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Prologue

I peel my eyes open to see the dark as night sky above me. There’s a chill in the air that seeps through the rips and tears on my attire. Blood-covered scars line my arms and legs as I try to rise from the spot I’ve been lying in for God knows how many days.

Taking that fall damn near killed me, but somehow, I hadn’t died. It was a fucking miracle, or maybe it was a curse in disguise; I can’t imagine anyone surviving that fall, but somehow, some way, I had. The river had carried me to wherever the hell I am now, but I managed to survive. I know this only means one thing: I am destined to enjoy the results of my mission. The gods above had wanted me to do away with that precious Snow, just as I had wanted to do all along.

And I had. I had succeeded in bringing her to her demise, just as she had deserved. Poor little Snow... The only regret I have is not being able to see the face of her sweet, Prince Charming as he found her limp and lifeless on their kitchen floor.

Chapter One

Creak...crack...creak...crack.

That’s the sound I’ve had to listen to with each aching step I take. Every part of me hurts and every single bone throbs. My scars and wounds are bloody and dirt-covered, reminders of the other day when my plan had finally been executed. The young and beautiful Snow was dead, by my hands, and the joy it had brought me was indescribable. Even if I had almost died, just knowing that she was no longer alive and well is enough for me. If it didn’t hurt so much, I would be laughing right now with tears of joy streaming down my dirty face.

The rivulet had carried me away to the spot that I had been unconscious in for days; I have no idea how many. From the amount of pain overtaking my body and the dried blood wounds, I can guess that it’s been a little while. 

Finally finding some strength, I pulled myself up and knew I needed help, and even some food for my growling stomach. When was the last time I had actually eaten anything? I find it hard to pull myself up, but regardless of the fact, I push through the pain as my body screams from agony.

There is only one place I can go to for help; the only place I know that would have all the necessities to help me heal. There is no chance in hell I’ll go to a hospital. Fuck that. I need to do shit on my own terms and not bring any unneeded attention to me. Once Charley had found Snow dead on the ground, I’m sure he’d want to try and get her help.

But it would be way too late. She was gone, and there was nothing he or anyone else could do about it.

I can’t help my lips from curving into the slightest smile. Her pain, sorrow, and suffering are all I have ever wanted and now that I have that, I’m satisfied to no end.

“Suits the...little cunt well,” I whisper. It is a struggle to get the words out, but I am happy to know that my normal voice is now back.

It has to be close to midnight by the time I stumble out of the woods. With not many people in sight, it’s easy to go unnoticed. 

As I exit the park, I spot my car still in the same place where I had left it. The day I had gone to see Snow, I had left my car right where it was sitting now. Of course, I had lost my keys when I had fallen down the ditch, so taking my car now would be out of the question. I don’t know how to hot wire a car, so I have no choice but to walk. At this rate, it will take me quite some time to get to where I need to go, but I know I’ll be there before he’ll arrive in the morning.

By the time I reach my destination, I am drained and completely exhausted. Well, exhausted is an understatement. I feel dead, ready to pass out. As I look up at the large building before me, a thousand memories of days past sweep through me. I begin to feel nostalgia, but before I can get all sappy and mushy, I remind myself why I’m here and what’s really important right now. 

“I need food, liquids...something,” I moan as I look through the dark windows of the building. I roam around to the back where I know he leaves a spare key hidden underneath the ceramic flowerpot.

I pick it up and make my way back to the front. I unlock the door and head over to enter in the alarm code before it goes off. He is so predictable; a combination of his anniversary date and daughter’s birthday let me disarm it with no problems.

I slowly make my way through the store and head over to the refrigerator in the back to see what I can snatch up. I find a case of twenty-ounce bottles of Poland Spring water and grab the first one I can get my hands on. The cool sensation to my throat feels like heaven. I swallow it all in two gulps, going for a second bottle. After drinking half, I throw the bottle to the side and look for some food. I notice a square styrofoam container and open it to reveal some leftover chicken fingers and mozzarella sticks.

I shrug and shove them into my mouth two at a time. They’re cold as ice, but I don’t give a shit. My growling stomach would have eaten anything.

After I’m done, I close the fridge and walk over to the couch he has in the corner of the room. I make myself comfortable, close my eyes, and drift off to sleep.

Chapter Two

“What the fuck!”

“Hello to you, too, Gerald,” I say, staring at him intently from my spot. I’m crouching in a corner. I was up for about an hour, waiting for him to make his appearance. Luckily, I knew he had a bathroom with a small shower in the basement. I was able to clean myself up and change into a spare set of clothes. I had thrown on a pair of gray sweatpants and a t-shirt that belonged to Gerald, both of which are swimming on me. Nevertheless, I know he’s so happy to see me.

“Allura? What the fuck are you doing here?”

I rise up and make slow, careful steps towards him until I’m standing mere inches from him. Having had a chance to rest, I feel refreshed and with a sudden energy like I can take over the world.

“Ugh...you look like shit. What the fuck happened to you?” he asks, pointing to the wounds on my arms.

I shove him with my right hand and turn around. Then, facing him again, I shake my head back and forth.

“Is that any way to greet the woman you claim you love so much? The pussy that makes you weak in the knees?”

I see him swallow hard. Coward.

“I don’t love you, Allura,” he mutters out.

“No? Oh, I thought you did.”

Funny how he didn’t deny loving my lady parts. I start laughing and he looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Clearly I have at some point throughout this whole thing.

“I had something very important I needed to take care of. Remember? I...borrowed those items from you.”

He is as still as a board, probably trying to decide why I’m here, what more I could possibly want from him.

His sexy eyes and muscular build are turning me on, even in this state I’m in.

“You didn’t borrow shit. You took them. You took advantage of me. You almost killed my wife and kid. But why are you here, now?” he asks.

“I need your help,” I spit out. I never like admitting I need anyone’s help, but I know without him, I won’t get very far.

He shakes his head back and forth.

“No way. I’m done helping your ass,” he states adamantly.

I give him a knowing smirk.

“You sure about that? How are Jessie and Myra, by the way?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

The day I had threatened to kill them, I had placed a laptop with a sex video on loop of Gerald and I. His wife and daughter were forced to watch it ‘til he arrived at his apartment to save them. I imagine his wife wasn’t too thrilled to find out about his escapade. His poor little girl would probably be scarred for life, but I don’t care. He deserves it for what he’s done to me.

You don’t break Allura’s heart and get away with it.

His face turns pale. His expression revealing exactly what I had been hoping for. Score!

“Myra took Jessie and left me. She is set on divorcing my ass and has been staying with my baby girl at her mother’s house. Thank you for destroying my family, you fucking cunt!” he spits out.

I laugh uncontrollably. When I am able to catch my breath, I say, “I did you a favor, moron! She would have left your ass anyway, with or without my help. Myra was too good of a woman for your lying, cheating ass! But then again, you never did find out about us.”

Gerald takes a seat on a wooden stool near the counter, finally no longer being the chicken that we both know he is.

“What are you talking about?”

“Why do you think she let me into the house that day? Oh, you probably still believe I broke in, don’t you?” I say, laughing again.

“Fuckin’ tell me what the hell you’re talking about!” he demands.

“Oooh, fiesty... I like that shit. It’s turning me on. Keep it up...” I respond, winking.

I walk over to where he’s sitting and grab his chin with my right hand. He doesn’t stop me or try to pull away. Whether he likes to admit it or not, I know he still wants to fuck me. Probably over and over again, right here, right now.

“I feel bad for you, so I’m going to tell you the truth,” I say, throwing his chin to the side. “I knew your wife. We were friends...for a long time. Where do you think we met?” I ask.

He shrugs. “How the fuck am I supposed to know?”

I chuckle. “Where’d you meet me?”

His eyes widen. “No...it can’t be. She was a good girl when I met her...she had a good head on her shoulders...she... No.”

“She was a stripper at the club. Just. Like. Me!”

“No fuckin’ way,” he responds, not able to believe what I’m telling him.

“Ask her yourself the next time you see her.”

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna happen. She won’t let me see Jessie...she’s done with me...” His voice trails off a bit, revealing how much he hates what has happened. His eyes drop down to the floor and his bottom lip follows. He looks pitiful.

“Sad. But you deserve it,” I mock him, copying the face he’s making. “Anyway,” I continue, “when she let me into your place, I seduced her and had her on her knees in no time. No one can resist my bomb ass pussy, and like I said before, your wife has a nice set of titties,” I laugh out.

He looks puzzled, confused, and angry. “What the fuck are you talking about, Allura... Myra’s not bi, nor is she a slut.”

“That’s what you can keep thinking. How else would I know about that birth mark right in between her thighs on her...”

“Alright! Alright! I don’t need to hear anymore,” he says, throwing his hands up in exasperation.

I laugh, knowing I have gotten to him.

“What the hell do you want from me now? Seems like you’ve already gotten everything you wanted.”

“I need your help. See these scars?” I lift my arms and point out my injuries, even though I already know he had seen them earlier.

“Yeah?”

Dumbass. He was so slow.

“Well, I know you have stuff here to make them disappear. I need some. And I need a fix, and...”

“And? It’s always more with you...” he says.

“And,” I say walking even closer to him. “And, some of this,” I add grabbing his large cock and squeezing.

He lets out a guttural moan.

I lean in close to his ear and whisper, “How long has it been?” I kiss his neck and he doesn’t waste any time responding to me.

He gets up, moving me backwards as he places his hands on my ass. His lips meet mine as he mutters, “Too fuckin’ long.”

He pushes me up against the wall and pulls my sweats down. Exposing my throbbing cunt, he rams two fingers into me, creating the feeling I long for.

“God damn, look how tight you are. You always were a queen...you deserve to be treated like one, Sexy,” he mutters out, worshipping every inch of my body.

“Mmmm....” I moan out, biting my bottom lip.

In a matter of minutes, I crumble right onto his fingers as I let my release go. He takes my shirt off and then pulls down his pants. He reveals his hard manhood and pounds into me without hesitation. His lips and tongue find their way to one of my breasts as he continues fucking me into oblivion.

As he finds his own release and I come down from my second, we collapse onto the floor. Sitting next to one another, we giggle and begin talking.

“We’ve always had great chemistry, haven’t we?” I ask.

He smiles genuinely for the first time in as long as I can remember. “Yeah, we have.”

I turn to him and ask him with a serious expression, “Why didn’t it ever work between us?”

He shrugs. “I was already married. You knew that. Once you found out, you started seeing Jacob, so I pulled away. I didn’t want to break up a happy home, unlike you,” he chuckles.

“Oh yeah? Were you and Myra really happy? Why the hell were you fucking me instead of the other women when you were supposedly ‘happily married?’”

Shrugging again, he responds, “I’m a man,” and places a kiss on my cheek.

He rises off the floor, picking up my shirt and throwing it at me. I put it on as he holds out a hand to help me up. I take it and find the ground under my own two feet.

He walks over to the drawer underneath the counter and pulls out the white powder calling my name.

“Mmm, you never disappoint,” I say and smile.

He winks at me and responds, “You know I got you...always.”

Making a line on a cutting board, he looks so determined, so fuckin’ sexy.

He waves me over and I get so close to him, I can smell the sex practically oozing out of his pores. This man is driving me insane today; must be because I had almost died and now he was here with me. I had no one; Gerald was the closest thing to a friend I had.

I lean down, placing a finger over one of my nostrils and inhale with the other. As soon as the cocaine enters my bloodstream, I immediately feel euphoria unlike any I had ever felt before. Sex with G had always been amazing, but the powder was just...wow.

“Oh my God...I don’t know if I prefer sex or blow.”

“Why choose?” he asks, after taking his own hit.

I smile, leaning my head back. I can’t be any happier than I am at this moment. I’ve been pleasantly fucked, coked up, and the one little bitch who had gotten in my way was now dead. Life was sweet.

“Let me get you some creams to take care of those wounds. Sit on the couch over there,” he says pointing to the love seat against the far right side of the room.

He comes back with a tube of Neosporin and I raise an eyebrow.

“Really?” I ask.

“What? You think I have magic potions for everything? Sometimes, a little something from your local drugstore works just fine.” He chuckles and begins applying the ointment to my arms and legs. He looks at my face and massages a bit on there as well. “This should help you in a few days. Are you headed back home?” he questions.

“Actually, I was hoping I could hang out here for a bit before going back.”

He shrugs. “Fine with me. I’ve been staying in the upstairs apartment since Myra took off and left our home. It was too depressing to be there without my little girl.”

I begin to feel a bit bad about what I had done to him. It was a fist. Never before had I ever felt bad or sorry about anything I had done. What was that, remorse? Regret? Guilt? Fuck.

“I’m sorry about that...” I whisper.

He shrugs yet again and responds, “You’re right, I deserved for her to leave me. Plus, I guess we weren’t happy after all if the both of us cheated. I still can’t believe she fucked you,” he chuckles.

I giggle and say, “I mean, can you blame her? Look at me.” I lift up my shirt and grab my tits, kneading them. His eyes automatically roam over my breasts as he licks his lips. It never failed.

“I guess not,” he winks at me.

Chapter Three

For the first night in I don’t know how long, I’ve actually slept well. After G patched up my wounds, he closed the store for the day and took me to his upstairs apartment. Needless to say, we fucked in every single room and space available. It was like when I was around him, all I wanted to do was spread my legs and allow him to pound me. I no longer had control over what he did to me.

The apartment is a bit run down, but it has a comfortable bed, a working shower, and some food in the refrigerator and cabinets. I can’t really complain. It will give me time to appreciate life now that Snow is out of the picture. If I wanted to go back to my old ways and invite multiple lovers at once, I wouldn’t have to worry about them asking to fuck her, too. They would only desire me and no one else. They wouldn’t beg for me to show them the ‘Forbidden Fruit.’ She’s gone and out of the picture and I feel like I can finally breathe.

I have never been the housewife type, but on a typical morning, days later–after he screwed my brains out for the umpteenth time–I get out of bed and venture into the kitchen to whip up some pancakes, bacon, and eggs.

“Well, that smells inviting,” Gerald says as he laces his arms around me from behind. I’m at the stove scrambling the eggs in the pan. The pancakes sit waiting on a dish keeping warm, while the still sizzling bacon is set to the side. I stick my ass out and grind it on his cock. He instinctively pushes into me and brings his hand over my pussy, grabbing it.

“Good morning, sexy,” he kisses my cheek as he pulls away. He walks over and takes a seat at the head of the table. 

“Are you opening up the store today?” I ask, bringing him over a full plate of the breakfast meal.

He slaps my ass hard as I turn around, walking toward the coffee pot.

“Mmmm,” I say, wanting more. It’s like I can’t get enough of him lately.

He takes a whiff before indulging. I fill a cup of freshly roasted coffee and place it down next to his plate.

“Yeah, I need to before I go out of business.”

I grab my plate as I nod my head and take a seat at the opposite end.

He asks, “What’s on your agenda?”

Before I can answer, he takes a bite and then adds, “Well, this smells better than it tastes. Now I know why you became a stripper.”

He winks at me letting me know he’s obviously joking.

I giggle, saying, “Shut up before I close my legs to you forever.”

“Oh no, please don’t do that, love. I’m only kidding. This tastes amazing.” He takes an appreciative bite of eggs and bacon.

I smile and reply, “I’m going to head back home and see about cleaning up. I’ve been gone for too long and need to get a few things situated.”

He finishes chewing and says, “Hey, I’m really sorry about Jacob.”

Jacob. How the hell does he know about Jacob?

“What do you mean?” I ask, playing stupid.

“You know...the disappearance? I’m sure you were worried sick ‘til you found out what happened.”

I give him a look making him think I’m still clueless.

He drops his fork. “You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“Jacob’s body washed up on shore about two weeks ago. Your stepdaughter, Snow, a.k.a. The Forbidden Fruit, appeared on the news. Now I understand why you kept her away from me...she’s hot as fuck. I would’ve loved to fuck the two of you at the same time; my God, that would have been amazing...I could bust just thinking of the two of you on my...”

His voice trails off; that, or I can no longer hear his words. He winks suggestively at me, but my face is blank at the moment. His words no longer register; his disgusting fantasy of Snow and I riding his cock is making me want to rip his throat out. I see his lips continue moving, but the only thing I hear are my own thoughts. He looks down and I can feel the anger within me start rising.

My blood begins to boil. I’m anxious and my foot starts to bounce. I crumple up my napkin and squeeze it until my knuckles turn white. The rage I feel inside is ready to explode. The little cuntwad was alive? 

No! It can’t be! I had poisoned her! She had died! I had seen her draw her last breath as the very life of her escaped her lungs.

And now Gerald was making comments about how ‘hot’ she was...oooh, he was going to wish he had never said that.

Trying to compose myself, I take a sip of my coffee and excuse myself from the table. G nods his head as he continues eating, unaware of the fumes ready to steam out of my ears.

I walk to the bathroom and slam the door shut behind me. I turn on the shower water and then stare at my reflection in the mirror.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall,

She’s so sure she can have it all.

I’ll wrap my hands around her throat,

Rip out her heart, and then I’ll gloat.”

A smug grin appeared on my face. The words came to me without even thinking. It would be perfect. Snow would have to pay once and for all. I had to see to it that this time, I’d complete the mission, no doubt.

Chapter Four

Knock, knock, knock.

“Hey, Sexy...you almost done in there?” Gerald’s voice echoes from behind the door.

I’m still in the bathroom, trying to control my unsteady emotions. I’ve already showered and brushed my hair. With a white terry cloth towel wrapped around my body, I continue staring at my reflection in the mirror.

“Soon,” I whisper to myself, and then to Gerald, “Yeah, I’ll be right out.”

I can’t let him know that I want to ring his neck for the comments he made earlier, but I do. I really do.

I open the door and see him standing there waiting for me to come out. He’s got one hand holding onto the doorframe.

He smiles suggestively at me and raises an eyebrow. “I’ve got a few minutes to spare,” he says, winking.

I’m totally not in the mood. What he had said to me earlier really got under my skin.

With his free hand, he reaches over, hooking a finger in my towel, trying to get a sneak peak.

I slap his hand and he flinches back.

“Ow. What was that for?” he asks with a frown.

I can’t let him know I’m pissed at him. My time to get even with him would come. I just need to have a bit more patience. I have other things on my itinerary right now. There’s something I need to do first.

“Sorry, G. You need to get to the store and I have a couple of things I need to take care of this morning,” I say, pouting my bottom lip out to make him think I’m upset that we can’t get down to business right now.

“Aww, okay. Tonight then,” he replies, winking again.

I wink back with a smile and begin walking towards the bedroom. He had some of his wife’s clothes stored in the closet that I had been wearing, but I was ready to get into my own wardrobe.

Myra’s floral scent from the perfume she wore every day is still etched in them, and I can’t help but think back to the time I had my lips nuzzled into the crook of her neck, biting, driving her wild. She was a good fuck, no doubt, but my main reason for fucking her was of course for my own personal agenda. I wanted to break her relationship with Gerald apart. She had him and I didn’t, and that made me green with envy. But still, what harm was there in having a little fun in the matter? I never discriminated...men, women, whatever. It didn’t matter to me. As long as my cum was dripping down their chins at the end of the night, an orgasm was an orgasm.

As I reach the bedroom, I turn, look at him seductively, and whisper, “Tonight.”

Before I can sneak behind the door, I ask, “Hey, do you still have that spare set of keys to my apartment?”

I had given him a set to keep with him so that he could come see me whenever. Even though I had been married to Jacob, we had an open relationship and he’d sometimes join in our little fun. Most of the times, Jacob would be too coked out or drunk on the couch to participate, so I’d have all the fun myself. Sometimes it was with guys, other times it was with girls. I didn’t care as long as I got off. And of course, in the beginning when Jacob hadn’t been so fruitless and thewless, he’d get off on watching me get turned out by a ton of different lovers. It was an arrangement I absolutely adored.

“Of course, keys are on the kitchen counter near the fridge. They’re attached to the car keys. You can borrow it. Just make sure you bring it back tonight.”

“Certainly,” I respond, closing the door behind me.

I dress quickly into the only pair of denim blue jeans that fit me somewhat well–they’re still a bit loose on me, but they’ll have to do for now–and slip out the back door before Gerald is done in the shower. Deciding not to take the car, I take the fifteen minute walk back to my own apartment and when I get inside the building, everything is still the way I had left it.

I needed to wear something more comfortable and better fitting if I was going to make my trip back into the woods. I raid my bureau and pull out a pair of black yoga pants and a tight black V-neck t-shirt. I change into my sneakers and head out the door.  
***
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I WALK DOWN THE SEMI-crowded city blocks as the sun shines, shimmering down from the sky. There’s a chilly breeze through the air that I’m thankful for; I still have a long trip to make and the wind will surely help. It was a good thing that I had a few days to rest before heading back out into the forest, because I don’t think I would have made it. I had also checked the forecast before leaving the house this time, not wanting to get caught up in the rain again. The thunderstorm from the previous time had definitely been the reason why I had lost my footing, making me slip down into the flowing river several feet below.

Close to two hours later, I’m back once again in my old familiar position where I had been on the day that I had tried to kill poor, innocent Snow.

And just like that, after only a few minutes of crouching behind the bushes, watching for any movements, I see her once more through her kitchen window.

She appears to be singing while washing dishes; what kind of sick, foolish imbecile is happy about washing dishes? Jacob’s daughter, that’s who; it figures.

I can’t peel my eyes away. She is alive and well, just like Gerald had said she was. The fury within me begins to rise. I can’t believe she survived. The poison within the apple should have killed her, unless...unless she somehow managed to cough up the piece she had bitten into. But how?

Charley. Fuck.

Her motherfucking, real life Prince Charming had come to her rescue. Oh, that’s it. I’m going to make sure that, next time, he won’t be able to get anywhere near the little tramp.

I want her dead. I have wanted her dead for a long time. I had tried to kill her before, but I had failed. I won’t fail a second time...you can bet your sweet ass on that.

There she is, still as beautiful as ever. Her long black as ebony hair cascading past her shoulders. Her plump, full red as blood lips waiting for her Prince Charming’s kiss. Her pure, delicate white as snow skin, much like a porcelain doll’s, radiating the sun’s bright rays flawlessly. She is perfection and she would need to be destroyed once and for all.

Chapter Five

There’s nothing that compares to getting a good pounding first thing in the morning. The feeling of another person being so intimate with you that you can’t tell where one’s body ends and the other one begins; I love that shit.

Well, that and my fix go hand in hand, but right now, I’m enjoying getting fucked while I’m lying on my back. Gerald’s doing all the work, as he should. All men should please a woman before worrying about getting off.

He’s currently slamming into me, hard, and I love every inch of him filling me completely.

As I find my release, he quickly comes right behind me. He collapses on top of me before rolling onto his side, admiring me with the most perfect smile.

We have fallen into this daily routine, and even though inside my blood is boiling and I secretly want to slit his throat ‘til he bleeds out, I know I need to keep my cool to execute my plan.

And now is the perfect time to implement it. He has no idea yet what I’m about to reveal to him, but if I know G, I know the asshole is going to be more than willing to accept my proposal and comply. Yet, I need to make sure I don’t give too much away.

“Besides with me and our little fun escapades back in the day, have you ever had a threesome?” I ask.

I obviously already know he has. G is one of the biggest perverts that I’ve ever met and it’s as if his sexual appetite is never satisfied, no matter how many times he gets laid in a day.

“Yeah, sexy. But no pussy has ever compared to yours,” he smiles wolfishly.

What a player. He means to tell me he prefers mine over his own wife’s? Well, scratch that. Soon-to-be ex-wife. I doubt it. The guy just knows what everyone wants to hear and he’ll feed it to him or her.

But that’s just fine and dandy. I’ll play his little game. No problem.

“Oh, I know, baby. But still, things have been going so great between us lately, I just don’t want the excitement to die...”

I run a finger down the length of his body and look at him with bedroom eyes.

He grabs my finger right before it hits his inner thigh and brings it up to his lips. He places the sweetest kiss on the tip. If I didn’t know any better, I’d be fooled to believe that G was a hopeless romantic. 

But I know better, the guy’s a freak, and even though we just finished fucking, he wants to go again.

“Excitement to die? Baby, we’re just getting started...”

See what I mean? He places his lips on mine while grabbing my ass with his free hand.

I pull away for a moment and then lay my bosom on his chest.

“Well, I know. But I had something in mind,” I purr.

“Oh yeah?” he asks, grabbing me again, kissing my lips.

His hand makes its way to my core and he begins massaging past my folds. I moan. God, as much as I hate him right now, he’s so damn good.

He’s still kissing my neck and I’m finding it difficult to get the words out with everything he’s doing to me.

“Mmm...ohhh...God damn, G...Oh, yeah. Listen to...God damn! Mmmm, I’m so close, baby!”

I need to pull my body away right now before I lose complete control and focus of my mission.

“Aww, why’d you make me stop?” he whines as I push him away.

“Because this is important,” I reply.

“Okay, what is it?”

“Remember how you were telling me that you saw Snow on the news when Jacob passed?”

“How could I forget her sweet ass?”

I curl my first into a ball and I’m instantly tempted to smash his head with it against the headboard of the bed. Asshole. Fucking asshole. I’m so irate I could crush his very being.

Nevertheless, I take a deep breath.

“How would you like to have a taste?” The words are bitter as they leave my lips, but I try to remind myself that soon enough he will pay for every single comment he had made about her. I’m the only one he should have said those things about.

“A taste of your stepdaughter? Snow?” He straightens. His hand automatically goes to his cock and he begins stroking it. God, I was going to love torturing him for this.

“Yes,” I say, biting my tongue.

“Oh my God, seriously!” He grabs me and lays his body on top of mine. He spreads my legs with his knees and begins teasing my opening with his erection.

“Seriously.”

“Oh, Allura. You are amazing, woman. Do you know that?” he asks, still grazing his member against my cunt.

“Mhmm,” I say with my eyes closed, pretending to be enjoying the moment. Instead, I wish I could throw him off me and gut him from his navel to his throat.

“When?” he asks, grunting as he pushes forcefully into me.

“Tomorrow...I was thinking we’d pay her a visit.”

“Yeah, baby. That sounds good...mmmm.”

“Great,” I say pushing him off me.

“Aww, baby. Again? Why? C’mon, let me please you,” he says, disappointed that I’ve stopped him yet again.

“Nope, I’ve had enough, thanks. I have some things I need to take care of if we’re going to go see Snow tomorrow.” I get up from the bed and pick up my clothes from the night before.

His expression turns serious as he realizes this probably won’t be as easy as he had thought. Fucking moron.

“You think she’ll want to?” he asks, his face expelling concern.

“She’s not a child anymore. She’ll go right along with it...once we kidnap her.”

“Kidnap her!” He sits up in bed. “Allura, I may be a horn dog, but I’m no kidnapper.”

I snap and turn to face him with a scowl. “You’ll kidnap her and then you’ll have your way with her.”

“I don’t understand. Why? Why would you wanna do that to your own stepdaughter?” he questions.

“‘Cause she’s a little cunt, that’s why!”

He smirks at my comment. Yeah, he wasn’t a kidnapper, but pay him the right price–this time, a piece of ass from the little wench–and he’ll do it. I know he will.

“Seriously, Allura. I’ve known you for a long time and you typically don’t do things unless they have some type of benefit for you.”

“You think I’m so shallow?” I ask, placing my hair in a half up do. My silk black panties are on and I’m wearing one of his white button down shirts still open, exposing my breasts.

He smirks. “No, but what’s in it for you? We kidnap her, I screw her...and you?” 

I have to make up an excuse. I can’t let him know of my exact plan.

I get closer to him, inching my way toward the bed. “I get the pleasure,” I begin, crawling onto the bed, reaching him, “of pleasing myself as I watch you fuck the little bitch. I’ll be fingering myself so hard as I watch you screw her brains out,” I grab his head and begin kissing him hard.

His hands find their way to my breasts, sealing our deal.

Got him!

Chapter Six

The next day, G and I got up bright and early. We fucked and then showered together. I got out first and headed to the kitchen to make him a hearty breakfast; he would need his energy for tonight.

We head out of his apartment and downstairs to his store. We grab the items we had discussed last night and make our way to the place where we would be carrying out our mission, just like I had done on my own not that long ago. This time it would be easier to get to her; this time, I had a willing and able accomplice.

A couple of hours later, we find ourselves deep in the woods right near where Charley and Snow’s cabin is located. We duck behind some bushes and watch, hoping to see something soon. The windows are closed, but I know it won’t be like that for long. The little bitch always had a thing for fresh air; all I want to do is suffocate her ‘til her lungs give out...

“You sure they’re in there? Doesn’t look like anyone lives here,” G whispers in my ear. He’s crept down to my right, but my tunnel vision is focused on the house in front of us.

“I’m sure,” I spit back. Never once do I look at him. Never once do I take my eyes off the prize.

“I’m all for it, Allura, but...”

He suddenly stops in mid-sentence as we see little Miss Sunshine and her dashing prince waltz through the house and stand at their kitchen sink. It was the same window that I had first seen Snow in front of the day I had come to poison her with the precious apple.

“Told you,” I mutter.

“Mmmm, she looks even better in person. But, he’s there,” G begins.

I turn momentarily to face G and he faces me. If I didn’t have other plans at the moment, I’d rip his throat out. Asshole.

“I know how this plays out. He goes off to work every single day and leaves the happy little cunt all alone to do housework and cook for his ass. Sometimes he goes into town to gather supplies that they will need. Either way, we’re set; he’ll be gone for hours.”

We turn back to see the nauseatingly happy couple exchange a kiss.

Oh, yes. He’d be leaving very soon. Perfect.

After they pull away from one another, Snow opens the window. So predictable.

Seconds later, good ol’ Prince Charming himself opens the front door and she follows close behind him.

“Wait, is she leaving with him?” G asks.

“No, not a chance. She never leaves the cabin.”

“Well, she’s leaving now.”

“No. Just wait.”

It could very well be that she is going somewhere with him. They think I’m dead, meaning that they’re safe from danger, but somehow, I know deep down in that little heart of hers, fear still resides. It has only been a few days. Knowing her, she’s waiting until my body can be found washed up onto land before she is ready to make her entrance back into the real world.

I want to laugh and gloat. I was still alive and very much looking forward to destroying the little bitch. My body would not be washing up anywhere; she was going to regret ever waking up.

Snow and Charley stand facing one another in front of their home sweet home. We are just close enough that we can barely hear them, but we do.

“Want to go into the city tonight? We haven’t gone on a real date in so long,” little Prince Charming states as the couple embraces.

“I don’t know...” Snow answers.

I knew she’d be scared still. My insides are laughing maniacally.

Charley pulls her in closer to him.

“C’mon, sweetheart. It’ll be fine. She’s gone. She can’t hurt us anymore. We’ll be okay. I want to take you out on the town. Plus, once the baby is here, we really won’t be able to have any date nights.”

Baby? The cunt was pregnant? She didn’t look pregnant. She must have just gotten pregnant, the whore. Her dream had come true after all.

Snow takes a hand and rubs her belly. She then closes her eyes and leans into his chest.

“I just don’t want something to happen. What if she’s still alive some way, somehow?”

“Not a chance, love. I saw her fall, and then she was gone. No one could have survived that,” Charley responds confidently.

Fools.

“They think you’re dead...you were right,” G says.

“Told you,” I answer. “Now, shhh! He’s about to leave and then it will be go time. Remember what we rehearsed.”

They exchange one last kiss and one final embrace, before Charley leans down and kisses her stomach.

Aww. How sweet. What a good daddy he’d make someday. I laugh to myself knowing that it will never happen for them once I’m done with her. And him.

Charley takes off in the opposite direction that we came from and Snow watches ‘til he disappears from sight.

Once she can no longer see him, she looks around before quickly heading inside and locking the door behind her.

“So what now?” Gerald asks me.

“Now, we go after him and then come back for her. Let’s go.”

We make a run for it to catch up to Charley. Once we see him, Gerald and I duck behind a tree and he whistles, causing Charley to stop dead in his tracks. He turns around and looks behind him, but doesn’t see us. As he’s looking around, Gerald pulls out the gun with the silencer attached and fires. He misses, of course.

“Fuck, G! You had only one job to do before we get to Snow and you blow it! Ugh! Give me that!”

I snatch the gun from Gerald and shoot, hitting Charley right in the middle of his chest.

“Damn, woman. Remind me never to piss you off,” he says as we come out from hiding and head over to Charley’s unconscious body now sprawled on the ground. Bright red blood begins to pool from beneath him.

Too late, I want to tell him. He had already pissed me off to the max.

I check for a pulse and when I can’t find one, I make sure his breaths have completely stopped. I obviously knew he was already dead, but I just had to make sure. I couldn’t take any chances and make any careless mistakes.

Mission one accomplished: he is dead.

“Come on, let’s head back to the cabin!” I announce, pulling G by the arm. We quickly make a run for it and leave Charley’s dead body lying there on the ground amid the fallen leaves.
***
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ONCE WE REACH SNOW’S cabin, we duck down in the same spot we had been in before we killed Charley.

I look at her window, but don’t see her anywhere. I know she is still in there though.

After just minutes of watching with no change in scenery, I grab G by his arm and motion for him to follow me.

As we’re standing a couple of feet from Snow’s cabin, I bring my finger up to my lips, shushing. I head over to the side of the house as G makes his way to the front door.

I peer to where G is standing, waiting for him to play out what we had recited just the night before. Finally, he strikes a loud rap on her front door.

“Charley, is that you?” I hear her sweet voice call.

“Hi, Miss, can you help me?” G replies.

“Who are you?” she asks.

“Yes, I was looking for Mr. Anderville,” G responds.

Never opening the door, she answers back.

“There’s no one here by that name. Sorry.”

G takes his large hand and gives the door a blow once more.

“Miss? Maybe you can help me.”

“Please go away. There’s no one home,” I hear her say.

“Please, I beg of you not to send me away. I’ve been searching for my father-in-law and got word he was living here. My little five-year-old boy has been asking for his grandfather...my wife died tragically in a car accident just months ago...my son has lost everyone he loves...I don’t know how to console my little boy anymore,” G responds. He begins breaking down loudly as the tears run down his face.

“Oh, G. What an awesome actor you are. I’m gonna fuck you extra good for that performance before I kill you tonight...maybe,” I whisper to myself with a smirk.

Suddenly, the front door creaks open.

Bam! I knew she’d be a sucker for the sob story.

“Oh, I’m sorry...please, why don’t you come in?” Snow asks.

The little tramp was so naive. You’d think she’d have learnt the first time around.

G looks up at her with red-rimmed eyes. The drops he had put in worked wonders.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to burden you with my problems, it’s just that...oh, I’m so broken...” he says.

She places an arm around his shoulder and whisks him into her home, saying, “Oh no, you poor thing! Come, come. Let’s make you a nice cup of coffee.”

“Thank you,” he chokes out.

My plan was going accordingly so far. As the minutes passed, I waited off to the side of the house, but since there were no windows from where I was standing, I had no idea what was going on.

“What the fuck is taking him so long!” I whisper-scream to myself.

He should have done it by now. I was growing more and more impatient by the second.

All of a sudden, I see G poke out his head from the front door.

“Allura? It’s done,” he announces with a smirk.

I run to his side and see Snow passed out on a couch.

“Did she give you a hard time?” I ask.

“No, she’s a sweetheart...she really fell for my story hard. You were right. I was just waiting for the right moment.”

I had told him to douse a handkerchief in Chloroform along with another chemical called Ioform he had invented himself in his shop. The Ioform would speed up a victim’s knockout rate. Instead of the typical five minutes Chloroform takes to render a victim unconscious, Ioform brings the results to just forty-five seconds. Being that Snow was petite and tiny, I knew it would work even faster on her. It was an immaculate plan.

“Did she struggle?” I question as my eyes scan over her body.

“She tried momentarily. Once she thought I was okay, she got up to make me coffee. I couldn’t take my eyes off her perfect round ass; I almost forgot what I was supposed to do, but I ran up behind her and voila!”

I cringe at his description of her, but don’t take my mind off what we’d come to do.

“Alright, let’s get moving before someone really wanders out here and finds us. Grab her and keep the handkerchief on her nostrils...we don’t need her waking up yet,” I command G.

“Mmmm, I’ll gladly grab her,” he announces.

Oh, killing him would bring me great joy. I couldn’t wait ‘til tonight.

Chapter Seven

“Wait, don’t give her the Ketamine yet. I want her to be awake and see everything that happens to her,” I say breathlessly.

We had arrived back at G’s apartment around eleven that night. Waiting until it got dark to go back, we’d hidden out in the woods until we felt it was safe to make our way. We couldn’t afford to get caught when we were so close to execution. Thankfully, the supplies we had brought along–mainly sleeping pills in the form of a liquid that we injected through a needle in her arm–had kept the little cunt knocked out.

Now we have her handcuffed to the bed. We had stripped her of all her clothing save for her bra and panties. A piece of silver duct tape securely held her mouth shut. There would be no alerting the neighbors tonight.

“God, I’m so fuckin’ horny...I just wanna fuck her already,” G exclaims.

“Patience,” I spit out.

He grabs his hard on through his pants and motions for me to blow him.

Not a chance.

“You’re diverting from the mission. I need you focused! Get the needle ready; she’s going to be waking up soon.”

“Ugh, fine,” he answers and heads to the dresser where he prepares her drug.

“It’s ready,” he announces, coming back to the bed.

I stood off to the side and waited for the little princess to open up her eyes.

Finally coming to, and not recognizing where she was, she tries breaking out of the handcuffs. As her eyes meet mine, a look of pure horror graces her face and she tries once more to break free. She’s struggling, fighting to get away to no avail.

“Hello, sweet princess,” I mutter and step closer to her.

She tries to scream again but it’s muffled through the tape.

“I see you’ve met my good friend, G, here,” I say, pointing to him.

Snow looks over and sees Gerald grinning his evil grin. From the look on his face, I can already tell what he’s imagining in his mind. Asshole...

“Hey there, sexy Snow,” he murmurs.

She looks back at me and fearful tears flow down her cheeks.

“Revenge is so sweet, dear Snow. G here has been waiting to have his way with you. I couldn’t deny him. And because I’m such a caring stepmother, I’m going to allow you to remain conscious while he rapes you senseless.”

Her eyes clasp shut as more tears stream down her face.

I laugh and say, “Now, G.”

She continues fighting, but G doesn’t have a problem administering the drug into her veins. Within an instant she relaxes and awaits her punishment. It was so perfect that G owned the type of shop that he did. His liquid potion, mixed with the Ketamine, enhances the effects and works instantly. There is a definite bonus to screwing a talented, knowledgeable alchemist.

Throwing the needle to the side, he begins taking off his shirt.

“You waste no time,” I spit out.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to taste her,” G drools as he removes his pants.

“Go ahead, have your fun with her.” I snap impatiently.

Looking at me with a frown, he says, “Hey, what’s wrong? I thought you wanted me to screw her so you could get yourself off.”

“Yeah, I do want you to. Go ahead, she’s all yours.”

He smiles, licking his lips, and hovers over her.

Snow’s half closed lids allowed her irises to take in and understand everything that was happening to her. Unable to move, she had no choice but to lay there immobile and take it all in.

Removing his boxer briefs, his face is just inches from hers.

“God, I can’t believe I’m about to fuck this angel; she’s so perfect,” he croons.

Pulling the duct tape from her lips, he kisses her and then pulls back. “Oh my God, her lips taste like strawberries...she’s making my dick even harder, if that’s possible.”

“Mhmm,” I say, standing back near the dresser, watching him take advantage of Snow’s relaxed state.

He holds himself up further and begins removing her bra. Her breasts spring free.

“Would you just look at her perfect, pink nipples...” G breathes out, placing his mouth on them. He sucks and licks the nubs as his hand reaches down to her pussy. He slips his hand inside her black panties and begins massaging her most sensitive area.

“Damn, she’s so wet...and tight.”

“Mhmm,” I repeat. I open the dresser’s second drawer and underneath the mountain of folded shirts, I locate the knife I had carefully planted there when G had been in the shower this morning.

He removes her panties, and as she’s lying there completely nude and helpless, he forces his hard cock into her, letting out the most intense guttural moan I had ever heard. Never had he sounded that way when he fucked me.

And I was supposedly the best piece of ass he’d ever had? His own words had been, ‘no pussy has ever compared to yours’...’til now, I guess.

I let him screw her and have his way with her just until I recognize the sound of his cum groans. I know he’s about to blow his load into her, but before he has a chance, I pounce and wedge the knife into the side of his throat.

It was easy to do since he was so distracted by her. G falls to the side, grabbing the side of his neck where the knife had pierced him. He’s bleeding out from his neck at an expeditious rate, as blood also spills out from his mouth. It was a beautiful sight.

I stand over him as his eyes meet mine. As his death face is about to take over, I admire just how beautiful he really is. His gorgeous orbs are practically asking me why. Why had I done what I’d done to him?

“It’s simple, my love,” I announce. “You were supposed to want only me. You were not supposed to desire Snow. Instead, you did and I had no choice but to do what I did. I don’t like sharing, you know that.”

He tries to speak, but his own blood is choking him. I bend down and kiss his forehead.

“Sweet dreams, G. I’ll make sure Myra is well taken care of,” I cackle.

The black as ebony darkness of death begins taking hold of him, and as he manages to take his last breath, I push him onto the floor, naked and blood laced.

I bring my attention back to Snow. She is as motionless as ever, still in her drugged out trance.

“Oh, dear Snow. You have just witnessed me commit a murder. Whatever am I going to do?”

I walk over to the right side of the bed and climb on top. I straddle my legs on either side of her. Her eyes watch me and I feel her take a deep breath. It is great to know she understands everything that has been going on the whole time. It makes this entire ordeal so much more exciting.

I rotate the knife in my hand as I raise it up over her head. I bring it down to her face and run it across her cheek, softly.

A light trace of blood flows out and smears onto her cheeks, bringing back her natural rosy glow to them.

Then, as if the built up rage within me threatens to escape, I bring the knife down, stabbing her multiple times quickly and effectively. I stab her anywhere I can get to: her chest, her arms, her face; it doesn’t matter. She’s steadily crying now, slowly. She probably doesn’t feel the pain, but she knows there’s no way in hell that she’s going to survive.

“You ugly, little tramp! You thought you could outsmart me? You thought you could win against me? Fuck you! Fuck you a million times! You’re going to die right on this bed! I’m going to kill you just like I killed your dear, precious Charley!” I shout, continually stabbing her senselessly.

At the realization of my confession, she lets out a weak scream and more tears fall down her eyes.

The sensations running through me are indescribable. This joyous moment is all I had been waiting for.

She may not feel any pain, but that’s not what I’m going after. I want her dead. I want her to die right here on this bed.

I continue stabbing her ‘til I feel her take one final breath and her eyes close shut. I lean down and once I’m happy with the results, I hop off the bed, throw the knife on top of her flat pregnant belly, and head into the bathroom.

I don’t care that my fingerprints will be all over the knife as well as everywhere else in this house. Charley is dead. Gerald is dead. And now, finally, Snow is dead. If I’d go to jail for all the murders, I wouldn’t care. My biggest dream had come true and there was nothing in the world that could bring me misery.

I strip myself of all my clothing and jump into the shower. As the steamy water drenches my skin, I can’t help but feel so turned on by everything that I had accomplished. I begin rubbing myself until my juices lace my fingers.

I laugh out loud and finish showering. Once I dry myself off, I head back into the murder scene of the bedroom and commence dressing myself.

After I’m done, I grab Gerald’s car keys and leave the apartment. I spot his car, hop in, and take off.

I don’t know where I’m headed or even what I’m looking for. Now that Snow’s dead, I can live happily.

And as I drive past the state line, I say to myself, “Ha! What a thought... The evil stepmother lives happily ever after.”

RENA MARIN

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Witches Never Die

[image: image]


A Witch Never Truly Dies...

Jadis

Finding myself once again lost in the afterlife, I realized where I had gone wrong. I had underestimated Aslan’s little Kings and Queens. I had from the beginning, but no matter; it is over, and things will move on. As many have speculated, a witch never truly dies. No, we move on to the next life, the next realm, and the next quest. 

Those who choose to walk the path of light move much quicker. They are reborn, as babes, and get to once again make their choices, live their lives, and continue with their goodness. It’s sickening. For those who walk the path of darkness, the left-hand path, the only true path of being, we must wait. We must wait until the time is right, and the perfect soul beckons us to join them. Once that happens, we take hold, and we begin our new journey for power. 

Many have wondered why those like me seek power above all else; in all truthfulness, it is our destinies. We strive for nothing but giving fear, pain, and of course allegiance to the darkness, to the being that hides there, the one who grants us all the powers we possess. Once we give ourselves to him, we are one with the dark. We draw on his strength. We survive off the souls he devours. We live to give him more, so that we can do more. 

I wait, hearing the whispers of those who come close to saying the words, and granting me my new life. There are those forever loyal to me, who leave the tools for my return where they will easily be found by the downtrodden. The ones who see no worth in themselves, they are the easiest prey. They will call to me. They will want my power. Then I, Jadis, will come. It takes time. It always does, but soon, the right one will come along, and my next life will begin.

Chapter One

Peyton

As a child, I always saw my Grandmother as a bit of a thorn in my side. She was a stickler for the rules. She never allowed me or my twin sister, Hayden, to practice outside the confines of the house. It was coven rules, she demanded. I hated hearing that word. Rules. I was born a witch and shouldn’t need to follow the guidelines of a bunch of old women who thought they knew everything. It was the way it had to be though. I was of a bloodline, bound by oath to the coven. Breaking that oath wasn’t a smart idea. Whether I chose to be the ever-present witch didn’t matter. As long as I was there when called upon, I was in good standing. 

When the call came in that my Grandmother had passed, I felt horrible. I had moved away from Harper’s Grove the minute I turned eighteen and never looked back. I had no reason to be there. My sister Hayden was clearly the one to lead the family line. She’d be the one to take Grandmother’s place as the DuSchene heir in the coven. It was never meant to be me. Instead, I decided to live a life. Since I’d never have a special place in the magical aspect of the world, I declared myself free of the restraints of it. 

I didn’t sit around the house practicing spells I’d never use like Hayden and Grandmother. No, I had no need in it. The basic magic I could work was enough for me. I could protect myself, conjure certain objects, and of course use my telekinesis anytime I needed. The thing was, I didn’t want to. I wanted to be normal. I wanted to live in the world around me. I had boyfriends; I had great sex. I partied when I wanted. Hell, I held down a job. I did it all, until that call came in from my sister. Then I let it all go so I could return to Harper’s Grove and inherit a rundown house, an attic full of crap, and an African Grey, named Bird, that liked to try and boss everyone around in the house. 

Standing on the walkway in front of the house made me realize just how badly I wanted to turn and walk away. I knew that wasn’t fair though. Hayden needed me. Sure, we were opposites, but she was my twin, and in many ways, still my best friend. Her voice over the phone told me just how hurt she was. Grandmother had been her mentor, her friend, and the one who never left her side. I sucked. I knew it. Now, I needed to be there for her and try to make up for it. 

Seeing that the plants out front were wilting in the summer heat, I lifted my hand, providing them with a quick drenching, before making my way for the door. With all that had been going on, Hayden had neglected them, and the poor things looked horrible. If I was going to be part of this home again, I wanted everything to look good. Beauty always brought forth attention, which I loved. I hurried up the steps, putting on my game face and opened the door. 

What I found was far from my expectations. In the eight years I had been gone nothing had changed. Nothing. The house felt musty. No air seemed to circulate. The same tables, with the same doilies, and most likely the same damn dust, were exactly where I remembered them being. The same rugs covered the hardwood. The same plants stood in the corners. It was an old woman’s dream home, and my poor sister had been trapped in here not knowing what else the world had to offer. 

“Hayden?” I called out wondering if she was there. 

“Peyton! Is that really you?” 

I heard the familiar voice squeal out moments before my mirror image appeared in front of me. Her arms flew around my neck and she squeezed much tighter than I had anticipated. 

“You’re choking me to death sis,” I choked out, hearing her laugh as she loosened her grip. 

“It’s just so good to see you. It’s been ages.” 

“I know,” I smiled as I stepped back and took her in. 

Hayden and I were identical twins, but the differences in our appearance currently would’ve kept most people from knowing that. Hayden still sported the dark auburn hair we were born with. I had chosen to change my color, going with a flaming red that I adored. She wore a pair of khaki shorts with a white tank top. Her clothes hung from her, hiding the curves we were both well-endowed with. I had on heels, a short skirt, and a tight-fitting top that showed my cleavage and left men dying to see the rest of the package. 

“Wow, you look amazing Peyton. I love your outfit,” she told me, then reached up and tugged at my long hair. “And this looks great on you.” 

“It would look great on you too if you’d let me give you a make-over,” I told her with a wink. 

She shook her head quickly. I could see in her eyes that would never happen. No, this was Hayden. She was down to earth and simple. Hell, if I didn’t know any better I would wonder if she was still a virgin. 

“I was just making a cup of tea; would you like one?”

I shrugged. It had been ages since I had drunk tea. When I lived here in the house, it was all Grandmother wanted to shove down our throats. A witch’s tradition I supposed. 

“It’s been awhile since I’ve had any. May as well.” I told her as I followed her toward the kitchen. 

Once again, there were no changes in this room either. I could still imagine Grandmother sitting in her usual spot, a tea cup in her hand, and her glasses on the tip of her nose, as she shook her head over something I had said or asked about. That was a common scene that took place in this kitchen over the years. 

I suppose I was staring at her place at the table or something. I felt Hayden’s hand squeeze my shoulder, making me look away quickly. A look of understanding met me, and all I did was nod my head. It would’ve been a great moment to bond with my sister again, but honestly, I wasn’t ready for that just yet. 

“Was it old age?” I asked instead. 

“Yeah,” Hayden answered as she set the tea down at our usual spots. “She was 86. No matter how well she got around, that was still old.” 

“No kidding,” I agreed as I sat down and took a sip. I had to admit, it was good. 

“She left you a letter. I think she knew her time was coming, but she also knew you weren’t ready to come home. I haven’t opened it. It’s upstairs in her room. I’ll get it for you in a bit.” 

“Thanks.” 

“I don’t want us being together here in the house to be awkward, Peyton. I know you wanted away from all this. I just thought you’d want to come, be here for the service, and you know, be part of saying goodbye.” 

“I do, Hayden. Don’t think I don’t. Like you said though, it’s all just weird for me. It’s been a while. I don’t even know how to act here anymore.” 

“You act like yourself. I know the place is like a mausoleum or something, but we can change that. I could go for some redecorating, a change of pace. I know you think I’m like her and want everything to stay the same. I’m not though. I’m open to new things. I just wanted to learn from her and keep her happy ‘til she left us. That’s all.” 

I looked over at her. I knew Hayden better than anyone. Being apart couldn’t change that. She was being sincere. She wasn’t going to try and keep me cooped up in this place. I didn’t expect her attitude, but I was happy to see it. I could stay here, spend time with my sister again, if she held true to her word. 

“I have some ideas that could really make this place great,” I told her, testing the waters. 

“Ooh, tell me,” she answered snatching up her cup as she peered over the rim waiting. 

I smiled brightly, as I started telling her my thoughts. This was far from what I had expected. I hadn’t imagined coming home would feel so good.

Chapter Two

We held a funeral for my Grandmother. It was what the town would’ve expected. We stood by a graveside; we each told stories of our memories with her. It wasn’t as bad as I’d originally thought it would be. It felt good to talk about the good times when I was younger. Of course, I left out the arguing when I got older, my need for freedom, and her need to hold on; that was personal. That wasn’t something for the town. No, that was mine to bear. 

In the weeks following, Hayden had quite a bit of contact with the coven. None of them were overly excited to talk to me or interact with me in any way. It didn’t bother me, but I could tell it did my sister. She wanted them to open their arms and bring me into the fold. They knew me though. They knew I wasn’t really a follower, so they left me be, and that suited me perfectly fine. It left me open to starting a life in Harper’s Grove once again. 

The changes to the house weren’t massive, but they changed the entire feel of the place. The fresh feel, and of course, disappearance of dust, made a huge difference. I was surprised, and so was Hayden. I could see just how happy she was to be doing things the way she’d always wanted to. The only one in the house that didn’t seem to love the small renovations and decluttering we were immersed in was Bird. His annoyed squawking filled the house throughout the day while we were working. His ability to use a few words allowed him to “bitch” as Hayden called it. At night, he’d settle down, just to start back first thing in the morning when we’d wake up. 

Deciding I wasn’t in the mood to listen to Bird’s continued hate this phrase all day, I took him up to the attic one morning, so he could look out the window and not be bothered by what he was seeing or hearing. Settling his perch, I opened the dusty curtain, allowing the sun to filter inside. The light showed me yet another room that would need an immense going through. Things were piled up with old dusty sheets laying over top. I could imagine the amount of dust that would fly when the time came to strip them away and dive into the mess. 

“Leave, go!” 

I glanced over at Bird, seeing his tail feathers frayed as if he was upset. 

“Well, aren’t you being a little ass,” I snapped back as I turned to start for the door. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something tall, covered by one of the sheets. It was clearly the largest thing in the room, which is what made me so curious. Knowing there was no rush, considering Hayden had left out first thing to go grocery shopping, I stepped over and pulled down the sheet. 

Once the coughing spell passed and the dust in the air settled, I saw a large, immaculately carved, wooden wardrobe. Spellbound, I reached out, letting my fingers trace the flowered designs slowly. The initials R.D. were at the top, just above the door. I knew immediately the wardrobe had once belonged to my grandmother, Rebecca DuSchene. I allowed myself a smile, as I thought about her as a child, going through her clothes to pick out the perfect dress, or climbing inside to play or hide away from the world. 

“Leave, go!” 

I looked back over at Bird, rolled my eyes, and opened the set of double doors. Stepping back, startled at my reflection staring back at me from an old mirror that had been placed inside, I laughed slightly.

“That was a horror movie moment,” I told myself as I took hold of the mirror with both hands and pulled it out.

Once it was settled, off to the side, I turned and looked back inside. To the right a few coats were still hanging. It was clear they hadn’t been touched in ages. By the look of them, they were for a child no older than ten or so. My hand snaked out, feeling the roughness of the old material. Shaking my head, I wiped at the tears now in my eyes, as I thought of my Grandmother dressed in the yellow one that was now faded, but would’ve been bright and fun when she was a girl. 

Slowly, I lowered myself into the wardrobe, sitting on the bottom with my legs still hanging out onto the floor. For the first time since I’d been told of her death, I didn’t try to stop the tears that came. She was gone, truly gone, and I hadn’t been there to tell her goodbye. Leaning back against the interior of the wardrobe, I let my grief finally take me. 
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OPENING MY EYES, I realized I’d drifted off to sleep. Maybe my late nights of trying to design the new layout of the house were getting to me more than I realized. Placing my hands flat on the bottom of the wardrobe, I started to push myself up to my feet when I felt something beneath my hand. Looking down, I tried to see what was in the dark corner of the wardrobe. 

Pushing back the clothes that still hung there, I used the sun’s rays to light my way, as I started feeling around. My hand wrapped around something cool to touch. I felt an electric shock travel through my entire body as if something had alerted me to the importance of what I now held.

Standing, I looked down at the object in my hand. The power emanating from it made me question whether I could keep it in my hand any longer. Fearing the feeling passing through me, I lay it down on the floor in front of the wardrobe. I knelt, wondering why something so valuable would be hidden in the back of an abandoned wardrobe in the attic of my departed Grandmother. 

“Put it away, Peyton. Put it back, now.” 

I glanced over at Bird, who sitting quite alert on his perch was staring down at me. I’d heard the little shit’s voice all my life, but never had he formed complete sentences, or said my name. 

“Did you say that?” I asked. 

“Yes, put it back Peyton. It is dangerous. The last thing you want is to tamper with the magic within that wand.” 

I laughed nervously. 

“I’m not playing. I’ve kept everyone in this family away from that wardrobe for many years. You aren’t changing that now. Return the wand and close the door. Now.” 

I didn’t want to argue with a bird, especially the one whose shit I’d cleaned up more than I cared to admit. Instead, I picked up the wand, fighting the power that coursed through me, and lay it on the floor of the wardrobe. Once it was safely inside, I could feel every part of my being urging me to pick it up again. 

“Fight the urge, Peyton. That wand contains magic you cannot even begin to imagine. It will take you. It will make you something you never imagined you could be.” 

I stared at him, not knowing whether I was imagining all of this or not. Still, the warning struck a nerve. I stood and closed the door. Slowly, I made my way over to the bird, watching the way he stared at the wardrobe as if he expected it to burst open on its own. 

“You’ve never talked like this before, why?”

“Only your grandmother, Rebecca, knew of my true reason for being here. Have you never wondered why I’ve lived so long?”

“I just figured you were a stubborn ass bird,” I muttered. 

“No. I was sent many years ago to make sure your grandmother never set foot in that wardrobe. She became my friend, and together the two of us stood watch over it for many years.” 

“Why is this wardrobe so important?”

“It was built from the wood of a magic wardrobe that once led to another world.” 

“Bullshit,” I laughed. 

“Really? You doubt the words of a talking bird that you never knew could carry on a conversation?”

“True.” 

“As I said, the magic wardrobe once granted passage to a land many have ventured to. Unfortunately, those like you, those born of magic, should never pass through the doorway. The power of this land has the ability to change you, to make you something you aren’t, something wicked.” 

The feelings that raced through me as I held the wand made me wonder if his words were true. The power I felt was unimaginable. I had been in awe of it, but I also feared it. 

“Stay away, Peyton, please. The one who dwelled in the land beyond the wardrobe was evil. She took many lives and hurt more people than you can imagine. If you allow your magic to call to her, all of us are doomed.” 

I nodded my head slowly. Although I was unsure of how I felt about the revelation of my family’s bird being much older than I knew, I believed what he said for some reason. I made my way over to the perch and lifted it up. His head nodded slowly as I turned and started for the attic door. 

“Hayden doesn’t need to know about this,” he spoke as I walked. 

“Why?”

“She hurts for her grandmother right now. When someone is in pain, their heart influences their decisions.” 

I nodded, knowing he was right. My heart was telling me the power in that wand should be mine after all I’d been through, but my head was trying to convince me otherwise. 

Chapter Three

Jadis

It was finally happening. I could feel it. Someone had found one of my sources of power, my wand. They were in need. They craved power. I could give them that. As one of my disciples she would be stronger than she had ever been. She would be feared by those she once loved. Together, we would take her world as our own, making it an icy wasteland only suitable to those loyal to me. I would once again reign. My next life would be one of domination, pain, and death. It would all be for the darkness. I would once again be his darkest star. 

I reached out, beckoning her to me. I realized quickly she was not alone. I didn’t care however. All I wanted was freedom. I wanted to once again walk through a realm I could make my own. I called out, hoping she would hear my plea. 

“Come to me little one,” I called. “Come to me now.” 
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Peyton

MY MIND THOUGHT OF nothing but the wand. Throughout the day, Hayden talked about the house, the guy who works at the coffee shop down the street that she likes, and of course the coven. None of it could clear my mind of the power that beckoned from the attic. Every few minutes I had to stop myself from rushing up the stairs and claiming the power.

During dinner, I picked at my plate, pushing around my peas instead of eating them. I suppose my distracted demeanor had caught Hayden’s attention. I glanced up to find her staring at me. The look on her face was one of confusion and, in a way, worry. 

“What is going on with you?” She finally asked, sipping at her wine. 

I shrugged. I had no idea what to say. 

“Is it all getting to you?” She asked. “Grandmother’s death and the changes?”

I nodded. “Yeah, a bit I guess. I didn’t think it would, but it hit me today.” 

“I’m sorry sis. I knew it eventually would. I know you’re the stronger one out of the two of us, but you still have feelings.” 

I smiled. I never knew she saw me that way. I always thought she was the tougher of the two of us. She seemed to be able to handle things much easier than me. I guess I underestimated myself like everyone else did. 

“I know your life wasn’t the greatest in this house,” she spoke snatching my attention back to the conversation. “With the arguing, and the way she liked to give you crap about your magic, I can understand why you wanted out the minute you turned eighteen.” 

“I didn’t hate her. That wasn’t the case. I just got tired of hearing it all the time. I was never as gifted as you magically. Everything came to you easier. You studied harder. Even I knew it. It was just hard to hear it day in and day out. The hardest part was the reaction of the coven. When they realized I wasn’t as gifted as you, they purposely pushed me to the side. That hurt.”

“I’m sure it did. I tried to tell grandmother they needed to stop acting the way they were. She wouldn’t listen though. She kept talking about the DuSchene line and how important it was to keep it strong,” Hayden sighed hanging her head. “They all thought that would be my job.” 

“I know and that’s not your fault,” I told her as my eyes traveled to the ceiling above me. I knew something waited up there that could change everyone’s minds about me. 

“What’re you looking at?” 

“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about the attic. I went up there today to see what shape it was in. It’ll take me forever to clean that mess up,” I told her with a laugh. I hoped it would change the subject. 

“No worries sis. You don’t have to do everything. I’m here too.” 

“I know Hayden,” I told her feeling a tinge of jealousy rush through me at the idea of her being in the attic near the wardrobe and the wand, my wand.  
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AFTER DINNER, I EXCUSED myself to my room telling my sister I was tired from the day. She didn’t question. No, that wasn’t Hayden’s way. She was the good one. She was the one who always understood what you were going through. 

Laying down on my bed, I stared at the ceiling, waiting for her to go to sleep. The wand was waiting for me. In my mind, it was beckoning to me. I knew in a little bit I would be racing upstairs, despite the damn bird and his warnings, to claim what was mine. I just couldn’t let Hayden know. 

I could imagine how great things would become. I would be able to do everything my sister could. The coven would finally respect my magic and my capabilities. Hell, I could even become the coven mistress someday and lead those old hags down the path to a new understanding of the world. It would be magical. 

Unable to wait any longer, I tossed back my quilt and hopped to my feet. Not bothering with slippers, I slipped out my door silently, listening to ensure Hayden wasn’t wandering the house. Hearing nothing, I took off as quietly as I could for the attic. 

Stopping outside the door, I stood there a moment. Was this the right thing to do? According to Bird, an evil was attached to the wand and the wardrobe. Was I strong enough to deny the darkness? 

Opening the door, I stepped through just as my sister Hayden held the wand up in the moonlight. I couldn’t read the inscription on the handle, but did hear as she read the words, “Come to me. Grant me your wisdom. Show me your strength.” 

“Hayden, no,” I called out as I rushed forward. 

It was too late. The room suddenly fell icy cold. The air turned thick, almost as if it would choke me to death. I grasped my chest, fearing I would hit the ground before I could make it to Hayden. Struggling to take a step, I felt an electricity in the air. Something was happening. Something was coming. 

Reaching my sister, I dropped to my knees beside her. Her eyes were wide, as if she was in shock. Her body trembled from the cold taking the house. Looking up at the wardrobe, I saw icicles beginning to form on the edges of the wood. They were beautiful, perfect, and deadly with their precise sharpness. 

“Come on Hayden,” I whispered, seeing my own breath as I did. 

She didn’t move. She stared straight ahead, into the wardrobe. I glanced inside, seeing what she saw. It was a woman. She looked to be at least seven feet tall. She glided over a snowy patch of ground as if she were floating. She was beautiful, yet terrifying, as her blonde hair blew around her along with the snow. Her eyes stared straight at me as I watched her. I could feel the power surrounding her. 

“We have to go sis, please.” I told her as I forced myself to look away from the scene unfolding inside the wardrobe. She still wasn’t moving. “Dammit,” I muttered as I forced myself to stand, dragging her with me. 

“Run,” I heard a familiar voice say as Bird came flying into the room. “Go, she is coming. The White Witch has risen.” 

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I practically pushed Hayden out of the room, hoping she would snap out of whatever held on to her. Instead, she stumbled down the stairs, barely keeping herself from falling. 

“Please Hayden, snap out of it,” I told her as I reached her, then slapped her hard. I immediately saw the focus return to her eyes. 

“What have I done,” she whispered as she threw herself around my neck. 

“I don’t know, but we have to go.” I told her as I led the way out the front door calling to Bird as I went. 

Chapter Four

Jadis

Emerging into the new world I was to take as my own, I drew my first breath. The air was not the crisp, refreshing air I had been used to in other worlds, but it was far better than being immersed in the void. I curled my nose, knowing eventually I would get used to the change, and took in the room around me. I had once visited a world similar, many years ago. I hadn’t succeeded in doing what I had envisioned; still, many died, and the darkness gained power. 

Noticing the passage I had taken, I reached out, brushing free the ice that had taken it over in honor of my rebirth. The initials R.D. stared back at me making something in the back of my mind tingle. A memory, perhaps, from a time before. Could this be the world I had entered previously? Was this one of earth’s many realms I had already attempted to conquer? Either way, it mattered not. I would not fail again. This time I would make every being in this realm mine and they would honor me as their perfect, all-powerful queen. 

Walking through the small house, I found myself annoyed with its quaintness. The one who woke me showed signs of significant power, yet her abode showed nothing of her true potential. It was plain, nothing to fear, nothing to demand respect. It was appalling. No witch should live in such horrid conditions. With the power I had felt coursing through her veins, she should be ruling this world, taking what she wanted and tossing everything else to the wayside. I knew why she hadn’t however. She was a good witch. One of those that wanted to help the world, heal those in need, and enjoy the beauty around her. 

“That will all change once she meets me,” I laughed to myself as I stepped out of the now ice-covered home and into my new world. 
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Peyton

LEANING BACK AGAINST the wall of the alley way we were hiding in, I finally had a chance to take a deep breath. I had been running so hard my lungs wanted to explode. My life away had given me experiences one could call scary. I had been mugged in the middle of the night while I was walking down the street. I couldn’t use my magic due to so many being around. No one had offered me the first bit of assistance though. I had woken up in apartments and houses I didn’t recognize. I had even woken up with a guy or two I couldn’t remember. Still, nothing in my life had prepared me for the fear I felt the moment I saw Hayden holding that wand. I had wanted it, that I couldn’t deny, but when the reality finally set in, I knew it was a mistake. I knew it would lead to death and destruction. 

“What do we do?” I heard Hayden ask. 

I turned seeing the fear in my sister’s eyes. It was something I wasn’t used to. Hayden was never afraid. She was a gifted witch that knew exactly what she’d unleashed on the world. 

“She’s alive. You’ve brought her back. We’re all doomed. The world we know will become an icy wasteland.” 

I glanced at Bird, who was perched on a nearby trash can. He was pacing back and forth, obviously freaking out. His feathers were ruffled, and his chest heaved. I wondered briefly if he could live through the excitement. 

“Since when do you talk like this?” Hayden finally asked as she watched him. 

“I’ve always been able to. Rebecca knew. She and I were the ones who protected the wardrobe. We tried to keep anyone from letting her free on this world. Of course, the moment she passes, you two do it. You two doom the world.” 

“Enough,” I snapped as Bird’s head swiveled and looked my way. “She had no idea.” 

“No, but you did. You would’ve done it yourself if she hadn’t beaten you to the punch.” 

“Go to hell, Bird.” 

“Bird. Bird. My name is not BIRD. My name is Albert. You two never listened to that though. No matter how many times Rebecca said my name, you kept calling me Bird. Neither of you ever listened to her as you should have.” 

“Fine! What do we do, Albert?”

“We run. We may have a bit of time before she catches up to us. In hours, she will have this town. There’s nothing we can do.” 

“We can’t just let her do this,” Hayden finally spoke. 

I looked over and shook my head. I knew what she was thinking. She was too nice for her own good sometimes. Letting someone take over the town and world she loves would never be an option in her book. 

“I don’t see how we can stop her,” I sighed. 

“Is there a way, Bird...I mean Albert?” She asked. 

I didn’t expect him to answer her. The way he watched the sun as it was slowly setting, I wondered if he was debating on flying away and leaving us on our own. I couldn’t blame him if he did. This wasn’t his mess. 

“If the wand emerged, then so did the dagger.” 

Hayden and I both waited. Obviously, he wasn’t going to elaborate.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“The dagger is the only thing that can kill her or give her what passes as death. You see, a witch never truly dies. Those who walk the path of good will be reborn. They’re given a chance to do more, help the universe, and pass along their knowledge. Those, like Jadis, who walk the path of darkness, are forever waiting in the darkness for someone to beckon them in their time of need. If that person is weak enough, she will devour their soul while she takes their realm. The knife, the one she has sacrificed so many souls with, can stop her, but at a price.” 

“What price?” I whispered.

“Only someone who gives their life in pure sacrifice can stop her from ever entering this realm again. Plunging the blade through her heart will kill her, send her back to the void, but she will be able to return if someone beckons to her.” 

“The death of someone trying to stop her is the only way,” Hayden sighed. “It makes sense. I remember grandmother talking about things like this before.” 

“She knew what it would take to completely save the realm from the white witch, but the opportunity to do it never presented itself. If it had, she would’ve done it, no questions asked.” 

“We can’t do this. We aren’t strong enough to take on someone like her,” I protested seeing Bird look at my sister wearily. “No, I don’t care how strong Hayden is supposed to be, she isn’t doing this. No. I won’t let her.” 

“I’d have the best shot sis. It’s what I’m supposed to do, remember?” 

“No, it’s not. You’re supposed to carry on our line. You can’t do that if you are dead.” 

Hayden rolled her eyes at me, then looked at Bird. “Where’s the dagger?”

“That, I don’t know. My best guess would be back in the wardrobe.” 

“Then let’s get back home.” Hayden told him as she looked at me and smiled. 

I shook my head again. I had no idea what else to do. I wanted to beg my sister not to do this. I wanted to grab her and drag her as far away from this white bitch that was running around this one-horse town. I didn’t care about what happened. All I wanted was to know my sister, my twin, my closest friend, was going to live through the night and now, that wasn’t looking very likely. 

Chapter Five

Jadis

I ran my hand slowly down the cheek of the small child. The smoothness of the stone reminded me of the creatures I had once used as decoration along the edges of my castle. The look of fear in his eyes was no different. That was what made me love my stone statues. The fear. Not only did I love having the fear I instilled in my victims immortalized, but it made my enemies just as fearful. It was addictive. 

Looking around me, I saw the same in all of them. I had taken this little township easily. Their fear, confusion, and lovely deaths would forever litter my new kingdom. Even the small coven of witches who thought they stood a chance when running out to the screams of their falling family and friends. It was comical just how weak they all truly were. Until they walked the path, they would never understand true power. 

The only downside of being resurrected was the lack of power coursing through my body. That would take time. It always did. Each time I came back my power needed time to adjust to its new environment, as did my body. While I waited, my wand, having been reunited with its rightful master, would be all the power I would need. It had done its job well. In a matter of hours, it had given me this town. With one touch, it claimed victims for my icy world of stone statues. 

Seeing a building large enough to house myself in for the time being, I made my way over, beckoning to the dark creatures I could still feel hidden away from the others in this world. Most of them were quite a distance away but they would come. They always came to their queen. Entering the building, I found myself surrounded by books. A library, I thought as I passed by letting my fingers lightly graze the spines of the ones nearest me as they froze over as did the rest of the building. This would make do for now. Not only could I await my minions, but I could also learn what this world has to offer me. Perhaps it could even grant me insight into the power I could still feel swirling nearby. The ones who had beckoned me. The ones who would soon bow to me or die like the others.

Finding a chair suitable enough for a queen like myself, I took a seat, listening as a wolf cried out for me. I smiled. Yes, a few of them were close. My army would form quickly, and we would leave this world in utter chaos just as I had always promised the dark master I would. Finally, I had my chance to prove I was his darkest witch.  
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Peyton

HAYDEN AND I SLIPPED in and out as quietly as we could. What had befallen Harper’s Grove was beyond anything we could comprehend. It was as if winter had hit, in the middle of the year, and hit with a force this little town had never seen. Ice sparkled from every street lamp. The snow itself was at least a foot deep if not more and still falling. Bird himself was even having issues trying to fly ahead of us as the ice threatened to freeze his small wings. 

“The coast is clear so far,” he called out as he fluttered in midair trying hard to keep from falling to the ground. 

“Here,” I called holding my hands out. “I’m not that warm, but let me warm you up a little,” I offered. I was surprised when he took me up on the offer. 

“Thank you,” he told me as the two of us walked a bit ahead of Hayden. 

“You’re welcome,” I muttered in a low voice, hoping to keep the white witch from hearing me, if she was out there in the blinding snow. 

“It has to be you,” Bird spoke calmly. 

I glanced down at him, not sure what he was talking about. 

“You have to be the one to stop her, Peyton. Your sister cannot. When the witch begins to make promises to her, she will lose her will to stop her. You won’t. You aren’t like her.” 

“What does that mean?”

“Hayden may have been the magically gifted one, but you have always been the bravest, the most stubborn, and in many ways the mentally stronger of the two of you. She cannot face this or she will give in. You must save her, or the white witch will claim her as her own. I feel it.”

I glanced back at Hayden. I couldn’t deny how quiet she had gotten since we decided to face the witch. Did she think she was going to die? Was she planning on giving in to the witch? 

“Hayden, I think I have a plan,” I told her. 

“No plans, Peyton. I’m going to face her. If she kills me, then so be it. That will still leave you to handle things. You can figure out a way to stop her. I know you can.” 

“But...” 

“No buts. This is what we’re doing. I brought her back and I’m going to try and get rid of her. I just need that blade.” 

I nodded my head, knowing that tone in her voice. Arguing with her would get me nowhere. Instead, I looked down at the nearly frozen bird in my arms as he looked up at me with knowing eyes. Slowly, I nodded my head. I knew what I had to do, and Hayden was going to hate me for it. 
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BACK AT THE HOUSE I watched as Hayden used her magic to open the front door that had frozen shut. Our trek through the outskirts of town had shown us that no one was left. On every street corner stood statues of what once had been the people of Harper’s Grove. Many were eternally resting cowering in fear of the witch that had taken control of the town, and soon the world if we didn’t do something to stop her. 

Once inside, I watched Hayden hurry into the kitchen. She would need supplies. This fight she was planning on taking on would require more than just the magic she possessed within. She would need her knowledge; the knowledge I had fought so hard to keep out of my life. Knowing this was my only chance, I conjured a fire in the fireplace, sat Bird in front of it, then turned and took off as quickly as I could up the stairs. Slipping and sliding my way into the attic, I dropped to my knees in front of the wardrobe. “Please be here,” I whispered as I reached inside and felt around trying to find the dagger Bird had spoken of. Feeling something pierce my finger, I yanked back, automatically sucking the welling blood from my fingertip. Using my other hand, I retrieved the dagger and stood. 

My reluctance to go was annoying. All these years I had wanted to be far away from this house and this life. Now, the idea of saying goodbye to all of it for good seemed wrong. 

“You are stronger than you think, Peyton.” 

Hearing the familiar face, I turned to see my grandmother looking at me from the back of the wardrobe. The once icy world I had seen the giant of a woman emerge from was gone. In its place was a meadow of lilacs that swayed in the breeze. The wise, green eyes I had grown up looking into were filled with love just as they had once been when I was a girl. 

“I always had faith in you. That is why I argued with you so much. I wanted you to reach your full potential. I know you will. You will do what you must today.” 

“I’m scared,” I told her staring down at the silver handled dagger that glistened ominously in the icy prisms that filled the room. 

“Of course, you are. I would be worried if you weren’t. Follow your instincts. They will lead you on the course you must take. Hayden’s magic will distract her, but it isn’t enough to stop her. Your sister will die if you leave her to deal with this on her own.”

“I die instead.” 

“You die for her. You die for pure love. You die in pure sacrifice for another. It is the most honorable death you can imagine, and for that you will be rewarded.” 

Standing, I nodded my head. She was right. I knew in my heart Hayden had to go on. It didn’t matter if I did or not. 

“I love you my sweet Peyton.” 

I smiled as I looked over at her one last time. “I love you, grams,” I said finally as I turned and hurried down the stairs. Stopping at the bottom, I heard Hayden still rummaging around in the kitchen. I lay my hand on the wall, hoping she would understand. “I love you too, sis,” I whispered, then vanished out the door before she had time to try and stop me. 

Chapter Six

Absently stroking the head of the beast beside me, I wondered how long it would take my rescuer to reach me. I knew she was coming. Since she had whispered the words, I had felt her. Her anger screamed at me. She wanted revenge for what I had done to her home and all those she knew. She wanted to send me back to the void. It was comical. She truly believed she was a match for me. The foolish child would die before giving in. 

Standing as I felt her nearing my new home, I waited. Rushing out would do nothing but scare her. No, I wanted to see what she was made of. I wanted to know what she could do. If she was to become my newest addition, I needed to know just how powerful she could be. 

When the door flew open, I found myself shocked at what stood before me. She was small, just like any other human. Her hair was pulled back and a tiny bird sat perched on her shoulder. He was her guide. I could sense his intelligence. He was a guardian of this realm. One of the few blessed with the knowledge of others and cursed to only use his gifts when necessary. 

“You are the one who called to me,” I spoke softly as I took a step toward her. 

“That was a mistake,” she practically spat at me. 

“No, my child it was not. I know in your heart you are in pain. You need guidance, knowledge, true power. I can give you all that.” 

“I had someone who showed me what I needed to know.” 

That was what I needed to know. She said had. She has lost someone important to her. Someone I can use to gain her allegiance. 

“And you lost them,” I started seeing pain take the place of the anger in her eyes. “That isn’t a problem for me, love. Once my power is fully restored, if you are at my side, I will bring them back to you. They can share in our magical new world. I will ease your pain.” 

“You can do that?”

“NO!” 

I snarled my nose as the guardian screamed out. That little pest would be the first thing I squashed once I had her under my control. 

“It will be as if they never left you. Tell me, who was taken?”

“My grandmother,” she answered staring down at the ground. “She raised me and my sister and now we’re on our own.” 

“I will fix that. I will call her back to you. I have the power to do so. All I need is you, and your power, on my side. My powers are slowing returning, but I am not strong enough to resurrect yet.” 

“Hayden, don’t listen to her. This is not what your grandmother would want,” the guardian shrieked. In my mind I was imagining myself plucking each of his feathers and cooking him up in a nice stew. 

“For once, I’d be doing what I want,” the girl said with a shrug. “I’d have her back. I’d be happy.” 

“Then join me,” I told her as I reached out my hand. 

I wasn’t surprised when she began walking my way. The guardian flew from her shoulder, hovering above the ground momentarily, then turned to fly away. I lifted my wand, let the power burst forward, and watched as the annoying critter fell to the icy ground. He would make yet another beautiful statue for my new kingdom. 

“BIRD!” My new apprentice called out as she rushed to the creature. 

“You will always have him,” I told her. “But his opinions will not influence you any longer. 

“How could you? You’re a monster,” she whispered with menace in her voice. 

“I am your new Queen. You will bow to me. That creature never would have. His death is for the best.” 

“You aren’t my queen,” the child roared as she got to her feet. I saw the fire. I felt the power, a power I wanted to control, pulsing throughout her. She would be my most formidable foe in this realm, but once she was gone, nothing or no one could stop me. 

***
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Peyton

I SIGHED IN RELIEF when I heard Hayden’s words. Had she joined the White Witch I wouldn’t have stood a chance. Now, with my twin massively pissed off, I may get close enough to send the bitch back to hell or whatever darkness she came from. 

I felt the surge, an electricity in the air, as Hayden launched her first attack. The blast of power she sent toward the witch was enough to take any other of our kind out, easily. Not this woman. She deflected it as if it were nothing, then began moving slowly toward my sister. Trying to stop her from advancing, Hayden persisted. Her power was amazing as she blasted her foe over and over with everything she had. I knew it was my time. I had to move now before that bitch got close to my sister. 

Opening the window, I pulled myself up, knowing that neither of them would notice me. Luckily, that was one of the perks of two pissed off females battling it out, they saw nothing but one another. Landing softly, I slid across the icy floor, coming to a stop behind one of the bookshelves that was now a solid block of ice. I had to admit, everyone had been right about Hayden. She was a bad ass. The magic she was throwing at the White Witch was mind blowing to someone like me. It made me wish I had studied more like grandmother had asked. I didn’t have time to dwell on what should’ve been though. No, now was my time. 

A loud crash made me cry out. The White Witch had used her wand, attempting to put an end to Hayden. Quick on her feet, Hayden had slid across the floor and a bookshelf had been the unintended target. As it toppled over, the Witch roared in anger. 

“I have played with you long enough. Join me now, or you will die.” 

“Never,” Hayden answered lifting her hands to toss yet another spell. 

This time it didn’t work. The White Witch’s powers were returning. The power she hurdled at my sister threw her back, slamming her against the wall near the door. I could see by the look in Hayden’s eyes that she was fighting to stay alert. The impact was almost too much for her. 

“Now, you join the others to adorn the streets of my kingdom,” the Witch spoke menacingly as she slowly marched toward Hayden. 

Seeing the wand raise, I knew it was time. The strange thing was, I wasn’t afraid to die. Saving Hayden was the most important thing in the world to me. It was far more important than saving myself. With no hesitation, I rushed out, launching myself in front of her, knocking her hand upward, as I plunged the dagger into her heart. The shock in her face told me everything I needed to know. She’d had no idea I was there. The fact that I was the weaker sister magically hid me from her. I had done it. 

“You,” she moaned as her hand grasped the dagger, as blood began to ooze from the wound. “You are weak. How could you be the one to kill me?”

I smiled. “I may be weaker magically than Hayden, but my love for her is just as strong as hers for me.” 

“Pathetic,” she mumbled as she staggered back grasping onto one of the tables to hold herself up. 

I turned, seeing Hayden getting to her feet. Seeing that she was alright and knowing that I had somehow lived through this as well, made things so clear to me. It was time for me to stop denying what I was and embrace it. I needed to become the witch I was destined to be. 

“PEYTON, LOOK OUT!” 

Hearing Hayden scream out to me, I turned in time to see the Witch bring the dagger down. Pain ripped through my chest. Grasping at it, hoping to make it stop, I watched as she finally crumpled to the ground. Her icy, blue eyes stared at me vacantly. She was gone. She was finally gone. 

Feeling arms wrap around me, I stopped struggling to stay on my feet. Looking up into Hayden’s tear streaked face, I knew what happening. My destiny had been to die for my sister. 

“Don’t leave me,” my twin cried into my hair. 

I couldn’t speak, but there was so much I wanted to tell her. I struggled, hearing a gurgle in my chest. I had to get the words out. She needed to hear them. Unfortunately, I couldn’t, not all of them at least. “I love you, sis.” I told her as I closed my eyes. It was odd. The pain left me, and a peace settled in that I had never felt before. 

Epilogue

Hayden

In the days after the White Witch’s death, the town revived from the damage she had done. It took the coven and I a few days, but eventually we were able to cast enough spells on the townsfolk to make them forget everything that happened. 

Bird was back at my side. It felt good to hear him constantly talking. Now that I knew the truth about him, he didn’t have to hide things from me. He was my guide, and my friend. Still, the house was lonely. All the things Peyton and I were working on were on hold for now. I knew eventually I would get back to them, in honor of my sister, but for now, I didn’t have it in me. 

I missed my sister. The years we’d spent apart were nothing compared to knowing she was no longer here. It was part of the sacrifice to save our world though. The White Witch’s magic was reversed, but Peyton’s sacrifice had stood. When it was all over, she was still lying dead in my arms. 

Being that last DuSchene, I was now being molded to take over the coven. Hearing what I had done against the witch propelled my place with them. It was strange though, all these years of wanting exactly that; now I didn’t care. I was going to take the position, mainly for my grandmother, but I wasn’t in a hurry. The coven understood. I needed to mourn. I needed to reflect. I needed to take hold of my own life. Peyton had been right. Being trapped in this house wasn’t what I needed. I deserved more. I wanted to be more like her. 

“When will we be leaving?” Bird asked from his perch by the window. 

“Soon,” I told him as I looked up from the tarot cards I had been reading. “I’m packed. I just can’t decide where we should go first.” 

“I think we should go somewhere Peyton would’ve loved. I think that’s a great place to start.”

I looked over at him and smiled. He was right. That would be the best thing for me. I needed to reconnect with my sister. I could still feel her energy all around me. I knew no matter where I went, as long as I could feel that, I would be fine. 

***
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Peyton

THE WARMTH THAT SURROUNDED me was like nothing I had ever experienced before. It was perfection. I remembered everything, but I knew things had worked out for the best. When I woke, Grandmother had been waiting for me. Having her there had made it easier. Knowing my sister was alright made it right. 

Now, I’m waiting. The stories I heard growing up were true. If you walked the path of light, you were reborn to walk your path once again. It was the Goddess’s way of allowing us to bring good into our world. With each life, we brought balance. The darkness would always be there and so would we. 

Looking in on Hayden, I felt happiness fill me. She was finally taking her life into her own hands. She would do wonderful things. Grandmother had already told me she would. Satisfied, I let myself relax, feeling the peace surround me. It wouldn’t be long ‘til I was reborn to a magical family and my new journey would begin. Maybe, someday, I would cross paths with Hayden again. Anything was possible. Especially considering that witches never truly die.  

ERIN LEE
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Lot Lizard
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“The wheel is come full circle.”

-  William Shakespeare

Prologue

The original Kapapitoe and the Lizard, an Indonesian folk tale:

Once there was an old woman who lived alone in the jungle and had a lizard which she brought up as her child. When he was full grown, he said to her, “Grandmother, go to the house of Lise, where there are seven sisters; and ask for the eldest of these for me as a wife.”

The old woman did as the lizard requested, and taking the bridal gifts with her, went off; but when she came near the house, Lise saw her and said, “Look, there comes Lizard’s grandmother with a bridal present. Who would want to marry a lizard! Not I.”

The old woman arrived at the foot of the ladder, ascended it, and sat down in Lise’s house, whereupon the eldest sister gave her betel, and when her mouth was red from chewing it, asked, “What have you come for, Grandmother? Why do you come to us?”

“Well, my child, I have come to present a bridal gift; perhaps it will be accepted, perhaps not. That is what I have come to see.” As soon as she had spoken, the eldest indicated her refusal by getting up and giving the old woman a blow that knocked her across to the door, following this with another that rolled her down the ladder.

The old woman picked herself up and went home; and when she had reached her house, the lizard inquired, “How did your visit succeed?” She replied, “O! Alas! I was afraid and almost killed. The gift was not accepted, the eldest would not accept it; it seems she has no use for you because you are only a lizard.” “Do not be disturbed,” said he, “go tomorrow and ask for the second sister,” and the old woman did not refuse, but went the following morning, only to be denied as before.

Each day she went again to another of the sisters until the turn of the youngest came. This time the girl did not listen to what Lise said and did not strike the old woman or drive her away, but agreed to become Lizard’s wife, at which the old woman was delighted and said that after seven nights she and her son would come.

When this time had passed, the grandmother arrived, carrying the lizard in a basket. Kapapitoe (the youngest sister) laid down a mat for the old woman to sit on while she spread out the wedding gifts, whereupon the young bride gave her food, and after she had eaten and gone home, the lizard remained as Kapapitoe’s husband.

The other sisters took pains to show their disgust. When they returned home at night, they would wipe the mud off their feet on Lizard’s back and would say, “Pitoe can’t prepare any garden; she must stay and take care of her lizard,” but Kapapitoe would say, “Keep quiet. I shall take him down to the river and wash off the mud.”

After a while the older sisters got ready to make a clearing for a garden, and one day, when they had gone to work, the lizard said to his wife, “We have too much to bear. Your sisters tease us too much. Come, let us go and make a garden. Carry me in a basket on your back, wife, and gather also seven empty coconut-shells.”

His wife agreed, put her husband in a basket, and after collecting the seven shells, went to the place which they were to make ready for their garden.

Then the lizard said, “Put me down on the ground, wife, so that I can run about,” and thus he scurried around, lashing the grass and trees with his tail and covering a whole mountain-side in the course of the day; with one blow he felled a tree, cut it up by means of the sharp points on his skin, set the pieces afire, and burned the whole area, making the clearing smooth and good.

Then he said to Kapapitoe, “Make a little seat for me, so that I can go and sit on it,” and when this was done, he ordered the seven coconut-shells to build a house for him, after which he was carried home by his wife. The older sisters returning at evening, saw the new clearing and wondered at it, perceiving that it was ready for planting. When they got home they said to their sister, “You can’t go thus to the planting feast of Ta Datoe. Your husband is only a lizard,” and again they wiped their feet on him.

The next day Lizard and his wife went once more to their clearing and saw that the house had already been built for them by the coconut-shells, which had turned into slaves; whereupon the lizard said, “Good, tomorrow evening we will hold the preliminary planting festival, and the next day a planting feast.”

Ordering his seven slaves to prepare much food for the occasion, he said to his wife, “Let us go to the river and get ready,” but on arriving at the stream, they bathed far apart, and the lizard, taking off his animal disguise, became a very handsome man dressed in magnificent garments. When he came for his wife, she at first did not recognize him, but at last was convinced; and after she had been given costly new clothes and ornaments, they returned toward Lise’s house.

As they came back, the preliminary planting festival had begun, and many people were gathered, including Kapapitoe’s elder sisters, Lise, and the old woman. The six sisters said, “Tell us, Grandmother, who is that coming? She looks so handsome, and her sarong rustles as if rain were falling. The hem of her sarong goes up and down every moment as it touches her ankles.”

The old woman replied, “That is your youngest sister, and there comes her husband also,” whereupon, overcome with jealousy, the six sisters ran to meet their handsome brother-in-law and vied with each other for the privilege of carrying his betel-sack, saying, “I want to hold the sirih-sack of my brother-in-law.” He, however, went and sat down, and the six went to sit beside him to take him away from their youngest sister, but the lizard would have none of them.

Next day was the planting, and his sisters-in-law would not let the lizard go in company with his wife, but took possession of him and made him angry. Accordingly, when Lise and the sisters were asleep, the lizard got up, awoke Kapapitoe, and taking a stone, laid four pieces of bark upon it and repeated a charm, “If there is power in the wish of the six sisters who wipe their feet on me, then I shall, when I open my eyes, be sitting on the ground just as I am now. But if my wish has power, when I open my eyes, I shall be sitting in my house and looking down on all other houses.”

When he opened his eyes, he was seated in his house high up on the mountain, for the stone had grown into a great rock, and his house was on top of it. His sisters-in-law tried to climb the cliff, but in vain, and so had to give up, while he and his wife, Kapapitoe, lived happily ever after. 

(Source: mythologystories.wordpress.com)

But that wasn’t exactly the end of it. Instead, it was only the beginning. This story, now, starts with the daughter of the first sister—Kapapitoe and the lizard’s niece by marriage—a simple, human girl named Cinnamon. This is her story, the tale of an evil sister’s daughter bringing things full circle and giving a whole new meaning to what it is to think of lizards. The moral? Be careful who you judge.

Chapter One

“If there is power in the wish of the judgmental sisters who believe thee too good for my son, then I shall, when I open my eyes, be sitting on the jungle ground just as I am now. But if my desire has power, when I open my eyes, I shall be perched in a throne above looking upon the joy of my son. So too, may it be done that those who cast their hate on us shall bear the curse of what it is to be a lizard through not self, but spawn. For it is a mother’s love that is the deepest. To watch the hurt of this shall be done to all who dare inflict it. If there is power in the wish of evil sisters, thy too will be done and I shall lay forever in abandoned lot never again to see my son.”


-  Jungle Wretch
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Cinnamon

MY NAME IS CINNAMON Brown. Go ahead. Laugh. I don’t give a fuck. I’m used to it. My entire life has been a joke. We can start there, with Grandma Lise’s favorite cooking spice, which she used in the cake when Aunt Pitoe got married to my reptile of an uncle, and later, Dad. That part wasn’t the worst of it. Upon learning of the wicked curse, my own birth mother, Pitoe’s eldest sister whose lot name is Candy, sent me off to live with them at the edge of the forest far, far away at the top of the highest mountain. I’m serious. Go ahead. Get high. I’ll tell it again, but you’re paying me for my time. My adoptive father is a lizard man, my birth mother a villain, and my grandmother a spiteful witch. Nothing in life is free you know. Life ain’t a thing of fairy tales. I’d know that better than anyone. At least, with a story and a curse like mine, I got something better than them other lot lizards makin’ men pay to waste their time. 

To be clear: I’m the product of a curse by some wrinkled old chick who lived in the jungle alone with my then uncle, later father, until he finally got fed up with it. How I got here makes no difference really. Every one of us – lizard, human, or half and half – is also part villain. I’ve learned to accept and even like it. Now, and forever, I’m a lot lizard. All because my stupid birth mother was mean when the jungle lady came calling for someone desperate enough—like my aunt and adoptive Mum—to marry a guy whose skin was green and scaly. Do lizards even have dicks? Nevermind. I can’t think about it. There ain’t no use in turnin’ back. 

Anyway, it was that night, on their wedding with the odd-looking green groom in a basket that the curse was laid by the nasty grandma jungle wretch who others would call a protagonist. Whatever. And, because things in fairy tale land always come full circle, it was my job—the one-day spawn of a fairy tale villain—to give karma her day in the sun. You know. Think Maleficent taking it out on Briar Rose. Same shit, different station. I was entirely innocent, not yet conceived. And it wasn’t until my birth mother learned of the curse on me that she threw me out the same way as she’d slammed the door on the reptile man who came to raise me. 

I know. It’s confusing, love. Try not to worry about it. It don’t matter. I’m here now. Ain’t leavin’ either. No. I’m not high. I’m not like the other lot lizards who spend their time crawling the lot waiting for another shot. That’s not me. Instead, I’m doomed to this destiny simply because of the sins of my biological mother. Had she been nicer to the jungle lady, this wouldn’t even be. But, like I said, it is what it is. And I can’t say I hate it. I mean, there really was no other profession for me. I’m okay with being a lot lizard indefinitely. Because I’m clean, my hustle is tight, fetching me $800 on a good night. That’s the shit happy endings are made of. Ain’t no mother trucker gonna tell me different. Karma’s job be done. Anyway, can’t talk. Money to be made...

PartyLizard66: “Any of you handsome men lookin’ for commercial? Channel Twenty-Two.” I flick my cigarette against the side of the toilet. Makes no difference to me where the cherry lands. Ain’t like the motel I live in gives a fuck either. I spend more time in the trucks anyway. This room I rent? It’s just a place to stay. Like I said, I ain’t complainin’. Where else can you make $80 in ten minutes? Jungle Bitch got it right when she cursed my ass to the TA. Can’t say she didn’t. Sorry, witch. Joke’s on you. 

I roll my eyes when BlowJobBoy99, another lizard I assume, tries to say twenty-two is taken. Everybody this side of Route 66 knows twenty-two’s where the pussy’s at. Twenty-two’s the spot for happy endings. ‘Free massage’ is for the higher channels. He must be new. I let Big Dave handle it. One of the good guys, he knows what to do. He tells the new guy ‘free massages’ go to thirty-three. I ask him, over the CB if he’s interested, knowing I’m pushing my luck. Not a single lizard I know of ever got with Dave. Too bad too. He’d pay great.

BadBoy92: “Cin? Where you at, doll? I’m ten trucks down up against the center island, PartyLizard66.”

I wince. Bad Boy—otherwise known as Jes—takes too many chances. The last thing we need is this place filled with pigs again. Cuts into business, and lately they’ve upped the security. If this keeps up, I’ll be out of business. It’s uncool, really. Truck drivers are the underappreciated heart and soul of what keeps the country running. People don’t know that eighty percent of the country’s goods are delivered in trucks by dudes who are never home and miss out on time with families. Three or four million of them by my last count. That’s a lot of customers. It’s also a whole industry that the pigs and security are trying to weed out. 

They don’t get it. We provide a service. It’s not just the sex. Sure, that’s part of it. But we do other shit too. I get paid for my time. I deliver dope, clean the trucks out, and sometimes I just spend the night. These guys get lonely. Some are only looking for someone to watch a movie with. It ain’t all sex and flashing tits. Still, I rummage through my supplies. Tonight, I’ll need condoms, wipes, make-up, and my knife. It’s gonna be a long one and I’m smart enough to know that the mortality rate for sex workers is forty times what it is for a normal chick who works a day job. 

It’s times like this I thank the ugly Jungle Witch for the curse. It sure as hell could’a been worse and it’s not like she didn’t try to reverse it when Dad and Mom took me in. Shit works out the way it’s meant to, I suppose. I could work a minimum wage job—get paid $8 an hour for a forty-hour week—and make the same in seven days as I do in a night on the lot. And who am I hurting, really? The truckers don’t mind. Most of them, the good kind, like us lizards. They pay us for our time, because we provide a service. Even if I could get out, I wouldn’t. In two nights, I can make the rent for my motel for a month. Who wouldn’t do it with legs like mine? Hell, they’re the best things my evil biological mother ever gave me. 

The pricing is simple. I make adjustments for my favorites, of course. Generally, it’s $50 for a blow, $60 for straight sex, and $80 for the works. To just spend time it’s $40 an hour. And they tell me it’s worth it. I’m the cure for 500 miles of driving time where they can’t get to the wife or the kid’s graduation. I’m the distraction they need that keeps them on the road and providing all those deliveries. Hell, if it weren’t for lot lizards like me, the entire economy would fall. Three days. That’s what it would take for every shelf in the whole of the United States to go bare. Petroleum too. Hell, that’d take twenty-four hours. Truckers, I’ll say it forever, are the heart and soul of what keeps the fairy tale going. Us lizards too, who give them the recharge to get back on the open road. But the pigs don’t see it that way. They look at us as trash. They stalk the lots trying to scurry us away. And they aren’t the only ones.

In every lot, especially at the TA, there are mobile churches on wheels. The pastors—usually retired truckers who’ve found God in the Bible belt—claim they are here to save us. They preach on Sundays through the CB channels, luring the trucks to the lots for services. Of course, these preachers, who insist they are the final rescuers of souls at the gates of hell, don’t realize they’re only bringing me new customers. Don’t worry about it. I ain’t gonna tell. 

Move it, Cin. Too much talkin’. Money to be made. Where’d he say? Ten trucks down. I peek out the motel window to get eyes on the lot. Counting, I spot his familiar red rig. I smile, catching a glimpse of my made-up face in the window. Not bad. Not bad at all. You’ve got it goin’ on, sister.  And you, Jes. It’s gonna be your lucky night. ...Right on time. I run my tongue over my teeth and tell my growling stomach to shut up. Grabbing my purse and locking up my motel room, I head out for another night on the lot. If I hustle, I’ll be able to talk him into a double. At the very least, I’ll get paid to share a Hungry Man with him again. Please, God. Salisbury steak with gravy. It ain’t so bad, this lizard curse, I remind myself for the billionth time.  

Chapter Two

‘Bad Boy’ Jes smiles at me as I approach his rig. It ain’t bad, his truck. He named it after me because of that gum called Big Red and his favorite flavor, Cinnamon. Jes can be pretty cheesy. Sweet too, in the right mood. He’s spontaneous, that one. A few years back, he sold off everything for an upgrade. Since then, Jes has worked seven days a week and traded in his life for an entirely different one on the road. He ain’t alone. Truckin’, I’ve learned, is a lifestyle and once you’ve had a good taste of it, you usually want the whole plate. You love it or you hate it. Like anything, I suppose. And Jes loves it. I can’t say I wouldn’t feel the same if I was able to leave this lot for a destination other than the road and the next lot. But that ain’t in the cards for me and I ain’t complaining. Still, I can see the allure in uncursed life on the free road: Never in one place too long and each day bein’ different. No rules. Independence. No certain fate. No time. No place. Pure get-what-ya-get ambiguity. Big word, I know. Don’t judge my brain for the work I do. It’s how my first mother got herself in trouble; ultimately winding up a lizard herself somewhere east of Kentucky. But she’s a whole other story for another day. 

Back to Jes. He hauls pretty standard product—paper towels, toiletries—the kind of stuff every household needs. He ain’t like some of my other regulars, who are keen on short-haul lumber or even perishables. That’s too complicated for a guy like Jes, he admits openly. I like that about him; at least he’s honest.

“Hey pretty lady,” he calls, leaning against the side of his truck.

“Hey Jes,” I say, ignoring the gap where he should have teeth but doesn’t. I quicken my pace, figuring I better get this night started. Rent won’t pay itself.

When I finally reach him, I jump up for a hug. I’ve known him so long, he almost feels like family. While he ain’t my favorite, at least I know, with Jes, I’m safe. I think about the knife in my back pocket and hope Jes has enough cash for me to spend the night. I’d rather make it all in one place than hop from truck to truck. That’s why they call us lizards, only we don’t jump rock to rock. It ain’t always work out that way. Even Jes gets low on funds and I don’t do no freebies.

“Hey, handsome man,” I whisper in his ear, using my press-on fingernails to ruffle up his silky black hair. “How you been?”

“Aw, same old, same old,” he says. “You wanna party?”

“Well, yes. I did say commercial, didn’t I?”

“Just checking. Hope on in.”

“I don’t party for free.”

“Oh, honey. I’ve been round long enough to know that’s the God’s honest truth. Don’t you worry about that. I got you.”

I climb into the rig wondering what Jes has in store but don’t ask. Already in the microwave circles a Hungry Man dinner. We should be good, I decide. Maybe Jes isn’t so bad.

I plop down onto the long padded bench that doubles as a seat and his bed and wait for Jes to say something. Slammin’ the door shut, he turns back and asks me if I’m hungry. I nod. For a lot lizard who’s supposed to have no brain, if you believe what the rumors say, I’m pretty slick with money. I never spend my own on food. Instead, I keep wads of cash balled up and hidden in places no one would ever think to look. Thankful I am too. Always grateful that I ain’t like some of them other lot rats who work for pimps or wasted the profit up their nose. I never understood women like that. Why they’d do all the work and give it to a man is something I’ll never get. Not me. I’m independent.

Soon, I’ll have my own truck. I ain’t naive enough to think that my life will wind up the end of some happy fairy tale. I know better than that. Ain’t no true love’s kiss gonna break this curse no matter what my daddy says. But who says breaking the lizard curse would even mean that? If I had a truck and could move from lot to lot, I could at least feel like I was getting somewhere. Sure, I’d still be stuck with doing washin’ at the laundry mat and using the truck stops for showerin’. In that way it would be a step back from the motel. But at least I’d have easier places to hide my cash. 

“That’s a Salisbury steak,” he says, motioning toward the microwave above and pulling open the mini fridge and freezer stowed smartly against a mini cabinet and serving as the base of what will fold out into a table. “You want that or turkey with taters and gravy?”

I shrug. “Either is good, Jes, thank you.” 

My mother taught me manners long before the curse took hold and I left the family home on that mountain top and made my way out into the world. For a few years, it even worked. But quick enough, I came to know you cannot fight a curse...

Chapter Three

We ain’t ten minutes into our meal before Jes drops the bomb. He tells me the company he’s been working for—the biggest one of all—has changed his route. He won’t be around much no more and this may be our last night together at the TA.  If he doesn’t take it, he may sign on with a bigger company down the road within a year. Either way, things are about to change. I don’t know why or how, but sadness hits me in the gut. I know better than this. I ain’t supposed to get close to customers. With a plastic fork, I cut myself a piece of Salisbury steak and shove it in my mouth to buy myself some time. Like I said, Momma taught me manners and there ain’t no way I’m chewin’ and talkin’ at the same time. I need time to think this through. He ain’t the first to go. This has been happening a lot lately. First Bobby, then Joe. Hell, a month ago there was Rick, Gary, Paul, and now, Jes. Soon, I wouldn’t have any regulars left on my list. 

I consider asking him if he wants me to do a drug run – some sort of subliminal reminder that I got shit other lizards might not have. But that’s stupid, I know. I’m just a lot lizard. Chicks like me are a dime a dozen for guys like Jes. I hate myself for thinking it, but I’m really gonna miss him. I chew slowly, looking down at the paper napkin on my lap.

“You could come with me, you know,” he says.

I about choke, shaking my head and putting my hand out to stop him from sayin’ what he’s gonna say next. But he don’t listen. He keeps going anyway.

“Think about it. It would be fun. Lots of husband—I almost choke again—and wife—that’s it, I need CPR—duos hit the road. We could be like Bonnie & Clyde. Only no killin’. Just deliverin’ shit from coast to coast. Don’t you say no. Think about it, pretty lady. It ain’t like you’ll stay young forever. This could be your chance – your only one.”

I don’t even have time to finish off the proper choking spree over the words ‘husband’ and ‘wife.’ I pop open a diet Pepsi to wash down the chunks of half-cold meat before I finally speak, wondering if it’s really true that he basically just called me old. This mother fucker might have six teeth if he rubbed them together and prayed for a charity shot from the tooth fairy. Old? Oh, I don’t think so.

“First of all! Are you tryin’ to say I’m too old for this?”

“Well, no.” 

“You seen Suga. Runnin’ around this very lot blind as a bat from the stage three Syphilis. That old bag still gets her hustle on. Don’t you be tellin’ me I gotta quit my job. I don’t need no man. Never have.” I wonder what my daddy would think about this man. Poppa, a true lizard in his own right, would be changin’ colors chameleon style. Only problem is I don’t know in which direction he’d go. He’d probably think Jes was tryin’ to make a proper woman out of me. But what Daddy never got was while I looked like Momma, I was also of his blood and restless. Just like he wanted out of that jungle, I wanted out of my lot. I just wanted it on my own terms. Same way he wanted Momma, I wanted my freedom and independence. On second thought, maybe we were different. I never did believe in love. Not like him. Not like Jes.

“Absolutely not. I’m not sayin’ that. You’re beautiful, pretty lady.”

I can’t even hear him. Must be the old age deaf. Mo fo’s lucky he ain’t dead. Old. Fuck that.  Words are like that, once they escape your lips, ya just can’t take ‘em back. I heard what he said. I knew what he really meant. And just like my momma, I wasn’t forgettin’ it. 

Quickly, with nothing else to say, I scarf down the rest of my meal. I don’t give him time to react or protest. I stand up, thank him for his time, and tell him I just ain’t feeling it tonight. With that, I jump right out of his rig – my fuck-me boots comin’ down hard on the concrete. Ain’t no way this lizard’s givin’ the $80 special to a man who thinks she’s dryin’ up. No way. This lizard’s got standards. 

Chapter Four

Jes don’t come after me. Can’t say I blame him, nor that I wanted him to. I don’t even think about it. I don’t go back to my room for the CB. Instead, I walk six trucks down and bang on Harvey Cooper’s door. 

Woof!

Woof! Woof!

“Ranger, stop! It’s just me. Cinnamon. Come on. Good dog.”

Harvey, a fruit hauler who knows more about rechargin’ temp controls better than anyone, is always up for a good time. 

“Ranger! Shut up! Jeez. Damn dog don’t know when enough’s enough,” Harvey barks at his co-pilot loud enough for me to hear him through two layers of insulation in his specialized truck. Seconds later, he hops out, the yellow lab at his side, panting and wagging his tail. If there was ever a creature meant for the gypsy life, it’s Ranger.

“What’s up? You okay?” Harvey looks around, scanning the parking lot, I can only assume, for trouble. Secretly, I wish that trouble had a name: Jes. But there ain’t anyone around except a few lizards bouncing from job to job. Jes obviously thinks I’m too old for him. Ain’t like he came chasing after me either. Screw him. No. Screw Harvey.

“Yeah. I’m fine,” I say, sticking my tits out and glad for my push up bra. “Just lonely. Wanna spend some time?”

“Sure. Hop on in,” Harvey says, yelling at the dog again and tying him outside on the trailer hitch. 

Inside, Harvey tells me he gets lonely too. While his 30-year trucking career isn’t something he’d trade for the world, “it takes a pretty unusual soul,” he says. I want to remind him that I make my living off listenin’ to guys like him and don’t need the scoop, but I don’t bother. Harvey always pays me for my time and the way I figure it, I’m on his dime tonight. Besides, at least my stomach’s stopped rumbling and me being gone and not in the motel room will give Jes—if he really cares—something to think about. Calling me old? Yeah. I won’t forget that one. Shit.

In a husky voice, Harvey suddenly moves from talking about his life on the road to the mission at hand. Wasting no more time at all and cupping the side of my cheek and tracing my jawline with his thumb, he stares at me, undressing me with his twisted mind. Harvey is kinky. All the girls say he is. Even Suga, the chick with syphilis, says he’s too much for her. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. Last time went a little too far. New girl said it did with her too. She had marks for weeks. I remind myself I have the knife. While Harvey’s not known for trouble the kind of police reports, I’ve heard he can flip pretty fast. Rumor is he snapped on Chelsi—the lot’s newest rat just last week—and it was more than rough sex. Apparently, he didn’t like her going with other trucker freaks. It could be that way. I knew it as good as anyone. Bein’ a lizard was like playing Russian roulette. Somedays it felt like the story of my life was about managing to survive and, along the way, fucking a few guys. It was as simple as that. With each truck I climbed into, I was flipping the bird at mortality the same way Poppa did when he sent my adoptive grandmother to fetch him a wife. My family roots were just gutsy like that, I guess.

I missed them sometimes. I couldn’t say I didn’t relate to the stories truckers told about getting lonely on the road. Out of instinct, I check Harvey’s hand for an indent. They did that; truckers did. They’d take off their rings like we weren’t supposed to realize the pale stripe meant something had been there the day or hour before. Somehow, banging a lizard without a ring on made it more acceptable. But Harvey’s large left hand lacks any evidence of a wife waiting at home – wherever that is. Truthfully, I’m only looking for an excuse to leave. It’s not like I haven’t spent time with a married man before. Money talks and there are times a girl does things she might not like to get her hustle on. It’s different tonight.

Something flickers in Harvey’s eyes that tells me to leave. I’m not sure if it is danger or his own unease about me pulling away. For the first time in a while, I am scared. Pulling back just a smidge more from his iron grip hands, I tug my hair back, twirling it around itself into a long, thick black pony tail. Don’t do it, I tell myself. Never fuck the ones that make you feel vulnerable. They are words the lot mother had preached when I first got there. Mostly, I’d ignored her. Tonight, though, her voice ricochets through my head like my adoptive mother’s incessant lectures on people who judge. 

“You know, Harv. I’m just not feeling well. How long are you around? Would you mind if I came back in a few hours?” I ask, wishing I’d thought to bring my phone. 

Woof! Woof!

Woof!

Like a gift from above, Ranger barks. And he doesn’t stop.

“Stupid dog. Hang on,” Harvey says, telling me I’m not leaving until we finish our business. He says he doesn’t deal with teases. 

I don’t argue. Instead, I nod, run my fingers through my hair, and lick my lips. “Okay then.”

As Harvey leaves the truck to find out what’s going on with the dog, I waste no time in getting the hell out myself. My boots land loudly on the cement as I run as fast as I can through the parking lot to the big red rig. Banging on the driver’s side door, I stare at him. At first, he looks like he’s smiling. But then, in the dimly lit parking lot, a light shines. His headlights. The beeping of him backing up. And in an instant, Jes, the guy I was sure would rescue me is gone. Watching him drive away, I fall to my knees, right there in the parking lot and mumble “yes.” He can’t hear me, he never will, and in this moment, I don’t care what Harvey does. I’m stuck. A lot lizard doomed to an eternity of nothing more than listening to the ramblings of truckers who can’t possibly know a thing about love. The worst of it? I deserve it. It’s karma; a curse bestowed on me for good reason. I give up. 

Standing, I dust off my knees and head back to Harvey’s truck. 

Chapter Five

Six months later

PartyLizard66: “Any of you handsome boys wanna play? Commercial. Channel 22.”

BadBoy92: “Cin? Is that you?”

PartyLizard66: “Old and gray.”

BadBoy92: “Twenty-two.”

PartyLizard66: “Not for you.”

BadBoy92: “Cin? I’ve missed you. Fourth truck down. Look out your window, pretty young lady.”

My heart flips, pounding so hard I swear it’s gonna come out my chest. The last few months have been bad. Worse than the stuff the lot mother warned us about. Ever since that night with Harvey, I’ve dreaded this job. Shit’s gotten hard too. Cops are everywhere and truckers call in to arrange their appointments now. They got to. It’s the only way we don’t get caught. Ain’t much more jumpin’ from lot to lot pullin’ tricks on guys with yellow, chew tobacco stained teeth. Don’t pay as much either; bad turn in the economy. 

I pull open the curtain, convinced he’s messing with me. Leaning forward and squinting I watch a pavement princess climb into a truck and giggle as the cab starts rockin’ and rollin’. Any second now, she’ll jump out, puttin’ money in her boot. It’ll be quick. It always is when it starts that fast. Lucky her. Squinting, and leaning further in against the glass, I spot Big Red. I suck in a big breath of air and wonder how to play this. I swish my mouth back and forth nervously like I’m getting ready to spit mouthwash as I ponder whether or not to make it easy on him. My stomach growls, helping me to make up my mind. 

In reality, and if I’m honest with myself, there ain’t nothing to think about. I’ve spent too many years pulling tricks in the lot. Jes has a point – my time’s dryin’ up. No clue what will happen to me when I can’t pull a dozen tricks in a night. Soon, I’ll be like Suga. At least I’ve saved up. It could be worse, I decide. As I pull on my boots, I try to remember how far I’ve come and that it doesn’t matter what happens with Jes. It’s impossible to forget practicing rolling condoms on men with teeth without them knowing along with the other lot lizards. It’s difficult not to laugh about memories of deep throating carrots in this very motel just to see who could take on the most. There are memories here, and it doesn’t matter what Jes thinks of how old I look. No matter how bad it’s been, at least I have a career—hell, a home—at the TA. Here, I’ve acquired tricks like spraying Binaca on my hand so I can breathe the fresh scent of mint in while I’m working an ammonia scented porta-potty of a trucker man. Nothing Jes can throw at me can break me. That’s the thing about lizards; we learn fast how to be strong. 

Just do this. And for fuck’s sake. Don’t make it easy. He called you old.

And out the door I go, locking it and hopeful I don’t find myself right back at the motel. 

***
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One month more

“JES, THERE’S SOMETHING you should know.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Well, I think you should. I ain’t gonna make it legal until some things are clear.”

“Well?”

“I ain’t who I appear.”

“So? Who is?”

“No. This is worse.”

“Cin! Just go. Nothing’s gonna change my mind about you.”

“This will.”

“Really? We can do this all night. We got twelve hours on this freight.”

He pulls into the slow lane, eying me. I slouch deep into the seat, wondering if we could get a dog like Harvey’s – a distraction of sorts if anything.

“Fine. But don’t interrupt. It’s a lot to tell.”

“Go!”

“...I’m the product of a curse by some wrinkled old chick who lived in the jungle alone with my then uncle, later father, until he finally got fed up with it. How I got here makes no difference really. Every one of us – lizard, human, or half and half – is also part villain. I’ve learned to accept and even like it. Now, and forever, I’m a lot lizard. All because my stupid birth mother was mean when the jungle lady came calling for someone desperate enough—like my aunt and adoptive Mum—to marry a guy whose skin was green and scaly. Do lizards even have dicks? Nevermind. I can’t think about it. There ain’t no use in turnin’ back—I stop to take a breath, trying to gauge his reaction, but he’s as stoic as ever, like I’m telling him my favorite color. I decide there’s no point in not continuing—Anyway, it was that night, on their wedding with the odd-looking green groom in a basket that the curse was laid by the nasty grandma jungle wretch who others would call a protagonist. Whatever. And, because things in fairy tale land always come full circle, it was my job—the one-day spawn of a fairy tale villain—to give karma her day in the sun. You know. Think Maleficent taking it out on Briar Rose. Same shit, different station. I was entirely innocent, not yet conceived. And it wasn’t until my birth mother learned of the curse on me that she threw me out the same way as she’d slammed the door on the reptile man who came to raise me.”

“That’s it?”

My jaw drops. Is he joking? I’ve just confessed I’m the biological spawn of a fairy tale villain who, granted he doesn’t know, now shares the same occupation as me a thousand miles away  but better; I was raised by a half lizard man and an aunt who thought that would be okay. What worse could I say?

“I figured drugs.”

“Drugs?”

He shrugs. “Not the hard stuff. Just weed. Shit like you got for me. Nothing big.”

“Right, but did you hear what I said?”

“You said you’re crazy?”

I laugh. “No. Not exactly.”

“Look, babe. I don’t care if you’re ten parts lizard three parts beast, you’re marrying me. Ain’t no stupid fairy tale or curse gonna stop me. You’d have to jump out the truck now to get away. Besides, the curse was stupid. If you couldn’t leave, how the hell are you on the road with me now?

He has a point. I think of all the stories my mother told me of all the fairy tales and princesses and villains in the land. True love’s kiss. 

Epilogue

The real life conclusion to Kapapitoe and the Lizard, an Indonesian folk tale:

Once there was a lot lizard named after the most pungent bakery spice, who lived alone in a motel with a curse. The curse had come from that of her adopted grandmother – that she, the daughter of one who had denied the grandmother’s son, would have a child born part reptile in the same ways as her scorned Uncle. But things didn’t go as planned when Cinnamon’s mother handed the girl back, telling the lizard brother-in-law and her kind-hearted sister to raise the doomed child themselves. Cursed too, the judgmental mother set out to the truck stops where she worked herself silly serving the needs of men with no true interest in her the respectable, good-intentioned way the lizard had once been. Day after day, into fairy land eternity, the pavement princess wandered the tic-tac-toe-like board lines between the trucks and watched other lizards as they did the same. Meantime, back at the edge of the forest, the baby grew. When she was full grown and restless to try out other lots, she met a man by the name of Jes, who said to her, “Can’t you just give it all a rest? Come with me for a life on the road. Put the lot behind you. We can eat Hungry Man every night, and yes, you can get a stupid dog, pretty lady.”

The lot lizard did as the truck driver requested, climbing into his truck. On the way to Los Vegas, there were many stops. There was the restaurant he tried to take her to and the night they were denied entrance because of their inability to meet a dress code. What would have been the night of their official engagement turned into a disaster simply because the doorman believed a man with bad teeth likely wouldn’t be able to pay the bill. Of course, he had no clue he was rejecting the business of patrons would could easily pay. Sick of Hungry Man dinners and looking to try something new, even Cinnamon had come armed with wads of cash she’d worked hard to earn. She would have bought the finest wines and maybe even kissed Jes publically had the doorman let them in. But it wasn’t meant to be. That night, in a fit of doubt and regret, neither was able to sleep.

But sleep can change everything and by the time morning came around, they were back on the road – hauling a freight of paper towels to a large department store on the way for Jes to sign papers signing him to a new, long in coming job. It was the beginning of a grand adventure. Cinnamon could feel it. He could too. They both just knew they’d get their happy ending somehow. And so, back on the road, they made stops in tiny towns and explored the countryside. Together, and free for the first time but not quite fully sure of why, the once cursed girl and her fiancé ate in diners, saw curious sites, and even stayed in the most glorious of five star hotels some nights. 

When the miles passed and they finally arrived in Vegas, preparations for the wedding began. They gathered up new friends from truck stops just outside the city line. Six lot lizards and their favorite trucker men, who were more than happy to join as witnesses. They knew, of course, that trucking was a lifestyle and would not turn down a free Vegas-style buffet meal. “Tell us, Cin, who is that coming?” a lot lizard named Vera asked. Her eyes were wide as the man with the scaly skin approached the group outside the tiny white chapel. Cinnamon smiled. “Why that’s my dad,” she said, thrilled to see her mother following close behind. Upon finally reaching them, they hugged her, caring not that she smelt of stale cigarettes and alcohol ineffectively masked by powder-scented air fresher or that Jes had lost another front tooth just south of Chicago. Her parents just weren’t judgmental like that. They knew too well the heartache of other people’s scorn. And oh, how she’d missed them more than she’d cared to admit. Stepping back, and finally introducing them to her soon-to-be husband, Cinnamon looked at her watch. For once, instead of chasing time on a dash, she put her hand over her mouth when she saw what time it was.

“We’re late!” she exclaimed. “Let’s go. We can catch up later.”

Jes grabbed her hand, smiling, as the lot maids and groomsmen joined her parents, following behind as they poured into the tiny chapel. This place, with its long white carpet reserved for the bride, was nothing like the church on wheels she’d avoided all that time.

“Okay, go, get out of here,” she said, waving off Jes and pointing him down the aisle where a preacher waited to make an honorable woman of her.

“You ready?” she asked her dad, linking her arm through his. 

“You bet I am, Cin. I’d never miss this...”

It was in that fairy tale moment where everything made sense. The curse was really broken, she knew. Never again would she spend another night jumping from truck to truck. Instead, she’d have a home with Jes. Every night would be one for Hungry Mans and spotty TV. And to her? An ordinary lot lizard? That was more than a happy ending.

T. ELIZABETH GUTHRIE
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Wolf of Weirsdale
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Chapter One

“Do you think we’ll find anyone?” Scarlet was driving the little convertible rental they’d gotten at the Glasgow airport.

“I sure hope so. Either way we’re going to have a great time.” Anna checked her seatbelt for the third time. She was definitely the one who worried the most between the two girls.

“I’m gonna find me a man to play with, that’s all I know for sure.”

“Scarlet, you HO!” 

“Yep, but at least I admit it.” Both girls broke into laughter as the car sped its way toward the sleepy little village they had discovered was supposed to hold some of Scarlet’s relatives. Anna’s was in another little village close by.

They checked into the only B&B; going to their rooms to rest and get cleaned up before supper was served.  Scarlet and Anna had made the choice to get separate rooms just in case they got lucky while on this once in a lifetime trip.

Back downstairs they sat at the table with the owners. They were treated as one of the family, even helping clear the table afterwards. As they all went into the parlor to sit and chat the girls started asking questions about their family names.

It turned out that Scarlet’s family still lived there and were in fact still the owners of the bakery, as they always had been since the inception of the village.

The owners gave the town’s entire history even filling them in on their own family stories. It was told that Anna still had a family member that lived on the outskirts of town and was rumored to be a witch just as her mother had been and her mother before her. She didn’t take it too well, but Scarlet thought it was fantastic.

“I’m glad you find it so amusing, Miss Scarlet. This same old woman is also a relative of yours. You see ladies, you both shared a great, great, great and so on grandmother.”

“No wonder we’ve always been close, we’re family!” 

“Oh, my goodness Scarlet, how incredible.”

The girls discovered they liked the idea of sharing ancestors especially since they both had lost their immediate families to tragedies. They always felt such a kinship.

“Where does this woman live exactly? I think we should go introduce ourselves.” Anna was excited.

“I’ll have directions for you tomorrow. I think you should also stop off at the bakery to meet Scarlet’s other relatives.”

“Thank you both so much. I think we’ll head up to get a good night’s sleep so we can start our adventures early tomorrow.”

Both girls got up to leave heading upstairs to their rooms. Anna decided to get a glass of water to take with her and reversed directions heading to the kitchen. She was almost there when she overheard a conversation between the owners.

“Do you think they’ll figure it out?”

“I doubt it.”

Anna decided not to stick around listening to anymore and went to bed without her water. She slept very little wondering what it had all been about.

Early the next morning both girls ate breakfast quickly and started walking to the bakery. Scarlet had been talking the whole time, not even letting Anna get a word in sideways. 

“Oh lord Anna, what is wrong with you now?”

“I need to tell you something Scarlet. I overheard the owners talking last night after you went to bed. Something about if we’d figure it out and he said he doubted it.”

“So?”

“Well, what do you think it meant? Could we be in some kind of danger?”

“Danger? Here?” Scarlet laughed loudly before grabbing Anna’s arm and walking faster since they could see the bakery. Anna decided to let it go; after all, it might not have even been about them.

The walked into the bakery, hearing a little bell tinkling merrily overhead. A plump woman came out from the back with a smile on her face. It froze once she got a good look at Scarlet. She shook it off so quickly that Anna wasn’t sure she’d even seen it. 

“Hello, my name is Aileen. How can I help you?”

“Hi, I’m Scarlet and this is Anna. We’re staying at the B&B.”

“Hello ladies. What would you fancy this morning?”

“Nothing for me, thank you.”

“And you Miss Scarlet? What would you like?”

“Nothing to eat, thank you. But we would like to ask you some questions if you have time?”

“I do indeed. My rush won’t come for another hour yet.”

“Wonderful. Can we sit down?”

All three women sat at a table close to the windows. They asked Aileen about family ties and any stories she might know.

They were regaled with history until a customer came in, stopping and staring at the girls. Again, Anna became uncomfortable. 

What the hell is going on here?

Scarlet never seemed to notice the odd looks or jaws dropped. 

Aileen excused herself to go help the customer. They were soon chatting in Gaelic very excitedly and the old man kept looking over at them until finally he came over to their table and introduced himself. 

He apologized about his rude behavior and told them he wasn’t used to seeing too many strangers in town, but that he hoped they’d have a wonderful time while here.

“Thank you so much.” Scarlet turned to Anna after the man left. “I can’t believe how friendly everyone is here.”

“Yeah, friendly.”

Aileen asked the girls if they had directions to Grandmother Hoode’s cottage in the forest; if not, then she could give it to them.

They told her they did indeed know the way. Aileen asked if they could deliver a basket of bread and some wine for her. She had a large order to do and wouldn’t have time, and it would help her tremendously if they could.

They agreed and left with the basket. Walking towards the far end of town, they slipped into the trees quickly. They’d been told not to leave the path, that it was easy to get lost since they couldn’t see the sun very well.

Chapter Two

They walked along the path quietly before seeing a yard of sorts in front of a little cottage. It looked like something from a fairy tale. Planters were everywhere filled with herbs and other plants they couldn’t identify. 

But then the village looks like something from a fairy tale too. Anna thought as she looked around, taking it all in, while Scarlet walked right up the steps and knocked on the front door.

The woman inside knew who it was before she answered and was delighted to see the two young faces beaming at her. It was two of her grandchildren. Well, it was two of her great, great grandchildren, but no one knew that, including the girls standing on her doorstep. No one knew her true age.

“Hello. Can I help you?”

“Good morning, Mrs. Hoode. My name is Scarlet, and this is my friend Anna. We’re on a journey looking to find our ancestors and any current relatives. We’ve been told we are both kin to you, and we’re hoping you can answer some questions for us?”

She stood just inside the open door and looked them up and down before smiling warmly. Her eyes crinkled in the corners and made her weathered face light up.

“I can see the resemblance in both of you. Come on in girls. I’ll answer any questions I can.”

Both girls smiled, loving that a stranger could see similarities where neither they nor anyone else they knew could. They followed her through the living room and into the large kitchen. She still used old fashioned appliances (in other words, she used a wood cook stove and had an old fireplace which held her cooking pot on the crane over the flames.) 

“Mrs. Hoode, we brought you something.” 

“What is it my dear, umm, Anna right?” 

“Yes ma’am. We brought you small cakes from the bakery and some wine to go with them. It’s all from Aileen.”

“Your cousin is such a thoughtful person. Thank you both for bringing them to me and be sure to thank her also. She’s always sending me something, bless her heart.”

“Ma’am, can you tell us some history of our families before we have to go back to the village? And how did you know she was my cousin?”

“I’ve lived here my whole life and know everyone. Besides, I can see the resemblance between Aileen and you, Scarlet. The shape of the face, eyes, nose, and mouth are almost identical. Now, what would you like to know?”

Anna asked about her connection to Scarlet and then their connection to Mrs. Hoode herself.

“Call me Grandma. Everyone in the village does.” She went on to tell them that the connection was through the original Grandmother Hoode’s daughters. One daughter was Anna’s grandmother and one was Scarlet’s. That made Grandmother Hoode herself their great, great and so on.

“We were told some things by the owners of the B&B. Stories of certain members of our family being killed by a wolf. Can you tell us about that?”

“Ahhh, the tale of the Wolf of Weirsdale!”

She asked them sit on the small stools in front of the fireplace, then proceeded to tell them the story. 

Once upon a time there was a young girl, everyone in town called her Little Red Riding Hood because she always wore a red cape. Her real name was Rose. She would bring her grandmother things from the village always taking the same path, but one day, a bad old wolf met up with her.

He asked her where she was going, and when she told him, he told her she should pick her grandmother some flowers and take them to her along with the basket of goodies. She thought it was a lovely idea and continued to meander off the path to pick a bouquet.

The wolf hurried to the grandmother’s house where he found the door unlocked and went inside. He found her sick in bed and proceeded to eat her up. Then he put her gown and nightcap on before sliding into her bed to wait on Little Red.

It wasn’t long until she showed up at the door knocking. The wolf called out to her to come in, so Red went inside with her flowers and basket.

“Grandmother what is wrong with your voice?”

“I have a cold my dear. Come closer.”

Red pulled back the bed hangings and looked down at the old woman.

“My, what big ears, big eyes, and big hands you have grandmother.”

“All the better to hear you, see you, and grab you with, my dear.”

He jumped up, grabbed her by the arms, and ate her just like he did the grandmother. He laid back down in the bed to take a nap now that he was stuffed.

A huntsman came along, saw the door open, and went inside to check on the old grandmother. He found the wolf instead and, guessing what happened, he killed the wolf and cut it open to find both Grandmother and Red still alive.

He rescued them and skinned the wolf to hang his hide on Grandmother’s wall.

Grandma sat watching them. Trying to gauge their reaction to the story. I wonder if I should tell them the truth or wait?

“You girls realize that the big bad wolf was no ordinary wolf right?” She decided to tell them part of the truth from that night.

“Then what was he?” Scarlet shifted in her seat trying to get comfortable with no success.

“He was a werewolf, of course.” Grandma said it so casually that both women’s jaws dropped in astonishment. Neither could speak for several minutes.

“I’m sorry Grandma, but I don’t believe in werewolves. They’re made up. Stuff of legends and fairy tales.”

“My dear Anna. Don’t you know that most legends and fairy tales are based in reality? Such as the case of this story. As a matter of fact, he is still alive and living on the opposite end of the village from me.”

“No way! Oh my god, we have got to find him Anna! We just have to!”

“I’m not going to look for some old man who thinks he’s a werewolf. Who knows what kind of nutcase we’ll come across!”

“He’s no nutcase, my dear. But he is a werewolf, and if you’re going to try to find him you’d better do it before tomorrow night when the full moon starts.”

Anna and Scarlet turned to each other. Scarlet in excitement and Anna in fear or disgust, Grandma wasn’t sure which.

Chapter Three

They left Grandma’s house promising to return in a couple of days. Scarlet was already making plans to find this werewolf and Anna was trying to figure out how to dissuade her from it.

Once they returned to the village and the B&B they started asking questions of the owners. Neither knew where he lived or at least they acted like they didn’t, so the girls went back to the bakery and talked to Aileen again.

She directed them out the other side of town and through the woods until they came across another cottage. This one was a bit bigger than Grandma’s with a barn and lots of fences to keep the critters in. She told them they wouldn’t be able to miss it.

Scarlet asked for something to take the old man as a gift since she felt a little funny about showing up willy-nilly on some stranger’s doorstep asking if he was a werewolf. Aileen promised to fix them up another basket of goodies and some wine for tomorrow’s adventure.

All through the evening Anna kept trying to get Scarlet to change her mind about going, saying it was rude to just show up and even more rude to ask questions like they were talking about.

Nothing would dissuade her, so early the next morning both girls went back to the bakery to get the basket and head out of town.

They walked what seemed like forever. Unlike going to Grandma’s cottage, this one was way out in the woods, and it took them a good couple of hours walking to finally see signs of life other than wild animals.

Finally rounding a bend in the dirt road, they came across another cottage that looked just like all the others with one exception; it was much bigger. It had a large barn off to one side and a garden on the other. The front yard was green and lush with flowers blooming everywhere.

The walked up to what passed for the front porch and knocked. Scarlet was a little more subdued now that they were actually at the house, and Anna had to wonder at the attitude shift. Was she scared?

A handsome young-looking man opened the door and stood staring at them never uttering a word.

“Hello, my name is Scarlet, and this is my friend Anna. We’re here to ask you some questions about our ancestors. We were told, in the village, that you might have known some of them.”

“Why would you think I’d know your ancestors? Just how old do you think I am?”

“Um, we mean no disrespect, sir. We visited Grandma Hoode yesterday and she told us some things about you, saying you knew some of our family. If she was wrong, then we’re sorry to have bothered you.” Anna grabbed Scarlet’s arm and started pulling her away and back down the steps. She didn’t feel comfortable around this man.

“I’d hate to go back to the B&B with no information. Please, if you know anything could you talk to us just a bit?” Scarlet was like a snapping turtle, in that once she got her teeth sunk into something she wouldn’t let go.

The big man sighed and shook his head. Then invited them inside.

Scarlet walked right in like she’d known him all her life, but Anna held back. She wanted to make sure when the front door closed it wouldn’t lock them in. It had a small old-fashioned latch that gave out a little ‘snick’ sound when it closed but didn’t lock. She let out a huge sigh.

Following them into a kitchen, the man was offering Scarlet a drink and then turned to Anna offering it to her too. Neither woman accepted just in case he’d spiked it.

Thankfully Scarlet thought about it before she accepted.

“First off, explain to me what you’ve heard. I seem to be at a disadvantage since you’ve heard things about me, but I know nothing about you other than your first names.”

“Well, we come from the US and we’re here in Scotland to find our ancestors and trace our family roots. We found out yesterday that we’re kin to each other from the original Grandmother Hoode’s daughters. They’re our great, great, great grandmothers.”

“I see. You’re Scarlet right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You know, you do look like your relatives. Have you heard about a distant family member named Rose?”

“Yes, Grandma told us that story yesterday, which is what prompted us to find you today.”

“By the way, we’ve brought you gifts from the bakery in town. We have some sweet cakes and wine.” Anna handed over the basket she’d been carrying the last mile or so through the forest.

“Thank you. It’s always a nice surprise when I get something from town. I try not to go there very often. I seem to upset most of the people for some reason.”

“I can’t understand why that would be. You seem nice enough so far.” 

Anna really wished Scarlet would learn to shut up sometimes. She nudged her to try to get her to stop talking, but it didn’t work.

“You’re not hard to look at and seem successful with your farm.”

He looked at her, a smirk on his face, taking in her red hair, blue eyes, and lush little body. Naughty things sprang into his mind, but then the other one gave him those thoughts too and she was an auburn-haired beauty.

He smiled lazily before offering them a cup of the wine they’d brought from town. This they accepted along with a sweet cake so as to seem polite. He offered them a seat at the table while they chatted.

“What exactly would you like to know?”

“Well for one, are you really a very old werewolf?”

He started laughing, his head thrown back, until he managed to get it under control before answering.

“Actually, my answer just might surprise you, or scare the living daylights out of you.”

“I don’t scare easily, sir.” Scarlet leaned forward waiting on his answer.

Chapter Four

“My name is Brantly and my story is almost a fairy tale; you see I am the big bad wolf. I’m a werewolf with some bad habits, but nothing compared to what they say about me. Well okay, maybe some of it.”

He got up from the table and walked over to a chair which sat by the roaring fire in a fireplace big enough to roast a whole pig. He sat down and made himself comfortable gazing into the flames and letting himself go back in time with his memories.

The girls took seats opposite, so they could keep him in their sights yet listen to the story he was telling. He looked much younger than they thought he’d be. The girls didn’t really believe he was a werewolf much less that he was THE werewolf, but they decided to humor him. Besides, they really wanted to hear the whole account.

“You have to remember that this was over 160 years ago. The town as you’ve seen it isn’t anything like it was in the 1800’s. Back then it was barely more than a few buildings and a dirt road with deep ruts.”

He still stared into the fire, never looking at either of the girls.

“I was a poor farmer living right here on this property with my mother and a brother who would later move away and join the Scottish Volunteer Force to become more. Which he did, and even married a lovely young woman from Britain and had over twelve children before they both passed away. Our mother passed the year after he moved. 

That left only me to run the farm and try to make a ‘go’ of it. Unfortunately, I fell in love with a beautiful village girl whose father owned the bakery. He hated me for some unknown reason and often warned me not to come near Rose, his daughter. To this day I never have found out why he despised me so much.

Of course, I didn’t listen to him or his threats. I found out when she’d take baskets of bread, wine, and other goodies to the grandmother that lived in the forest on the opposite side of the village from my farm. I’d have to finish my chores quickly and run over to the catch up to her on the path leading to the cottage.

I did this week after week just to try and talk to her, but she often brushed me off telling me she had to hurry to deliver the basket. It made me mad, but I’d walk away each time.

Rose would wear this beautiful red hood in the winter time. She stood out against the snow like a bright beacon just waiting for me to find her. One harsh winter day I went to the path as usual to wait. I barely made it through all the snow.

This one time she didn’t show, and it was nearing dark when I realized she wasn’t going to. I started for home disappointed as hell. But I cheered myself up when I realized there was always next week when she would resume her visit and deliveries.

On my way back to the farm I came across a wolf caught in a trap. My first thought was to bash its head and put it out of its misery, but when I looked into his eyes there was no way I could hurt this creature. Instead I decided to help it.

I found a large stick and used it to pry open the jaws of the trap, and that’s when the wolf jumped up and bit me on the arm. It hurt like hell for days. Some thanks, huh?

I never saw that beast again, but I did find another one. ME. On the first full moon after I was bitten I felt myself changing. And to this day I change every time.”

“What happened to Rose? How have you lived so long?” Scarlet became animated as she asked him questions. She sat forward on her chair staring at him intently.

“I’m getting to that. Are you sure you wouldn’t like something to eat?”

They both said they didn’t, so he’d go back to his tale. 

“Fine. When I caught back up to Rose after that initial change she blew me off again. Except this time when she did it, I grew very angry. It was nearly time for the moon to rise and I could feel it. 

When I got mad it happened quicker than the first time; in the blink of an eye I was a seven-foot monster wanting her blood. She took off running for her life and made it to her grandmother’s house before I could catch her. I was extremely slow and clumsy at the time.

When I got to the cottage, I couldn’t seem to break the door down even with my enhanced strength, so I stayed outside in the yard until day break when I had to leave before I changed back again. 

She must have gone home after I left because right after the morning chores her father and some other villagers was suddenly on my doorstep demanding answers. What could I tell them? That I was a hairy monster every full moon? None of them would have believed me, so I told them that a wolf had chased Rose, but that I had chased the wolf trying to kill it.

They must have accepted my story because they left after shaking my hand and thanking me for protecting her like a good Samaritan. If they only knew.”

He was again staring into the flames and never looked up. He was lost in his own mind, in a distant time, and neither girl wanted to break the spell just yet.

Finally, he resumed his tale and went on to tell them that the next time he caught up to Rose, she accused him of many things and then took off for her grandmother’s again. But this time she didn’t get a chance to get behind the ‘protected’ door before he bulled his way inside.

He told them how he stormed into the cottage, over to Grandmother Hoode and slashed her across the throat. She went down without a sound. He left her to go find Rose and end his misery once and for all.

He found her hiding in a closet, cowering with the red cape pulled over her face. He grabbed her, pulled her out, and proceeded to rip her to pieces in a blood frenzy.

Finally, he came to and found himself lying in a pool of Rose’s blood. He jumped up and ran out the door, taking the time to wash off in the creek before heading back to his farm to wait for the townspeople to show up again. This time to lynch him or worse.

They never showed and the next day he went into town, on the premise of needing supplies, and found out about the killings. He acted shocked, but the townspeople chalked it up to the wolf he’d run off earlier. He was free and clear of any suspicion.

Chapter Five

Once again, he sat staring into the fire as he finished the story. Neither girl spoke for a long while letting him gather his thoughts and see if he was going to continue.

When he didn’t go on, Anna spoke up asking him if he was okay. He just nodded and kept looking into the fire.

“Do you need anything Brantly?” Scarlet asked the question and looked over to Anna.

“No, really I’m fine. It was a long time ago.” He finally stood up and walked back to the table to pour himself some more wine. He turned and looked at the girls, gesturing with the bottle to see if they wanted more.

They both declined, not sure what to say or do now that the tale had been told and wondering if they needed to head back to the village. Neither girl believed the tale, of course. At least not on face value.

However, they did believe that the tragedy had happened, since it was told by more than this one farmer, they just didn’t think it had been by a werewolf. Or that the werewolf was sitting in front of them.

It had taken most of the day for Brantly to tell his story. Afterwards he showed them around the farm. They loved the little goats and sheep, staying to play with them as if they were pets. 

He watched Scarlet with such longing on his face that Anna couldn’t help but notice it when he thought they weren’t looking. She was a little worried. This man could hurt them both if they weren’t careful.

“Ladies as much as I’m enjoying your visit, I think it’s time for you to return to the village. After all, it’s a long way to walk and you need to be back before nightfall.”

“Why is that? Neither one of us is afraid of the dark.”

“Anna, it’s not the dark you have to be afraid of but the full moon which starts tonight.”

“Oh.”

The girls said their goodbyes and left walking swiftly back in the direction of the village. They didn’t quite make it back to the B&B before dark, so they stood in the center of town watching the full moon rise.

Their cousin Aileen suddenly appeared beside of them, grabbing one arm of each girl heading towards her house which was right beside the town square.

“It’s not safe to be out after dark on a night like tonight.”

“Why not? What is going on around here?”

“Scarlet, didn’t Brantly tell you the story?”

“Yes, he did, but surely you don’t believe he’s a werewolf?”

“I KNOW he’s one. I’ve seen him change.”

“What?” Anna had been standing by the window looking out when she turned so sharply to look at Aileen that she almost fell over.

“Be careful little cousin. And yes, I’ve seen him change into a werewolf.”

“You’d better be telling us the story, cousin!”

She sat down, after closing the curtains to block out the night and started her story.

“I was only fifteen at the time. I had been taking a basket to Grandma and came home late. I knew not to be out after dark, and she even tried to get me to spend the night at her cottage, but my Ma wouldn’t take too well with that so I left. 

I ran as much as I could to get back, but just as I was getting into the edge of town I heard a scream like nothing I’ve ever heard. I looked over to a little clearing beside the road, and there he was changing from man to beast. I ran again as if the very hounds of hell were chasing me and never did I chance being out after dark on the full moon nights again.”

Neither girl spoke as they sat in shock. Suddenly a long howl could be heard from the back of the house. It sounded close, closer than any of them felt comfortable with. 

Finally, Anna found her voice, asked Aileen who it was she’d seen changing on that fateful night.

“You met him today. It was Brantly, and according to Grandma she saw him change when she was a much younger woman. He doesn’t seem to age.”

“Grandma never told us about seeing him change. Why wouldn’t she tell us that before she told us to go meet him and hear his story about Rose?”

“I have no idea Anna. I really don’t. I’m sure she had her reasons though.”

“I think we need to go back and see her tomorrow for some answers. Not saying that I believe any of this yet, but I’m willing to be more open minded.”

“Well, I believe it. It goes against everything we’ve been taught to believe about our world, but I’ve always thought there were things that couldn’t be explained. This is one of them.” Scarlet walked to one of the front windows and pulled the curtain aside just enough to peek outside.

Suddenly she screamed and dropped the material, covered her mouth, and backed away quickly.

“What is it?”

“It...it...it’s HIM!”

“Who? Brantly?” Anna started over to the window, but Aileen grabbed her arm stopping her.

“Don’t open the curtain. As long as he can’t see us directly he’ll eventually go away. The doors and windows are all under one of Grandma’s protection spells, so he can’t get in; but if you girls keep peeking out it will just agitate him.”

“Oh, for god’s sake! Would you both look at yourselves? It’s as if you believe in all this.”

“Fine then! Open the damned curtain and look for yourself. But don’t say I didn’t warn you, and any damage he does to my doors or windows you will repair.”

Anna pulled her arm from Aileen’s grip and walked over to the window, gently pulled back the corner, and looked into the eyes of a beast. He was standing on the other side of the glass calmly looking at her.

Chapter Six

Anna wasn’t sure what to do, but for some reason she didn’t fathom, she couldn’t drop the curtain. She just stood there staring into his eyes. There was intelligence there which wasn’t something she would have expected from a raging beast, if she believed in werewolves, which until this very moment, she hadn’t.

Scarlet rushed over and pulled the fabric from her hand, which had a death grip. She refused to look up and see the beast’s face. Once she had Anna’s hand free she pulled her away from the windows.

Immediately a loud, long howl went up and it seemed to echo off every surface in the cottage. All three women covered their ears to block it out, but still it went on and on. Eventually it did stop, but then they kept hearing scratching at the doors and windows as the beast tried to find a way inside.

It was a fitful night for them all; none of them slept for fear of what they might wake up to. The sounds continued until the cock crowed at dawn, and then they finally stopped. The women sighed in relief before they dozed off.

When they all woke up, both Anna and Scarlet left and went back to the B&B after promising to return to fix any damage done to the house. Aileen left to go open the bakery.

After getting cleaned up and eating something, both girls finally decided to go see Grandma again. Maybe she could shed some more answers on what exactly was going on.

They didn’t stop at the bakery but headed straight for her cottage, making it in record time. She was outside working in one of her little gardens, gathering herbs. Neither one knew what she was growing, and perhaps one day they’d remember to ask.

“Grandma. We need to talk to you again, please.” 

She looked up as they walked towards her. She knew they’d be back, she’d known all along that she was going to have to answer for her dealings someday. And it seemed that it was finally here. It was time to tell them her side of the story and not the fairy tale.

“Well, hello to you too, Anna. And you Scarlet. What can I do for you today?”

“We went yesterday and found your werewolf. We listened to his story, not believing him of course. Then we were walking home as it was turning dark and we were chased.”

“Well, it was the first night of the full moon, Anna. You should have been back to the B&B before dark. Why weren’t you?”

“You know I didn’t believe any of the stories about a werewolf.”

“Do you now?” Grandma looked first at Scarlet then at Anna.

Scarlet sat down on a stump and buried her head in her hands. She suddenly looked very young and very scared. “Yes, we both do. We’ve seen him face to face. If Aileen hadn’t come out and pulled us into her house, we’d both be dead.”

“Oh Scarlet. I really thought you two would have at least listened and been home before the moon rose. Why didn’t you?”

“Again, we didn’t believe in werewolves. Why wouldn’t we have enjoyed the walk home in the moonlight? After all, we’re in another country, it’s beautiful beyond measure, and we’re on vacation.”

“Come on girls. I need to tell you my side of things. Then you have some decisions to make.” Grandma stood and walked inside not bothering to see if they followed. She knew they would, because she knew they wanted answers.

Sitting around the kitchen hearth again she told them the true tale that had them shaking their heads. 

She told them her real age and that no one in town knew the truth behind who she was other than they believed her to be a descendent of the original Grandmother Hoode; while in reality, she was the original.

Grandma continued with the story of how she knew about Brantly being the werewolf, how she knew he’d been in love with Rose but killed her after thinking he’d killed Grandma herself.

She’d only survived because of quick thinking and being able to get to the herbs in time to pack the wound to stop the bleeding. There had been nothing she could do for Rose. Afterwards she’d packed up her two youngest daughters and sent them to London to live with her sister, who raised both girls like her own. These were the two they were descended from. 

She spent the next decade trying to figure out a way to stop or cure him. She hid herself and the cottage with her powers, because Brantly never stopped trying to find her and kill her after he learned she was still alive. However, she never found the answer, and eventually he stopped trying to get to her.

At that time, she took the shrouding spell off, but kept protection on it just in case he did try to get to her again. She was never sure why, but he didn’t.

“There is only one catch to that story, Grandma. Let’s say I believed most of what you just told us; after all I did see something with my own eyes. But how is it that both he and you have lived this long?”

“Werewolves have long life spans. Hundreds of years is nothing unusual from what I’ve been able to find. I’m guessing that when he used his claws to rip my throat, that somehow he transferred some of his blood to me. It’s what has kept me alive too.”

“How is such a thing even possible? What does he want with us? Does he want to kill us because we know his secret now?” Anna walked back and forth in front of the hearth. She always paced when she was trying to figure something out.

“I have another suspicion actually.”

“What?”

Both girls looked over at Grandma waiting on her answer. Neither one realized they were holding their breath.

“I think he still wants Rose. He was very much in love with her and never forgave himself when he accidentally killed her. Me, he meant to destroy out of anger when I couldn’t help him.”

“That doesn’t answer my question though.”

“Anna, one of you looks exactly like my Rose. The genes carried down and showed up in this generation.”

“Which one of us looks like her?”

Grandma turned her head away from Anna and looked right at Scarlet, handing her a small oval painting which she carried in the pocket of her apron every single day. It laid on the pillow beside her at night.

Scarlet took the picture, paled as she looked at it, and then handed it to Anna.

“I think I’m going for a short walk outside.”

Chapter Seven

Anna took the picture from her cousin. She looked down at it and gasped before it slipped from her fingers onto the floor.

“Please be careful!” Grandma lunged for the small painting, picking it up gently and dusting it off. “It’s all I have left of my sweet little Rose.”

“Why? Why wouldn’t you tell us this the first time we came here for answers on our family tree, instead of making up a stupid fairy tale?”

“Would either of you have believed me? I knew you had to see him for yourselves before it would even remotely sink in.”

“I’m going after Scarlet. But I will be back, and we will finish this discussion.”

She stormed out the door looking for her everywhere. Finally, she found Scarlet in a tiny cemetery standing before a single headstone. Anna knew before she could read the name whose it was. 

She walked up to stand beside Scarlet, looked down to read the stone, and sure enough it had Rose’s name etched on it.

“Are you okay?” She put her arm around her cousin’s shoulders giving her a squeeze.

“I will be. It was just a shock, ya know?”

“Yeah, I have to agree with that. It’s not every day you can look at a really old picture and see your own face staring back at you.”

“How do you feel after seeing it?”

They turned to walk around the rest of the family cemetery, stopping to look at other stones as they talked.

“I’m kinda numb. It’s hard to believe I look like Rose. I thought for sure she was named that because she had red hair like yours.”

“I did too. I don’t like this at all. I think we should leave, tonight.”

“And go where? We have finally found our ancestry, current living family members, and I want more answers. I want to know if we can help this poor man.”

“Why would you care about someone you don’t even know?”

“I’m not sure. But you didn’t see the intelligence and, I think, pain in his eyes last night. He wasn’t trying to break the glass to get to me when we stood face to face.”

“Well, I don’t want to stay. I didn’t plan on coming over here to be put into danger.”

“Fine then! Go home! But I’m staying a while longer.”

She had knelt down to clean off one of the headstones so they could read the name and stood up giving Anna a hug to show her support. “If you’re staying, then so am I. After all, you can’t handle all of this on your own.”

“Good. Let’s go back to the cottage and finish this talk with Grandma. Then we’ll get back to the B&B before dark.”

“Yeah, I don’t want to run into Brantly tonight.”

They walked back to the house and found Grandma on the porch talking to none other than the werewolf himself. Both girls grabbed garden tools and approached slowly intending to protect her if they needed to.

He turned around slowly once he realized Grandma Hoode was looking past his shoulder into the yard. He found both young women standing with weapons in hand.

“I’m not here to hurt anyone.” He raised his arms into the air.

“Then back away from her and we won’t have to hurt you.”

“Now, Scarlet, he’s just here to talk. He hasn’t made any move to hurt me in decades.”

“Fine!” 

“Anna...” Brantly walked down the steps toward the girls.

“Brantly, now might not be the time.” Grandma called out to him.

“We need to talk, Anna. Please.”

“Okay. But we do it here at Grandma’s house.”

“I’m fine with that.”

“Anna, are you sure?” Scarlet wasn’t very trusting of him after the scare last night.

All four sat down on the porch and started talking. Over the next several hours Anna and Brantly found a connection starting. Scarlet was anything but happy to see it happening.

It was an hour before the sun went down when they finally decided to stop. They’d discussed how Anna was an identical image of Rose and if there was a way to finally break the curse. Grandma kept telling them that after all this time she hadn’t found any.

The girls decided to stay the night while Brantly headed home. He knew he was pushing his luck by staying so late.

After both girls had bathed and dressed in nightgowns borrowed from Grandma, they piled into the kitchen to continue the discussion on how to help Brantly. They all turned to stare at the window when they heard a long howl very close by.

“He can’t get in, right?”

“No, the protection charm is still in place. Besides, I’m not sure he would try after today’s visit.”

“I still don’t trust him, Grandma. I’m not sure I ever will.” Scarlet got up from the table and went into the little room she was going to be sleeping in.

“She’ll be okay once she realizes he’s not going to hurt us.”

“I know. But we still have to figure out something for him.” Anna stood, going to the window to peek out. Sure enough he was standing in the yard. His fur seemed to shine like freshly washed hair. She smiled.

Scarlet used the time alone to do a search on the internet. She found thousands of sites dealing with werewolves, but many of them held to the old legends. Which according to Grandma, most of them weren’t true.

She did find an antique bookstore, two towns over, so she sent them an email asking if they had any books on werewolves. She didn’t expect an answer so quickly, but it was better than she hoped for. 

It turned out they had several books on the subject and would be open the next morning. Scarlet let them know that she’d be there and decided to turn in for the night; not sure she’d be able to sleep with the howling outside.

Chapter Eight

Early the next morning Scarlet made excuses to get back to the B&B without Anna. She didn’t want her knowing where she was going and why. She didn’t think for one minute that there was a way to save Brantly and she figured she was going to have to kill him.

The little bookstore was easy to find, but parking wasn’t. It took three loops around the block to finally get a spot. 

She went inside and asked for Gavin. He came out from the back carrying a stack of books in his arms. He smiled when she introduced herself and walked around the counter to shake her hand after laying the books down.

“So, you’re the young lady asking about werewolves. Can I ask why?”

“I’ve always been interested in the paranormal and love to write stories. I came here to find my ancestors and do some writing.” She crossed her fingers behind her back, so he wouldn’t see that she was partially lying; she hadn’t written anything since high school.

“Ahh, I see. Well, here’s the book we discussed. I believe it lists everything from how to become a wolf down to how to kill them.” 

“Thank you so much. What do I owe you?” He told her the price; she paid it and left, heading back to Weirsdale.

She went directly to her room at the B&B instead of going to Grandma’s. She wanted to read and study the book by herself before she showed it to them. She really hoped to find an answer and be the hero. 

I’m really vain to call myself a hero, but what the hell.

After nearly two hours the only thing she found was three ways to ‘cure’ Brantly. One was to kill him, the other was to kill the person who made him, and the third was to have a true love stab him through the heart. On the last one, after being stabbed he’d wake up human again. She had no idea how he was supposed to ‘wake up’ after being stabbed through the heart, but hey.

She knew she couldn’t kill Brantly outright unless he threatened Anna or anyone else. She couldn’t kill the man who made him because he’d killed himself right after biting Brantly. And she was pretty sure she’d never get Anna to stab him. After all, her cousin and best friend wasn’t his true love.

Scarlet decided to take the book to Grandma’s house and see if maybe she’d missed something that one of them could find. She was tired after all, and she hoped a new set of eyes on the pages might reveal something.

She arrived to see Brantly there. He and Anna were sitting very close to each other letting their knees touch just slightly. It bothered her on some level she realized.

“Where have you been all day?” Anna looked up from a scroll she’d been reading.

“I did some hunting online last night and found a used bookstore a couple of towns over. I went this morning and picked up a book that the owner told me about.”

She sat down across from them, beside Grandma, and handed the book to Anna who took it and started leafing through. She knew the exact moment her friend found the passages about how to ‘cure’ a human afflicted with being a werewolf.

“No. Oh hell no!” She stood up tossing the book back to Scarlet.

“I didn’t say it was the perfect plan, just that it gives us some options.”

“What are you two talking about?” Brantly reached for the book, taking it out of Scarlet’s hands. He read the pages and turned to Anna.

“You can do this. I want to do this.”

“What is going on? What does it say?” Grandma Hoode was getting royally pissed at being left out.

“It says to either kill him, kill his maker, or have his true love stab him in the heart and he’ll wake up human again.”

“Well, we can’t do the first two. And the last one isn’t possible either. Rose was his true love and she’s long dead.” Grandma kept looking between Brantly and Anna.

“No, she’s not. She’s right here. Or at least her look alike.”

“Scarlet, I’m not Rose or her twin. I’m not his true love and I can’t stab him. No matter what.”

“I didn’t say you were his true love. Just that you look exactly like her.”

“Don’t I get a say in this? After all, it’s the only thing we’ve found with something of an answer.” This was going much better than he’d planned.

“NO, you don’t get a say.” Anna stormed out of the cottage, Brantly hot on her heels.

“Where did you say you found this book?”

“I was online when I saw the ad for the bookstore over in Troon.”

They chatted a few minutes over some tea, waiting on Anna and Brantly to come back inside. Neither one of them found any answers that worked at all. 

Finally, after an hour they returned to the cottage and took their seats again. Anna had been crying and Brantly looked resigned.

“We won’t be trying that last idea. We’ll just have to figure out something else.”

So, they went back to all the ancient scrolls, texts, and books that Grandma was in possession of. Maybe with a third or fourth look they’d find something that had been missed. None of the women saw the calculating look on Brantly’s face as he sat beside them going through the book that Scarlet had just brought. 

Chapter Nine

Brantly left a couple of hours before the last full moon of the month rose. He needed to get some things done at home before he put his plan into action. He couldn’t stop thinking about Anna. She was so much more than Rose had been, yet had so many similarities that it made his heart ache. But he knew deep down that this was what he had to do to survive.

He finished everything he wanted done and knew the moon was rising. He felt the change coming upon him and before he could breathe out, he was the beast once again. He headed out for Grandma Hoode’s cottage.

One thing none of them knew was that he retained most of his humanity while in wolf form. Sometimes the beast got away from him, such as the night he’d killed Rose and almost killed Grandma, but over the decades he’d learned to control his beast.

He had things to do this night and the first one was to get Anna out of the protected cottage. He’d spent all day trying to find the charm that held the spell, but couldn’t figure out what it might be. He’d wanted to remove it, so he could easily gain entrance and do what needed done. 

Brantly let out a howl of pure joy. He’d grown to love being the wolf. He loved the fact that he was so much stronger and faster in this form than his human one. He chased a fat juicy rabbit along the way to the cottage, almost catching it.

Oh well, I’ll come back and look for it later. Once I’m all done at Grandma Hoode’s cottage.

He was there in no time. He crept in slowly and silently not wanting to spook the women. After all, he’d spent all day trying to win them over, especially the one who could kill him. She had to go first, if possible. Then he’d take care of the other two.

He scratched at the front door to let them know he was there, but not so loudly or strongly that they’d be frightened. Or so he hoped.

He saw Scarlet open the curtain and look at him, then let it fall back into place. Anna was next, yet she stood there staring at him from the other side of the glass. She didn’t blink or turn away from his beast. He almost admired her for her courage.

She finally let it fall back and he heard the latch on the cottage door being undone. It slowly swung open and she stood with the light behind her. A silhouette of beauty just waiting on him. 

He suddenly had second thoughts. Could she be the ‘one’ described in the prophecy? Brantly had found the scrolls hidden in the hermit’s cottage after he killed himself. The very same hermit that had bitten him when he tried to help.

It gave explicit instructions on how to kill or cure a werewolf. He’d realized that he didn’t give two shits about the cure, he’d grown to love being a werewolf over the decades. He did however want to remove the way to kill him. Silver bullets were a joke, but if you decapitated anything it would die, or a blade through the heart; he was no exception to that rule.

The lovely woman standing in the doorway was the only one in existence who could do it. She alone held the power because she was the perfect reincarnation of his true love. Even if that love had been one sided. 

He stood very still waiting for her to make the first move. Namely to come out of the doorway so he could get his claws on her. He fucking hated that protection spell.

Finally, she moved out onto the porch toward him. She held such a lovely welcoming smile on her face that he moved in her direction slowly. He would have smiled himself, but it wouldn’t have been pleasant in the least.

She reached for him to pull him close. He figured she thought it would be easier to plunge the dagger into his heart. He let her slip her arms around his waist. He actually liked the feeling of her soft hands on his back. It was almost as if she was petting him.

He shook off that feeling since it wouldn’t help him do what he had to do. He looked down into her eyes which gazed up at him with love. When the hell did that happen? He could so easily see his beautiful Rose in her features, then reminded himself it wasn’t Rose but an identical match. 

It suddenly occurred to him that since Rose hadn’t loved him, could Anna? Could she really be the ‘one’ he’d been wanting from that first moment on? 

He didn’t get a chance to finish those thoughts as he felt a pain in his chest unlike anything he’d ever known. It burned from the entry point in his heart swiftly spreading throughout his whole body until he felt nothing.

Brantly fell, but Anna did her best to brace his body lowering him slowly. His eyes closed, and she held her breath waiting. She removed the dagger and threw it across the porch.

How long will this take? Oh my god, what have I done? I’ve killed him. I’ve killed Brantly and the werewolf.

It felt like an eternity before she suddenly felt his heart start beating again. He changed from beast to human while she held him in her arms. She smiled through her tears, leaned down to kiss him.

He opened his eyes, realizing what had happened. He looked at Anna, saw the tears flowing down her face. He reached up and touched one bringing it down to his lips, tasting it. He knew in that one moment that she was his true love and that she’d saved him from himself when he didn’t even realize he’d needed it.

“I can’t believe it worked. I thought I’d killed you both.”

“It would seem that you didn’t.” He laughed joyfully, not realizing that he was happy to just be human after all. He had a lot of things to make up for, things that had been taken away from him as a beast.

“How do you feel about children?” 

He still lay in her arms, but now both Scarlet and Grandma had come out to see if Anna needed help. Realizing it was already over and what was happening between the two of them, they walked back inside closing the door to give the new couple some privacy. Grandma was thrilled, and she knew Scarlet would come around.

“I’ve never thought about them. I’ve been too busy working.”

“I must insist on at least five. Maybe six just for an even number.” He sat up and pulled her onto his lap, locking his lips on hers for a kiss that would last forever.

The Wolf of Weirsdale was gone. The man was here to stay.
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Chapter One

That damn slipper. It was all I could think about. Day in and day out, I was reminded of it and of her. Damn her! My daughters were far more suitable companions for the Prince. But no, he had to fall in love with Ella.

I spent days following the wedding sulking. What else was I supposed to do? Ella took everything from me. Even my daughters refused to speak to me.

I should be grateful to Ella. If it hadn’t been for her, I would have been locked away in the castle dungeons. Instead, after begging for mercy, she granted me her forgiveness and allowed me to remain at the castle. Except it was not what a lady of my status should have been doing.

The kitchen smelled of rotten meat and ash. Rolling the bread out before me on the table, I let my anger seethe inside me. Strands of my messy and greasy hair dropped onto my forehead. This was no way for Lady Sunday to behave. I exhaled loudly as I blew hair from my eyes.

“Get to work,” ordered the Princess Ella’s cook.

“Yes, ma’am. Of course.” My words dripped like venom. Once I put my plan in motion, she, and all the rest of the ingrates, would bow at my feet.

My goal, my only goal, was revenge. Well, that, and staying young. I had help with that, however. A young scullery maid gathered ingredients from the gardens surrounding the castle to make the most incredible concoction. Immediately upon ingesting, my skin tightened, the wrinkles practically melting away.

Eliza scurried past me on her way to bring tea to Ella. I couldn’t be trusted to do that, or so I was told. Many thought I would slip poison into the hot liquid. Maybe I would too.

Gritting my teeth, I kneaded the dough, pushing and pulling until it was ready. I pulled open the oven door and set it inside. Heat tickled across my face. My lips twitched. The cook could do well to have an accident around the oven.

“Here,” the cook said, handing me an envelope embossed with the Princess’ seal.

I narrowed my eyes. Rarely did Ella write to me. She would, on occasion, visit with me, and we would regale in our past lives. At one time, I did love that child. That was until she forced my hand.

Dearest Stepmother, the letter began. Tomorrow is a special day, one I would like to cordially invite you to attend. Without giving too much away, I will send the dressmaker to you as I have commissioned her to create a most glamorous gown for you. Once you are properly dressed, you may join me in the dining room where I will explain further. It has been too long, Stepmother, and I wish to make it up to you. With all my love, Ella.

I crumpled the paper in my hand, angry that despite everything she’d been through, Ella continued to be sweet and innocent. If only she knew what the world was really like, then she wouldn’t be so damn chipper all the time.

The cook’s glare met my back and I whirled around to face her. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

The cook narrowed her eyes. “Go out back and fetch some water. Then gather the eggs from the chickens. After that, you can sweep the floors in here. It will be time for breakfast soon.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but thought better of it. Clenching my fists, I turned on my heels. They could treat me as a servant for as long as they liked. It would only keep my thoughts of revenge clear. They would pay. They all would pay.

Chapter Two

The dressmaker came just as Ella said she would. My mouth dropped when she held out the gown to me. Glamorous didn’t even begin to describe it. The material was of the finest silk and satin. Exquisite bead-work lined the neck and sleeves. I had no idea what to say until the woman began to help me undress.

“Lovely,” she murmured after standing me before a mirror. I barely remembered the face staring back at me.

The dressmaker smiled as she stood at my side. “The Princess has very nice taste. She requested everything exactly as it is.”

I turned my head to look down at her. “I should go. She will be waiting for me.”

She nodded, but not before quickly checking the gown for anything that needed to be fixed. “Lovely,” she repeated.

My heart raced. How was it I felt anxious going to see the woman I helped raise? Surely she was still the same child. No amount of self-talk could prepare me any more than I already was. Giving one final look in the mirror, I thanked the dressmaker and strode from my room.

Chapter Three

“Stepmother!” Ella called to me. “I knew the gown would fit you perfectly!”

She threw her arms around me. I couldn’t very well not respond in kind and I hugged her back. She smelled of peaches.

“Thank you, El—Princess. But this gown has to be expensive. I can hardly accept such a gift.”

Ella scoffed. “You can and you will.”

I furrowed my brow in confusion. “Okay, now you must let me in on the secret. What exactly is all this for?”

She took me by the hand and led me to the chairs situated by the fireplace. I found the dining room set up to be odd. I would never have allowed guests to sit in the same room where they just ate. Instead of questioning her idea of decor, I sat on the edge of one of the chairs.

“My husband,” she started as she stared off into the flames. “I am grateful for everything you have done for me. In spite of it all, you are still my stepmother. You raised me after my father’s passing.”

I felt a wave of nausea boil up inside me. She always had been kindhearted and naive.

Continuing, Ella suddenly reached to take my hand. “My husband’s personal chamberlain has taken ill.”

“What does that have to do with me,” I warily asked and pulled my hand back.

“You took very good care of my father when he took ill. He wishes... I wish for you to do the same for Tremayne.”

It was my turn to stare into the fire. Taken back by her request, I sighed. “You trust me to do this, Princess?”

Ella squeezed my hand. “You have shown great remorse, Stepmother. I have no choice in the matter. The doctors are saying Tremayne may not make it through the night. Dorian, my husband, wishes to aid in Tremayne’s comfort.”

If only Ella knew the truth. When her father died, it was not because he was ill. It was by my own hand. Poisoning him had been easy. Hiding the fact after proved much more difficult.

“Please, Stepmother. I will beg if I have to.”

I looked over at her. She appeared frail and younger than her actual years. Her pale skin seemed even more so and her eyes held the lines of someone much older.

“Begging is very unbecoming of a princess. Never lower yourself to anyone, no matter what the reason.” I snapped. “Forgive me, Princess, but I must be frank with you. If the doctors have given up hope, it may already be too late.”

Ella blinked back tears that filled her wide, blue eyes. “Stepmother, please!”

Against my better judgment, I agreed, nodding my head as Ella reached to grasp my hand. This time I didn’t pull away.

“Oh yes, thank you! Thank you, Stepmother!” she exclaimed. “I must go tell Dorian at once!”

When she stood, I narrowed my eyes. “If this is your only request, why the gown?”

My jaw dropped at her response. “Tremayne doesn’t know you are a kitchen maid. We, Dorian and I, thought it best for you to appear as though you were part of the royal court.”

Stunned, I shook my head. Ella seemed genuine in her reply. I stood and curtsied. “Then I will play my part, Princess.”

“Thank you again, Stepmother. So much. I must go tell Dorian the good news! Please, wait here and I will escort you to Tremayne once I return.” With those words, she bounded off, the clicking of her shoes on the floor fading as she ran away until the only sound I heard was the crackling of the fire.

“Interesting. Very interesting indeed,” I muttered to myself. Moving up in stature, even if it was a masquerade, played perfectly into my plans.

Chapter Four

“Tremayne,” Ella whispered, her mouth inches from the sleeping man’s ear.

He groaned softly, his eyes blinking open before closing again. “Princess,” he murmured hoarsely.

“There is someone here I would like to introduce you to.” Motioning for me to step closer, she took my hand. “This is Ephelia, my stepmother.”

I smiled down at the man, my lips a thin line etched on my face. He opened his eyes to look at me. “Hello,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. His eyes, a clouded deep blue, didn’t seem to see me though he blinked rapidly many times.

“It is good to meet you,” I said and politely lowered myself in a curtsy.

He tried to laugh, but coughed instead. “I only wish the circumstances weren’t so dire,” he finally said after he caught his breath. “I must look a fright.”

I took my cue to laugh and sat on the edge of the bed beside Ella. “You look better than a fright. I would say you’re a hair above deathly.”

Tremayne laughed, this time the sound rumbled from his chest. I could hear the fluid when he attempted to cough. “And I would say you need your eyes checked, my lady.”

Ella patted my hand and stood. “I will leave you two alone. Send for me if you should need anything. Thank you, Stepmother.”

The door closed behind her leaving Tremayne and I alone. “I hear you haven’t been feeling well.” Putting the back of my hand to his forehead, I noted his slightly raised temperature and clammy skin.

He sighed, his breath crackling. “That is putting it mildly, my lady. I just can’t seem to catch my breath or keep anything down.”

I glanced around for a basin of water and picked up the wet rag set beside it. Gently, I patted his forehead. “Please call me Ephelia. I will do everything in my power to make you comfortable.”

Letting his eyes close, he nodded. “And you may call me Tremayne. No sense in formalities.”

I listened as his breathing slowed until I knew he was asleep. I thought about what could be ailing him. Surely the doctors would have some kind of medicine to help or some knowledge as to why he was so ill.

There was little for me to do while he slept except to sit by the small fireplace and read. He had an extensive collection of rare books that I hadn’t seen since before Ella’s father passed away. My daughters and I sold most of my dead husband’s property to ensure I could continue to afford the lifestyle I was accustomed to. His silver and rare books fetched a pretty penny with the men at the market.

Then my daughters got greedy and began to sell everything. They hated everything about the house, including Ella. In my eyes, however, the girl had her place.

As I sat reading, I thought about the events of the morning and Ella’s request. If I could keep Tremayne alive, I could keep my position in the court. If he died, I would be shuffled back into the kitchen, or, worse, banished. Neither option were going to happen. Not if I had anything to say about it.

Chapter Five

“Ephelia,” came the muffled, weak voice.

Getting up, I moved to the bed to find Tremayne watching me. His eyes looked clearer than they did before he fell asleep. “It is good to see you awake. How do you feel?”

“Thirsty,” he managed to croak.

“Of course,” I said. Picking up the cup half full of water, I put a hand under his head to lift him enough so he could drink. “Slowly,” I whispered as he sipped the cool liquid.

I set the glass aside and turned my body more to face him. “Better?”

The smile on his face gave me his answer. “I do, my lady Ephelia. I feel better than I have in days actually. Could you help me to sit?”

Pillows lay about and I stacked them behind him. He trembled in my arms while I sat him up. Leaning back, he put his hands on his lap. “Your color is coming back. Can I have the kitchen prepare something for you? Soup perhaps? Or a cup of tea?”

He licked his dry, cracked lips and sighed. “I do not know if that is such a good idea. My stomach—,” He trailed off, his eyes rolling back.

“Just a little bite. For me?” I asked as I laid the back of my hand against his cheek.

He finally nodded and tried to smile. “For you,” he echoed.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” I asked as I started to stand.

He shook his head, letting his weepy eyes close. I sighed and sat back beside him. “Tell me about yourself,” I said, hoping to keep him talking.

Tremayne seemed confused for a moment. “I don’t...I’m so sleepy.”

The conversation came easy with Tremayne. We chatted about life at the palace, his duties, and how he met Prince Dorian. Keeping up the pretense I was part of the royal court never crossed my mind. After all, I was born into this society and deserved to be there.

After sending the porter to the cook for tea and a bowl of soup, I pulled a chair from by the fire up to the bed.

Tremayne stared at me. I couldn’t be sure if he was scrutinizing me or simply curious. I lowered my head. “Please don’t do that, Ephelia.”

I met his eyes. “Do what, my lord?”

He chuckled. “Lower yourself to anyone. And I thought I told you to call me Tremayne.”

My cheeks heated and I covered my mouth with my hand to cover my smile. “Do not let the Princess hear you say that, Tremayne. It would not be good manners for me not to curtsy.”

The laugh bellowed from him before he suddenly coughed. He labored trying to catch his breath and I stood to sit him more forward. “Slowly, Tremayne. Take as deep a breath as you are able.”

He shuddered and leaned weakly into me. Holding the glass of water to his lips, I aided him as he slowly sipped the cool liquid. “Better?”

He nodded and I gently set him back against the pillows. He reached for my hand, stopping me from moving back to the chair. “Please, my lady. Sit here, beside me,” he whispered, the sorrow in his voice finding his eyes.

“Of course,” I replied with a soft sigh.

He caressed his thumb across my knuckles, his touch light as a feather. “I don’t want to die, Ephelia.”

His statement stunned me, but I hid my reaction with a small smile. “You are not going to die, Tremayne. Not under my watch.”

His lips curled as he tried to return the smile, but his eyes filled with tears. “I will die a happy man if you will remain by my side.”

My stomach turned and my heart raced, something I never experienced before. My former husbands were a means to an end. I craved their wealth and they desired a beautiful wife. I gave them what they wanted. But it came at a price.

My first husband, the father of my daughters, passed away too young, leaving us to fend for ourselves. That was until Ella’s father appeared as if by magic. I was entranced by his handsome features, but even more so by his wealth. His death, though something I hadn’t exactly planned on happening that soon, left us fighting for everything we had. Having him find out what I was really after devastated me, but I knew it was for the best.

Squeezing Tremayne’s hand, I opened my mouth only to be interrupted by the porter and a maid arriving with the tea and soup. They set the platters on one of the tables and took their leave with a polite nod and curtsy.

The door clicked closed, but Tremayne didn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he brought it to his lips, brushing them across my knuckles. I exhaled a shaky breath. “Soup will ease your chill,” I said when I noticed him shiver.

“Perhaps,” came his reply. He kissed my hand again before letting it go. “Will you join me, Ephelia?”

I nodded as I stood. “Of course.” Pushing the edge of a napkin into his collar, I set the tray over his lap and settled beside him.

“Thank you, my lady, though I am not sure I can eat very much.”

“Even a little is better than nothing.” I patted his arm. “Take a small bite and tell me how it is.”

Tremayne smiled. “How is it you are not taken, Ephelia? Surely there is a man out there waiting for you to return.”

I shook my head and sighed. “Sadly, no. There is not. Both of my former husbands are long passed.”

“I am terribly sorry, my lady. No woman should go through the pain of losing a husband. And you have lost two? You have my sympathy.”

I shook my head. “I do not wish for your sympathy, Tremayne. God rest their souls. Nothing will bring them back to me. Save your sympathy for someone who needs it.” My attempt to hide my bitterness faded in the sharpness of my words.

Though I expected a reaction from him, instead of sadness or pity, he chuckled. I couldn’t help but laugh with him until he squeezed my hand. “It takes a strong woman to move on from that, Ephelia. I could never imagine having to live my life alone, without comfort or support.”

“What about you? Why is there not a young lady here by your side, tending to your needs?”

He sighed, and I felt his shoulders drop. “I, too, lost my wife many years ago. She was young, so full of life.”

I squeezed his hand as he did mine. “I am truly sorry for your loss. God has a plan for us all. I question his motives at times, but I know we are all here for a reason.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him turn to me. Swallowing, I shrugged, but he brought his hand up to cup my cheek. “That is why I believe Ella brought you here.”

Unable to look away, I put my hand over his. “Perhaps,” I murmured, my voice shaking.

Fighting the emotion building inside me, I finally smiled. “You best take a bite before your soup gets cold.” I hoped to change the subject. Tremayne knew nothing about me. I was beginning to hate the position Ella put me in. I could be as sweet as need be, but this was tearing my heart in two.

He let his hand drop. The spoon rattled against the bowl. One small bite followed another. I could see just how tired he was growing until he set the spoon down. “I fear I cannot eat more, my lady. Later, I may try again.”

I stood to pick up the tray, taking it to the door where the porter was waiting. He nodded curtly and hurried off. “You will get your strength back, Tremayne. Of that, I am confident.”

Tremayne blinked, his eyelids growing heavy. Helping him to lie back, I adjusted the pillows under his head and pulled the blanket up over his chest. “Thank you, my lady Ephelia. You are so kind for staying with me.”

Patting his shoulder gently before returning to the chair set beside the bed, I gazed into his clouded blue eyes. “There is nowhere else I would rather be,” I mumbled. I knew he heard me, and, for a moment, his eyes brightened. 

Letting his eyes close, he whispered my name, almost too softly for me to hear. “Ephelia.”

Chapter Six

The rattling of dishes startled me awake. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but the events of the day left me weary. Tremayne woke only once from a fitful sleep to vomit and use the chamber pot. I stood by his side through it all, cleaning him and changing the linens. Once he was settled back into bed, I sat back and watched his chest rise and fall with every breath he took.

Something didn’t sit right with me. No sooner did I start to put the pieces together, than the maid was bringing in a tray with bread, cheese, tea, and an assortment of meat. Another maid carried clean linens to the table. Nodding to them, I waited for the door to close before rising to check on Tremayne.

His color was better, the gray pallor leaving to reveal brighter, more rosy cheeks. I sat on the edge of the bed and sighed. He was handsome, the hair at his temples slightly silver while the rest of his hair was red. Freckles dotted across the bridge of his nose. I couldn’t help but admire him with a smile.

About to rise, I felt the brush of his fingers against mine. “Hi,” he whispered.

“Hi,” I replied just as softly. “How do you feel?”

Tremayne gave me a crooked smile and his eyes lit up. “You are here. How could I not feel better?”

Laughing, I shook my head, my cheeks hot. No man had ever given me butterflies the way he did. “I don’t deserve your kindness,” I blurted out and stood.

He grew serious. Frowning, he pushed himself up. “No, I don’t want to ever hear you say that, Ephelia. You are a good, kind, beautiful woman.”

I scoffed as I turned to face him. “You have no idea what kind of woman I am. I am far from good and kind.” I narrowed my eyes. “I have done terrible things, Tremayne. Horrible things to good people.”

Tremayne furrowed his brow. “How can you say such things?”

“Because, they are true. I have no reason to lie.”

The sheet fell from his bare chest and I had to look away. He set my heart racing, but I didn’t want to hurt him. He was only a means to an end. My shot at hurting the one person who took it all from me.

“Ephelia, my lady, please,” he pleaded, patting the bed beside him.

I wanted to resist the temptation to be close to him, but he was still in my care. If I refused his request, I most likely would be sent back to the kitchen. Or worse. And I didn’t care to think about where I would go if I was banished.

Sitting beside him, I avoided any contact with him, but he took my hand. “Look at me, Ephelia.”

I pursed my lips and turned my head. His eyes held sadness that begged to be freed. Swallowing, I sighed. “I mean it, Tremayne. I couldn’t bear hurting you.”

He looked down at our hands. “You aren’t going to hurt me, Ephelia. Besides, I am a grown man. I think I can make decisions for myself.”

“You think?” I asked trying to lighten the mood.

Tremayne choked out a laugh. “Some days, I wonder if I can think at all for myself. After all, I have Prince Dorian to tell me where to go and what to do.” Bitterness practically dripped from the words as he spoke. “I wish I could be my own man.”

“I wish for the same thing. To be my own woman. Raising my daughters, marrying Princess Ella’s father. I never had an identity of my own.”

He wrapped his fingers into mine. “And now you are here, at the Princess’ request,” he finished my statement, the bitterness still there.

“Exactly. However, if I wasn’t here,” I started to say. 

He stopped me by putting his finger to my lips. “I know,” he breathed and lightly brushed his lips against mine.

The moment he kissed me was the moment I knew my life changed forever. Taking my face in his hands, he deepened the kiss before backing up to meet my eyes. “I don’t care what you did in the past, my lady Ephelia. I don’t care about that woman. I care about the one sitting beside me,” he murmured, pulling me closer in a warm embrace.

Chapter Seven

Tremayne grazed his teeth across my jaw. I shivered as I gripped his shoulders. He elicited the most incredible feelings in me. My breath caught when he stopped. Opening my eyes, I met his deep blue eyes which were less cloudy now. His confusion faded as the day wore on. He ate a little, but I avoided the soup and tea. Something inside me told me there was something else making him sick. Or someone else.

“My lady,” he murmured.

I exhaled, my breath as shaky as my hands. “My lord,” I whispered back.

He nuzzled my neck and pulled me back to lie with him. Exploring each other’s’ bodies achingly slow, we spent the night getting to know each other.

I told him about my husbands and how each one left me alone when they passed. Leaving out the deliberate way I disposed of Princess Ella’s father, I instead explained it was an excruciatingly painful death. One minute he was happy and joyous, the next he was bedridden, unable to keep any food down.

“How ironic,” he mused and I immediately knew what happened. How I hadn’t noticed it before was beyond me. The only reason had to be how enthralled by Tremayne I grew in such a short time.

“Very ironic indeed,” I replied with a shudder.

“You know something, don’t you, Ephelia?”

How could I tell him I knew he was poisoned and what the ingredient was that was put in his food? Sitting up, I looked down at him, my long, dark hair falling in messy waves down my bare back. “I do. But I fear if I tell you, I will lose any chance I may have.”

Pushing himself up beside me, still weak from the poison which slowly worked its way out of his system, Tremayne caressed his hand down my arm to rest over mine. “I assure you, my lady, you will not lose any chance.”

Without meeting his eyes though I could feel them boring into my cheek, I sighed. “Foxglove grows readily in the gardens. A beautiful pinkish purple flower, it is deadly if ingested. Princess Ella used to love to sit in the garden, surrounded by the flowers. Birds would flit about, and the bees would buzz around her. She never seemed bothered by them. Though foxglove has no scent, they are one of the most beautiful flowers there are. Her father planted them for me, but it was the princess who took to them, watering each plant daily until they blossomed.”

Tremayne held my hand as my eyes filled with tears. I knew he would be upset, maybe even throw me out. But I was too far into the tale to stop. “Her father grew impatient with me. He hadn’t expected my daughters to be as unruly and disrespectful as they were. Their father spoiled them rotten and they expected the same of any man I should marry. In his anger, he threw wine at us or pulled our hair. At first, I simply brushed it off and told my daughters to be patient. That very same night, despite my pleading for him to stop, he tore off my gown and forced himself on me.”

The resounding gasp from Tremayne made me turn my head. His eyes were filled with tears. My own trailed down my cheeks. “I knew in that moment what I had to do. No matter what anyone thought, I couldn’t put the children through that kind of torture.”

He stopped me and wrapped his arms around me. I shuddered as I choked back a sob. “How? Did you?”

I didn’t want to respond, but something inside me told me I had to in order to cleanse my soul and move on from everything. I may have been only out for Ella’s father’s wealth, however, deep inside, I knew it was for the best. I would never have seen any of that wealth had the bastard remained alive. “Foxglove has no smell and very little taste. I began adding it to his meals until, finally, one day, he collapsed. It took days. I stayed by his side though I prayed every moment for his death.”

Tremayne pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. “You did what you had to,” he whispered hoarsely. And if this is what someone has done to me, he or she must be stopped.”

“I already know who,” I declared. “She couldn’t let her anger go. And she’s doing everything in her vast power to take me down.”

As we consoled each other, we came up with a plan, one that would expose her for what she did. Tremayne kissed me deeply as he pledged his love to me and we slept until the sun shone through the curtains and the maid brought in breakfast. Grinning at each other, then laughing, we tossed the food out, and readied ourselves for the coming day.

Chapter Eight

“Oh Stepmother! I am delighted to see how well Tremayne is feeling!” Princess Ella shouted excitedly from her chambers after she summoned me the next morning. “My husband is elated as well!”

I curtsied, keeping my gaze at her feet. “It was my pleasure, Princess. But I didn’t do much except stay at his side when he needed me.”

She took my hands to lead me to the chairs by the large windows in the corner of her sitting room. “Do not be so modest, Stepmother. You have done this kingdom a huge service.”

Unsure how to respond to her, I instead glanced out the window. She followed my gaze, and the uncomfortable silence that followed unnerved me. “I know what you are trying to do, Princess.”

She whirled her head to face me. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Princess. It took me a bit to figure out, but I know you are the one behind Tremayne’s mysterious illness.”

Her face reddened. Narrowing her eyes, she shrugged. “I did no such thing. My husband will be appalled by your accusation, Stepmother. Who do you think you are talking to? I am the princess!” Anger rolled from her in waves.

“Once he stopped eating the food you had prepared for him, he took a turn for the better. I suspect it was foxglove.” I went on, knowing I was putting my life, and possibly Tremayne’s as well, in jeopardy.

“It was the same you used to kill my father. Wasn’t it, Stepmother?”

Her words bit like a viper, and I was left stunned. “So you think you discovered the truth? I doubt you have any idea just how little you truly know.”

“I know enough. It didn’t take much to convince Dru and Ana to confess. They died with the knowledge I was going to destroy you.”

I bit back a laugh, sheer terror and grief gripped my chest. “Dru and Ana were always weak. I should have known not to trust them with the truth.”

Standing, Ella looked down at me with disgust. “You say such terrible things about your daughters. I am ashamed to call you Stepmother.”

I stood, narrowing my eyes. “You are a vile child, Ella. You always have been. I knew from the moment I laid eyes on you what kind of girl you were.”

She sneered with a vicious laugh and gripped my wrist. “For once, we are in agreement. I hated you for taking my father from me. I despised everything you were, all you stole from me. And I abhor the fact you were allowed to live, despite fighting with my husband. I wanted to watch as the executioner sharpened his blade. I needed to see the ax brought down on your neck. But no! Dorian wished to show leniency and punish you as you did me.”

“Sorry to burst your bubble, Princess. At least there’s one sane person left in this world.”

The slap came out of nowhere, leaving me reeling back. I touched my cheek, the corner of my mouth wet with blood. “Exactly as I thought. You are just like your father. Vindictive, cruel, and ruthless. Too bad I plan to expose you for the fraud you are. Perhaps the executioner will get to sharpen his ax after all.”

Turning on my heels, I marched out into the hall, not stopping until I was close to Tremayne’s room. I hadn’t meant for things to turn out the way they did with Ella. I planned to confront her, but seeing the smug look on her face pushed me too far. I blurted out the words before I could even stop myself.

Tremayne sat by the fire, a blanket over his lap. He smiled when he saw me enter the room, but his eyes fell when I came into the light. “My darling! What has happened to you?”

“I made the mistake of telling the Princess about what we spoke of last night. You told me to hold my tongue, but she sat, all prim and proper, praising me. I couldn’t stand to listen to one more word of it.”

He exhaled slowly and pulled me to sit on his lap. “Darling. You told the truth. And that is what matters here. The princess knows now, and that wasn’t what we planned. That just means we need to request an audience with Prince Dorian sooner than we anticipated.”

I let the tears fall as I lamented the loss of my daughters. “She...she had my daughters executed, Tremayne.”

He nuzzled into my neck, his breath hot against my skin. “I am so sorry, my lady. For everything. I should have seen this. I should have known what kind of woman she was when we brought the slipper to your house.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, though it wasn’t because I thought what he said was funny. “I tried to warn you,” I said regretfully.

Brushing his lips behind my ear, he inhaled deeply. “You and I both know Prince Dorian wouldn’t hear any of it. The moment he laid eyes on that girl, he was lost to us.”

“We can show him the error of his ways yet. But how? Princess Ella will have surely spoken to him by now.”

He let out a deep breath and we both stood. “Leave things to me, Ephelia. I will send for the prince and we will both tell him what we know.”

No sooner had he said the words did the door swing open. Lawrence, Prince Dorian’s personal butler, motioned for us to follow him. We exchanged quick glances and did as requested. Holding hands as we were escorted down the long hall, I held my breath. We were marching to our doom, and I hated that I brought Tremayne into it.

Chapter Nine

The door to the prince’s private office opened to reveal him standing behind his desk. Without so much as a glance at Lawrence, he stepped around to stand before us. The door closed and we stood in silence for what seemed like hours.

I started to speak until he put his hand up. “You look well, Tremayne. How do you feel?”

Tremayne stiffened beside me, but offered the prince a small bow and smile. “I feel much better, your highness. Thank you for asking. I am grateful to you and to the lady Ephelia. Without your kindness, I might not be standing here before you.”

I held my tongue though I wanted nothing more than to blurt out what the princess was up to. Tremayne squeezed my hand. He wanted the same thing, his touch reassuring me to have patience.

“Good. Good. If my wife hadn’t suggested her stepmother, I may be looking for a replacement. That thought worried me. I hope you know how truly grateful I am to you, Lady Ephelia.”

The prince’s statement caught me off guard. Neither his eyes, nor his demeanor, told us what he was really thinking. I lowered myself in a deep curtsy. “It was my pleasure, your highness.”

The door opened and closed as a porter brought a letter on a silver platter to him. I could see it held the princess’ seal, emblazoned in red. Prince Dorian accepted the paper and dismissed the porter who bowed and left without saying a word.

My stomach churned. The prince turned the paper over to see his name scrawled across the back. He narrowed his eyes a moment before setting it on his desk. “She writes to me daily, always the same thing. To tell me she misses me. We see each other less and less frequently these days.”

I wondered what he meant and gave him a sad smile. “I am sorry, your highness.”

“It is not your fault, Lady Ephelia. My father insists I prepare for my future. And that means being in my offices, or his, all hours of the day. We cater to numerous guests daily, but Ella doesn’t seem to care.”

I sensed the bitterness in his voice. I hesitated but stepped forward anyway. “If I may be blunt, your highness, Ella has always shown selfish tendencies. Even when she was a little girl.”

Prince Dorian raised his brows. I stepped back, prepared for his outrage at the way I spoke of the princess. Instead, he lowered his eyes and shook his head. “As beautiful as she is, she ugly inside. I wish I had seen this for myself sooner.”

The door opened again. This time, trays of food were brought in, three of them filled with fruits, breads, cheeses, meats, and tea. The kitchen maids curtsied before leaving. “I hope I don’t offend either of you,” the prince said with a wave of his hand. “Would you care to join me?”

Tremayne let go of my hand, his smile lighting up his eyes. I was mesmerized by his handsome face. Barely two days had passed since meeting him, but I loved him more than life itself. My plans for revenge, my wishes for eternal youth, all of it paled in comparison to the need I felt for him. He turned to face me, and Prince Dorian motioned for me to sit.

My cheeks heated as a blush rose from my chest. I looked away, but did as both men asked. Sitting beside Tremayne on the sofa facing a tall chair in front of a large fireplace, I rested my hands in my lap, still wary of the letter sitting on the prince’s desk.

“That gown suits you, Lady Ephelia,” Prince Dorian stated before picking up one of the cups of tea.

I blushed again, following suit and taking a cup as well. “I cannot take credit, your highness. It is the princess who has the eye for these things.”

“It brings out your eyes,” he mused. 

I could feel Tremayne beside me relax. “Thank you, your highness,” I replied as I raised the tea to my lips. Suddenly, the scent of unripened tomatoes hit me and I dropped the cup. “Your highness!” I shouted, but it was too late. He had already taken a drink.

Tremayne looked at me, fear etched across his face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

I jumped up, stepping on the broken glass. The prince blinked, his hands shaking the hot liquid. The tea spilled over them and onto his trousers. I swiped the cup away and yelled for help. Tremayne was up before I could stop him, running across the room to the door.

“No, no, you hold on, your highness.” Furious I hadn’t seen this coming, I searched his face. His skin paled to a muddy gray. Vomit sprayed over my gown, but I didn’t care. “Tremayne! Come back, quickly!”

We laid the prince on the sofa as men and women rushed in. I had no sooner stood from the prince’s side when Princess Ella strode in, a wicked grin on her face. “Seize her! She poisoned the prince!” She ordered. Guards surrounded me, holding my arms behind me. I struggled to free myself, but was pushed down to my knees.

“Did you really think I hadn’t planned for this? The garden is filled with the loveliest and deadliest plants. I had it designed that way.” She held her head high, a smug, victorious look in her eyes. “Belladonna is as deadly a poison as I have ever seen. It may smell a bit more bitter than I would like, but I don’t care. It does its job better than any of the rest.”

The guards looked from the prince to Ella and back. I fought until I was standing. They heard what she said. They knew the truth. Though none moved from where they stood, they didn’t try to regain custody of me. Instead, in a flurry of movement, they rushed to their prince’s side.

“You made one grave mistake, Ella,” I spat. “You forget they are loyal to him. Not you.”

Reaching back, I slapped her with all my might, whirling her around. She screeched and was on me before I could defend myself. Her screams greeted my ears as her fists pummeled my body. She hit me with as much force as her tiny body could muster. But, as suddenly as they started, they stopped. She was dragged off me and I was helped to my feet.

“Take her away,” I ordered. No one questioned my authority. They dragged her away, kicking and screaming until only the echoes of her howls remained.

Tremayne was by my side, a wet rag put to my wounds. I pushed them away and hurried back to Prince Dorian’s side, shoving the others away. “Give me room. I need calabar, as much as you can find, and something to grind it with.”

Two men nodded and left me to do whatever I could to save the prince. I had precious little time, but I knew if the seed could be found quickly, I could administer it in time. Tremayne stayed with me, helping me as Dorian vomited again, rambling delusions of seeing his dead mother standing over him. “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I muttered. “You will live on, your highness. I give you my word.”

Epilogue

The executioner stood, his ax raised over Ella’s head. The former princess never spoke another word following the day she attempted to poison her husband and his chamberlain. She simply stared out the barred window on her room in the dungeon.

I visited her daily, staying with her for hours. She never acknowledged me, nor did she sleep. She waited, day in and day out, for her day with the executioner.

Tremayne and I were married by Prince Dorian himself, who barely survived but vowed his eternal gratefulness to us. He gave me the former title of Lady, my own rooms in the palace, and a duty as his personal nurse. The residual effects of belladonna poisoning could last the rest of his life, but I gave him my word he would live long and prosperous, ruling his kingdom as his father wanted.

The sound of the ax coming down across Ella’s neck shook me to my core. I will never unsee the vision of her head rolling down into a basket only to be handed among the laughing and cheering spectators. She deserved everything she got, even a pauper’s burial in an unmarked grave outside the kingdom gates. No one was allowed to see it and no one ever did.

I lived with Tremayne by my side, happily I might add, and with everything I ever wanted in life. Wealth, happiness, and a man who loved me for who I was, despite my shortcomings and desire for revenge. And I loved him back, with fierce longing and desire. For he was the one who saved me.

SKYLAR MCKINZIE
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Sea Secrets
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Chapter One

Serena Croft took a drink of her water, then waved her hand in front of her face to try and disperse some of the gnats that were drawn to the smell of the sweaty bodies around her. Leaving the stage and walking outside onto the cliffs overlooking the gorgeous ocean below, she lifted her waist length red hair, letting the sea breeze dry her fair neck and shoulders. 

Living in Serenity Bay had its perks. She loved living in a seaside town, loved the smell of the ocean, and even drifting off to sleep with the waves crashing along the beach outside of her window. What she didn’t love was the fact that Serenity Bay had a population of less than 300 people and everyone knew everything about you and loved to gossip about it. 

She longed for the day when she could shake the sand off her feet as she left this place and headed out to California to pursue her big break. Singing was her life and she wasn’t going to be stuck in this one-horse town forever. “One more year,” she whispered, “One more year.” Closing her eyes, she made the same wish she made every night just as the first star appeared in the evening sky, “I wish that I could leave Serenity Bay behind me and become a major singing sensation.” Opening her eyes, she had to laugh at herself for thinking that a wish on a star could make her dreams come true. After all, she was almost eighteen, a senior in high school, not a five-year-old. Sighing, she combed through her tangled locks with her fingers and headed back inside to sing another set to the patrons of the crowded café. 

***
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URSULA GLANCED UP SHARPLY as the incoming wish echoed on the craggy rocks around her. The Sea Witch smiled bitterly at the idea that wishes could come true. Her wish certainly hadn’t come true, and after that stupid mermaid had gotten her prince, Ursula was back to being bored with life under the sea, just like she had always been. All she wanted was a gorgeous voice that she could trade to the queen of the Sea Witches, so she could finally walk on land and get the revenge she craved. Her own voice had been stolen too many years ago to count by someone she loved and thought she could trust. Now, he walked among the humans, happy and content, while she suffered. One day she would find him and make him pay. Ursula sighed, she knew that thinking she could find the man who had ruined her was nothing but a pipe dream, but it did help to keep her hatred of everything to do with the sea alive. 

The hate in her heart making it hard for her to breathe, Ursula slid into the ocean and followed the echo of the wish. Climbing onto the rocks, she scanned the area, until she saw a young girl, her face tilted to the stars, eyes closed as she made her wish to get out of Serenity Bay. This could be interesting. Closing her eyes and whispering a spell she had learned centuries ago from a powerful Sea Witch, Ursula swam to the edge of the deserted beach and quickly walked up onto the sand. She had very little time, before her legs turned back into her dreaded tail, but first she had to see if this young girl could truly sing. Creeping below the window, she peeked into the seaside cafe, just as the girl ended her song. Sighing, she leaned her forehead on the windowsill, the girl’s voice washing over her as the lyrics of love and heartbreak drifted away on the ocean breeze.

In the next instant, another voice caused her to lift her head sharply. Looking into the window once again, she saw him...the man who had betrayed her all those years ago. The merman who had left her devastated and stolen her own passionate voice stood in front of her. The young girl was calling him Dad and hugging him close. 

Ursula’s sea green eyes narrowed as thoughts swam rapidly through her mind. She had to steal the voice of this young girl, but that wasn’t all she was going to do. Turning and running back towards the sea, Ursula made it just as her legs turned back into a tail. With a furious swish, she dove deep into the ocean, her heart as cold as the water around her. No, she was going to kill everyone the girl loved and then the girl herself. Sebastian Croft was going to pay dearly for what he had done to her. 

***
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“WHAT’S WRONG, DADDY,” Serena asked, seeing her father start and look sharply towards the window. 

Sebastian cocked his head, trying to recapture the scent he had just caught a whiff of. It was the salty scent of a mermaid on land, he thought, then hesitated. Maybe not. His nose wasn’t as keen as it once was. Too many years on land as a mortal had dulled his senses. He could have sworn though...he started to walk over to the window, just in case, when he felt a tug on the hand his daughter was still holding. 

“Daddy?” Serena asked again, looking at him with concern. “Is something wrong?” 

Shaking his head to clear it, he turned back to her, a smile on his face, “Nothing’s wrong, pumpkin. I just thought I heard something.” 

Serena laughed, “Of course you did. After all, you are in a busy café with a beach outside. You can hear all kinds of things.” 

“Don’t get fresh,” He laughed, glancing over her shoulder at the window one last time to ensure nothing was there. He was just being paranoid. What business would a mermaid have on the beaches of Serenity Bay? He had concluded his business with the creatures under the sea many years ago and after all, none of them knew where he had landed after he was granted his legs.

A perky voice pulled him out of his reverie, causing him to smile down at Serena’s childhood friend. Tiffany Evans could be the poster child for what a teenager in a seaside town should look like. She was tanned from many hours on the beach where she summered as a lifeguard. Her short blonde hair was bleached by the sun and her trim figure was muscled from hours of surfing when she wasn’t saving lives. 

“She getting fresh again, Mr. Croft?” Tiffany asked, her blue eyes sparkling as she pulled her best friend to her for a hug. 

“Always Tiff, I’m just not sure what to do with her,” He replied. The fact that Serena had never once in her life been grounded, much less gotten into trouble, was a standing joke among the three of them and Serena’s longtime boyfriend, Matt. 

“You two hush. Doesn’t that get old?” Serena laughed herself, taking a swig of the pineapple juice she always drank between sets. 

“Nope, never,” Sebastian dropped a kiss on the top of Serena’s head, “Okay, back to work for me. You two,” he pointed between the two of them, “don’t stay out too late. You both have school tomorrow.” 

“Worrywart,” they both said at the same time, making him smile once again. Heading into the kitchen of the café to get ready for closing, he couldn’t help but glance at the window overlooking the beach. Could there really have been a mermaid stalking the café? He didn’t know, but he was going to start keeping a closer eye on the café and Serena just in case his past was about to come back to bite him. 

***
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MILDRED CASSIDY PULLED the bobby pins from her long brunette hair letting it cascade in a mass of curls that reached down to well below her waist. Massaging her head with her fingers to try and ease the headache that wearing her hair in a tight bun all day long always gave her, she headed into the bedroom of her two-story home. Changing into a pair of khaki shorts and a canary yellow tank top to try and ward off the heat of the April day, she brushed through her curly hair with her fingers and, sliding her feet into flip flops, trotted back down the stairs just in time for Sebastian to knock on the sliding glass doors that led out onto the deck of her home. 

Sliding the doors open, she stepped out onto the deck, breathing deeply of the ocean air. She loved the sea. The only person she knew of that might love it even more than she did was the handsome man standing in front of her. Reaching up to touch his cheek, her brow wrinkled in concern. “Didn’t you sleep well, love?”

Going to stand by the railing that looked out on the pristine beach below, Sebastian didn’t answer for a moment, then turned to her, pulling her close. “Do you ever miss it, Millie?”

Puzzled, she looked beyond him out into the sea that beckoned them both every single day of their lives, “Some, but I was sent here to watch over you and that’s what I’ll do.” Shrugging, she kissed him lightly on the cheek and pulled away to sit in one of the many chairs she had scattered across the deck for herself and her students. What she hadn’t expected to happen was Sebastian’s wife to die and to end up falling in love with the merman she was sent here to protect. 

Maureen, Sebastian’s wife, had passed in a car crash when Serena was only six months old in and the man had been left to raise his young infant daughter on his own. That was when she had been sent here to help him adjust to life as a mortal. In the end, they had helped one another adjust and had been seeing each other for years. The only thing they hadn’t done was take that final step and become man and wife. Pushing that to the back of her mind to dwell on later, Millie slipped her arms around Sebastian’s waist from behind, resting her head on his back. “Where’s this coming from, Sebastian?” 

Shaking his head, he turned to gather her in his arms, kissing her forehead gently, “I’m not sure. I just feel...I don’t know...off somehow. Like something is coming that is going to threaten everything we have here.”

She laughed softly, “Hmm, could that have anything to do with Serena heading off to Cali in the fall?” 

He had to chuckle with her; she knew him so well. “Now, that could possibly be the biggest problem, now couldn’t it?” Taking her by the hand, he ran down the deck and onto the beach below. “Come on, let’s go for a swim so I can clear my head.” Hand in hand, the lovers ran down to the ocean and dived into the sea, at home there, even though they now lived on land. 

***
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URSULA WATCHED THE couple dive into the ocean, curling her nails into her hands to stop the urge to kill them both where they swam. Mildred Cassidy had always been her bitter enemy. All goodness and light and crap. Now, she was here and happy with the man that she once loved but now detested. They would all pay, the entire lot of them, and she had just the way to make them do it. 

Chapter Two

Ursula watched the Croft family and their friends for weeks before making her move. She visited the most powerful Sea Witch in this part of the ocean three different times before she convinced her to give her what she needed to appear younger and be able to keep her legs until the deed was done. The price was high, and if she failed she would be driven into the darkest corners of the sea and never allowed to return, but it was worth it. She wouldn’t fail. Sebastian Croft would pay with his and the lives of everyone he loved for what he had done to her. 
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MATTHEW PIERCE WIPED the sweat out of his eyes with a muscular forearm, pulling one last time on the net that held the last haul of the day. The morning had dawned hot and humid, and had done nothing but get hotter as the day went on. Hearing a clap of thunder in the distance, Matt started wrapping it up for the day, ready to head back into port for some much-needed alone time with Serena. 

“Storm looks like it’s going to be a doozy,” he yelled to Chad, who was already turning the boat back towards shore. He and Chad had been best friends since they were old enough to know what friends were, and there was nothing they wouldn’t do for one another. They had started their own shrimp business as soon as they graduated high school, and it had been the best two years of Matt’s life. Being out on the ocean every day, feeling the salty wind on his face, for Matt was pure heaven. The only low spot in his life was Serena and her insistent need to leave Serenity Bay for the hustle and bustle of California. 

Noticing the crestfallen, absent-minded look on his buddy’s face, Chad threw the towel he was holding at him, “Wake up, dude. We have to get this puppy back to shore before the storm hits.” 

Running his hand through his shoulder length brown hair, Matt shook his head, “I could get this boat back with my eyes closed.” 

Chad shot him a grin, “Yeah, but would it still be in one piece when we got there.” 

“Yeah, yeah, you’re the best driver in the world. I know.” Matt waved a hand at him, smiling to let his friend know he was teasing.

“Glad you can finally admit it,” Chad shot back, then sobered. “So, when does she leave?” 

“As soon as graduation is over, if she has her way about it.” Matt shrugged. 

“Not trying to butt into your drama and stuff...” 

“Right,” Matt grinned, punching Chad lightly on the shoulder, “Like you’ve ever minded putting your two cents in on my life before.”

“Well, I think you should tell her. Get out that ring that you’ve been hiding in your sock drawer since last Christmas and give it to her. You don’t know what she’ll say until you try.” 

“Yeah, maybe...” Matt stopped, leaning over the side and peering into the distance, unable to see much for the sudden fog that had rolled in ahead of the storm. “Man, did you hear that?” 

“Don’t change the subject, I know...” At Matt’s ‘shh,’ Chad listened a little harder. “Yeah, dude. That’s someone calling for help!” 

Barely making out a life raft through the fog, Matt pointed, “Over there! I see someone standing on the raft waving their arms.” 

Chad started to turn the boat, just as a huge wave struck the raft, turning it over and dumping the occupant into the wildly churning ocean. 
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AFTER AN EXHAUSTIVE and scary few minutes, Matt hoisted a young girl up to Chad, then pulled himself up, collapsing on the floor of the boat gasping for breath and confused. As soon as he had pulled the girl from the water, the storm stopped, and it was blue skies as far as he could see. “What the hell?” He muttered to himself, then went to see if he could help Chad revive the girl they had just saved.

Laying the girl on the floor of the boat, Chad couldn’t help but notice how gorgeous she was. Her long black hair was plastered to her face, but he could still see the beauty underneath. Pushing her hair gently back, he checked to see if she was breathing, a little shocked to see that she was. Her eyes fluttered open, revealing the clearest, bluest eyes Chad had ever seen. 

Helping her sit up when she started coughing, he tore his eyes away from her pale features and back to Matt. “Move the stuff off the couch below and we can lay her there.”

“Don’t. It’s okay.” The girl put a pale white hand on his chest to stop him. “I’m okay.” Her voice was musical, just a wisp of sound that was almost carried away by the brisk breeze coming off the ocean. 

“What the hell were you doing out there in that life boat?” Matt asked, always the one with the quickest temper. “You would have drowned, if we hadn’t been here!” 

“Whoa, back off her for a second,” Chad snapped, when the girl’s face drained of what little color it had in it. “You’re scaring her.”

“Me! Scaring her! I almost drowned myself, pulling her out of the water!” 

“I’m so sorry...” the girl stammered, tears filling her sky-blue eyes. 

“Matt...” Chad warned, lifting the girl in his arms and depositing her onto the couch below. “Why don’t you start with telling us your name?” He asked, gently rubbing her tiny hands between his to warm them.

“I’m Ursula and I’m not sure how I got there. I just woke up in that boat and when I saw you, I cried out for help.” She glanced over at where Matt stood in the doorway with arms crossed. “I’m sorry.” 

Matt sighed, “All’s well that ends well,” He shook his hand, then nodded to Chad, before heading back above deck to take the boat on into port. 

“Well, you’re safe now,” Chad soothed her, “Let’s get you in some dry clothes and then we’ll figure out where you belong once we get back on land.” 

Handing her some of the clothes that they kept on the boat to change into, he grinned. “These are going to swallow you, but they’ll do until we can get you something else to wear.” The smile she flashed him had his heart dropping all the way to his stomach. Now, this was a girl he could get into. 

Ursula smiled widely as she changed into the shorts and shirt Chad had given her. Rolling the shorts over and tying the shirt up so they wouldn’t be so huge on her petite frame, she climbed the stairs to the deck of the boat to join the two boys. Her revenge started here. It was all going according to plan. She was just your normal 17-year-old girl who was lost at sea, and no one would know the difference until it was way too late to save any of them. 

Chapter Three

Two Months Later

Serena watched Chad and Ursula as they walked onto the beach, heads turning from every which way when Ursula walked by. It was like the girl was magical or something. Everyone loved her, girls and guys alike. Chad, he of the “I’ll never settle down to one chick, when there are so many hot ones out there” mentality, followed her around like a puppy doing whatever he could to keep her happy. 

“There’s just something about her that isn’t right.” Tiff said, following Serena’s gaze to where the couple was stopping and talking to everyone on their way over to their blanket. “Where did she even come from?” 

“She doesn’t seem to remember,” Serena answered her. She hated to talk bad about anyone and usually never did, but something about Ursula just didn’t sit right with her either. She came out of nowhere, had no family to speak of, and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave or to remember where she came from. When Matt and Chad pulled her out of the ocean, she knew her first name and nothing else about herself or how she came to be in that raft. 

“Likely story,” Tiff stopped talking as Matt ran up to the blanket, dripping water all over them both when he sat down. 

“Likely story about what?” He asked, grabbing the edge of Serena’s towel to dry his face with. 

Serena shook her head at Tiff behind Matt, not wanting to put him in the middle between his best friend and them, but Tiff ignored her. 

“Don’t you think it’s weird that Ursula isn’t more upset that she can’t remember where she came from?” 

Matt thought for a moment, as if trying to get what he was going to say just right, “Yeah, actually I do.” He stopped for a second, keeping an eye on Chad and Ursula as he talked. “The other night, when we all went out to the movies, I saw her do the weirdest thing.”

“What?” Serena and Tiff both prompted, when he didn’t go on, leaning forward to catch what he was whispering over the crash of the waves along the shore. “What was she doing?”

He held his hands up, holding them out to them, “Don’t laugh me off the beach, but when Ursula went to get popcorn for all of us, I followed her. She went right past the concession stand and walked down to the beach. I hid behind one of the dunes to see what she was doing. I could hear her talking to herself, but when I got closer... she was talking to a starfish she was holding. She held it up to her mouth and was whispering to it for the longest time, then she put it back in the water like it was the most normal thing in the world to do.” 

When neither of them answered him, he shrugged, “See? I told you, you would think I’m insane.” 

Serena exchanged a look with Tiff and glanced over to see how close the couple was, “No, we don’t think you’re crazy. We’ve seen the same thing, more than once. On top of that, have you ever noticed that she never wants to go to the café?” 

“Yeah, in two months, she hasn’t stepped foot inside your dad’s café even once.” Tiff added, “But I wouldn’t exactly say that’s strange. Maybe she just doesn’t like cafés or had something to do on those nights.” 

“For two months?” Serena asked, “Watch, I’ll prove it to you when they get over here. Follow my lead.” 

Once Chad and Ursula joined them and were settled on the blanket, Serena sat up and crossed her arms around her legs, looking bored. “Okay guys, graduation is over, and we have all summer ahead of us, until I head out for Cali in August. Let’s start the summer off right! Any ideas on what we can do tonight?” 

“Hmmm,” Tiff said, tapping a nail against her lips in thought. “How about a bonfire on the beach?” 

“That sounds great to us,” Ursula said from her spot between Chad’s legs. 

“Or we could go into town for a movie?” Matt added. “What do you think Chad?” 

“Whatever Ursula wants to do is fine with me,” Chad said, never having many thoughts of his own these days. 

“The movies would be great too,” Ursula giggled. “Whatever you guys want to do, I’m down with.” 

“I know!” Serena said, “We could spend the evening at the café. Ursula you haven’t even heard me sing yet!” 

“Yes, I have,” Ursula snapped, causing even Chad to look at her funny. “I mean...I heard you at the school and I’ve been to the other places you sang, remember?” 

“Yeah, but that’s not the same. You haven’t even been to the café since you got here.” Serena grabbed Ursula’s hands, “Come on, please!” She could tell that it was taking everything in Ursula not to snatch her hands out of hers.

“Sure, why not?” She said, “We can do that.” 

“Awesome!” Serena laughed, “The café it is. Watch.” She mouthed to Tiff and Matt when Ursula and Chad weren’t looking. 

“Chad, I don’t feel good,” Ursula whined about ten minutes later. “I think I need to go home and lie down; my head hurts.” She put her hand to her head, her cheeks paler than they normally were. 

Chad was up and pulling her to her feet within seconds, slipping his arm around her tiny waist to lead her off the beach. 

“I’m sorry Serena. Maybe next week for the café? I just don’t think I’d be much company with this headache.”

“Sure, Ursula,” Serena smiled, “Feel better.” 

“See?” She said as Chad and Ursula headed for the boardwalk. “Told you.” 

“You were right, but why?” Tiff watched them leave with her eyes narrowed. 

“I’m not sure, but we’re going to get her to the café to find out what she’s afraid of there, and it’s going to be next weekend. One way or the other.” Serena said, putting her sunshades on against the suddenly too bright sun. “So, who has a plan?” 
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URSULA GRITTED HER teeth until Chad dropped her off at the sheriff’s house where she had been staying until she could find a place of her own. Her plan to enthrall them all one at a time and lure them into the sea to drown was proving harder than she thought it would be. Tiffany and Serena were cautious and smart, and Chad was like a big brother to them. They hadn’t trusted her since the first day they met her, and it was proving to be a problem. 

She couldn’t go to the café because Millie would see through her disguise in a second and all would be lost. She had to drown the teenagers first and then take out Millie. Only then would she confront Sebastian, and tell him what she had done. Oh, how she longed to see him suffer, to see the despair in his eyes that all his hopes and dreams were lying at the bottom of the ocean with the ones he loved. 

She kicked off her shoes, stalking out onto the beach where she could think. The only problem with her plan was that she hadn’t expected to fall for Chad. He was everything that she had ever dreamed of in a merman, except he was mortal, of course. A little smile played across her lips at the thought of his boyish good looks and gentle ways. If she went through with her revenge, Chad had to die. If she didn’t go through with it, then the older Sea Witch would come for her and throw her into the deepest, darkest corner of the ocean where she would never see Chad again. 

She had to make sure that she stayed away from the café until she could come up with a solution. She desperately wanted revenge on Sebastian Croft, but did she want revenge more than she loved Chad? Could she bear to watch the light fade out of his eyes as the sea swallowed him whole? 

Pacing the beach, Ursula could almost feel the hate draining out of her heart and love replacing it. She had certainly gotten herself into a pickle. It was time to tell Chad the truth and hope that he would forgive her. If he looked at her with disgust in his eyes, she wouldn’t be able to handle it. She would rather face the wrath of the sea, than see his love turn to hate before her eyes. 

She would tell him tomorrow. Before Serena could find a way to get her into the café, and then together they could leave town. Maybe if she went up into the mountains, away from the ocean, the Sea Witch wouldn’t be able to find her, and she could finally get her happily ever after, just like everyone else did. 

Chapter Four

Sebastian and Millie knew something was different about their little seaside town. They had both sensed the mermaid who was walking on two legs among them, but could never quite catch her scent enough to figure out who she was. Sitting at the corner table in the café, holding hands, they looked for all the world like a happy couple having lunch, Millie thought, glancing around the café in hopes of seeing someone different, someone that threw off the distinct scent of a mermaid. 

“No one, huh?” Sebastian asked, knowing Millie’s nose had stayed sharper than his because she had trained it that way, never willing to completely give up the sea she loved. 

“No, but she’s here. The presence and the smell is strong.”

“What if she’s an innocent like we are? Just wanting to make her way in the world above the sea.” 

“Innocent, Sebastian?” Millie asked, the one bone of contention between them having always been the way that he had gained his legs. “I didn’t like Ursula, but what you did...well...” She let it go at that. There was no need to rehash old problems, when they might have a new one to deal with right here in Serenity Bay. 

“Don’t you think I’ve regretted that every day of my life? But it was the only way I could save Maureen from being taken and you know it. She was the love of my life and she was pregnant with my child. So, yes, when it came down to Ursula’s voice or the life of my wife and unborn child, what would you have chosen?” He asked, his voice bitter and his eyes burning embers in his face. 

Reaching over to pat his hand, Millie sighed; it had done him little good. In the end, he had lost Maureen anyway, but at least he had Serena. 

“And now I have you.” he said, reaching over to kiss her, reading her mind, like they have been able to do since childhood. “Don’t think my love for Maureen ever made me love you any less.” 

She smiled to show him she knew, “I know, I just wish there was something we could have done for Ursula.”

“Me too,” he said sadly, “Me too.” 
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URSULA STOOD STUNNED beneath the window where she had been listening, unable to believe what she was hearing. Sebastian hadn’t been conniving and uncaring when he traded her voice for his own legs. He had been trying to save the woman and child he loved. As much as her heart wanted to stay hardened against it, it couldn’t. Wouldn’t she do the same thing for Chad and certainly for any child they had together. 

This changed things even more than her love for Chad did. She had to make this right. Running quickly down to the beach, she threw off her shoes, her tail swishing as she dived deep into the ocean. When she came back she was going to come clean with them all and her own life be dammed. The Sea Witch could take her soul, but she would not hurt the people she had come to love. 
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THE GROUP STANDING on the other side of the dunes stood in utter silence with their mouths dropped open. 

“Did she just...”

“Was that a...”

“Is she a mermaid?” Serena finally finished a sentence between all of them. 

“That’s just not possible.” Chad said, shock in his voice. “She can’t be. Those things don’t even exist.” 

“Well, it has to be because we just saw it happen.” Tiff said, her voice shaking. 

“I’m not completely sure what we saw but something isn’t right here. We need to tell my dad and Millie, now.” Serena said, taking off at a run for the café with the rest of them running along behind her. 

“Dad! Dad!” Serena yelled, rushing into the café where Millie was sitting at a table on the deck. 

“What?” Sebastian came rushing out of the kitchen wiping his hands on a dish towel, as Millie rushed in at the same time. 

Everyone started talking at once, trying to explain what it was they had seen. 

“Whoa, calm down.” Sebastian held his hands up for silence, “Serena, tell me what’s going on. I can’t listen to you all talk at once.” 

Taking a deep breath, Serena explained what they had just witnessed on the beach. “I know you two think we’re crazy, but we know what we saw.” She said firmly, when her dad and Millie exchanged looks. 

Sighing, Millie moved over to Serena patting her shoulder, “We have something we need to tell you and we don’t think you’re crazy at all. Quite the opposite actually.” She motioned towards one of the big tables in the corner of the room. “Sit kids. Sebastian, why don’t you make some coffee, it’s going to be a long night.” 

Nodding, a solemn look on his craggy face, Sebastian locked the door of the café and turned over the closed sign. Noticing the shocked look on the faces of the kids, after all it was only a little after six, he shrugged. “Explaining this to you kids is more important that the dinner hour. It’s been a long time coming.” 

“Dad you’re scaring me,” Serena said, her voice shaky. 

“Nothing to be scared of dear,” Millie said, putting her hand over Serena’s where it lay on the table. “Just some things it’s time for you to know.”

Twenty minutes later, coffee mugs in hand, the teenagers were staring at Millie and Sebastian like they were from outer space. Cradling her mug in her hands for the warmth more than anything else, Serena tried to think of what to say. Tiffany had no such problems. 

“So, you mean to tell me that you two are mermaids...well, mermen in your case,” she corrected, pointing at Sebastian. “And...what does that make Serena?” 

“A half-human, half-mermaid.” Matt said, “I think?” 

“People!” Chad spoke loudly so he could be heard over the others’ voices. “That’s all well and good, but what about Ursula? What is going to be done about the mermaid I’ve been dating?” 

“What did you say her name was?” Sebastian asked, a look of alarm passing between the two adults that Serena didn’t fail to catch. 

“Something else you need to tell us?” She asked. 

“Her name is Ursula and she’s not a mermaid. She’s a Sea Witch,” Millie stated. 

“Well, isn’t that even greater! I’m dating the hag of the sea!” Chad laid his head on the table, banging it gently on the surface. “God, I’m an idiot.”

Patting his shoulder gently, Millie nodded at Sebastian. It was time to come clean about everything. “No more secrets,” she said. 

Sighing, Sebastian sat back and while holding Millie’s hand tightly told them how he had come to be a mortal. When he was done, there was silence all around the table. 

“Well, I for one want nothing to do with her,” Chad said, “She has to be out for revenge. Doesn’t she? She just used me to get to all of you.” 

Serena thought back to all of the times Ursula and Chad had been together around them. “Maybe not. Think about it guys,” she said leaning forward in her intensity and scanning the table. “She has had ample time over the last two months to get her revenge, but she didn’t. Maybe she came here with revenge in mind, but I think something changed that. I think you changed that.” She said, pointing at Chad. “You melted her heart.”

Millie tapped the table with her nails, lost in thought. “You know, Sebastian that could be true. Remember, there are legends about Sea Witches who have had their hearts melted by mortal men, and you did say she’s a young girl, right?”

“What are you trying to say?” Chad asked, looking around the table, his eyes full of hope. 

“That there might be a way to salvage this for all of us.” Serena grabbed Chad’s hand and started pulling him up. “Come on everyone. We have to get Ursula to come back to the beach.”

“Keeping her here might be harder than you think,” Millie grabbed Serena’s arm to stop her. “She would have had to make a deal with a very powerful Sea Witch to stay in mortal form as long as she has. A deal like that isn’t easy to break.” 

“But we owe it to her to try. She deserves to be happy.” Serena said, “Our family did this to her. Our family took her happily ever after away. It’s the least we can do, isn’t it daddy?” She asked, turning her pleading eyes to her father, who was already standing by the door. 

“I can’t make any promises, but we will certainly try.” He said, then opened the door ushering the group out into the growing darkness and to the beach below. 

Chapter Five

The ocean was inky black and churning when the group stepped onto the sandy shores of the beach, as if it already knew that trouble was coming. Streaks of lightning could be seen in the distance and the rumble of thunder was faint as if warning of the storm to come. 

Ursula was crouched in the surf, her legs tucked under her, the tears streaking her face enough to tug on the heartstrings of everyone that saw them. “I know I was wrong and I’m so sorry. I tried to fix it,” she waved her arms at the increasingly churning ocean, “but, as you can see I failed to stop it.”

“What do you mean failed? What’s going to happen, Ursula?” Chad asked, rushing to her side and pulling her out of the water that was threatening to swallow her whole. 

“The Sea Witch is coming for me. I broke our deal. I didn’t bring her Serena’s voice, and I didn’t send all of you into a watery grave.” 

“You were going to drown us?” Chad asked, pulling away from her, with disgust on his face. “My friends? As good as we were to you? You would hurt us like that?” He backed away from her as if she was poison.

“I’m not giving you to her now. I’m going instead,” Ursula said, hanging her head and refusing to meet Chad’s eyes. 

“Give her a chance, Chad.” Serena whispered, the others around her murmuring their agreement. 

Chad sighed, going to kneel beside Ursula in the shallows, “I love you; you know that. I don’t want you to go.” He held her to him, his tears mixing with hers, as the heavens opened up and sheets of rain descended on them all. “Isn’t there anything we can do?” He asked, looking over to where Sebastian and Millie were standing. 

Ursula put her hand on his chest, “No Chad. This is what I deserve. I’ve been evil most of my life and for the sake of my own revenge, I was willing to end the lives of people that had done nothing to me. I want to do this. If I don’t, then the Sea Witch will take you all. I don’t want to be here without you. Let me do this.” She reached out a hand to caress his cheek, then kissed his lips gently one final time. Pulling away, she squared her shoulders and with a swish of the tail he hadn’t even noticed, she dove into the ocean, the waves closing quickly around her. 

As soon as she was gone, the storm stopped, and stars twinkled under a bright full moon, highlighting the ocean below. 

The ragtag group started back up the sand dune to the café, silent and not sure what to say. They all mourned the girl they hadn’t even known two months ago. She had given up her one chance at happiness for them and it was something they would never forget. 
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SERENA WAITED UNTIL everyone was gone and her father was in bed, then snuck back down to the beach, looked up at the stars, and made a wish that she now knew would be heard in every part of the sea. She closed her eyes and waited, jumping when the sea churned and the old Sea Witch emerged in all her glory. 

Serena backed away at the sight of her, she was monstrous, with a tail that churned the ocean into dark, angry waves. Her red eyes gleamed greedily as they settled on Serena, but the voice when she spoke was soft and musical. “So, you wish to give your voice for Ursula’s return to land.” A frown marred her otherwise smooth features, “Why? I don’t understand the way of you people who walk on land. Such emotion...” She wrinkled her nose as if just the thought of emotions were distasteful to her. 

“Emotions are a part of being human,” Serena said, “And Ursula gave up her chance of being happy to save us. She gave up her revenge, when she honestly had every right to destroy my family after what was done to her. I want to give her something in return. A chance to find happiness with the man she loves. My friend.” 

The Sea Witch shrugged, “Very well, then. This talk of feelings, love, and blah, blah, blah is starting to bore me.” She waved her hand to take Serena’s voice, but she stopped her. 

“Wait!” 

The Sea Witch raised an elegantly sculpted eyebrow at her, but waited. 

“I want Ursula back just the way she was. At the age of seventeen and able to grow old with Chad. To have children.” 

“I see you did your research.” 

“Yes, I know the tricks you play if a deal isn’t made beforehand.” Serena crossed her arms, waiting, then feeling eyes on her, turned to see her friends, her dad, and Millie standing behind her. 

“I figured this was where you snuck off too.” Her dad whispered, kissing her on the top of the head as her friends gathered around her. The wind whipping through their hair as the Sea Witch frowned even harder. 

“We all want Ursula back, and you aren’t taking Serena’s voice to do it.” Sebastian yelled over the crash of the waves. 

“Sebastian Croft,” The Sea Witch spat out, then laughed, “how is your mortal life treating you?”

Sebastian ignored her, joining hands with Serena and her friends, “You have no power against the love we share. Love is always stronger than hate. Give us back our friend,” He yelled. 

Eyes narrowed, the Sea Witch tossed a huge wave at the group, only to draw back when the wave didn’t come close to bowling them over. She looked left and right and saw the stars begin to emerge in the heavens against her will, the dark clouds scattering with the force of the love that was emanating from the group of mortals. “This isn’t over!” She yelled, becoming a cyclone and rushing back out to sea. 

The waters calmed and the storm died down. In the shallows, Ursula lay, her pale skin cold to the touch. Chad rushed to gather her up, a feeling of déjà vu overcoming him. “We’ve been here before, haven’t we love?” He said, gently caressing her cheek. 

Her eyes fluttered, and she gave him a soft smile. “Yes, we have, but this time it’s for the right reasons and for a love that will last forever.” 

Gathering her in his arms, he stood up, the moon glowing brightly behind him, and started up the beach to the café. 

“I think I might put off going to Cali to start a career,” Serena announced, “I have everything I need right here in Serenity Bay, and I don’t ever want to be anywhere else. Let’s take our family home.” She said smiling and did just that. 
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Those That Matter
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Chapter One

Josephina “Joey” Sherwood slammed her hands down on the desk. Her chest heaved in anger. She tossed her long dark hair over her shoulder and looked her boss straight in the eye.

“That’s it. I’m done.” She sucked in a breath. “I’ll be damned if you’re going to talk to me that way. You do not treat people the way you do. You just don’t.”

Sheriff Bronson George raised his brow. “Excuse me? I simply explained that it was your job to work for me, not with me. I pay you to do what you’re told.”

She straightened and adjusted her shirt as she struggled with her temper. “You are an elected official, by the very people you treat like dirt. You may be a good sheriff, but you’re a horrible person. If others choose to stand by you, so be it. I’m leaving.”

“Ms. Sherwood, I would suggest that you check that little temper of yours and go cool off at your desk. I’m not approving any time off for you if you leave.”

My little temper? This self-righteous asshole wants me to go cool off?

She growled. “You don’t get it, do you? I’m going to my desk to get my things, then I’m out of here. I QUIT!”

She spun on her heel and marched toward the door.

“What do you mean, you quit?”

She stopped without turning around. “You’re a smart man, Sheriff. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

“You can’t just quit. You’re my assistant.”

She looked back and shook her head. “I can. And I just did.”

He sat on the edge of his desk and rolled his eyes as he let out a long sigh. “Okay. Fine. I’ll play.” He added an exasperated lilt to his voice. “What do I have to do to make you stay?”

He’s lucky he’s sexy as hell, ‘cause ain’t no woman going out with him for his personality. 

“Short of a complete attitude overhaul, not a damned thing.”

He had the audacity to smile. “People like you always have a price. Name it.”

Anger blinded her. “That’s exactly why I’m done with you. You think you’re up here,” she motioned with her right hand up high, “and I’m down here.” She wiggled her left down low.

He shrugged. “And? We all have our place in life.”

It’s not worth it. Just walk away.

She slammed the door behind her.

Nerves made her tremble as she threw everything from her desk into a copy paper box. She watched the closed door, silently praying that he stayed in his office until she finished. After a final glance at her work space of many years, she headed to her car.

You’re doing the right thing. You’re doing the right thing.

Her best friend, Keri, shrieked. “You did what?”

“I quit. I can’t take it anymore.”

“I heard you say you quit, but I’m pretty sure your landlord isn’t going to care that you couldn’t take it anymore.”

She fumbled with her coffee mug. “I can find another job.”

“But you...quit.”

She slapped the table. Other people in BrewBakers, their favorite coffee shop, turned to stare. Joey leaned in close to her friend. “He treats people like second class citizens. In his world, money is everything. If you don’t have money, you’re not worthy of kindness or respect. He probably wipes the bottoms of his shoes every time he walks near us common folk.”

Keri took her hand. “You did good, Jo. You really did. It’s just shocking that you actually did it. I actually thought you had a crush on him.”

Joey sat back in her chair and laughed. “Oh, he’s a sexy mofo, there’s no denying that. What is it that guys say? I’d tap that.” She sobered. “Well, maybe at one point. Not anymore.”

The job search continued for weeks. After being turned down for job after job, she met Keri at BrewBakers again. “I’m in so much trouble. Rent’s due, electric’s due. I can cover one more month, then what?”

Keri shrugged. “I don’t get it. You shouldn’t be having so much trouble finding a job.”

“I couldn’t figure it out either, but the last guy let it slip a little that our wonderful Sheriff is blackballing me, making sure that no one else will hire me. Not many people will go against the big law man himself.”

“You did.”

“Yeah, and look where it’s gotten me.”

The final straw came when she interviewed at a local pizzeria. The owner handed her the envelope that contained her resume. “I’m sorry, I just can’t use you.”

Joey took the envelope and sat back in her chair. “I don’t understand. I know I don’t have any waitress experience, but I’m good with details and I can carry food. Can’t you even give me a chance?”

“I need someone I can count on. Someone I can trust to get the job done.”

She sat back in her chair, her brows raised. “What on earth did you see on my resume that tells you I’m not that person?”

“Your resume is perfect.”

She picked up her purse and tucked the envelope inside. “Then what is the proble—”

The look on the owner’s face made her stop. Oh no, he didn’t. “You spoke with Sheriff George.”

The man shifted in his chair. “The Sheriff and his bunch come in on Sundays sometimes to watch the game. It was a professional courtesy to check with him.”

Joey leapt out of the chair. “Then why didn’t you just cancel this interview instead of wasting my time?”

He shrugged. “Bronson didn’t call me back until an hour ago. It was too late to call it off.”

So now it’s Bronson instead of Sheriff. That sonofabitch! 

She stormed to her car and beat on the steering wheel. She called Keri. “That bastard has this town wired to the point I probably couldn’t even get a job at McDonalds.”

“How can he do that?”

“He’s law enforcement. Most people don’t want to go against the grain and get the cops mad.”

Keri grew quiet. “What are you going to do, Jo?”

She put the car in gear. “I’m going to the asshole’s office right now; that’s what I’m going to do. This needs to end right now.”

“Don’t get arrested. I don’t have the bail money at the moment.”

Joey scoffed “Pfft. If the good Sheriff had anything to do with it, I doubt Bill Gates would be able to afford the bail.”

Chapter Two

Joey stormed past her old office without hesitating. A short, timid woman came running after her. “Ma’am, you can’t go in there.”

“Why does everyone in this building tell me I can’t do things?” She spun back toward the other woman. “And yet I still do.”

She barged straight into Bronson’s office without knocking. Two deputies stood by the window, two more were seated by his desk. The Sheriff rose as she ignored the other four and marched straight to him.

“How dare you.”

One of the deputies stepped in front of her. “Is there a problem here?”

She sidestepped him to keep Bronson in her line of sight. “Are you going to explain yourself?”

The deputy took her arm. “You better come with me.”

“No, no. Leave her be. You guys take a break while I speak to Ms. Sherwood. It’s okay.”

The four watched her as they left; Bronson closing the door behind them. “You certainly know how to make an entrance.”

“And you certainly know how to make life a nightmare. I couldn’t even get a job at a pizza place because of you.”

“I told you not to leave.”

“Bronson, you made my life hell. You create the worst working conditions I’ve ever dealt with, because you’re rude and inconsiderate. I do not regret that I quit. You have no right to blackball me on every single job I apply for.”

“Eventually you’ll have to come back here. So once again, I win.”

How do I even counter that when he’s right?

“I trust from your silence that you’re thinking it over? The other woman is just a temp. She can go away in the snap of a finger.”

“Actually,” she rose her eyes to meet his, “I’m contemplating how good I’d look in an orange jumpsuit if I punch you in the mouth.”

He chuckled. “I do admire you. And since you may decide that wearing the jail fashion is worth it, I’d better play nice. How do you think I could treat people...better?”

“Think with your heart instead of your wallet. Enjoy life without buying your way through it. Maybe get some real friends instead of those fake ones who allow you to think you’re better than everyone else.”

“I’m the Sheriff. I’m expected to be of a certain caliber.”

She nodded. “Agreed. But you take it to a whole new level. The reason that you’re Sheriff is because the little people voted for you. You need them to keep your job; they don’t need you. They can just go on to the next guy if you piss them off too bad. But you can’t just go on to a new group of people beneath you.”

“Ms. Sherwood, have you ever enjoyed the finer side of life?”

“Mr. Sheriff, have you actually lived a real life, or just spent all your time in the fantasy illusion that you’ve conjured up?”

“Ahh, an impasse. How do you think we could solve this little problem?”

She narrowed her eyes. “You obviously already have an idea.”

He leaned toward her. “As a matter of fact, I do.” He walked around his desk. “You need a job, and I need a date to the annual Christmas ball. I could find one, mind you, but you intrigue me and give me somewhat of a challenge.”

“How does that solve anything? I can’t work for you. And I’m sure that your ass has to be smarting about not having a date. I guess there are some things that money can’t buy.”

“Oh, I could buy it. It’s not quite legal, but I could buy a date and probably get a happy ending.” 

“You haven’t answered my question. With your proposition, you get a date and I get my job back, but I’m not gaining anything unless you’re willing to change your ways, which you haven’t said a word about.”

He stood toe to toe with her. “My proposition is that for one month, starting this weekend, I live my life the way you think I should, in a way to make you happy. As a commoner, if that makes you feel better. Then for one month after that, you live your life my way. At the end of my month, we re-evaluate the entire situation.”

She laughed. “Very interesting, Sir. But while you can afford to live my way, I’m quite sure there is no way in hell that I can afford to live your way.”

“No worries, my dear. I’ve got you covered. It’ll be fun to introduce someone to the wonders that having money holds.”

“It’s an interesting proposal.”

“One that will benefit both of us. I’ll learn to be a nicer person, you’ll learn to be a bitch. You get your job back, with me being less of a hard ass, and I have a beautiful date to the ball. It’ll do us good to see life from the perspective of the other.”

She held out her hand. “Deal.”

He shook her hand and went back to his chair. “You better tell those deputies to come back before they call the SWAT team in.”

“I’ll start back to work on Monday. It’s not fair to the other lady to just send her packing now. Let her finish the week.”

He shook his head. “Why do I feel like I’m going to be schooled on how to rob from the rich and give to the poor?”

She waggled her fingers in a half wave. “You just have to learn that there’s nothing wrong with being poor. The rich are not the only ones who can be happy.”

The elevator doors closed before she took a deep breath.

What the hell did I just agree to?

Chapter Three

Joey spent Friday cleaning her apartment from top to bottom. She wanted everything in place before going back to work. Keri was coming over for dinner and a movie, so she’d finished her grocery shopping before starting her cleaning spree. 

I have no idea how I’m going to explain to her what I’ve agreed to. Guilt ran through her veins that she hadn’t told her best friend about her upcoming fiasco. 

Mr. Fritz, her steel gray pit bull, chased her through the apartment, trying to attack the vacuum cleaner. Her building manager hadn’t been keen on a dog living on the top floor of the building, but she hadn’t been willing to make the concession of getting rid of him just to take the apartment. Ironically, her job with the Sheriff had tipped the balance in her favor of approval for the apartment of her dreams. Three bedrooms, three baths, and access to the roof. The bright, cheery living space did wonders for her creative side.

She put the vacuum away and turned to find Mr. Fritz standing behind her, rope in his mouth. “Okay, fine. Gimme that. You want to play, we’ll play.”

The next few minutes involved growls, laughs, and power tugs. She finally pulled him into a hug. “Thank you for putting up with my moods the last couple weeks, big guy. Mommy loves you.”

Joey had just put the pan of lasagna in the oven when Keri came in carrying two bottles of wine.

“They’re already chilled. I kept them in the fridge at work.”

“I’m surprised the art director didn’t drink it.” Keri was the administrative assistant to the art curator at the local museum.

Keri grabbed two glasses out of the cupboard and popped a cork. “Here. TGIF.”

Joey waited until they’d finished the first bottle before filling her friend in on the whole situation.

“You agreed to what? Are you crazy?”

“It makes sense. Kind of.”

Keri grabbed her by the shoulders. “Josephina Sherwood. I thought you were crazy when you quit. I understood, but thought you were crazy. But now, you’re just plain insane ‘cause I don’t understand anything.”

“Uh-oh. You’re using my full name.”

“Of course I am. You just agreed to play life swap with a man you despise. What in the world are you going to do with him for a month so he can experience your way of life? You don’t do anything except work and hang out here in your apartment.”

“I never said it was a perfect plan. I’ll come up with some ideas.”

Keri paced. “I just don’t know what to say.”

“Look around. I love this apartment. I needed a job. Hopefully I’ll have a big enough impact on him that I’ll keep my job when the little experiment is over.”

They finished the second bottle of wine during dinner. Giggling like school girls, they had a notepad out with pros and cons written on it. 

Joey struggled to focus on the words. “So far we know he’s damned sexy and looks like he’d be a good kisser.”

Keri snorted. “Two definite plusses. I can’t wait to see if you find out about the kissing part.”

“Keri! I have no plans to do that at all. We’re going to call this a social experiment to see how humans live in different situations.”

“Well, Professor, are you going to write a thesis on it when you’re done?”

They both burst out laughing. Joey caught her breathe first. “You know what kind of student I was. I’ll have to pay you to write the thing.”

“Oh, no. My days of doing your homework were over long ago. Now go shower while I clean up.”

“Sure you don’t want help?”

“Nope. But I am tired of smelling bleach and tub cleaner. Go. To the shower, woman.”

Joey came out in her pajamas, long wet hair pulled back in a ponytail. She pulled another bottle of wine from the fridge and they settled on the couch. Keri had just pulled up the ‘on demand’ listings when a knock at the door interrupted them.

A look through the peephole made her frown. She looked again.

“Who is it?”

She looked at her friend. “I must have drunk more than I thought. I could swear Sheriff George is standing in the hallway.”

Another knock on the door made her back up. Keri jumped up off the couch. “You have Sheriff on the brain.” She looked out. “Holy shit, it is the Sheriff.” She unhooked the chain and pulled the door open. 

“Good evening, ladies. I was afraid I was going to wake the whole building before you answered.”

Joey tried to focus. “What are you doing here? And why do you have a suitcase?” Mr. Fritz sniffed all around it as Bronson pulled it into the apartment.

“Uh, nice dog?”

No shit, Sherlock. “No, not at all. He’s going to sniff everything before he actually attacks.”

Keri giggled. “Fritzy is a big baby. Unless you’re planning on attacking Jo, I don’t think you have to worry about the dog.”

Joey tried to steer the conversation back around. “You didn’t answer me. What are you doing here?”

“I figured if I’m going to get the full effect of being a quote, unquote normal person, I need to live here with you.”

She spewed wine across the floor. The dog licked it off the tiles.

Bronson raised a brow. “Good thing you didn’t get it on the carpet. I don’t think that would have been as easy for your living paper towel here to lap up.”

Keri looked like she’d seen a fire breathing dragon. “You’re going to move in with Jo? Just like that?”

Joey coughed. “What she said.”

“It only makes sense. Now where do I put my stuff?”

She looked at Keri with a huge “wtf do I do now” look.

“Do you plan on sleeping with her, too?”

“Keri!”

Bronson chuckled. “I suppose I should probably take her to dinner first. Although, since I assume I’ll be on a budget for the next month, I hope Burger King is acceptable.”

Both women burst into laughter. The more they tried to stop, the more giggles were elicited. 

He watched with a bemused smirk. “While I’m happy to be a source of amusement, bedroom? Please?”

They both pointed. “Mint colored door. Don’t go in the peach one or you’ll kill yourself.”

He looked at them both without commenting, then pulled his suitcase through the green door. “Oh, good. I have my own bathroom. I’m just going to take a quick shower and...how do you put it...freshen up. Out in a jiffy.”

They remained quiet and hovered outside the door until they heard the shower start.

“Jo, what are you going to do?”

She drained her glass. “Buy more wine?”

“Seriously. Are you really going to let him live here for a month?”

“I don’t see that I’m being given any choice. I’ll be keeping Mr. Fritz close to me at night though.”

Keri grabbed her purse. “I’m out of here so you two can work this out.”

“But our movie...”

“Some other night.” She opened the door. “And good luck.”

The dog curled up on one end of the sofa, so Joey sat in the middle while she waited. She jumped when Bronson peeked out of the bedroom. “Where’d  Keri go?”

“She left.”

He walked out. “I’m decent enough then.”

Her mouth gaped as he strode out. Bare chested, wearing only a pair of sleep pants, he crossed the room and sat next to her. She stared, the wine making her reactions slow.

He’s got the perfect chest. Hair, sculpted, abs. Perfect. And that ass.

“You comfortable enough?”

He grinned. “I just wanted to match your attire.” He glanced at the television. “What are we watching?”

“You.”

His brow raised. “Me?”

Shit! “I mean, you choose. The movie.”

“You’re really cute with no make-up. And with your hair just pulled back. Although,” he reached up and pulled the hair tie loose so her hair tumbled across her shoulders, “I like it long and loose.”

Flutters deep within her made themselves known at the one, simple touch.

I am in so much trouble.

“Your dog is looking at me like I’m a chew toy.”

“You afraid of dogs?”

“No, but pits aren’t exactly my favorite.”

“Oh, you’re one of those people.”

“Those people?”

“People who think that because it’s a pit bull, it’s automatically a bad dog.”

“Nope, I just don’t have much experience with dogs outside of the K9s on the force.”

She rose and headed for the kitchen. “You want popcorn?”

“Sure.”

She threw a bag in the microwave as he wandered the living room, looking at her photos. He motioned down the hallway. “What’s in the peach door that will kill me?”

“That’s my craft room. I paint, make clay sculptures. There’s stuff sitting around everywhere. It’s brighter in there than your room, so works better with creativity than with sleep.”

“Good to know it’s not a dungeon.”

“Or a red room?”

He smiled. “Isn’t that a type of dungeon, but for more pleasurable experiences?”

She emptied the popcorn into a bowl. They found a Bruce Willis movie and shared the snack in silence. She tried to focus on the screen, and not on the bare skin just to her left.

She smiled when Bronson offered Mr. Fritz a bite, ensuring his way to a great friendship, and relaxed, sending up a silent prayer for no disasters during their arrangement.

A pain in her neck woke her. She lay cuddled up with Bronson, still on the couch. She shifted to see his face. His eyes were closed and his breathing even.

One night. One night in my house and I’m all over him. What is wrong with me?

Embarrassed, she eased off the couch and touched the dog to follow her to her room.

Please don’t let him know we were canoodling.

Chapter Four

The first weekend of their arrangement, Joey introduced Bronson to the local art walk and farmer’s market. He had attended as an official, but never as just a patron. He played along and actually seemed to relax a little.

He was quick to get used to home cooked meals instead of eating out every night. They watched movies and she taught him how to paint, although he had no natural talent that she could discover.

It was during a painting session that she came up with her first big idea.

“What do you mean, you’ve never been fishing?”

He shrugged. “I’ve just never had time.”

She looked at him funny. “I thought you and your cohorts went out on fishing expeditions and were great outdoorsmen.”

“Maybe some are, but I avoid those gatherings. I prefer room service and air conditioning.

She surprised him when she rented a boat and took him out in the Gulf of Mexico.

She handed him a wetsuit. “First order of business. Put this on.”

After a bunch of fumbling, cussing, and squeezing, she got him zippered into the suit. She admired the view from behind her sunglasses. Dayum, that nips and tucks in all the right places.

She guided the boat out of the canal and skimmed across the open water. The wind in their hair blew away all their concerns.

She anchored close to an island. “We’re going to swim first. Cardinal rule, never fish before you snorkel if you don’t want to attract the sharks.”

“You realize it’s November, right? This water is going to be freezing.”

She rolled her eyes. “We’re in Florida, ya wimp. It’s not even cold yet. And that’s why you’re wearing a wetsuit.” She threw him a pair of fins. “Get in.”

She heard his intake of breath through the snorkel as two stingrays glided along the bottom. He paddled around, constantly looking around for her. She guided him through a school of bait fish, then pointed out a sea turtle hiding in the tall grasses. She dove down and picked up a starfish, watching his eyes light up as she handed it to him.

She pulled the boat close the island when they were done swimming. Bronson helped her lug a large cooler up onto the beach. He wandered around while she spread out a blanket and unpacked the picnic lunch. 

“So this island is just up for grabs for whoever wants to use it?”

She motioned for him to sit. “It’s really just a sandbar that stayed out of the water long enough for scrub to grow.”

“You ever spend the night out here?”

She laughed. “Hell, no. The noseeums would eat you alive.”

“Noseeums?”

“Yeah. You no-see-um when they bite. Worse than mosquitoes.”

He asked her about fishing. “I get that you don’t bait the water before swimming in it, but I get the feeling that there’s more to the story about the sharks.”

She felt her skin heat up. “I’ve always had a thing about JAWS.”

“It was such a fake movie. How could you possibly be afraid of sharks because of that?”

“I’m not afraid of sharks. I’m afraid of JAWS. The opening scene where the girl’s swimming and the shark comes up out of the deep, you remember that? That was it for me. My imagination can’t take that shit.”

He laughed as he reached for a bag of chips.

“That’s why when we snorkel, it’ll always be in shallow enough water that we have a clear view of the bottom. Nothing is going to attack me out of the deep blue sea.”

They fished off the beach after lunch. Bronson got frustrated with backlashes on his reel and broken lines because he hooked the bottom. Joey remained patient, guiding him through the process.

She was setting the tackle box further up on the beach when he whooped. She turned to see his pole bent over and Bronson struggling with the reel.

“Let it run, let it run.” She ran to him.

His face was red. “Let what run?”

“You hear that clicking noise? That’s your drag. The fish is running, swimming away from you. Let him run until he tires himself out.”

Bronson shook his head at her. “And this is easier than going to a restaurant?”

“No, not a bit. I don’t eat anything we catch.”

“Then what’s the point?”

A few minutes later, he knew the point as he held his first redfish up for admiration. She snapped a picture on her phone before removing the hook. 

She held the fish up to him. “Kiss it.”

He backed away. “What the hell do you mean, kiss it?”

“It’s tradition. You have to kiss your first fish or it’ll ruin fishing for you forever.”

“I am not kissing that fish.”

“Fine. Then I will.” She leaned in and kissed the fish on the head, then held it in the water as it pulled water through its gills. They both watched as it swam off.

“I can’t believe you did that.”

She slapped his shoulder. “I don’t want no bad fishing mojo.”

They sat back on the beach. “I’m guessing you dad taught you to kiss a fish?”

She smiled. “Yeah. I’m guessing the tradition’s been handed down.”

“Where are your parents now?”

“They live in Colorado. They bought an old horse ranch, converted it into a bed and breakfast. There’s a second house on the property that was used for staff that they renovated and rent out for extra income. They’re happy.”

“I have a sister that lives in Vegas. We barely speak. She’s always in some kind of trouble. Has been ever since our parents died years ago.”

Maybe she’s the reason he treats people the way he does.

On the way back to the apartment, he took her hand. “I had a really good time today.”

She studied him. “I’m glad. Sometimes going back to nature has a way of reviving the old batteries.”

“I’ll be honest. I thought I was going to hate it. But I didn’t.”

Me one, Sheriff zero.

She smiled as she squeezed his hand.

They shared a bottle of wine over a pot of spaghetti for dinner. After being in the sun all day, the alcohol went straight to her head. She grabbed a new bottle and her glass.

“Come on. Follow me.”

He grabbed his glass and followed her up onto the roof. They sank into the chairs she kept up there, and she refilled his glass.

She gazed at the stars. “It is so peaceful up here. I love just watching the twinkle.”

He chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone call the sky the ‘twinkle.’”

“You’ve never heard of twinkle, twinkle, little star? Come on. Even you were a kid once.”

“I’ve heard it, yeah. Just never heard it used the way you used it.”

They finished the bottle in silence. Joey wobbled when she stood as the spirits all rushed to her head. Bronson reached out to steady her and she fell against him.

She looked up just as his lips crushed down on hers. She kissed him back, taking delight in his moan as the embrace deepened. Her arms wrapped around his neck and he pulled her tight against him.

Breaking glass broke the moment. Her wine glass lay shattered against the roof. They looked at the glass, then at each other.

She panicked. “I’ll get that in the morning.” She bolted down the stairs. She heard him laugh as he followed.

Damn wine.
Chapter Five

Bronson looked at her like she’d gone crazy. “You want me to do what?”

“I adopted Mr. Fritz from SCARS, and they have a quarterly hike to raise awareness for adoption and to give pit bulls, and other dogs, a better name.”

“What is SCARS?”

She thought for a minute. “I can never remember. Saving Canines and Rescue Sanctuary or something like that. The guy that runs it, Merrick, is really nice.”

Bronson gave her a blank stare. “Yeah, I know the guy.”

She narrowed her eyes. “As participants, Bronson. Not as law enforcement. This is for the dogs.”

“Until your dog, I didn’t even like dogs. You’re pushing me.”

She leashed Mr. Fritz. “Good thing you’re on my time then, huh?”

After a cool welcome from Merrick, the group of volunteers headed out to the trail, eager dogs in tow. Bronson had Molly, a sweet, friendly pit bull that had been saved from a fighting ring. Joey walked Bandit, another pit bull, side by side with her own dog.

“I wish as Sheriff you could do more to bust dog fighters. Bring back public hangings or something.”

He snickered. “Yeah, I’d like to see you get that law passed.”

“Merrick’s girlfriend, Fletcher, runs that animal supply store, Nine Lines. She’s pretty anti-animal abuse. I could get her to help me.”

“Mmhmmm.” His focus was on Molly.

Merrick came around to check on them. “Mr. Fritz is looking good.”

Her dog jumped up on him and licked his arm.

“He likes seeing all his buddies again, under happy conditions.”

Merrick scratched the dog’s back. “I think we’ve adopted out most of the ones that came in with him.”

Bronson knelt and stroked Molly. “You only adopt right? You don’t breed?”

A shadow passed over Merrick’s eyes. “If people would quit breeding these dogs, there wouldn’t be so many euthanized every year.”

The Sheriff held his hand up. “Whoa. I was just asking. I’ve never had a dog, never bred a dog. I’ve heard you’re pretty hard ass on your adoption restrictions.”

Merrick nodded. “Yep. I do home checks, random visits, full background checks. My dogs come from bad situations; they’re not going back in to one. If people think that’s too harsh, they don’t get a dog.” He grinned. “I’m better at my job than the sheriff’s department.”

“Ouch. I’m wounded.” Bronson covered his heart with his hand. 

Joey laughed at both of them. “Come on, the dogs are here to walk, not talk.”

At the end of the hike, Merrick took the dogs back to their pens. Except for Molly.

Bronson sat on a chair, Molly on his lap. “I don’t think I can leave her behind.”

She watched them. “There’s hope for you yet, Mr. George. Any man that loves a dog is a good man.”

Merrick returned with a clipboard. “We may have had our run-ins in the past, but I’ve never known you to be a bad guy. She’s yours if you want her.”

“Wow.” Joey clapped. “The mighty Merrick actually approves.”

“The mighty Merrick? Please don’t ever let Fletcher hear you say that. I’ll never live it down.”

Bronson scribbled his name on the adoption form. “Ms. Molly, you are going home with me.”

As if he understood, Mr. Fritz walked over and nuzzled her. All three of them laughed.

Merrick gave him a final scratch. “Seems like the final approval has been made.”

They stopped by Nine Lines and stocked up on everything Molly needed. Fletcher was thrilled to see Mr. Fritz again, and congratulated the new doggie daddy.

Back at the apartment, the dogs settled down for a nap while Bronson helped her make dinner. He stuck the chicken in the oven, then turned to her.

“I never thought I’d ever own a dog.”

“There’s no greater companion.”

He leaned over and kissed her softly. “I’m really starting to enjoy this side of life.”

She just nodded, breathless from the kiss.

“Thank you for showing it to me.”

Aww hell.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to hers. This kiss was needy, longing. He pulled away and walked to the living room where he clicked on the stereo. A slow song came on the radio as he went back to her.

He pulled her close and started to sway. The romantic gesture made her melt, and she kissed him again. They danced that way through the song, but they never heard it end. He lifted her off her feet and carried her to his bedroom.

All thoughts fled as he made love to her, slow, passionate. Their lives melded in the moment, nothing else existed.

Bronson tossed the burned chicken down the garbage disposal as she called for pizza delivery. She opened the windows to air out the smell. He pulled her into another embrace.

“You look really cute with bed head.”

“I think this is more after-sex hair.”

He kissed her. “Then I hope to see it quite often.”

She laid her head on his shoulder and hugged him tight. “This is what happens when you value the personal touch over money. You connect on several different levels.”

His chest rumbled as he chuckled. “You really have a problem with money, don’t you?”

“Nope. I just have a problem with how money makes people feel superior.”

He pulled her toward the bedroom. “How about I show you some of my superior skills while we wait for the pizza?”

“Superior skills, Mr. George? I believe practice is going to have to make perfect.”

“Well, Ms. Sherwood, you’ll be happy to know that I always strive for perfection.”

Chapter Six

She looked at him through wide eyes. “Hawaii? You’re taking me to Hawaii?”

Bronson grinned. “We’ve had such a great time, I wanted to do something special as we switch from your way to my way. Not because I want to show off money, but just because I want to take you there. I want to see the beauty through your eyes.”

He gave her a kiss, then headed out for his deputy meeting. One of the dispatchers brought her a letter that had been mixed in with their mail and caught the exchange of affection.

Once out of earshot, she bent to Joey. “Things around here have been so much better since you two started dating. The whole atmosphere of the building is different.”

“Oh, we’re not dating.”

The dispatcher winked. “Well, whatever it’s called nowadays, keep it up. It’s making everything better for all of us, even him. Sheriff George seems to actually be happy.”

Joey struggled to concentrate on work, but her brain had already left the building for Honolulu. She texted Keri, asking her to watch the dogs.

Their flight seemed to take forever. Once they were checked in, they walked hand-in-hand along the long white beach. 

“This is beautiful!”

Bronson kissed her. “I knew you’d like it here.” He bent close as she took a selfie of them.

I wonder what you’d think if you knew how I felt about you.

They still hadn’t talked about feelings, or longevity, but she knew that she wanted the happily ever after.

They had dinner at the hotel, a five-star all-inclusive resort. She took his hand while they waited for their food.

“Thank you, Bronson, for bringing me here. I feel like I’m in a fairytale.”

He squeezed her hand. “This is just one of the benefits of having money.” He looked around. “Although it doesn’t seem to help get us our food.”

“It’s the island atmosphere. Everything seems a little slower here. I like it.”

“Well, I’m hungry.” He motioned to the waiter, who went to check in the kitchen.

The food was delicious and they made small talk while they ate. After a final sip of their pina coladas, they stood to leave.

Bronson laid a dollar bill on the table.

“What’s that for?”

“That’s his tip.”

“A dollar? What kind of tip is that?”

“The service sucked. We should never have to wait for our food.”

“It wasn’t his fault.”

He looked exasperated. “Maybe next time he’ll kick the chef to put a little speed on his cooking.”

Seriously? “These waiters don’t make squat in salary. They live off the tips.”

“Then you tip him what you think is fair. I already did.” He walked toward the door.

She laid a twenty on the table and followed. Lord, I hope this isn’t a glimpse of him backsliding.

Once back at their suite, they sat on the veranda that overlooked the ocean. Bronson pulled her into his arms and they sat entwined, listening to the waves crash on the beach.

Maybe he’s just tired from the flight. Benefit of the doubt.

The rest of the week passed in a blur. She met Keri for lunch when they returned.

“As long as we stayed away from people, we were happy as could be. He was romantic and sweet; we had a great time. But he gets around people there to make his vacation better, and he gets...entitled. His old habits seep back in.”

Keri nodded. “You know you can’t just live away from others, right? If he’s going to revert to old ways, you’re just going to have to face the problem.”

When she got home after work, two suitcases sat in her foyer. Bronson sat on the couch with the dogs.

“What are the suitcases for?”

He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “‘Cause now, my pretty, you’re moving to my house for the next couple weeks.”

A thrill burned through her stomach. “I didn’t agree to that.”

He sauntered to her and kissed her hard. “Fair play, my love.” He grabbed the leashes hanging by the door. “I’ll take the dogs out while you pack.”

“We won’t mention that it was your choice to come live here.” My love. I wonder if he realizes what he said. The word had never come up between them before.

With no idea what she’d need, Joey packed the essentials, then grabbed a duffle bag for Mr. Fritz’s dishes, food, and favorite toys.

Bronson’s house sat in a neighborhood that she only frequented at Christmas to see the lights on the huge houses. He pulled in the driveway and she examined the house with awe.

Huge windows in a gray brick exterior took up the entire top story of the front, giving the place a slightly ominous feeling. He pushed a button and the immense garage door opened.

“Your floor is shiny.”

He looked at her with a frown. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“It’s a garage. You can’t even see the floor in my dad’s garage.”

He opened his door. “I like tidy.”

It proved a true statement when she went inside. Very modern, straight lines, and everything had a cold feeling to it. Mr. Fritz chased Molly as they went to explore. Joey saw Bronson cringe at the sound of their nails on the shiny tile.

“Beautiful home, but there’s no personalization. No homey touches.”

“I like things neat and uncluttered.”

She laughed at him. “How did you ever survive at my apartment? I have knickknacks and pictures everywhere.”

“It was a nice change, but it’s good to be home.”

She put her arms around his neck and kissed him softly. “Want to show me the rest of the house?”

He picked her up with a growl. “How about we start with my bedroom?”

Once there, the sheer size of his bed distracted her. “You like to live large, don’t you?”

He nibbled her neck. “Is there any other way?”

She looked over the pristine white walls, empty of artwork or color. “I need to redecorate for you.”

He yanked his head back. “Why?”

“Nothing here is warm and fuzzy. I can add a little color to your life.”

He grunted. “I can add a little spice to yours.” His lips descended on hers.

Even as she lost herself in his kisses, her mind whirled with possibilities.

He didn’t say no.

Chapter Seven

Bronson had a convention to attend out of town, which left Joey time to add a few female touches to his house. He’d left her a credit card, as any rich man should do for his woman, so she made a visit to Kirkland’s Home Accessories. 

She giggled as she shopped. I’ll bet that man has never even heard of Kirkland’s.

The house brightened up considerably with her splashes of colorful artwork and counter embellishments. She grabbed a glass of lemonade and went out on the lanai to read until he got home.

His reaction was not as anticipated. “These flowers aren’t even real.”

Her voice was flat. “Real flowers don’t last. There is nothing wrong with silk flowers. The colors last, you don’t have to keep replacing them, and they don’t require care.”

“Maybe in your world, fake is better. I can’t have all this stuff in my house.”

She slapped the counter. “This is my house too for the next couple of weeks. Get over yourself. You left me plastic, I went shopping. Isn’t that what you expected?”

“I’d have been happier if you’d hired an interior designer instead of buying cheap props.”

“Oh, how quickly we forget the ways of the commoners.”

He kissed her. “I’m sorry. I just like things the way I had them.”

Her stubborn showed through. “As soon as I go back to my apartment, you can take them down. Until then, these ‘cheap props’ make me happy.”

“Speaking of happy, I have a surprise for you.”

The surprise turned out to be a fishing trip in the Keys. He had chartered a boat, with a full crew, to turn them on the big fish. Joey looked at the grill set up on the deck.

“You know I don’t eat anything we catch.”

“You’ll get over that.”

She pulled away from him. “No, I won’t.”

Much to the chagrin of the crew, she insisted that every catch was released.

“I’m surprised you’re not kissing every fish before you throw it back.”

“That’s only your first fish, not every fish.” She turned to him. “Are you mocking me?”

“Me? Mock? Not at all. Just didn’t want you getting some bad mojo.”

They sat on the porch of the cabin he rented for the night, watching the sunset.

“Now that was a fishing trip.”

Irritation poked at her. “So the trip I took you on wasn’t good enough?”

“Isn’t it better having amenities, like food and drink?”

She stood. “We did have food and drink. It was called a picnic. I thought you enjoyed yourself.”

“Is it so wrong that I enjoy my way better?”

She crossed her arms. “Not if it’s for the right reasons.”

“Who’s right—mine or yours?”

Angry tears pricked her eyes. “I think maybe we better end our arrangement. This isn’t going to work out if nothing I ever did was good enough.”

“Don’t go getting all upset because I have more expensive tastes. And we have a deal. You haven’t held your end up yet. The ball isn’t until next week.”

“I don’t have to live with you until then.”

“Yes, you do. I played by your rules without throwing a fit. You can do the same.”

Confusion clouded her judgment. What do I do?

He took her hesitation as concession. He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “We come from two different worlds. We just have to find a way to make it work.”

“I’ll just never understand how money makes you overlook the little things in life that are important.”

“That’s why I’m trying to show you how to live with money.”

He made love to her that night, but she felt a strain that hadn’t been there before. He fell asleep, and she went and walked on the beach.

Am I just putting too much thought into it? Am I just trying to force my beliefs on him because I’ve never been wealthy? Am I the one with the problem?

She walked in the dark, troubled by her thoughts. She appeased herself with the Golden Rule. She never wanted to treat people the way he did.

He insisted on taking her shopping for a gown suitable for the ball. They chose a white gown with gold highlights and a gold bodice. Layers of tulle edged with gold trim completed the Princess style gown. She insisted on golden slippers over heels.

“I have to be able to walk. I can’t do heels if I’m going to wear the shoes for any length of time.”

They went to the fitting for his tuxedo before going back to work. The whole building seemed abuzz about the upcoming ball.

She cooked dinner that night while Bronson walked the dogs. He came back in talking on his cell phone.

“Fire her. That is ridiculous and uncalled for. There are plenty of people looking for jobs.”

He looked at her when he hung up. “What?”

“Who are you firing?”

He named the dispatcher. The same one that had stopped by her desk. “She was late. One of my deputies covered for her, on his own time. Now I have to discipline him, too.”

“Why?”

“We don’t do favors. If we start doing favors for these people, then it’s going to be an epidemic.”

“These people? I hate that phrase. Why was she late?”

“Something about a sick kid.”

“So you’re going to fire a single mother who is struggling to raise two kids, because she was sick and had to find a babysitter?”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’m one of those people. She’s a good dispatcher. And he was a good deputy to cover while she found a last minute babysitter. Neither of them deserves any discipline. They got it done.”

“It’s not how I want things done.”

Her voice rose. “It’s almost Christmas. You’re going to fire her now? Get off your high horse, Sheriff. Tis the season.”

He rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He picked up his phone. “You do it yet? Okay, good. Let it slide this time. Just this time.”

He laid his phone down. “Happy now?”

She kissed him, but it held no emotion. “Yes, actually.”

“As long as you’re happy.” He walked toward his den, looking at the floor. “I’m never going to get all these scratches out of my tile.”

Lord, just let me get through this ball.

Chapter Eight

She felt like a princess walking into the ballroom. Twinkle lights were strung everywhere, with palm trees laced with iridescent lights that changed colors. 

Bronson tied her mask, then she helped him with his. He held her hand as they strolled to the bar. He handed her a champagne flute and looked around.

“Only in Florida would you have palm trees at a Christmas ball.”

She grinned. “Hey now. There’s a Christmas tree over in the corner, even if it is decorated to look like an orange tree. Where do you figure they found those orange satin balls?”

When he didn’t answer, she turned toward him. He had moved away and stood in conversation with another masked attendee. She watched Bronson drain his champagne, then snap his fingers at a waitress carrying a tray. Irritation crept up her spine.

How can a simple snap of the fingers be so condescending?

Another party-goer flagged down a waiter with a simple wave. She even heard him say thank you.

Other people know how to do it.

Her gown swished and swayed as she wandered the room, admiring the details in the decorations. When she looked back, Bronson was nowhere to be seen. Sadness filtered through her heart.

You know the inevitable is coming, yet you still hope.

She shook herself. Get a grip. This isn’t a damned Facebook post.

An hour later, annoyance replaced the sadness. She stepped outside and called Keri.

“He just left you there alone?”

She sighed. “I have no idea where he went. Haven’t seen him since two minutes after we got here.”

“Joey—”

“Yeah, I know. We’ve come full circle and I no longer matter.”

“Do you want me to come get you?”

She blinked back tears. “Not yet, but I’ll text you if I do.”

She went back in and sat at the bar. People came and went, champagne flowed, and dances started and ended. 

I wish I had driven myself.

She recognized two of her coworkers through their masks as they visited the bar. She made excuses for being alone, but she could see the pity emanate from their eyes. 

It was more than she could take. She texted Keri to pick her up.

She stood outside at the curb to wait. Just as Keri appeared down the street, Bronson ran up.

“I have been looking everywhere for you.”

She cut her eyes at him. “Couldn’t have been looking too hard ‘cause I’ve only been out here for the last ten minutes. The hours before that, I was sitting right at the bar. Where you left me.”

He scoffed. “Hours? Being slightly dramatic?”

“Look at your watch.”

He did and his eyes widened. “Oh. Well, I apologize for that. I didn’t realize there was a secondary party upstairs that I was expected to attend.”

She whirled on him. “Then why didn’t you take me upstairs with you?”

“Because I’m the Sheriff. I have obligations to people.”

“Certain people, Bronson, only certain people. And I’m obviously not one of them. You’re up here, and I’m down here.” She motioned with her hands. “We’re right back where we started.”

Keri pulled up and Joey opened the door. 

“You’re leaving?”

She looked him square in the eyes. “I am. In all manners of the phrase.” She squared her shoulders. “I didn’t realize that there was a ball for us ‘little people’ and a real party for those that matter. I’m done with your world. For someone like me, it’s empty, lonely, and totally miserable.”

“We still have a week left of our agreement.”

She got in the car, tucking her gown around her. “Our deal started because you needed a date tonight. Which, by the way, turned out to be bullshit. So I came, I sat, I’m leaving. Our contract is fulfilled.”

He knelt by the car. “But Josephina, I love you.”

She cradled his face with her hand. “That’s the problem. I love you, too, Bronson. I have for a while now. The difference is, I love you all the time. You only love me when it’s convenient and not in front of your crowd. I don’t deserve that. Just because you think you’re better than everyone else doesn’t make it true. It just means that you’re a pompous, conceited ass. If you need it in words that you’ll understand, you’re just not good enough for me. Be happy with your money, ‘cause it’s all you’re ever going to have.”

He stiffened. “You don’t just walk out of my world.”

She shook her head. “Just a heads up. Your world sucks.”

Joey held her tears until they were out on the main roadway. Weeping quickly turned into full on sobbing.

Keri rubbed her back. “I’m so sorry, hon. I really am.”

She wiped her eyes. “Yeah, me too.”

She loaded her car as quickly as she could so she’d be out of his house before he returned.

Take the decorations or leave them? Eh, hell with it. They’re going to end up in the dumpster anyhow. She tossed all of her Kirkland’s purchases in the trunk.

Molly sat watching as she clipped Mr. Fritz’s leash to his collar. Joey looked at her and groaned. “Girl, what am I going to do with you?”

Molly moved to sit next to Mr. Fritz. “My landlord is going to have a conniption fit if I take you with me. But if I don’t, and Bronson takes you to the pound, I’m going to be pissed at myself.” She debated with herself. “Gah! Okay, fine.” She grabbed the other leash and loaded both dogs in the backseat. “If he comes to get you, then I’ll know he’s keeping you.”

She called her parents when she got settled back into her apartment. 

“I’m coming home.”

Her mom was thrilled. “For how long, honey?”

“Permanently.” She told them everything that had happened, including the part about having two dogs. “Putting several states between us is the right thing to do. I need a fresh start.”

Her dad was equally thrilled. “You have good timing. The guest house is open. I was going to put a fresh coat of paint on it before renting it out again.” 

“Perfect. It solves the dog problem and the apartment search issue while I look for a job. I’ll pay you whatever you would have gotten as income.”

She spent Saturday lining up a mover that would come in and pack everything, cringing when she heard the price. “That’s fine as long as you can have it done as quickly as possible. I’ll see you Monday morning.” Keri came over for one last dinner, and they spilled tears into their wine.

After waiting all weekend for Bronson’s call that never came, she texted him about Molly. She tempered up when she received his reply.

I don’t want her back here. It’s been nice not having the mess.

She turned her phone off, avoiding the argument. It’s not worth it. Just walk away.

She left it off Monday as the movers packed her life and headed toward her parents. She took the dogs for one last walk before loading them for the long drive. Her landlord hugged her tight before she drove off.

She reached the state line before turning on her phone. She had several messages from Bronson, the first angry that she hadn’t shown up for work, several more condescending about having another tantrum, then a final one after he’d visited her empty apartment.

His voice actually sounded sad. “I can’t believe you left me. I love you, Josephina. We can make this work, but you have to be here. I don’t know how you could just walk out on me.”

Tears streamed down her face. “Oh, Bronson, damn you. I love you, too.”

She dialed the code to get customer service for her cell phone.

“Hi. Umm, I’ve been receiving harassing calls, and I need to change my number.”

[image: image]

Want more?

Keep an eye out for other Crazy Ink anthologies including After Ever After, Vague Book, Sub Tweet, Moonstruck, Crazy About Love, Insane Insomnia, Crazy Fools and Campfire Tales and too many more to list on all major platforms.

Follow us on Facebook at:

https://www.facebook.com/CrazyInkAnthologies/

and consider joining

https://www.facebook.com/groups/576618932538670/

to learn more about Crazy Ink publications.

Visit us at www.crazyink.org and sign up for our newsletter for special author features and giveaways.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/image000.png
CRAZY





d2d_images/image003.png
CRAZY

INK





d2d_images/scene_break.png





