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Dear Reader,

Welcome to Th’aer, where East is Wenst, but North and South still mean the same thing.

A place that seems familiar, where nothing is normal, and everything is far more connected than anyone could ever know.

Within the pages of this book are several portals.

Start where you’d like.

You hold in your hands, the first book to every series that takes place on this magickal planet.

So, where will you go first?
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WILL YOU GO PARTY IT up with some besties, Grimm Faerie Tale style? Will you time travel and relive Keoni’s past with her? Or would you rather go hang out with Th’aerian super star, PNK KanD?
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THE CHOICE IS YOURS...

Safe travels!
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This novel contains strong language, scenes of partying, and under-aged alcohol use.

Reader discretion is advised.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Ash

Puttel


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


PROLOGUE

Once upon a time, there was a girl named Ashley Puttel, who was blessed with both knowledge, and beauty. Her family was rarely deprived, although they were not prone to excess. Yet all that changed in the purple light of dawn early one morning, when a patch of November black ice caused Ashley’s mother, Hazel, to skid off the highway, and into a deep ditch. Despite being rushed to the hospital, there was nothing the doctors could do for Hazel. Ashley was shattered. It was like someone had taken the puzzle featuring a beautiful family scene, and swept it violently off the table.

The town's black widow, Ms. Spyder, was quick to recognize the vulnerability that loss brings and presented herself as a sympathetic shoulder to cry on at the funeral. Ashley’s father, Jonathon, didn't even try to resist the comforting wiles of an enchanting woman.

Coincidentally, around the same time Ms. Spyder moved in to their house with her two daughters, Hazel's considerate life insurance policy began to pay up. Suddenly they had enough funds for their instant family of five.

Not long after that, Ms. Spyder became Mrs. Puttel and Ashley was certain that her life could not become any stranger.

The honeymoon was short lived because Jonathon couldn’t put his work on hold. He was a father and a husband, and in order to maintain those roles he was also an appliance and electronics repairman.  He left that Monday, glowing with the warmth of having a family again, and waved goodbye as he pulled out of the driveway.

It was a week of waiting and worrying before the police found his car lodged in a muddy riverbank that ran underneath a bustling bridge. The widow was distraught by the thought of having another mouth to feed as a result of this hasty union. However, the money that Jonathon had been worth to the life insurance company made the widow a tad bit less bitter, and a cheery dash more conniving.

The widow took her grief and anger out on Ashley, turning the girl into a servant who adhered to her stepmother’s bidding until she was too exhausted to eat.  

I think Ashley can tell you the rest of the story better than I can.

Chapter One

Scurrying about the kitchen, preparing a low fat egg white scramble with whole wheat toast for my stepsisters, I panicked when I caught the clock on the wall in my peripheral and realized I was late. Breakfast was to be served promptly at seven o'clock, and to my dismay it was already seven o' two.

“Ash!” Delilah spat from the dining table, “Where’s my fucking breakfast?”

“Coming Delilah!” I panted.

“Delilah?” Her sister gasped, “Are you going to let her talk to you like that?”

Gesabell, being the oldest, was idolized by her sister, so Delilah did everything that Gesabell even insinuated to do.

Delilah cleared her throat before barking, “Ash?”

“My apologies Miss Delilah,” I replied meekly, setting their plates in front of them, “Miss Gesabell.”

Once the plates were on the table I retreated to the dining room corner, as Lillith had taught me to do. She enjoyed torturing me so much that she would rather have me stand and watch her “perfect little angels” eat than do something productive in the mean time. I vapidly stared over the top of their heads. The mere sight of their golden hair that spiraled to their shoulders, indigo eyes, peach lips, champagne  skin, and size zero frame instilled anger and anxiety in me, so it was better for everyone’s well being that I tune out my surroundings.

I couldn’t help but notice everyday that their outfits complemented each others’, Lillith wouldn’t have her “little angels” seen if they were sporting anything other than the newest, and best designer brands.

Without words, I retrieved their plates once they finished and lazily left the dishes in the sink. Lillith would chastise me when I got home, but I would have been in even worse trouble if Gesabell and Delilah weren’t on campus in time.

In the car both girls sat in the back. Gesabell immediately snatched up the auxiliary cord and plugged her phone in, choosing a pop station to serve as the day’s soundtrack. I stifled a sigh as I started the Cruise Choyce.

When we reached the campus, Gesabell gracefully yanked the cord out of her phone, abruptly ending the music as they got out in unison. I drove back to the house in silence, trying to calm down. It pissed me off that Lillith had used my dad and I wasn’t seeing any of his money, or even mom’s money for that matter. She had been very secretive about the fact that her other husbands had given their lives to build her a nest egg of millions of dollars. Mom, and then dad, had just been icing on her cold-blooded, greed-cake.

She had married lawyers, doctors, federal agents, and a governor. Lillith had attended a prestigious college and rubbed elbows with allegedly important people. Her blood was somehow better than mine because her daddy was the owner of a golf course somewhere. Add in the fact that I have hips and jiggle when I walk, and it's more than enough “reason” for her not to share her wealth with the simple TV repairman’s daughter. Every once in a while she’ll throw me a little pity money, but ninety-eight percent of the time its gas money for my Veinza Bunny so I can do her errands.

I walked into the manor and was greeted by a scowling Lillith, arms crossed and foot impatiently tapping the faux marble floor.

“Ash,” she demanded, “why am I angry?”

“Because,” I stated calmly, “I didn’t wash Miss Gesabell and Miss Delilah’s dishes, I’m late, and I haven’t drawn your morning bubble bath.”

A slight, snobbish smile briefly flicked across the woman’s narrow face. “You’re good, tell you what, after my bath you can go clothes shopping before you get the groceries.”

I forced a smile, “Thank you Miss Lillith,” I replied, with a half curtsy before bounding up the grand staircase to prepare her bubble bath.

I was so used to the routine that I could do everything without thinking about it. The water had to be the perfect temperature and the basin had to be filled to a precise level. There was an exact amount of organic, designer bubble bath that needed to be added, and her desired number of all natural bath beads was always three. I would turn on her favorite music and politely avert my eyes while Lillith disrobed and luxuriously entered the bath. Then I would wet her hair, apply an organic shampoo, scrub the scalp that was hidden by her sickeningly blonde locks, rinse the lather out, apply a luxurious natural conditioner, brush her hair, and wrap it in a hair towel. It was absolutely my least favorite part of the day.

As I left the bathroom to let Lillith relax, I retrieved her discarded clothes and dropped them in her hamper. The dishes were easy; they didn’t require me to think. Just the simple wash, rinse, towel dry, and put away. Lillith would never invest in a dishwasher; that would defeat the discipline she was trying to teach me. I was still slightly in awe of how lucky I was to have a washer and dryer in the house.

After dishes, I made Gesabell and Delilah’s beds and picked up the dirty clothes that littered their chamber floors. The mentality that someone would clean up for them annoyed me to no end. It left these people with no sense of self-responsibility.

I caught a glimpse of myself in Delilah’s three-paneled full-length mirror. My curly, ruby red hair was gently pulled out of my face in a hasty half ponytail, and flying every which way. My skin was a nice, deep golden color from hours of gardening and grounds keeping. I desperately needed a shower, and the bags under my eyes told the story of an overworked girl. I examined my dirty, barely maintained fingernails and sighed. Then I looked down past my baggy T-shirt clad bustline at my wide hips and thick thighs. Maybe Lillith could have looked past the red hair, the curls, and the dirty deep chocolate freckles, if I didn’t have the figure of a 1950s pinup model. My attention turned to my full reflection and I smiled. I was a stark contrast to the femme fatales, a blemish on the record of the faux-privileged.

“Ash you fat sow! Come rinse my hair.”

My smile fell as I scurried to the grand master bathroom, remembering a time when the vile creature’s glowing outward appearance hid the ugliness inside her.

I rinsed Lillith’s hair with cold water and combed through it again before facing a wall so she could get out of the tub. The sloshing of the water, and the pit-pat of her wet feet hitting the exquisite tile floor as she retrieved her robe, made me wince slightly.

“Ash!”

“Yes Miss Lillith?”

“The door.”

I quickly made my way around the tub and opened the bathroom door for her.

“Empty the tub and then come see me.”

The woman made my skin crawl. If I had the balls, I would lose it and slap her across the face before telling her to do her own damn chores, and leaving. Yet I was too timid to do so, and the night that he had married the hag, Daddy told me that we were family now. I never got to say goodbye to him, so I wasn’t about to break up the family that he had been so proud to put together.

Plunging my hand into the lukewarm water, I tried not to be repulsed. I pulled out the stopper and watched the dirty water swirl down the drain before chasing the left over bubbles with the detachable shower-head. I wanted to take a second to wash my hands, but Lillith despised waiting.

Quickly drying my hand on my pant leg, I strode from the bathroom to the luxurious master bedroom.

Lillith lay on her satin covered king sized bed, tapping her red talons impatiently on the end table.

“Yes Miss Lillith?” I inquired softly, hoping that she would give me some money and let me go.

“Come here,” she demanded.

I scurried to her bedside.

“Just like a mouse, aren’t you?” She asked spitefully. “A fat ass mouse always clumsily scurrying about.”

I said nothing, wishing that she would just assign me my next task.

“Here,” she spat, thrusting an envelope in my direction. “I’m giving you a break today,” she said in a sarcastic tone of mock frivolity. “Do my shopping, buy everything on this,” she accentuated the word by casting a piece of paper at me, “list. And buy yourself something nice.” She finished, throwing an extra fifty at me.

“Thank you Miss Lillith,” I replied frantically. “I’ll be sure to be quick.”

“Be sure that you do,” she lavishly yawned, “I want you back at lunch.”

“Yes Miss Lillith.”

“Not a minute before, and certainly not a minute after.”

“Yes Miss Lillith.”

Chapter Two

I knew Lillith made me go shopping because the house was spotless, as usual, and it was neither a laundry day, nor a grounds keeping day. But she wasn’t giving me a break; her list seemed like a thousand things at a thousand different stops. I had to buy the girls some new clothes, and then go to a specialty store to pick up Lillith’s perfume and make-up. After that, I had to stock up on groceries.

But first, I took my time at the designer clothes store to pick out a new, perfectly fitting, super comfortable bra for myself.

By the time I was done with everything on the pain staking list, it was eleven thirty, and I had to get gas.

I bought twenty dollars in gas and a delightfully warm and refreshing, albeit incredibly unhealthy, chicken sandwich out of the hot case at the front of the convenience store. It was the most money I had ever spent on myself in one day.

As I pulled up to the manor I glanced at the clock on my dashboard, it was eleven fifty eight. I quickly loaded as many bags as I could onto my arms, and began walking up the front path at eleven fifty nine, making it inside exactly at noon.

Three trips from the car really tuckered me out. Not to mention the fact that I still had to put everything away, and go through the clothes with Lillith. I was very glad, although my stomach was less than amused, that I stopped to eat that chicken sandwich.

Putting away the groceries was my first priority, and as I did so Lillith snuck into the kitchen to check on me.

“So,” she asked stonily, leaning against the kitchen wall, “how’d you do?”

“Well Miss Lillith,” I replied cheerfully as I continued to put the groceries in their rightful places, “I got everything done, and got back here exactly at noon, so I would say I did pretty well.”

“I’m impressed,” she purred, turning to leave the kitchen. “Meet me in my room and we’ll go over what you bought for my little angels.”

Once all the groceries were put away, I balled up the plastic bags and stuffed them inside of each other, before tossing them in the cabinet underneath the sink. Grabbing the remaining bags of retail, I strode up the stairs and glided into Lillith’s bedroom. The new, silky, unlined bra that I had bought had given me such a stunning amount of confidence that I had the cashier cut the tags off so I could replace my old, ratty bra in the bathroom before finishing my errands.

Suddenly I could hold myself high while dealing with the monster.

“I trust that you made the right choices for my Gesabell and my Delilah.”

“I believe so, Miss Lillith. I have a pretty good relationship with a couple of the sales reps, so they always help me with fashions that are in front of the trends.”

“Let’s see.”

As I showed Lillith every individual garment, and how they could be worn together, she hemmed and hawed until she deemed the clothes suitable.

“Go put those away and then show me what I got today. Don’t want those top of the line clothes to be subject to wrinkles before my angels even get the chance to put them on.”

I snatched up the garments, knowing which ones I had bought for which girl, and quickly went and hung them up in the corresponding closets without removing their impressive tags. When I returned, Lillith was still lounging on her bed. I grabbed the black, paper bag up off the floor and strode over to the bed, daring to sit down on the corner before pulling out all sorts of creams, make-up and of course, her specialty perfume.

A slight smile spread across Lillith’s face. Sometimes we could get along.

“You know where those go,” she stated, watching me slyly.

I gently put everything in its allotted place on Lillith’s vanity, and discarded a few containers of her make-up that were past expiration.

“I will go prepare your lunch now Miss Lillith,” I stated with a polite curtsey before scurrying out of the room.

I made her salad, set it on the table, and then prepared a mint julep to go with her lunch. Trying to find the silver lining in my miserable day to day, I noticed that I had become proficient at elegantly plating food. As Lillith made her way downstairs, I poured some homemade vinaigrette into a custard dish, and set it next to the salad. My stomach gurgled unhappily as I watched her eat.

Once she was finished, she pushed her plate away from herself and stated, “Wash these while I’m still gracing your presence.”

I shrugged her statement off, trying not to get offended, and grabbed the dirty dishes from the table. Turning on the hot water I thought, at least dishes are easier to wash when they're fresh, there won’t be any hard, dried, stuck on cheese to deal with later.

Lillith left without saying a word and then hollered, “Ash! The TV!”

Oh yes, it was time for Lillith’s soap opera. I climbed the stairs two at a time, and then turned on the flat screen television hanging on the wall opposite her bed. I had gotten there just in time, it was one minute before the show would come on.

“Ash?” Lillith asked as I was just about to leave.

“Yes Miss Lillith?”

“What did you buy yourself?”

“Oh, well Miss Lillith, I bought this bra,” I stated, lifting up my T-shirt to show her my purchase, “A tank of gas, and a snack so I could eat on my own time instead of wasting yours.”

Lillith gave a cackle, “Oh how drole.” She took a moment to calm herself down before demanding, “Give me the change.”

Scurrying to the bedside, I reached into my pocket, grabbing the crumpled bills and loose change, before dropping it into her outstretched hand.

“That will be all for now Ash.”

“Miss Lillith?”

“What?” She groaned as the theme song for her soap opera was beginning.

“May I go visit Momma.”

Lillith sighed as though it was the most irritating question I could have asked her. “I suppose so, you have been doing a decent job today. Just be back by the time my show is over. If you’re late, I will have to punish you, just so you have fair warning.”

“Yes Miss Lillith. Thank you Miss Lillith.”

*
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MOMMA WAS IN THE CEMETERY just down the street.

A pretty wild flower caught my eye on the way, so I plucked it. I knew it was waiting to go see Momma.

I carefully stepped over the place where Momma’s body lay as I placed the purple blossom on the soil. Momma always loved flowers.

“Hi Momma,” I whispered, gazing at the gravestone. How could a sheet of stone replace a life? “I missed you.”

To me, Momma never left. I still felt her presence; it was a presence that I was ever thankful for.

“I love you Momma.” I kissed my index and middle finger and touched them to the soil. I then turned and looked at Daddy’s gravestone.

“Hi Daddy,” I said quietly. “I know you didn’t mean to leave me with that vile woman. I guess I've been learning a lot of good work ethic...But I wish things were different. She's so mean that I have trouble finding self-worth. I work from dawn to dusk, day in, day out, while she lounges around the house and unnecessarily cracks the whip. We're living off of life insurance checks from several different policies. She just enjoys having a personal slave that she can mistreat. I miss you Daddy... This isn't what  you wanted...is it?”

A soothing breeze picked up, reassuring me that my parents were with me.

“I love you,” I whispered, kissing my two fingers and touching them to the ground.

Letting a few somber tears drip from my chin, I got up off my knees, and trudged back to the manor.

*
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AS QUIETLY AS I COULD, I snuck into the kitchen, grabbed a granola bar, and devoured it, hoping it would settle my uneasy gas station chicken stomach.

“Ash?”

I didn’t answer.

“ASH PUTTEL!”

“Yes Miss Lillith?” I called back.

“Get up here NOW!”

I took the stairs two at a time, and was out of breath when I reached her bedroom. Trying to find another bright side, I realized that all of that running around was great for my health, despite the junky foods I decided to imbibe.

“Yes Miss Lillith?” I panted.

“My sheets need washed.”

I knew that she had been being too nice. Those were clean sheets that I had the “pleasure” of changing only the day before.

“Yes Miss Lillith.” I replied like a broken record.

I pulled the blankets off her bed and began to put new ones on as she watched with a snotty, bemused look on her face. Her hands were planted on her hips, and she was tapping her foot to keep my speed up. Sometimes I was amazed that she never timed me with a stopwatch.

“Pillow cases too,” she reminded.

My head began to ache.

I pulled the satin pillowcases off and tossed them on the pile of bedding before dressing the naked pillows. Gathering the discarded bedding from the floor, I made my way to the door before asking, “Anything else, Miss Lillith?”

She paused, putting her index finger to the right of her pursed lips, “Yes, why don’t you make yourself useful and clean the foyer while you’re at it.”

“Yes Miss Lillith,” I replied dejectedly, closing the door behind me.

The foyer was grand, with faux marble flooring, and great white plaster pillars flanking either side of the vast French doors, which were covered by lovely, white lace curtains that matched the ones adorning the bay windows on either side of the entrance.

With the bedclothes in hand, I trudged down the grand staircase, through the kitchen, and to a door that concealed not a closet, but a staircase that lead to the basement. I flicked the light on and carefully trod down the rickety stairs.

In the basement there were spiders and mice, a washer and a dryer, plus a small bathroom with a toilet, a sink, a cracked mirror, and a leaky shower. In the corner opposite the washing machine was a mattress with a couple of naked pillows and some ratty blankets.

It was my home.

Flicking the basement light on, I threw the bedding in the washer, added soap, and started the cycle. Recognizing the self-managed moment of downtime, I bounded up the stairs to the fridge, grabbed a small chunk of cheddar, and ran back to the basement.

“Morti!” I called, making a little clicking sound with my tongue against my teeth. “Cheese.”

First to be seen were the beady eyes, and then the adorable wiggling nose, and quivering whiskers. Morti crawled out of the large, cracked glass that I had filled with dried grass clippings for her. It was a makeshift home for my friend. She was so docile that she had let me tie a scrap of red ribbon around her neck so I could identify her.

I set half of the cheese on the floor, and then popped the other half in my mouth.

*
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“ASH!”

I had changed the drapes and scrubbed the pillars, swept and mopped the floors, and washed the windows. I was exhausted, dirty, and suddenly famished, but it was time to get the girls.

“Yes Miss Lillith?” I hollered back.

“Go retrieve my angels.”

“Yes Miss Lillith.”

*
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“HOW WAS SCHOOL TODAY, Miss Delilah, Miss Gesabell?”

“Shut up,” Gesabell spat, plugging her music in.

“We don’t like talking to riff-raff.”

I stifled my chuckle.

As I drove, they babbled in the back, blatantly delighting in the act of shunning me.

*
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WHEN WE GOT HOME, I had to open the car door for them and then go up the path, as they waited intolerantly by the Choyce, and open the French doors for them. Then I checked the mail. The little black flap top mailbox was attached to the blue house to the left of the big, white front doors. There was only one thing inside, a flyer, acting as sort of an invitation to a party.

It had been printed on paper that was an elegant cream color with a glossy finish, and had been typed in cursive font. It read:

Jacob Prinz invites all the eligible ladies of this house to his party extravaganza starting this Friday, and ending this Sunday.  

Will we see you there?

It was almost as if they knew people would drop any and all plans in order to attend the soirée.

There was a time, date, place, and a list of the live DJs that were going to be playing.

I blinked at the paper in awe. The Prinzs were like royalty, yet the invitation was so informal that I was technically invited. And it was intriguingly presumptuous that they sent the invitations out the day before a three-day long affair.

Transitioning inside, my shock probably showed in my movements.

Gesabell and Delilah were waiting as perfect reflections of their mother, arms akimbo, and feet tapping in unison.

“What took you so long?” Gesabell spat. 

“An invitation, from the Prinzs, Miss Gesabell.”

Gesabell snatched the paper from my hand so fiercely that the invitation cut me. The sisters absorbed the information on the flyer with synchronicity before eliciting an excited squeal together.  As they registered the exhilaration, the two bolted up the stairs and into the master bedroom. I followed the girls to see how this would play out, cautiously standing in the doorway.

“Mommy, mommy we’ve been invited to Jacob Prinz’s party this weekend,” They chirped in unison.

“Oh we’ll have to buy my angels new dresses and new shoes.”

“Three each Mommy,” Gesabell insisted.

“There’s a party every night of the weekend, Friday, Saturday and Sunday,” added Delilah.

“Well,” Lillith gasped, pondering the situation. “You’ll have to go shopping now. Go change and Ash,” She spat my name, “Will take you wherever you want to go.”

“Miss Lillith?” I asked, feeling oddly hopeful, “What about me?”

“What about you?” Lillith replied vengefully, “Your mammoth rear wouldn’t fit into a party dress, and surely no Prinz would want to mingle with the likes of you.”

The three witches cackled viciously together.

“Besides,” Gesabell added, sauntering up to me and poking me in the chest, “you weren’t invited.”

“Actually, Miss Gesabell,” I replied meagerly, “The invitation says ‘all the eligible ladies’. We’re all invited.”

Lillith frantically scanned the simple paper and muttered, “Damn, the little bitch is right.”

Gesabell scowled at me, and suddenly I was on the ground, vision momentarily shrouded in black and red as I absorbed the fact that she had just punched me in the side of the head.  “You slut,” she screamed. “How dare you talk to me like that?”

“My apologies, Miss Gesabell,” I mumbled, swallowing my pride, standing, and tearfully looking her straight in the eye.

“Go change girls,” Lillith stated gently, “If you stay out too late, you’ll get bags under your eyes. And remember, frowning just causes lines.”

Gesabell shoved me into the wall before retreating to her bedroom with her sister. I was dumbfounded by how strong she was, although I shouldn't have been surprised – cheering takes a lot of strength.

I was snapped out of my stupor by Lillith calling me to her bed.

“Yes Miss Lillith?” I stuttered, trying to gather my head.

“You may go to the party,” She said calmly, “but only if the house is spotless before the girls have to leave and you get our hair and make-up done in time.”

“You’re going to the party, Miss Lillith?”

“Why of course, the Prinzs are good friends of mine,” Lillith lied. “So, pick out a dress – something clearance, I've already spent enough on you today. If you can be ready in time, have us ready, and have the house spotless, you may go,” she added matter-of-factly.

“Yes Miss Lillith,” I chirped with a curtsey. “Thank you Miss Lillith.”

Chapter Three

After shopping and cooking dinner for everyone excluding myself, I was finally allowed some time to relax. It was nine o’clock. As I trudged down the stairs, I let out a defeatist sigh. Going to the party was all I could think about, but there hadn't been any clearance dresses in my size, so I had nothing to wear, nor the means to obtain a change of clothes. When I was younger, Momma taught me how to sew everything without a pattern. Yet, I had no fabric.

I pulled the soft, red, satin sheets from the dryer, savoring the luscious texture in my hands as I piled them in a basket, and set the basket atop the washer. The sheets would wait; I was exhausted.

Plopping down on my bed, I gave a sigh and pulled my sneakers off. “Work, work, work,” I muttered to myself, tossing the shoes in a corner, and stretching out the soreness the day had wrought. “Lillith doesn’t want me to go to that party. A party that will be easy going yet elegant...with food.” My stomach growled.

I got up and mustered the energy to climb the basement stairs yet again. My dinner was long overdue. Making as little noise as possible, I pulled an overpriced, organic dinner from the freezer, slit a couple holes in the plastic to vent it, and popped it in the microwave. They were a compromise. Lillith didn’t want any low-quality food tainting her kitchen, and I didn’t want to have to work any harder to take care of myself. So I was granted an allowance of pre-made pizzas and meals that were sold at the local Co-Op, of course this compromise cost me a double workload for a month but the convenience was worth it.

I opened the microwave the second before it dinged so as not to disturb the resting elitists, grabbed a fork, and scurried back to the basement. As my feet alighted the basement floor, Morti popped out of her cup nest, nose a quiver with the knowledge that she was about to receive organic, microwaved corn from a compostable plastic tray.

After wolfing down the food, I set the tray at my patiently waiting friend's minuscule feet. Watching Morti delicately pick up individual pieces of corn and nibble them away into nothingness, I exhaled vehemently.

“I wanna go to that party so bad,” I told the munching mouse, glancing over at the inviting basket of shimmering red fabric. “But Lillith doesn’t want me to go, and I don’t have a dress.”

Morti paused to meet my gaze mid-nibble. It was her honest stare that inspired my courageous idea.

“I’ll be right back,” I whispered reassuringly before bolting up the basement steps.

The kitchen was only lit by the sliver of moon, brightly shining stars, and sparse streetlights outside, casting eerie shadows as I plunged my index finger into the peanut butter, and quietly left the room as it had been before my sneaky arrival. With a small finger-full of peanut butter, I carefully returned to the basement. It was a risky plan, but after the years of torment I couldn’t help but be proud of the idea that was hatching before me.

I strategically dabbed the expensive nut-butter on the even more expensive sheets, beaming at the brilliance. Morti had finished her corn and was watching intently as I strode across the room and gently lifted her off of the floor. We were in front of the basket of now soiled sheets within five steps.

Bringing Morti’s soft, fuzzy, brown ear to my mouth I whispered delicately, “I need you to do me a favor. There’s peanut butter on these sheets. Go forth and eat all of it, gnaw through those delightful sheets. Leave holes, small enough not to ruin the integrity of the fabric, yet big enough for Lillith to notice.” Morti gave a barely visible nod before I set her on top of the sheets. “Make haste. Thank you darling.”

Morti disappeared into the fabric and I waited, practically holding my breath, listening to the still house. The sheets outlined my mouse friend’s movements as she ventured through the delightful material.

Taking a calming breath, I found the situation deeply satisfying and understood that I could leave Morti to do her work without supervising, so I ventured to my bathroom and took a relaxingly steamy shower.

*
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WHEN I RETURNED TO the basement, Morti was sitting on her hind legs next to the laundry basket with a definite smile gracing her petite rodent face.

“Thank you,” I murmured, placing a kiss on the top of her head.

I threw on my pajamas, ran a brush through my wet hair, and pulled it up before gathering the holey sheets, and burying my nose in them. The scent of peanut butter had been masterfully eaten along with the small patches of fabric. An ear-shattering scream escaped my lips and pierced the silence of the resting house.

“Miss Lillith!” I cried, dashing upstairs and through the house. “Miss Lillith!” As I conquered the grand staircase my cry evolved into a sob. “Miss Lillith.”

“What do you want you miserable sow. If I get bags under my eyes because you disturbed me it’ll be double work for a week.”

“I’m sorry Miss Lillith,” I replied, forcing tears down my cheeks. “It’s just...I left your sheets...i-in the basket on top of the dryer and showered so...so the filth of the day wouldn’t taint your sheets when I folded them a-and...well...look,” I sobbed, holding out one of the holy corners.

Lillith paled and bit back a shriek as to not further disturb her resting angels. “Damn rodents,” she breathed, “don’t you have traps set up down there?”

I nodded meagerly, “And poison sprinkled in determined problem spots. I don’t understand how this happened. Miss Lillith I am so, so sorry.” The false tears continued to trickle convincingly down my face.

Lillith let out an exasperated sigh, “It's alright Ash, there are some things that are just out of our control. Dispose of these. You will have to go out and buy a new set tomorrow. Please leave now, I feel a migraine coming on, and I don’t want to have to blame you for it.”  

“Yes Miss Lillith, thank you Miss Lillith. Good night Miss Lillith.”

*
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DOWNSTAIRS I GIGGLED to myself as I ran the satin against my cheek. Lillith never took the garbage out; she would be none the wiser that her sheets never made it to the dump.

I retrieved my sewing machine from the cupboard above the washer, and set it up on the rickety table in the corner opposite my bed. As I spread out a piece of fabric on the concrete, I tried to envision a dress more elegant than the ones Lillith, Delilah, and Gesabell were going to wear, combined. Sitting in front of the cloth, I meditated on it as Momma had taught me. I blankly looked over at the table for a moment, realizing that the only spool of thread that I knew of was the fat white spool sitting atop of the sewing machine. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and continued to think on the design of my better than store bought dress. As I sat with my eyes closed and nothing in my mind, open to the innumerable possibilities, a flash of red light caught my attention. In that moment, the design came to me.

My gaze snapped to the sewing machine, and my breath caught in my throat. The fat roll of white thread had transformed into a beautiful ruby color that perfectly matched the sheets. A giddy smile alighted my face. Someone was watching over me.

Delicately drawing on the sheet with a nub of chalk and the battered measuring tape that Momma had gifted me when she had taught me her secret method on my ninth birthday, I slipped into my zone.

At three in the morning I finally tried on my masterpiece in front of the full length mirror with the broken frame, mounted on the back of the bathroom door. It fit like a glove. The empire waist helped lengthen my torso while the modest halter neckline accentuated my bust without exposing excessive cleavage. The gown began to taper diagonally at my right thigh, and ended at my left knee, creating a classy asymmetrical look. I removed the dress, folded it, and tucked it under my pillow before taking a hot shower to try and relax enough to fall asleep.

*

[image: ]


THREE AND A HALF HOURS later I got up, took a quick shower and bolted upstairs to sweep the kitchen and dining room. I had just begun making the girls’ breakfast when Lillith stalked into the room.

“Good morning Miss Lillith.”

“Shut up,” she spat venomously, “my little angels will just have coffee this morning.”

My gaze slipped to the sizzling egg whites. “What should I do with these, Miss Lillith?”

The woman leaned over the stove, turned off the burner, wrapped a slender hand around the handle of the frying pan, and flung the half cooked eggs at the large kitchen window. I cringed as the goop slid down the windowpane, leaving a greasy trail on the glass.

“Clean that up,” she cackled, trudging back to bed.

Promptly at seven, the man-eaters in training took their places at the dining table. Setting the mugs of coffee in front of them, I grimaced at the egg-streaked window. I had cleaned up the bulk of the mess but the glass required a more thorough scrubbing. The two sipped their coffee in silence as I waited in the corner, and stared down the dirty window. I knew I was in for a long day.

It wasn’t long before Gesabell made a gagging sound. “This coffee is disgusting,” she scoffed.

“I’m sorry Miss Gesabell, what’s wrong?”

“Too bitter,” she replied, pushing the mug towards the center of the table with an upturned nose.

“Well here,” I began, reaching for the cup, “I’ll add more cream and sugar for you Miss Gesabell.”

Gesabell looked at me blankly as she snatched the mug out from under my reach, poured the coffee onto the floor and chucked the empty porcelain into the kitchen, shattering it on the hardwood floor.

“Try again,” she stated coldly with a malicious grin.

“Yes Miss Gesabell,” I murmured, shuffling into the kitchen and adding double cream and sugar to the fresh cup of java. As I set the new mug in front of her I politely chirped, “Here you go, Miss Gesabell.”

“Don’t let it happen again,” she sneered.

The snobs finished their coffee and left the dining room without a word. I hastily swept the shards into the dustpan, and used a couple of rags to sop up the eight ounces of coffee before washing and drying the mugs. After I was done tidying, it was time to drive the girls to campus. When I entered the foyer, I found out why the two had been so quiet the whole time. My mouth hung open as I absorbed the scene. The two sneaky rats had been “decorating” the walls, windows, pillars, and floor with their overpriced, all natural make-up. I had no choice but to tame the fury building in my soul. They had no idea how long it would take for me to clean up the mess.  

Happy birthday to me.

I feigned contentment as I tuned out their vapid music and incessant chattering on the way to campus. My drive “home” was filled with silence as fat, frustrated tears rolled down my cheeks.

When I opened the door, I nearly screamed.

Lillith had poured the milk, coffee, juice, and even the ice cream down the grand staircase. The kitchen was in no better shape as there was a heap of dirty dishes piled as high as gravity would allow in the sink, and a grotesque heap of food on the floor.

“Clean this up. Then go do the shopping,” Lillith ordered from the top of the stairs.

“Yes Miss Lillith,” I replied quietly.

This was her clever yet wretched way of letting me know that she had no intention of letting me go to the party. She could have had me do all of the laundry, tend the garden, wash the cars, do the shopping, and mow the yard, yet instead, she wasted her food and trashed her house just to see the broken look on my face as I cleaned.

I began in the kitchen, using a rag to scoop the pile of food into the compost bin before taking it out to the compost barrel in the garden. The mountain of dishes took nearly as long as it took to wash as the foyer. The make-up had seeped into the walls, and left greasy splotches that needed to be treated with soap. As the detergent conquered the grease, I grabbed a bucket and a few clean rags to wipe off every step to pre-treat them before mopping the whole foyer, including the staircase. Then I scrubbed at the grease spots until any visitor with a keen eye would never believe the state the foyer had been in that morning. Once the downstairs had been taken care of, I gathered the laundry from each of the tyrannical trio’s rooms with Lillith trailing behind me.

As I started down the stairs, she snapped, “Don’t forget to sort those, and if anything happens to those clothes, just leave.”

“Yes Miss Lillith.”

The invitation to leave made my heart leap. Yet I knew I had a choice, and even though it was complete and total hell living in the manor, doing Lillith’s bidding was exponentially better than being starving and homeless. During my journey through the kitchen, I claimed a few granola bars before making my descent to the basement.

*
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THE LAUNDRY WAS SORTED, a load was in the washer, I had been able to get something into my stomach, and then it was time to get back on my throbbing feet. I trudged up the staircases, pushing my astonishment at the Spyders’ hatred out of my mind. It was time to clean the three upstairs bathrooms.

Cleaning the bathrooms wasn’t hard; in fact it was a welcomed break from the train wreck I had to deal with downstairs. The Spyder women took good care of their own matters. On the bright side, every chore and task I was commanded to do gave me ample time to practice being peaceful and focused. Once that was done, I retrieved the list and money from Lillith, changed the laundry over, putting a new load in the wash, and left. There wasn’t a lot of time between when I left and when I had to pick the girls up, so I shopped as quickly as my exhausted body would let me.

When I picked the girls up, I knew I was in for round two in the inferno. After putting away the groceries and other miscellaneous items I had bought, I was ordered to prepare snacks and arrange them on a silver plated platter as the three wicked ones changed into their robes and slippers before perching on lush chairs in the parlor, eagerly awaiting their spa treatment.

“Paint my nails.”

“Brush my hair.”

“Do my make-up.”

“Gimme my dress.”

“Refill my glass.”

“Fix my hair.”

“I want my nails to match my dress.”

This continued until nine, when their town car arrived and it was time for them to leave.

“I guess you’re not going,” the girls cackled in unison.

“Ash failed to do her job and be ready to accompany us, so no, she will not be going.”

“Yes, Miss Lillith.”

“Our car will be dropping us off at two, be here,” she pointed to the foyer floor, “to greet us and take our coats.”

“Yes Miss Lillith.”

I watched them leave in the chauffeured car, even though the Prinz house was only a few blocks away, closing the front door behind them.  The nearly full moon was shining through the windows, giving a glow to the house as I trudged down to the basement. That was when I realized that I had forgotten a key, albeit shallow, detail: I had no shoes to match my dress.

Plopping down on my bed I looked down at the scuffed and tattered sneakers that adorned my feet. “I should have known it was too good to be true,” I sighed, having a hard time trying not to cry as  I  finally noticed how tender and swollen throbbing spot where had socked me the night before was. “I have no shoes. It would be rude to that beautiful dress to wear it with these ugly things. Those witches have won.”

I gazed at the moon out of the tiny basement window, blinking my irritation and despair away before looking back at my feet.

Suddenly, my sneakers began to glow from within, immersing my feet in a warmth that soothed every screaming muscle in my body. With a flash of ruby light, my sneakers transformed into beautiful, strappy high heeled shoes the color of my dress. Admiring them in the dim glow of the fifty watt bulb hanging from the ceiling, I noticed that they sparkled like rubies.

“Go to the party darling,” a soothing voice called. “You deserve it more than anyone.”

Sniffling my tears and doubts away, I quickly donned my dress, let my hair down and tousled it a little, before dabbing the moisture from my eyes to sweep on a little bit of eyeliner and mascara.

“You’re gorgeous darling,” the voice reassured. “Now go.”

Chapter Four

I walked, hair bouncing, heels clicking with a newfound confidence. The Prinz house bordered the limits of the small town we lived in and was neighbored by empty lots on either side, so the fact that I could hear the music from a block away wouldn’t matter to the local police. My body tingled with nervousness with every step that brought me closer to the house. Something in the back of my mind told me that this was the beginning of the rest of my life.

As the sprawling yard came into view I realized that there were two definite types of people attending the soirée: people like the Spyders and myself, who had come dressed to the nines and looked out of place despite the lavish mansion they were entering; and people sporting costumes and all the colors of the rainbow with tutus and furry boots to match their facepaint and headdresses. My breath caught in my throat as I realized that I was about to attend my very first full-blown rave. There were fire spinners and people playing with LED hoops, staffs, and poi on the lawn, flowing to the music that was leaking from the house. Observing the scene before me as I made my way to the front steps, I felt like I was finally home.

The butler was waiting inside the front hallway with a bemused look on his face. I walked up to him and mustered up the courage to ask him where to go.

“Excuse me,” I said, watching the people around me float through various corridors. “I’m not sure where I’m supposed to be going.”

“Surely a lovely lady such as yourself has been here before.”

I shook my head modestly.

“Follow me.”

Down the hallway and to the right was a massive ballroom filled with people, lasers, hoopers, jugglers, poi artists, and people dancing with LED gloves on their hands. The sight took my breath away. The butler stood by me reassuringly as I took it all in. Everyone was moving to the music being produced live on a stage surrounded by stacks of speakers that brushed the ceiling. Scanning the crowd, I saw Jacob Prinz wearing a white button down shirt that wasn’t buttoned all the way, and black dress pants, leaned up against a wall, bobbing his head slightly to the heady bass. I recognized him from Gesabell and Delilah’s yearbooks. They had gushed over the Prinzs for as long as I had known them.

The butler gave a nod in Jacob’s direction. “Why don’t you go introduce yourself?”

“Would that be okay?” I asked sheepishly.

“Why my dear,” the butler replied with a grin, “That’s what this party is for.”

In silent acknowledgement I made a beeline for the man of the hour. Noticing attendees hollering in their friends’ ears as I moved through the crowd, I recognized Lillith trying to make conversation with Mrs. Prinz, and heard Mrs. Prinz kindly reply, “Yes well, I must find my husband,” before leaving Lillith standing by herself. Gesabell and Delilah were also nearby, looking disgusted at the crowd and not having any fun at all.

Once I reached Jacob, I curtsied a little, enticing a chuckle from the handsome man.

“You know,” he remarked over the music, his brown hair teasing his blue eyes,  “you light up this dingy room.”

I looked around at the expensive light show bouncing off of the elegant decorum. “This room is hardly dingy. I can’t believe you live here.”

He gave another chuckle before holding out his hand. “What do you say we take a walk?”

I delicately placed my hand in his, and he led me away from the overcrowded room and into the garden, where we could still hear the music.

“Why me?” I asked feebly, glancing down at my heaven sent shoes.

Jacob boldly cupped my chin in his hand and brought my gaze to his. “Everyone in town was invited to this party that my parents thought up to try and get me to meet a 'nice girl',” he began, “it was my idea to bring in the electronic music to sort through the people I wouldn’t get along with. I tried adding the stipulation that despite any word of mouth that my brother or sisters enacted, the invitation would be sent out the day before to try and keep numbers down. Apparently it had the opposite affect. Everyone in town came into my home as if they owned the place. You asked Fredrick to show you the way. You’re special.”

“You saw that?”

“I love to people watch.”

My heart fluttered as a blush crept onto my cheeks.

“Dance with me,” he requested.

We danced through the set and into the next producer’s show, until the clock in the garden struck midnight.

“I gotta go,” I stated frantically, looking at the beautiful cast iron clock.

“What, why?”

“My step-mom will kill me if she finds out that I'm here.” I replied, starting to leave. “I need to shower and feign sleepiness.”

A coy smile enhanced Jacob’s face. “You snuck out?”

“Of course. I wasn’t going to miss this party for anything.”

“Will I see you tomorrow?”

Intoxicated by  my newfound confidence I beamed at him and replied, “Good sir, I promise I will be here tomorrow.”

Without any further ado, I tore through the party and ran home as fast as I could while my heels transformed back into my ratty sneakers. Locking the door behind me, I realized that I needed to start on a new dress right away. There was plenty of fabric left, but I wished that I had another color to use. Dancing through the house and down the stairs, I was giddy to have enjoyed the party so much more than the Spyders.

Sitting on my bed, I retrieved the remaining satin and thread from under my pillow and looked out the window at the nearly full moon.

“Please?” I asked, closing my eyes and thinking of how lovely it would be to have yet another brand new dress.

There was a flash of green light that warmed my hands and when I opened my eyes again, the fabric and thread had turned a brilliant shade of emerald.

“A promise is a promise,” the voice reassured. “Knock ‘em dead tomorrow baby girl.”

My breath caught in my throat as I had a realization. “Momma?”

There was no response, but I knew.

I stuffed the blessed materials under my pillow and took a quick shower. It took me half as long to design and begin sewing the second dress, yet two o’ clock was fast approaching and soon I would need to put on a little show for my feigned family.

Chapter Five

Shortly before my step monsters arrived, I grabbed a few granola bars and shoved them in my sweatpants pocket. Then I rushed to the front door and opened it as the hired car pulled up. Standing in the exact spot that Lillith had pointed to, I smiled and watched them trudge up the driveway.

“How was the party Miss Lillith, Miss Gesabell, Miss Delilah?”

“Delicious,” Lillith replied, shoving her coat in my outstretched hand.

Gesabell and Delilah exchanged worried glances.

“I talked to Mrs. Prinz all night,” Lillith added.

“I see,” I acknowledged, taking the girls’ coats.

“I danced with Jake for half of the night,” Delilah embellished, “but he couldn’t resist my beautiful older sister.”

“Of course he couldn’t. If I recall, he didn’t kiss you Delilah,” Gesabell replied.

The two giggled in unison at the tall tale.

“Sounds like fun,” I replied, biting back the urge to blurt: “Gawd you're all such liars.” Hanging their coats in the closet I ventured, “Did Jacob dance with anyone else?”

“I was too busy talking to Mrs. Prinz to take notice,” Lillith replied, starting up the stairs.

“Of course not, didn’t you hear? Just me and Gessie,” Delilah snorted.

“Stupid Ash, you need to listen better.” Gesabell added.

“Come girls. We must retire. We don’t need bags under our eyes, there are still two days left to enjoy.”

“Goodnight Miss Lillith, Miss Gesabell, Miss Delilah,” I called, watching them ascend to their chambers.

Flying down to the basement I began to finish the emerald dress. This one had off the shoulder straps, and the gown ended in a mermaid style flair at the middle of my thighs. It fit like a glove, and felt even more elegant than the ruby one I had made.

“Baby girl, you’ll be the belle of the ball,” the celestial voice reassured.

“Momma?”

“Of course darling, did you think I would leave you?”

“Thank you so much for helping me.”

My cheek tingled as if someone had kissed it.

“I love you Ashley.”

“I love you Momma.”

Then she was gone. I smiled a little to myself, pulling the dress off, folding it, and tucking it underneath my stack of clean clothes. I unwrapped a granola bar and set it down in front of Morti’s cup before devouring the other two I had grabbed. I had nibbled a little at the party, but I had been so enrapt by Jacob’s presence that food had been the last thing on my mind. Then I crawled into bed, completely satisfied with my existence for the first time since Daddy died.

*
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I HAD ACTUALLY BEEN able to get a decent amount of sleep since my morning routine didn’t start until nine on the weekends. After showering and getting dressed, I bounded up the stairs to begin making the usual Saturday spa mask, as every Saturday was set aside for monster beautification.

They were in their robes, perched on chairs in the master bathroom awaiting their treatment. I gently applied the face-mask and placed cucumbers over their eyes, before wetting each head of hair and coating it in a homemade hair treatment, then wrapping the hair up in towels. While the treatments dried, I expertly tweezed their eyebrows, and gave each manicures, followed by pedicures. Such practices had led me to hate the mere thought of women’s feet. As the nail polish dried, I rinsed the treatment out of their hair, and washed their faces with a warm, wet washcloth, leaving the cucumbers over their eyes. Then I gave each hand and foot massages. Finally, I braided each head of hair, and watched as they trudged wordlessly back to their rooms.

As they napped I gardened, pulling weeds, harvesting ripe produce, and watering the plot before washing the harvest and putting it in the vegetable crisper. Then I was able to make myself lunch, which was my favorite part of Saturdays because I got to eat while the rest of the house fasted.

After lunch, I washed all of the dirty bedding in the house, quickly changing the sheets in Lillith, Gesabell, and Delilah’s rooms while they continued their dosing on the luscious couches that adorned the three chambers. I didn't mind, Saturdays were the closest thing to a day off I got, so I cherished them.

It was five when the laundering was done. I put my clean sheets on my bed, and then folded the rest of the bedding, and trekked to put them away in the upstairs linen closet. Sensing my presence, Lillith hollered at me to wash the cars.  

It took two hours to cleanse my Bunny, Lillith’s Choyce and Rampant Marauder, and the girls’ matching Ziparas with a hose, a bucket of soap, a sponge, and a microfiber towel. To get on Lillith’s good side, I waxed her cars once they were dry. Then it was time to ready the wicked ones for their “elegant” evening.

“Do my hair.”

“Refill my drink.”

“My bun’s too tight.”

“My braid’s too loose.”

“Do my make-up.”

“Where’s my dress?”

“Where are my shoes?” 

“Refill my drink.”

The preparation took a whole hour. Then it took another hour to make them a light snack so they wouldn’t die on the way to the party, watch them nibble the food, wash the dishes, and put them away. Finally, their car arrived.

Gliding down the stairs as fast as I could, I rushed to go put on my dress. I pulled my chin length hair into a sloppy bun, swept on a delicate amount of make-up, and stepped into my sneakers. A smile crept over my face as my feet got warm, and my sneakers began to glow. With a flash of green light the sneakers transformed into peep toed kitten heels that matched my dress and glimmered like emeralds.

*
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ONCE AGAIN, THE PRINZ mansion was thrumming with music. Fredrick greeted me with a smile, and accompanied me to the ballroom. From the top of the steps leading into the room, I spotted Jacob leaning on the same wall as the night before. I wondered what he was thinking about as I made my way over to him.

The bored look on his face flew away as his gaze met mine. “M’lady, you made it!”

He took me by the hand as I replied, “I made a promise, good sir.”

As we walked, we passed my step-sisters who were whispering to each other, eyeing Jacob tearfully.

Jacob took me on a tour of the house, leaving the overwhelming noise of the party. The way the live trap music echoed through the sprawling mansion made my skin tingle.

We made our way out to the garden, enthralled in conversation.

As we walked I noticed a beautiful red rose in full bloom.

Jacob leaned over, and plucked it off of the thorny bush, before tucking the flower behind my ear. “A beautiful rose for my beautiful lady.”

“Why thank you, good sir” I replied, blushing a little.

We continued to walk a little while longer before stopping at an extravagant fountain.

“So, how old are you?” He asked, leaning against the fountain.

I looked down at my toes and replied, “Just turned eighteen yesterday.”

“Happy birthday!” He chuckled, “Why didn’t you mention it?”

I shrugged. “This party isn’t about me.”

“It is now.”

The sexual tension between us practically crackled in the air.

“How old are you?”

“I’ll be twenty-one in October.”

“Nice,” I replied, perching on the fountain ledge next to him.

We sat and talked for an hour, making jokes and complaining to each other about the girls who were simply trying too hard to impress Jacob in the ballroom.

“And there’s this woman,” he finally confessed, “whose just been following my mother around, trying to get her attention. We don’t even know why she’s here.”

“That’s horrible,” I giggled, knowing that he was referring to Lillith.

Sadly, the cast iron garden clock struck midnight just when I was really feeling as though I could stay forever.

“I have to leave now,” I stated remorsefully.

“Will I see you tomorrow?”

“Of course, good sir,” I replied with a coy smile. “I promise I’ll be here.”

*
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I TOOK A QUICK SHOWER when I got home, then I strolled to the cemetery in my pajamas. I set the luscious rose at the base of Momma’s headstone and kissed the earth above her with my fingers. I told Daddy I loved him and kissed his soil with my fingers before saying to the both of them, “I’m sorry for the short visit, but I need to get home before they do. I love you both.”

Then I ran home as quickly as I could.

*
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THE CAR PULLED UP PROMPTLY at two, so I opened the door and waited for them to walk up the driveway.

“Hello Miss Lillith, Miss Gesabell, Miss Delilah, how was the party?” I asked, taking their coats with a yawn, and hanging them up in the foyer closet.

“Delightful.” 

“Fine.”

“Okay.”

Their varied responses clued me in to the fact that their lackluster experiences were beginning to wear on their nerves.

“Can I get you anything before you go to bed, Miss Lillith, Miss Gesabell, Miss Delilah?”

“No thank you.”

“Nope.”

“No.”

“Alright, well, goodnight Miss Lillith, Miss Gesabell, Miss Delilah.”

Gesabell and Delilah waltzed up the stairs to their rooms looking exhausted and defeated, while Lillith stayed behind.

“Ash,” she ventured curiously, “what did you do all night?”

“I slept Miss Lillith,” I replied. “Then I got up at one and waited for you three to come home.”

“Alright Ash Puttel,” she said quietly.

“Is something wrong, Miss Lillith?” I gently inquired.

“No, no,” she mumbled, “I just need some rest.”

“Good night Miss Lillith.”

I watched as Lillith floated up the stairs before turning off the foyer light, and heading to my room. When I flipped the light on downstairs, my breath caught in my throat.

Right in the middle of the basement was a dress form, wearing a beautiful silver and white gold gown. The bodice mimicked a corset and the skirt was an incredible thigh length, many layered tutu. The silver could only be likened to moonbeams that sparkled with a magical quality. The pale gold fabric was woven from threads given by the sun itself. Shoes had been left for me also. They were golden, wedge sandals with knee-length laces that wrapped around my legs. I tried the gown on and it fit perfectly. The fabric shimmered and caught the light as if it was comprised of diamonds. It was so beautiful that I thought I was going to cry.

I took the gown off and ran my fingers over the silky fabric. It took a few moments for me to figure out where to hide it. Finally, I gently placed the dress and shoes in the dryer.  

When I turned around, the dress form was gone, and there was a note on my pillow. My hands were shaking as I picked it up.

“Hi baby,

I hope you like your dress. I’ve been working on it for you since Thursday. It’s a late birthday present. Your father and I love you very much. He told me to tell you to get out of that terrible house. You deserve to be treated like the gem you are! Have fun tomorrow.

~Love,

Momma.”

Clutching the note to my chest, tears began to drip down my face. I had permission to leave. It was in that moment that I decided that I would leave. I put on some pajamas and quietly went upstairs, grabbing some crackers for Morti before tip-toeing back downstairs.

Setting the crackers in front of her cup I whispered, “We’re going to leave Morti, I won’t have to sneak food, and we’ll be happy. I promise.”

Chapter Six

Up until lunchtime, Sunday mornings were fairly calm. I awoke at nine, got dressed, and proceeded to mow the lawn with the serene push mower. Once the lawn was mowed, I left the grass trimmings to sit a bit as I weeded the elegant flowerbeds on either side of the expensive French doors. After the gardens were weeded, I raked the grass clippings up and tossed them in the compost bins. Then I made my way to the kitchen to make each individual member of the house brunch, arranging each meal on trays, as I did every Sunday, in order to serve brunch in bed.

Once the food had been served, I went back outside to trim the hedges before cleaning the pool, mopping the tile, and changing the patio table umbrellas. Exhausted, and too nervous to eat, I trudged back inside to gather, wash, and put away the dishes. Without even thinking of taking a moment to get off of my feet, I went back outside to water the flower and vegetable gardens around the manor.

As I made dinner for the tyrannical trio, I felt as though Lillith had to know I was sneaking out. Even in a dark, laser lit room filled with people; she surely would have recognized me, make-up didn’t change my appearance that much. Perhaps she was too embarrassed to say anything because she knew that there was nothing she could do to stop me. Or maybe she was too prideful to admit that she knew it was me, because that would mean admitting that I was a free being, able to come and go as I please. It was also possible that she had convinced herself that there was no way it could have been me and she had merely seen an optical illusion because of the lights and sights to be observed at the party. In any case, it didn’t matter. I was only sticking around for the day so I could go to the final day of the Prinz party before performing a quiet disappearing act.

Trudging up the stairs to deliver dinner in bed, I felt a slight pang of guilt. Disappearing from the world I was in would inevitably mean disappearing from Jacob as well. But at the very least I could cherish the memories we had made together.

After dinner, the three bathed in their separate bathrooms, washing away the laziness of the day, while I washed the dishes, put them away, and prepared drinks and finger foods for the final evening of pre-party pampering. At seven, another round of:

“Do my nails.”

“Fix my hair, but different from last night.”

“Refill my glass.”

“Make sure my make-up complements my dress.”

“Fetch my shoes.”

“Bring me that food platter.”

“Massage my feet.”

“Pour me another.”

“I want my hair to match Gessie’s.”

ensued for two hours. Ironically, in the midst of the insanity, I almost felt as though I might miss my wicked step-monsters.

I waved at them giddily as they got into their town car and headed to the party. Then I dashed to the kitchen, grabbed a granola bar for Morti, and danced down the stairs to get ready.

Pulling the hair tie out of my hair, I tousled the messy locks until they fell around my face perfectly. Grabbing my heaven sent dress from the dryer; I hugged it, feeling the incredible energy seep through my pores before putting it on. Then I stepped into the golden shoes that I could only describe as gladiator wedges, unwrapped the granola bar for Morti, and left to enjoy my last evening of sneaking out, skipping the make-up all together.

*
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THE PARTY WAS IN FULL swing and Fredrick was waiting for me in the entryway as usual.

“You look stunning this evening Miss. Mister Prinz will surely be in awe.”

I blushed and replied, “You really think so?”

“Oh yes, Mister Prinz thinks very highly of you. You’re all he’s been able to talk about since you two met.”

With that in my mind, Fredrick and I parted ways at the top of the stairs to the ballroom. I scanned the room for Jacob and a surprised smile overwhelmed my face as I watched him weave through the crowd to greet me.

He took my hand gently and kissed it. “You’ve taken my breath away, m’lady.” He stated, gazing into my eyes. I could only giggle and blush. “Will you dance with me?”

I nodded nervously.

He led me down the stairs and through the thrumming crowd, coming as close to the stage as we possibly could. I could see the producer triggering the drums on a pad of some sort with one hand and adjusting knobs on a mixer with the other. My breath caught in my throat, I never knew that electronic music could be produced live, or be so entrancing. Jacob wrapped his arms around my waist as we bopped around to the beat.

“You’ve stolen my heart, you know,” he whispered seductively in my ear.

The words frightened me. I turned my head so he could hear me. “Really? How bold.”

We had fallen into a pattern over the past couple of days of conversing like retro elitists to mock the lifestyle his parents had chosen for him. Without further discussing the matter, we continued to dance until the set ended and there was a producer change. That’s when my stomach finally growled at me, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten all day.

“Where’s the food?” I asked bluntly, turning around so we were locked in an embrace.   

“Com’ere I’ll show you,” he chuckled.

We wiggled through the thick crowd to a large buffet table covered in morsels of every variety. I loaded up a fancy plastic plate and began shoveling the extravagant food into my mouth.

“I’ll go grab some sparkling cider.”

My plate was cleaned by the time Jacob returned. He handed me the glass and I chugged it before handing it back to him, and loading my plate up a second time.

“Here you are stuffing your face,” he chuckled, “yet you are still the most beautiful lady here.”

I giggled generously at the sentiment, continuing to stuff my face.

“You act as though you haven’t eaten all day.”

“I haven’t,” I replied honestly, with a mouth full of food.

Once my plate was again cleared, I was giddily full, so I discarded the dinnerware in the garbage at the end of the table.

“Why not princess?”

“I was too busy,” I replied, taking a napkin and dabbing at the corners of my mouth. “Too nervous.”

“Nervous? What for?”

I looked at my feet and mumbled, “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“Leaving what darling?”

I sighed, still examining my shoes. “Leaving home.”

Jacob clapped excitedly. “You should come live here. We have plenty of bedrooms if you don’t feel like sharing a room quite yet.”

My gaze snapped to his. “Seriously? You don’t even know me.”

“I love you,” he admitted quietly. I can tell that you’re a good person. That’s all that matters to me.”

He leaned down and cupped my face in his hand. My heart began to race as his lips touched mine. I began to kiss back, and then gently broke away.

“Jacob,” I said slowly, putting my palm on his chest. “I have the feeling that you think I’m something that I’m not. I can’t have a relationship based on a lie.”

“How’s everybody feelin tonight?” The newest producer asked over the sound system. “Its midnight, but we’re goina party like we don’t give a fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck, raiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiight?”

The crowd cheered.

“I have to go,” I stated softly.

“Wait,” he cried as his voice cracked, “I don’t even know your name.”

The painful goodbye was too much for me to bear. I turned and speed walked towards the steps. On my journey, the ties that ran up my right leg caught and pulled untied on one of the square stools at the buffet table. My canter evolved into a jog as the experience increased in intensity. My right foot caught on one of the steps, sending me down to the marble floor. The shoe flew off and tumbled down the stairs as I picked myself up and sprinted towards the door. Outside I took a moment to take off my other shoe before running until I made it to the manor.

In the basement, I grabbed a duffel bag left over from the time before the Spyders, and began to pack.

Chapter Seven

When the lethargic ladies of Spyder manor came home, we skipped the formalities and they trudged straight to bed. I smiled to myself as I went downstairs. If they had said anything, it would have been harder for me to mask the fact that I was leaving in the morning.

*
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AT SIX-THIRTY I GOT up and made my way to the kitchen. Lillith came downstairs, looking worse than I had ever seen her, before I started breakfast.

“Good morning Miss Lillith.”

“Don’t bother with breakfast Ash,” she mumbled, “my angels aren’t going to school today.”

“Yes Miss Lillith.”

She trudged back up the stairs and I decided to take the opportunity to make myself some breakfast. Eggs, sausage, hashbrowns, and toast. Once I was done cooking, I plopped the food on a plate, poured myself a glass of orange juice, and flounced downstairs. It was the best meal I had eaten in the house, ever. I shoveled the food down, leaving some scraps for Morti, and filled her bottle cap bowl with water from the bathroom before crawling back into bed, and falling asleep.

*
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AT NINE, I AWOKE TO the doorbell. The relay was installed in the basement so that I would hear it and the rest of the house would remain undisturbed. I answered the door, still in my pajamas, and was astonished to see Fredrick, carrying my golden shoe, waiting to be greeted.

“Good morning Miss. May I come in?”

I was confused, but it wasn’t a complete stranger asking to come into my “home”, so I let him in. “How may I help you this morning?”

“Well Miss,” he said uncomfortably, like he recognized me but didn’t want to say anything. “A young lady left this shoe behind at the party last night, and Mister Prinz has decided to let me try the shoe on all of the young ladies whom were invited, and this house is my next stop.”

I adored his British accent, and could sense that he was comfortable joking with me. I yearned to hug him and exclaim, “Me! Me! It’s my shoe! Let’s go!” But instead I nervously replied, “Let me retrieve the ‘ladies’ of the house.”

As I turned, he gently placed his hand on my shoulder. “Miss,” he said quietly, “this shoe will determine whom Mister Prinz spends the rest of his life with.” My heart stuttered for a moment. “He became wild when she left last night, said we have to find her because he loves her. And I know Mister Prinz, he really does love the owner of this shoe.”

“Oh,” I replied, startled, “well I hope he finds her.”

Fredrick gave me a knowing, disappointed look.

“I’ll go get the girls.”

Taking the stairs two at a time I called, “Miss Gesabell! Miss Delilah!”

“What do you want?” They grumbled in unison.

“You’re needed downstairs, there’s a man from the Prinz house to see you.” There was a commotion upstairs that indicated that the three of them could not get out of bed fast enough. I strolled back down the stairs and politely said, “They’re coming.”

Fredrick smiled at me. “So,” he began, “are you their servant?”

I nodded and shrugged, “I get free room and board.”

“But, Miss...excuse me for being so bold, but a young lady as beautiful as yourself should be lounging in the Prinz mansion, not slaving away in this tragic excuse of a manor.”

The tyrannical trio came thundering down the stairs crying, “What is it? What is it?” before I had the chance to respond.

Fredrick frowned, knowing that his search was over, but that I would never admit to it in the confines of this house. “Mister Prinz wants me to find the young lady who lost this shoe,” he thrust the shoe at Lillith pointedly, “at the party last night. Whomever it belongs to will receive a ring presented by Mister Prinz.”

Gesabell’s eyes popped out of her skull. “That shoe is mine!” She screeched, snatching it out of Fredrick’s hand before forcefully shoving her giant foot in my shoe. “See! It fits!”

I wondered if Fredrick had also heard the audible crack from something breaking when Gesabell put the shoe on.”

“Miss there’s no possible way...”

Gesabell thrust her foot at the butler and circled her ankle. “It fits,” she said, grimacing in pain. Then her gaze rolled to her mother and her eyes popped again. “Oh. Mai. GAWD!” she cried, her eyes beginning to water. “Get it off. Get it off. Get it OFF!”

Delilah ran to her sister and pulled the shoe off. Gesabell’s toes were black and blue; she had broken all of them in her desperate attempt to wear my shoe.

“Oh Gessie,” Delilah said kindly, “how could you get our shoes confused? This is clearly my shoe.

Delilah delicately sat on the couch to the left of the foyer and slipped her toes in before mashing her heel into my shoe, also with an audible crack. “So,” she said in an inhale, “where’s Jake?”

“Miss are you alright?”

Delilah could only nod; the blood was rushing from her face. “Take. The shoe. Off.” She demanded of me.

I quickly pulled the shoe off, her heel was black and blue and starting to bleed. I peeked into my shoe and was relieved to see that their gigantic feet didn’t misshape it, and there was no blood in it. I knew they were desperate for Jacob’s attention, but I had never realized that they were that desperate.

“Miss,” Fredrick said to me softly, “put the shoe on.”

I handed it to him and replied, “It won’t fit, I didn’t go to those parties.”

He tried to hand the shoe back to me, but I declined again. He frowned. “Miss, are you sure.”

“Ash wasn’t there.” Lillith spat, “Only my daughters and myself attended. Ash is just a servant girl.”

“Alright,” Fredrick replied, dejectedly, “have a nice day ladies. Thank you for your time.”

Once he had left, Lillith turned and scoffed at her girls. “Get in the car.” She ordered. “I’m taking you two foolish brats to the hospital.”

I watched them leave and couldn’t believe my luck. As soon as they were out of sight I ran downstairs, grabbed my bag and Morti, stopped in the kitchen to shovel all the food in the cupboards, fridge, and freezer that was mine into a couple of plastic grocery bags, and left out the front door.

*

[image: ]


WALKING DOWN THE ROAD, I beamed to myself. I was free. I could do what I wanted. I just needed a place to set up and I could live peacefully, crafting my clothes, cooking, and not spending every waking moment of my life cleaning up after other people. I was only a couple of blocks away when a black car pulled over and the tinted passenger’s side window rolled down.

“Excuse me!” A familiar voice called.

I stopped and turned around. Jacob was leaning out the window to hail me. I walked over to the expensive car, feeling as though I must have looked less than sane, as I was holding a cracked cup with a mouse peeking out of it.

“May I help you?”

“My colleague here,” he said, nodding to Fredrick who was driving, “says that you refused to put on this shoe.” He held the shoe out the window. I was so relieved to see it again. “I was wondering if I could change your mind.”

I blushed, setting my bags on the sidewalk. As I began to remove my sneaker and sock, a black Cruise Choyce rounded the corner, then slowed down and slammed into reverse. Lillith must have forgotten her wallet before driving across town to the hospital.

Delighted by the audience, I slipped the shoe on.

Jacob beamed at me, “I could never forget your pretty face.”

“Ash Puttel! What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Lillith screeched from the other side of the road.

“It’s Ashley! And I’m leaving! Oh, and look,” I replied, circling my ankle in her direction as Gesabell had done earlier, “I was at the party, you’ve been lying about it the whole time.”

I got into the car with my things, feeling as though a huge weight had lifted from my shoulders. Morti looked at me and I gasped, “Oh, is it alright if I bring a friend?”

Jacob pivoted his head to look and laughed in disbelief at the sight of Morti before replying, “Of course. Any friend of yours is a friend of mine.”

We drove away, and I watched with joy as Lillith banged her head against the steering wheel, while the sinister sisters began bawling.

“So,” Jacob asked on the way back to the mansion, “what’s your name.”

I giggled at the realization that I still hadn’t introduced myself. “Ashley. Ashley Puttel.”

“Ashley...” he repeated, tasting my name like a sample of fine wine. “I like it.”

Epilogue

Jacob and I are married now, and living happily ever after. It didn’t take long for the Spyders to quit trying to interact with me. When I had first moved out, they had contacted me with apologies and faux-overbearing love to try and receive some reward from my new ties. Thankfully, my lack of response clued them in to the fact that they are not my family. I have actually heard that they have had to relocate to a cramped apartment and begin working. I saw the manor up for sale and couldn’t help but think that they don’t know how to exist without their little Ash Puttel.

Momma doesn’t talk to me anymore, since I am no longer in dire need of help, but I know she still watches over me.

Jacob and I are saving up for our own place. Morti lives in a wonderful habitat now, and is quite enjoying her new extravagant lifestyle. The money hasn’t changed me, in fact Jacob and I have been sure to let Mrs. and Mr. Prinz know that we want as little of their money as possible. I know that money is just a thing.

What matters most is love.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The
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PROLOGUE

Once upon a time, there was a young couple by the names of Daniel and Mila Bryer, who were giddily with child after three years of diligently trying. One day, when the young couple was leaving the hospital after visiting their doctor for a regular check-up, they ran into Daniel's ex-lover, who was riddled with envy when she saw Mila's swollen belly.

The envious woman ran to the couple, placed her hand on Mila's swollen belly and cried, "You might be happy now, and this child will be beautiful, healthy, and prosperous. She will have everything in life that she desires and deserves, but on the night a week after she turns eighteen, she will go to a party, and be naive, and she will be poisoned, over-dose, and promptly expire. So be happy now, and enjoy your 18 years with this child, for it will be all the time you have."

The man pushed the woman away from his wife and bellowed, "Stay away from my family you crazy, crazy bitch. If you so much as think about laying a hand on my wife or child again I will have your bony ass arrested so fast that you'll rue the day you ever decided to address us, Casie."

*
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LATER THAT NIGHT THE hysterical mother-to-be called her mother and reiterated the horrible events of that day. To Mila's relief, her mother had some very consoling words for her distraught daughter.

"Don't fret dear," Mila's mother cooed, "it was pure jealousy and nothing more. Your daughter will be beautiful, healthy, and prosperous; she will also be smart, strong, and wise beyond her years. And if anything happens to her, she will learn from her mistakes. There's no way that my first born grand-daughter will die an untimely death."

*
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A FEW MONTHS LATER, in the middle of June, the Bryers welcomed their little daughter with open arms, and joyous hearts.

*
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THE BRYERS DID EVERYTHING within their power to ensure that Rosamond was safe. Throughout her life she had always had a gaggle of “nannies” who were more like security guards; and she went to the most private of classes, which only the few and far between could access. She never really thought anything of it, and Mila and Daniel felt secure about their situation.

Eighteen years later, the golden haired and hazel eyed beauty had blossomed into an intelligent, strong willed young woman.

But the night of her eighteenth birthday, Mila couldn't sleep, Casie's curse echoed in her skull.

"What if Casie wasn't just trying to scare us Daniel? What if our Rosamond isn't going to be safe on her own?"

Daniel pulled Mila close to him and kissed the top of her head. "We've raised her the right way," Daniel reassured, "She'll be fine. We can't, and won't, always be there to protect her, but she'll always get up and get back on the horse."

Mila sighed as tears welled in her eyes. "I'm just so worried."

Daniel kissed Mila's head again and murmured, "I know sweetheart, I am too."

Chapter One

Rosamond awoke and inhaled deeply as the early morning summer sun kissed her cheeks, and a chorus of birds struck up outside her window.

"Eighteen," she breathed with a smile, "Fuck I thought I'd never get here. What should I do with my day," Rosamond asked herself as she threw open her window.

The birds outside began singing more vehemently, so Rosamond sang with them.

After a moment the girl beamed and declared, "I want to go for an adventure.”

She got out of her daybed, hastily made it, and began to get dressed. Rosamond pulled her wavy hair into a tight ponytail, threw on some sweatpants and a tank top, then slid into her favorite pair of sneakers, and glided out the front door.

Inviting early summer air filled her lungs as she eagerly surveyed her surrounding. The gorgeous June day was already beginning to warm up. She didn't even have to think about where she was destined to go. The newly declared adult hopped on her bicycle and began to pedal. A smile lit up she her face as the wind kissed her ears.

The woods were calling her.

* 
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PAUL MARSH AWOKE TO the realization that it was summer and he didn't have to go to work. The twenty-three year old had quit his low-paying job the week previous so that he could actually enjoy his summer.

Paul pulled on a T-shirt and some sweats before stepping into his tennis shoes. There was no question of what he was going to do with his day.

The woods were calling him.

*
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ROSAMOND LEANED HER bike up against a tree at the entrance of the Noble Woods and skipped down the walking path. The birds continued their song, bringing a knowing contentment to the girl's being. When she was far away enough from the entrance to feel immersed in her surroundings, Rosamond began to sing.

The crystal clear notes mimicked the lively, joyous tune that the birds were still singing. Rabbits popped out of their holes and squirrels bounded down trees to hear the lovely girl's angelic voice.

*
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SEEING THE BIKE AT the entrance to the woods, Paul put his headphones on, took a deep breath, and began to run. Over logs and rocks, through the trees, under low hanging branches and thick spider webs. Bursting out into a clearing, Paul put his hands on his knees. Running through the woods was exhilarating. He pulled his headphones down around his neck.

The birds were singing, and the woods were full of life. Paul smiled and began carefully picking his way to the riverbed. The river was always quite talkative, and Paul eagerly listened as he combed the beach for interesting rocks and petrified wood.

That's when he heard an unfamiliar voice. It was coming from the heart of the woods and growing closer. Paul's ears perked up. Whomever it was, was singing with the birds. The young man exhaled and continued his search.

*
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ROSAMOND SANG AND FROLICKED all the way to the river with a gang of interested birds and small mammals cautiously yet joyously following her.

The girl pranced into the clearing, beaming in the sun. As she danced her way to the river, she caught a glimpse of a distant figure.

*
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THE GIRL'S VOICE CUT off and Paul looked in her direction. She was just staring at him. A knowing smile crept up on his flushed face as he continued combing. He had startled her, and he could tell by her astonished gaze that if she'd known he was here, she wouldn't have been belting out the tune that the birds were so fond of.

The girl quietly made her way closer to the stone hunter and sat on a large rock a couple of yards away. The herd of woodland creatures that had been tailing her scattered.

She watched, eyes wide with curiosity as Paul picked up various rocks to examine them before casting them into the excited river or pocketing them.

Paul looked over at the girl, feeling electrified by her intense hazel stare.

"You didn't have to stop singing," he stated calmly, moving a little closer.

The girl pulled her knees up to her chest and mumbled, "I'm terrible at singing. I only do it when I'm alone."

"I liked it," Paul stated, picking up a particularly breathtaking stone.

"What are you doing?" The girl asked quietly.

"Looking for rocks. There are some really crazy ones out here because of how many rivers empty out into this one." Paul held out the rock he'd just found. "Here, take a look."

The girl cautiously reached out and gently took the rock in her hand.

"Oh wow," she breathed.

It was red and crystalline with flecks of gold and streaks of purple. The girl turned it over and over in her hands, examining every angle in every lighting possibility. Paul found himself holding his breath as he watched the beautiful creature.

She handed the stone back to him and said, "That one's a keeper."

The simple comment made him smile and chuckle under his breath. He eyed the rock one more time before handing it back to her and saying, “So why don't you keep it?”

“Really?” The girl queried, awestruck, “Are you sure? It's so pretty!”

“The river bed is full of treasures, I can't take them all home.”

"Are you going to do that all day?"

Paul shrugged and replied, "At least a few hours, it's so calming."

The girl looked at her knees before returning his gaze. She wasn't sure if she had the stones to ask him if she could tag along. Paul smirked as he observed calculations going on behind those hazel eyes.

"What's your name?" she asked.

"Paul."

"Rosamond," she smiled, "pleasure to make your acquaintance Paul."

Paul gave her a crooked grin.

"I would love to get to know you better," she stated boldly. "Would you be opposed to me tagging along with you today?”

Paul beamed and replied, "I would love that."

*
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WHEN ROSAMOND RETURNED home at eight that evening, Mila was waiting on the couch, wringing her hands.

"Rosie!" she exclaimed when the girl giddily burst through the front door.

"Hey mom, what's up?"

"Where have you been all day?"

"I just went to the woods, made a new friend."

"You should have told me you were leaving. I was worried sick!"

"Mom, it's summer time and I'm eighteen now. I don't need to ask your permission before I go somewhere."

Mila burst into tears, "No," she wailed, "but you could've been hurt!"

Rosmond's face fell as she wrapped her mother in a tight hug. "It's okay mom, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare you, but I had a really great day. You should know by now that I love disappearing into the woods."

Mila sniffed and murmured, "I just don't want anything to happen to you."

"I know mom, I know."

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWO

Rosamond was eager to see Paul again. She wished that she had been bold enough to ask for his phone number, but she had at least asked him to meet her at the same spot at one in the afternoon.

The hours between when she woke up at ten and twelve-thirty were filled with anxiety. Rosamond didn't know what to wear or what to say. It was the first time in her life that a boy had made her feel this way.

When twelve-thirty finally rolled around, Rosamond was confident with her choice of cotton shorts and a baggie T-shirt. She hollered down the hall that she was going to the woods before running out the door, and pedaling her bike as fast as she could.

*
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PAUL WAITED ON ROSAMOND'S rock. He was early but he hoped that she would be too. Suddenly the girl burst through the trees, her full figure accentuated by her modest outfit choice. Paul smiled.

Rosamond doubled over to catch her breath. She was a little embarrassed that she was so obviously too eager to meet up with him.

"So I checked the weather," he said with a grimace, "and we're supposed to get heavy rain for the next couple of days."

"Oh no," Rosamond panted. "Well, if it's pouring we won't meet up, but if it's decent out we can meet up same time, same place. Deal?'

"Deal," Paul chuckled.

Curious creatures watched from a distance as the two walked and talked, looking for rocks and exploring new places together.

*
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AT THE BRYER RESIDENCE, Mila was tending to her garden to keep her mind off of the impending doom that her daughter had been burdened with before she had even been born.

Daniel gently approached his wife with a grim face.

"I just got a call from the Prinz family," he stated cautiously.

"Oh? What're they up to this summer?"

"They wanted to know whether or not Rosie was still living with us because Jacob is throwing a party all weekend."

Mila dropped her trowel. "What?"

"Now Mila..."

"We can't let her go!"

"Mila."

"No Daniel, we have to do everything we can to stop her from going. I am not handing our only child over to the reaper."

"She's eighteen now Mila."

"So we'll hide or destroy the invitation."

"She'll find out. The internet is a dangerous thing," Daniel faux-chuckled.

"But we're her parents," Mila bawled.

Daniel put a consoling hand on his wife's back. "If we don't let her go, she'll just sneak out and hate us for trying to restrain her now that she's entering adulthood."

"But we're her parents," Mila simpered again.

"We can't shield her forever. It's time to let our Rosie bird try to fly. She's strong and smart, she's not going to die."

Mila buried her face in Daniel's chest. "But I'm not strong enough to let her fly. I'm too scared."

Daniel wrapped the woman in a tight embrace and lovingly murmered, “Part of being a parent is learning how to fly so you can teach your young how to.”

*
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PAUL AND ROSAMOND PARTED ways when it began to rain and the wind picked up.

"I'll see you at one when the sun is shining angel."

"I hope it shines soon, I really like hanging out with you."

It hurt for Rosamond to friend zone herself, but neither of them was going to admit that their feelings transcended friendship after only two days.

The girl returned home with a sinking longing in the pit of her heart. She didn't want to leave Paul, she wanted to follow him home to stay.

––––––––
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CHAPTER THREE

Rosamond spent the first half of Wednesday in her room, trying not to cry. It wasn't raining very hard, but it looked treacherous outside. Evil looking clouds circled in the sky, and the wind blew in hateful bursts. She wished that she would have grown a pair, and asked Paul for his number so they could at least talk.

Daniel was holed up in his cubicle at work, but Mila was home to witness her daughter's misery. She gently knocked on the door.

The girl's facade of feigned peace was shattered by the sound, it was easy to be peaceful when no one was pestering you.

"Whaaat," Rosamond groaned.

"Honey, do you want to talk?"

Mila's question was greeted with heartbroken sobs.

"May I come in?"

"Sure I guess," the girl moaned.

Mila entered the room to find that her little girl had been anchored to her bed all day.

"What's wrong sweetheart?"

Rosamond took a deep breath, but tears continued to roll down her round cheeks.

"I met a boy," she started, trying to ignore the lump growing in her throat, "in the woods on Monday, he was looking for rocks and I thought it was the most intriguing thing. We hung out all day and met up again yesterday. But since it's so nasty outside we decided to meet again when the sun was shining," Rosamond had to pause and take another deep breath to keep herself from sobbing. "I really like him Mom, it's only been two days but I could see myself with him for the rest of my life. I'm at peace when I'm around him and now, it feels like there's a gigantic gaping hole in my soul."

"You'll see him again dear, it'll be okay."

"I know," Rosamond gasped, "I'm just so irritated that I couldn't man up and ask him for his number before I left yesterday."

The girl began to bawl again. Mila's heart was fractured by her daughter's temporary pain. "You'll see him again, and if he's as great as he sounds then he'll be kicking himself for being too scared to get your digits too."

Rosamond giggled at her mother's use of the word "digits".

"Mrs. Prinz called yesterday," Mila continued, "I guess Jacob is having one of his big parties this weekend."

"So?"

"You're on the guest list."

Rosamond looked at her mother, perplexed. "You'd let me go?"

"I can't stop you, you're eighteen now."

Mila watched an idea pop into her daughter's head, "I could invite Paul."

"And I’ll bet he'd go, Prinz parties are wild."

"Still can't believe you'd let me go."

"I'll do you one better."

"Oh yeah?"

"Do you wanna go shopping for some show stopping threads? My treat."

Rosamond giggled at her mother's use of the word "threads".

"Okay, you win," she replied, wrapping her mother in a tight bear hug, "thanks Mom."

*
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THE INVITATION CAME in the mail on Thursday and Rosamond spent the entire day figuring out what to wear on what day, and how to fix her hair.

* 

[image: ]


HIS RINGING PHONE GRABBED Paul’s attention, so he paused the video game he'd been playing.

"Whad'dup?" he answered, resuming his fight with the level 13 boss in ToxicCity.
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