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In the Land of Wünder, 

where certain myths are true,

there is treasure at the end of rainbows

and gears of ticking Clocks count on you.

The most potent of magics only contained

In the fervent beats of feelings’ doors

Such mortal valves hold boundless power

And the Queen of Hearts wants yours.
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​Prologue
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A gust of wind blew the heavy steel hatch open. Metal hinges creaking with age, the door slammed back against its frame built into the top-level dwelling of the ancient clock tower.

A forbidding structure standing tall in the middle of a vast desert, the tower’s massive clock face momentarily lit up with a flash of lightning as the centuries-old spire almost succumbed to the onslaught of unnatural forces of magic that whipped against its façade.

Light rain pattered against the railing of the rigid balcony twisted around the dwelling, accompanying the crackle of thunder and more lightning.

With a flutter of a thick, hooded cloak and pale, blond hair, the shadowy figure that rode the ominous, rumbling clouds rolling in drifted closer.

The entire surroundings seemed to hush as he touched down on the balcony. Still in a fog-like cover of black smoke, it was difficult to make out his entire form, except that he appeared to be carrying something large in his arms as he walked through the door.

“You’re late.”

The hooded sorcerer glared at the tone of judgment from the disproportionately large head of the fuzzy cat that was lounging on the ratty couch in the cramped space of the dwelling. Despite being matted in places, the cat’s fur swirled with different patterns of luminous whorls in shades of violet accompanying the animal’s movements.

The sorcerer should have been bemused at the judgmental, critical tone of the cat, who should presume that he was late when they’d had no prior appointment whatsoever. Moreover, he didn’t own the cat. Nor had he been expecting the cat to have been waiting for him.

But his mind was otherwise largely preoccupied.

His deep voice gruff, the sorcerer nudged the animal off the couch with the toe of his boot. “What are you doing here?” 

The cat hissed as he jumped away, padded paws landing with soft thumps on the bare, wooden floor. “My fair mistress sent me to check on you, as usual.” 

Tail swishing to and fro, the cat pounced onto the back of the couch to watch as the sorcerer set the frigid body of the young woman he was carrying down onto it.

“Aren’t you supposed to leave the bodies where they were?” the cat drawled. “The wretched Queen only needs their hearts.”

Shrugging his hood down, damp hair in his eyes, the sorcerer bent beside the couch with a frown to assess the girl’s condition.

Ice covered her from the top of her long brown hair to the toes of her tasseled shoes. Unconscious, eyes closed, her face a pale blue, she appeared ghost-like, as though petrified, even perhaps already dead. Her stiff white lab coat overlay an off-white frilled shirt and suspenders over moleskin pants. Edges heavy with water, her hair and clothes were beginning to take on a glossy quality as the ice melt dripped on the floor.

The cat tilted his head. “You’re already the best assassin in the land. Do you still need to be such an overachiever?”

The sorcerer narrowed his stormy blue eyes. “Don’t make me kill you, cat. If memory serves, you are down to significantly fewer than nine lives.” With a rustle of his cloak, he drew out a container, a glass sphere framed with an ornate, polished brass metal cage adorned with intricate filigree patterns.

What sat within the sphere was a bean-shaped lump—about the size of a fist.

Such an object should have looked ordinary.

Except that it flickered with a deep, fiery orange glow, casting a dim light across the room as the object throbbed within the almost opaque glass.

“Oh, good, you’ve got the Heartlamp,” the cat had begun to remark. “The Queen’s envoy is on their way to investigate your delay—” The sorcerer slipped his hand into his pocket again and retrieved yet another bean-shaped lump.

Except this one was different.

The cat stopped short, eyes widening. “Whoa, what the hell are you doing with one of those outside a Heartlamp? And in your pocket no less!”

“This one is hers.” He gestured to the motionless form on the couch.

Unlike the first lump, this one wasn’t glowing dim like an ember, nor emitting a subtle halo of wispy smoke. It didn’t throb as though alive. It merely sat like a rock in the middle of his palm.

Eyeing the rock, the cat scoffed. “What’s wrong with her heart? You can’t bring it to the Queen like that.”

“It’s not empty.”

“It looks empty,” the cat pointed out. “It’s useless.”

Pressing his lips together, the sorcerer stared at the heart in his hand. “I sensed a veiled power,” he relayed. “And when I took it out, I...” He stopped short and met the cat’s curious gaze, as if then deciding that now was not the proper time to get into it. “That’s why I took longer. I needed to find another girl to fetch another heart.” He gestured to the occupied Heartlamp. “The Queen still needs one.”

Curling into a lounging position on the edge of the couch, the cat licked a paw. “What are you going to do with that one then? Put it back inside her?”

The sorcerer shook his head. “It’s too risky.” Another commotion as of rolling thunder stole his attention and his gaze snapped up toward the sky.

The cat seemed unperturbed. “The Queen’s envoy nears. Maybe you can present the Queen that strange heart anyway.”

The sorcerer’s forehead creased in clear hesitation. He set the already occupied glass vessel on a table and stared at it in deep thought.

The cat noticed his gaze. “My mistress doesn’t have any more Heartlamps lying about in case you’re wondering. She sends only one, per the Queen’s request,” the cat relayed. “And even if you ask, she will need time to craft you another one—by which time that extracted heart will have long withered away.”

The furrow in the sorcerer’s eyebrows deepened. “Shut up and let me think, cat.”

The commotion outside the clock tower increased in intensity.

“Whatever.” The cat flopped to one side. “If anyone finds you with that rogue heart, guess whose head is coming off? The Queen grants you more freedom than most because of the nature of your existence and your duties, but surely a transgression such as this will not work in your favor.” The cat’s eyes lit up in a memory as it went on, “Remember what happened with the Knave of Hearts? Hoo boy! And he only stole those tarts, not totems of mystical power.”

“I said shut up, cat,” the sorcerer snapped. He squared his shoulders as he straightened up and took a deep breath as if to get ready. Then clutching the unbeating heart in his hand, the sorcerer raised his hand to his chest.

The cat’s yellow eyes widened as he watched.

Wincing, the sorcerer pressed his fingers through his clothes and against the resistance of his flesh. His hollow chest emitted a pale blue glow until his fingers were plunged deep inside—his form glowed brighter, just before chains of light streaked through the air and a rising gale whipped through the room.

Crackling electricity filled the dwelling within the clock tower, its brightness nearly blinding as it surged outward, and a pulsing wave of energy shunted through everything all at once. The sheer force of the magic threw the cat tumbling behind the couch with a screech.

For a moment, a pale blue shimmer covered the sorcerer’s entire figure.

Not hurt at all, the cat sprang up to peer over the back of the couch again. His eyes were wide as the glow around the sorcerer’s body began to dissipate.

“Whoa,” the cat remarked. “How does it feel to have a fresh heart in there after being empty all this time?”

Almost panting, the sorcerer straightened up again. His forehead still creased, he swallowed hard but did not respond.

The cat tilted his head again, the expression on his face a mix of amusement and awe as it breathed, “I can’t believe you just did that.”

The sorcerer shot the cat a glare that could cut but did not respond. With an easy wave of his hand, a cloak of shadow covered the form on the couch entirely before the girl disappeared from view, camouflaged. He turned to give the cat a meaningful look. “You will tell no one about this.” And with another flutter of his cloak, he spun around to head to the door to meet with the Queen’s envoy.

The cat mewled after him. “Hey, what about the girl?”

The sorcerer paused in mid-stride but for a moment. “I suppose we’ll have to wait for her to thaw out. And once I have my answers, I can kill her.”

***
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​​Chapter One - Rabb
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I couldn’t breathe.

Almost imperceptibly slower today, the dull ticking of the giant clock echoed hollow around me. Creaks and groans filled the old tower’s structure, the gentle, rhythmic ticking and clinking of massive metal gears and mechanical workings, amidst the occasional howling winds of the remote corner of the land I called home.

Desolate.

Quiet.

It had been so for centuries.

And I liked it that way. 

I grasped at the collar of my shirt in an attempt to catch my breath, to escape from this unknown stifling sensation.

I glanced up from my wooden desk to look around.

My loft was nestled within the top of the clock tower, its worn furnishings and faded velvet drapes from the tall windows blending seamlessly with the clock’s inner workings. Small. Functional. But the place was never so unkempt as it was today.

Piles of books were haphazardly strewn, scrolls and papers cluttered about the floor. Dusty shelves previously only used to store bottles of ale had become host to a disarray of mismatched paraphernalia as I had spent the better part of the last three weeks head buried in my research.

I’d barely slept, barely eaten.

Yet still, what I was searching for eluded me.

I should have been content with my life. I was the most powerful sorcerer assassin for hire in the land. I could have anything I wanted. There was absolutely nothing I could want for.

Except perhaps answers...

For questions that hadn’t plagued me at all until quite recently.

The perpetual cloud cover of my desert home permitted scant streaks of sunlight to filter through the skies. According to the reliable clock, that was built and has been running without requiring fine-tuning for centuries, it was mid-morning.

Sitting back in my seat, I frowned as I took a deep breath. My nose was stuffed, my throat constricting for no apparent reason. I slammed my fist on the table, rattling the bottle of brandy sufficiently enough for my snifter to tip over and its contents to spill over my papers.

Oh, for god’s sake.

Burying my face into my hand, I groaned at the telltale alarm.

Ignoring the splattered mess, I stood abruptly, my chair scraping the wooden floor as it pushed back. “What the hell is she doing?”

Stopping to take a deep breath, I closed my eyes to locate that girl in my mind. I stopped short, my frown deepening, and with a loud, grumbling sigh, I whirled to grab my cloak off the hook by the door and teleported away.

With a burst of smoke, I reappeared above a lush, green landscape.

My nose twitched at the pungent scent of earth from the recent rain mingling with the fragrant trees wafting up to me. The cheery, yellow sun was bright in the sky amongst an assortment of fluffy, white clouds. The air was alive with the cawing, hoots, and howls of the forest animals.

Nothing at all like my remote, desolate corner of the world.

Tulgey Woods was a deceptive place. From a distance, it appeared to be a serene and peaceful forest, filled with charming little animals, and trees and flowers that were wont to chat you up if you dallied for too long.

But the wood was actually the home of a monstrous creature.

With eyes of flame, jaws that bite, and claws that catch, it would arrive like a dark shadow to engulf the entire forest if it sensed even a smidge of mystical power on its grounds.

Not exactly an ideal place to go gallivanting.

Spotting the young woman emerge from the darkness of the forest, my breathing eased a little. She probably almost got suffocated by the trees and flowers in the thick woods, but had fortunately made it out before any of the more carnivorous plants caught her scent.

Folding my arms across my chest, I hovered atop a Tumtum tree a few yards away.

Walking up toward a giant mushroom in a clearing, the girl tucked back her unruly brown hair blowing in the slight breeze. Her long, white lab coat fluttered behind her like a cape. She still wore the same clothes she was wearing when I’d found her.

The mystical fungus a shade too tall for her to prop her elbows on, the girl leaned on the tiptoes of her loafers to regard an inordinately large caterpillar that was perched upon it with a narrow-eyed look. “Hello?”

Not startled at all at the sight of her, the languid blue creature, three feet tall with a slimy, semi-transparent body, puffed smoke out from his gaudy hookah. “Who are you?”

The girl’s nose wrinkled in deep thought. “You know...I actually really literally don’t know.”

The pipe of the hookah poised near its mouth, the caterpillar shot her a look of ridicule. “What do you mean by that? Explain yourself!”

She chewed on her inner cheek, her tone matter-of-fact. “Oh, I don’t really understand it all myself so I’m afraid I can’t tell you who I really am. See?”

The caterpillar folded its arms across its chest. “I don’t see.”

“It’s just...I can’t seem to remember things.”

“Can’t remember what things?” the caterpillar prompted.

She frowned in contemplation. “Well, I heard I was found in an icy cave in the frozen wastes, left for dead. One of your world’s wizard guys rescued me. But when I woke up, I didn’t remember anything. Who I was.” She twirled a lock of hair around her index finger. “How I got here. Where I’m from.”

Wizard? My eyebrows snapped together in distaste at the term.

And how did she know what had happened anyway?

She wasn’t even telling it right—since I absolutely did not rescue her.

I wasn’t supposed to be at the frozen wasteland that day, those remote fringes along Wünder which people rarely visited, since I was in the middle of an assignment from the Queen.

But when I investigated inside that small, almost hidden cave, I’d found her.

Alone. Frozen. Nearly dead.

Then again, it wasn’t unusual.

Unscrupulous, or perhaps desperate, citizens often froze to death attempting to brave the many frigid frozen wastelands in search of mystical Heartfire embers.

The Queen certainly wasn’t handing them out. No, the Queen hired sorcerers like me to seek out and extract Heartfire magic from arguably its easiest source.

Thus, after a quick assessment determined that the girl was still alive, naturally, my first instinct had been to harvest her heart.

It should have been simple.

I would have left her body, delivered her heart to the Queen, and gone back to my clock tower to enjoy my life of solitude until I was called to duty once again.

End of story.

It wasn’t.

For the last couple of weeks, the strange young woman had spent delirious days in bed, indisposed, recovering from frostbite and near death. Installed in the little storage studio beneath my loft, I had successfully hidden her presence from the Queen’s envoys and the rest of the world—for now.

I had even intentionally selected to bed women who, while additionally skilled in medical training to check in on her to ensure her survival, were also steadfast with discretion. No mean feat.

So far, all I’d managed to gather by the reports from my women were hints that, judging by the girl’s clothing and manner of speaking, she may not be from Wünder altogether, which was a mystery in itself. Not to mention the fact that, for some reason, apparently, magic amazed her. It seemed that, to her, everything here was bizarre and new.

Since she wasn’t yet fit for questioning, I hadn’t spoken more than five words to her, let alone had any opportunities to tell her anything about what had happened. She couldn’t possibly have known about the cave.

Of course, there was no accounting for her guile. I didn’t know her at all. For starters, I couldn’t fathom how she’d escaped my tower to get all the way to this forest. According to the last report I had received, the girl was still meant to be bedridden, supposedly too weak.

She must have recovered faster than she was letting on. She must have been sneaking around and eavesdropping the other day when that cat had dropped by again to snoop around and prattle my ear off about things.

A nerve ticked in my cheek in my annoyance. I swear to god— 

I was going to gut that cat the next time I saw it.

After I gutted her.

“Who are you?” the caterpillar snapped again.

The girl winced at the creature’s brusque response but she probably figured she might as well respond. “I guess you can call me Allie,” she declared, looking a bit miffed. “Honestly, it’s been quite a rough few weeks. I mean, if you forgot who you were, and found yourself in a strange place, you could probably really use something to relax too, couldn’t you?”

“Not a bit.”

Allie’s forehead creased. “Why am I even having this discussion with a talking caterpillar?” Shaking her head, she blinked a few times before turning away.

“Come back!” the caterpillar called out. “I’ve something important to say!”

She glanced over her shoulder. “What is it?”

“You’ll get used to it in no time,” the caterpillar stated, put the hookah back into its mouth, and began smoking again.

She looked around, at a loss. “What, you mean being here?”

The caterpillar took the hookah out of its mouth once more and yawned. Then it began to slither slowly down off the mushroom, crawling away on the grass, merely remarking as it went, “One side will bring you up, and the other side will bring you down.”

Her lips pursed. “The sides of what?”

“Of the mushroom,” the caterpillar finished before it disappeared into the woods.

Just then, a low rumbling from across the valley caught my attention. Glancing up, I clenched my jaw.

Here it comes.

The shadow.
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​​Chapter Two - My Hero
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A large flock of birds squawked and flapped upward from a clump of trees on the horizon, a flurry in their efforts to escape the eclipse that blotted out the light like a tidal wave of darkness visibly coming closer and closer to the clearing where the giant mushroom stood.

Letting out a haggard sigh, I rode the air to coast swiftly down, scooping the girl up in my arms before she even noticed I had arrived.

“Whoa—” She grabbed my neck to secure herself against me before she looked up to meet my gaze. “It’s you!”

I was sure she could read the disapproval in my eyes, the wind whipping past us as I flew us away from the forest.

But her cheeks were pink, her smile wide with pleasure.

It was odd. Since I had found her, I’d left her to herself, presuming she required more rest, presuming my companions were more than capable of dealing with her.

Perhaps I should have cared about who she was, why she had been in that cave, where she was from. But my only interest was to solve the puzzle of this mysterious heart.

I had only seen her once while she recovered from her state. 

That time I’d had to physically come downstairs to deliver her food. Still bedridden, the expression in her tired eyes when they met mine was most definitely not delight. Apprehension, yes, but not delight. 

Definitely not pleasure.

This situation did not warrant the pleasure in her eyes.

Then it hit me.

That damn caterpillar.

“What did you just eat?” I asked in suspicion.

Her pupils dilated, she laughed merrily. “Oh, don’t be such a downer.” She’d clearly sampled some of that caterpillar’s mushroom when I wasn’t looking.

I shook my head again. “Don’t you know what magic mushrooms do?”

“It didn’t look poisonous. It didn’t say poison on it.” Her face fixed into mock sobriety. “Besides, you know what they say. If at first, you don’t succeed, try two more times so that your failure is statistically significant.”

I scoffed in ridicule. “You are so intoxicated right now.”

She smacked her lips out loud. “It tasted like waffles. Did you know everything in this world tastes like waffles to me? Besides, the caterpillar made it sound so fascinating. I was just curious.”

“You are much too curious for your own good,” I mumbled.

“I’m a scientist.” She threw up one hand as if to gesture the obvious.

I narrowed my eyes at her. “How is it that you remember you are a scientist when you don’t remember anything else about yourself?” Even with my arms hooked under her back and legs, I motioned air quotes with my fingers. “Allie.”

Laughing again, she pinched my cheek. “Are you always this surly?”

Flinching in horrified protest, I recoiled away. “Stop that!” 

Allie was much too delirious. She looked around, seemingly only then noticing where we were. “Oh, we’re flying! Look, I’m a bird! I can see above the trees!” She threw her head back. “How am I so high up? Where are my feet?”

Fuming in my chest, I gritted my teeth.

My god, she was so annoying.

I was severely tempted to shove her away and toss her against the rocky mountain peaks beneath us to her certain death.

I imagined the feeling of satisfaction at watching her fall, the symphony of her cracking bones, the vivid red gushing of blood from her eyes, her mouth... Not that I enjoyed death. I was rarely capable of enjoying things to begin with. But it would likely be a relief to be discharged of this responsibility.

If only her entire existence wasn’t potentially the answer to my biggest problem.

Out of the corner of my eye, the dark shadow behind us was beginning to engulf Tulgey Woods. Howling animals and stampeding creatures tried to outrun the monstrous wave of sludge that was undulating from beneath the ground as the Jabberwocky’s massive head prepared to emerge to gobble everything up.

In Allie’s hypersensitive state, it was difficult to know what would set her off, especially if faced with such a horrifying view, so I clasped her head against my chest so she wouldn’t see.

Keeping my grip around her, I waved my fingers to cast a spell, blanketing the entire forest with fog before coasting faster on the wind. In the distance, where the forest greens gradually faded into the stark brown of my desert, I could finally sight the top of my clock tower.

Allie’s voice was muffled in my chest. “Wow, you’re like really protective considering we’ve only just met. Are you in love with me or something?”

Glancing down to meet her gaze in ridicule, I groaned inwardly. “Please tell me you took a piece from the other side of the mushroom too.”

“Of course I did.”

“Eat it then,” I ordered.

She mocked-mouthed the same words back before popping the morsel in her mouth.

Before long, I was touching down on the balcony outside the top of my clock tower.

I set her on her feet and pulled my arms away, but she was still clinging around my neck. I pursed my lips. “You can let go now.”

Allie’s face was tilted up toward mine. She was no longer laughing but her cheeks were still flushed. Her body was pressed against mine, and despite the cold wind, her warmth wrapped around me.

I had to blink a few times to keep my wits. My head was getting a tad bit fuzzy as well. Meeting her gaze steadily, I glared down at her. “What?”

She swooned up at me. “My hero.”

Ugh. That was the last thing I was.

Allie regarded me with an appraising look. “I just realized I never caught your name. Do you have one?”

My response was more of a grunt than a word. “Rabb.”

Her honey-colored eyes glazed over as she searched my face, her voice hushed as she proposed, “You know...it’s okay if you want to kiss me, Rabb. I mean, I’m pretty sure I’ve been kissed before, so you can if you want.”

I couldn’t help another roll of my eyes.

With her wavy hair fluttering in the breeze, marble-smooth skin, elegant nose, and full lips, I would imagine normal men would have considered her pretty, even beautiful. Her clothing lacked style, which didn’t flatter her figure at all, but her soft, inviting curves indeed rivaled those of my regular companions.

But I had no time for tenderness like kissing or, indeed, love. I did require companionship now and again but I’d never felt anything for those women.

A heartless assassin for the Queen would only be so effective if he had been indeed rendered incapable of feelings.

And being the most notorious assassin serving the Queen of Hearts, who ruled over the land, my sole purpose was to seduce the women of Wünder to complacence in order to steal their hearts to deliver to the Queen for her consumption.

My kisses were weapons. And rarely did I even need to go that far. In the past, kingdoms had fallen from a mere smile from me. Maidens, queens, princesses, and the occasional prince now and again threw themselves at my feet to entreat a kind word from my lips—right before I tore their hearts out.

One look from me would make any female within a ten-mile radius melt where she stood.

Usually.

Not moving an inch otherwise, I glared at Allie some more. “Great, good to know. Now sober the hell up.”

She tilted her head to one side. “I watched you seduce that girl who came by the other day. You were really good at that.”

I groaned again. So she had been spying on me for the last few weeks. 

But I didn’t respond. With another even glare, I watched her face for a few moments, waiting as the effects of the intoxicating magic mushroom visibly lifted from her features.

When Allie seemed to get her bearings back, her mouth dropped open a slight. She pulled her arms away from me to straighten herself up. 

She shook her head, blinking several times. “Oh. Well.” Clearing her throat, she dusted off her clothes. “That was highly inconvenient.”

“You think?” I huffed and whirled around to stomp through the metal door. “So you’re feeling better, I take it? How did you even get to Tulgey Woods?”

“Well...it was rather odd. Quite inexplicably, I found a door in a tree when I was...” She paused. “Exploring. I’d never seen a door in a tree before so I was curious. I know it doesn’t make any sense but it’s true.”

I merely rolled my eyes again. I didn’t understand why she had deemed it inexplicable. In fact, I should have known. Many trees in Wünder concealed hollows which led to other places. Certain animals used them for migration and hunting food.

Following at my heels, she cleared her throat again and put her hand out. “We haven’t officially met.”

“We don’t need to officially meet.”

“So...you’re some kind of wizard?”

“I’m a sorcerer,” I corrected, miffed.

She wrinkled her nose. “Like there’s a difference.”

“Don’t make me kill you after I just saved your life.” I shot her a dark look. “Do not try to escape again.”

She shifted on her feet. “I wasn’t trying to escape. I just...wanted to take a look around. Aren’t you really overreacting about this whole thing?” She put her hands up in a shrug to drawl, “Besides, I wasn’t in ‘danger’ danger.”

I gritted my teeth again. I seriously wanted to wring her insolent neck. “And yet, I still had to save you. Next time, maybe I should just let the Jabberwocky get you.” I stopped at the top of the staircase leading down to the studio and gestured my arm pointedly for her to descend.

Her forehead creased in confusion once more. “The...what? Ugh, never mind.” Her expression morphed into aggravated, molten disdain and she folded her arms across her chest. “You know what, yes. Of course, I was trying to escape! I’ve been locked up in this tower for weeks. I understand I’ve been sick, and I appreciate your efforts in restoring me to health, but you honestly can’t keep me locked up in here forever.”

Impatient with her stalling, I turned to head back to my desk, my response offhand, authoritative but steady. “It’s for your own safety. Your life is as precious to me as my own.”

Her tone still soured. “What the hell does that even mean?”

“It means—” I whirled around to face her. “You are not to endanger yourself again.”

Eyes wide, the indignation was raw on her face. “I don’t even know where I am! I don’t even know who I am or what the hell I’m doing—”

“What you are is mine,” I pressed. “Now stay downstairs. Stay out of trouble. Be quiet. And don’t make the notion of killing you even more tempting than it already is.”

“None of this makes any sense!” She threw her hands up.

My reply dripped with sarcasm and finality. “Welcome to Wünder.” 

She winced as though I’d struck her but she didn’t say anything more. She spun around to storm off, stomping all the way down the staircase.
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​​Chapter Three - The Clock
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The metal hatch behind me slammed shut as if by itself.

I shot the door a narrow-eyed look before spotting the purple-striped cat meander across the floor. 

His blue swirly gaze met mine. “My, my, what’s going on here? Trouble in paradise?”

He was clearly amused.

I strolled toward my desk. “What the hell are you doing here again, cat?”

“My mistress sends me again as usual.” Padded feet barely making a sound, the cat hopped up onto my table, right by my spilled snifter of brandy that had soaked through things.

I peeled up the wet scrolls before instantly dropping them in distaste. “Does the Duchess have nothing better to do than to snoop on my personal affairs?”

“You know she will keep sending me until you give her what she wants.”

“That’s out of the question.” I slumped back into my seat, rubbing my temples.

“So you say.”

I shot the cat another dagger look and he merely chuckled, dropping the subject.

“Did your little pet escape the tower?”

“Don’t even start with me, Chez.”

“Rabb, it’s been three weeks,” the cat pointed out. “Don’t you think your ‘let’s wait until she gets her memory back’ plan needs a little adjusting by now? I told you, you should have turned her over to the Queen from the get-go.”

I checked the time on my pocket watch. “The other day you said she was growing on you,” I reminded him as I was
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