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Haunted Hearts I

Welcome to the Phoenix Prime anthology, Haunted Hearts. The experiences that shadow and burden our emotional world are the focus of the stories in this anthology. Whether it be in romance or in other aspects of our lives, the adventures and encounters that we experience affect how we see the world.

Regrets, grief, desperate longing. All of these can weigh down our days and hinder the decisions we make. The shadows of those emotional reactions can pull the joy that we take in our world.

Join the writers of Phoenix Prime by sharing their vision of what haunts us and how we overcome the ghosts of the past to brighten our future.

Enjoy the reading. It is time for a good ghost story.
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Introduction - Broomstick Breakdown

Who says that witches and ghosts are all bad? This warm and funny tale from the Harper Mills series brings a scoop of mystery, a base of gooey romance, and a dash of Halloween spice to a lovely and loving look at how romance can always find a way.
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Broomstick Breakdown

By Summer Donnelly

Eighteen-year-old Tabitha Evans loved being a witch. Oh, her sisters complained and teased her that she wasn’t really a witch, but that didn’t matter. She had magical powers, could see glimpses of the future, and played with potions and tinctures. For Tabby, that was enough.

Tabby loved everything about fall. She loved the myriad of colors that danced on every tree. She loved the way autumnal shades clashed against the clear cloudless blue sky. Free from the heavy summer humidity, Tabby enjoyed outside activities like apple picking, visiting the pumpkin patch, and long walks through the deserted railroad tracks around her house in Harper’s Mill, New Jersey.

Harper’s Mill was a small railroad village nestled in the Kittatinny Valley section of the Great Appalachian Valley. Bordered by the Delaware River and surrounded by mountains, it was a place out of modern day.

The town had been settled by the O’Donnell family, seven Scotch-Irish sisters who were rumored to be witches. Long time locals swore the O’Donnell witches placed a protective charm over their beloved town which turned away the casual observer but encouraged those who could call the Mill home.

When the youngest sister married the 19th-century railroad magnate, John Harper, the idea of magic became cemented in local legend Because Harper was the seventh son of a seventh son. Magic, luck, and money followed him wherever he went.

Tabby was a direct descendant of the Evans line. And although luck and money would have been nice, in Tabby’s mind, her gifts were the best. The Evanses practiced herbal medicine with a specialty towards calming teas. Calming teas were useful but nothing beat the gift of precog she had been born with. The only drawback she found was that her blue eyes glowed a bright shade of blue when she received a premonition.

The culmination of autumn in Harper’s Mill was Halloween. Every year, the town celebrated by a brief get together at the feed store to show off costumes followed by a parade down Main Street. The First Presbyterian Church always served up mulled cider while freshly baked applesauce cake tempted the adults. When trick or treating was complete most of the town’s residents wound up at the All’s Hallows’ Eve party held at Race’s Orchard. Once there, they enjoyed sips of the special pink cider the farm produced from the magical tree known as First Daughter and marshmallows toasted in front of a raging bonfire.

Naturally, Tabby believed in doing Halloween up proper. As a descendant of the most powerful witch of her age, Tabby believed it was her duty to carry on the tradition. Especially since she was a witch.

October 3oth dawned clear and cold with bright blue skies and low humidity. After a brief breakfast and a kiss blown in her mother’s general direction, Tabby hit the road to begin a long list of errands. Halloween was too important to wait until the last possible minute, and Tabby liked being prepared early.

First stop was delivering candy to her sister’s diner on the main road into town.

“Hey, Emms,” she greeted with a cheery wave as she ducked her head to allow the tip of her witch’s hat to clear the door jam. She loved the general vibe of the 1950s era diner her family bought and her sister ran.

“What, nothing for me?” Thorne, her oldest brother teased from his spot at the counter, nursing a cup of black coffee. The payroll software was up and he was busily entering numbers.

“Hey big bro,” Tabby said. As the youngest of five children, she wasn’t as close with Thorne as she was her younger siblings but they were a close-knit family. She brushed a kiss across his cheek. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Is that the candy for the kids?” Emma said, tossing a hand towel over her shoulder and walking towards her sister.

“Yep.” Tabby held up an extra-large plastic pumpkin with a sturdy black strap. “Everything you’ll need for the hoard of hungry six-year-olds as they descend and seek out huge quantities of sugar.”

Thorne snorted. “Like it wasn’t that long ago you were one of them.”

Tabby tilted her nose into the air with all the regality of a witch queen before saying, “There is no age limit on Halloween, brother dear.”

Emma laughed and shoulder-bumped Thorne. “Don’t let him tease you, Tabs. He was out there until he was twenty and Judge Jones scolded him for stealing candy away from little kids.” Thorne’s cheeks flushed a little with embarrassment but he didn’t deny the charge.

“It isn’t fair that you guys know everything about me but I only know what people choose to tell me about you,” Tabby complained with a small pout. She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat for a moment.

“Joys of being the youngest,” Amy said, coming out of the kitchen. Amy was third in line behind Thorne and Emma.

“At this point, only Brooke is missing,” Emma said, smiling at her siblings. As the oldest girl, she considered herself the future matriarch of the family and loved arranging people’s lives.

“How is she doing in school?” Thorne asked.

“She texted me last night,” Tabby said. “She’s doing well but finds her history professor to be an absolute bore.” Tabby finished her coffee and hugged her siblings before heading out the door. “I’m getting everyone’s costumes from Mrs. Andrews. We’re all having dinner at Mom’s house tonight, right?”

Emma glanced at her watch. “Will you have enough time? Weren’t you supposed to get new tires on Dad’s van?”

“Tires were moved to November first,” Tabby said. “Wish me luck getting out of Mrs. Andrews’ house in under an hour.”

Amidst calls of luck and pleas to be careful, Tabby waved to her family and headed to the next stop on her list. “I’ll be fine,” she said to her siblings. “I promise.”

Famous last words Tabby thought as she stared at the blown-out tire as she sat on the shoulder of Cherokee Lane. A cool autumn breeze stirred her hair and a few gnats left over from summer swarmed her face, adding to her annoyance. Tabby pulled out her cellphone, relieved to see she had plenty of bars. After a brief call to Hamilton Auto, she sat and waited for the tow truck to come and get her.

“What good is precog if you can’t see things like stupid blown out tires,” Tabby muttered. Some of the Halloween shine began to dull but she refused to let this setback bring her down.

After a twenty-minute wait that felt more like a twenty-hour wait, Richard Hamilton and his tow truck pulled up in front of her.

“Guess that tire couldn’t really wait after all,” Tabby said as she greeted Mr. Hamilton.

“I should have warned your dad,” Richard said by way of apology. He glanced at the boxes of costumes she had piled up in the back seat. “Moving away from home?” he asked.

“Oh, those are just our Halloween costumes.” Panic and worry over time edged her voice. “I just so don’t have time for this, Mr. H. I need to get this sparkling cider to the ladies at the First Presbyterian Church for tomorrow night and then get home for dinner.”

“Okay,” Richard said. “Let’s get you loaded up and down to the shop.” Without wasting any time, Richard hooked up the van. Tabby scrambled into the passenger seat, and they headed towards his shop next to the diner. “Are you going to call your brother for a ride?”

Tabby bit her lip and considered her options. “No, Thorne will only grump about me taking time out of his day.” She glanced at the time. “I’ll call for a car,” she said. Hoping to save time, Tabby pulled up Jrny, a ride sharing app. Within a few seconds, her request was accepted and the driver was on his way to Hamilton Auto.

Tabby felt her blue eyes begin to glow with the power of knowledge and she smiled. The Jrny driver was waiting for her when the tow truck pulled into Hamilton Auto. Timing was everything, Tabby thought.

“Hey Ronan,” Richard said as he stepped down from the truck. “You still driving folks around the Mill?”

“For a few more weeks, Mr. H,” Ronan said.

Tabby paused at the deep timbre of his voice and wondered where he’d been hiding that she hadn’t yet met Ronan. She glanced at her phone. Ronan Matarazzo. The name wasn’t familiar which roused her curiosity. There were only about five thousand people in Harper’s Mill and although she didn’t know everyone personally, she knew or recognized most of the last names. Someone was always related to someone else in the Mill.

He was cute, she decided with a tilt of her head. Dark brown hair slipped loose around the edges of a tan beanie and his brown eyes lit with humor at her pointed witch’s hat. He was tall, probably just a shade under six feet with lean limbs and a loose gamboling gate.

“Can I help you with that?” Ronan asked as Tabby opened the back of the van to get the Halloween costumes out. She handed him her broomstick and hat and picked up the first box of costumes.

“Are you a witch?” Ronan asked.

“Actually, yes, I am,” Tabby said with a toss of her curls.

“Did your broomstick breakdown?” he teased.

“No, it just doesn’t fly on the day before Halloween,” Tabby returned.

“That seems awfully inconvenient,” Ronan said.

“Only when I want to scare little kids.”

Ronan smiled at her easy quips and Tabby felt the first tingle of female awareness. This cute boy with his beard scruff and stylish beanie definitely tempted her to take notice.

Once the costumes were safely in the trunk, they returned for the three cases of sparkling apple cider.

Ronan grunted at the weight of the first case.

“Too heavy?” Tabby teased. She picked up the second case and although the weight surprised her, she refused to let Ronan see how heavy she thought it was.

“You’re the witch,” Ronan returned. “Can’t you just wave your magic wand and make the cider dance its way into the back seat?”

“You’ve seen too many movies. I only use magic as a last resort,” Tabby said, her bright blue eyes sparkling with interest. “You know, if I can’t find some big strong Jrny driver to do it for me.”

Ronan tilted his head back and laughed. It was a warm, rich and inviting sound that beguiled Tabby. As the last echo danced on the air, Tabby longed to wrap herself up in its velvety tones.

Once the dark sedan was loaded, Tabby climbed into the passenger seat. “The cider goes to the Presbyterian church,” she said, punching the first address into the app. The phone hooked up to Ronan’s car chirped in response.

“Sparkling cider? What do they need that for?” Ronan asked as pulled out of the shop and headed towards Tabby’s first stop.

“The Women’s Group likes to have mulled cider for adults but they make sparkling cider floats for the kids during trick or treating.” Tabby licked her lips. “It’s really the best treat for an October night.”

Ronan looked up at the pumpkins and ghost figures that dotted the historic downtown area. “You people absolutely do this holiday up proper, don’t you?”

“You’re not from around here, are you?” Tabby asked, looking up at him through her bangs. She knew he wasn’t, but had learned to ask certain questions anyway. People were often uncomfortable when she knew things about them before they told her.

“No, I’m in school right now,” he said. “Working in the area and driving on the side.”

Ronan pulled up in front of the church to find the ladies already waiting with a hand truck.

“Sorry we’re late,” Tabby said, gushing a little as she helped Ronan unload the cases of cider.

“It’s okay, dear,” Jessica Spencer said with a brief hug. “Richard Hamilton called and explained what happened. He said you were on your way.”

Tabby smiled with relief. Some days it was hard growing up in a town where everyone knew your name but today, she didn’t mind it so much.

Ronan dropped her off at her parent’s house and they sat for a moment in the hushed interior of the car. “It was wonderful meeting you,” Tabby said with a touch of out of character shyness. Ronan was the first man she’d met who piqued her interest and she wasn’t sure how to proceed. Her instincts were to barrel in and do what she wanted but the unexpected insecurity was new to her.

“You, too,” Ronan said. Time stretched between them growing taut with awareness. “Let’s get your boxes out of the trunk.”

“Right. Boxes. We can leave them on the porch,” she said. “I’ll get them into the house.”

After the boxes were unloaded, they stood watching each other in the late afternoon sun. Neither of them were eager to part and yet had no excuse to stay. “Are you going to the Halloween festival tomorrow night?” Tabby asked.

The moment her words were spoken an unexpected coolness descended up on them.

“I’m not here in Harper’s Mill to stay,” Ronan said. A cold wind howled through the empty trees. “Don’t get attached.”

Tabby frowned at his impertinence. “I didn’t ask if you are moving in,” she clarified with a sniff. “I asked if you were going to the party tomorrow.” When Ronan didn’t say anything further, Tabby simply smiled brightly and thanked him for the ride.

She pulled out her phone to end the ride and hesitated for a moment over the tip button. Manners told her to add a healthy tip to the tally for his help with loading and unloading boxes. Pride told her he should suck it up for being generally rude. In the end, manners won. Tabby added in a minimum tip to say thank you without appearing desperate for his attention.

<<<>>>

Tabby woke up a little slower the following day. Halloween was like a long-lasting candy. An all-day sucker to be savored and enjoyed. Since it would be another year before it came back, Tabby enjoyed each tang of sour and the lingering sweetness of her favorite holiday.

She sat up in bed and looked at the place where Freckles, her beloved cat, had once slept. Freckles had been gone a few months now and Tabby decided that this morning would be a good day to head to the rescue outside of town.

After a slice of toast and a cup of coffee, Tabby braided her hair to fit under her helmet, and pulled her scooter out of the garage. Laughing with the freedom of the wind against her skin, she drove to the cat rescue run by Dr. Donovan.

“Hey, Sasha,” Tabby said, greeting the doctor’s long-time assistant. Sasha had held Tabby while she cried the afternoon Freckles had been put to sleep.

“Tabby! How are you sweetie?” Sasha said, coming out from behind her desk to give her a motherly hug. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again, sweetie.” Warm hands cupped Tabby’s face. “Is it time now? We’re running a cat fair this Saturday. You should come and meet all the cats.”

“I saw your advertisement for the fair online,” Tabby said. She accepted the application Sasha handed her and filled it out. “I know most of your cats are fostered out, but do you have any cats here in cages I can meet and greet with?” she asked.  “Maybe an older cat?”

“Sure thing, sweetie,” Sasha said. “Head back towards Dr. Donovan’s office. The free roaming cat room is on your right-hand side.” Tabby followed Sasha’s directions and found the bedroom-sized room full of cats.

Tabby sat amidst half a dozen cats and let them approach her and check her out. “Hey little sweetie,” she said to a lazy little orange and white striped tabby who reminded her of Freckles. He was a cute little guy but she was hoping to find a cat with different markings. One that wouldn’t remind her so strongly of Freckles.

Standing up, Tabby ignored the kittens clamoring for attention and found an adult tuxedo cat hiding behind a scratching post. “Hey, little guy. Who are you?”

The older cat was shy at first but warmed up as she played with him, twirling a length of her braid and letting him bat at it. Finally, he curled into her lap and fell asleep with a contented sigh.

“We don’t adopt black cats this time of year.”

Tabby frowned at the familiarity of the voice and looked over her shoulder. Standing in the doorway was Ronan Matarazzo.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were a driver for Jrny?” Whatever previous camaraderie they had built was gone and in its place, was a cool distance. Tabby didn’t know what happened between yesterday and today but the warmth she had seen in Ronan’s brown eyes was gone.

“If you must know, I do that to build Dr. Donovan’s stray cat fund.”

“Are you a veterinarian?” Tabby asked.

Ronan paused before shaking his head. “No, I’m a student. I’m just here doing an externship.”

“Oh. Well, I’m here looking at cats,” Tabby returned coolly. She waved her hand as if to show him out of the room. “I just got this little guy to sleep. As you can see, we don’t need a babysitter.”

“I am not letting you get a cat to use as some sort of cheap costume prop.”

Tabby stared at him for a long moment feeling anger rise within her. The cat in her lap stirred in response to the ire emanating from her pores. “Who do you think you are?”

“I’m the one here protecting unwanted cats from becoming a one-night prop that’s either returned the next day or sent to live outside.”

“I’m a witch, I don’t need props.” She used her voice and let it drip with sarcasm and derision. How dare this man reject her offer of friendship yesterday and today think she’d be the type of lowlife who adopted cats as if they were stuffed animals? “If you must know,” she began, stressing the words like he had “my seventeen-year-old cat had t be put to sleep this summer and I felt it was finally time to get a new one.” Blue eyes flashing with fury and passion, she kissed Tux’s head and set him on the floor.

She rose to her full height as fiery blue eyes met stunned brown. “If this is the way you treat all potential client and adopters, you’re going to need to do a lot more Jrny driving to pay for that stray cat fund.” Ignoring his attempt at an apology, Tabby turned on her heel and left the room. Her spine was arrow straight and her steps were as hurried as if a wild animal was nipping at her heels. Refusing to look behind her, Tabby headed back towards the office.

“Is everything okay with my application?” she said to Sasha as soon as she was within calling distance. Everything within Tabby told her to leave but she wouldn’t allow the future Dr. Matarazzo to keep her from getting a cat. “Please have Dr. Donovan examine the older tuxedo cat. If everything checks out OK, I’ll be by this weekend to pick him up.”

“Oh, sweetie, he’s such a darling cat. But you should know. That sweet boy is bonded to another cat who he shares a cage with. You wouldn’t be interested in two cats, would you?” Sasha smiled hopefully up at her and Tabby was aware she’d just been played by the oldest rescue gamut available. Two cats were always better than one.

Tabby stood for a moment and thought about her options. Her folks would probably yell at her for getting two cats instead of one but Tabby shrugged. If the worst part of being the youngest of five meant she wasn’t there when her brother and sisters were growing up, the best part of being the youngest meant that rules didn’t apply to her.

“I’ll take them both,” Tabby said, making a rash decision. She nodded coolly to Ronan, standing there helplessly in his white lab coat.

That afternoon, three o’clock

Tabby was running late, as usual. She hated to miss out on the costume display, and if she didn’t get her butt in gear, was going to miss helping Emma hand out candy.

She was just leaving the house when a dark, late model sedan pulled into her driveway. She glanced at her watch but didn’t say anything. Emotions bubbled within her, equal parts hope and confusion. Maybe now she would find out why Ronan had behaved so oddly.

Ronan stepped out of the car with a welcome box of cat essentials – litter box, toys, and some high-end cat food Dr. Donovan sold.

“What are you doing here?” Tabby didn’t want to be touched by his generous gesture until she was sure he was being sincere.

“I behaved like a jerk.” Ronan said with a sheepish shrug.

“Well, we can agree on that at least,” Tabby said with an apple-bright tartness to her voice.

Ronan cleared his throat. “I also wanted to apologize.”

Tabby lifted an eyebrow and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I deserve to know why you jumped all over me.”

“Yeah, you do. I’m sorry. Sasha read me the riot act for thinking the worst of you. A lot of rescues don’t adopt out cats the week of Halloween. Like rabbits and chicks at Easter time, some people adopt a cat just for Halloween. Sasha told me how wrong I was and I’m sorry that I jumped to the conclusion.”

Tabby nodded. “I guess I can understand that,” she conceded. Innate honesty pushed aside her pride at being misjudged. “You don’t know my character well enough to decide and you erred on the side of protecting the cats.” She sighed. “I can respect that.”

“That’s true,” Ronan said. He hung his head and looked up her through his lashes. “I’d like to change that. If I could.”

But Tabby wasn’t about to let him off quite that easily. “And yesterday? When you practically bit my head off asking if you were coming to the festival tonight?”

“I’ve only been in this town a few weeks. I’ve seen how close you all are. Maybe you don’t know what it’s like to be the perennial outsider but I do. I’m aware of it every time I walk down Main Street or make a house call with Dr. Donovan. I don’t like it. I didn’t want to intrude or feel like people were taking pity on me.”

Tabby sighed. As a member of one of the Old Families of Harper’s Mill, she had never experienced being on the outside looking in. She didn’t imagine it would help a person feel welcomed at all.

She looked into his eyes using every ounce of magic she possessed. Tabby needed to see into his soul and determine the measure of the man. He loved animals and that was a plus. He even drove a car to help make money for the stray cat fund, which, let’s face it, he totally had her at hello on that one.

But there were no answers in his eyes. All she had was her gut-deep instinct that he was a man sincere in his love for animals. “Do you get all of your exercise by jumping to conclusions?” Tabby asked with a playful grin.

Ronan tilted his head back and laughed as his shoulders sagged with relief. He relaxed and shot her a temptingly crooked grin causing Tabby’s anger and resolve to melt like warm caramel.

“Apparently, I do,” he confessed. He held his hand out to indicate the car. “Is the invitation still open? Will a witch be seen with a veterinarian?” He pulled out his stethoscope and tossed it over his shoulders. “See? I have a costume.”

“You almost have a costume,” she corrected. She took the cat welcome package from him and went back into the house. When Tabby returned, she helped him into a jacket with a stuffed black cat sewn on the shoulder.

“What in the world is this?”

“It’s my brother Thorne’s costume from last year,” Tabby said.

“What was he? A crazy cat pirate?” Ronan laughed adjusted the stuffed animal perched on his shoulder until they both had a jaunty air. “Now all I need is an eyepatch.”

Tabby pulled one out of her pocket. “Hello? I’m a witch. I’m always prepared.”

“I thought Dandelion Scouts were always prepared,” Ronan teased, slipping the eyepatch over his beanie.

“Apparently, we both are,” Tabby said with a teasing little grin. “Now you look ready for a Harper’s Mill Halloween festival. The witch and the veterinarian crazy cat pirate.”

Another round of Ronan’s laughter echoed in the air. “Deal,” he agreed. “As long as there is one of those apple cider floats in it for me.”

“It’s a deal,” Tabby said with a giggle

<<<>>>

Want to enjoy a taste of Harper’s Mill Fall Festival?

Caramel Apple Cider Floats

Ingredients: Favorite brand of vanilla ice cream, salted caramel, and sparkling apple cider.

Scoop vanilla ice cream into an individual glass. Drizzle with caramel sauce then pour over desired amount of apple cider. Top with whipped cream. Serve immediately.
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Introduction - TBD Taki Drake

It is very hard to change the direction of your life. Especially when the alteration to a regrettable state has been sneaky, slipping by your attention with small increments, pulling you into danger and loneliness. This tale is a story of how the sadness of the past has haunted someone, warping their life and leaving it far from what was envisioned.

The hope of changing that dismal path is offered like a blessing, knowing that it is always possible to break the haunting and move forward with a heart, re-energized.
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Echoes of Past Love

by Taki Drake

The grocery store was packed like it usually was on a Saturday. People were crashing into displays and other shoppers everywhere. Susan Gaunt found the activity and the noise to be overly irritating.

The entire week had been a mixture of annoyances and irritations for her. Problems at work, a report that had to be rewritten, office politics. All of these had combined to make a stressful workplace, and the rest of her life had not been much better. She had forgotten to pick up her dry cleaning until it was too late, so she did not have the right clothes to wear for two days. This made everything worse for her.

She hated to be badly dressed. For her entire life, she had thought that appearances mattered and that she had an obligation to present the right image to people. After all, her mother had raised her properly. Looking over the tomatoes, she noticed a woman standing there with part of her collar flipped inside out.

At least I know better than to go out looking like that! she thought. Feeling slightly better, and buoyed by a sense of superiority, Susan turned her attention back to her grocery shopping.

It is amazing how many people come out in public looking so… uncivilized. I wonder at their upbringing and their sense of pride. Do not they realize that if you are not taking care of yourself that you are admitting to the world that you are worth nothing?

The store had not gotten any less crowded, but Susan realized that her mood had improved. There was nothing like reevaluating your place in life every once in a while to help set things in perspective. The discouragement she had felt when her report was thrown back at her for revamping had started to dissipate, and her overall energy had started to rise.

Coming out of the produce area, Susan started to check her list for the meats and other proteins that she had planned. Chicken, beef, and a bit of fresh fish. Variety was important in your diet.

She loved planning menus. Of course, it was not terribly much fun when it was just cooking for her. But still, the sense of order that she got out of having a whole week’s menu planned was satisfying.

Checking out the chicken that was on sale, Susan thought idly, It is not like I have children or anything.

The woman was startled. She had never actually worried about having children, in fact, she was quite content not having them. But she had been glancing around the store and kept seeing people with children. It must have been the scenery that planted such an idea in her brain. Giving herself a mental shake, Susan went back to looking at the different cuts of meat.

Children did seem to be everywhere. I wonder why everyone feels constrained to bring their kids to the grocery store. It is not like it makes it easy to shop or anything. Well maybe, just to be fair, it is because they want to spend time with them.

Arrested by that thought, Susan looked around and saw how many of the people with children were not only doing their shopping but kept up a running commentary on how they were shopping and why they were picking what they did. It was almost as if it was a class in practicality. Sort of like Grocery Shopping Basics 101.

With a start, Susan realized that she knew a couple of people that were in the grocery store. One of them was an old friend, somebody that she had not seen for a long time. Susan remembered Marilyn as one of the people that had hung around the outside of her circle of friends. At the time it seemed “right” to Susan and her other friends, but looking back at it Susan could tell it was that the shy woman had never really felt like she was part of Susan’s group.

She really was not part of our group. She never looked like she was prepared for the day and she never came in with her hair done, her nails polished, or in stylish clothes. Instead, she was always trying, a wannabe.

Marilyn did not look like that unsure and shy girl any longer. Beautifully dressed in a pair of slacks and a jacket over a casual shirt, Marilyn’s hair was pulled up on top of her head and fastened with an attractive ornament. Susan almost felt grubby by comparison. Unconsciously, she raised her hand to her hair to make sure it was smooth. Did I remember to spray it after I got it combed this morning?

Susan’s introspection was interrupted by the sight of two other people coming up to Marilyn. The strangers greeted the woman with smiles and open-armed hugs. They were obviously happy to see her, and Marilyn was happy to see them. They looked comfortable and truly glad to be around each other, wrapped in honest joy in each other’s presence.

An unfamiliar, fleeting pain in her chest startled Susan. I am not jealous. I have plenty of friends, and if any of them were in the store, they would come up and say hello to me too. Well, they would not hug me, but I would be offended if they did!

Determinedly, Susan turned down the aisle to look for that special kind of pasta that she wanted to get. It made her mother’s spaghetti recipe taste so much better. It was on Susan’s menu every other week, like clockwork. A comfort food for her and one that she looked forward to every other Thursday.

There were people stopped in front of the pasta shelf area. They were the process of discussing choices for several meals. Susan waited patiently, figuring that there was only so much they could discuss about pasta and that they eventually would get out of her way. If it went too long, she was quite capable of cutting in, saying “excuse me,” and grabbing her choices.

The man looked vaguely familiar. Where had she seen him? Not wanting to be caught staring at a stranger, Susan kept glancing at him from the corner of her eyes. When the connection clicked, she almost dropped the jar of tomato sauce that she was holding. Good grief, that is my old boyfriend, Chuck Hansen. I just did not recognize him dressed that way and looking so good.

Frozen in place, Susan felt like she stood underneath a deluge of cold water. Filled with long-remembered anger, irritation, and grief, Susan was inundated with a flash of memory that chilled her to the core.

Her mother had called her into the sitting room to have a “talk.” Susan had known that it was not going to be a good discussion, but could not think of anything that she had done wrong lately. Even with that in mind, the subject was one that she had not seen coming at all.

“Susan, I really think you should stop seeing that Hansen boy. You can do so much better for yourself. After all, his father is nothing but a plumber. I am not even sure he will go to college, and you do not want to shackle yourself for your whole life to someone that is not worthy of you.

Susan’s half-stifled protest had gone unheard, as her mother continued.

“You have to be prepared to look out for yourself. Your father and I will not be around forever, you know. It is extremely important that you establish yourself in a relationship with someone who matches you, someone who is not going to drag you down. If they do not have a reasonable profession, they are not going to have any money, and you are not going to have a future with them.

“Besides that, it is obvious that people who are better looking are more successful in their careers. The Hansen boy is, frankly, not very good-looking at all. He probably will not do very well in life hampered by a combination of poor family background and missing the tools that are important in getting ahead in this world.”

Susan still remembered how much that conversation had hurt, but she knew her mother had only the best in mind for her little girl. It had not been easy, but she had learned that lesson, and she had taken it to heart. After all, did not she have a whole list of things that people had to match, or she turned them down?

While Susan was caught in her private memory lane, the aisle had cleared. Coming to herself with a start, the woman pushed her shopping cart over to the pasta area and picked up two boxes of the spaghetti noodles. Remembering the cheerful discussion that she had overheard between her old boyfriend and the woman who was apparently his wife, Susan wondered what it would be like to be discussing aspects of her daily life with someone else.

I wonder what my mother would say now if she saw him. He is obviously happy, and both he and his wife look like they had plenty of money. Would my mother think he was worthy now?

Susan turned at the end of the aisle and found herself in the canned vegetable area of the grocery store. Looking for the next item on her list, Susan was struck by a realization. There are so many people that I have cut out of my life because I did not think that they had a future. Men that I stopped dating because they did not make enough money, or they were not good-looking. Women that I spurned, not even bothering to respond to their overtures of friendship because they were not up to my dress standards or the outer signs of prosperity.

Straightening up and looking around her wildly, Susan saw a store that was filled with connected people. Almost everywhere she looked, there were parents connected to their families, men and women connected to their spouses, people connected to friends. When had she become an island? Where were her connections?

Susan clutched the handle of her cart tightly with both hands. She needed anchoring in the here and now, something that would make her feel part of this world rather than a spectator. What have I done with my life? Is it wasted? Here I am in my 50s, and I am not connected. I thought I was selective. Some people have called me too picky, but I always thought they just did not understand.

Susan put her left hand up over her eyes, pressing in slightly. She could feel an insipid headache starting to form in the back of her eyebrows. If she did not get it under control, it was going to slide down her face until her entire head would ache from jawline to hairline.

She did not want to contemplate the future. The very skills that she used to support herself were telling her what mistakes she had made. During the weekdays, she analyzed and predicted behavior looking at trends and content. If she did that with her own life, the future was grim.

Hah! If this were a report that I was writing up, I would say that there has been a significant reduction in the stability base over time, I would say that if it continues to erode, the prognosis is not good for the viability of the organization. OMG! I have become a disaster waiting to happen!

Still standing motionless in a grocery store, filled with rapidly moving shoppers swerving around her, Susan started going through the boyfriends that briefly shared her life. Counting them off on her fingers, she realized that it was like counting a rosary of rejections. Boyfriend number two was not ever going to be rich, boyfriend number three loved a profession that would not make them any money, boyfriend number four was not serious enough, boyfriend number five was not handsome enough, boyfriend number six…

Facing the decisions that she had made through the logical eyes of her education and training, Susan was forced to see a fundamental error in what she had been doing with her life. She had been working from an assumption that people were predictable. The second assumption, one that relied on her capability of evaluating people’s worth, produced a fatally flawed pattern for her to follow.

Chuck obviously had turned out well, despite her mother’s prediction. Her mother had been wrong about him. How would Susan have been able to improve on that ability to see decades into the future? Lost in reverie, Susan remembered how she had felt when she went out with Chuck. She had felt special, protected, and valued. She had been happy when she was with him. That realization brought hot tears to prickle the inside of Susan’s eyelids.

When did I last feel like that? I cannot remember.

Perhaps it was the last time that she had gone out on a date. Even though it had been almost six months ago, she still remembered the feelings. Going out with Mark Latham had been enjoyable. He was well read and cultured, enjoying food and good wine, without being supercilious or rude. His enjoyment of life and his sense of humor had been very attractive, she now realized.

They had gone out five times before she had decided that he just would not do. The reasons that she had come up with made her cringe in retrospect. Am I really that shallow?

Susan was forced to confront the fact that she had quit dating someone because he was not handsome enough. Despite the fact that he was a respected businessman with an active mind and a joyful appreciation of life, she had rejected him because he was not up to her expectations of physical appearance. That realization hit Susan like a punch to the chest. Shame, embarrassment, sadness. These were the contents of the slap across the face that started new understanding for Susan, covered behind a desperate need for tears. It was only after that shocking sharp blow that the other, quieter, emotions seeped through.

The next emotions also were packaged into a weapon. This blow was a cut into a person’s psyche. Anger, sadness, apathy. Susan knew that this second blow was worse than the first.

I rejected him because he was not up to my standards, but I did not end it cleanly. I just stopped returning his calls, figuring that eventually he would get the clue and move on.

Susan was in a brown study as she finished the rest of her shopping. Although the first portion of her trip through the grocery aisles had taken her many times longer than it normally did, the last part was more rapid with Susan in a fog of deep thought.

Running a rapid replay of friends, both male and female, that had appeared briefly in her life before being kicked out was frightening. The vision that kept seeping into her mind was haunting her. Connections offered, friendship rejected. Her refusal to be open to real life was a ghost in her heart, a shadow on her life.

The rejections that she had not really understood before kept echoing through time. They built on each other until the vision of the end, her end. It was the forlorn image of a lonely old lady in a nursing home where no one ever came to visit. A funeral that had only her lawyer in attendance. This was a clear picture of the culmination, the pinnacle, of her existence.This was the path that she was traveling, where her life was heading.

She did not want to go there.

Finally, Susan had made it through the store and was standing in the checkout line. Her mind running around like a hamster on a wheel, Susan was startled into a small scream when a familiar voice spoke directly behind her.

“Hi, there.”

That mellow voice could only belong to one person that Susan knew. Spinning’s around so quickly that she almost fell over, Susan was not surprised to see Mark Latham’s smiling face looking down at her.

“Hello, yourself,” Susan replied. She wondered if her racing mind had conjured him as a vision or if he was really there. Resisting the urge to put her hand out and touch him to check, Susan contended herself with a real, if shaky smile.

“It is very nice to see you again, Susan. I just got back into town after being gone on an extended overseas trip. As I tried to let you know earlier, it was an unexpected interruption in what I had hoped would be a growing relationship. When you did not answer my calls, I thought you were angry at me. If you were, I hope that is not true any longer.”

Susan was frozen, internally at war on what she had to be saying. When she had run into this situation in the past, she had responded coldly, making sure that the rejected male friends knew most assuredly that they had been found wanting. But that was before. Before she had taken a hard look at where her life was leading her. Before she had been forced to recognize how empty and lifeless her existence had become.

Trying desperately to chart a new course in the sea of indecision, Susan took the plunge. “It is very nice that you are back, Mark. I am very happy to see you.” That simple pair of sentences felt like some huge mountain that she had just climbed. She was a bit breathless from the climb and waited nervously for his response.

His smile was like a warm hug. Something comforting and welcome. Susan felt a small spark of joy starting to burn. She wondered briefly if it was designed to go out or grow, but decided that she did not really care. It was time to make a difference in her own life.

“I am relieved to hear you say that. I am living in a different place, and I have gotten a new phone number. I would be happy to give them to you if you want them,” Mark said carefully.

“I would love to have the number, and I will give you my new cell phone number also. Have you found a new apartment?”

“Not exactly. I am in the process of looking for a more permanent location. I have been meaning to move to a house for many years, and now that my job position has been settled here in the US, I think it is the time that I sort of grew up.”

“That sounds very exciting. And congratulations on the promotion by the way. Where are you looking for houses?”

“I have been looking all over, but I have to tell you that is very confusing. Going around looking at houses by yourself is not exactly fun.”

Once again Susan was on a precipice. Should she volunteer to help? What signal would that send? Decisions, decisions. Maybe it was not a decision anymore. Perhaps instead it was a philosophy. Just go with your heart, Susan.

“Well, if you would like my company I would be very happy to go with you to look at houses.”

If Mark’s smile had been warm before, this one would have been a bonfire. Susan’s heart resonated with a powerful surge of warmth and a pounding beat. Her skin felt flushed. The sound of the blood rushing through her veins was so loud that she almost did not hear his answer.

“Nothing would please me more.”


Introduction - The Girl with the Black Patent Leather Shoes

Everyone likes a good ghost story - right?

Not if the story is not believable. Not all of tales are as well-written as this one, so do not be fooled into thinking that you can read a story and not have it cast a spell over your heart and mind. This story will tug on your heartstrings and send shivers down your spine. It pulls you into the skin of the main characters and you feel what they do, ache with their emotions.

Even days after first reading, it haunts me still.
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The Girl with the Black Patent Mary Janes

By Cara Haslwanter

The old Queen Anne style house was perfect, I decided as I pulled into the wealthy historic area of College Hill in Easton, Pennsylvania. A smattering of fall-brown leaves scattered as I drove up the tree lined road. Situated on a hill overlooking downtown Easton, my neighbors are wealthy professors and college students from nearby Lafayette College. Nestled in the forks of the Delaware and Lehigh Rivers, Easton had once been a bustling city with strong ties to the Revolutionary War.

Years ago, this would have been a fashionable house once designed and lived in by one of the old Easton families. A civil engineer perhaps. The realtor made sure I knew all about how Lafayette College was one of the first (if not the first) college in the newly minted United States to offer a civil engineering degree.

I admired both the salesman’s pitch and the insight into history. As a house restorer and real estate agent myself, I loved it and filed it away for possible future usage.

The old-fashioned house had been vacant for a while. It looked shabby and unkempt next to her neighbors with bright autumn decorations and pumpkins spread across their porches.

The winter of 1992 was a particularly bad one for eastern Pennsylvania. Once it had settled on the city, it held tight with a thousand icy tendrils. Frigid winds blew down the narrow cobble stone streets and rattled wooden windows sills. Parking was terrible and discussions were raised about dumping the excess snow into the Delaware to alleviate the burden on business owners.

The previous owners of the house were a man, his wife, and their young daughter. They had begun some renovations, including boarding up the fireplace in the turret room but had left after the storms of 1992 culminated in March 1993’s super storm. On the tail end of one of the busiest winters, March’s storm dropped an additional twenty inches of snow on the ground. The family, apparently fed up with endless snow, had left in early April, 1993.

For the next twenty-four years, the house had fallen into disrepair and neglect until finally it was put up for a tax auction. It didn’t occur to me to wonder why the college hadn’t bought it. At least not when I was writing the check.

The double-entry door with its leaded glass and diamond pattern moldings creaked with an unearthly cry, reminiscent of the dying shrieks of a wild animal. I shivered in response and made a mental note to grease the hinges first thing.

Strands of dust-colored spider webs hung in disarray, clogging up each corner and passage. For a moment, I wondered if I had taken on more than I could handle. Old world Gothic charm was one thing. A dying and chipped painted lady quite another.

Somewhere up the grand staircase, a door slammed shut and I jumped in response. Old houses have noises, I reminded myself, placing a hand over my heart to soothe its sudden response to my fear.

“Troy?” I called, wondering if my contractor had arrived before I did. It would at least explain the noises upstairs and I could have someone to berate for not lubing the hinges on the door before I arrived.

I found myself quite alone in the large rambling house. Rather than give into the fear crawling up my spine, playing it like a harpsichord, I pulled out a clipboard and went to work.

Awesome 1970s era kitchen, I noted as I reviewed the avocado green appliances, chipped white sink, and worn counter tops with the Formica worn through in high traffic areas. I sighed, wondering when the last time anyone had been in the house.

“Yo, Piper, you in here?” Troy called as he entered the regal foyer.

“In the kitchen,” I yelled back. Troy and I had worked together for years and had fallen into an easy sibling camaraderie.

“Is this where we’re living the next three months?” Troy asked as he walked into the kitchen, dumping his duffle bag on an ancient carpet. Early on in my business, I began living in the houses I was renovating. It kept costs down and helped me fall in love with the individual charm of each home.

“This is the place. What do you think?” I asked, my hands spanning

Troy eyed the house with a contractor’s experienced eye. He took in its appalling worn wallpaper and hideous appliances. “It looks like you wasted your retirement plan on true money pit, Piper. This kitchen alone is going to set us back several grand.”

“Look at the crown molding,” I argued. “The beautiful wood floors. Those exquisite lead glass windows.”

“Are you going to replace these windows with vinyl?” Troy asked, his dark eyes lighting with humor.

He’s lucky he was on the other side of the kitchen, I decided. “No, we are not going to use replacement windows,” I retorted. “And I wish you’d stop bringing that up every chance you get. I restore houses. I do not flip them.” My voice dripped with derision at the mere suggestion.

“Vinyls are easy to work with,” he continued. “Airtight. Energy efficient.”

I approached him then, charging like a bull in an empty china shop. “No vinyl windows,” I said, feeling my face grow warm with my temper. “I can’t put a Piper Alexander house on the market with ugly replacement windows.” I opened my mouth to continue the argument but shut it when I saw the glint of humor in Troy’s dark brown eyes.

“Jerk,” I muttered, knowing his teasing had gotten me. We stared at each other for a moment and the heat of passion slipped into something deeper. Darker. Forbidden.

Troy was my contractor. We have had a professional relationship for over a decade. He was like a brother to me. I was not screwing that up over crappy hormones.

And yet, the heat persisted between us and I saw the flare of reciprocated fire in his eyes.

“Come on,” Troy invited, clearing his throat and breaking the tension in the room. “Show me the house. Let’s take inventory.”

“We’ll start at the top and work our way down,” I decided. “Kitchen will be last since we’re going to need it while we’re living here.”

The elegant staircase with its dark-stained wood welcomed us as we walked upstairs. “Rip up this carpet,” I said, noting it on the clipboard. “We’ll see what we’re working with and if we can sand and salvage the wood or need to put down new carpet.”

Troy nodded, taking his own notes as we entered the top level. “This is the turret room,” I said, opening the door. A fog of cold damp air surrounded me and for a moment, I thought I heard the light echo of a child’s shoe across the scuffed and worn wooden floors.

“Did you hear that?” I asked, but Troy was too busy examining the sealed off fireplace.

“Hmm, what?” he asked, blinking at me. “Sorry, I was looking at the fireplace. Was there anything on the disclosure sheet if the chimney was still in working order?”

“No, nothing. I bought it as is,” I said. I put another note on my clipboard to call in a chimney inspector after the electrical was brought up to code.

“I claim this room,” I said, ignoring the frisson of unease I felt as I got deeper into the room. I had been drawn to turrets since I was a child, imagining myself as a benevolent princess in a cruel world. Ruling from my very own castle, I would use my leadership skills to set the world right and vanquish evil. I was no longer that little girl, but childhood loves are hard to shake.

“This looks like it was once a playroom,” Troy commented. “See the writing on the wall?

I nodded, but wasn’t really concerned with the crayon marks on the hideous wallpaper. Already my mind was full of ideas on how to stage and furnish the house. “I would have loved to play in a room like this as a child,” I said.

We set to work right away with some of the cosmetic items on the list. The electrician would be by in the morning to replace the old electrical box and ensure that our modern tools wouldn’t cause an electrical fire.

Fires are never a good thing in the home renovation business.

We called it a day at five. I let Troy take the first shower in the ancient claw-footed tub while I went to get pizza. Groceries were on my list, too, but that could wait until after I’d cleaned the refrigerator and made the kitchen habitable again.

“If you wanted the first shower, you could have just asked,” Troy said when I got back with a large cheese pizza. We each cracked open a bottle of water and sat on the rickety chairs that surrounded a scarred table that had definitely seen better days.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, biting into my almost too cool to eat slice. I groaned with pleasure as the delicate taste of tomato sauce, cheese, and oregano burst on my tongue. What was it about a hard day’s work that makes you truly appreciate food?

“The little trick you played, flushing the toilet while I was in the shower. You know what these old houses are like.”

I frowned. “Troy, I’ve never done anything like that before,” I protested. “I certainly wouldn’t start now.”

“Well, someone did,” Troy said, biting into his second slice of pizza. “Whoosh went the toilet and gallons of burning water came out of the showerhead.”

“You could have been hurt, Troy,” I said, biting harder on my slice in order to prevent me from defending myself vehemently. “I was out getting us dinner. I wouldn’t have played a nasty trick on you like that.”

Troy eyed me up and for a moment, fear, anger, and desire merged into a single strand of awareness. These moments of incendiary heat were growing more frequent and something was going to have to give. I was facing losing my friendship with Troy, my business partnership with him, and possibly both. And for what? The temporary lure of desire? No thank you.

I set up my air mattress, cringing when I plugged in the air compressor into the double prong outlet. I muttered a quick prayer to the electrical gods and goddesses to keep this hundred and ten-year-old house going just a little while longer. Let me apply the Piper Alexander Magic to it and transform it from an eyesore to the nicest place on the block.

Once my bed was set up and my suitcase opened, I went to the sole bathroom on the floor. In the distance, I heard Troy playing a game on his phone and I admired his tenacity to a job that took us all over the country and away from our families.

Maybe that’s why I valued our friendship so much. He was as much family to me as anyone I’d left behind.

As the autumn night closed in on the house, I crawled into bed, freshly showered and already dreaming of the lovely library and reading nook I would create out of the front parlor downstairs.

I drifted off to sleep with visions of claw-footed soaker tubs and refurbished hardwood floors dancing in my dreams.

It was the overwhelming desire to gag that woke me. Hot sulfuric energy surrounded me, swirled around me, pulled me in and tempted to pull me under.

I coughed as the scent of rotten eggs assaulted my nose and lungs. I struggled to rise but the scent was like a living thing, cloying my skin and hair.

“Troy,” I croaked out, wondering what was going on. I trembled as fear overtook common sense and it felt like I was caught in a living, breathing spider web. Thin tentacles reached out, clinging to me and restricting my movements.

I felt my diaphragm compress as though being confined by a boa constrictor. Time played cruel tricks on me as my phone blinked the hour like a vintage LED alarm clock. Music played as though from a worn 78 RPM record on a 45 speed. The sluggish, slurred music became a soundtrack echoing in my mind like a worm, burrowing in and refusing to let go.

I gasped, fighting for each breath until I was barely panting, seeking beautiful exquisite and suddenly rare oxygen. “Troy,” I gasped out again. I reached for my phone and slammed it against the pipes leading into the radiator. I felt the glass crack in my hand, scratching and drawing blood from my palm and fingers.

The pipes shuddered and echoed in the house, sending out an SOS signal for the only other person in the house with me.

I gasped. Choking on my last breath. The bright light from the streetlight began to fade in and out of focus. Small black dots darted around my eyes with increasing frequency and I knew I was seconds away from passing out. Of possibly dying.

The lights flew on and in the space of a hair’s breadth, sweet nourishing oxygen filled my lungs. I lay there, hyperventilating. My chest and head ached as though I’d been hundreds of feet underwater. I cried with momentary relief as blood rushed into my extremities. They felt heavy and deadened with paresthesia in the wake of the boa-like attack. I was given a brief minute of respite before screaming with agony as a cacophony of nerves were assaulted by renewed stimuli. A wide range of sensation assaulted me as the prickling pain and rush of warmth pushed into my limbs.

“What.The.Hell.Was.That,” Troy bit out, brown eyes wide as he stared at me as though he didn’t know me. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack, Piper?”

“You didn’t hear it?” I choked out. How could he look so calm when my heart was racing and the wildfire of adrenaline was still pumping through my body?

“You banging like a crazy woman on the pipes? I couldn’t miss it.” His words were derisive. Biting. I flinched away from his anger

“You didn’t hear the music? The child laughing?” I shuddered and played the soundtrack of the evening over in my mind. Or was the child crying?

“What are you talking about?”

I scrambled off the air mattress, my knees and legs trembling so hard I wasn’t sure I could stand. “Look,” I directed “Can you see the footprints in the dust?”

Troy frowned and looked at the scuff marks that surrounded my mattress. “That could have been here for a long time,” he said. But his voice was perplexed as he stared at the child-size shoe prints.

My daydreams of being a princess in a magical turret room scattered like the dusty footprints across the floor. I sat back down on the mattress and it began to shake. Distantly, I felt Troy pull the blanket around us and hold me tightly.

“You’re really scared,” he commented. His hands began to rub up and down my back warming me in spite of the reaction sitting in.

“I’m cold,” I said as my teeth began to chatter.

“Shock,” Troy diagnosed. He stood to get up but I clung to him seeking both his warmth and his touch. “I’m just getting another blanket, baby,” he crooned.

Part of my brain heard him, but the rest was just happy when he came back and made a cocoon for us on the mattress. His body cradled mine with the blankets surrounding us.

As I lay in his arms, I watched the sky grow a gradual shade of grey. Eventually, my trembling calmed down and I became aware of Troy’s heat and comforting arms. “Better now?” he asked, his voice a gentle rumble beneath my ear. I nodded.

My internal clock told me it was close to five o’clock and I yawned. “We should probably start the day,” I said. I didn’t want to move. Something had shifted between us during the night and I was loath to disturb the insulated comfort.

“In a minute,” Troy said, his hand still stroking my face. My hair. My back. I looked up. His eyes were distant, as though seeing something beyond the small room. “You heard music? Like some kind of sped up version of Alvin and the Chipmunks?”

“Mostly it was some sort of dirge music,” I said, watching emotions play across his features. Despite the closed-up windows, a cool breeze blew over us and I shivered. “But then at the end, it sped up a bit. I couldn’t tell if the child was laughing or crying.”

“She was crying,” Troy said. The absence of emotion in his voice shocked me.

“Look,” he whispered, pointing to the area immediately in front of the ancient brick fireplace.

I closed my eyes in dismay. I didn’t want to see. Didn’t want to come face to face with whatever was standing in front of the hearth.

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” I said.

Troy’s voice whispered across the sensitive line of my ear. “I don’t think she cares if you believe in her or not.”

My eyes shot opened and I looked. And saw with a vision deeper than my eyesight. There, standing in front of the hearth, was a girl around five years old playing jacks.

The image played out, like a gif file. She tossed the ball, grabbed the jacks, and caught the ball. She looked up. Stood up. Fell to the ground like a small crumpled doll.

“What are we watching?” I asked, burrowing tighter into Troy’s embrace. The air around me tingled with an awareness I didn’t want to face.

“A little girl’s murder,” he said.

<<<>>>

By mutual accord, Troy and I never discussed that first morning in the turret room. The electrician came and we began the tedious job of steaming and scraping off layers of wallpaper and sanding the hardwood floors. I moved my things to the living room and I no longer saw the visions of the murdered little girl.

But like a dream, I couldn’t really escape. Her little face and loose curls haunted my dreams. I knew she was still there, trapped like a prisoner in an unending loop of her own demise.

Days went by and we made progress in the upstairs rooms until it was finally time to figure out where we would put the master suite.

“If we take down this wall,” Troy said as we climbed the stairs to the top floor, “it opens up the small bedroom and the one with the turret. We can convert this side to an en suite and whoever buys it will have that beautiful fireplace and the view of the tree lined street.”

I nodded, dreading going back into that room. My feet felt as heavy as anvils as I trailed behind him. Despite the images of a princess in a castle playing in my mind, I realized he was right. It was the most logical choice for a master bedroom.

But what were we going to do about the little girl in the black patent leather Mary Janes?

We stopped just inside the doorway, our eyes unwittingly turning to where we knew the ghost girl played with her jacks. Troy took my hand in his and I sighed with the solidarity and pleasure his touch gave me.

Such a simple thing, touch. It gave me a feeling of safety and trust. Calmed me. I tightened my hand on his, aching to return the comfort he had given me.

Something else had changed that first morning. Our friendship had grown blurred around the edges and the sibling familiarity had faded into a male-female awareness that lay like a banked fire beneath our feet. The moment was pregnant with understanding as we watched the little girl with the blonde curls.

“Her name is Estelle Tidwell,” Troy said. “I went to Skillman Library yesterday and did some research. She lived with her parents here in the early 1990s. According to the newspaper clippings, the neighbors said she was a sweet and innocent little girl. But her father was ashamed of her because she had a club foot. Estelle had treatment and most people saw her as normal, but in her father’s eyes she would never be good enough.”

As though by Troy’s words, Estelle’s form began to solidify and I saw her nondescript dress turn a bright red and green plaid. She had just-out-of-the-package white tights and a pair of highly polished black patent leather Mary Jane shoes.

“The newspaper reported that one day, the girl’s scarf was found in the Lehigh River. The police assumed the child had fallen in by accident and drowned.” Troy’s voice grew hoarse and distant and the chill that always surrounded the room escalated. Enveloped us in its wintery chill. “But her little body was never found. Shortly after, the Tidwells deserted the house and left the area. Apparently, they moved to California and were never heard from again.”

The image reset, its focus growing sharp and clear. Little Estelle attempts to rise and follow her father’s barked out instructions Tripping on the hem of her brightly colored skirt and falling on her hands and knees in a tiny heap. A small, defenseless child against an adult’s rage. Her father picked up the fire poker, lifted it into a backhand position, and struck the young girl.

I gasped, feeling ill to my stomach as the events of that winter’s day played out for us.

“She’s buried in the boarded-up fireplace, isn’t she?” I asked. I placed a hand on the ancient brick and shivered.

Troy nodded. “Probably. We’ll call the police as soon as I’ve dug her out.” He knelt on the floor, right where Estelle once played. Using an electric drill, he got rid of the screws holding the board in place. He tore the rest of them off with the brute force of his frustration. The decades old board splintered in his hands. Using a chisel, he tapped away until he removed several bricks and exposed Estelle’s tomb.

“Call the police,” Troy said, shaking his head sadly. I touched his shoulder, comforting him. Despite all the evidence, Troy had held onto hope that we’d been wrong about Estelle’s resting place.

I peered over Troy’s shoulder. Inside the cavity of the fireplace was the skeleton of a small girl, wearing a decaying plaid dress and torn white tights. A small black Mary Jane fell to the hearth with a desolate thump.

We stood together in solidarity as the police came and gently removed the remains of Estelle Tidwell. Her spirit soared around the room in distress before finally joining her body on the stretcher.

I approached the detective who had taken my statement. “I want to give her a funeral,” I said.

“The coroner will need to examine her,” the detective explained the process to me and I nodded.

“I understand,” I said. I handed him my business card. “When you get her there, can you give him my information? I don’t know if she has any family left, but if I’m allowed, I’d like to give her a proper funeral.”

Tears caught in my throat as I looked at how tiny her remains were. A distant part of me hoped her father was still alive to be tried and punished for killing such a sweet girl. But another part of me wanted little Estelle to find the peace in the afterlife that had been denied her even in death.

As the Easton Police left with the body, it was like a giant sucking of cold energy left with them. Estelle would be at peace and the house was no longer haunted by her uneasy spirit.

“You know we’ll have to put in the disclosure statements that there was a murder here,” Troy said.

I nodded. “I know.” I stared around at the work we had done and the master bedroom we had planned. “I think I’m okay with this,” I said. “Maybe it’s time for me to stop running and settle down myself.”

“You mean stay here in Easton?”

“Here in this house,” I clarified. “I’m not overly worried about the disclosure statement. There will always be a buyer. Some people think it’s cool to live in a house where grisly things happened. But if I live here for a while, it won’t be as sharp in buyer’s minds.”

“Why do you want to stay?”

“I want to make sure Estelle is at peace.” I struggled to find the words before releasing my words in an instinctual torrent. “For her to have a proper funeral,” I said. Troy took my hand and I felt a gentle bubble of hope surround me. Maybe everything would work out. “I want to make sure her spirit is quiet. If she comes back, I want her to feel my affection for her. She died afraid and alone. The least I can do is love her in death.”

“And if she doesn’t come back?”

“Then I’ll know she’s finally quiet.”

Troy lifted my hand and brushed a kiss across my knuckles. “Easton, huh?” he asked, his eyes lighting with mischief. “Would you possibly have a need for a live-in handyman?”

I smiled up at him, relief releasing the last of the tension in my body. “I think those terms could be negotiable,” I said.

I stepped into his arms. Our first hug as an official couple, I thought. He pulled me close and I sighed with relief. Maybe Estelle wasn’t the only one who would finally be able to be at peace.
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Introduction - Under the Magnolia Tree

This interesting tale of haunting regret and love is a unique look at the concept of self-sacrificing affection. Its ending will leave you with an appreciation for love that endures, even into death.
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Under the Magnolia Tree

By Gwen Chambliss

Emeric stared at the scrawled penmanship on the envelope the width of his palm and not half the length of his digits as the weight forced his hand to countertop, his knuckles scraping against the cool granite. Written in felt-tip pen—the kind that comes in the industrial-size boxes for businesses, but are always dried up when it’s necessary to write an important message quickly—the R of his surname resembled a sickly, cursive E. She had addressed him as Mister. The street address, stretching far longer than the off-center city and state, left the zip code lonely and isolated from the rest. It bore no return address, but a faint postmark indicated New Orleans. Only the tip of the fold and the crinkled left bottom corner held the contents inside. His mind peered inside to read what his eyes didn’t see: an invitation embossed in gold-script lettering on ivory twenty-five percent cotton paper.

The invitation sat balanced, cradled in the hollow of his palm pressed against cold, textured stone. Yet, it only had required one postage stamp: the dogwood. He’d always like that stamp—the billowy white petals against the rich, lustful green leaves bearing bold vicarious spines. It reminded him of the magnolia blossoms he used to gaze upon with four-year-old eyes from his nana’s screened porch while the scent of ham from the backyard smokehouse tickled his nostrils. He would stand on his tiptoes to peer through a small rip in the fade screen on the smokehouse door that his great uncle vowed to replace in his spare time but never had.

Emeric climbed that magnolia tree once, the bark tearing at his bare feet and worn denim. Devilish branches twisted and coiled upward into steep angles, denying all but birds access to its aromatic treasures. It had been his haven from propelling rocks and hurling sticks. For hours he’d sat, obscured and unobtainable to the world.

The tree still stood but no longer bloomed, or at least, not that Emeric could recall. Perhaps it still did. He hadn’t paid attention since his nana’s death some twenty-two years ago. Sometimes, he drove past the place and glanced at the old house or the shed in the rear. Then, he’d gazed at the magnolia standing defiant among the bunches of cottonwoods and pines. The city had cut them down once, all except for the magnolia. State law forbade its destruction, and for years, it had stood in solitude, growing stronger and mocking the city politicians by producing no buds.

Sweat dampened Emeric’s collar and trickled down the center of his back as he smoked a cigarette. He’d attempted to quit twice with gum and patches, but his nicotine habit was anxiety induced, as was his alcohol consumption. Night after night, he would find himself crawling across a floor, his left hemisphere throbbing behind his eye and his heart beating wildly in his chest. His destination would be to any small wastebasket receptacle or porcelain god—if his limbs allowed him the dexterity to drag himself the extent of the room. MRIs and CATs provided no neurological irregularities and his blood work no abnormalities. He’d tried yoga and Zen, high protein shakes and vitamins, jogging and herbal massages by Asian women with small breasts and glossed lips. Nothing had worked to extinguish the pain and angst, but the nicotine and liquor granted him a small reprieve.

What had she meant by sending him an invitation? Their path had parted at her request. The scratches she’d gouged into his cheeks and the tears that streaked her mascara solidified her resolve to be rid of him. So, now why had she requested his presence? And why was he considering sending a RSVP? A fool in love, always the fool, he suspected. He winked, setting the envelope ablaze.

<<<>>>

Emeric massaged the linseed varnish onto the aged cypress, careful to follow the wood’s natural grain. It giggled beneath his fingers, tickled by the gentle caress of its master crafter and contrary to its cries moments before from the Theban lettering being scorched into its striation.

“Shh,” Emeric had soothed, infusing willow leaf in each wound. “It’s almost over now. Cry not.” His words had pacified, and the wood gleamed brilliantly. It would be perfect, and Cheryl demanded elegance and sophistication. He was neither, but his work was spectacular.

Social etiquette dictated giving a gift—one impressive and enticing enough to be boasted amongst a crowd of dignitaries. However, he couldn’t gift her perfume or lingerie. That would be in poor taste and have tongues wagging, like a dog in the Louisiana summer sun. Kitchen appliances and bed linens were pointless. She had an abundance of those, and he’d no intention of making her sleep comfortable. And by no means would he spend money for jewels—not even the tiniest pair of pearl chips squeezed from an oyster’s anus. Yes, he knew oyster didn’t have butts, but still, her new beau could buy her jewels.

If he had been a gambling man, he’d guess her new suitor to be beer-gutted, antiquated, and filthy rich. Being a bit senile would add bonus points. The nearer to death, the closer she was to inheriting monies from the estate and insurance policies.

The tin bell tinkered above the door, and Detective Martin Barrett entered Emeric’s workshop. A line of thick perspiration beaded across the detective’s forehead, and a splotchy flush splayed both cheeks. The scent of cherry blossoms mingled with dampness trailed the air behind him. Emeric glanced up from his workbench at his visitors and frowned.

“I’m not opened,” Emeric stated, his eyes cascading different hues of blues and greens.

“Hi, Ricky. It’s been a long time.” Detective Barrett approached the table and studied the wood art adorning the walls. “The place looks the same. You’ve kept it up well.”

“I’m sure you didn’t drive way out here to admire my home décor or thumb through high school memories.”

Sighing, the detective swiped his face with a faded handkerchief. “I would have thought time would have taken the edge off.”

“Only during happy hour.”

“You know the saying: it’s always happy hour some place.”

“What do you want, Martin?”

“I need your input on a case.”

Emeric strolled to the sink and twisted on the faucet. “You’ve come to ask the freak for help?”

“I never called you a freak. But you must admit; that thing you do isn’t normal.”

“Thing?” Emeric paused scrubbing his hands and grunted. The faucet twisted off.

“Yeah. That,” Martin stated, retreating to the wall draped with tapestry.

Emeric’s grimace deepened. “I didn’t do anything.” Grabbing a towel, he dried his hands and perched on a high stool.

“C’mon, Emeric. I have a missing woman.”

“That’s not all you got.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” Emeric tossed the towel on a table.

“The department needs your help. The trail is cold, and—”

“Don’t care. Not interested.”

Shoving his hands in his pockets, the detective nodded. “So, that’s it? Your final decision?”

“Yep.”

Martin pivoted to leave.

Emeric called at his back. “Take her with you?”

“What?” Martin asked, facing Emeric again.”

“Don’t you dare judge me.”

“I never—”

“Shut up, Martin. I’m not talking to you.”

“Then…” Martin’s voice trailed as he glanced around the room. A cold breeze swirled around him, and the scent of cherry blossoms inundated the air. “What’s happening?”

“Casse-toi!” Emeric hissed, jumping to his feet and pointing to the door.

A spark of energy pierced Emeric’s chest, knocking him backward into a wall and rattling the row of jars containing crystals. It exited from his right ankle into the floor. The floorboards groaned low and deep—almost inaudible—and then rumbled, shaking the foundation. Splinters puckered from the planks.

Emeric’s eyes blazed an icy cobalt and his left sleeve strained as if it might rip. Paint cans and wood chips flew from the shaking workbench and scattered on the ground. A block of oak crashed against a mirror, and shards of glass projected like rain. Martin flopped to the floor and shielded himself with a fallen metal tray.

“Out!” Emeric commanded again.

The door opened and then banged shut, leaving only the dinging of the small bell. Emeric grabbed a rag and mopped at the spilled varnish on the workbench.

“Emeric?” Slowly, Martin rose from his crouched position.

“I’ll thank you to leave your abatu at home next visit.”

“My what?”

“She’s waiting for you on the porch.”

Martin glared at the door, and his bottom lip quivered. “What do you mean waiting?”

“Seems she’s very attached to you.”

Martin shook his head. “No, there’s no one there. You’re just trying to freak me out.”

“And did it work?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it did.”

Emeric smirked. “Good.”

Shaking his head, Martin stormed out of the workshop. Emeric strolled behind him to the door and peered out in time to see the unmarked patrol car pull from his drive, the demon eddying in the rear seat.

<<<>>>

“So, Cheryl just sends you a letter after all this time, and Martin shows up asking for help?” Joëlle questioned, stirring the crawfish étouffée. “And you sent him away without hearing him out and didn’t read Cheryl’s letter?”

“Invitation, and oui, something like that.”

“Oh, Emeric.” She wiped her palms on her jeans and leaned on the counter. “Why not leave the past in the past?”

His lips quirked. “You’re asking me that?”

“I know I have… issues.”

“Try a DSM worth.”

“Let’s not exaggerate.” Her smile flashed a gleam of white and her eyes, the color of dark roasted coffee, shimmered with a mysterious poignancy Emeric never understood. Most nights, she masked the glimmer with the sheen from cheap spirits and imported liqueurs. But during the day, she had no such shield unless outside in the sun. Then, UV Ray-Bans safeguarded her stare from the world. She pushed her ebony tresses over her smooth caramel skin, revealing the long, jagged scar snaking down her bicep to her elbow. She’d cut her hair since the last time he’d seen her, but it still hung to her back’s center.

“Mama Theriot would want you to help.”

Emeric stiffened at the mention of his mother. “Well, she’s not here.”

“You sure about that?”

He sniffed the wind for good measure, then scratched his chin. “You’re good, but you’re not that good; although, you could be. You should invest more in your gifts.”

She shrugged. “I was struck by lightning. How is that a gift?”

“I meant your communication skills.”

“I see squiggly lines and hear odd bits. I’m not like you.”

“Maybe not yet.”

“Not ever, Emeric.” She cast her glare to the floor. “I’m ordinary.”

“You’ve always seen me.”

“You don’t exactly hide who you are.”

He studied her. How different she was from other women and not because she’d been gifted that strange day while scurrying home to avoid the rain. She hadn’t made it when the bolt struck. It had been the same day he’d been treed in the magnolia. The group of grammar school tyrants had shoved her into the dirt when she stumbled upon them heaving gravel and screamed they should stop. Moments later, a bolt streaked from the sky into her shoulder, and the soles of her sneakers smoked a billow of gray. She didn’t scream but slumped onto the concrete.

Emeric remembered the paramedic calling for the coroner, but he’d had seen the bright aurora glow that shrouded her. Tiny sparkles of gold speckled the miasma blanket, like flakes of diamonds. Her eyes, a solid orb of black, suddenly had popped open and stared at him still perched in the tree. Her glare struck, like an iron punch to his gut, and nearly knocked him off the branch. He’d clutched onto the trunk, digging his fingernails into the bark. She’d not gazed at him like that since.

Now, that Emeric thought about it, she rarely looked him in the eye any kind of way. Only for a few seconds would she connect with him before diverting. Perhaps she thought she’d hurt him, and Emeric wondered if she would. She certainly could have that day he’d been in the tree. He’d trailed her after, attempting to invade her thoughts and have her respond to him without using her voice. He sensed she could do that, too, but refused.

“You know you can’t give Cheryl that Ouija board.”

Ah! He smiled. So, she had tapped into his mind. Strange, he hadn’t felt her probing. Usually, he felt such intrusions. He wondered what else she’d read while there? Had he known, he’d been sure to store something inappropriate, like how good her breasts looked in blue knit.

“It’s a perfectly suitable gift.”

“No, it isn’t, and you know it. You might as well give Talib to her.”

He shifted, and the fabric on his left shoulder bunched. “Now, you’re being mean.” With his index finger, he swiped the sweat on his glass of sweet tea and breathed another diffident sigh. “It’s black tie. Who still does that?”

“Plenty. Not everything is denim and flannel. And why is that a problem? You own a tux.”

“But I’m minus a plus-one.” Oui, tu.

Joëlle froze, and Emeric was uncertain if it was a coincident or if she received his message. Damn, he despised not knowing.

“There’s nothing disgraceful about going alone.” She twisted off the burner and placed the boiler on a cooling rack. “You’re looking for an excuse because you’re not over Cheryl. And you’re not helping Martin for the same reason. They’re not even together anymore. They self-destructed years ago.” Her brow twitched. “With a little help from you,” she added.

“I—”

She waved her hand dismissively and gathered two plates from an overhead cabinet. “Don’t bother denying it. Besides, blood is thicker than water. Martin’s your brother.”

“Half.”

“Doesn’t matter. Your mother loved you both the same.”

Emeric flinched. “Stop bringing her up.”

“Why? Because you know she would disapprove of how you’re living—alone and isolated. Creating items when in the wrong hands can open vortexes? Refusing to use your talents to help others.”

Grimacing, Emeric clutched his left shoulder. “Arête. You’ve made your point. You can stop judging now.”

Setting the plates on the counter, Joëlle softened her expression. “I would never judge you. I only want you to be happy.”

And what about you?

<<<>>>

Emeric climbed the steps to old Melancon place. He’d never been inside the large two-story house that had sat abandoned most of his childhood. At one time, it had been a bed and breakfast, but the owners hadn’t been able to afford the property taxes. Before then, the Melancon family had resided there, but they’d all died. With the house being on the historical registry, the city couldn’t tear it down and had no money for upkeep.

A uniformed officer stopped Emeric on the porch.

“Detective Barrett sent for me,” he explained.

After some back-and-forth on a walkie talkie, the officer allowed him entrance, and he stepped into the wide foyer with Victoria furniture and obnoxious chandeliers original to the house. A girl in a ruffle dress and holding a rag doll waved to him from the couch.

“It’s my birthday,” she said.

“Is it? How old are you?”

“Six.”

“Who are you talking to?” Martin demanded, his voice gruff from fatigue and impatience. Two plain clothed officers stood at his side.

Emeric tilted his head. “I don’t know.” He turned back to the girl. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Abigale.”

“Nice to meet you, Abigale. I’m Emeric.”

“Who’s he?” She pointed at Martin.

“That’s Detective Barrett.”

Abigale scrunched her face. “I don’t like him.”

Emeric grinned and faced Martin, whose face had drained of color. The other two officers stared perplexed.

“Nice place,” Emeric stated, viewing the modern artwork.

“Ricky, this is Detective Cameron Comeau and my captain, Paul Pace.”

Captain Pace extended his hand to Emeric. “I’m glad you decided to come.”

Martin clinched his jaw and held up a photo of a freckled redhead snuggling a puppy beneath a Christmas tree. “This is Gretchen Jabour. She disappeared two weeks ago. There was a ransom demand, but it turned out to be a hoax. So, we’re back to the beginning with nothing but lost time.”

“And you think I can what?”

“To be honest, nothing. But the family is desperate, and the captain suggested I contact you.”

“Of course,” Emeric stated, nodding. The artwork didn’t belong there. What were the owners trying to prove? The copiousness of the home indicated their wealth, but this artwork was cheap, like something bought from an overpriced outlet. Saint Anne had two decent art galleries. “Why is she missing?” he asked, returning his attention to the conversation.

“We’re not sure,” Captain Pace answered. “The Jabour purchased the property and began renovations six months ago. They’ve encountered many difficulties.”

“What do you mean?”

“Electrical problems. Vandalism, kids busting windows and breaking in and rearranging furniture,” Martin explained.

Abigale giggled.

“Why would kids rearrange furniture?”

“Because they’re kids,” Martin spat. “How the hell am I supposed to know? I’m a cop, not a child therapist.”

Abigale tugged at Emeric’s shirt. “He’s mean and says lots of bad words.”

“This is Gretchen’s last known conversation was with her sister. During that conversation, she told her sister that she was here doing laundry.”

“And was she?”

The captain’s face twisted into indiscernible lines. “We have no reason to disbelieve it. Her sister heard the washer and dryer in the background. But we were hoping you could shed some light with what you do.” He shifted uncomfortably.

Emeric frowned at the captain’s vibe, but then crouched eye-level with Abigale. “Abby, do you know where Gretchen is?”

Abby’s bottom lip quivered, and she hugged her doll.

“It’s okay,” Emeric assured. “You can tell me.”

“They’re bad.”

“Who’s bad?”

The prisms on the chandeliers clanked as the light fixtures violently shook and hairline cracks webbed across the vaulted ceiling. Shrieking, Abigale ran towards a wall and vanished before Emeric could call to her.

Erecting himself and walking in the direction Abigale had run. He stopped at a glass door leading to an overgrown patio garden. Moss covered most of the cement pavement and tiny creatures crawled nearly every plant.

“Great,” he muttered, pushing open the door. Paint flakes littered his hand, like dandruff. Ladybugs and caterpillars were no problems. However, brown recluses and chevaux-diable… Frowning, he stepped into the garden and pivoted. The air hung thick. He’d felt this dampness before, but where? He pondered for a moment before turning to face the officers who’d followed him. He’d forgotten their presence and met their eyes with surprise. Their expressions revealed an amalgamation of trepidation, skepticism, and disgust. Wincing, Emeric clutched his shoulder.

“What is it?” Captain Pace inquired.

Emeric folded his arms across his chest. “I need to talk to my brother. Alone.”

<<<>>>

Martin closed the door behind them, ensuring their privacy, then face Emeric. “Alright, what’s this all about?”

“Don’t play me for your fool.”

“Ricky, you got it all wrong.”

“Do I?” His eyes narrowed. “There’s a reason that abatu attached to you.”

“I didn’t kill her. I swear.”

Emeric nodded. “I know you didn’t. You only allowed them to take her.”

“No. She asked me to drop by after my shift. She wanted to show me the garden, said it looked amazing at night.”

“Um huh. So amazing you decided to have sex out here.” He strolled to a metal bench. “Where were you? Here?” He turned to an oblong cement table. “Or perhaps here… on the altar.”

“We had no idea—”

“Sure, you did.” He cast his glare on a marble statue of Athena. It was missing an arm, and the nose was chipped badly. “She told you.”

Martin shook his head. “No.”

“Of all the goddesses to piss off! Really, Marty?”

Wagging his finger at Emeric, Martin retreated to the door. “You’re crazy. You should leave. The police will handle it from here.”

“Fine,” Emeric huffed, storming out. He had better things to do.

<<<>>>

Joëlle squinted in the bright glow of Emeric’s headlights as he motored up his drive. Her green and gray dress blended into the shrubbery lining his stairs. She wasn’t a classic beauty of this world, but if one looked closely, a veiled attractiveness became visible. Although he’d known her for years, he hadn’t seen her beauty until recently, and it did weird things to his stomach. Often, he found he wanted to reach across a table and stroke her cheek or entangle his fingers in her hair. However, he knew that was impossible. Well, not impossible, but not without severe consequences. Since her accident, she emitted an electrical shock to any living thing coming into contact with her skin. For a normal person, it would be enough voltage to burn. But for someone different like Emeric, he wasn’t sure what would happen. It wouldn’t be good that was for certain.

He threw the gear into park and exited, smiling and thankful he wouldn’t be alone.

“How’d it go?” she inquired as soon as he’d neared to a comfortable conversational distance.

“It’s never good with Martin,” he replied, sitting on the step beside her. “Chalk it up to another need-for-tequila moment.”

She stared at her shoes, her hair obscuring her profile from him. “He needs your help.”

“No, he doesn’t. His boss sent for me.”

“No, his boss told him to get a psychic, and there’s certainly no shortage of those around these parts. Martin came to you because he knows you’re the best, the real deal.”

“And how do you know so much about it?”

She rolled her shoulders back and bit her bottom lip. “I know things.”

He studied her, first focusing on her sandaled feet with blush toenail polish and moving to her ankle adorned with a linked charm anklet. His gaze continued to her shapely calf that seemed to stretch for a mile until it disappeared beneath her hem. How could he have not noticed? He winked, and hair tucked behind her ear. Her head snapped, and she peered at him through her dark lashes. Her full lips parted enough to allow the escape of a delicate grasp undetectable to most human ears. Emeric sighed in response, imaging tasting the sweetness those lips held.

Let me in, he begged. Hear me.

“So, what happened exactly.”

“He wanted me to find that missing debutante that’s been in the news.”

“Did you get a read on her?”

“I got more than a read. I know her location.”

“Why do you make it sound dreadful? That’s a good thing, right? She isn’t dead, is she?”

“No, but she probably wishes she was.”

“What do you mean?”

“I know Saint Anne has some odd occurrences, but today was by far the weirdest. Did you know the Melancon place was a Greek temple?”

She shook her head. “I knew that Martha Melancon bought a lot of ancient artifacts during her travels and placed them in her home.”

“Well, someone constructed a shrine for Athena. Talib nearly went berserk.”

“Athena?” Joëlle’s mouth gaped again, but she quickly composed herself. “It makes sense, though. Think about the carnival parades.”

“That’s a whole lot different than a chapel with an altar.”

“There’s also the matter of lineage. Isn’t your family related to the Melancons?”

“Distant cousins maybe.”

“Then, there you have it. You know your family is in Athena’s bloodline.”

“Myth.” He lifted his face towards the stars and focused on the constellations. How he’d love to hold her hand and gaze at the heavens, forgetting all the craziness of his day. He’d impress her by pointing to the celestial arrangements, but never saw anything except random twinkling lights—not even the Big Dipper.

“If that is what you want to tell yourself.” She looked up. “But what does Athena have to do with Gretchen Jabour?”

“She took her.”

“What? Why?”

“You know how goddesses are: big divas, fragile egos. And Martin watched it happen. That’s why that abatu latched on, escaped from hell I imagine.”

“What are going to do?”

“What do you mean what am I going to do?” he scoffed. “Nothing.”

“You can’t just leave her there.”

“Well, I can’t go get her. It’s not like I can take a streetcar.”

“You have to talk to Athena.”

Emeric’s eyes widened. “Are you nuts? I don’t have that kind of juice, and even if I did, I wouldn’t want to summon her.” He shook his head. “Nope. Once you ask for something, there’s always a price.”

“But Emeric…”

His name rolled off her tongue like cream, and he lost himself in her voice. And then, there it was—Orion’s Belt winking at him.

<<<>>>

The only reason Emeric agreed to return was because Joëlle stood at his side. Despite what some thought, conjuring up a goddess wasn’t the easiest of tasks. Generally, when he made contact with other realms, they came to him. Well, they didn’t come to him. They knew he saw them. But for the past thirty minutes, Athena had been evasive. Either that or he sucked at this.

He’d brought flowers, fresh fruit, and herbs as offerings—Joëlle’s idea. He’d lit scented candles—the expensive kind purchased from Bath & Body Works and not some random dollar store or knockoff psychic parlor. He’d even brought a few from his private collection, infused with sacred elements. But none enticed the goddess to reveal herself.

“I think it’s useless,” Emeric proclaimed, leaning against the altar and holding his shoulder. “She knows we’re here.”

Joëlle’s eyes filled with concern. “You should do something about that.” She motioned towards his shoulder. “It’s been bothering you all day.”

“I’ll get over it.”

“Don’t be so stubborn.”

He grinned and began unbuttoning his shirt. “You just want to see me naked.”

A scarlet flush instantaneously disbursed across her face.

Emeric slid the material down, revealing an owl tattoo encircling his bicep and spanning from his shoulder to his forearm. “Go,” he commanded. The feathers fluttered, and its head turned before it took flight. Its expansive wingspan appeared to shrink the area of the garden.

“He’s so beautiful,” Joëlle commented, watching the bird soar overhead.

A fountain constructed of river rocks gurgled and water gushed upward like an oil strike, the white foam spraying them in stinging pelts. When the droplets hit the ground, they sparked small trails of fire.

“Athena,” Joëlle whispered.

Whirling around, Emeric stared at the statue, its face no longer lifeless. It watched the owl glide over the spouting water and then called to it. The bird landed on the statue’s shoulder.

“This is a fitting gift for a god.”

“Forget it. I’m not giving you Talib.”

The soft glow from the decorative gas lamps dimmed as a peculiar sound emanated from the path of stepping stones, and a screeching resembling a bobcat cry seeped through the lattice trellises. The offerings flew from the altar and splattered on the ground, decorating the patio with an array of colors.

Emeric reached for Joëlle, but she quickly retreated. Compressing his lips in a terse line, he glared at the statue. “You don’t scare me. You still can’t have him.”

“Emeric,” Joëlle warned. “Don’t.”

“How dare you be insolent in my temple.”

Emeric grunted. “And how dare you be ungrateful. Have you any idea the prices at the farmer’s market?”

The statue’s lips rolled back over gray lips revealing a row of jagged shark-like teeth. Its jaws puffed and out rolled a thick, yellowish smoke that smell of sulfur and wine.

“No!” Joëlle yelled, jumping in front of Emeric, knocking him to the ground. She screamed as her skin puckered any place the smoke touched.

Emeric convulsed beneath her as the electric current passed through him. Imagines from long ago develop before him. Flashes of yearned for kisses and missed embraces. A journal with poems expressing hidden desires. A pillow soaked with tears of loneliness. Eyes staring at him in the magnolia tree and a heart beating with love … for him.

Talib screeched, long and shrilling, then dove towards Emeric’s motionless body before bounding upward. It circled the area once, banked, then plunged its talons into the statue’s eyes. Stone chips fumbled down the statue’s cheeks like tears. The bird continued clawing at the marble until it was faceless.

“I’m sorry,” Joëlle sobbed, rolling from atop of him, her breath shallow.

<<<>>>

“Ricky, wake up,” a distant voice urged.

“No, stay here with me,” a different voice stated—small and childlike.

Emeric peered down at his body sprawled on the concert with Martin kneeling at its side. The tears swelling in his eyes almost looked convincing.

“We can play all day now if you stay.” Abigale beamed up at Emeric, her eyes a pale gray he’d not been detected previously.

Pivoting, Emeric observed his surroundings. New shades of green covered the patio floor. Blending in with the foliage, Joëlle laid, her arms and legs twisted awkwardly and riddled with blisters. He ran to her, but his feet didn’t touch the ground.

“I think she’s dead, too, Captain,” Detective Comeau stated.

“Better call the coroner,” Captain Pace sighed, shaking his head. “Did anyone see what happened in here?”

“She’s not dead,” Emeric rebutted. Had she been, she would be there with him and Abigale. “My sweet, Joëlle. Why didn’t you ever tell me how you felt?”

You love Cheryl. You always have.

“You hear me.” He grinned. “Cheryl is my past. You’re my future.” If he had a future.

He glanced at his body again.

“No, don’t go,” Abigale pleaded.

“I promise, I’ll come back to visit you often,” he vowed, running towards his body. He leaped, and his lungs lifted.
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Introduction - Haunted Date

The story is set it in the world of this skilled writer’s Ardent Saga series, leveraging the wondrous and complex world that has developed there. Played against that background, the story is an adventure inside a romance, inside a spectral exploration. The twists are fun and surprising, the storyline addicting.

A little bit of romance, a challenge of personal conflict, and a dash of danger. Spice up your life with an unusual tale from Phoenix Prime.
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Haunted Date

An Ardent Saga Story

Kayla walked into the restaurant, Dantonio’s. It was one of her favorite places to go out to eat, but she hadn’t been there in a while. Work with the Hero Coalition had kept her busy the past couple of weeks. She was an Ardent, a person with superpowers, and she worked with the largest group of superheroes in the world and loved it.

Butterflies floated in her stomach tonight because she was meeting a blind date her mother had set up. Her mother wanted her to stop focusing on her career and pay more attention to her personal life. It wasn’t that Kayla hadn’t tried. She had dated a few men since she started working as a hero. One was very serious, but it ended badly.

Tonight, Kayla wore a little black dress that clung to her body. Since she was a hero, she worked out all the time, and this dress was the one that showed it off the best. It gave her confidence, and Kayla needed that for the date. She had no idea what to expect.

Kayla waited for the hostess to escort her to the table her date was at. The young girl was half of Kayla’s age and was nearly as tall. Kayla wasn’t a tall woman, but she was fierce in her appearance. Even when out of her hero uniform. Kayla's long flowing copper colored hair rested on her shoulders. She parted it, so it didn’t cover her face. Most of the time she pulled it back into a ponytail. Her eyes were a brilliant deep hazel that glowed in the candlelight.

She was led to a more isolated part of the restaurant. A man stood up from a table and smiled when they came into view. “Hello, Kayla. I’m Tony.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Kayla said. The hostess left, and Tony took his seat at the table and Kayla did as well.

Kayla’s mom knew Tony’s mom from their bingo hall. Her mother went every Tuesday, as did Tony’s. He was just as her mother described. A tall man with broad shoulders, and a square chin. He reminded Kayla of her ex in appearance.

“May I get you something to drink?” a familiar voice asked,

Kayla turned her head to see her ex, Adrian. He was lean, and his chiseled face was the lone bright spot in the area. “Kayla?” he asked.

“Adrian,” she replied with a hiss. She had walked in on him with another woman. It was too much for her to handle and she left without letting him explain, not that there is a good reason for cheating. She ignored all his calls and text. Deleted them all. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

He took a step back. “Needed a change after...” He didn’t finish the thought.

Tony sat there watching. “I take it you know each other.”

“Old friends,” Adrian said. He cleared his thought. “Anyway, would you like a drink to start?”

Tony went over the drink menu. “A bottle of the Napa Merlot and two glasses.”

He didn’t even ask her if she wanted any wine or if she even liked Merlot. Kayla started to open her mouth to say she wanted water when Tony cut her off. “That will be all.”

Adrian paused and looked at her longingly before leaving. He knew she wasn’t a fan of wine. One last knowing look into her eyes and he was gone. She could look into Adrian's eyes all night, they were beautiful, the color of the ocean, but she still didn’t like him. She still felt burned by his betrayal.

Tony leaned forward, “I’m not sure if your mother mentioned, but I’m about to be a partner at my firm.”

He went into a long drawn out explanation about himself and how great he was, but being a lawyer didn’t impress Kayla. It wasn’t about what a person did for a living, it was how they did it. The way they treated people.

Adrian returned with the bottle of wine, two glasses, but he also had water. Kayla smiled. He set it up for them and poured a sample drink for them. Tony picked up the glass and swirled it. A moment later he pulled it up to his nose and breathed deeply. Finally, Tony took a sip. He set the glass back on the table and looked up at Adrian, “It will do. A little too earthy, but that’s okay.”

Adrian nodded. “Have you decided on your meal for the night?”

Kayla hadn’t looked at the menu, but she didn’t need to. She got the same thing every time she came here. It was what it was renowned for, chicken lasagna. It was her favorite, and not many places made it. She felt the dish was better than regular lasagna.

“I have not,” Tony said. “I’ll summon you when I’m ready. Be gone.”

Kayla crinkled her nose. She didn’t like the way he was treating Adrian. “As you wish,” Adrian said.

“I can see why you aren’t friends with that guy. A waiter and not very good at it.”

Kayla started to defend him, and again Tony began to speak before she could. He had to know he was interrupting her. Kayla sipped her water ignoring the glass of wine in front of her.

“The firm handles some of the biggest clients in the city,” Tony went on. He had been going on about how great the company was, and how valuable he was. Kayla listened with little interest to what Tony was saying. He may be attractive, but that was all she could say was good about him. He held himself in a way that oozed sleaze and spoke the same way. He reminded Kayla of the few politicians she'd met in her life. None of them could be trusted.

Kayla's stomach rumbled she was famished. It had been hours since she ate. Tony droned on and on about himself. Not once stopping to ask her anything. He didn’t even hear her stomach. She peered around for Adrian. He was nowhere to be seen.

“Am I boring you?” Tony asked.

Kayla blushed. “Uh. No. I’m just hungry. I was looking for Adrian.”

Tony fingered his menu. “I guess I can order for us.”

Kayla clenched her fist. “I can order for myself.”

Tony tilted his head. “What! Am I not good enough for you?”

Kayla took a deep breath into steady herself. “It has nothing to do with good enough or not. I am a grown woman and can take care of myself.”

“Is that why you ignored the wine I selected for us?” He had been eying it and her since it arrived. Clearly displeased with her lack of interest.

“If you had asked me before ordering,” Kayla said. She glanced quickly behind her in hopes of someone approaching. “I could have told you I don’t drink wine.”

“Hmm. You aren’t at all like what I was told.”

Kayla closed her eyes. It wasn’t often, but sometimes she wished her time manipulation powers worked differently. She wanted nothing more than to go back to the start of this night and leave. But it didn’t work that way.

A moment later Adrian arrived. “Ready?”

Kayla didn’t give Tony the chance to speak. “Chicken lasagna, please.”

“Figured as much,” Adrian said. He gave her a knowing smile. “For you, sir?”

“Chicken carbonara,” Tony said.

Adrian gave a slight bow, “Very well.” He slowly backed away staring Tony down. Kayla was sure he didn’t like him one bit.

Tony turned back to Kayla. While he had been talking her ear off, he hadn’t asked her a single question about herself. “Still don’t see how a woman like you can know a guy like that.”

“I know lots of people,” Kayla said. Part of her wanted to defend Adrian, but couldn’t. He might be nicer than Tony, but he still hurt her. The pain of the relationship still hurt Kayla. She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. He’s in the past.”

Tony’s nostrils flared, and his face was red with anger. If Kayla didn’t know any better, she'd think he hated Adrian.

“Doesn’t look like the past to me.”

“It is.” Kayla gave him a confused look. She didn’t know what was going on.

Silence fell over them, and Kayla was thankful for it. She wasn’t sure she could take hearing him talk anymore. His voice grated on her as he spoke and listening to it was torturous.

Tony reached across the table and grabbed her hands and pulled them to the center. His grip was firm. “Kayla. I like you,” he said.

He could have fooled her. She didn’t like where this was going. He seemed like a guy who wanted another notch on his bedpost, and that wasn’t going to happen. She tried to pull her hands free and couldn’t. His intensity scared her and made her squirm on the inside. She feared this was going to be one of those encounters she’d be telling horror stories about for years.

“I feel, for the most part, this date/evening has gone well,” Tony continued.

Kayla gulped. This came out of nowhere, it hadn’t been a pleasant night for her.

Adrian hovered over the table and cleared his throat, “Breadsticks?”

Tony pulled his hand back freeing Kayla’s. Adrian placed the basket of bread on the table in the place her hands had been. With a quick smile, Adrian winked at Kayla and then turned to Tony, and sneered at him. Kayla couldn’t help but feel grateful even though it didn’t make up for his cheating.

Adrian lingered longer than he needed, and Tony glared at him. “Can I help you?” Tony asked.

“Just making sure you didn’t need anything else,” Adrian said.

Tony pursed his lips before answering. “Just bring us our food.”

Adrian nodded. “When it is ready.”

With a quick bow, he backed away slowly from the table without taking his eyes off it. Kayla wasn’t sure what to make of it all. But she couldn’t wait for this night to be over. This had been a disaster on many levels. It couldn’t get much worse than it already had.

She would rather be staring down the worst of Ardents than be here. She’d rather go toe to toe with any of the ones locked up in Remnant Heights, the prison for evil Ardents. It was home to some of the vilest people on Earth, and it sounded more pleasant than being here. Stuck between Tony and Adrian.

Tony scanned the table for a place to pull her close again, but Kayla made sure to keep herself as far as possible from him. He started back up again with his speech about liking her.

Kayla tuned him out since she wasn’t going to see him again. She would have a long talk with her mother about this. Tell her to stay out of her love life. Make sure she understood how horrible this night had been.

The only saving grace of the whole night was soon she would be able to dig into her favorite dish. If she weren't at Dantonio’s, she no doubt would have walked out already and been calling her mom to complain.

The aroma of the meal wafted over to her, and her stomach roared in anticipation of the food. She glanced behind her to see Adrian carrying the steaming plates over.

“You haven’t heard a word I said,” Tony interjected.

Kayla frowned. “Sorry. Distracted.”

Tony grunted.

Adrian moved with grace and placed the dishes in front of them. “Chicken lasagna for the lovely lady, and a chicken carbonara for the man. Can I get you anything else?”

“No,” Tony said.

Kayla smiled and dug in. She was so hungry. The sauce was sweet and spicy as usual, and the mix of vegetables and chicken with pasta was to die for. She savored every bite.

It was almost good enough to make up for the awfulness of the night. She paced herself and ate slow. She didn’t want to look like she was raised by a herd of pigs. Her mother would be furious with her if she did that. She’d accept that the date didn’t go well, but to eat like an uncivilized person would be too much for her. She’d lose focus on the other parts and complain about Kayla’s manners.

Halfway through his dish, Tony stood, “I need to use the men’s room. I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” Kayla said.

Tony walked away leaving Kayla alone. She let out a breath. “Finally, some peace,” she said to herself.

She set her fork and knife down and breathed slow and deep, letting the calm come over her in prep for the rest of the date. It wouldn’t be much longer. At least there was that.

After several minutes she began to wonder where Tony had disappeared to. In Kayla’s experience, it was usually the females that took their time in the restrooms, not the men. This was yet another reason Tony wasn’t going to work out for her. Any man that spent more time in the bathroom than her at a restaurant was a no-go.

Kayla went back to her meal, if she finished before Tony got back, she might be able to wrap this up faster than expected. That would be an enjoyable way to end the night and get back home to her couch and curl up watching a movie.

Adrian appeared as if out of nowhere. “Where is your lovely date?”

Kayla snorted. “Lovely? That is one way of putting it.”

Screams rang from the front of the restaurant, and a second later a putrid smell flowed to Kayla. The smell of death and fear. Kayla gagged.

“Zombies!”

Several people shouted, then the sound of smashing dishes and glasses filled Dantonio’s.

Kayla stood to see if it was true. Zombies weren’t common, they had to be summoned by a Netherworld user. They were the easiest creature to summon, but the nastiest looking. Adrian put his arm in front of her to stop her.

“Don’t,” he said. “It’s not safe, let me.”

Kayla rolled her eyes. Adrian knew that she was an Ardent and she worked for the Hero Coalition. It had been a mistake to tell him, but she did. “You know I can take care of myself.”

He hung his head. “Sometimes I forget.”

Kayla wished now she had worn something she could have hid her uniform under or even brought it and left it in her car. Unfortunately, that wasn't the case. She’d have to work with the dress. It wasn’t made to fight in, and she didn’t want to ruin it. Peering around the waiters working station, she saw the zombies.

They were every bit as disgusting as she expected. It wasn’t that long ago that the city of Cynosure, home of main training and headquarters of the Hero Coalition, had been attacked by a Netherworld user.  He had summoned thousands of the Netherworld creatures with the aid of a powerful artifact. Luckily this user didn’t have one.

The smell of rotten flesh made Kayla gag. It was the worst thing she had ever smelled in her life. It was a miracle she didn’t vomit all her dinner out. The zombie’s flesh hung loosely from their bones. In many places, the bones protruded from the spotty skin. In some spots, she could see the muscles and tissues of the body. Most of it black or green.

Adrian made gurgles sounds next to her. “Oh my, I didn’t think zombies were real.”

Kayla pulled him back. “Don’t you watch TV or read the news?”

Adrian shook his head “Been distracted.”

Kayla threw her hands up. “If you did. You’d know that Cynosure was attacked by zombies and worse less than a month ago.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Do I look like I’m joking around.”

He didn’t answer. “I am going to help these people. You stay here and don’t make any sounds.”

“What are you going to do?” Adrian’s face held concern. It was obvious he was worried for her.

“Kill them. Zombies aren’t hard to dispose of. They aren’t from this plane of existence.”

Adrian's forehead wrinkled, and he gave her a weird look, he was confused, and Kayla didn’t have time to explain. All that mattered was those vile creatures didn’t belong. She scanned the area she was in and found little in the way of weapons, other than the knives for eating. They would have to do.

She picked up a handful of the knives and sprang into action. Carefully, going around the protection, the waiter's station provided. Kayla stalked her prey. The people in the restaurant ran for their lives rushing to the exits. The sirens of the emergency exit wailed throughout the building. It pierced her ears, making them ring.

As she got near the first zombie, Kayla created a time bubble around herself that encased only her and the zombie. It momentarily disoriented the creature, and she used that to her advantage. She sliced its neck and it dropped to the ground in a pile of ashes.

Exhaling she dropped the bubble. This was her power. To make small bubbles of time that moved at a different speed than those outside of them. Many didn’t see the use of the power, but she loved it.

As the bubble dropped Adrian appeared next to her carrying a frying pan and a knife. If Kayla didn’t know any better, she’d say he appeared terrified, but he was here next to her.

“Wow, I’d never seen you use your power before. Are you like a super-speedster?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No. Time bubbles.”

He looked confused. “What?”

“Now is not the time.”

It was a common mistake for people to make when they saw her in action. It looked similar to a blur a speedster made. She sped up time in the bubble. She was moving faster than anything outside of it.

“Okay,” Adrian said. He stayed at her side.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “You could get hurt.”

“So could you.”

“I’m an Ardent.”

Adrian ignored her and followed the screams of more people running in horror from the vile zombies. Kayla groaned. He wasn’t making it any easier. Having to work in a small dress and protecting him wouldn’t be easy. If she had her uniform and the weapons she usually had, this would be easy.

As it was, she was making it up as she went. Little knives and time bubbles were all she had. It should be enough. These weren’t the brightest of Netherworld creatures. Nonetheless, they were dangerous.

Kayla, or rather right now she identified more as Farsight her codename, rushed forward. She leaped in front of Adrian and the zombie he chose to attack.

“Kayla,” Adrian said. “I didn’t cheat on you.”

“What?”

Kayla forwards a bubble that took both Adrian and the zombie. Both were disoriented inside.

“I think I’m going to vomit,” Adrian said. The zombie in its disgustingness stumbled and growled at them.

Kayla stabbed it in the head, and it turned to ashes.

“Whoa,” Adrian said with wide eyes. “That is crazy.”

“It is,” Kayla said. “I told you to hide.”

Adrian grimaced. “I won’t hide. You shouldn’t do this alone.”

That was extremely noble of him, Kayla didn’t think he had it in him. Tonight, in general, Adrian had been a good guy. It was completely unexpected.

“Fine,” Kayla said with a harshness she didn’t intend. A habit more than anything, civilians made her job difficult. She dropped the bubble to move on to the next one. She had counted six in total, to begin with. Two down, four to go.

Adrian remained at her side. “I didn’t cheat on you,” he said for the second time.

“Do you really want to have this conversation now?” Kayla said.

“Since you ignored me before, I do.”

Kayla sighed. “Fine. I walked in on you with a half-naked woman. In your bed.”

“I’ll admit that it doesn’t look good. But she is my step-sister. I told you my father got married again.”

“That is just gross.”

They continued to the next zombie in the now cluttered and disaster of a restaurant. That was the real tragedy. This was one of her favorite places, and it was ruined. She formed another bubble. It almost always worked.

“She was over and spilled water on her shirt. I was trying to find her a dry one. Remember. I told you I wanted you to meet Chris.”

“You mentioned your buddy Chris.”

Kayla attacked the zombie, this time Adrian tried to help and didn’t get in the way like she thought he might. They both struck at the same instant, and the zombie turned to a pile of ash on the ground.

“Christina,” Adrian said. “My step sister. I never used the word, buddy. I said I wanted you to meet Chris.”

Kayla tried to remember it, but it was only flashes. She dropped the bubble as they continued to the next one. Adrian continued to talk to her. It was tough to focus on him and the zombies, but she did her best.

She tried to remember the night and why she had even gone over. She formed a bubble around her and Adrian for a moment. It was stupid, but the zombie wouldn’t get far. “I think I remember,” she said. “I was supposed to meet you, and Chris, who you implied was a man, to watch the MMA match that night.”

“I never said it was a man. You aren’t the only female that likes MMA.”

He was right, that might have been why she thought it was a man. “I’m sorry.”

She dropped the bubble to finish the remaining zombies. In the distance, she heard the familiar sound of the Hero Coalition sirens. She would have it all wrapped up before they arrived.

She found the remaining zombies and disposed of them in no time. Adrian remained by her side the whole time. It had been fun working with him, even if she had to keep him safe.

A minute after she finished two heroes walked into the building, Project P and Alleviate. Both looked disappointed when they scanned the area, and their eyes stopped on her.

“Farsight?” Alleviate asked hesitantly.

Kayla nodded. “On a date.”

She must have looked goofy as could be to them. Sweaty and ready to attack in her sexiest dress. Adrian next to her in the waiter uniform. Both panting from the fight. Yet, Kayla was happy and optimistic.

“Netherworld zombies,” Kayla said. “Not sure who summoned them.”

Adrian looked around. “Uh, where is your jerk of a date?”

Kayla groaned. “In the bathroom last I knew.”

Adrian went in sure and came back a minute later with a worried face. “Nope.”

“Must have run with the rest of the crowd, and good riddance,” Kayla said. She wasn’t going to lose any sleep over losing him.

“That bad?” Project P asked.

“You have no idea. Worst date ever.”

Project P laughed. “I’m going to let HQ know you took care of this.”

Both Ardents left the building, and it was now just Kayla and Adrian. She turned to him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I read that wrong. Can I make it up to you?”

Adrian nodded and smiled with a cheerful face. “How about tomorrow we meet for lunch.”

Kayla groaned. “I’m not sure I want to go to another restaurant.”

Adrian laughed. “I understand. Anything you want.”

“I’ll call you,” she said.

She hugged him and left. Kayla smiled, and for the first time in a while, she was happy and ready for whatever came next.

As she exited the building she saw a man running down the street, he looked familiar. It was the suit, but it was surrounded by a darkness. Then it clicked. Her date, Tony, must have summoned the zombies. Not good. She’d need to take care of this. That was for tomorrow, he couldn’t have summoned anymore tonight so no one would get hurt.

Tonight, she was going to relax and think about Adrian and the possibility of rekindling that relationship. She enjoyed their time together and felt like a jerk for messing it up. She had blamed him for it, and now she needed to make up for her misunderstanding. At least he was willing to let her make up for it.
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Introduction - Frankenstein in Love

The things that we do for love. This story looks at the concept that looking for love can be a perilous and frustrating effort for anyone - even monsters. The story is entertaining and immersive. The writer successfully snags you at the beginning of the tale, leaving you to mourn the end with an intense desire to read more.

It is funny and irreverent, but with a depth of meaning that will speak to all who read it.

More please?
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Frankenstein in Love

By Claire Kane

“We’re on in five!” the director’s assistant called out.

Frankenstein balled his giant green hands and looked down to the permanent black stitches lining his wrists. He wished his suit’s sleeves were at least extended to accommodate his arms’ length. None of the gentlemen in the GQ magazine on his lap had short sleeves.

“Is all of this necessary?” he asked.

The hairdresser was busy straight-ironing the tips of his black hair that shot out like wheat, coarse and sparse. She didn’t respond. Her duty was to doll him up as fast as she could chew the flavor out of her popping pink bubblegum. And after flat-ironing, she snip-snip-snipped away what she called split ends, hair-sprayed the whole “do” three times over, and finally picked his bangs to the sides of his seven-inch forehead. “Don’t feel self-conscious at all,” she said. “Lots of models have big foreheads.”

He wasn’t sure if that was an actual compliment or not, but said thanks anyway. The chair then spun around, and he was coerced by another person he never met to come follow him.

The stage lights were bright, like several suns glaring down into his yellow eyes. The unusual bachelor put an arm up and squinted as he stiff-legged his way toward the empty stool next to a divider. The divider would block him from seeing what he was told would be three of the hottest bachelorettes in the greater Los Angeles area. It didn’t make much sense, the set-up. At first, he thought the producers were tricking the girls into dating him, by hiding his appearance, but they assured him the girls each saw a photo of him beforehand and knew what they were getting into.

A sudden roar from the awaiting crowd scared him, and he grunted. Why did all these strangers care about his love life? Strangers normally ran and screamed at his sight. Not here. Not now. “Hollywood is used to freaks,” someone had told him at the Starbucks. He remembered the woman with lips like pillows came over to his table to specifically ask the name of his “plastic” surgeon. “My surgeon wasn’t made of plastic,” he told her. The response didn’t make her happy, so he busied himself with his coffee.

Back on stage, a camera man moved right up to him, looking up his eight-foot-tall frame. Frankenstein heard a whoop from his agent, Monty, and caught sight of him grinning wide. That’s right, Frankenstein couldn’t forget what he practiced. He was promised America would embrace him by doing a few tricks. So, as an obedient client, the monster smiled big, showcasing his most attractive feature. His teeth.

Sure, the teeth were borrowed from some grave-dwellers—of whom he knew no name nor tombstone—but the original Mister Frankenstein, his former master, his scientist and life-bringer, had selected the best, most whitest and brightest chompers in all of Europe. That he was sure of. So his lips were black as tar, but Monty told him it was a good thing, because “they would dazzle like stars amidst a black sky.” Frankenstein liked that explanation. Monty often made sense of things, things the monster wouldn’t normally get, through comparisons.

The crowd took well to the smile, cheering even more. Some whistled. Frankenstein, for the first time in his existence, felt his used heart beat bigger with pride. Another trick he learned was to wave, and so he did, and with pleasure he saw many smiling faces and arms waving in return.

Someone clipped a little microphone to Frankenstein’s lapel, and the director’s assistant said, “We’re on, in five, four, three…”

“Welcome to The Matching Game,” the host slid into the camera’s view. “Today you’re in for a real treat. Our bachelor is unlike any other we’ve had on the show. He’s tall, he’s dark, but we’ll leave the handsome part up to you. He hails from Germany, speaks French fluently, and is looking for L-O-V-E—love!

“But before I introduce you to Frankie Stein, we have three lovely bachelorettes we’d like to show you, who will each compete for his heart.”

Frankenstein took a deep breath and shook it out of his large lungs. He’d waited years and years for an opportunity to date a lovely lady. This was it. All he needed was a new start in a new country, in the land where dreams come true.

The host walked to the ladies. The first one had rippling muscles bulging around her hot pink tank top. The ponytail atop her head sprouted from a matching hairband. She flexed her biceps for the camera, showing a missing front tooth as she smiled. “Bachelorette Number One says she likes strawberries dipped in protein shakes, long romantic walks on the treadmill, and reading Sports Illustrated.”

A ragged eyebrow went up as Frankenstein thought that one over

The second lady, although young, was dressed like an old librarian, even to the mousy brown bun. “Bachelorette Number Two is a self-proclaimed adrenaline junkie. She leaves her doors unlocked at night, eats raw cookie dough… with a steak knife, and tames sharks.” The woman gave a shy wave.

The third lady had luxurious blond hair and a pretty face. Compared to the other two, she was definitely normal. “Bachelorette Number Three is a sea-animal rights activist. When she’s not at the beach, she’s stalking the tuna aisles of your local grocery stores with her clipboard of petitions.”

They were all very interesting ladies, but Frankenstein couldn’t help but feel a leaning toward the activist. She already sounded so sweet and down to earth.

“Bachelorette Number One,” the monster said, “this will be my first date. What would you do to make sure I’m comfortable?”

“Give you a hot stone massage.”

“Sounds painful. Bachelorette Number Two, what would you do?”

“I’d take you on a long bike ride, and afterward go on a picnic… in the middle of an ant hill.” The mousy woman’s smile spread.

“Hm, I’m not so sure about that. Bachelorette Number Three, how about you?”

“Well, Frankie. Forget the hot stones and forget the ants. I’m sure taking a swim at the beach would be just the ticket.” Her green eyes sparkled at the thought.

Swimming. That’s something he never did before. “Bachelorette Number Three, that sounds romantic.” He smiled and continued. “Bachelorette Number One, I have a hard time finding pants that fit, since I’m so tall. What would be your solution to my problem?”

“You can forget the pants and wear some gym shorts with me.”

“And you, Number Three?

“If you were my boyfriend, I would custom sew you some pants that would fit you perfectly.”

“Oooh, I like that.” The third girl was now two for two in the lead. Frankenstein was ready to ask his next question, but the host cut in: “Well, everybody. Who do you think Frankie should choose?”

“One,” some shouted, while just a handful waved two fingers in the air. The majority were definitely on the creature’s same wavelength, of wanting him to choose Bachelorette Number Three.

“We’ll be right back after a word from our sponsors, for the second round of The Matching Game!”

A woman with a blush brush rushed over to the hulking bachelor and applied a generous amount of pink to his cheeks. Frankenstein took it all in good humor this time. He would trust the stage crew and makeup artists as this was proving to actually be fun. His hopes were high that this would be the venue to finally get a girlfriend. The crowd loved him, the single ladies on the other side of the screen were really sweet, and a general feeling of luck was in the air.

When the host again greeted the millions of viewers watching their live show, Frankenstein was ready with his index cards of further questions. More and more, as the questions were being answered, he knew number three was the one. By the time another set of commercials rolled around, and the third round was in motion, he wiped his face in excitement for the grand revealing. When it was time to choose, he bellowed out, “Bachelorette Number Three!” nearly falling off his stool.

The two ladies who lost, one at a time, came around to his side and offered him handshakes. Bachelorette Number One suddenly hefted him up over her head like a heavy barbell. Frankenstein yelped in surprise, and the woman’s arms shook to hold her stance. The second woman gave him a look like she’d rather be bitten by fire ants. He knew, though, his choice would be the fairest of them all. Frankenstein rubbed his hands together so fast he felt a spark start from his palms and travel out the screws of his neck in an electric burst.

“Frankie, your lovely lady is just around this screen here,” the host stated the obvious. “You look excited. Are you?”

“Oh, yes. I am very, very excited, Chuck.”

“You say this will be your first ever date, am I right?”

“Yes, the very first, and I can’t wait to meet her.” He self-consciously tugged at the ends of his too-short sleeves, hoping she would be just as excited to see him for the first time.

When she finally came around the curtain, Frankenstein saw that his Bachelorette Number Three was definitely a dream girl. Her blonde hair curled down her back so lovely. And her big green eyes—they shimmered in delight. She came right up to him, gazed up at him and giggled. The crowd cheered as they hugged.

Before he knew it, however, she was whisked away back stage by the crew. When he went to find her, a stagehand said, “We’ll have our people call your people.” That was Hollywood lingo for “Don’t hold your breath.”

Frankenstein felt beyond embarrassed. The woman was obviously an actor. All that mattered were ratings. He wanted to go back to the Swiss Alps and hide in an icy cave atop the highest cliff. His lovely detested his appearance, like most everyone else he’d ever met.

<<<>>>

Frankenstein stretched out across Monty’s black leather couch, his feet hanging generously off the end. An ice pack laid on his forehead as he shivered under a thin blanket. “I have a question,” he said with hardly any energy.

“What is it, friend?” Monty rolled a chair over to him and ate some chow mein with chopsticks from a takeout box. His dark blond hair was swept across his forehead, over concerned eyes.

“That’s the thing. Am I your friend?”

“Of course you are, buddy.”

“You mean, if I didn’t have a 6.5 million dollar inheritance from the late scientist, Mister Frankenstein, you would still be my agent?”

Monty shoved more noodles in his mouth and talked around them. “Don’t forget that I don’t get paid a cent unless you work. I’ll never touch that inheritance.”

“You’re right.” And Monty’s apartment sure was nice. Granite counters, mahogany woods, Persian rugs.  “I’m so pathetic, Mont. I’m hideous. No one will ever love me.”

“Oh, come on, you’re not that bad. Anyway, what girls mostly look for is confidence. You won’t win any over with that poor attitude.”

“Confidence? As if that will make them turn a blind eye to my strange appearance?”

“Sure, it worked for Lyle Lovett.”

“Who’s that?”

“A singer who looks a lot like you. You two are practically twins. I’m telling you, you have a real chance in the dating scene. Women aren’t as shallow as us men. They go for almost anything, as long as you swear to honor them, protect them, and give them more closet space.”

“So then why haven’t you found a woman? You’re confident.”

“Because I need more closet space myself. I’m gay, Frank.”

“What’s that?”

“It means I like men.”

Frankenstein shifted uncomfortably under his covers. There weren’t any of those, that he recalled, back in Germany. “So… do you find me attractive?”

“Not in the least. But, hey, at least I’m honest. You can always count on me.” He took another bite.

“So, what do girls like about this Lyle guy, if he looks like me? You say he sings?”

“Yes, he’s a superstar singer. He has some real talent, buddy. Some real big talent.”

“Maybe I can learn to sing.”

“Sing a tune. Go ahead and try.”

Frankenstein opened his throat and bellowed what he thought wasn’t a half-bad version of an opera song.

A mirror shattered off the wall.

“Nope. You can’t cut it in the singing department.”

“Well, I can’t sing. You know I can’t dance. And I’m no actor. What do you suggest I do?”

Monty had a sudden gleam in his eyes. “I got it. You do what everyone else in Hollywood does when they have no talent.”

“What’s that?”

“Become a Kardashian.” He chewed in sincerity. “Or in layman’s terms, a reality TV star.”

“No thanks. I’d rather be single.” He worked his lantern jaw back and forth and said, “I need some fresh air.”

<<<>>>

The beach was beautiful. A pink sunset reflected off emerald waves. Frankenstein thudded through the sand with his humongous feet, wearing little yellow swim shorts and matching, inflated armbands. He smiled with mock confidence since there were so many people around. People with perfect bodies, skin, and hair.

Two bikini girls sneered as they passed by. “What is that?” one asked.

He shook his head and shoved a shell with a green toe. Maybe finding love was hopeless. Perhaps he’d need to focus on other things. Like philanthropy of some kind. A whale surfaced in the distance, shooting water out is blowhole. He stopped to look out at the sea. Maybe he could be an activist, like Bachelorette Number Three. Whatever her name was. What could his cause be?

A vision of the blonde came to mind: her bouncy golden locks, her smile, her eyes that shimmered like the ocean. Was it love at first sight that he had felt? His old heart slowed to a sadly soft beat. He thought he’d never see again, but then it happened. There she was. Bachelorette Number Three was swimming in the water. He narrowed his yellow eyes to see if his mind was playing tricks on him, but nope. There she was, indeed, and she was coming closer.

Frankenstein cast glances around the beach. Suddenly they were alone. Strange. He looked back at the bathing beauty and waved. She smiled. She smiled? Then she submerged under water, her tail flicking up and out like a whale’s. If whale tails were considered cute at all. It had shimmered brilliantly. Wait—what? A tail? He couldn’t believe it. She wasn’t a-a mermaid, was she? Those were only in fairytales, weren’t they? Perhaps he was dreaming.

The mermaid emerged from the water and splashed her long hair back and forth. Her tan skin glittered in the setting sun’s soft rays. Watching it with bated breath was like seeing a slow-motion scene in a movie. She swam toward Frankenstein, and as she beached herself, her tail magical vanished and two legs appeared. She had on a seashell swim top and matching bottoms.

She stood up and said with a smile, “It’s you.” She slicked her hair back. “Frankie Stein.”

“Uh, yes. Hello, Bachelorette Number Three.” He thrust a hand forward awkwardly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“My name is Shelly,” she said, shaking it.

Still holding her tiny hand in his, he said, “That’s a pretty name, Shelly. Marine influenced.”

“Yes,” she said with a bashful smile over that. “My parents weren’t too original, were they?”

“Did The Matching Game know you’re a, uh, mermaid?”

“No. I don’t just go around showing off who I really am.”

“But you are to me?”

“Yes, I am. You’re still shaking my hand,” she giggled.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Just release your fingers.” She laughed some more.

He let go. “No, I mean, why are you revealing who you really are to me?”

“Because I felt a connection with you when first meeting. A spark.” Her eyes changed to concern. “Didn’t you feel it too?”

“Sure, I did.” It was his turn to smile. “But I wasn’t sure if that was just the bolts in my neck acting up again.”

“I don’t think that’s what it was.” There was a coy glint in her eyes.

“I’m confused. So you really were interested in me?”

“Of course,” she said.

“But why? Other girls run when they see me.” He nervously squeezed his left floatie, and it popped.

Shelly yelped in surprise before having a fit of laughter, covering her mouth with both hands.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. See what I mean?”

“You don’t scare me,” she said, her face becoming serious. “You’re funny.”

“Me, funny?”

“And cute.” She eyed him up and down.

“I have green skin,” he said.

“So do mermen.”

“I have yellow eyes.”

“Mermen have gills.” She playfully touched his neck, near a bolt. It sent a shiver down his spine.

“I have stitches. All over. See? Even on my belly.”

“I have scales, all over half of my body.”

“Yeah, but yours are pretty.”

She shook her head. “You really have no idea how great, how unique you are, do you?”

“I guess girls up here, on land, don’t see it that way.”

Suddenly Shelly took hold of both his hands and trilled a few words in a beautiful melody:

You’re so cute and oh-so green.

I think you’re sweet and very smart, not the least bit mean.

So trust in me, and in your heart;

This mermaid wants you, just as long as you don’t fart.

Frankenstein had held a dreamy grin until the last word. He cleared his throat, regaining composure. With a voice that surprisingly warbled like a French opera singer, he sang.

I want you too, my dear little thing.

When I look into your eyes a thousand birds sing.

So trust in me, and in your heart;

This monster loves you, even if we have to part.

The sun completely set. It was now totally dark out, the stars shining above. Frankenstein was on cloud nine, but Shelly’s eyes suddenly shot back toward the moon in worry.

“What’s the matter?”

“I can only come out at dusk. That’s why I had to run home right after the show last night.”

“Are you like Cinderella?” he asked. “You turn into a pumpkin?”

“No, but my dad will kill me if I don’t get back.”

“You can’t spend just five more minutes with me? How can you have a curfew when you’re an adult?”

“No, you don’t understand, Frankie. He’s the king! If he found out I was up here, talking to you, instead of a merman, it would be really, really bad.”

“Can I see you tomorrow at dusk?”

“Yes,” she said, stepped on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek before running and diving back into the water.

Frankenstein sighed a dreamy sigh, totally and completely in love.

<<<>>>

“I’ve met someone, Monty,” Frankenstein said, lying back on Monty’s couch. Lately, he had found himself there a lot. His agent was becoming more like a therapist, it seemed.

“Who? What do you mean?” Monty slid a TV dinner into the microwave and started it.

“Bachelorette Number Three.” A smile spread across his face. “Her name is Shelly.”

“What are you talking about? When? Where? The station was supposed to call me first to arrange—”

“I bumped into her at the beach.”

“The beach?” Monty’s eyes went wide. He quick-stepped over to the couch, forgetting about dinner, his hands on his hips. “What were you thinking going to the beach?”

“I needed some fresh air. Is that a crime?”

“No, but that’s not a safe place for… someone like you.” He motioned angrily. “You’re made of a mishmash of body parts, strewn together with cords and-and-and charged up by those bolts. Imagine if a seal attacked you.”

“A seal? Don’t people usually worry about sharks?”

“Yes, but anything attacking you out at sea would be bad. Not to mention, did you forget why you don’t shower?”

“Because I don’t sweat?”

“No. Because it’d be like putting a toaster in the bathtub. You’d convulse and die.”

Frankenstein gently scratched at his cheek in concern. “That is a worry.”

“Yes, more than a worry. So next time, how about you bump into her at like a Starbucks?”

Frankenstein decided to keep quiet. Monty wouldn’t understand. He had to see Shelly again, and the only way would be at the beach.

<<<>>>

The next evening the setting sun was again casting a pink glow across the rippling sea. Frankenstein stood there, this time without his floaties. He wanted to look suave, debonair, so he wore swim shorts with a bowtie pattern. He proudly stood there, ready for once to show off his green skin, his scars, his stitches, everything.

He looked around. Others were still swimming, playing in the sand, walking hand in hand. They were supposed to go away, leave him alone like last night. Magically disappear. He peered back out at the softly crashing waves. Where was she? He looked for a tail flicking up out of the water, again like last night. But he didn’t see any, not even a whale’s.

After what felt like a half hour went by, Frankenstein wished he had a watch. The sun was dipping lower in the sky. Lower, lower, lower, until it looked like it was touching the sea. Still no sign of Shelly. His expression was now dropping with the sun. And all the people, the staring people who didn’t appreciate his uniqueness still weren’t leaving.

He was about to resign himself back to his apartment for the night, with a pang in his heart, when a necklace washed up to shore. It was golden and glinted in the last of the sun’s rays. “Shelly,” it read in a pretty plated cursive. If this were her necklace, where was she?

Storm clouds suddenly loomed ominously over the ocean. Frankenstein remembered what Monty had warned him about. He couldn’t get wet. His yellow eyes flitted around in worry as if expecting an umbrella to just suddenly appear out of thin air. Beachgoers were fleeing from their towels, tearing down their volleyball net, gathering buckets of toys. All of a sudden, Frankenstein was alone.

In the distance, lightning struck. A few drops from the darkened heavens fell upon his skin. Nearby, a long umbrella shade was still stuck in the sand, abandoned. Electricity in the air made his neck bolts hum. He ran over to the beach umbrella. As Frankenstein lifted the large shade over his body, he looked back down at the necklace held in his free hand and realized it had been broken off Shelly’s neck, the clasp still linked. His heart dropped. Was something wrong? Was she attacked?

Rain started pouring down hard, water falling off his covering that kept one dry spot on the whole beach. The sun totally slipped away, and the thunder rolled. Well, that was it. Time to head back. What more could he do? He just hoped Shelly was okay. Then he heard the call for help.

“Frankie!” said a small voice from somewhere far away.

“Shelly!” he bellowed back, although all that he could see were angry waves lifting high up and gobbling the shore.

Then there she was with another roll of a wave. A near speck in the massive waters, flailing her arms frantically. Lightning struck and lit up her scared face. “Frankie! Help!”

“How?” he said out loud more to himself in anxiousness. She was a brilliant swimmer, so what was going on?

As if answering his question, massive octopus tentacles rose up around her with their huge suction cups. Suddenly Shelly was being tossed to and fro, then dragged underneath.

Although big and scary, Frankenstein didn’t consider himself a fighter. In fact, pacifist was more like it. Or maybe doormat. But he loved Shelly, and she was in danger, being attacked by a creature he had only seen before in pictures. If he dived in, however, that would be suicide. There was no greater conundrum than this.

A thunderbolt struck, stealing his harried thoughts. It was gigantic, and it didn’t come from the sky. It raised up out of the depths of the sea, in a brilliant blue zigzag. The form of a man with a tail rose up beneath it, holding a glowing trident. He looked like a long-haired European model, bearing his naked, chiseled chest.

Frankenstein’s jaw dropped, his yellow eyes going wide. Was this Shelly’s father? Then his sights dashed around in search of Shelly again. She was still missing under water.

“You,” the merman said, pointing his trident toward the monster. “Stay away from my daughter.” His voice rolled like the thunder, sounding like a god.

“But she’s in trouble,” Frankenstein said. “Aren’t you going to save her?”

“She’ll be fine. Just stay away and promise to never come back.”

“I can’t. I have to know she’ll be okay. Free her.”

The merman shook his head slowly. “Shelly is the daughter of a king. A princess. As the saying goes, ‘There are plenty of fish in the sea.’ Why do you have to choose my daughter?”

Octopus arms rose out of the sea once again, flailing Shelly. “Help!” she called.

“I love Shelly,” Frankenstein said while keeping a watchful eye on her. “Please let her go.”

“Help!” she shrieked.

“Why don’t you come and rescue her yourself?” her father asked.

The monster hesitated. “I can’t enter the water. I’ll die.”

“You’ll die?” he laughed.

The bolts on Frankenstein’s neck hummed more, tingling with electricity. The wind picked up, rain threatening to soak him. He lowered the beach umbrella further. Now he could barely see the scene before him. He could only hear Shelly’s cries and watch the reflection of the merman king’s trident, glow across the waters.

“Will you come forward and die?” that thunderous voice said in amusement.

Frankenstein worked at keeping himself covered. “Yes.”

“Funny that someone who can’t swim would date a mermaid, don’t you think? You never did intend to meet the parents, did you?”

“If there were a way, any way, I would save your daughter. It’s not so much that I can’t swim. Water and electricity don’t mix.”

“Electricity, huh? If you love my daughter, if you want to save her life, you will prove it to me. Even with your own life.”

Frankenstein’s expansive brow furrowed at the thought.

“I promise to let her free if you enter the water.”

Frankenstein did love Shelly. He knew it and couldn’t deny it. His feet thudded toward the angry tide. At least he found love. At least he spent last night with Shelly, sang together and even received a kiss. A man wasn’t a man at all without standing by his word, his honor. He had the feeling that Shelly’s father was a man of his word, and Frankenstein would prove that he was too.

Cold saltwater slapped over Frankenstein’s ogre-ish feet. His bolts started making a sizzling sound. But this was for love. He could do it. He stepped in further.

“You’d just as soon die than go back to where you came from,” that voice said.

Frankenstein let go of the shade. It twirled as it blew away like a kite. Rain streamed down his face, his determined eyes, his set jaw. The king gazed at him with what looked like a surprised sort of respect. Shelly cried out, “Noooo!” Without a second to think further, he dove in.

Beneath the dark waves, the green monster convulsed. Electricity ripped through him, like it did when his life-bringer scientist hit the switch to bring him alive. Only this time it meant death. His mouth contorted open in horror, sending black bubbles from his throat as he roared in pain.

Then everything went limp and silent.

The hulking and lifeless body succumbed to the ocean’s beatings. It sank deeper and deeper, fish dashing out of the way.

The king released his daughter from the grasp of the evil octopus. With her swift tail, she sprinted away. Shelly sucked in air, hoping to calm her heart. But she had seen what happened to her dear Frankie Stein. She sobbed while treading water with her arms. “Why would you do such a thing, Daddy? I hate you. I’ll hate you forever!”

The king looked at his daughter with sadness. He swam closer to her. “It’s a father’s job to look out for his daughter, Shelly. If we were like other people, who lived up here, I’d be sitting on the porch with a shotgun. Can you blame me for loving you so much?”

“If you loved me, you would let me live my life the way I want. I’m a big girl now, Daddy. I’m a grown woman. Now you’ve made the only man I’ve ever loved out to be fish food. I will never forgive you for this. Never.” Her green eyes went dark and steely.

“Never say never,” he said, holding his trident up high. It glowed like never before.

Shelly looked at her father in fear, like that was a threat. But the king of mermen wasn’t going to hurt his daughter. With sober eyes, he thrust his magical wand-like tool into the sea. A blue blast ripped through the ocean in a spiderweb pattern. “Your suitor has never experienced electricity like this before.”

Blue lightning found Frankenstein’s corpse, hitting it with such great power, making his form glow brightly. The monster’s eye blinked open wide. The bolts in his neck flashed until they fell off, dropping to the sandy floor, one at a time. He completely came to his senses, and for the second time in his existence, he heard, “He’s alive!” This time from the woman he loved.
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Introduction - The Monster at the Door

Monsters are not always imaginary.

This scary tale from an extremely accomplished Phoenix Prime writer is frightening in its believability. The possibility of this story happening to one for whom you care will haunt you long after your pulse has quieted. The mystery of its storyline and the explosive finale will leave you gasping for air.
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The Monster at the Door

by TS Paul

There is a monster living in the basement of our house.

My earliest memory is of a pair of red eyes watching me from the darkness of the basement. Mother would open the door to allow the heat from the pipes to vent into the kitchen. I could barely walk, but I remember the way the eyes would watch me. Tentacles, glistening with ooze that dripped onto the floor and stairs would reach out to grab at anything within reach. My entire early childhood I would cringe and shy away from the door that I just knew led to my doom. Once I could voice my fear I did.

"Monster!" I screamed at the open door.

My mother spun around and peered into the gloom of the basement. "What did you see this time, Johnny?"

It was all I could do but wave at the door. My eyes were wide, and my face was frozen. Something down there wanted to eat me!

Mom flicked on the lights into the basement. We both heard a crash and the faint yowl of a cat. "It's just Buttons, Johnny. There is no such thing as monsters. I sometimes swear that they switched you with another child at the hospital. Eat your lunch. We have to pick up your father at his work."

It might be Buttons this time but all the other times? Keeping one eye on the door and another on her I finished my PB&J sandwich. My mother was a simple person. She only cared about what she could see and feel. As a kid, how do you describe to an adult or even your own parent that a monster lives in the basement? I learned early on to keep my mouth shut. They just don't want to believe. That is why I waited until we were in the car and on the way to Dad’s job. Fewer interruptions that way.

"Mom, a monster lives in the basement."

My mother glanced at me from the driver’s seat of our big red station wagon. "Did Buttons catch another rat? I told your father to set those traps! Wanna bet he spent the money of football tickets or something?"

"It was a real monster! Big red eyes and tentacles. It wants to hurt me." I tried to describe what the monster looked like.

"We've been over this, Johnny. Monsters don't exist. I know what it is. You have been watching too much TV again, mister. No more Creature Feature for you. That stuff is rotting your brain."

I was just a typical little kid. Short, fat, and introverted was the best way to describe me. I didn't make friends easily. It was more interesting to study books and play video games.

<<<>>>

"Something is wrong with that kid." I would hear my own father say those words to my mother. "Do you think he's on drugs or something? My father would have beat the insolence right out of him."

She would barely defend me. Accusing him was easier. "Maybe if you paid more attention to him, he wouldn't have all these fantasies. Why don't you take him to the park or something? He needs to know you care about him, too."

It was like clockwork with my parents. They would argue and argue. The next morning dad would take me to the city park to 'play.' I would stand in a field with a football while dad smoked a cigarette and read the sports page. Fun. Meanwhile, the red eyes continued to watch me from the darkness of the basement. Every so often I would catch the glint of a tentacle from under the door.

<<<>>>

"Johnny! Bring me the laundry detergent."

I could hear Mom's voice and knew what she wanted. But the basement? No way I was going down there. It was where it lived.

"Damn it, Johnny! Bring me the soap!" Mom's voice was louder now. I risked getting switched or even beaten by my father with his belt if I didn't help her. But the basement.

Staring at the television in front of me I watched as my warrior beat back demons and rabid turtles with a sword bought from a troll named Boyd that lived under a bridge. If only real life could be that easy. I would gladly trade my meager allowance for such a sword. I would call it Slayer and use it to kill the red-eyed monster. Why can't video games be real?

"Johnny!"

Dropping my controller, I looked behind me. A gallon jug of soap lay on the floor by the door. The open door to the basement beckoned. "Coming mom."

Standing I glanced at my now frozen warrior. I could do it.

The light was on at the bottom of the stairs. I could hear the washing machine rumble and spin as it echoed up from below. Our stairs were wood and just a little rickety. Grabbing the jug of soap, I took a couple of tentative steps down.

"Johnny is that you?" Mom must have heard the steps creak.

"Yes, mom. I've got the jug." The words come out of me in a stuttering stream.

"Good. I've got to get this load done. Your father has a big meeting in the morning and if his clothes aren't ready... Well, just get down here."

I nodded to myself. Just this one time I would be brave. For my mother. Looking to the right, I nearly jumped out of my own shoes. A pair of luminous yellow eyes were staring at me in the low light of the stairs.

"Aaah!"

"Merow!"

Buttons, our cat, was lying stretched out on the hot water pipes that ran the length of the stairs. He was just as scared as I was when I jumped.

Quickly, I stepped down the last couple of stairs into what I knew would be my doom.

"Bring that over here."

Looking around I could see the washer and dryer in one corner of the room. Our old living room furniture was set up around a large table. Lots of boxes and tubs took up the rest of the room. Not a single monster in sight. Taking a big breath, I stepped into the room that I had feared my entire life.

"Do you see? No monsters. What did you do to Buttons? He shot past me like the hounds of hell were on his tail." Mom grabbed the jug of soap from me and began adding it to her load.

"He was on the pipes. I think I scared him."

"This is his place. He was probably shocked to see you here." Mom looked at me as she closed the lid to the washing machine. "We could move your game system down here if you like. It's a whole lot quieter and away from dad and his projects."

"With the monster?"

Mom sighed. "Johnny, must you persist in this? Monsters do not exist. Do you see a monster? Look around."

I was looking. Just because you can't see something doesn't mean it doesn't exist. That's what all my books and movies said. "No. But it could be hiding."

"The only thing hiding down here is Buttons. Ten years is long enough, John. Just stop with the monster talk." Mom looked pointedly at me.

"Now that you've come down here on your own, I expect you to use this room. We set that up for you years ago. Dad even ran that cord for your games." Mom pointed to the old furniture and the end of an extension cord.

Dad used this place for his monthly poker nights. It meant a whipping with his belt if I disturbed him at all. I had only done it once. Just once. The table and chairs belonged to him. I would have to be very careful. This I knew, regardless of what mom said. They were going to make me come down here now. I shuddered. It would eat me for sure. When Dad got home my life would be over.

As I expected, the dinner conversation sealed my fate.

"Johnny went into the basement all on his own today," Mom shared with Dad.

Dad stopped chewing and looked at me with one eyebrow raised. He nodded. "Good. Now you can take all that electronic crap down there, and we can get our living room back."

I put my head down and refused to look up. I loved my games and forcing me to go into the basement was some sort of punishment.

"It will be good for you, John. You could invite some of your friends over. I know I would have killed to have a clubhouse of my own as a child," Mom pointed out.

I cocked my head to one side. The few friends I had paid me little attention. If they came over, maybe the monster would eat them first. If it still existed down there, that is.

"OK, sure."

My mother looked at my father. "See."

Dad looked at me and frowned. "Still afraid of monsters, Johnny?"

I looked up at him. I could see a faint glint in the corner of my father's eye. "No. Not anymore."

"Good. Keep it that way. Do you need help moving anything?" he asked.

Shaking my head, I replied, "No, sir."

"Sir? Are you on drugs?" The glint in my father's eye returned as he brought his full attention towards me.

"What? Me? No. Never. How would I get them? I spend my whole allowance on my games," I sat, with wide eyes staring back at him.

"Frank, leave him alone. Can't you see he just wants to please you?" My mother reached out and touched my father's arm.

As if he was touched by a hot poker, my father snatched his arm away. He pulled it back and returned it with a slap.

Whack!

My mother raised her hand to her face in shock. I could see the skin on her face swelling as it grew red.

Father's face was flushed and practically steaming. "Never touch me!" He whirled on me in an instant. "Who sold you the drugs? I know you've been using them. Those friends of yours, they sell them to you, don't they? I know because I've been watching you. I see things, I know everything that you do."

My mother began to cry. Tears rolled down her face as she covered her face with her hands. My father glanced at her and shook his head. "I'm going to the bar." He pushed away from the table and left the house, the door slamming behind him.

What just happened?

Pushing my chair back, I ran to my mother who pushed me away. "I'm fine. Do me a favor, John. Clear away the dishes please."

I watched my mother leave the room and go into the bathroom. She closed the door after her. I could hear the water running. The meal we had been eating just sat on the table unfinished.

Clearing the dishes was easy. Putting away the food was the hard part. My mother usually did all this. Checking, I saw she still had not come out of the bathroom. I scraped the food together and covered it like I had seen her do countless times before.  She still hadn't come out of the bathroom.

<<<>>>

Sitting down at my games I switched on the television set. Boyd, the troll, was looking better and better to me. My parents fought occasionally. I know because I could hear them at night. But this was the first time they had done it in front of me. Was it because I was going downstairs? Was it my fault? I looked at the door to the basement. A red gleam showed from under the door. The monster was watching me.

Carefully, I set my controller down. Unwatched, Boyd the Troll sold my character a pretend sword and killed him. I didn't care. The monster was watching me. I turned my head and looked toward the bathroom. The door was ajar, and the light was off. When did mother come out? Did the monster get her?

"Mom?" I softly called out.

The house was completely silent. If she had gone upstairs, I should have heard it. Our stairs creaked, as did the second floor. I looked around. Did my dad come back or was he the monster in the basement? Looking at the door, I didn't see the red eyes. Even the gleam of the tentacles was gone. Where did it go? I lowered my head and tried to see under the crack. Getting closer wasn't an option. If it were there, it would eat me first. I leaned left, then right, looking for those evil red eyes.

"What are you doing?" The sharp sound of my mother's voice scared me half to death. My heart stuttered in my chest as I jumped to my feet.

My hands were shaking, and I couldn't speak as I whirled around to see my mother behind me with a bag of peas on her face. Her right hand pressed them to her cheek. "What's going on?"

I pointed to the basement door. Closing my eyes, I willed my mouth to work. "Does Dad watch me?"

My mother looked past me towards the basement. Ignoring my question, she answered. "He doesn't mean to do this. His work stresses him out so much sometimes. You must remember all the good times we have together."

Good times? When were those? "Mom, are you alright?"

"I'm fine." She looked past me toward the basement door. Closing her eyes, she turned and sighing, put the bag of peas away. "Thank you for clearing the table, John."

My game console made a beeping noise as my game reset itself. I groaned and shook my head. Maybe it was all in my head. Carefully, I shut everything down and started to pack it up. I would have to move it downstairs soon. Looking at the door, I decided to do it after school tomorrow.

<<<>>>

The next morning was like a bad episode of the Sunset Show. Everything was back to normal. Or normal for us. Dad was at work. Or somewhere. And Mom was making breakfast.

"Are you OK?" I asked.

"I'm fine. Why?" She answered.

"Did Dad come home last night?" I didn't hear him come home at all.

"Of course, he did. He told me to remind you to take that stuff downstairs. The table and chairs are off limits, but you can set up wherever you like." She didn't even look at me.

I nodded. Looking toward the door, I could see a faint red gleam. Watching me. Faintly nodding to myself, I ate my breakfast and gathered my schoolwork. Some things were better left unsaid.

<<<>>>

School was difficult for me. My so-called friends were few and far between. If my father saw them give me something, it was grief and pain, not happiness and joy. Drugs were the farthest thing from my mind as I slogged my way through schoolwork day after day. Thoughts of monsters watching occupied me even at school.

"Mom, I'm home." Using my key, I walked into the house. Silence greeting me. "Mom?"

Shrugging off my backpack I sat down on the couch. My game systems weren't there. I remember packing them up, but they weren't where I left them. I looked toward the basement door. It was open. Getting back up, I stepped into the kitchen and looked down the stairs. The air seeping up had an almost metallic smell to it. Like old meat left out too long in the sun. Taking out the trash was one of my chores, and I forgot yesterday to do it.

"Mom? Are you down there?" Feeling for the switch, I turned on the lights. Light is supposed to drive monsters away. Something I never thought of as a young child. The house had a stillness about it that was very unusual. My mother was meticulous. Laundry was done daily, and dinner started by the time I arrived back from school. Most days I found her vacuuming or cleaning when I came home. Why didn't she respond? Did the monster get her? Did I really still believe in it?

Cautiously I took a step down. The stairs creaked as my full weight rested upon the tread. "Mom?"

The basement felt as still as the rest of the house. I took another step and then another. Halfway down I called out again. "Mom?"

The silence of the house was troubling. I bent down and looked under the pipes into the gloom of the room below. I could see the entertainment center sagging under the weight of my games with the couch and chairs clustered around it. Someone did move my stuff. But there was no sign of my mother. Carefully I took the rest of the steps down and looked over at the washing area. The machines were silent. Stacks of laundry baskets lay in front of them. Clothing scattered across the floor. "Mom?" The basement was empty, but the smell of bleach permeated the room. She had been here.

I peeked into all the dark corners of the room as I stepped toward my game systems. I didn't care about monsters or even my father. My mom was the only thing on my mind now. Dad's poker table had a pile of things lying on it. Something like that would invoke the ire out of him, and a beating would follow. Stepping closer I took a look.

A box sat upon the table surrounded by photographs. Pictures of me covered the entire table. I looked around again. "Mom?"

Carefully I sorted through them. Pictures of me playing games, going to school, riding my bike, and talking to my mother. Hundreds, maybe even thousands of pictures littered the table. All were of mother and me. None had my father in them. Was he the monster?

Opening the box, I found tapes and even more pictures. These were not of me. I didn't recognize these children. Why did we have these?

Suddenly the floor creaked above me. I looked up in surprise. "Mom?"

I could hear footsteps move across the floor heading for the stairs.

"Mom, is that you?" I yelled.

There was a creak from the top step of the basement stairs. The sound of someone approaching was louder. Whoever they were they paused at the middle step.

I opened my mouth to cry out but stopped. Was it my dad? I turned and peered up at the steps. All I could see were feet and jeans. The pipes blocked my sight.

"John, is that you?" I sighed in relief.

"Mom. You scared me. Where were you?"

"Just getting rid of something. Come upstairs. We need to talk about something." Before I could see her, she turned and went back upstairs.

I gave the room another glance before going up. Not a single monster in sight. Maybe it was all in my head.

Taking the steps two at a time, I went up. I could see my mom standing in front of the sink washing dishes. "What's going on?"

Mom looked over her shoulder at me. "Go pack your clothes. We're going to grandma's for a few days. Your father isn't coming back." She turned back to the sink.

"You hate grandma. Why are we going there?" I didn't care about my father. He hurt my mother.

"Just do as I told you. Go grab a change of clothes."

Whatever. "OK, let me use the bathroom first." I stepped through the door near the living room.

I didn't see my mom spin around in panic. "Johnny! Don't!" She shouted.

My screams brought the neighbors from next door and eventually the police.

<<<>>>

We see what we want to see when we are young. It isn't until we are older that we come to understand that monsters do exist. They live in the shadows of society and thrive upon the unwary and the unknowing. I didn't know what was real or what wasn't as a child. People can only be pushed so far until they break and sometimes others break with them.
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In this story of a haunted heart, the challenges of finding love are intensified by the magical stratagems. The energetic plotting of the characters takes that into a realm of fun, producing a heartwarming romp of triumph and heart’s desire found. 
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The Cost of Heartache

by Nicole Zoltack

Chapter One

Essencia, River Hyacinth, the seventh of May 1152

The river is soothing, calming, always flowing. Colorful fish jump and fly, and I laugh at their antics. They float downstream, jump upstream, and float back down.

The next time a fish glides, I pluck it out of the air. Yes, I am in the river. Well, on it would be more precise. I am standing on lily pads, floating on the surface.

The fish rolls its eyes at me, slaps me in the face with his fin, and leaps back into the waves.

I laugh.

“Are you torturing that fish?” a stern female voice demands.

Not caring a whit for her commanding attitude, I glare at the female. She is short, maybe of an age with me, namely ten summers. Her dress is far too elaborate for the outdoors. Truly, it is not a dress but a gown. I had not realized the distinction until this very moment.

“I do believe I asked you a question.” The girl lifted her nose into the air.

Only now do I spy her crown.

“You’re the princess?” I ask.

She nods and crosses her arms. “Well, now? Answer the question.”

“What question?” I ask even though I remember it.

Princess Molle of Essencia glowers at me. One day, she will have children, and they will cower before her. While I may be young, I am not a child, and I do not appreciate her speaking to me thus.

“Were you torturing that fish?” she asks again, her anxiety plain.

Perhaps it is a tad touching that she cares for a fish. Still, she seems to appreciate the fish more than she does me.

“No. I was merely playing. Do you know how to play? How to have fun? Locked away in that castle of yours must be rather boring.”

“Do not presume to know me.” She glowers at me. Then her eyes widen in shock and dismay. “How are you doing that?”

“Doing what?”

“Standing on the water!”

“Oh, that.” I sweep my hand. “I might not have a crown, but I am special in my own right.”

“You’re a witch.” She stares at me in wonder but also as if I am an animal.

“I am, princess.”

Princess Molle stiffens. “You should address me as—“

I jump from the lily pads onto the riverbank beside her. “Can you jump across?” I ask.

“Witch boy, I do not—”

“I have a name!”

“As do I,” she insists. “If you persist in calling me princess, I will call you witch boy.”

“You could ask for my name.” I tap my foot, growing impatient and disgusted. She is far too selfish and full of herself.

“Why should I show you more respect than you have shown myself?” She tilts her head to the side. “I am not certain that fish wished to be manhandled by you.”

“You care more about that fish than you do me.”

“Witches are—“

“Powerful, and that is why you fear me.”

“I do not know fear,” she says indifferently. “You want me to jump across. Fine. After you.”

I grin, take off, and fly over to the other embankment.

The princess actually stomps her foot, and I laugh and laugh.

“You were supposed to jump!” she wails.

“Go on then. I’m waiting,” I call back, my hands around my mouth.

The princess glances around. She unravels a vine from around a tree branch. Holding the end, she walks backward before running forward. The vine swings her across, and she lands on the other side.

I cross over to her, impressed despite myself. “Not bad,” I admit.

“What is it like to fly?” she asks.

“It’s amazing. To hear the air brush past you, to feel it glide over your skin, and to watch the world fall away beneath you… It’s as if the world ceases to exist. You’re isolated but so powerful.”

She shudders in dismay. “That sounds terrifying.”

“Not at all.” I consider. “The first time, maybe. That bit with the vine, were you scared?”

“I told you,” she says smugly, her lips nearly curling into a smile. “I do not know fear.”

I grin. “Want to race to the other side?”

Her eyes light up. Princess Molle’s eyes are azure, and her hair is a dark, rich brown. Her gown is layers of pearls and lace and ruffles, but I spy a few mud stains. She may be a princess, but she is not a typical one.

“Just a moment,” she exclaims.

She races to find another tree with a suitable vine.

“Ready?” she calls, and she immediately swings over.

My slight hesitation proves a blessing as the vine snaps. The princess shrieks, and I zoom over and grab her before her foot can touch the water.

I fly her to the other side and place her on the ground. “Now do you know fear?” I tease.

She steps away and adjusts her gown. “No.”

“You screamed!” I protest.

“If you listened, I called you,” she insists.

“You did not.”

“I did.” She shrieks again, and maybe, just maybe, can I hear “witch” in it.

I glower at her in mock-disgust.

Molle laughs. “What is your name? Or would you rather I call you witch boy?”

“Witch Boy or Morris. Whichever you prefer, Molle.”

She lifts her eyebrows. “Watch it, witch boy.”

I grin. “Anything you say, princess.”

From then on, we become the best of friends. Months later, I asked the princess why she came to the river. “Because I wanted to have fun,” she explained.

Fun is exactly what we have whenever we spend time together, but I know it cannot last. She is a princess. She has a duty to the kingdom. I am a witch. I serve no one. We are incompatible, and yet, we are so close.

Chapter Two

Essencia, Essencia Castle, the seventh of May 1157

The castle looms large before me. For exactly five years now, the princess and I have been friends. We have both grown up and even closer together.

However, one obstacle lies in our way. Her father.

The King of Essencia does not approve of witches. He distrusts us. He thinks we are far too powerful. The king is not the first to think thusly. In times past, witches have been hunted and even killed, all because they have magic while humans do not. Is it our fault we are born with magic? Should I go out and seek those with red hair and kill them? Certainly not! It is barbaric in either circumstance.

Because of the king, the princess must sneak out for us to spend time together, or I must sneak in. Tonight, I am sneaking in.

The guards at the gate are talking to each other. I stand behind a flowering tree in the courtyard. Once they turn their backs, now!

I race across the yard and enter the castle proper. From here, I scale the tower and climb through the window.

The princess is there, staring out the northern window. With her back to me, she says, “You could have entered and climbed up like a normal person.”

“I am not normal nor a person.” I laugh and adjust the vine I use as a belt around my waist. I used such a vine since that fateful day when we first met.

“Ah, yes. A witch.” She whirls around and slams her back against the windowsill. Her scowl cannot mar her beauty.

“Don’t forget powerful,” I remind her, smiling.

She does not match it.

“What is wrong, princess?”

It is not often I call her that. I tend to be forward and call her Molle although she never truly did give me leave to be that informal with her.

The few times I do address her thus, she normally smiles, any foul mood banished away. Now, her scowl only depends.

I cross over to her and hesitate before touching her gold silk sleeve.

“On the morrow, I am to meet a prince,” she says.

A pain settles in my chest. I attempt to rub the ache away, to no avail. What is this confusing, perplexing feeling? I am most distressed and depressed. Why? It’s not that I am jealous, am I?

Truly, I am. It is not until this moment that I realize the truth.

I love my princess. I love Molle. Perhaps I always have, ever since I first held her when I saved her.

But she is not mine and can never be mine. I will never again hold her. We can never be together, and besides, she has never confessed feelings for me. My love is unrequited.

“I hope all goes well,” I say stiffly.

She nods without looking at me. “Perhaps you should go.”

“I’ll return tomorrow night,” I promise.

Molle says nothing, and I hesitate.

“Do you need something?” I ask.

“I am a princess,” she scoffs. “What can I possibly need?”

Her haughtiness, that arrogance. She has never displayed it to me, not after our initial meeting. Molle wishes to isolate herself away from me, and so be it.

But still…

“Tomorrow,” I promise her, my fingers brushing against my vine-belt.

When she does not respond, I climb onto the window. Before I fly down, I swear I hear her say, “Until tomorrow.”

Foolishly, my terrible heart feels hope.

Chapter Three

Essencia, Essencia Castle, the eighth of May 1157

The day passes by so very slowly, but at last, the sun has drooped. The sky gives way to beautiful reds that remind me of the blush on Molle’s cheeks when I tease her. It makes for a wondrous sight, even if all I feel is heartache and pain. My despair refuses to allow me any hope, and I strive for indifference. If I am numb, the pain will not hurt quite as much, or so I hope.

Once more, I make my way to the tower. To my dismay and utter disappointment, Molle is not here. Previously, I have never arrived before her.

As I wait, I struggle to grow a small flower that has taken root within the stone. The roots are far too small. The poor thing has hardly any water. I fail again and again.

The door opens, and I jerk away from the plant and nearly trip. To recover, I dip into a bow and adjust my vine-belt.

“Do not bow to me,” Molle says stiffly. “I am not your queen or princess.”

Queen. One day, she will be queen. This fact I must never forget.

“How did the meeting fare?” I ask. Certainly, there is no eagerness or excitement on my part.

“Well enough, I suppose,” she says indifferently.

“You did not care for the prince?” I ask. Hope wells within me like the flower I was incapable of growing. The roots of this flower grow deep within me, and I fear I will never be the same.

“I was not impressed,” she says.

“What would impress you?”

Molle stares at me for the first time since she arrived. After a moment’s hesitation, she shrugs. “Not him.”

“Would this impress you?”

Once again, I turn to the flower. With all of my might, I use my magic to make the flower blossom.

This time, it does, revealing a dark bloom that opens up, fanning out five long petals.

Molle smiles and shakes her head. “Not bad,” she teases.

I go to pluck it. “For you, my—“

“No! Leave it, please. Allow it to grow,” she says.

I nod. “As you desire.”

She tilts her head to the side and stills. “Someone is coming.”

“Goodbye, Molle. I will see you soon.”

The princess nods and shoos me away

That flower I keep in my heart. She might not love me. She may have to marry another. That does not matter. I will always love her. There is no other for me.

Chapter Four

Essencia, River Hyacinth, the ninth of May 1157

The next afternoon, I stand on lily pads once more, remembering happier, carefree times. The princess is most likely eating with the prince this very moment. As much as I endeavor to not think of her or him, I find myself unable to stop. This torture is maddening, frustrating, and depressing.

“I am a fool,” I tell the fish swimming beneath me.

They ignore me.

If only I could ignore my heart! But, no. I am its slave.

“You are a fool indeed.”

I am so startled that my magical hold lifting me falters, and my shoes grow wet.

On the embankment stands a man, roughly twenty. He is tall with green eyes and a prominent Adam’s apple. His clothes suggest he is royalty.

The prince?

“I am glad you agree.” I smirk at him and fly over. My feet plant, and I stand near him. I hope to intimidate him, but he appears merely indifferent.

“Why have you not bowed to me?” he demands, anger and fury lacing his words. “Or—"

“Forgive me,” I murmur unapologetically. “I did not realize who you are without a crown.”

“Or are you not in the habit of bowing to royals? To your betters?”

I gape at him. “What are you suggesting? And witches do not bow to anyone. At least in Essencia, they do not.”

He scowls, his anger unabated or perhaps even fueled by my words.

"What is troubling you?" I venture, although truly I do not care.

“The princess," he grumbles. "I fear another claims her heart.”

I swallow. The hope within me now has three flowers.

He stalks around me, his hands furious fists of rage.

“Do you think…" I swallow and try again. "Why would you think that her heart lies with me?” I ask, desperate to keep my voice even and not betray my heart.

“Your eyes. Your muscle twitches. Your swallowing. You love her.”

Say it. Say she loves me.

But he does not. Instead, the prince stalks around me. “You do not deserve love. You do not deserve anything save for contempt. You and your kind disgust me. You are worthy of nothing.”

“That sounds a bit personal. Did you betray a witch? We don’t tend to like betrayal.”

He laughs. “You act as if you know everything. You know nothing about me, who I am, or what I am capable of.”

The prince swings a punch. I duck, but his other fist slams into my stomach. I huddle over. Before I can react, he breathes on me.

It is not a normal breath. No. Somehow, it contains magic.

My body shrinks. Pain overwhelms me, threatening to stop my heart. I struggle to breathe as my body changes, morphing. My skin grows cold and clammy. It turns green. My tongue lengthens, and when I stick it out to pluck a fly from the air, I know what I am.

The prince has changed me into a frog.

Chapter Five

Essencia, River Hyacinth, the ninth of May 1157

The prince’s laugh rings in my ears long after he leaves me. I am so shocked that I do not know what to do.

What a moment. This is ridiculous. I might have changed shape to that of a frog, but I remain a witch. All I have to do is change myself back and all will be well again.

Only, I quickly and frustratingly discover that my magic is not working. I cannot change myself. I cannot fly. I cannot even hover.

Nor can I stop the dismay and terror growing within me.

What am I if I am not a witch? What is my purpose? A frog? Surely not!

I will admit that my life changed the moment I befriended and fell in love with the princess. As a result, I have spent little and less time with other witches. I am not even certain if any witch would be willing to undo this curse.

How can it be that the prince has magic? He is not a witch. I would have known if he was.

The prince. What plans does he have for the princess? What does he intend to do to her?

Regardless of my form, I must go to her!

Hopping to the castle is both tiresome and frustrating. I am beside myself with worry and regret. If I told Molle my feelings for her, perhaps she would have picked me. She would have sent this prince away. What is his name? I do not even know.

My heart pounds. It is strange to be so small and frail. I am not a powerful witch. I have magic, but I do not have a great deal of might. The fact has never bothered me until now when I am cursed, a victim, and helpless.

I have never felt more worthless or more undeserving of Molle.

Still, hope does light a fire within me when I finally see the castle walls. Despite my legs hopping for hours now, they continue to work, and I approach, drawing nearer and nearer.

The guards do not even look at me, and I cross the drawbridge. From there, I enter into the keep.

Guards march along, and I trail behind them when I hear the booming voice of the king. Who is he speaking too?

I hesitate. The sound of the prince’s murmuring comes to me, and I hop over to a closed door. Squeezing beneath it is not easy, but I manage and hide beneath the table.

“…a great deal of wealth to offer,” the prince is saying.

“Prince Judd, I will not decide for my daughter. You have not been here long, and you have not spent much time with her.”

“I am excited to spend dinner with you both tonight,” the prince says smoothly.

My anger grows. If I could sprout horns, I would.

“Perhaps afterward, Princess Molle and I could go for a walk. I would love to spend more time with her, as you say.”

“With a guard,” the king says pointedly.

Go yourself! Do not trust him with your daughter!

I cannot speak in this form. I do not even know how to croak. I open my mouth, but no noise is produced. I may be a frog and can hop like one, but I am not truly a frog. I do not know how to act like one.

“Of course.” The prince bows. “Or perhaps she and I can go on that walk now?”

“No,” the king says with a critical air. “I wish to speak with her myself.”

Good! Do you second-guess him? You should!

“Very well.” The prince bows again and leaves.

A guard enters the room without having to be summoned. “Do you wish for me to fetch the princess?”

“Please.”

The guard leaves, and the king paces in the room. A few minutes later, the princess arrives. The guard departs and closes the door, effectively trapping myself in with the royals.

“Yes?” Molle asks.

“Prince Judd, what do you think of him?”

“I…” Molle hesitates. “I do not know him.”

“Do you wish to get to know him?” the king presses.

I jump in place beneath the table. My impatience and anxiety dictate that I cannot stay still.

The princess says nothing.

“I highly suggest you give him a chance.” The king appraises her with a critical eye. “He has much to offer the kingdom.”

“Yes,” Molle says.

It breaks my heart and depresses me to hear her sound so small. Normally, she is so fun and full of life. Now, it almost seems as if she feels herself a victim, trapped to the fate her father wills for her. She is a princess and must do what is best for her kingdom. I do not believe that Prince Judd is the right choice, but then again, am I? What do I have to offer? A bit of magic? A curse has overwhelmed me and now threatens to leave me in the form of a frog for the rest of my days.

“So you will marry him when he asks for your hand?” The king’s face is an indifferent mask, but I know, as I suspect the princess does, he wishes for her to agree. “He has kept to himself thus far, but he seems a good enough man.”

What? No!

“May I have more time?” Molle asks.

“Of course. He will be at dinner tonight, and he will ask for you to walk with him. I suggest you do. Once the walk has finished, he will certainly ask for your hand. If, by then, you wish to agree, I give my consent. If you wish for more time, then ask for it. I do implore that you do not turn him down entirely until after we have spoken more. Do we have an accord?”

“We do.”

The king leaves first, and I fear I have no means to prove the prince’s dishonor and deceit. He has already fooled the king and cursed me. Will he likewise manipulate the princess?

Chapter Six

Essencia, Essencia Castle, the ninth of May 1157

The princess leaves the room shortly thereafter, and I trail behind her. First, she goes up to the tower where I often see her, normally at night, however. Does she come here during the day? Is she thinking of me now?

After staring wordlessly out the window for a few minutes, she turns and rushes down the stairs. It is all I can do to hop swiftly enough to maintain her quick pace. She ducks into the kitchen and leaves out the back door. Perhaps she is avoiding the guards.

It does not surprise me when she makes her way straight toward the River Hyacinth. I live near the river, and whenever she approaches, I can sense her and arrive before she does.

At the spot where she used the vine to cross the river so long ago, she stops and hesitates. A moment later, she sits on the grass.

Molle is waiting for me.

My heart fills with hope once more. I hop in front of her and struggle to croak or speak. Still, no words come forth, not even a sound of any kind.

What kind of a curse has the prince bestowed upon me?

A tear trickles down her cheek. Seeing her so sad depresses me all the more, and I bend down, readying myself to hop higher than I have previously.

A sudden rustling of the grass and approaching footsteps halt me.

Molle stands up, and her eyes widen with excitement and eagerness. Can I dare to believe that she hopes I am the one nearing?

“Princess Molle, you look so sorrowful. What is wrong?”

“Prince Judd,” she says, her tone confused. “What are you doing here?”

Curse the man! I hop behind a large rock so that I may spy on them without being seen.

“I have gone for a walk. I wished to see your beautiful land. And it is beautiful, although not as lovely as you.” He holds out his hand.

Reluctantly, or perhaps only reluctantly in my mind, she holds out hers. He accepts and kisses her knuckles. Instead of releasing her hand, he holds it longer.

“What is the source of your sadness?” he asks.

“I do not wish—Where did you get that?” She yanks her hand back.

“Get what?” The prince smiles.

“Your belt.”

Until the princess’s words, I have not noticed the prince’s attire. Silks and finery… and a belt fashioned from a vine.

My vine-belt! He must have stolen it after he cursed me to be a frog.

“Unique, isn’t it?” The prince touches it. “Your land is so beautiful I thought I would wear it.”

“You seek to claim what is not yours,” Molle says, her voice tight with anger. “I am not yet yours, so I suggest you leave.”

“Until dinner.” The prince bows and departs southward, away from Essencia proper.

The princess, with myself hopping behind her, rush to the castle. At once, she seeks out her father.

“I have spoken more with the prince,” her father says.

“As have I. Father, please—“

“I must insist that you accept,” the king says. “He will be able to usher Essencia into a new age.”

“No, Father. Do not make me—“

“You are a princess. Your will is not what matters. At all times, the people must come first. We need his wealth.”

“But, Father—”

“I am your king. You will obey me on this matter.”

Molle does not nod. She does not curtsey. She turns on her heels and marches away.

Her bedroom. I am certain she is going there. Hopping furiously, I vow to reach it first. Her room is too small for her to not see me. Somehow, I must get her to not only notice me but to realize and recognize me for who I am.

Chapter Seven

Essencia, Essencia Castle, the ninth of May 1157

All of the hopping leaves me exhausted. I’ve reached her bedroom first, and I have hopped five times now, trying to get onto her bed. My legs are too tired to reach the top. One more try. She must be almost here. One more try!

My legs bend down, and I release upward. I scramble onto her pillow and sprawl out. I am nearly dead with fatigue. My tongue rolls out, and I try to slow my frantic breathing.

The princess slams the door shut and flings herself onto her bed. Her hand touches me, and she shrieks. Her mad scramble to get away from me somehow ends with me flying against the room and hitting the wall. I fall to the ground with a thud.

The princess would never knowingly hurt me or any frog. I know this. She must have thought me dead. I was hardly breathing after all. Or perhaps the prince has her so upset she is no longer herself. I do not know, but I do know that I must find a way to help her. Even if I cannot save myself, perhaps another can.

Another witch perhaps? If a human is somehow using magic, a witch or a fairy must be involved. If I can convince a witch to investigate the prince, all might turn out well. Then again, will a witch be willing to help me? Will a witch be able to realize I was once a witch? I do not have magic somehow. The curse should alert them that something is wrong, but will a witch be curious enough to see what is going on?

Depressed and dismayed, I leave the castle. I leave Molle. I return to the river as I have no other place to go. Here, I found happiness once. I found love here.

And here, I may have lost everything.

A piece of vine lies on the ground. It is far too long, but there, by that rock, is a small one. With my webbed fingers, I endeavor to make a new vine-belt. It is not easy, and I struggle and try again and again. At last, the belt is tied.

Footsteps approach, and I hop once. The belt remains intact. Good.

The princess is the newcomer. She stares at me.

“What is with the frogs?” she murmurs. “Under the table, in my room… Did I see one on the stairwell? I hope you can tell your brother that I did not mean to hit him. I thought him dead, and regardless, I did not mean to. Touching him frightened me so, and I waved my hand, and… I never met to hurt him.”

Tears fill her eyes as she picks me up. She gasps and touches my vine-belt.

“How… Why…”

I nod. It is all I can do.

Molle lifts me up. She stares into my eyes before she closes hers.

Then, she does the most perplexing thing. With tears streaming down her face, she kisses me.

Chapter Eight

Essencia, River Hyacinth, the ninth of May 1157

The moment the princess’s lips touch my cool skin, my body trembles. I shake and seize. My body grows, and she places me on the ground gently. Gradually, my bones shift, lengthening. My skin loses the green tint, and I am refashioned as myself. My magic blooms within me once more.

The princess has turned her back. A tearing sound renders the silence, and she tosses a piece of her skirt toward me. It is barely enough to cover myself.

“How?” she croaks.

I laugh that she can produce such a sound. “Do you often go around kissing frogs?”

Molle’s cheeks turn the prettiest shade of pink. Her embarrassment delights me. “I would kiss a thousand frogs to have found you.”

“How did you know?”

“Are you hurt?” She rubs the back of my head. “That was you in my room?”

“Yes.”

She hugs me fiercely, and I embrace her back, never wishing to let go.

“I do not know what is going on,” she whispers against my chest. “When I could not find you, when my father kept pushing me toward the prince, I knew. I knew I could not lose you. I knew I loved you.”

“I have loved you for so long, but your kingdom needs a prince.”

Molle pulls away and glares at me angrily. “Not Prince Judd.”

“Certainly not. He—that does not matter now. We must return to the castle and stop him.”

She turns away. “First, you need clothes.”

Hand in hand, we go to my small hut. I change my clothes, and then we press on to the castle. A large commotion just inside has us both frightened and worried. What madness has Prince Judd caused now?

Chapter Nine

Essencia, Essencia Castle, the ninth of May 1157

The crowd parts for the princess, and I follow her. Guards and servants are whispering, but I ignore them.

At the end of the hall, we find the king. He appears confused and dismayed.

“Molle,” the king says. “I… I was speaking with the prince when he became a frog!”

“Where is he?” I ask.

The king grimaces at me. “Why are you in here?”

Molle steps between us. “Where is he?” She asks.

The king gestures to the guard beside him. He holds up the frog who is sitting on a plush pillow.

Molle glances at me. I pick up the frog.

My magic seems more powerful than before, or perhaps I am more desperate and eager to learn all I can. Regardless, I can sense what has happened to the frog. A great deal of magic surrounds him.

“Prince Judd was born a frog,” I say.

“The most ambitious frog ever,” Molle mutters.

I laugh. The king frowns.

I clear my throat and continue. “Some kind of crazed witch seemed to think herself in love with him. She thought he was a cursed prince. She turned him into a human, into a prince. Frogs are not meant to be humans, and somehow, the change altered his mind. Frogs don’t want to be humans, but now that he was one, he craved power. I can’t quite tell how, but he stole the witches magic. He cursed her to ensure she did not revert him back to being a frog. He doesn’t want to be a frog.”

We all watch the frog. He seems like an ordinary frog, but then I suppose I had too.

“Some humans are terrible and want what they cannot or should not have. That a frog turned to a human can do the same does not speak highly of us as a race,” the king says.

“Not at all,” Molle agrees. “Some humans are good. Some aren’t. Some witches are good.”

“Most aren’t,” the king declares.

I bristle but say nothing.

“How did he become a frog again?” the king asks.

“He cursed me to be a frog,” I explain.

“Why are you not a frog any longer?”

“Because of my love for him,” Molle says.

“You mean to tell me that all this time, you have continued your friendship with that witch?” the king roars.

“You have…” Molle turns to the guard and those gathered. They all step away so that we might have a measure of privacy. “You have no right to question me when you would have had me marry a frog!”

“Where is he?” a loud, female voice booms. “Where is he?”

Chapter Ten

Essencia, Essencia Castle, the ninth of May 1157

The crowd parts, and the crazed witch I saw in the frog’s mind approaches. Her eyes are wide, her hair like a bird’s nest. Her clothes are rumbled.

“There.” She yanks the pillow from the guard’s hand.

“Who are you?” the king demands, but she ignores him.

With a wave of her hand, she changes the frog to a fly. She snaps her fingers, and the pillow falls to the ground as she alters into a frog. A snap of her tongue and she eats the fly. Wordlessly, we watch as she hops away.

“All the world is madness.” The king throws his arms in the air in disgust and dismay. “If you two wish to marry, then you have my blessing. Flies and frogs and magic…” He walks away still muttering to himself.

And so, a fortnight later, Molle and I are wed beside the river where we fell in love. I worry how I will be as king, as a witch and a weak one at that and not a human, not even a royal. Molle does not share my fears. She is good and just. From birth, she has been groomed to be kind. She would never hurt a fly or any animal. True, she did hurt me without meaning too when I had been a frog, but that is not her or her way. All animals, humans, and even witches she cares about.

Together, we rule as best as we can, and truly, can one want more than that from their rulers?
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Introduction - Desert Rose

Sometimes the living can learn from the dead, even if they are ghosts.

This spicy tale of love and romance has a earthy quality to it that will heat your blood up while stirring up our emotions. Set in the Australian wilds, it examines the haunting grace that can be passed from those that have lived before to those in the world today.

It is a lovely glimpse into a world of possibilities and grace.
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Desert Rose

By Eve Murden

Scott listened to the hypnotic sounds of the rain on the iron roof of the small cabin as he sipped his hot coffee. With the hot mug keeping his hands warm in the cold night air, he sat on the timber rocking chair looking out into the darkness.

It had been a good twelve months since the Riverbend Station had seen rain like this. But now, it had been raining for five straight days, and the land was at the point that it could not take any more. The creeks and rivers were starting to burst their banks and run out over the open plains. He looked over to his left and saw a small river was starting to form between the manager's cabin and the main homestead.

The lights were still on the inside. No doubt it was his mother still pottering about as she often did late at night after his father had gone to sleep. It was the only time she had to herself since his father became sick with lung cancer six months ago. He was now recovering back at Riverbend from having part of his lung removed.

His mother had been over earlier that day trying to convince him to move back into the homestead with his parents and younger brother. She did not like him living in the old run down cabin. She couldn’t understand he needed his own space. 'What kind of man still lives at home at thirty-four' he thought. He took the last sip of his coffee then stood up to head off to bed when he saw a young woman with two small children by her side beckoning him out into the rain. The woman had long dark hair and tanned color skin. She was wearing a white dress with big red roses on. The children that were with the strange woman were also dressed up. Scott felt something was just not right.

“Can I help you?” Scott called from the verandah. The women beckoned him again with her hand but this time she spoke, “Mister, you need to come real fast.” 

She turned and started walking towards the road. It was unusual for anyone to be out there or to come up to the homestead. Scott grabbed his coat and broad brim hat and followed the woman and the two children into the dark and wet night.

By the time that Scott caught up with the woman, she was standing on the road pointing down into a gully on the other side of the road. Scott walked up the small rise onto the road and looked down to where the women was pointing. He could barely see anything in the dark. “What are you pointing at?” he asked. The woman pointed into the gully again at where two red lights were just shining through the long grass on the edge of the rising water. Scott rushed down the embankment to where the lights were coming from to find a car had run off the road.

The car had slid nose first down into the rising flood waters. The water was up to the front windscreen. Frantically, Scott pulled away the long grass to get a better look inside of the car. In the darkness, he could see that the driver was still inside the car slumped over the steering wheel. “Hey, are you ok? Wake up,” he yelled as he pounded on the glass with his fist.  He tried with all of his might to open the driver’s door, but his effects were no good, the door was jammed shut from the damage of the accident.

He climbed to the other side, but the car was hard up against a tree. The tree was the only thing stopping the car from being washed away by the raging waters. The only other choice Scott had to free the driver from the car, was to try and pull them out through the car’s rear hatch.

Once he managed to open the hatch of the little red car, he climbed down into the car. The driver, a dark-haired woman, was still hunched over the steering wheel and unconscious. He checked for a pulse, strong and steady and he could feel her warm breath on his hand as he felt the pulse on her neck. He pulled a pocket knife out from his pocket and cut the seat belt. The belt was the only thing holding her in place. 

With difficulty, he pulled her free from the car and carried her back up the embankment. He gently laid her down on the grass beside the road. He looked over her small, slim body, no obvious signs that she had any broken bones. All that he could find was a cut on her right cheek. He pulled her hair away from her face and saw how beautiful she was.

The young woman walked over and stood on the other side of the unconscious woman laying on the grass. “She will be ok, just get her warm,” she said before picking up both of her children and walking off into the darkness.

Scott picked up the unconscious woman in his arms and walked back towards the homestead with her dripping wet from the rain.

Lillie woke to the sounds of a crackling fire. Her head felt like it had a jackhammer in it. She stretched her arm out and felt the big empty bed next to her.

Realty came rushing back to her. This is not her bed, were the hell was she? She looked beneath the covers.She was completely naked. Panic started to set in. Where the hell was she and why was she naked? She saw something out the corner of her eye move in the armchair on the other side of the room. It was a man. A big tall man trying to sleep in the small chair. Now she was even more confused. She was naked in the bed, and there was a sexy as hell fully clothed man trying to sleep in an armchair. He opened his eyes, and she pulled the covers up over her chest. “Who are you?” Lillie demanded.

The man in the chair tried to sit up. “Scott Sinclair, more to the point who the hell are you?”

“Lillie Chase and where the hell am I and why am I naked?”

“Your car ran into a gully full of water last night. When I pulled you out, it was raining, and all your clothes were wet. I had to get you warm, or you would have ended up with hypothermia, so I had to take all your clothes off to get your body to warm up.” He pointed to the clothes drying by the fire.

She looked over to where her clothes were. She felt even more embarrassed when she saw her bra and panty’s hanging up on the back of the chair. “Sorry,” she said as she hung her head. “Thank you. I remember trying to miss a kangaroo on the road, just as it was getting dark. I was out for a drive yesterday when I got lost. I swerved to miss it then just woke here.” Scott stood up from the chair and straightened. “I will make you some tea then I will take you into town to the community nurse to get checked out.” Lillie let out a laugh as Scott turn towards the kitchen.

He looked at her, “what’s so funny?” he asked.

“I am the new community nurse.”

“Did you come out to see my father?”

“No, I didn't. It was my day off yesterday, and I was just out driving getting to know the area. It is so pretty out here. Is your father not well?”

“Not too good. He is recovering from lung cancer. The nurse was meant to come yesterday but didn’t show up.”

“Well if you would be so kind as to hand me my clothes I will go and see your father then I will be on my way.”

Scott walked over to the fire and picked up her clothes off the back of the chair and placed them at the foot of the bed. “Dad is over in the homestead. I will go and see if he is awake while you get dressed, then after I will drive you to town.” Scott said as he walked towards the door.

“Thank you but that’s not necessary, I can drive myself back to town. You have done more than enough” she said with a wave of her hand in the air.

Scott opened the door and looked out at the rain. “By the way that little car of yours can’t swim. I had the farmhand pull it out this morning. That car is not going anywhere by itself after last night.” He said as he walked through the door closing it behind him.

After getting dressed, Lillie looked around the small cabin.The walls were a pale green from the fifties that matched the green kitchen table. There was a huge fire in one corner that heated the whole place. It had no pictures or anything homely about it. It just had the bare minimum in furnishings.

As she stood by the fire looking around the door opened and Scott walked in. “Dad is ready for you,” he said hanging up his coat. “Can we please start again?” she said holding out her hand. “Hi, my name is Lillie Chase. Thank you for finding and rescuing me last night.” He took her small soft hand in his, he felt an instant tightening in his gut and a flash of heat in his hand where his skin touched her soft skin. He looked up and saw her beautiful green eyes.

“Nice to meet you, Lillie. I am Scott, and it wasn’t me that found you. It was a young woman that found you. She just came and got me. I hadn’t seen her before. She must just have been passing when you went off the road. Anyway, dad is waiting to see you. I will take you over to the homestead."

After checking the dressing on Scott’s father John's surgical wounds and ensuring that he was taking his meds and he was comfortable, Lillie came downstairs to find Scott and a small grey-haired woman sitting at the table eating breakfast.

“You must be Lillie. I’m Joy, Scott’s mother.” She wiped her hand on her apron then held out her hand to shake Lillie’s hand. “You must be starving my dear. Come and sit down,” the old women said as she looked Lillie over. 

“It's fine thanks. I just need to get back to town.” 

“You must eat! After what Scott told me about what happened last night you defiantly need a good meal,” the old lady said with her mum voice that made Lillie sit down at the table automatically.

“You eat, then I will take you back to town.” Scott looked over at Lillie sitting across the table from him. She hadn't noticed how dark blue his eyes were when they were talking in the cabin. They were almost navy blue. He had not shaved that day. His dark stubble suited him, and it gave him a stronger jawline. He had jet black hair that was cut short and the odd grey hair around the edges. He looked back down at his plate of eggs. “I am going to town this morning mum. I will take her back.” He looked back up at her for a brief moment before looking away and continuing to eat the last of the eggs on his plate.

His mother placed a plate piled high with scrambled eggs. “Really, I am fine. I just need to get back to town and let the hospital know that I am ok."

Joy waved her hand in the air as she slid into the chair at the end of the table “Already taken care of while you were upstairs with John. How is his wound, dear?”

“He is doing well. He will need to have the bandages changed again tomorrow.” Lillie ate her eggs trying to keep her eyes off Scott sitting across the table from her. A rush of color spread across her cheeks when she realized that Scott had seen her completely naked last night when he removed her wet clothing. She started to imagine Scott undressing her when his mother’s voice snapping her back to the present.

“Lillie my dear, where are you from?”

“Sydney,” she replied still trying to keep her eyes off Scott while she finished her eggs. She could feel his eyes on her as she ate. She could see him out the corner of her eye watching her as he drank down the last of his coffee. 

He placed the empty mug on the table. “Are you ready to go back to town Lillie?” he asked before his mother could ask another question.

“Yes,” she said “and thank you for breakfast Joy. Your eggs are delicious.” The two stood up from the table, and Scott directed Lillie to the back door of the kitchen.

“See you later mum, call me if you need anything” he called as he walked out the door and down the steps.

Scott knew where his mother was going with her line of questioning. He had seen it many times before. Joy Sinclair was known as the district matchmaker. Hell, she had married off all four of his sisters and most of his cousins. He could not deny that Lillie was one hell of an attractive looking woman and that he was definitely attracted to her. It was just with his dad being sick, he was having to run the whole station and as well as look after his mother and father. He didn’t have much time for anything or anyone else. He wished that his lazy little brother would help out more or even one of his sisters came home to help out. Scott was the oldest of the six Sinclair children and had always pulled more weight around the family’s cattle station than any of his siblings.

As the pair rounded the corner of the homestead, a tow truck was dragging Lillie’s car up on the back of it. Her jaw dropped when she saw how much damage the accident had caused to the little car last night. She realized how lucky she was to escape with only a few cuts and bumps.

“Hey, Shawn” called Scott to the tow truck driver. Scott walked over and shook the man’s hand while Lillie looked over her car in disbelief at how lucky she was. 

“Are you ready to go miss?” called the driver to Lillie. 

“Sorry what?” Lillie said to the driver. 

“I have been sent out by the hospital to collect you and the car to take back to town.” 

Lillie looked at Scott then the driver, “Yes, thank you.”

She turned to Scott and said, “Thank you for what you did last night” as she stepped towards the trucks passenger door. 

Scott reached out and opened the door for her. “Not a problem, just probably better if you stay off the roads when it is raining and dark.” He put out his hand to help her into the cab. When he put his big hand on the small of her back, it sent her pulse through the roof. She looked over into those deep blue eyes and saw the same flash of heat as she felt. She wished that she had been conscious last night when he had taken her clothes off.

When the driver let off the air brakes, the truck jumped, and Lillie slipped on the steps into the cab and fell backward into Scott’s strong arms. “Are you ok?” he said in a low deep voice that made Lillie’s skin tingle. She nodded her head. “Let’s try that again,” he said as he almost threw her small frame into the cab of the tow truck.

Scott was kind of hoping that he was the one to drive Lillie to town, he thought as he watched the truck drive away. He walked through the mud over to his cabin were his Ute was parked. There had been a small break in the weather, and the sun was trying to find its way through the clouds. So he headed out to check that the cattle were still safe and the fences were still holding them.

Hours later, Scott slid off his muddy boots on the veranda. He was going inside the small cabin to put more wood on the fire. When he walked over towards the fireplace and placed his hat on the small coffee table, he saw the mobile phone sitting on the table. “Bugger,” he said out loud and picked up Lillie’s phone. He pressed a button, and the screen lit up showing that she had twenty two missed calls. He looked down at himself, he was covered in mud, and his shirt was wet from the rain. He placed some more logs onto the fire then went and showered before heading into town to give Lillie her phone back.

After being checked over and given a stern lecture about driving at night from the head nurse, Lillie was sitting at a desk filling out her progress notes while she waited for a ride home. The doorbell sounded. She had her back to the door and didn’t see who had entered.

“Lillie,” called a deep husky voice that made her hairs stand up. She turned on her chair and saw the mountain of a man Scott Sinclair standing at the desk. She guessed that he had to be over six foot, he towered over her at only five foot.

“Scott,” she said in a timid voice as she stood from her chair. “How can I help you?” He held out his hand and placed her phone on the bench. 

“Thank you, you found my phone.” She pressed a button, and the screen lit up. “And it still works!” she said with great delight in her voice. “Oh, I owe you so much thank you.”

She ran around the counter and throw her arms around his shoulders pressing her body against his. The touching of their body’s made a spark between them. They looked into each other’s eyes, and they both could see that they both felt it. Lillie stepped back from Scott, it was starting to become too intense between them.

“When do you finish work?” Scott asked.

Lillie looked at the clock on the wall above the doorway “I will be done in about twenty minutes” she said.

“Would you be interested in going for a drink after work?” Scott asked.

“Yes I would, but I think the beer should be on me, as I am the one that owes you.”

“You can buy the first round then.”

“Deal,” said Lillie.

“I will meet you over at the pub in an hour then?” Scott said with one hell of a sexy smile.

“Ok, I will be over in an hour,” she said trying not to blush.

Scott turned and left the reception area. Lillie leaned against the bench and watch Scott's jean-clad ass walk out the door.

The hour past so slowly for Lillie. She had rushed home, showered and dressed in a long purple top, black leggings and high heeled boots. She pulled on her jacket as she walked out of her tiny unit and headed down the road to meet Scott.

She stood in front of the pub's large glass doors sucking in a few deep breaths of the cold night air. She may be out on the edge of the desert, but it was freezing cold tonight. She mustered up her courage and opened the heavy door.

Inside the air smelled of smoke from the big open fire and stale beer. There was a huge timber bar on one end and a pool table at the other. This was the first time that she had been inside of the old building. She looked around the room until she spotted Scott playing pool with some other guys all dressed in jeans and checked shirts. She watched as Scott sunk a ball on the table, he looked up and saw her standing by the door. He handed his stick to the guy standing next to him and walked over to where Lillie was standing.

“I wasn’t sure you were coming. You look amazing,” he said as he let his eyes wander over Lillie. “Come on, let’s get a drink,” he said placing his huge hand on her lower back sending her pulse rate racing. He guided her to the bar. “I warn you, they don’t have too many fancy drinks here,” Scott said as he got the barmaid’s attention and waved for her to come over.

“What will it be?” asked the young woman with the tattoos standing in front of them behind the bar.

“I will have a glass of sweet white wine please.”

“Sorry love we don’t have any wine, not much call for it out here.” The barmaid nodded her head towards the crowd of people behind them. Lillie turned to look. Ninety percent of the crowd was male. The other ten percent looked like they could drink the males under the table. She now understood what the barmaid meant.

“What about Malibu and coke?”

“Nope,” the barmaid said shaking her head.

“Beer?”

“That I can do, two beers coming up.”

The woman placed two large glasses of beer in front of them, and they sat on the bar stools and drank them while they talked.

After a few hours and a few beers later Lillie was starting to feel a bit light headed from the beer. A band had started to play in one corner of the bar and had made it hard to hear each other. So they went and joined in with everyone else on the dance floor. When the band took a break, they went and sat down on the bar stools again. Lillie was having so much fun that night, she had never done anything like this before, and she loved it! Scott was standing next to her at the bar. He had his hand resting on the bar, with her index finger Lillie started to trace around his hand. She drew around his large hand but was careful not to touch him. When she had finished, she placed her small hand over his. He lent down and whispered in her ear.

“What would you say if I asked you for a kiss?”

“I don’t know, why don’t you ask me and find out.”

“Lillie, may I have a kiss?” he whispered in her ear.

She gave him a smile, then reached out and placed her arms around his neck pulling him down to her. He brushed her lips with his a couple of times before she opened to him taking him all in and letting him explore.

Scott felt like he was the only man in the bar that night when he kissed Lillie. She made his blood run fast and testosterone surge through his veins. When the kiss had ended, she pulled back and smiled at him like she had enjoyed the kiss every bit as much as he had. Lillie ran her hand down his bicep feeling his hard muscle under his long sleeve shirt.  She ran her hand back up his strong arm and to the collar of his shirt, grabbed a hand full of his collar and pulled him back down to her lips. This time she took over the kiss, and he was the one surrendering. As they kissed her grip on his shirt loosened and with her free hand she reached up to touch his strong stubbly jaw. He wrapped her in his arms pulling her small frame against his.

“Walk me home?” she said against his lips as the loud music from the band started again.

He pulled away from her lips and looked down into her eyes. He didn’t want this night to end. “Sure,” he said tucking the hair back behind her ear. He picked up her jacket from the back of her stool and helped her on with it.

They walked out into the cold night. The stars shone like diamonds in the night sky.

“Wow,” Lillie said looking up at the sky, “the stars are so much brighter out here than in the city.”

“Because the air is so much cleaner out here than the city. You can also see things a bit clearer out here without all the distractions of the city.”

She linked her arm through his as they walked down the road in silence towards where Lillie lived. She stopped in front of a small set of units that was lit up with garden lights. They walked to her door, and she turned to kiss Scott goodnight. “I really enjoyed tonight Scott, thank you,” she said just before she kissed him. 

The kiss started slow then as they kissed more, the greedier each of them became. Lillie reached into her pocket and pulled out a key. She unlocked the door, and they burst through it in a flurry of passion, leaving a trail of clothing behind them. By the time they had made it to the bedroom, they were both down to their underwear. Scott scooped Lillie up in his arms and threw her on the bed. She let out a giggle when she bounced. Scott kicked off the last of his clothes and pounced on Lillie laying on the bed with only her matching bright purple bra and panties still on. He let out a primitive growl just before he flicked his tongue over her nipples through the purple lace of her bra. When he sucked her nipples into his mouth, she let out a gasp and pulled on his short black hair urging him on more. He ran his rough hand down her soft slender body and into her panties. He could feel her clean shaven folds growing wetter the more he sucked on her nipples. He moved his mouth up to her neck, his favorite part of a woman, showering it with kisses. He bit on her neck at the same time he pushed his finger inside of her. She arched her back and dug her fingernails into his back when he pushed a second finger inside. "Scott" she whispered as he moved his fingers in and out of her slowly.

He looked down into her eyes and saw the need in them. “Do you want this Lillie?”

“Yes,” she gasped “yes, Scott yes.”

He pulled back, found his pants with his wallet in them. He pulled out a condom and sheathed himself before posing himself at her entrance.

“Please” she begged pulling his hips down with her legs. He pushed himself inside of her slowly, just a little at first letting her body adapt to his size. He pulled himself out and instantly saw the disappointment in her eyes. He rolled over pulling Lillie with him. She sat on top of him, then slowly she slipped down impaling herself on his shaft. Once she had taken him all in, she started to grind her hips back and forth. Holding her by the waist he moved with her, matching her every thrust. Just as she was about to orgasm, he stopped moving and pulled her down so that she was laying on top of him.

He whispered in her ear, “not yet sweetheart” as he held her against his body and started to slowly thrust into her. She tried to move, but he held her still wrapped in his big arm. She was at his mercy all that she could do was to reach down and kiss him. He gradually increased his thrusting beat until Lillie was about to come again when he stopped and just held himself inside of her.

Rolling over so that he was now on top, they were still joined at the hips. Scott started pounding himself into Lillie. She arched her back pushing her small breasts into his chest. He lifted her hips giving him better access to her body. It only took one deep thrust for them both to orgasm.

He slumped down on top of Lillie, he tried to hold his weight but he had lost all of his strength in his body, so he rolled to the side. He pulled Lilies limp body next to him were they both fell asleep.

The next morning it was raining again, Scott was leaning against a post of the veranda of his small cabin drinking his steaming hot coffee. He had left Lillie’s place only a couple of hours ago to let her get ready for work and headed back out to the station.

When the district nurses four-wheel drive pulled up in front of the homestead. He saw Lillie climb out and make a run for it to the cover of the homesteads veranda. He knew he was going to have to wait until Lillie was finished seeing his father before he went over to see her. He waited a while, finished his second cup of coffee then went over.

When he entered the kitchen, Lillie and his mother were talking. He could hear that his mother was upset by the tone of her voice as she was talking to Lillie. He stepped into the room, and his mother looked up at him with tears in her eyes.

“What’s wrong mum? What’s happened with dad?”

His mother wiped her eyes with the collar of her cardigan. He turned and looked at Lillie.

“What is going on?” he demanded to know

“After I left yesterday, your father tried to get out of bed and tried to get dressed by himself. He has pulled out some of the stitches in the wound. The wound now looks like it is starting to become infected. I have given him a shot of antibiotic’s to bring it under control.” She said, “I have also given him something to help him with the pain. I will come back later today to check on him.”

She picked up her bag from the table “Mrs. Sinclair if anything changes, please ring me.”

Lillie walked from the kitchen to the front door.

“Wait, Lillie” Scott called to her.

She stopped and waited for him outside on the veranda. He followed her out pulling the door closed behind him.

“Is dad going to be ok?”

“It’s not good. If the antibiotics don’t work, he is going to have to go back to the hospital. It is possible that he may have to go back to Sydney to see the specialist doctors.”

“When will we know?” asked Scott

“In the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. We need to make sure that he stays in bed and doesn’t do any more damage. I will come and check in on him this afternoon.”

She went to step off the veranda and into the rain when he caught her by the arm, then held her hand in his.

“Thank you for last night, it was fun, and thank you for looking after dad.”

“I had fun too last night, and you don’t need to thank me about your dad.”

She looked away from him when he reached down with his hand and touched her cheek.

“We need to talk” she mumbled

He lent down and was about to kiss her when they both heard the sound of children playing. They looked at the far end of the verandah.

“Oh, I didn’t know.”

Then a young woman walked around the corner smiling. Lillie stepped back from Scott.

“You should have said you had a wife and a family. No, I am not doing this.”

She turned and ran out into the rain to the four-wheel drive.

“Lillie, Lillie come back!” he called

Scott chased after her, but she drove off. He looked back to where the women and children had been standing, but they were gone.

That afternoon Scott watched the community nurse’s four-wheel drive stop at the homestead from the safety of the hay shed. He needed to set Lillie straight that the woman she saw today was not his wife, and the two little boys were not his. She had gotten the wrong idea today, and he wanted desperately to explain it to her. He got to her before she stepped onto the verandah.

“Lillie I need to talk to you.”

“I am busy Scott, I need to see your father.”

“Lillie please, hear me out. Dad can wait thirty seconds. Please, Lillie.” Scott pleaded with Lillie. She turned and looked at him with her arms crossed across her chest.

“You have twenty seconds go!” she said with a snarl.

“Lillie, that woman is not my wife. She is the one that found you. I don’t know where she came from she just showed up the night that I found you. I promise you that I don’t know her.”

“Then why is she here?” Lillie said not really believing him.

“I think that woman that was here this morning might be from the local indigenous community. This was the Aboriginal people’s land before it was ours. My family has never stopped them from coming onto this land. They have been coming and going from here as long as I can remember. We have never stopped them. If they need help, we help them. I know how it looks Lillie, but I swear to you Lillie.”

“I have to see your dad.” She said adjusting the big bag on her shoulder.

“Let me carry your bag upstairs for you,” he said taking the large bag from her shoulder. The look of sadness in her red puffy eyes made a knot form in his gut. He could see that she had been crying that day, and he knew it was because of him.  “Please don’t be upset, Lillie. I would never have started anything if I already had a wife, that's just not right.” He lifted her chin with his finger so he could see her eyes. “Lillie, I really would like to see you again and continue this good thing we have got going. Even though we have only known each other a couple of days, I don’t want last night to be a one night stand.” Before she could say a word in protest, he kissed her pale lips. He pulled back and looked into her eyes he could see the sadness disappearing from them, dropping the bag to the ground he placed his arms around her waist then pulled her close up against his body. She linked her arms around his neck pulling him down to her lips. She held her lips to his for a second before he beckoned her to open with his tongue. He moved his hand lower from her waist to her backside and gave it a squeeze with his large hand that fitted all of her backsides in his hand.

When Scott pulled back he could see that Lillie was flushed and breathless still holding her in his arm she rested her head agents his broad chest.

“Scott” she whispered against the fabric of his jacket. “I am sorry I jumped to conclusions this morning.”

He lifted her head. “It's ok, I understand. That woman surprised me too. We haven’t had any aboriginals come onto the place for years.” He kissed the top of her head “Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? After you finish with dad, come over to my cabin, and I will cook us some dinner.”

“I would love too. I better get upstairs and see how your dad is.”

Lillie knew she had to stop this thing with Scott. It was unethical. His father was now her patient because his nurse had taken a sudden leave of absence. John Sinclair had been assigned to her that morning, only an hour after his son had left her bed. She had to tell him this job meant so much to her that she didn’t want to just throw away her career. Getting involved with a family member would leave a big black spot on her record. She was going to have to tell him, the sooner, the better. She took a deep breath.

“Scott we need to talk.” Before he could reply a noise came from inside. It sounded like someone crying. They let go of each other, and Scott picked up the large bag from the floorboards. He opened the old timber door, and they both went inside. Just inside of the doorway Joy was standing at the small phone table trying to dial the numbers on the phone but her hands were shaking too much.

“Lillie” Scott's mother cried. “I am so glad you are here. John has a high temp and is not waking up!! Please help Lillie.”

Lillie ran up the stairs taking them two at a time with Scott right behind her. When she opened the door, she saw Scott’s father lying in bed sweating profusely and unconscious, with heavy covers over his body. She walked over and carefully pulled the covers off of his body then undid the buttons on this shirt.

“What can I do?“ asked Scott. Lillie could hear the concern in his voice

“Open the windows a bit, we need to cool your father’s body temp down. Mrs. Sinclair, can you please get me some tap water and washcloths.” Lillie called as she checked John's wound. The area was red and hot to the touch. “Scott, I need you to go down to my vehicle and get the other two larger bags out of the back and bring them up to me.” Scott took off without a word down the stairs. Lillie pulled her phone from her pocket and rang the Matron to inform her of what was happening with John Sinclair.

When Scott returned upstairs with the bags, he could hear Lillie on the phone. He could hear the stress in her voice as she spoke to the other person on the phone. He looked through the crack in the door as she hung up the phone. She sucked in a few deep breaths before shoving the phone back into her pocket. Scott opened the door further and walked into the room.

“Here are the bags,” he said placing them down on the floor beside the bed.

“Thank you.”

Just then, Joy returned with the water and wash clothes placing them on the table next to the bed.

“Is there anything we can do?” asked Joy as Lillie was setting up a drip pole.

“Not at the moment I have to get John stabilized. The medivac is going to land here in two hours. “

“Let’s give Lillie some room to work mum,” Scott said, dragging his mother out of the room.

“Scott,” called Lillie. “Is there somewhere close that the chopper could land?”

“Yes, behind the sheds. I will go and make sure it is clear.” Scott walked out of the room closing the door behind him.

Lillie went to work on preparing John for the flight to the hospital in the city. His body was doing its best to fight the infection, but due to being so weak from the cancer treatment, he was just not able to fight it off. She sat on the bed next to John as she took his blood pressure. His face was drawn and had patches of grey stubble here and there. His arms were thin and bony. The disease and the treatment had taken its toll on his body. She guessed that John would have had the same build as his son, tall and muscular. The once strong man has now wasted away to the frail man that was lying in bed before her.

Scott went down behind the sheds to check if it was clear when he saw the young woman walking with her children.

“Hey” he called out

The women stopped and turned towards him. Her children saw Scott and ran off into the darkness.

“Yes mister,” she replied.

Scott walked closer to her.

“What is your name? And where did you come from?” asked Scott

“My name is Rose, and I came from a long way away out in the desert.” She gave Scott a warm smile showing her white teeth.

“How long have you been on River Bend?”

“Many, many years.”

Scott was puzzled the women only looked to be young, maybe early twenties, but he had never seen her before around here. It had been a long time since he had seen any aboriginal’s on River Bend. When Scott was little, he could remember lots of the indigenous peoples coming to the stations and staying for days down by the river. They would do lots of hunting for bush food and teaching the younger generations about the old ways.

The woman was wearing a white sundress with big red roses on it like it was from the sixties. She was too dressed up to be out hunting in this weather. She wore white shoes that somehow didn’t have one drop of mud on them despite the whole area being a mud pit. She wore lipstick, and her hair was long and straight like she was all dressed up in her Sunday best. Scott heard the sound of children and turned to look when he looked back the woman was gone. He turned around looking for her, but she was gone. The woman had disappeared into thin air. He called out her name, but no answer came back. Scott could faintly hear the sound of children off in the distance. He couldn’t see anyone in the darkness. He checked the area behind the sheds but, there was no sign of the young woman or her children. After a while, he gave up looking for them. The night air was growing colder. Scott made sure the area was clear then headed back to the warmth of the homestead.

Lillie sat on a chair next to the bed that John Sinclair was sleeping in. She was monitoring his vital signs. The medivac was still a good hour away. John was starting to show signs of improvement but, was still not out of danger. All she could do now was make him comfortable until help arrived.

While she sat there waiting, Scott walked into the room and sat on the foot of the bed.

“Any change?” he asked.

Lillie nodded her head. “His body temp has come down. His body seems to be fighting the infection. His vital signs are improving.” Lillie felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She stood up to fish it out of her pocket, checked who it was then answered it.

After the call ended, Lillie dropped back down onto the chair.

“What’s wrong, Lillie?”

“The chopper isn’t coming. It hit a bird and had to make an emergency landing,” she said sounding deflated. “Now that your dad is showing signs of improvements and the next closest one is four hours away, the hospital has decided that I am to stay here tonight and monitor John until an ambulance arrives tomorrow morning.”

“Why don’t they send one out tonight?” he asked

“Because of all the damage from the rain. The roads are unsafe to try to get an ambulance out here, or so I was told” Lillie said angrily.

“Is dad going to be ok staying here tonight?”

“We will just have to wait and see. He is improving. If he keeps on this track, he will be ok.”

“But if he goes downhill?” Scott asked with concern in his voice.

“We may need to drive him to the hospital, but that has its risks too. Moving him may cause more damage to the wound. I think we should give him a couple of hours then make the call.”

“I will let mum know what is happening,” said Scott as he walked out of the room leaving his father with Lillie. He went downstairs and told his mother what Lillie had said, that there was no help coming tonight and that Lillie will be staying to care for John. Once his mother had come to terms with what was happening, Joy quickly swung into action and started to cook up a feast to keep Lillie going through the night.

When Scott returned to the bedroom about an hour later, he was carrying a tray of food. He sat it down on the dresser. “Your dad is asleep at the moment and is not likely to want anything to eat at this time,” Lillie said as she was writing on a piece of paper.

“It’s not for dad. Mum made you some dinner. She thought that you might be hungry.”

She was. She hadn’t eaten a meal all day, and it was almost ten pm now. One downside of working in a remote area is that there is no drive throughout here. She put down the pen and paper then walked over to the plate of hot meat smothered in gravy and vegetables. Lillie could feel her stomach rumble as she started to inhale the plate of food. She spotted Scott watching her eat out of the corner of her eye, and she stopped eating.

“Sorry, I must look like the biggest pig,” she said wiping her mouth with a napkin. He just smiled at her then went and sat down on the lounge chair in the far corner of the room.

“It’s good to see a woman that likes her food.” Lillie walked over and sat on the other end of the lounge chair with him.

“I’m sorry about jumping to conclusions earlier.”

“Don’t worry I would have done the same. What was it you wanted to talk about earlier?”

Lillie put down the plate of food. “This thing, this thing between us. It can’t go any further.”

“Why?”

“Because your father is now one of my patients and it is unethical for me to be involved with you.”

Scott was silent for a moment. She could see his mind ticking over. Lillie turned her back to Scott so he would not see her eyes starting to swell with tears. This was harder than she thought it would be.

“I understand. I will stay here tonight to keep you company. Then, if you need to make the call that dad needs to be driven to the hospital, I can drive you.” Scott pulled a blanket down from the back of the lounge and covered Lillie. “Try and get some rest. I will watch him, and if he moves or that machine you have hooked up to him starts to make a noise, I will wake you.”

“I need to check him every hour,” she said closing her eyes feeling secure with Scott being in the same room.

Lillie continued to monitor John though the night. Between ob’s she would climb back under the blankets on the lounge chair. She tried not to wake Scott when she needed to check on his father every hour. Scott was asleep in an old fashion armchair by the window The later it got, the more she wanted to crawl under the blankets with Scott but, she knew that she had a duty of care to this father, John.

When Lillie woke at three am to check on John, she could have sworn that there was another person in the room. The room didn’t have much light, but from the moonlight shining in from the window, Lillie thought that she saw a woman standing over John. By the time Lillie had got up off the lounge, the women had walked out of the room. She assumed that it was just Joy who had come in to check on John during the night.

The next morning Lillie woke to the sound of a male’s voice. She opened her eyes, the sun was shining in through the window. She looked over at the bed and saw John Sinclair awake and sitting up.

Scott jumped when he heard his father call his name. “Dad, Dad," he said.

“That’s the name son, don’t wear it out,” the old man said with a smirk on his stubbly face.

Scott came to his father’s bedside just as his mother came running into the room. Lillie had to stop Joy from almost jumping on her frail husband.

“John, you are awake!” the old women cried.

Lillie checked John over. “He still needs to go to the hospital, but he has dramatically improved overnight.”

Lillie stepped out of the room to make some calls while John’s family sat with him. After she had finished on the phone, Scott came out to talk to Lillie.

“Come on,” he said taking her by the hand, “let’s get some breakfast." He led her down the steps to the kitchen and away from his parents’ bedroom. As soon as they were out of sight from the stairs, Scott put his arms around her waist then pulled her body against him. “I’m sorry, I know this is against the rules but I can’t stand it anymore. I want you, Lillie.” He bowed his head down and kissed her hungrily. Lillie had to link her arms around his neck to support herself because he was sending her weak at the knees. The more they kissed, the more intense it got, and she could feel his manhood starting to swell against her stomach. The size of the hard appendage pressed against her made her nipples ache. Scott ran his hands down to her backside cupping it in his large and strong hands, he almost lifted her toes off the floor.

“Scott!” his mother called, “put that girl down and make her some breakfast.” Scott didn’t listen to his mother and continued to kiss Lillie. This time in a louder voice, “SCOTT JOHN SINCLAIR, LEAVE THAT POOR GIRL ALONE!” The old woman started hitting her son on the back with a newspaper until he released Lillie. “The poor girl has been up all night looking after your father. She needs breakfast, not being manhandled by a great galoof like you! Go and get your father's bags from upstairs and bring them down, then come and eat” Lillie’s face went bright red with embarrassment. Joy pushed Scott out of the way and took Lillie by the arm and led her to the kitchen table.

There was an awkward silence in the kitchen as Scott’s mother went about cooking up bacon and eggs. Lillie sat at the table trying to think of something to say.

“Lillie my dear, how do you like your eggs?”

“Well done thanks, can I help with anything?” Lillie asked as she started to stand up from the table.

“No my dear, you stay right there,” Joy said pointing at the chair Lillie had been sitting on. “You have been working hard all night looking after my John. I hope my son was on his best behavior last night.”

Lillie was so embarrassed that she wished the ground would open up. Joy placed a hot pot of tea on the table in front of Lillie with three cups. The smell of the bacon was making Lillie even hungrier. The smell must have drifted through the huge house because a younger version of Scott appeared in the kitchen. He only looked to be his early twenties, he had the same build as Scott but longer and lighter hair. He didn’t see Lillie sitting at the table, he walked straight over to where the bacon was cooking. The young man started to put some on a plate for himself until Joy saw him.

“Get out of that. That is for Lillie and your brother. Not you!” Joy said as she slapped away his hand.

“Who is Lillie? Did Scott finally meet a woman?”

His mother slapped him across the back of the head, “don’t be so rude.” He turned around and saw Lillie sitting at the table. His jaw dropped for a second before he reached out his hand and introduced himself.

“Hi, I’m Dean, Scott’s younger brother. You must be Lillie.”

Lillie shook his hand as Scott walked into the room. Lillie saw Scott give his brother an evil glare telling him to back off.

“Lille had been looking after your father last night. He was very sick, and Lillie stayed to look after him. We are going to the hospital soon as the ambulance arrives.”

“Is dad ok? Why doesn’t anyone tell me anything?”

“If you were home last night or any night, you would have known,” Scott said.

“Well some of us have a life,” Dean said with a smug attitude.

“That is enough out of you two! Everybody sit down and eat. Your father is resting and doesn’t need to hear you two carrying on.” The two brothers sat at opposite ends of the wooden table glaring at each other. Lillie could see the tension between the two men. Joy placed a plate of food in front of everyone. Dean started shoveling the eggs and bacon into his mouth while Scott ate a little bit before pushing the plate away. Lillie could see that Scott was just as tired as she was. He had dark circles under his eyes making them look even darker, and his jawline was dark with stubble.

“Thanks, mum,” he said standing up from the table. “I have to go and check on the cattle and feed the dogs.” He walked towards the back door, he opened the wooden door and before stepping outside turned back to look at Lillie. “Thank you for everything you did for Dad last night. See you around.” Then he picked up his coat and disappeared out the door.

Lillie ate the rest of her bacon and eggs before heading back upstairs to pack up and prepare for the ambulance to take John to town. She looked out of the second story window and saw Scott walking over to a four-wheel drive with a blue cattle dog following him. He told the dog to jump up on the back before getting in and driving off. He passed the ambulance as he headed down the driveway.

After John was loaded into the ambulance, Lillie carried her bags down to her four-wheel drive. She looked around but couldn’t see Scott anywhere. Joy and Dean Sinclair followed in a car behind the ambulance. Lillie closed the back doors of the vehicle. As she turned around something caught her eye. It was the young woman with the two little boys. She was standing in the driveway with the children playing around her. That was when it hit Lillie that the dress she was wearing was the same one that she thought she saw Joy wearing last night in John's room.  “It must have been her in the room last night not Joy,”  she said to herself out loud. The woman just stood there looking at Lillie, but when Lillie started to walk towards her, she started to walk towards some old sheds. When the woman disappeared behind the shed, Lillie ran trying to catch up to her. She just wanted to talk to her. Lillie wanted to thank her for finding her after she had crashed her car. Lillie rounded the corner of the old tin shed, hoping to find her but she was gone. Lillie looked about in the sheds and long grass nearby for her or her children, but there was no sign of them.  “They couldn’t just disappear into thin air’ she thought.”

As Lillie was searching Scott walked over. “What are you looking for Lillie?

“That woman and her children. They were just here.”

“Rose? I haven’t seen her all day. I thought she must have moved on.”

“No she was just here, I saw her with my own eyes and last night I saw her in the room too.”

“Sure that wasn’t my mother last night in the room?”

“It was the woman with the children, but last night she didn’t have the children with her.”

He touched Lillie on the arm. “It's ok, I think you just need some sleep, Lillie.”

She knew he was right her eyes were so heavy, and she still had the long drive ahead of her back to town. Then she was going to have to have a talk with matron about having someone take over the care of John Sinclair. Lillie knew she had broken the rule of ethics about being involved with a patient’s family member and was expecting to lose her job. But she had to report herself, she had become too close to Scott. She knew that deep down she was starting to develop feelings for him.

“I have to get back to town,” Lillie said walking away from Scott.

“Do you have to go back so soon?”

“Yes,” she didn’t want to tell Scott what she had to do once she got back to the hospital. She didn’t want him to blame himself for her losing her job, that was her own fault.

“I am going to town later to see Dad. Do you want to meet up later? I mean after you get some sleep and you are not working?” said Scott as he fumbled with his hat.

“Maybe” was all she replied. Lillie walked away leaving Scott just standing in the long grass beside the old tin shed. He watched her climb into her four-wheel drive, close the door and start it up. She just sat there with the engine running, she didn’t want to go back to town and face the music. But she knew that if she didn’t go, she would only end up digging herself a bigger hole. Being around Scott was becoming too much of a temptation.

A couple of hours later Lillie was sitting outside of the Matron’s office. She fidgeted with her ID tags while she waited for the Matron to return to her office. She was just about to leave when the Matron walked down the hall.

“What can I do for you, little girl? I hear you were looking for me?” she said as she looked over the top of her glasses.

“Yes, Matron. I need to talk to you about something.”

The Matron was smaller build then Lillie, but somehow, she had everyone scared of her. Her hair was snow white, and she was quite agile for a woman in her late fifty’s. In her left arm, she had a stack of paperwork and the other a cup of coffee.

“Is it important?” she asked still looking over the top of her glasses. Lillie nodded her head. “Get the door, love, then we can sit down and have a chat.” The two women entered the room, they sat on the two computer chairs that were in the room. “Now, what is the problem?”

Lillie took a deep breath, “I am unable to nurse John Sinclair anymore.”

“And why would that be? You have done a fantastic job with him so far. From what I have heard, you could quite possibly have saved his life last night.”

“Because I have a conflict of interest “

“What kind?”

“I have started to become involved with his son, Scott.”

“Oh, I see. When did this all start?”

“The night before I took over care of John Sinclair.”

“Well, my dear, John Sinclair will be on his way to Sydney tonight, and when he gets back, I will get someone else to take over. Simple as that.” The Matron turned back to her desk and started organizing the papers that she had just brought in.

“Matron, I understand…”

“Understand what?” she said still with her back to Lillie.

“That the hospital policy’s states that I no longer have a position here because of my conflict of interest,” Lillie said with tears in her eyes.

The grey-haired women spun around in her chair to face Lillie. “Lillie, you are a damn good nurse, and good nurses are hard to come by out here. You are human just like the rest of us and these things happen. While I don’t condone this, it’s going to happen from time to time. You still need to have a life and the way we are out here, at one point in time, all of this community is going to be your patient. Hell, I have had to stitch my old man back together a few times. If that is all, close the door when you leave.”

Lillie stood up and walked out of the Matron’s office stunned at the Matron's attitude. She wasn’t as scary as everyone had told her. She was actually very nice, just straight to the point.

Later that afternoon after she had got a few hours of sleep, Lillie was completing the paperwork for John's transfer to Sydney, but she needed his signature on some of it. She went up to the ward that John was in to get him to sign the needed papers. When she stood in the doorway of the room, she saw John was in bed, and a man was sitting in the chair next to him. He had his back to the door, so she was unable to see his face. Lillie hesitated to knock because the man sitting in the chair looked a lot like Scott. The thought crossed her mind that it could have been his younger brother. Before she could move the man turned, and she saw Scott’s deep blue eyes.

“Lillie,” he said softly

Lillie cleared her throat “Scott, umm I umm just need your dad to sign some papers but he is asleep at the moment so I will come back later.” She quickly turned on her heels and went to walk off, but Scott leaped out of his chair and followed her out of the door.

“Lillie,” he called, “wait.”

She stopped dead in her tracks when he called her name. She turned to face him.

“Yes, Mr. Sinclair, how can I help you?” Lillie tried to sound as professional as she could while two head nurses walked past Lillie and Scott standing in the hallway.

Scott waited until the two women had passed before he spoke.

“Thank you, for all you have done for dad.”

“Your welcome. I was just doing my job.”

“I still owe you that dinner I promised you or is that against the rules?”

“It would be if I was still looking after your father.”

“What do you mean,” Scott asked with a puzzled look.

“I am no longer your father’s nurse. I removed myself from looking after him.”

Scott stepped closer to Lillie closing the gap between them. “So, if I did this you wouldn’t get into trouble?”

Placing his hand on her neck and tilting her head up he kissed her in the middle of the hallway for everyone to see. Wooing sounds came from some young nurses at one end of the hallway. Lillie slid her arms up and linked them over his broad shoulders pulling him down to her. When they pulled back from each other Lillie was flushed and breathless.

“I better be getting going before we make too much of a spectacle.”

“Come, we will see if Dad is awake and get those papers signed.”

Scott took Lillie by the hand and led her into his father’s room. The sound of the two of them entering the room had woken John up.

“Lillie, what a lovely surprise to see you again,” said the old man as he tried to sit up in the bed. Lillie grabbed the remote and lifted the head of the bed up.

“I have just come to see if you could sign some papers for me Mr. Sinclair.”

“Not a problem. Anything for you my dear. If you could just pass me my glasses, if you don’t mind, I will take a look.”

Scott handed his father his reading glasses. He signed the papers for Lillie that she had laid out in front of him. When he had finished, and Lillie was about to walk out of the room, Scott asked his father a question.

“Dad, have you ever seen a woman called Rose back out at home?”

His father took his glasses off.

“She’s back again,” the old man muttered.

“Who is she, Dad? I have never seen her before?”

Lillie stopped and listened curiously to who this woman was and why she had come into the bedroom last night. John took his time answering his son’s question.

“A long time ago, back in the sixties, your grandmother took in a young girl. She was only about fifteen at the time. She had been badly beaten when your grandmother found her on the side of the road. She had no family come to claim her at the hospital, so my mother brought her back to River Bend. All she knew was that her name was Rose and that she was from out in the desert. My father thought that she must have come from one of the local tribes, but they found out that she wasn’t indigenous at all. Your grandmother would call Rose, her little ‘desert rose’ because she was the only beautiful thing to come out of the desert.”

“Are you saying that she is some kind of spirit or ghost?”

“Well, yes,” said the old man. “She and her two little boys were killed one night when Rose tried to cross a flooded creek. She had fallen in love and married one of the station hands. When the Vietnam war came around, he was drafted and sent away. That night when the three of them drowned was the night that her husband was to be coming home. She was taking the children to meet their father when he got off the bus up on the main road. It had been raining for a week, and we had been cut off from town.”

Scott and Lillie sat there listening to John's story.

“The bus was on the other side of the river when Rose walked out into the water. She had both of the children on her hips. The bus driver and all the soldiers on it watched as Rose walked through the water until a large tree came rushing towards them pushing the three of them under water. All of the soldiers rushed out of the bus to look for them.”

“Did they find them?” asked Lillie.

The old man shook his head, “Not until a week later when the water had gone down. They said she was still holding onto the children when they found the bodies.”

“That would have been a hard thing for her husband to see.”

“The poor man never made it back from the war. We received a letter the same day that Rose and the children’s bodies were found. He had gone missing in action. He never made it back to Australia as far as we know.”

“What did you mean by she is back?” asked Scott.

“When it rains you sometimes can hear Rose’s children playing. When we have a big rain event, Rose has been known to show up around the place.”

“Why haven’t I seen her before?” said Scott

His father replied “You did when you were little. You would run out into the rain to try to play with the two little boys. You probably just don’t remember.” The old man scratched his chin trying to remember. “The last time it flooded, you were working away, and before that, you were at boarding school. Because we haven’t had much rain in the last five years, I thought Rose had crossed over.” John looked over at Lillie “Lucky for you, Lillie that she hadn’t, or Scott would have never had found you.”

Lillie looked over at Scott, “I am very lucky.”

That night Scott and Lillie returned to the Riverbend station so that Scott could cook Lillie the meal he had promised her but there was little cooking done.They spent most of the evening making love in front of the open fire in Scott’s cabin.

It was late that night when the couple were sleeping naked in Scott’s bed. A strange sound woke Scott. He looked down at the sleeping Lillie snuggled against him. He was inquisitive to see who was outside in the freezing cold, that late at night. Trying not to wake Lillie he climbed out of bed, pulled on his jeans and a jacket then went outside to investigate the noise.

Outside just beyond the shelter of the small verandah of Scott’s cabin, Scott saw Rose playing with her two small children. The three of them were laughing and singing as they danced in the light rain that had just started to fall. He stood there watching them when Lillie came out to join him. He pulled her into his arm as they watched the family play in the rain until they moved off into the darkness. The sounds of their voices still lingered in the dark long after they were out of sight.
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Contributing Authors

It is far more enjoyable to read stories when you have some idea of who is behind the story. That knowledge adds an extra dimension to any readers enjoyment. Rather than us creating that introduction, each of the authors was asked to create an introduction of themselves so that you can get to know them a little bit better. We also asked them to identify the books and stories that they think you might enjoy.

It is our fond hope that you will find the authors interesting, the books and stories intriguing, and the whole experience worthwhile.
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Author Introduction – Genevive Chamblee[image: ]

Genevive Chamblee lives in the bayou country in the deep south where sweet tea, football, good music, and colorful family is gospel. She writes contemporary romance, erotic romance, fantasy romance, the occult, Creole culture, and southern drama. Her previous publications have been “The Adult Garden” (The Jabberwock); “Valentine Mistletoe” (Holiday Heartwarmers Anthology); and “Friends” (The Beacon). I have one future short story, “Harmonious Variation” (Symphony Amore Erotic Stories of Love and Music), and one novel, Life’s Roux (Red Sage Publications), both scheduled to be published in 2017.

Anthologies

Mysterious Hearts

Cupid’s Bow
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Author Introduction – Summer Donnelly[image: ]

Want to learn more about Summer Donnelly? Check me out on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Summer.Donnelly25 or @terrybelle13 on Twitter

One of Summer’s main story lines is The Witches of Warren County are stories that follow the lives and loves of the fictional small town of Harper’s Mill in Northwestern New Jersey. Harper’s Mill, once settled by a family of light mages, has become home to many families and generations. Story-lines center on the interactions among members of its core families — the Old Families, who each have certain supernatural gifts — as well as their neighbors.

Pick up a book and enjoy the adventures!!

Witches of Warren County

Hummingbird Dreams

Hummingbird Lost

Fae and Frost, a Christmas Romance

Dandelion Wishes

Releasing Sloane Harper

Loved by Beauty

The Failed Ex-periment

Honeysuckle and Roses

Earth Angel

The Three Wish Mermaid

Harper’s Mill YA universe

Autumn Kisses

A Snowball’s Chance

Spring’s Promise

He Loves me, he Loves me Not (coming soon!!)

Apple Blossom, NC books

Midnight Honey

Girls just Want to Solve Crime (Coming Soon!)

Anthologies:

Cupid's Bow

Mysterious Hearts

Holiday Heartwarmers

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

Prime Fantasy

Journal with a View

Fairy Ointment

Belle-Belle and Geirald the Coward

Anthousa, Xanthousa, Chrisamalousa

Prime Fiction

Phoenix Romance

The Goblin and the Grocer

Shortshanks and Sweet Porridge

The Klondike Bride Series (with Mildred B. Lewis)

Sweet Charity

A Touch of Grace
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake[image: ]

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.

Unfettered Mage

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage -  2017

Spatial Delivery - Late 2017

BattleMage Investigates

An Attitude Adjustment

Frozen Hands - October 2017

Maritime Madness - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole -  2017

The Remembrance Wall - 2017

Grand Opening -  2017

Passage Beyond - 2017

Becoming Sephera

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - 2017

Life Rebuilt - 2017

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

In the World of the Federal Witch

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex -October 2017

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Trials - Expert - Oct 2017

Familiar Trials - Master - Dec 2017

Familiar Trials - Adept - January 2018

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest - October 2017

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

Journal with a View II - Oct 2017

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer
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Author Introduction – Cara Haslwanter[image: ]

A world traveler, Cara has recently settled in the Queen City area of North Carolina. An avid reader, Cara enjoys reading Peter Strain, Stephen King, and the short stories of Shirley Jackson. She likes any movie with Mark Wahlburg. A brand new writer, Cara hopes her stories help her create a career out of suffocating shivers, provocative power plays, and delicious delves into the dark side of human emotions.

Anthologies

Prime Shadows

The Imp Prince
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Author Introduction – Nathan Howe[image: ]

Nathan is a writer of science fiction and fantasy. He has superhero stories as well as dystopian and apocalyptic. He is starting a YA coming of age fantasy and an Urban Fantasy.

His hobbies are vast but include reading, exercising, video games, Netflix, and going to movies. Outside of writing, Nathan is proud of his time in the Military.

Website: http://nathanrhowe.com/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Nathanrhoweauthor/

Twitter: https://twitter.com/NathanRHowe

The Ardent Saga

Not all heroes are equal

Djinn Park

Burning Out

Power Sink

The Gadget King

Frozen Aura

The Ardent Saga Volume One (1-5)

The Stone of Azuria

The Butcher of Djinn Park

The Ascension of Natalia

Remy’s Aghast

Enter Assassin

Assault of the Mechajunks

Even Superheroes Fall in Love

Collab with Kris Endicott - Mysterious Hearts

Rise of Lacerate – Coming Soon

Emerge

Origin. Superheroes. Apocalyptic.

Emerge: Cataclysm

The Cretun Chronicles

Young Adult. Survival. Adventure.

Phoenix Galactic (Harper)

Jeremiah

Miles

Aiden

Philip

Mason – Coming Soon

The Elementalist

Young Adult Elemental Magic

The Prophecy - Phoenix Prime FO Anthology

Flight of the Phoenix (Scheme of the Wind)

The Goblin and the Grocer (The Draft and Her Mother)

An Absent Gale

Time Marshal

Time Travel. Cops. Protection.

Time Marshal

First Trip - Ticking of the Phoenix Clock - Coming Soon

Urban Fantasy Series

Supernaturals running for their lives

The Shattered Veil

First Dawn – Coming Soon

Alastair – Badger Hole Bar – Coming Soon

Boxed Sets/Collections

The Ardent Saga Volume One

The Ardent Saga Volume Two

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

Flight of the Phoenix

The Goblin and the Grocer
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Author Introduction – Claire Kane[image: ]

Claire Kane is an avid reader and writer, who enjoys going on zany adventures with her eccentric mother. She's a connoisseur of classic fashion statements, craves a good root beer float, and always eats with her mouth closed. And she of course has a weak spot for murder mysteries.

Sign up for my monthly newsletter

Website zoeyandclaire.blogspot.com

Publisher’s website breezyreads.com

Facebook fb.me/zoeyandclaire

Twitter @Zoey_Claire

EMAIL breezyreads@gmail.com

Z & C Mysteries

The Riddles of Hillgate

Cruise to Murder

Hexes and X’s

Legend of The Lost

A Grave Situation

The Howliday Inn

A Ghostly Dare

What The Dead Said

The Dead Ex Files

Unwed & Dead

A Model Murder

A Charli Chan Mystery

A Yen for Murder

Lights, Camera, Murder

The Menopause Murder Society

The Demise of The Lotto Queen

The Revenge of Pooky Poo

Clean Paranormal Romance

To Catch a Fox

Anthologies

Journal with a View: July, August, September

Phoenix Fantasy

Fairy Ointment

Anthousa, Xanthousa, Chrisamalousa

Prime Fiction
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Author Introduction - Kat Lind[image: ]

kat lind stuff here.

Nonfiction

CyberBusiness and Security – Justified Paranoia

Combat Psychology: A Writer’s Guide to Combat – Part II

CyberBusiness and Risk – Decision’s Edge

Anthologies

Inanna’s Game: The Game Begins

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination – Transformation

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of the Imagination – Omnibus

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination – Thru the Darkness

Inanna’s Game: Flight of the Imagination

Cupid’s Bow

Cupid’s Arrow

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Phoenix Romance

Prime Fiction

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View (July -August-September)

CyberWar- Digital Battlefield

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Force

Phoenix Galactic

Belle-Belle and Geirald the Coward

Shippeitaro

Anthousa, Xanthousa, Chrisamalousa

Phoenix Fantasy

Prime Shadows

Flight of the Phoenix

Fairy Ointment

Bluebeard

Shortshanks and Sweet Porridge

Phoenix Imagining

The Goblin and the Grocer

CyberWar: Byte Conflict
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Author Introduction - Eve Murden

After being told that she should put her dirty little mind to work eve Murden did just that! Only learning to read In high school it wasn’t until she was put on bed rest when she was pregnant with her first child did she sit down and read her first novel. Two years later she started to write her first what she calls ‘blue collar romance’ which will hopeful be out this year. She has also been working on writing children’s books about her growing collection of animals in her back yard to help her young children overcome their reading problems. Growing up in a small country town North West of Sydney with her father and brother, Eve would use her imagination to entertain herself on the lonely days out on the farm.

Now not only does she like to fill her plate up with projects she overflows it. While she wrote ‘Five Years Missing’ she had just moved interstate and was trying to unpack a house with two small children. Now she has just written ‘The Seydlitz Secret’ while studying health care with the help from her loving husband and two children that are growing way too fast.
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Author Introduction – TS Paul[image: ]

I'm now into my second year as a published author. With over 25 works under my belt already my pace is relentless. Writing was never a goal of mine growing up. I really did fall into this accidentally. My wife and family knew of my love of books and urged me to try writing. It wasn't until an author i befriended gave me a short push off a long pier that i really gave it a go. And what a go that was!

Athena Lee and Agatha Blackmore have given way to over 50 short stories. I write a lot. The future is in books and I'm in it for the long haul. Keep your eyes peeled for new and exciting things coming from me this year. Don’t forget to check the Blog every week for a new Wilson or Fergus story.

I welcome comments and questions on my blog. Follow me on Facebook  or visit my Amazon author page.

I'm excited, are you?

The Federal Witch

Born a Witch Drafted by the FBI! - Now Available in Audio!

Conjuring Quantico - Now Available in Audio!

Magical Probi - Now Available in Audio!

Special Agent in Charge - Now Available in Audio!

Witness Enchantment

Night of the Unicorn

Invisible Elder - TBD

Glood on the Moon - TBD

Child of Darkness - TBD

A Draft of Dragons - TBD

Cat’s Night Out, Tails from the Federal Witch - Audio Available

Serpent Con

Darkness Revealed

The Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex -October 2017

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Conflict of Commitments -TBD

Standard of Honor -TBD

The Mongo Files

The Case of the Jamaican Karma -TBD

The Case of the Lazy Magnolia - TBD

The Case of the Rugrat Exorcist -TBD

Cookbooks From the Federal Witch Universe

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest - Coming Soon!

Read and Eat Cookbooks

Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Athena Lee Chronicles

The Forgotten Engineer

Engineering Murder

Ghost Ships of Terra

Revolutionary

Insurrection

Imperial Subversion

The Martian Inheritance - Audio Now Available

Infiltration

Prelude to War

War to the Knife

Ghosts of Noodlemass Past

Athena Lee Universe

Shades of Learning

Space Cadets  - Coming Soon Late 2017

Short Story Collections

Wilson’s War

A Colony of CATTs

Box Sets

The Federal Witch: The Collected Works, Book 1

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 1-3

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 4-6

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 7-9 plus the prequel

Athena Lee Chronicles (10 Book Series)

Standalone or tie-ins

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

The Lost Pilot

Uncommon Life

Non-Fiction

Get that Sh@t off your Cover!: The so-called Miracle Man speaks out

Kutherian Gambit

Alpha Class. The Etheric Academy book 1

Alpha Class - Engineering. The Etheric Academy Book 2

The Etheric Academy (2 Book Series)

Alpha Class  The Etheric Academy Book 3 - Coming soon

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

The Expanding Universe Book 2

Cupid’s Bow

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View: July - August - September

Non-Fiction

Get that Sh@t off your Cover!: The so-called Miracle Man speaks out

Study Guide and Timeline: The Athena Lee Chronicles
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Author Introduction – Nicole Zoltack[image: ]

Nicole Zoltack is a USA Today bestselling author who loves to write romances. Of course. She did marry her first kiss, after all!

When she’s not writing about knights, superheroes, or witches, she enjoys spending time with her loving husband, three energetic young boys, and precious baby girl. She enjoys riding horses (pretending they’re unicorns, of course!) and going to the PA Renaissance Faire dressed in garb. She’ll also read anything she can get her hands on. Her current favorite TV shows are The Walking Dead and Stranger Things.

To learn more about Nicole and her works, visit her website or her Amazon page. Everyone who signs up for her newsletter receives a free book, so sign up now!

Stay in touch!

FB

Twitter

Bookbub

Goodreads

Authorgraph

Once Upon a Darkened Night

Twisted Fairy Tales

Of Cinder and Madness

The Cost of Love

The Cost of Grief

The Cost of Power

Of Slumber and Discord

The Cost of Magic

Of Rose and Cruelty

The Cost of Rage

The Cost of Enchantment

The Cost of Treachery

Anthousa, Xanthousa, Chrisamalousa (The Cost of Forgetfulness)

Of Bones and Ashes in Twisted: Flipped Fairy Tales

Of Gold and Deceit

The Cost of Dominance

The Cost of Intolerance

Bedlam in Bethlehem

Cops plus Supernatural Creatures

When Vamps Bite

When Wolves Howl

How to Stake a Vampire

How to Fuel your Revenge in Summer of Magic Anthology

How to Enjoy a Fang-Free Vacation in Wicked Magic: A Badass Collection

When Sirens Screech

How to Slay a Werewolf

Magic Incarnate

Magic + Faith + Teens

A Question of Faith

A Matter of Doubt

A Balance of Power

A Journey of Despair

A Measure of Gloom

A Glimmer of Hope

Marion’s Misery

Crystal’s Conviction in Prime Fiction

Kingdom of Arnhem

Knights. Magic. Romance.

Woman of Honor

Knight of Glory

Champion of Valor

Heroes of Falledge

Superheroes need love too!

Black Hellebore

White Hellebore

Scarlet Magi

Beyond Boundaries

Can love cross class boundaries?

Masked Love

Starry Love

Standalones

Bloodlust

Epic fantasy with forbidden love

The Test of Time

Unpredictable time travel

Love Before Honor

Medieval knight. Regency lady. Magical Christmas.

Joy to the World

One lady. Two dukes, one an imposter

Christmas Kisses

Two gentlemen, only one Lady Anna’s mother approves of

Starving for Love

The Little Mermaid with a zombie twist

Guns and Fangs

A vampire huntress turns into that which she hates

Shattering Souls

A medical student discovers another has healed a cancer patient… with magic?

The Matchmaker’s Match

A brewer of love potions just may have met her match

Anthologies

Phoenix Romance

A Collection of Romance Shorts from Phoenix Prime Authors

Phoenix Galactic

A Collection of Scifi Shorts from Phoenix Prime Authors

Phoenix Fantasy

A Collection of Fantasy Shorts from Phoenix Prime Authors

Under Your Spell

Every day is magical with this spellbinding collection!

Autumn's Kiss

Fall into love with these romances

Candy Cane Kisses

A Romantic Holiday Short Story Anthology

Love & Grace

An uplifting love story for everyone

Viva Las Vegas

Finding love in Las Vegas

Shiver Me Timbers: A Pirate Anthology

All the pirates you could want!

Love And Diamonds

Valentine’s Day Short Stories

Scare Me to Sleep

Horror Short Stories

Holiday Heartwarmers

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

Bluebeard

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Force

Shortshanks and Sweet Porridge

Belle-Belle and Geirald the Coward

Shippeitaro

Prime Shadows

Anthousa, Xanthousa, Chrisamalousa

Flight of the Phoenix

Prime Fiction

Phoenix Imagining
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Keep Connected

There are many ways to keep connected in today’s social media world. If you have specific questions and would like to email the editor of this anthology, you can reach Kat Lind at kat@sil-creativesense.com. If you would like to learn more about our Phoenix Prime authors, please visit us at the community website where more information can be found concerning their activities and upcoming books. Please feel free to catchup on things there! http://pprcollective.com

Thanks for joining us for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Kat
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