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Author’s note
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This series of stories came out of a question. Death is something we all face. While trying to think of a tale to tell the question was how can there be ghosts if death takes each soul away? Of course that led to would the compassionate face of Death allow those trapped souls to stay trapped or would he/she try to get them to move on?

Death has many faces, from the cruel to the benign. For some Death is horror, but for those lingering on with a wasting sickness Death is the kind deliverer and reliever of pain. I think that Death would do the best he/she could to help souls stranded in a moment of time to move on. 

––––––––
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THIS BOOK IS A WORK of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold, rented or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to author and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

The author holds all reproduction, reprint or re-sell rights to this book in digital, audio or print versions.

These tales have been re-edited for this collection.  The content is the same but I have done my best to clean up grammar errors and typos.  I have tightened some of the tales up.  As always there may be some editing points that I have missed and I apologize.
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THIS FIRST TALE CAME out of a discussion with an online friend back in the middle 90s. We both took an idea and tried to see where it would go. As you can see it led to an interesting place.

––––––––
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THE INK BLACK HORSE raced across the hills, a darker shadow against the night sky and the sound of its hooves breaking the eerie silence. The only color was a flash of red as the rider's dark cloak flapped open to show a stain of blood underneath.

I watched as the figure drew near, my eyes searching, trying to pierce the darkness beneath the hood. My white gown, too thin for the night air, flapped in the cold wind, my long hair tangled. Once it was the color of autumn leaves, bright with gold and reds. Now, I did not know, for I could not see it. My eyes focused only on the distant form, racing across the hills. Though shivers racked my frame, I didn't notice the cold. Could it be, was my long wait over?

The horse stopped its flight just before me, its breath causing clouds to billow about me. I reached out a slow hand, but stopped just shy of its snout. It looked the same; could it be, it looked like his beast. The last gift I gave him before the Battle.

I was afraid, afraid to look up. That once more I would be disappointed and my long vigil was not over. The horse, that black, shadow beast, took a step forward. Its velvet nose touched my fingers and breath waffled out, my icy skin growing momentarily warm. Unconsciously my fingers caressed the oh so soft muzzle. It was real, this beast beneath my fingers, more real than myself.

We stayed locked for a long moment, the horse and I, just breathing. I had forgotten what a pleasure just touching something could be, but the moment shattered with a sound. The horse shifted away from my fingers at that sound. My hand slowly dropped to my side and my eyes lifted once more to the rider. It was the clearing of a throat that had startled the beast. As I watched a gloved hand rose to the deep hood and then moved to lower its enshrouding folds.

As if the centuries deep clouds had parted a stray beam of moonlight caressed the features of the man who sat astride the horse. Features that I had not seen in a very long time; that were always in my mind. It was him, he had returned! The moonlight caressed his broad brow, flowing down his cheeks, so sharp now. The shadows pooled around his eyes, casting them into darkness. I could not see their color, which I once knew as well as my own. Along his jaw there was a wound that cut through the short brush of his beard, running down his throat to disappear below his collar. I longed to reach up, to run my fingers through the strands that would flow like uncut silk through them, but I can’t. For I am still frozen, still trapped in the moment. 

I tried to speak, to tell him of my long vigil. Of my faithful watching, but I could not. No sound would come to my lips, but his eyes told me he understood. That he knew of my wait and of my sacrifice. He moved the horse a bit to the side and he dismounted. As his foot touched the ground I felt more than heard his repressed groan. I was at his side in an instant and my arms slid about him, to help him stand.

He turned in my arms and smiled down at me. All the love of time was in that smile and understanding. We, without words, understood each other. He understood my wait, my patience and my faithfulness. I understood his longing, his honor and his drive to return to me. We stood wrapped in each other for an eternity. Wordless, soundless, we communicated all that the years had taken from us; the long, long years. Together, finally, we were complete and our tasks were finished.

***
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"COME ON, OLD BOY. THEY can go on now. You have finished your task." 

The shadows formed into a man-like form that held out a hand to the black horse. The beast took one last look as the two figures faded from sight and turned to face his master. He nodded his head slowly, intelligence clear in the deep black eyes.

Death watched the two lovers as they faded from sight. Too long had they waited to go on; too long had the knight tried to return to the lady who waited for him on this dark and windswept hill. A gentle smile touched the craggy features of the only being who knew all the tales of the ghosts who haunted the old, dead lands. He was glad the decision to help those he could move forward was working out. After all what was the loss of the use of his horse for a short while if he could ease the suffering of two lost souls.
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


THIS SECOND TALE CAME to me while listening to some haunting music. During a sad time in my life I wondered just how many singers have that one song that while we as the audience put our own meaning to it, is sung to one and only one person. This is the tale that came from that.

––––––––

[image: ]


IN THE SMOKY CLUB SHE sat, her eyes closed and waited. Softly the music started, swelled until the spot came up and then she opened her mouth and sang. Her words were soft at first, but again slowly they rose in volume. Her voice was strong, filled with longing and old pain and the people in the room sat spell bound as her pain-filled voice carried to them the meaning of the song. It was different to everyone, sad, sweet, melancholy or just heart wrenching. Every person who listened in that small club was touched, but only one person one in the room had any idea just what it was about. 

He sat near the door, in the shadows where she couldn't see. He knew it was beyond the limited range of her weak eyes; she never wore her glasses on stage. She told those who asked, that it helped her deal with her stage fright. She wasn't really a willing performer. She sang, not for the crowd, but out of need. Need to let out the emotion that choked her every day.

As the song once more drifted into silence, he closed his eyes. He had first heard this song long ago it seemed. Things were so different now. Then he had been young, brash and brave and a touch cruel. She had been gentle, caring and very much in pain. He had been sure that time would have healed the wound that brought out the words to that particular song. He was wrong.

Twenty years had gone by. Long years of being something he hadn't wanted to be. He had tried to stay away, to forget, but the words always brought him back. Tonight he was going to make it right. Fix just this one mistake in his life, if she let him; if she could trust him after all this time.

***
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IT WAS THE END OF HER final set. She sang his song, the one she wrote for him after he was gone. When the lights dropped again she slipped off the stage and headed back to her dressing room. No one stopped her; no one offered her a word. It was the same every night. The sadness in her gaze was too clear, too strong for anyone to try to ask her for anything after the final song.

She nodded to the bouncer Mike, as he opened the door leading to the dressing room for her. He was a friend, one of the few she still let get near her. Once she had many friends, but as if it was fated, they all drifted off, leaving her alone and at this point in her life it was how she wanted things.

Sitting slowly in front of the mirror, she sighed and removed the stage makeup. Her hand trembled for a moment and she paused and stared at it. Age, it was clear to see there, if one looked. She slowly closed her fingers into a fist, wincing as the pain returned. It wasn't as bad as she thought it would be. When this had hit her mother twenty years ago, it had swiftly grown more than the delicate woman could stand. 

Closing her eyes, she tried to push everything back, the pain in her limbs, the memory of her mother's face as she died and him. It was still so fresh, that terrible year. Losing her mother to a swift disease that the doctors said she too would suffer from. She, unlike her poor mother, would live with it for a long time. She was physically stronger, younger. She could take the medication and she had for a long time.

But now, this year, she had stopped. She just didn't see any reason to go on. Opening her eyes, she sighed and let them drift down to the photo perched on the table by her elbow. His eyes were crystalline blue as he looked out at her, the so familiar smile tugging gently at the corner of his mouth. She tried to hold them back, but once more the tears slid down her pale cheeks. Once more she heard herself asking the same question she had asked every night for the past twenty years. "Why? Why did you leave me?"

"Because I was a fool." Came the answer from behind her.

She spun about, her hand going to her mouth. There, standing against the door, was the one person she had longed for, lived for and wanted to die for.  Had nearly succeeded in that last one. The marks were faded to thin white lines, but he could see the scars of the life she tried to end.

"Say something, Caroline." His voice caressed her name, like it had so long ago.

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Trembling, she closed her eyes for a long moment. One so long that he started to grow concerned. Finally she pushed off from the table and stood slowly. Taking a deep breath, she started toward him, but didn't get far. She paused, a look of understanding crossed her features and then she collapsed.

He sprang forward, fear in his eyes and caught her in his arms, and then cradled her close. "What is wrong?" He searched her face, seeing not the lined and tired one that lay there, but the smooth, soft-skinned face she had twenty years ago. "Caroline! Tell me."

Caroline slowly reached up a trembling hand and ran her fingers over his cheek. It was unmarred by the time he had been away from her. Softly she whispered, "I'm dying, my love."

"NO!" He cried out. "You can't! I came back, like I promised I would." His eyes searched hers, begging the words to be untrue.

"Shhhh, love. You know I am." Her eyes grew soft and the love that had belonged only to him shone clearly, like a beacon in their depths. "I have been dying since that day, my love."

He closed his eyes and tried to remember. To bring back more than a misty memory of the day twenty years ago, when he left her side. He could almost remember, but it was just in a few shattered images, nothing concrete. He bowed his head and lay his lips on her forehead gently. "I'm sorry, love. I never meant to leave you."

Caroline smiled, though her body was starting to shiver with a cold she knew would never go away. "I know. You had no choice."

He raised his head and looked at her. "You knew?"

Her smile was all the answer she needed to give, but she added a little more. "I did not then, but I do now. I understand right now, this moment in time. And you will if you just let yourself, Marcus."

As her soft voice whispered his name he gently laid her on the floor and sat back. "Marcus?" He winced as the name wakened his slumbering memory. At first the images came in pieces. The club, a different one than this, the stage, him singing and her watching, the smoke and the music, so loud in his ears.

He grabbed his head as the memories flooded in faster and faster. The back room, the man there and the gun, oh yes the gun. He opened his eyes, but all he could see was the gun and the smoke that curled up from its barrel. He gasped as he felt once more the pain from the bullet as it tore through his belly and tears filled his eyes as the Caroline of the past rushed to kneel by his side.

She tried, oh gods she tried. She held her hands in the blood, trying to stop his life from leaking out, but he remembered how little she could do in the end. She could only hold onto the one man she would ever love as he died from the bullet of a jealous lover.

He opened his eyes and sighed as he now remembered how he hurt her, over and over. Taking lovers and never once thinking of how she felt. He had always knew she would be there, would hold him and love him, no matter how cruel he could be, but now, now when he had paid for the crimes that had him wandering the earth, dead yet alive, now she was dying.

He looked down, tears in his eyes. "Oh god, love. I am so sorry for everything I did to you."

Caroline opened her eyes, breathing shallow and pained and once more smiled. "Never have you had to apologize to me. You just had to come back to me."

He trembled and felt the up welling of sound coming out of his throat. The self-hatred he had lived with, if what he had been could be called living finally let go. It had held him, tied him to her, but he had never been able to understand why.
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