a bag and drove until Kansas was nothing but a memory. But she couldn’t, not yet. Not with Dorothy only a month into the ground.
The wind picked up as she reached her porch, sharp and sudden. For just a moment, in the space between one gust and the next, she heard it.
Just there, woven into the wind.
Her name.
“Eliza.”
She stood frozen, her hand on the porch railing, and her heart suddenly pounding.
"Hello?" she called, feeling foolish.
Nothing. Just the wind, dying down as quickly as it had risen. Just the empty street, the setting sun, and the weight of another day survived.
"You're losing it," she told herself. "You're tired and you're grieving and you're hearing things."
The pendant was warm against her skin. She pulled it out, held it in her palm. Nothing unusual. Just an old stone in old gold. She didn't know why she kept expecting it to do something.
Recognition and remembering. 
She went inside and locked the door behind her, but the feeling followed her.
The house was too quiet. She had grown up with noise; her parents’ laughter before the accident, Dorothy’s humming as she cooked, her voice as she read aloud, and the creak of her rocking chair. Now there was just silence and the wind.
She made dinner without thinking, some combination of things from the refrigerator, and she ate standing at the counter because sitting at the table alone felt too much like admitting defeat. 
She almost called out to her grandmother to tell her about the strange green sky. She got as far as turning toward the hallway before she remembered. She stood there for a moment, hand braced against the kitchen counter, the silence of the house pressing in around her.
She'd been doing that every day since the funeral.
After dinner, she found herself in Dorothy's room.
She hadn't touched it yet. The bed was still made with the quilt Dorothy had sewn herself, patches of fabric from every decade of her life stitched together in a pattern that told a story. Her reading glasses sat on the nightstand, next to a worn copy of a book whose title had long since faded from the spine.
Eliza sat on the edge of the bed and let herself breathe.
"I don't know what I'm supposed to do," she said to the empty room. "You always knew what to do. Even when everything was falling apart, you always had an answer. Now you're gone and I'm just here…Alone, and waiting for something I can't name."
The wind gusted outside, rattling the window frame.
"You believed in Oz," Eliza continued, her voice cracking. "Really believed. Not like a story, but like a place you'd actually been to. I always thought..." She wiped her eyes. "I thought it was just your way of coping and your way of making the world less hard. But at the end, when you gave me this pendant, you looked at me like you were passing on something real and important."
She touched the emerald stone and held it a moment, then let it go.
"What did you want me to understand?"
No answer. Just the wind, the silence, and the ache of being alone.
On the wall above Dorothy's dresser hung a photograph Eliza had seen many times before, but never really looked at. It depicted Dorothy as a young woman, maybe eighteen or nineteen, standing in a wheat field with her hair blowing wild around her face. At her feet sat a small black dog, ears perked and eyes bright, fixated on her with unwavering devotion: Toto. Even in the faded image, the bond between them was unmistakable. In her mind, she heard her grandmother's soft voice again: Toto wasn't just my dog, Eliza. He was my home when everything else was spinning away. That little scrap of black fur kept me grounded through it all.
Eliza looked closer and noticed that Dorothy wasn't looking at the camera. She was looking at something beyond it, her expression caught between longing and loss.
Eliza had always assumed it was just a pretty picture. Now she wasn't so sure.
People always said Eliza looked like Dorothy. Same dark hair, same gray eyes that changed with the light, and the same mouth that defaulted to something that wasn’t quite a frown. Eliza had never seen it before. Dorothy had been old for as long as she’d known her; soft, silver-haired and slow-moving. But here in this photograph, the resemblance was undeniable. Unsettling, almost like looking at a version of herself that stood in this same Kansas light a lifetime ago, knowing something she didn’t.
She left the room without touching anything else, closing the door softly behind her.
The shower didn't warm her. The television played shows she didn't watch. She tried to read, but the words blurred together until they stopped making sense.
At eleven, she gave up on distraction and went to bed. Sleep wouldn't come.
She lay in the darkness, staring at the ceiling, listening to the wind pick up outside. It had been strange all day, now that she thought about it. Gusting at odd moments, dying down, and gusting again. It sounded like something breathing.
She pulled the pendant out and held it above her in the dark. The emerald stone glowed. Faint and steady, pulsing once, twice, like something alive. She sat up. Set it down on the blanket and stared at it. It was perfectly, quietly warm.
"What are you?" she whispered.
The wind answered, not in words, but in feeling. A pull deep in her chest and a sense of something vast and patient turning its attention toward her across a looming distance.
What if Dorothy was right? What if there was something more than this…more than Kansas…more than Elkhorn Ridge?
What if the wind really was calling her name?
When the wind calls your name, Eliza, don't be afraid. Don't fight it, just listen.
She didn't sleep until dawn, and when she finally did, she dreamed.
A field of silver wheat stretching endlessly beneath a sky too bright to be real. Red poppies the size of dinner plates swaying in a wind that smelled like honey and smoke. A road made of yellow brick, cracked and overgrown, but unmistakable and cutting through the field toward a city that glittered green on the horizon.
Standing in the middle of it all, a figure in white.
Eliza couldn't see her face, but she felt the weight of her gaze.
"You're late." the woman said. It was not unkind, but more matter of fact. "We've been waiting for you."
"Waiting for me?" Eliza tried to speak, but her voice came out strange and distant. "I don't understand."
"You will." The figure tilted her head and the wind swirled around them both, warm and alive. "The land remembers bloodlines, child. Yours has been waiting too long to come home."
"Home? This isn't... I've never been here before."
"Haven't you?" The woman smiled, sad and knowing. "Look closer."
Eliza looked, and somewhere in the silver wheat, the yellow bricks, and the green light on the horizon, she felt it. Recognition. A place she'd always known. A place that had been waiting for her since before she was born.
"Who are you?" she asked.
But the dream was already dissolving, the wheat fading to gray, and the woman in white becoming nothing more than a memory.
"Listen," was all she heard before she woke. "When the time comes, just listen."

      [image: ]Eliza opened her eyes to a Kansas dawn, her heart pounding, and her skin slick with sweat.
Nothing was normal.
Something was coming.
She just didn't know what.






  
  Chapter 2
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Eliza didn't sleep well. 
She stood on her porch in the dark watching the strange green glow fade from the western sky and told herself there was a rational explanation for all of it. By the time the sun rose pale and thin over Elkhorn Ridge, she'd convinced herself she'd imagined it. Grief did things to a person and made you see things that weren't there.
When she finally went inside, her hands were shaking.
She called in sick to Silvergrain for the first time in three years. Her boss sounded concerned on the phone. Eliza lied, said it was a migraine, and spent the day pacing her house, unable to think about anything except the way the wind had sounded last night. At some point she sat down with her journal and tried to write it out the way she always did when something wouldn't leave her alone. The page stayed blank. 
Something was wrong with the day. The sunlight seemed too bright, almost harsh, and the shadows fell at angles that didn't quite match the position of the sun. She noticed around midmorning even the birds had gone silent, as if every living thing in Elkhorn Ridge was holding its breath.
She stood at the kitchen window watching the wheat fields sway in a breeze she couldn't feel through the glass. The stalks moved in waves, gold and amber rippling toward the horizon, but the pattern was wrong. The waves weren't moving with the wind, they were moving against it, pushing back toward town like something was coming through the fields toward her.
"Stop it," she told herself. "You're being ridiculous."
She closed the curtains.
By noon, the sky had begun to change. It started as a deepening of the blue, the kind that could have been a storm front building in the west. Kansas storms came on fast and hard, and she'd lived through enough of them to recognize the signs; the pressure dropping, the air going thick and electric, and the way the world seemed to hold itself tight just before the sky cracked open.
This wasn't like that.
This was slower and more deliberate. By three o'clock the green had crept in at the edges, and kept coming.
Eliza watched it spread from her porch, her hand pressed to her chest, her heart doing something she couldn't name.
Every instinct she'd developed in twenty-six years of Kansas living told her to get underground and wait it out.
But she couldn't move.
The wind was calling her name. Not in words exactly, more like pressure behind her eyes, a pull in her chest, something that bypassed thought entirely and went straight to instinct. The walls felt too close. The silence too complete. The world was holding its breath and waiting for her to stop pretending she didn't hear it. 
Dorothy had tried to tell her. Not once but a hundred times, in a hundred different ways, on a hundred different evenings when the Kansas sky turned gold and her grandmother would go quiet and look west with an expression Eliza had never been able to read. She had thought it was age or grief. She had thought it was the particular loneliness of someone whose greatest adventure was also the thing no one believed. 
She understood now that it was none of those things. 
Dorothy had been listening for this her whole life. Waiting to hear her name in the wind one more time. It had never come for her again. 
It was coming for Eliza instead. 
She'd been waiting her whole life for something she couldn't name. She understood that now. 

      [image: ]The storm hit at sunset with a force that rattled every window in its frame. The lamp on her nightstand flickered once and died. She grabbed her phone for light, but even its glow felt thin and wrong against the darkness.
Then the sky turned green.
This was not the faint glow she’d seen the night before. This green was alive, saturating everything and pouring through the windows like it had weight and intention. It turned the familiar into something wrong. Her grandmother’s rocking chair, the kitchen table and the quilt on the couch, all of it was still exactly where it had always been, but lit from within by something that had no business being in Kansas.
The wind screamed. It made sounds like a living thing in agony, tearing at the walls, roof, and foundations that held this house together for nearly a century.
Eliza should have run, thrown herself into the storm cellar, and prayed.
Instead, she walked to the front door and opened it.
The world outside was chaos.
The wheat fields had flattened and every stalk was pressed to the earth. The sky churned overhead, clouds moving in impossible spirals and green lightning crackling between them in patterns that almost looked like writing. At the center of it all, directly above her house, a hole had opened in the storm. It wasn’t a funnel or tornado, it was a hole in the sky, like someone had punched through the fabric of the world itself and left a wound that bled light from somewhere else entirely.
"Eliza."
She heard her name clearly now, spoken aloud and carried on a wind that felt impossibly warm against the chaos of the storm.  It was a woman's voice, patient, like it had been waiting a very long time to say her name.
"It's time."
"I don't understand," she said, or tried to say, but the words were swallowed by the storm.
She should have run. Instead she moved toward it, and the most unsettling part wasn't the storm or the way the ground hummed beneath her feet, it was that she wasn't afraid.
She stepped off the porch.
The wind hit her like a wall of concrete, tearing her off her feet and throwing her sideways into something she couldn’t see. She heard herself scream, a raw animal sound she didn’t recognize as her own voice.
The world came apart around her. Not all at once, but like something being carefully unfolded. A roaring filled her ears, her chest, and then everything, and the last thing she felt before thought dissolved entirely was the wind pulling her apart at the seams.
She was going to die.
The thought was very clear and very calm underneath the terror. The storm was going to tear her apart and scatter her across whatever lay between worlds, and no one would ever know what happened to the last of the Gales.
She grabbed the pendant with both hands and held on.
When the wind calls your name, don’t be afraid. Don’t fight it, just listen.
She couldn’t not be afraid, but she stopped fighting.
The moment she did, something shifted.
The violence didn’t stop. Yet underneath it, beneath the roaring, tearing and the impossible pressure, she felt something else. A current running through the chaos like a thread through a storm, warm and deliberate, and pulling her somewhere rather than simply destroying her.
She followed the thread.
The green light intensified until it was all she could see. She felt herself moving through something that wasn't space, with no temperature, no sound, and no gravity.
Dorothy's voice came to her from somewhere deep in her memory. Don't be afraid.
She was still afraid.
But she was still there.
What replaced them was complete silence unlike anything she had ever experienced, as if the universe had taken a breath and forgotten to let it out. She was weightless and untethered, like something that had been holding her in place her entire life had simply let go.
Then the ground rushed to meet her.
The landing was impossibly soft.
Eliza lay on her back in grass that wasn't grass, looking up at a sky that wasn't sky, breathing air that tasted of rain, copper, and something sweet underneath that she had no name for.
For a moment she couldn’t move. She could only lie there, her body throbbing with an ache that went deeper than muscle, deeper than bone, into some fundamental part of her that had been rearranged during the crossing.
The sky above her was the wrong color. It wasn't blue, or gray, or even green. It was lavender, shot through with threads of silver that might have been clouds. Two moons hung near the horizon, one pale gold, one deep rose, and between them stars were already beginning to appear, though the light still felt like late afternoon. They were stars that formed no constellations she recognized and spelled out patterns in a language she couldn't read. 
She lay there and let herself look at it. Really look at it, the way she hadn't let herself look at anything in years. Not since before the nursing home shifts and the quiet grief of watching Dorothy diminish and the particular exhaustion of being the last person left in a family that had always been too small. 
There was no word for what she was feeling. It wasn't happiness exactly, or wonder exactly, or peace exactly. It was something underneath all of those things. Something that felt like the moment before you remember a word you've been trying to find, when you know it's there and it's coming and your whole body leans toward it. 
Dorothy had seen this sky. The thought arrived quietly and it undid her a little. Her grandmother had lain somewhere under stars she couldn't name and felt exactly this. And she had gone home anyway and spent the rest of her life trying to explain it to people who thought she was confused. 
Eliza made herself a promise, lying in the grass of a world that wasn't hers yet, looking up at a sky that was more beautiful than anything she had ever seen. 
She was going to understand this. All of it. Whatever it cost. 
She closed her eyes and counted to ten, the way her father had taught her when she was small and afraid of thunderstorms. 
"One. Two. Three." Her voice came out raw, scraped thin by the screaming she hadn't known she was capable of. "Four. Five. Six…"
When she opened her eyes, the lavender sky was still there. The two moons hadn't moved and the pendant lay warm and still against her chest.
"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. This is real. This is actually happening."
The storm was gone and the wind had stilled.
Around her, the strange world held its breath, waiting to see what she would do next.
She pushed herself upright slowly, gasping and immediately regretted it. Every muscle in her body screamed. Her nightshirt was torn, stained with dirt, and when she looked at her hands she found scratches she didn't remember getting with thin lines of red that welled up slowly against her pale skin.
Her bare feet were worse. Bruised, scraped, and with small stones embedded in the soft flesh that she had to pick out one by one, hissing at the sting.
"Terrific," she muttered. "Transported to another dimension and I didn't even have time to put on shoes."
The absurdity of the complaint almost made her laugh. Laughing felt too much like crying, and if she started crying now, she wasn't sure she'd be able to stop.
She looked around properly for the first time.
The trees seemed wrong.
They weren't Kansas wrong, not even Earth wrong, because these trunks rose impossibly tall, colored in deep hues of violet and plum, and their leaves shimmered with lavender light. Some of the trunks were twisted in spirals, corkscrewing toward the sky like frozen tornadoes. Others grew in clusters of three or four, their branches interweaving to form natural archways that led deeper into the forest.
The canopy stretched so high it disappeared into mist. The forest floor glittered faintly, specks of amethyst caught in the strange light, and the air smelled sweet in a way that was almost too much, like honey left too long in the heat. Underneath that sweetness was something sharper, something she had no name for and no memory of, but recognized.
She touched the pendant and held it. She understood with sudden clarity that she wasn’t going home today. The thought should have terrified her, but somehow it didn’t.
"Okay," she said to the forest "Okay. This is fine. This is completely fine. I've just been transported to another dimension by a magical storm, and I'm standing in a purple forest in my pajamas, and everything is fine.” 
One word surfaced. Oz. Could this be Oz? The Oz her grandmother never stopped talking about?  She let out a slow breath and said it out loud. 
The forest didn't answer, but she could feel it listening with an awareness that pressed against her skin like a physical weight. The trees and flowers knew she was here, and even the gemstone-studded ground seemed to vibrate with recognition.
Somewhere in the distance, something moved. A flicker of shadow between the violet trunks and the rustle of leaves disturbed by something that wasn't wind.
Dorothy's voice echoed in her memory, steady and sure, and she held onto it like a lifeline.
Oz remembers, Eliza. It remembers everything. And it's been waiting for you for such a long time. 
"I'm here," she said to the listening trees. "I don't know why, and I don't know what I'm supposed to do, but I'm here."
The air shifted, gentle now, almost welcoming.
Somewhere in the depths of the violet forest, something that had been waiting a very long time turned its attention toward her and smiled.






  
  Chapter 3
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She didn't know how long she walked. Time felt strange here, stretched and compressed in ways that made her head hurt. The lavender sky neither brightened nor darkened, and the two moons still hung motionless near the horizon. Her body trembled and her legs threatened to give. Every time she stopped, the wind would return, tugging lightly at her hair, nudging her forward again. 
Eventually, she found a stream that ran clear over polished violet stones, its banks speckled with strange silver-rooted plants that blinked like eyelids when she passed. Their leaf-lids sliding closed and open again as she approached. She would have found it horrifying if she'd had any energy left for horror. Instead, she just filed it away with everything else impossible about this place and dropped to her knees at the water's edge.
The water was cool and sweet, tasting faintly of minerals she couldn't recognize. She drank until her stomach protested, then splashed her face, desperate to wash away the disorientation of the storm, the phantom sensation of falling through something that wasn’t space, and hearing the echo of voices that had spoken her name just above the roar of the storm.
When she looked up, her reflection stared back. Her hair was a rat's nest of brown waves that would take hours to sort through. A thin scratch curved over her cheekbone, dried blood flaking at its edges, but that wasn't what stopped her.
Her eyes had always been grey, the color of storm clouds, changeable depending on the light and her mood. Now, there was something else behind them. A shimmer of lavender light, faint and shifting, that had not been there before.
"What the hell?" she whispered, leaning closer to the water.
The shimmer deepened. For just a moment, her reflection seemed to waver, like a television signal losing strength, and behind her own face she glimpsed another: older, sadder, framed by hair that shifted between brown and silver-white.
Then it was gone, and she was just Eliza again, kneeling by a stream in a forest and losing her mind one revelation at a time.
"You're not supposed to be here."
The voice came from behind her, low, controlled, and carrying the kind of authority that made her freeze before she turned around.
She scrambled to her feet, spinning, her heart slamming against her ribs.
A man stood at the edge of the stream.
He was taller than anyone she'd known in Elkhorn Ridge, with shoulders broad enough to block the filtered light that fell through the canopy. His armor looked like it had been grown rather than forged; dark green plates veined with gold were fitted to him like a second skin. Living bark, she realized, with a distant sort of shock. The plates shifted slightly as he breathed, adjusting to his movements with organic fluidity.
A curved blade hung at his hip, the kind of weapon that wasn't meant for show.
It was his face that made her forget all about the blade.
He was beautiful in the way a storm was beautiful: dangerous, inevitable, and impossible to look away from. Dark hair fell across his forehead in waves and a faint scar cut through his left eyebrow, white against his skin. His cheekbones were sharp, his jaw carved from stone, and his eyes were gold-flecked and fixed on her with an intensity that made her feel like prey.
He moved toward her with predator’s precision. There was no wasted motion or sound, and his boots didn't touch the water. The stream seemed to part for him, flowing around his feet, afraid to touch him.
When he stopped three feet from her, close enough that she could smell cedar and something darker underneath, she had to force herself not to step back.
"Where am I?" Her voice came out steadier than she felt, and she was absurdly proud of that.
His gaze swept over her. Torn nightshirt, bleeding palms, bare feet, and wild hair. She must have looked like a madwoman, she sure felt like one. Something in her refused to back down or to shrink under that golden-flecked stare.
His eyes stopped on her face and narrowed.
"Your eyes," he said.
"What about them?"
"They're changing." He didn't elaborate further. His gaze dropped to the pendant at her chest and something shifted behind his expression. Recognition maybe. Or suspicion. His game dropped and settled. "Where did you get that?"
Her hand flew to the pendant protectively. "It was my grandmother's."
"Your grandmother." The words came out flat and disbelieving.
"Yes. She gave it to me before she died." Eliza lifted her chin, meeting his gaze. "Now, answer my question. Where am I?"
For a heartbeat, he just looked at her. She could feel him weighing and measuring her.
"Gillikin Country," he said finally. "The outermost woods. The Violet Reach."
The words hit her like a physical blow. Gillikin Country. She knew that name. Her grandmother had spoken it in her stories, describing the northern lands of Oz where the people wore purple and the trees grew in colors that didn't exist anywhere else. "This is Oz," she breathed. "I'm actually in Oz."
“Yes,” he said, his head tilting slightly, as though her surprise genuinely confused him.
This wasn’t her grandmother’s story anymore.  It was real and she was standing inside it. 
He stepped closer. The stream didn't touch his boots.
"You fell from the sky," he said.
His gaze locked back on her pendant, and something in his expression darkened. "That pendant hasn't been seen in Oz ever since I can remember.” His hand reached towards her, then stopped, hovering inches from the emerald stone. "It was made for someone who no longer walks in Oz. So why does it sit warm at your chest?"
Eliza stood straighter, bracing her shoulders, despite the way her knees threatened to buckle. "I don't know who you are. I didn’t ask for any of this, so if you could point me to the nearest exit, that would be great." She hoped he couldn’t hear her heart hammering. 
"No one ever does."
He tilted his head, studying her like she was a problem he hadn't decided how to solve yet. "You're lucky the forest let you land safely. The Violet Reach is not merciful."
"You still haven't told me who you are."
"Kaelis," he said. "Commander of the Watch."
"Watch of what?"
"Of things that should not return." He paused, and when he continued, his voice carried the weight of duty.  "We map the magical currents of Oz and document anomalies. We keep records of things the rest of the land prefers to forget."
The silence that followed pressed in like walls closing.
"I don’t know what that means, but I need to get home," Eliza whispered.
Kaelis's face didn't soften. "If you came by storm, the land chose you. If it chose you, you're not going home."
He turned then, motioning for her to follow.
She didn't move. Her mind was still catching up to her eyes, still trying to reconcile everything she thought she knew with everything standing in front of her. "So Dorothy didn't make any of this up." The words came out strange, like she was hearing herself say them from very far away.
Kaelis stopped. Turned slowly.
"You say that name like you know her."
"She was my grandmother. She died a month ago."
She watched something move behind his eyes, not
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