
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​The Fire and The Serpent

​Book One: Sojourners

​

––––––––

[image: ]


By Dieta Scheidecker

​

@ 2025 Dieta Scheidecker. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without permission in writing from the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a review. 

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locations is entirely coincidental.

First Edition

Cover Design by Dieta Scheidecker

Printed in the USA

Published Independently by Dieta Scheidecker



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


IT’S THE STILLNESS that hits me first. It’s not just quiet—it’s an overwhelming, absolute silence that drowns out even the sound of my own breath. How can something so silent be so deafening? I strain to open my eyes, trying to see something, anything, only to realize they’re already wide open. The darkness is that complete.

It stretches endlessly, this void of sight and sound, carrying a sense of eternity that I can’t explain, but seems right in the moment. The vastness envelops me like a womb, yet suspends me on the edge of time. A strange anticipation pulses around me, rippling along arms I can feel, but not see.

A flicker catches my eye and disappears before I can pinpoint it. Then another, and another. Small fragments of light burst through the blackness, filling in the spaces until a twinkling canopy surrounds me. Stars. Millions of sparkling stars. And at the center, the soft glow of the moon—pale, almost dull in comparison. 

There’s a subtle shift, and a different light appears in the distance, stronger than the moon and stars, its radiance pushing against the night. Shadows and shapes emerge, tugging at me, pulling me down, grounding me in their dull, gray world. A golden hue explodes over the horizon, driving back the darkness, erasing its power. A rainbow of light ripples across the sky, expanding until it reveals a wilderness before me. 

Tall grass surrounds me, interspersed with an array of wildflowers—pinks, purples, whites, yellows and oranges—all vying for attention. A cool mist hovers low, stretching across the field as a narrow dirt path disappears into its whiteness. In the distance, enormous trees stand thick and heavy like a wall, blocking the field’s advance.

Spinning around in amazement, I try to take it all in. The smell of the dew, the chirping of birds, a light breeze tickling the back of my neck. Everything is so... alive. Taking a hesitant step forward, I wonder where I am. What is this place? Is it real or am I dreaming? 

I run my hand over the damp grass, wiping the water between my fingers. My shoe catches my eye, then my clothing. That’s weird—I’m dressed in hiking gear. My boots, my water-resistant pants, even my favorite sweatshirt. A wide cloth headband covers my forehead, holding back the stray blonde hairs falling out of my usual messy bun. My backpack pulls on my shoulders, its weight heavier than I’m used to. Reaching back, I can feel my water bottles tucked in place. I even have my utility knife clipped on my waist strap within easy reach.  

“Huh.”

I take another look at the wild terrain stretching out before me. This is serious hiking territory, definitely not the kind I would ever choose to do alone. Why would I end up here of all places? I’m surprised I don’t feel panicked. I’m not exactly calm either, but the sense of wonder outweighs everything else, sparking a desire to discover what’s ahead. 

Okay, well, I have two options: follow the path cutting through the field or stand here, hoping someone comes along to explain things. A quick glance around reaffirms how unlikely that is.

“It’s not a yellow brick road, but it’s something, I guess.” I smirk to myself, thinking it’s too bad no one’s here to appreciate my humor.

Heavy dew collects on my pants and boots as I walk the dirt path, heading in the only direction I see it going. The sun rises higher, warming the air and burning off the mist. The sky is cloudless overhead and a large bird soars in lazy circles off in the distance. Buzzing insects fly from flower to flower, searching for nectar, while a gentle breeze sways the tall grasses, bending them in a soft wave that ripples along to the tree line. Now and then, the raucous call of a crow rises in the woods, carrying across the plain. Others join in, their discordant voices escalating before cutting off only to start again. 

I scan my unchanging surroundings, searching for familiar landmarks or signs that might tell me where I am, but there’s nothing. I push up my sleeve to check the time and do a double take, halting in the middle of the trail. My mind struggles to catch up with what I’m seeing.

My wrist is bare. There is no watch.

Frantic, I pat my pockets and check for my cell phone, feeling the same areas over and over with the same result.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me! There’s no way! This can’t be real.”

My heartbeat pounds in my chest, and panic tingles through my body, making it hard to catch my breath. Clutching my head, I try to comprehend what this means. What if something happens out here? How will I call for help? And how could I have not checked earlier? I can’t believe it didn’t even cross my mind. 

I should go back. Maybe I dropped it, but it’s already been a good hour since I set out. And I couldn’t have lost my watch too. Pacing back and forth, I’m unsure of what to do. If there’s no cell service, it won’t matter anyway, right? But if there is service and I need help, then what? Does anyone even know where I am? Have they noticed I’m missing? Who was the last person I spoke to?

I don’t know. 

What was I doing before I ended up here? 

Again, I don’t know.

How can I not remember? Why can’t I recall anything?

I look at my hands and feel my face. Everything’s the same. I’m still me. Forcing out a breath, I close my eyes. Okay, what do I know? I know I like coffee and donuts, but am seriously afraid of snakes and spiders. My favorite color is green, though sometimes red depending on my mood, and Fall is always my favorite season. 

I open my eyes and frown. How can I remember these things, but not the others? I can’t picture any friends, a job, or even a family. Am I married? A quick glance at my left hand confirms no ring. This is really weird and unnerving—like amnesia, but not. 

Rubbing my hands down my face, I look around, searching for someone—anyone—who might help, but nothing’s changed. There’s only a path in the wilderness and me standing right in the middle of it.

What the heck? What do I do? The novelty of this experience has worn off, giving way to fear. Yet, my options are still the same: stay or go. I stare at my feet, blinking away tears. This choice now feels overwhelming, more real, more... serious. I know I should keep going; that’s the logical decision. But part of me wants to sit down and cry, to pretend this isn’t happening, to sit here and hope it all goes away, that I’ll wake up somewhere else. But deep down, I realize I can’t do that. So, I force myself to continue in the direction I was heading, my steps slower and less enthusiastic than before.

I trudge along for what feels like hours, the scenery not changing much—wide open fields, the dense forest along the edges. The monotony continues until my body moves on autopilot and my mind disengages. It isn’t until my foot slips and my knee almost buckles that I realize the trail has changed. Snapping to attention, I notice the path is veering down a steep hill. Struggling to keep my footing, I slide down the loose gravel, grabbing at the few small saplings growing along the trail.

“Hallo!” 

I jerk my head up at the sound and almost land on my butt. A female hiker waves from down below. Though she looks excited to see me, I have no idea who she is. Nervous flutters fill my stomach as I approach, trying to appear casual as I sneak glances at her. Her backpack rests beside a couple of large rocks, and she’s drinking from a dark green canteen. Her smile widens and she beckons me closer, her thick red braids falling over her shoulders.

“Come, come! Have a seat and rest a bit!”

My body aches with relief as I slip off my backpack, the lack of weight making me lightheaded for a moment. I sway to the side before steadying myself and aim for the closest rock to sit on. Landing harder than intended, I wince, embarrassed by my awkwardness, but the woman doesn’t seem to notice. She’s busy rummaging through her pack, searching for something. When she finds what she’s looking for, she tucks it into her pants pocket, then straightens up and offers me an apple.

“Thank you,” I say, wondering if I should be taking food from a stranger.

“You’re so welcome,” the woman replies, settling on the other rock. “It’s wonderful to have someone to share with. This trail is usually pretty quiet.”

“Oh, so you hike here often then? On this... trail?” I ask, trying not to blurt out that I don’t know where I am.

The woman waves a hand in the air and says, “Oh, I’ve been out here hiking every day for many years now.”

“Wow, you must know this place really well. Do you live around here?” 

“I guess you could say that,” she says with a cryptic smile.

I don’t know what to make of her non-answer. Is she evading my question, or am I reading her wrong? I bite into my apple, brushing aside a fleeting thought of poison, and stare off into the distance, observing the woman out of the corner of my eye. She’s shorter than I am, and older, with a solid, athletic build. Dark freckles dot her weathered, sunburned cheeks. Her clothes are clean but well-worn, and not the latest fashion. And while she’s full of energy—upbeat and confident—there's a vibe I can’t quite lay my finger on. It nags at me, and just when I think I’ve got it, she jumps up and dusts off her pants, sending whatever thoughts I had into orbit.

“Well now,” she says, cleaning off her hands. “Are you ready for your directions?”

“Um, I-I’m not sure what you mean.” 

“Your directions for walking the path,” she replies, moving in front of me. “There are some things you should know before you continue on.”

“Oh.” She’s assuming I’m supposed to be here. Do I tell her—?

“Alright then!” she exclaims, smacking her hands together. “It is vitally important you continue on with the utmost seriousness.” She wags a finger at me. “You must stay on the correct trail. No wandering off and no shortcuts. Ever.”

She tilts her head towards me, raising an eyebrow. I lean back, nearly losing my seat, and give her a hesitant nod.

Her eyes narrow as she continues. “There will be other trails along the way, so you must pay attention. You are to stay on this path. Got it?”

“Okay... but how do I know which path to take? I haven’t seen any signs or markings at all.” 

Reaching into her pocket, the woman pulls out a faded leather pouch. She rubs her thumb across it, a smile tugging at her mouth and her eyes sparkle as she hands it to me.

“What is it?” I ask, unsure if I should be accepting gifts from this woman. Though I’ve already accepted the apple, so clearly, I’ve opened the door for more.

“Look inside.”

I untie the thin cord holding it closed and peer inside, but I have no idea what I’m looking at.

“Go ahead, take it out.”

Reaching in, I pull out an old, round metal case. It’s tarnished and worn, but I can still make out an engraving of a royal crown surrounded by flames.

“This will guide you on your journey. Keep it on you at all times and do not give it to anyone else. It is only for you to use. Trust this over your own instincts or another’s instructions. I promise, it will not fail you.”

Looking from the woman back to the object in my hand, I lift the lid with care. It’s a compass—an unusual one. A thick golden arrow glows under the glass encasement, even in the bright sunlight. Beneath the arrow lay multiple layers of different sized silver stars, and below them, a vibrant shade of blue creates the illusion of rippling waves.

The instrument fits perfectly in my hand, radiating warmth and a palpable sense of power. It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen, and I have no idea how to use it.

“There are no letters or words,” I say, tilting it as if that will help me figure it out. “How do I know which way is which?” 

Leaning over, the woman taps the glass top. “The golden arrow will always show you which direction to go. You must only go the way it points.”

I stand up and turn in a slow circle, watching the arrow shift into place. It points to a grouping of trees a short distance away, where I see a thin trail disappearing into their midst. That must be where the woman came from.

“If you ignore the compass’s direction and choose another way, you will have to deal with the consequences. Some could be deadly, so please, be careful.”

Dread washes over me, bottoming out my stomach. Deadly? Is she serious? What kind of journey am I on that I need such a thing to avoid danger?

“I’m sorry, I can’t do this,” I say, holding out the compass to the woman, but she’s already shouldering her pack and tightening her straps.

Her hands freeze at my words, she looks at me with fierce determination. “You must follow the path.”

I withdraw my hand at her tone and she takes a few steps up the hill before looking back at me. 

“One more thing. When you get to the clearing with the stumps, you will find a shack for travelers. You should stay there tonight.”

With a nod, she turns on her heels and continues climbing the rocky path, disappearing over the top. I’m left holding the compass, staring at the hill as if she'll return and things will somehow end differently. This is all wrong. She must have me mixed up with someone else. She didn’t even ask my name or where I was going. There’s no way she could have known I’d be here at this time and place, right? Except... she seemed so sure.

With a sense of detachment, I turn to face the woods. What I thought was a simple day hike has turned into a whole different ball game. Throughout the day, I’ve tried to convince myself that I’d soon wake up and laugh off this bizarre wandering dream. Or that maybe I’d run into a group of friends who would confess to drugging me and leaving me in the middle of nowhere as a joke. 

A heavy lump forms in my throat. This is not a dream or a harmless prank. It feels real—very real. I’m thirsty, hungry, tired, and confused. The compass pulses in my hand as I face the path before me, with no idea where I am or where I’m headed. All I have is a firm directive to follow where the golden arrow leads. I’ve never camped overnight on a trail or relied entirely on myself for survival. I have no weapon other than a pocket knife, and no hunting or foraging skills whatsoever.

Letting out a long, slow breath, I try to pull myself together. Staying here isn’t an option, that’s for sure. I want to be inside that shelter before the sun goes down. There’s no way I’m sleeping outside in the dark if I can avoid it. I tuck the compass back in the pouch and secure it to my belt loop. My pack feels heavier than before as I slip it on and tighten the waist strap. 

Anticipation revives inside me despite the circumstances. This is all way outside my comfort zone, or any zone for that matter, but I feel like I’m headed towards something significant. Whatever my life was before doesn’t seem as important as what’s happening here and now. I’m not sure why or how that’s possible, or how hiking along a trail in the middle of nowhere could change anything. But it is an adventure. I’ll give it that.

***
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ALL-DAY HIKING IS NOT my thing. Why did I ever think it was something I wanted to do? Sure, it’s peaceful and beautiful, and I love nature, but diving in like this? Not a good idea. Don’t get me wrong; I’ve hiked long distances before, even climbed a mountain once. Granted, it was a small one, but it still counts.

My experience level is more along the lines of casual hiking—just a couple of hours here and there, with weeks or months in between—not really enough to keep in shape or call myself an avid hiker. Nothing like what I’m doing now. Not for this many hours.

I stop at the next stream to fill up my bottles, hoping like crazy the water doesn’t make me sick. Apparently, I don’t have a water filter, or a cook stove, or even a pot to cook in. I did find some snacks and a large box of matches in my pack, so at least I won’t starve—yet—and can build a fire if needed. But seriously, who packed this bag? How am I supposed to survive on my own without more gear? At least I have a tent and a sleeping mat, and a change of clothes. Thank you for small favors.

The path continues to wind deeper into the woods with no end in sight, and my anxiety grows with each step. I’m exhausted. My neck and shoulders ache under the weight of my pack, and my feet are killing me. What if I don’t make it to the cabin? Will I really have to camp out here alone?

The path soon curves around a narrow bend and opens into a small clearing scattered with old stumps. To the left is a rugged log cabin with a large front window and a good-sized woodpile stacked under a low-hanging eave. Nearby, a small corral holds piles of manure and leftover hay, but no animals.

“Oh, thank goodness,” I breathe, heading for the door.

I hesitate on the narrow porch, unsure if I should just go in. It doesn’t look like anyone’s around, but I knock anyway. No one answers, so I push hard on the warped door and peek inside. The room is well-lit and larger than I expected. Two bunk beds are in the back corner, arranged in an L-shape, each hugging a wall. In the opposite corner, next to a small window, stands an old bookcase stacked with dishes and supplies, and a battered metal wash tub atop a barrel serves as a sink.

In the front corner sits a black cast-iron stove with a pile of kindling on the floor next to it and an oversized rocking chair nearby. There’s also a solid looking wooden chest pushed up against the wall under the front window. The only other furniture is a scarred wooden table in the center of the room, surrounded by three homemade chairs and a stool. On the table, a tin coffee cup holds some dead flowers—someone’s idea of a centerpiece, I suppose. 

I slip off my backpack and drop it on the bottom bunk nearest me. It feels so good to get it off. I check out the beds, finding thin mattresses on each one. Anything’s better than the hard ground and I can double up for a decent cushion to sleep on tonight.

Grabbing a metal bucket from the floor beside the sink, I head back outside to get water. There’s a creek right behind the cabin, just down a short bank. It’s clear, like the ones I crossed earlier, winding its way over rocks and fallen branches. I fill the bucket and make my way back to the cabin, trying not to spill all the water before I get there. Without my heavy pack, I feel off balance and keep overemphasizing my movements. It would be comical if I weren’t so tired and sore.

Inside, I set the bucket in front of the rocking chair and unlace my boots. I sigh with relief as I slide onto the rocker and ease my bare feet into the cold water. What I wouldn’t give for some painkillers and a hot bath right now. I rest my head back against the chair and close my eyes while the water soothes my swollen feet. I can’t believe I made it. 

Lulled into a sense of security by finding shelter, I’m drifting into that pleasant in-between state just before sleep, when a noise outside startles me. I jerk my feet out of the bucket, sending water flying everywhere, and scramble for my socks. They cling to my wet feet, refusing to go on straight, so I give up and shove my shoes on over the twisted folds. 

I’m tying my shoelaces when I hear heavy footsteps thudding on the porch. The door bursts open, banging against the wall, and a giant of a man strides into the room. My breath catches in my throat as every horrifying scenario I can imagine races through my mind all at once. I’m frozen, bent over my shoes, while the man slams the door shut and crosses the room, tossing his saddle bags down by the table. He yanks out a chair and heaves himself into it, the wood groaning beneath his weight.

“Ya makin’ any grub?” he growls with a deep drawl.

A flash of anger cuts through my fear. Oh my gosh, did this man really just barge in and ask me to cook for him? Am I about to be kidnapped and made into his woman, forced to live in this cabin, cooking and cleaning and meeting his needs whenever he wants? Oh no, that is so not happening! But what do I do? Make a run for it or stay and beg for my life? I think both usually end up with the girl dying, right? Maybe I should try to charm him with my winsome ways and then stab him in his sleep. Not to kill him, of course. I don’t think I could murder someone, but it would be self-defense, wouldn’t it? 

My brain is not taking me to a good place right now. I don’t know if I’m in real trouble or not. Unable to speak while all these crazy thoughts run through my mind, I just stare at the man. My body, on the other hand, has taken these ideas to heart and reacts as though attacked when the man grunts and reaches into his bags. I fly backwards, landing hard against the rocking chair, and knock the bucket of water all over the floor. 

The man doesn’t even spare me a glance. Instead, he pulls out a couple of large tin cans and a brown burlap bag. He unties the bag and slides out a loaf of homemade bread. 

“Ya knows how to start a fire?” he says, nodding at the stove. “I got some stew here, enough to share if yous hungry.”

“Y-yeah,” I reply, finding my voice.

My answer seems to satisfy him; he gets up, grabs a cooking pot from the shelf, and starts prying open the cans. Halting mid-pour, he turns and locks his gaze on me, sending me scrambling to my feet. The stove door creaks as I pull it open, revealing paper and small sticks already set inside. I lay kindling on top, light the fire, and watch the flames consume the paper and wood. Then I close the door, secure the latch, and sit back on my heels.

“Sorry, I ain’t got no butter,” the man says, pulling off chunks of bread with his huge hands. He tilts his head towards the cabin door. “We’s gonna need logs from that there pile outside.”

“For the fire,” he says when I just stare at him, which seems to be my default reaction to everything right now.

My thigh muscles protest as I stand up and sidestep across the cabin. I keep my eyes fixed on the man while aiming for the door and tug it open. The sun is hanging low, with a few rays still filtering through the trees, lighting up the front of the cabin. It won’t be long before daylight is completely gone. I could run, but I’d be heading into the woods in the dark without my pack. Not the wisest move.

Okay, I reason to myself, I’ve totally overreacted. If he’s a homicidal maniac, he probably would’ve killed me by now and, as for other things, well, he doesn’t seem interested. In fact, he hasn’t done anything except offer food. So, maybe he’s just a bit rough around the edges, you know, like he doesn’t get out much. 

I take a deep breath, hold it for a few seconds, then let it out with a sigh. Alright, here goes nothing. I grab an armful of wood and head back inside. 

Closing the door behind me, I see the man has moved to the stove and is stirring the stew, his back to me. I bring the wood over and stand a few feet away, unsure where he wants me to put it. The man turns, reaches across the space between us, and grabs a few logs all before I can react. He feeds them into the stove, then gestures at the kindling, implying that I should put the rest there. I dump the wood on the pile and ease my way over to my bunk. Nonchalantly, I unsnap my utility knife from the side of my pack and shove it into my pocket, still unsure if there’s an actual threat or not. Like before, the man doesn’t seem to be paying attention to me, but now, at least, I feel like I have the element of surprise. With his size, I’ll need it.  

I take a seat on the stool at the far end of the table and watch the man. He’s taken off his long coat—a duster, I think it’s called—and it hangs off the chair he sat in earlier; the bottom bunched up on the floor. His wide-brimmed hat rests on the table by the bread bag. The man stands well over six feet, with broad shoulders and muscles that strain against the fabric of his shirt. He exudes power and strength, but he’s made no move to use either to his advantage. There’s a gracefulness to his movements I wouldn’t expect from someone his size. He’s tied back a portion of his thick brown hair with a piece of leather to keep it out of his eyes, and his mustache and beard are long and scruffy, as if it’s been a while since he’s had them trimmed. I suppose he’s good-looking in a rugged, outdoorsy sort of way. You have to look for it, though, because everything else about him detracts from it. Especially the way he talks. His words are slow and drawn out, his grammar atrocious, but there’s intelligence in those brown eyes. He might sound like a redneck, but I don’t think he’s dumb. I’m hoping he’s also the honorable type. 

The man brings the pot over, pours stew into a couple of bowls, and pushes one towards me. He grabs a chunk of bread and dips it into his bowl, eating like it’s his first meal of the day. I continue to watch him as I take small bites, my anxious stomach making me nauseous. I’m only halfway through my bowl when he refills his, and just finishing as he fills his third. 

“Thanks for sharing with me,” I say in a soft voice.

“Yous welcome,” he says, wiping his bowl clean with the last of the bread. “Ya git enough?”  

“Yeah. I’m good, thanks.”

The man stares at the empty pot, seeming unsure of my answer, then pushes his chair back with a loud scrape. “I’ll be gitttin’ some water. Fer the dishes.” Swooping up the tipped over bucket, he heads outside. 

Once he closes the door, I release a squeaky breath and lay my head on the table, my arms crossed underneath. The adrenaline rush is wearing off, leaving me drained and shaky, while the stew sits like a rock in my stomach. Despite the man’s gruff manner and intimidating size, I haven’t sensed any hostility or actual danger from him. The perceived tension might be all on my part, imagined or not, but realistically, given where we are, I can’t head out on my own. 

So. For better or worse, it looks like I'm going to spend the night with this strange guy. 

I lift my head and stare out the window, resignation settling in my gut. Eventually, I notice the darkening shadows and search for a lamp to light up the room. Finding a pair of lanterns on the supply shelf, I bring them to the table, wondering if there is a trick to getting them going. I don’t see a bulb or a switch to turn them on. While I’m still trying to figure things out, the man returns, his entrance far less dramatic than before. 

Grabbing a kettle off the shelf, he fills it with water and sets it on the stove. After adding a few more logs to the fire, he glances at the lanterns on the table. His brows furrow briefly, and he stands up, reaching for the top of the bookshelf. He takes down a long, thin stick, and lights it from the fire, guarding the flame as he returns. Catching my gaze to make sure I’m watching, he flips up the glass on the first lantern and sticks the fire under it, lighting the wick. He lowers the glass and adjusts the flame, blowing out the fire on the stick at the same time. 

“Easy enough, huh?”

I nod, surprised. He’s just shown me how to light a lantern and done it without condemnation or ridicule. A curious trait for such an intimidating person. There may be more to this guy than I first thought.

“There be towels in that there trunk,” he says, taking the hot water from the stove and pouring it into the tub to wash the dishes. 

Funny how he makes a statement sound like a command. 

Opening the trunk, I find an assortment of towels and blankets stacked inside. I grab a towel off the pile and shut the trunk. The man holds a bowl out for me and soon enough we have everything washed, dried, and put away. 

Nodding in the lantern’s direction, he says, “Ya better take that and git yer business done ‘fore dark sets in good. Privy’s just past the corral.”

As I take the lantern and head towards the door, he adds, “Don’t dawdle now. There be things out there yous don’t be wantin’ to mess with.” 
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​​Chapter 2 
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OUTSIDE, IT’S JUST dark enough to need the lantern, but not yet the pitch black that will soon come. A few faint stars appear in the night sky, only visible if you don’t look straight at them. It seems so long since I watched the stars burst into being and found myself in this place. I can’t believe it was just this morning.

Forcing myself to be brave—and hoping like crazy the big man inside will save me if something happens out here—I step off the porch into the shadows and follow the handmade fence of the corral. A shuffling noise sets my heart racing until I notice a dark gray mule watching me. His nose twitches, and his big eyes give a slow blink before he lowers his head and continues munching on his hay. 

As my heart slows back to normal, I mumble a “well, hello to you too” and continue on towards the outhouse. Assuming that’s what a privy is. I hadn’t noticed it earlier when I arrived, most likely because it blends in so well with its surroundings. And surprise, surprise—it looks handmade, just like everything else around here. But I’m not complaining, a bathroom is a bathroom.

Inside, there’s a hook for the lantern, a worn wooden toilet seat, and an old tin coffee can with real toilet paper.

Ah, luxuries. 

I keep a close eye out for spiders and don’t waste any more time admiring my surroundings. I finish in record time, crack open the door, and peek outside, scanning the area for wild animals, monsters, or a mixture of the two. Anything is a serious possibility in this place. Seeing no imminent threat, I make a dash for the cabin, trying not to appear spooked while the mule’s mocking eyes follow me.

The cabin door slams shut behind me, and I cringe, bracing for a condescending comment. To my surprise, the man says nothing and I relax a notch. He’s seated on a stool by the stove writing in a small notebook with a whittled pencil, the second lantern casting a soft glow nearby.

“Do you want a turn?” I ask, holding out my lantern. He glances up, and an odd expression crosses his face. Worried that something might have followed me into the cabin, I dare to check behind me, but nothing’s there. 

“Naw, I’s good,” he says when I give him a puzzled look.

I return the lantern to the table and take a seat in the vacant rocking chair, debating if I should try to engage the man in conversation or wait for him to say something. He continues to write and I try to be patient, not wanting to interrupt.

“Ya trying to git somewheres with that there rocker?” He says into the quiet. 

It takes me a moment to catch on and notice how hard I’m rocking. I plant my feet, stopping the chair, but then notice my leg bouncing, so try for a more casual, non-aggressive rocking. 

“I don’t think we introduced ourselves earlier,” I say when the man doesn’t continue the conversation. “I’m Kenna.”

He says nothing. 

“Do you have a name?” I ask.

“Yep.” 

Okaaay. He’s not much of a talker, or he’s being evasive. “Would you care to share it with me?”

“If that would put yer mind at ease, I s’pose I could.”

I think he’s trying to hide a smile, but with his head turned away, I’m not sure. 

“It would,” I reply, my tone cautious. 

After a dramatic pause, he responds, “My given name is Kohnrad, but most know me as Keeper.”

“Why?”

With exaggerated patience, he sets his pencil down and looks directly at me. “Cuz I be Keeper of the Path.”

“What does that mean? Are you a forest ranger or something?” 

“I provide for those that be walkin’ the path,” he says, his eyes unwavering.

That doesn’t really answer my question. “Is this your cabin?” I ask, fidgeting under the weight of his gaze. 

“I built ‘er and most of what ya see here, but she ain’t mine. I don’t own ‘er. 

“Oh. So... does she... it... I mean the cabin, does the cabin belong to... um... an organization that supports the trail?”

“The cabin is for any that be needin’ it,” he replies, returning to his notebook.

I’m not sure what else to say. This entire conversation is frustrating and didn’t go where I thought it would. Kohnrad’s words carry a deeper context that I don’t understand. It feels like he’s humoring me, but I can’t pinpoint what I’ve done wrong. I don’t want to let on that I don’t know where I am or what trail I’m following, and he’s avoided all my attempts to get that information. It reminds me of my encounter with the woman earlier today. What is it with the people around here?

Trying again to engage him, I ask, “What are you writing?”

“Notes.”

At this point, I can’t help but roll my eyes and a snort escapes before I think to stop it. 

Kohnrad finishes up whatever “notes” he's writing and places the notebook on top of the wooden chest. Leaning forward, he rests his elbows on his knees. His posture is casual, but he meets my gaze without blinking. 

“Is there somethin’ yous be needin’ to know?”

Now that I have his full attention, I can’t seem to answer. My thoughts are racing in circles. If I voice my concerns, I risk exposing myself, and I have no idea if this man is trustworthy or not. He could use my inexperience against me and take advantage of the situation. How do I ask questions without putting myself in danger? What can I say that won’t make me look weak or... afraid?

“Yous can trust me, ya know,” he says, his voice low and calm. “I ain’t some crazy murderer or rapist or anything like that.”

The dam breaks, and I laugh and cry at the same time. Of all the things he could have said, this guy has either read my mind or he’s one crafty dude.

He stays quiet, letting me work through my emotions. That in itself gives me the courage to admit I need help. 

“I-I don’t know where I am or what I’m doing here.” 

“Well, now,” he says, clasping his hands together. “S’pose we get that cleared up.”

I smile with gratitude and wipe at my nose, relieved I’m finally going to get the answers I need. Or so I think.

“See, this here be a place of decision. Ever’one who comes this way is given a choice. To stay and make the journey, or not.”

“So, I have a choice in being here? I don’t have to follow the path? I can go home?” This information makes me sit up straighter in my chair. Could I be done with this, whatever it is, and get back to... to...? 

“Some make that choice. Many actually,” Kohnrad replies. “It ain’t easy here. There be challenges and dangers, but also great reward. All are given an invite, but few’r found worthy enough to continue.”

Worthy? What in the world? You have to be worthy to walk this trail? Oh boy, this guy might not be all there. Is he messing with me? His vague answers and odd phrases are really starting to irritate me. I don’t understand what’s going on, and he isn’t being helpful at all. Does anyone actually choose to stay here after talking to him? I mean, if he’s the selling point for this place, then he’s failing miserably. If you want people to stay, there should be someone here who’s not quite so... offensive. Someone more personable, who can actually answer questions. Seriously, what kind of place is this? 

“Wait,” I say, my mind latching onto an idea. “You mentioned something about a reward. Is there a prize at the end of this thing? Is this one of those wilderness challenges where the last man standing wins a hundred thousand dollars or something?”

“Nope.” He just stares at me, his expression neutral. 

“Look, I don’t know what your angle is or what you’re alluding to. You’re not making any sense, so just tell me, as plain as you can, how to get back home. Please.”

Unfolding from the stool, Kohnrad looks down at me. Something like sorrow flickers in his eyes, and he shakes his head in disappointment. “Yous know what all them that leave here be hav’n in common?”

I shrug, trying to appear casual. Of course I don’t, but I’m sure every single one of them had a good reason after talking to him, so he can stop looking at me like that.

“They’s were offended,” he replies, then turns out his lantern and heads to the back bunk. “Best tuck in fer the night. I’ll show ya the path back in the mornin’.”

I swear it’s only moments before he’s asleep, his snores rising and falling in a slow, steady rhythm. I turn the other lantern down to barely a flicker, not wanting the room to be completely dark, before heading to bed myself. 

The thin mattress is anything but comfortable and I’m upset that I didn’t throw another one on earlier. I did have a legitimate distraction, but still. I shift around, trying to ease the pressure on my shoulders, but every time I move, the mattress wrinkles, making it more uncomfortable. With a groan of frustration, I give up and lay still.

My body is so tired and sore, but my mind won’t shut down. I watch the shadows in the room, mulling over my conversations with Kohnrad. I still don’t know where I am or where this darn path goes, and every question I ask gets some obscure answer that only leads to more questions and more nonanswers. 

Why did he say that odd thing about being worthy? Something like, “All are invited, but only a few are worthy.” Who gives an invitation and then decides if someone's worthy or not? 

Kohnrad also said people leave here because they’re offended. I can see that I let my feelings and insecurity lead me in the same direction. I totally judged Kohnrad and made a rash decision based on that judgment. I’ve chosen to leave without understanding why I’m here, just because I felt put out with the way things were going. 

If the journey doesn’t matter, then why go through the effort of offering me a choice? And why is Kohnrad disappointed I want to leave? Why does he care? There has to be something I’m missing, some important piece that I haven’t caught on to. 

Around and around these thoughts circle in my mind until exhaustion finally takes over, and I fall into a fitful sleep. 

***
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I WAKE THE NEXT MORNING to the clanking of metal and the smell of freshly brewed coffee. Snippets of dreams float through my mind, but I can’t grasp any long enough to remember details—just a vague sense of darkness and someone following me. I sit up with a loud moan, wishing I’d never stepped foot on this trail. 

“Coffee’s hot if yous be wantin’ some,” Kohnrad says. “Porridge will be but a minute.”

I hobble over to the table, and Kohnrad slides a cup of hot coffee my way. It’s strong and bitter, but the caffeine is much welcomed. Placing a steaming bowl of porridge before me, he sits down to eat his own. My appetite is back today and I scarf down the entire bowl, surprised at how good it tastes. 

Gulping down the rest of my coffee, I figure I should get the conversation started. “You think I should stay, don’t you?” I blurt out.

“It be yer choice to make,” Kohnrad replies, focused on his bowl.

“But you have to have an opinion. I mean, you know the trail, right? So you know if it’s too difficult. You can tell me if you think I can do it or not.”

Kohnrad takes a moment to finish his food, then gives me his full attention. “It ain’t a matter of being able, it be a matter of choice. I ain’t gonna lie, the Path ain’t easy. But it be yer decision to walk it that’s in question right now. The choice’s been given. It be yer decision to make, not mine.”

“But why? Why have I been given this choice?”

“This here be a place of inbetween. Of what is and what will be.”

“You need to elaborate on that, please,” I say, trying very hard not to be irritated.

“Yous been called to make a decision between two kingdoms. One way will take ya back to where yous came from and yous won’t be rememberin’ yer time here.” 

“And the other?”

“The other’s a path to a king and his city beyond the Great Mountains.”

“Is one way good and the other bad?” I ask, feeling it’s very important to understand the difference between the paths and their kingdoms.

“Yeah, one’s good and one ain’t.”

“Okay, so just tell me which one’s good and I’ll choose that one.”

“I can’t be doing that. That’s what yous be needin’ to figure out.”

“But I don’t know anything about either one of them. How can I make a decision without any information?” Now I am irritated and unable to hold back. “I can’t believe people are brought here and then just told to choose without being told anything about either place.”

“I aint never said yous couldn’t ask questions to figure it out, just that I can’t be tellin’ ya which one’s right fer ya. Yer the one that needs to be figurin’ that out. It can’t just be told.”

“Oh. Sorry. I should’ve thought of that,” I say, fiddling with my spoon.

“Yer forgiven. Now, whatcha ya be needin’ to know?”

“Okay, well, you said everyone comes here, and it’s a place of decision. So, I guess the first thing I need to know is if this decision is final once it’s made?”

“Usually.”

“So I could change my mind later and go the other way?”

“Depends on which way yous be goin’ first.” Kohnrad says, leaning back in his chair.

I glare at this infuriating man, wishing I could shake him. I’ve never had anyone agitate me so. 

Alright, I can do this. Focus Kenna. 

“Okay... so the decision’s important, and final for one way, but not the other. One way is also chosen more than the others. Do the people who chose to go back ever return here?”

“Nope.”

“So... those who leave here do so because they’re offended, which means something, or someone,” I raise my brows at Kohnrad, “does something to turn them away. Is this done on purpose?”

“Yep.”

“See, that’s a problem!” I say, throwing my hands up. “Why would you purposely offend people and keep them from going a certain way unless it was bad? You say everyone’s invited, but then you also say not everyone’s worthy. So, who are the worthy ones? Those few who aren’t offended?”

“Uh huh.”

“Oh,” I reply, easing back into my chair. 

Kohnrad’s watching me, like he can see the gears turning in my mind. Like he’s waiting for me to figure this out and get it right.

“Okay, so... those who aren’t offended stay and walk the path to the king and his city.”

Kohnrad’s quiet and I realize I didn’t ask, but made a statement. One I’m confident is true. 

“So the path that’s least taken—the one you say is hard, but rewarding—that’s the one that leads to the king?”

“It does.”

“That path is good, then?”

“It leads to good, yes.”

“Then the other way—the one that goes back to... to where I was before here—it’s not good?”

“It be a place of great darkness.”

“But if that’s true, then why do so many go back there?”

“‘Cuz their hearts be shadowed and theys don’t be seeing the light of the other kingdom. Theys can’t be seeing past their offense or fear or anger. It blinds ‘em.”

“Are there others on the trail now? To see this king?” I ask, wondering if I’ll have to walk alone.

“A few.”

“Only a few?”

“Not many’s willin’ to join the king and serve him. Theys be thinkin’ they’s choosin’ freedom by going back, but they’s just enterin’ another kingdom and becomin’ slaves to its master.”

“Slaves? So he’s not a good master?”

“No. Not at all.”

“But this king, he’s good?”

“He be.”

“So then, the best choice is to stay and walk the path to the king and his city.”

“This be yer choice, then?” Kohnrad asks, leaning forward.

“Just one more thing. You said I would go back to where I came from. Do you mean the darkness? I-I came from the darkness?”

“Yous did.”

“So, I was a slave.”

“Yous were.”

“So then, my choice is really about staying a slave, or going to this king and... and becoming his servant.”

Kohnrad nods. “Yer choice be service to one or the other.”

“And everyone makes this choice? Every single person?”

“Ever’ single one.”

“Then that’s why I’m here? Because it’s time for me to make a choice?”

Kohnrad nods again. 

“What if I get there and the king doesn’t like me?”

Kohnrad smiles, his eyes crinkling around the edges. “The king’s pretty good at helpin’ people. Anything he don’t be wantin’ in his kingdom has a way of workin’ its way out of those he chooses. If ya be makin’ it all the ways there, most likely yous won’t be the same as when ya started.”

“Wait,” I say, laying my hands flat on the table. “You just said if I make it there. There’s a chance I won’t?”

“There be those who turn back or choose another path along the way. Like I said, it be hard. There ain’t no shortcuts or easy way to get where yer needin’ to go.”

“This is the path you say you’re the keeper of, right? You don’t keep the other way?”

“I can’t help those who go back. Their decision be made and that path can only be walked one way. Those on the King’s Path are my responsibility.”

“What of those who take a wrong turn or get lost? What happens to them?”

“I find ‘em and help ‘em, if they let me.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then theys be settin’ themselves on the paths that lead to the other kingdom.”

“Paths. As in plural. There’s more than one path?”

“Only in that direction.”

“Wow. I had no idea this was such a big decision.” I slouch back in my chair, overwhelmed by the seriousness of it all. If I’d stayed with last night’s decision, I would’ve chosen to head back to a place I don’t want to be. I’m not a hundred percent sure about this king, but I know I don’t want to be a slave to darkness. 

“Hey, I just thought of something,” I say, lifting my head. “If the way, or ways, back lead to a kingdom of darkness, then this king’s path should be the opposite, right? It should lead to a kingdom of light.”

Kohnrad smiles wide. “I knew you’d be one to figure it out. Yer going to the king ain’t ya?”

“Yeah,” I say, grinning back at him. “I guess I am.”

***
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THE SUN’S BREAKING through the clearing when we step outside. My shoulders ache with the weight of my pack and it’s going to take a bit for my leg muscles to warm up. Kohnrad steps off the porch and strides past the stumps, expecting me to follow. Shaking my head, I make my way after him. 

Somehow, I’ve come to like this guy. 

I’m surprised to see trails leading out of the clearing in all different directions, except on the eastern side where Kohnrad is headed. He stands by the tree line, waiting for me to catch up. 

Trying to see around him, I ask, “Where’s the trail? Is this the right spot?”

Kohnrad points to my leather pouch. “Yer gonna be needin’ that.”

I look down, wondering how he knows what’s inside? I untie the pouch and pull out the compass, feeling its warmth in my hand. As soon as I open the lid, the arrow eases into position, pointing straight into the woods in front of me. 

“This be where yous start.” Kohnrad indicates the same direction as the compass. 

“But I don’t see a path.” I look around at the other trails. “Why are there so many other trails if this is the one to take?” I ask, gesturing around me. 

“Most of ‘em be return trails, but a few choose to start out on ‘em. There be those that stay but don’t want to walk this path. Theys don’t get the revelation you got. Theys be thinkin’ they can choose their own path to the king. It don’t work that way though, sos don’t be trying that. Follow the compass and yous’ll be where yer s’pposed to be.” 

“Why aren’t there any signs saying this?” I ask with a shiver. His words are eerily similar to those of the woman who gave me the compass. “You just let people go on those trails without telling them where they lead?” 

“They’s warned. No one’s forced to walk this path. The way’s shown, and theys be given a choice, same as yous.”

I take an uncertain step forward, peering into the shadows of the forest. It’s dense with brush, and I can’t see very far. There are still so many things I don’t know, yet the journey beckons me in a way I can’t explain. A small ember of light awakens inside me, glowing, ready to burst into flame.

I shake my head to clear the vision that just flashed before me and am relieved when it fades away. 

“How long do you think it’ll take for me to get to the king?” I ask, stepping back from the unseen path.

“It’ll take as long as it takes.”

Of course that’s his answer.

Kohnrad reaches for my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. “There be places to stay along the way, so rest when yous can. It be easy ta get turned ‘round out there, so check yer compass often. There be others on the trails. Don’t be listening to them if yer compass says to go another way.”

“Will I see you again?” I ask.

“Most likely. I tend to get ‘round,” he says with a wink. “Nows, journey well, my friend.”

I take a couple of breaths, trying to settle my nerves. Alright, I’ve made my decision. I can do this. Moving forward before I can change my mind, I step into the forest.
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“MASTER, I HAVE NEWS of the woman.” 

“Excellent, indeed. This one has fled almost as swiftly as the previous. I must say, this is proving to be no challenge at all.”

“Um... no Master, the woman has... um... she has... she has... ahh...entered the King’s Path.”

“How, my little Messenger, was this allowed to happen? I was guaranteed she would not last the night. Was she not terrified and offended by the brute?”

“She was Master, yes she was, she was. He was as gruff as ever. Not eloquent at all, no, not at all.”

“Then tell me, how is it she is still here and has found her way to the Path?”

“Well, Master, apparently she was able to... um.. set aside her offense. The Keeper, er... the brute... seems to have worked some charm on her and...”

“And?”

“The woman, she has, well, she...”

“Spit it out, fool, or I will have your tongue!”

“Yes, Master, yes, well, she... she has something. I-I don’t know how she got it. Maybe it’s nothing, but it seems to... a... um... well—” 

“What is it she seems to have gotten?”

“A compass. She has a compass.”

“Really? A compass, you say. Interesting. How has one shown up after all this time? No matter. She will be unable to use it, she is no one of consequence.”

“Right Master, of course, of course. You’re always right, Master.” 

“That I am. Now, my overly eager Messenger, you had better listen like your soul depends on it, for I assure you, it does. Tell those incompetent imbeciles to get that woman off the path and back to her pathetic little existence of a life. Is this message one you think you may be capable of conveying?”

“Yes, yes, Master. I will tell them, I will tell them, Master. Right away, Master, right away.”

“Good. And remember, my faithful little Messenger, I do not tolerate failure.”
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​Chapter 3
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“HOW IN THE WORLD...?”

I’ve pushed my way through the thick brush—maybe ten feet or so—with the branches poking and scraping me the whole way. Looking back, the trail is open, and I can see Kohnrad standing on the edge of the clearing. He gives a short wave and nods before walking away. I turn back around and stare at the mess before me.

“How is this even possible?”

The trail is narrow and overgrown with ferns and a variety of plants I don’t recognize. Tree branches hang low and heavy, their leaves and needles wet with dew. In fact, the whole place is damp, like it just rained. My sleeves are soaked and I can’t even see my boots.

I’m only two minutes into this adventure and already doubting whether this is the right path. Except the compass pointed this way, and unfortunately, it still does. If this is what I’m in for, I might as well sit down and cry—get it done with, because I know it’s coming. 

Instead, I continue to claw through the bramble, stumbling over roots and rocks, relying solely on the compass for guidance. It’s slow and grueling. To my frustration, every time I look back, the trail remains wide open. It’s the craziest thing. How can it be so difficult going forward, but so easy leading back? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?

I press on, and to my relief, the trail widens out enough to reveal the ground before me. After a while, it widens further and the dense underbrush thins out, allowing me to see the path winding through the forest ahead. Relaxing, I begin to enjoy my surroundings. The air is no longer damp; instead, it smells fresh and sweet. Birds flit about and an occasional bee buzzes across the path. I tuck the compass away, figuring I’ll only need it if another trail appears. It should be easy enough to tell where to go if the path stays like this. 

Sunshine filters through the trees with streaks of yellow beaming down like floodlights. I’m so absorbed in this stunning display, I’m almost run over by a man charging down the trail towards me. He’s clutching a briefcase, his expensive-looking suit a wrinkled mess and his tie hanging off to the side. I jump out of the way as he passes by, his free hand running through his disheveled hair.

“I can’t believe it,” he says, his voice high and squeaky. “I just can’t believe it. How could I be so stupid? I can’t believe it, I just can’t believe it.”  

I check the trail for anyone following him, but no one else comes along. 

“Excuse me, sir,” I call out before my brain fully processes what I’m doing.

The man stops dead in his tracks and spins around, his eyes wild. He seems as surprised by my presence as I am by his. 
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