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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The Jade City, a city of myth and legend, is real. The wizard cloaked its location when the war for control of the city threatened to destroy it. Lost to the mists of time, the city waits for the fated pair to come together and bring the city to prominence once again.

      Through the years, the women of the Gale family were the only ones to stand in the way of the wicked witches. Their magical jade stone (rumored to be an actual piece of the jade stone of which the city was built) kept all of the witches’ powers at bay and peace in the kingdom.

      Over the years, the witches learned to keep their powers a secret in order to remain undetected by the Gale’s. Now, the power of the necklace is unknown to the current owner, young Dorothy Gale.

      The good and bad witches are hiding in plain sight, waiting for the power of the necklace to reveal itself when Dorothy comes in contact with the Tin Man.
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      “Hey, Tin Man!” Rusty yelled at him from across the lot, He couldn’t remember the last time someone called him by his name instead of Tin Man. Now he even introduced himself that way, he didn’t feel like Dominic anymore. He stopped to wait for Rusty to catch up to him.

      “You on the team for the latest mission?”

      “Yes.” He tried to turn away, but Rusty kept talking.

      “I thought you were done?”

      “Yeah, well, I agreed to pick up the slack with Wick out of commission.” He’d been planning on leaving, but let his boss convince him to stay for one more mission to rescue a kidnapping victim. Such was the life of a soldier working for Emerald Protection Agency. After ten years as a navy seal, it was one of the few jobs he felt comfortable with after he left the service. Now, he was ready to move on after this one last mission.

      Pulling his duffel from his locker, he headed for the airstrip where a plane waited for his team. The daughter of an American CIA operative had been kidnapped from her on-campus apartment in Bloomington, Indiana. The ransom note pointed to a reclusive billionaire who was looking for his next ‘bride’. The last girl they believed he’d had taken had been discovered ten months later in a shallow grave.

      His team trooped onto the plane and settled in for the flight to Bloomington where they hoped to pick up the kidnapper’s trail.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later

      Tin Man brought the binoculars up to his eyes and tracked the movements of their suspect. They’d chased him through Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, South Dakota, and into Wyoming. The abandoned feed mill was a good hiding place, but not good enough to stay hidden from Tin Man and his team for very long.

      After Tin Man entered the structure, he motioned for his team to move in. Sweeping the room, he noticed the padlocked door. Resisting the urge to sneeze from the dust floating in the air, he motioned for the bolt cutters. Out of the corner of his eye he saw their suspect dart toward him, a knife in hand.

      With practiced ease Tin Man blocked the thrust and knocked the knife away. They both struggled to gain the upper hand, with Tin Man landing a blow that snapped the suspect’s head back, following it with a punch to his gut. Panting through the pain the suspect glared at him. “My boss will get what he wants even without the girl.”

      “Let him try,” Tin Man ground out as one of his men handcuffed the suspects arms behind his back. “Your boss won’t be able to keep you out of jail this time, Billy.”

      Billy tried to look like the thought of jail was no big deal without success. “I, uh, bring it on. My boss will have me out in a couple of hours,” he boasted as Tin Man’s men took him out of the room.

      Tin Man wiped at the blood trickling from a cut on his lip as the bolt cutters were handed to him. With a grunt of effort, he cut the lock.

      Once the lock was off the door, he pushed it open with his hand. That’s when he saw her for the first time, huddled in the corner on a filthy cot hiding her face from the light shining in from the open doorway.

      “Tin Man, the suspect is on his way to base,” one of his men informed him.

      “Radio base, we have the girl, and she looks to be unharmed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hated being called sir, especially now that he was in the private sector. He’d hated being an officer and being responsible for his men’s lives, still hated it in fact. At least now he had some say in what missions they accepted and how they were accomplished. When he’d received the call about the kidnapped girl, he didn’t hesitate even though he was supposed to be off the rotation. Kidnapping cases always struck a chord with him.

      “Dorrie Gail?” he asked quietly. “We’re here to retrieve you.”

      She looked up. “About fucking time.”

      That was not the reaction he’d been expecting. Usually, a kidnapping victim was docile and afraid of their own shadow after being held captive for a few days. This girl, though, was obviously different.

      She stood and brushed off the seat of her dirty jeans, frowning at the dirt on her hands. “Got any clean clothes?”

      He smothered a grin. He liked her attitude. “Yeah, we’ve got some stuff in the truck. Once we get back to the hotel you can shower and change.”

      “That sounds awesome. And food? I’m starving.”

      He frowned. Starving?

      “Don’t look like that. They fed me, it’s just you showed up just before lunch.”

      Oh my, but did she throw some attitude.

      She walked up and stared at him. “Hmmm… you’re a good looking one.”

      He heard one of his men snicker. Looking over, he saw it was Data. “Zip it, soldier.”

      “Yes, sir,” Data replied, emphasizing the ‘sir’ as he knew Tin Man hated it and preferred to be called boss.

      She looked up at him. “What do they call you?”

      He motioned for Data to go get the truck. “They call me Tin Man.”

      With a laugh she said, “Dorothy and the Tin Man. Cute.”

      “Oh, believe me, there’s nothing cute about me,” he said as he turned to leave the room.

      She eyed his butt. “I don’t know about that.”

      He turned and glared at her.

      “Sounds like you need to ask the wizard for a sense of humor along with a heart.”

      He felt something in his chest, as if that hollowed out empty place where his heart used to be was slowly being filled. Impossible, Ebony West had taken what was left of his heart years ago.
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