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      Galaxas Gaylord has been called a freak all her life. Even so, she is good and the gentlest of souls. She lives in seclusion near Seward, Alaska. Galaxas yearns for love, but she’ll never find it here on Earth. The stars are her happy place, and as she stares each night, a blanket of tingles travel through her body.

      Will all the ridicule finally break her? Could a person who can’t even kill a bug commit murder? Secrets destroy lives. How many lives will be put in danger as secrets get revealed?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I just want to thank God for imagination, and the boatload of it He gave to me. If He can use a donkey to speak, He can use me to write imaginative stories.

        Thanks, Lord.
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      “Follow your heart, even if love takes you to the stars in the heavens or down into the depths of the sea. Enter new realms.”

      

      “So, sweet girl, fairy tales do come true.”

      “Are they real, Mommy?”

      “Yes, dear. Didn’t we just read about one?” She winked at her daughter.

      The mother closed her child’s favorite book, Ember Pines, and laid it on the nightstand. She handed a fluffy horse named Skyfire to her daughter. The little girl cuddled it and lay down on the pillow. Mom kissed the top of her head, tucked her in and turned the nite light on before leaving the room, stopping to listen to the creak of the door stop and not click close before heading down the stairs.

      Outside the girl’s window, an enormous pair of neon green eyes watched from the sky. Serpents slithered and hissed inside the iris, glaring inside the room. The little girl had fallen asleep already. A scorching ray blasted out of the ungodly eyes and burnt holes through the book. Then the eyes vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Stench, darkness and fear. Impossible. The inhabitants of the province were in denial. They just couldn’t shake the presence of an eerie blanket of evil covering the land that replaced their always sunny and cheerful dispositions. Dreary overcast skies replaced their always fragrant and blue skies. Concerned eyes searched the sky. Some dwellers rubbed their arms up and down as though they felt a cold chill, except in their dominion, the temperature is never cold or never hot.

      Ember Pines was too happy to notice evil lurking. She was oblivious to all of the fear and dismal miens of every person far and wide. She twirled with hands over her heart, eyes closed lightly and a smile of pure joy. Nothing could alter her mood. Her valiant swain surprised her with a very romantic proposal. She was one hundred percent shocked by the engagement ring that held a diamazitieen rock found only in their region. It was a natural stone that looked like a diamond swirling with different colors and glitter. Handsome and dazzling Ari took her breath away and the rare gem was a representation of the passion she felt for him and he for her.

      The proposal took the whole commonwealth by surprise. Her very dear friend, Addley, ran out of the house in tears at the news. Even though the lurking presence of something very wicked struck fear in the inhabitants’ hearts, they were still abounding with joy at the news and nobody noticed Addley run out of the house.

      Later that day, Ember finally floated back to the ground from her in-the-clouds state of mind noticing her dear friend was missing. “Sharley, where is Addley?”

      “Gosh! I have no idea. Never saw her leave.”

      “Mmmm,” Ember thought patting her lips with the index finger. “I know. She was so excited that she ran home to share the news with her family. That’s it.”

      “If you say so,” Sharley replied in a snarky tone.

      “Why do you say it like that? As if she wouldn’t be happy for me.”

      Sharley scratched her cheek. “Maybe I should have brought this to your attention before. I didn’t want to start something if perhaps I misinterpreted her actions.”

      Ember leaned towards her. “Just what are you deliberately not saying?”

      Sharley held her hands out. “Okay. I’ll tell you but don’t get mad at me. I always felt Addley was jealous of your relationship with Ari. Before you came here, she hung around him like they were super glued together. Numerous—and I do mean numerous—times I caught her staring at him. You know, puppy dog eyes. Haven’t you ever noticed?”

      “No! Never! She’s one of my best friends. I don’t believe for a minute she would betray our friendship. Not a minute.”

      “Or she pretended to be your friend in order to stay close to Ari.”

      “No! Sharley! How could you say such things?” Ember’s tone changed as she eyed Sharley. “I can tell that you believe what you’re saying.”

      Sharley sighed. “Just consider this a warning. I guess you haven’t noticed Addley’s been leaving a lot and nobody knows where she goes. Not even her parents. I believe she’s getting involved with something wicked. When she returns, her eyes are extremely dark, and she talks like she’s in some kind of trance. Come on. Tell me you haven’t noticed. If that’s not enough, everyone is commenting about an evil presence lingering. Everyone.”

      Ember crossed her arms and squared her shoulders. With a defiant tone she expressed, “I refuse to believe that. She’s one of my best friends. Surely, I would have noticed the changes you’re talking about.”

      “EMBER, you’ve been with Ari day and night learning about your future roles, I just realized that, so you probably haven’t been around her very much to notice. You haven’t been around any of us very much, come to think of it. One day when you first arrived here, Sharley confided in me that she wished you never came, that you were taking away her time with Ari. You ruined her plans to marry Ari one day.”

      “None of this makes sense. She can’t be in love with Ari because at birth our mate is preordained. Ari and I can’t help how we feel about each other, because when we were old enough to feel these love emotions, it was going to happen, and it did happen. She cannot be in love with him, I tell you. She is ordained by the bonds of heaven to her betrothed. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

      “Of course I do. But, in her situation she allowed bad juju to influence her instead of the bonds gifted to her from God. Maybe she’s too far gone for the preordained relationship.”

      Ember stared straight ahead not speaking. Then a thought hit her. “Has something like this ever happened before?"

      “Not that I’m aware of...but wait! That must be how it starts.”

      Ember’s eyebrows sunk with questions.

      “What I mean is, once one of our people chooses evil, such as those who have become Eryndomnites, they lose the preordained bond with their mate. You’ve witnessed this with your own eyes.”

      Her head dropped. Softly she replied, “You’re absolutely right. Once they accept King Eryn’s mark, they no longer belong to themselves. Their minds begin to change and then their body contorts to something horrible and evil. Even the stench they give off is nauseating.”

      “Sharley, this is too heartbreaking. I need to think. What to do. What to do,” she kept repeating while pacing back and forth, slapping her hands together nervously.

      “Em, please forgive me. I didn’t mean to ruin your happy mood. I just want you to be aware. Truthfully, I have noticed an evilness floating in the air.” Her body shimmied after saying that and she squeezed her arms tightly around herself.

      “You truly are my best friend. I can see how hard this was for you. As though you are the one betraying friendship,” Ember admitted.

      “Yeah, it was pretty painful to say, especially since Addley has always been one of my best friends,” she replied choking on her words. Ember looked warmly at her and gently patted her hand.

      “Maybe I could have stopped Addley from choosing evil if I would have spoken up. I stopped hanging around her because she was acting so different, so freaky, actually.” She choked up. “I’m so ashamed of myself. I need to get home. Please, keep your eyes and ears open. Pay attention and be safe. Promise me,” Sharley begged. That overwhelming feeling was strong.

      “I promise.” They hugged and Sharley walked out. But she kept thinking about their conversation. Ember was more worried about Addley than believing her. She had always been a faithful friend. Anger rose in her cheeks. With a slightly puckered mouth, she turned back around, stopped and stared at Ember with glaring eyes. Being friends is a two-way street. Sharley strolled out and let the door slam on the way out.

      Shocked by the sudden change in her mannerisms, Ember stared at the door.
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      As Sharley walked home with arms wrapped around herself, teardrops sparkling down her cheeks, she tried squeezing the goosebumps to make them stop. And what was that gosh awful smell? She couldn’t shake off the anger, not to mention fear engulfing her mind and body. Her cheeks puffed out and she held her breath because of the pounding of her heart. It was so loud that she couldn’t hear anything else. Her eyes shifted back and forth. “Pay attention and be safe,” she repeated softly to herself.
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        * * *

      

      Lying on her stomach, knees crossed, swinging her legs, Ember extended her hand as she admired the spectacular ring. It glowed and sparkled shining out about eight feet in diameter. Neighing and a fretful snorting shook her out of the glorious trance. She jumped off the bed and ran to the window. “Skyfire, what’s wrong?”

      He jumped up on two legs and pawed at the air, snorting and repeating the action.

      “I’m coming. Stay there.”

      She ran down the long, spiral, vine staircase. It sparkled with real and natural gold accents. Trying to reach up to his massive neck, she whispered in gentle, calming words. Then she laid her head against his muscular thigh that she could barely reach. He whinnied. “Come on. Let’s take a walk. Something has you spooked, too, I see.”

      He kneeled so she could climb on his back. Her hand gently stroked his mane. Just her touch could calm him down. He would die to save her. That much she knew. Thankfully it never came down to that. The way he was acting now proved something was amiss.

      After calming Skyfire down and settling him in the stable, she got ready for bed. Nightly she dreamt of Ari, always waking up in a gleeful mood. But not tonight. She tossed and turned.

      Sweat beaded up on her forehead and above the lips.  A blood-curdling scream echoed through the house. Flora, her mother, ran to her room so fast that she tripped on a rug, causing her to fall on top of Ember’s legs. Ember jumped up wide-eyed, dazed from being awakened suddenly.

      “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      “No. What are you doing here, Mother?”

      “Your scream scared the living daylights out of me. Is everything okay?”

      Ember scratched her head. “Must have been a nightmare. I’m feeling rather fearful, I have to admit.” She slunk down under the covers.

      “Do you remember any part of the dream?”

      Ember thought for a moment. “The only thing I can recall is seeing a huge pair of wicked eyes watching me.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing, but in the morning, I will speak with your grandparents. To be honest, I felt chary all day, but the proposal distracted me. What a magical moment.” Her thoughts lingered with a smile. “But there is still a definite feeling of evil growing stronger by the minute; do you feel it?” Flora glanced around the ceiling, walls and out the window.

      “Mother, now I’m scared. Can I sleep with you and Poppa?”

      “Aren’t you a little too old for that?”

      “Well, Sharley felt the same thing as you’re feeling now.”

      “Oh, my. That’s enough for me to take this warning seriously. In that case, I will sleep right here tonight. I’ll send a message to your father and have him send word throughout the kingdom to be on the lookout. We’ll all keep you safe.”

      “Thank you, Mother.”

      Ember and Flora creaked open the bedroom door in the morning. At first, she and Flora jumped seeing someone lying under blankets on the floor outside of her room, but his branchy strands of hair stuck out and Flora recognized him immediately. An affectionate smile formed. She jiggled his arm under the blanket.

      “Arwood, wake up.”

      “What! What’s going on?”

      “Didn’t mean to wake you, great protector,” she said with a snigger.

      “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. When I heard your message, I came immediately and decided to hang outside of Ember’s room. My eyes got too heavy, I suspect, and closed without my knowledge,” he added in a confused tone. Both Flora and Ember smiled with adoring love knowing he tried to be protective.

      After breakfast, Ember decided to find Addley. She didn’t have to look very far.

      “Ember. Ember. Wait up.”

      “There you are. I was looking for you. Why did you leave without saying anything yesterday?”

      “Yeah, about that. My mum sent me a message to come right home. There was so much excitement over the proposal, I just couldn’t interrupt. But now I think congratulations are in order.”  She embraced Ember and produced a sincere smile. Ember studied her face trying to decipher whether she detected insincerity or not. Why couldn’t she see what Sharley could see?

      “I was wondering, what about you? Have you met your preordained? You have never mentioned anyone.”

      “Nope. I must be a lost cause.”

      “That’s impossible. It’s predestined for each of us.”

      “Looks like God forgot about me. Oh well. I’m really happy for you, though.”

      “Do you mean it, Add?”

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “No reason. Just asking.”

      “I’ll even prove I’m happy.”

      “Maybe another time. Ari is probably worrying about me by now. I need to get going.” Addley scrunched her lips tightly. Ember wasn’t paying attention.

      “Catch you later,” Addley blurted with a quick smile.
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      Ember glanced back in her direction because Skyfire was jerking his head and snorting at Addley.

      “Hey-hey-hey! It’s okay. What has you so riled up?” She backed up and twirled around. “See, I’m perfectly fine. Now, quit making a kerfuffle.” His muzzle snuggled up to her. She kissed him gently and affectionately. He knelt down and she jumped on his back. They were gone in a flash with a streak of fire and smoke trailing.

      Ari and Ember spent the day together, studying, reading, and applying what they have learned in real-life situations. But something was disconcerting. He was uncharacteristically quiet throughout the day. She watched him with caution, not knowing when would be a good time to question him. He kept turning his head back and forth, slowly, face serious, eyes slanting.

      “Are you having second thoughts about the proposal?”

      “What? Huh?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “You don’t want to marry me anymore. You are in love with Addley; aren’t you?”

      He threw his hands up. “That is utterly ridiculous.” His eyes lingered on hers. It was obvious with blurry eyes that she was upset. Softly, he placed both hands on her shoulders. With warm eyes and a tender voice, he acknowledged, “My only regret is that I didn’t propose sooner. Never, and I mean NEVER question my love for you. I fall asleep at night seeing your beautiful face in my mind and I wake up with your beautiful face in my mind. I am so crazy in love with you that I get embarrassed wondering if I’m being too mushy.

      “And Addley, what is that nonsense all about?”

      “Why do you act so quiet and disinterested today?”

      “Didn’t realize I was doing that. I’m sorry. I can’t pinpoint the reason, but something feels wrong. And that disgusting odor. That just doesn’t happen around here. It can’t happen around here.” Aggravated, he swished tree branches back and forth. “It’s bothering me that I can’t figure out why I feel this way. But why would you think I am in love with Addley?” His whole face wrinkled with a displeased expression.

      “It’s just that you seem to like being around her. A lot.”

      “Ember, she means nothing to me except in friendship. I love her like a friend and nothing more. Romantic feelings are for you and you alone. Can’t you tell how crazy I am about you?” With serious eyes, he held her hands.

      “Forgive me for acting like a silly child. There’s been something weird happening lately. I guess I’m just feeling insecure. I know better now.”

      Relieved he replied, “Good. That makes me feel better. But what are you talking about, something weird going on?”

      “Let’s just say you’re not the first one to say something is amiss. People are mentioning an evilness lurking about. I was so spooked last night, my mother stayed with me in my room and my papa slept outside my door. I can’t figure out why I can’t detect the evil.”

      He smiled. “I didn’t detect it until today. I think we were both too happy yesterday to notice. The thought of spending our lives together makes it impossible for my heart to be anything but happy.”

      She rubbed his arm. “Me, too.”

      Rubbing his jaw, Ember waited patiently until he was ready to speak. “Now that I think about it, it would probably be best if you stayed at my house so I can protect you.”

      Her mouth dropped. “Are you kidding? That would cause quite a stir. No way. It’s not worth the scandal.”

      “Ember! I live with my parents and tons of staff. Your room would be so far from mine, we would need vehicle assistance to get together. Everyone knows that.”

      “Or wings,” she said with a winsome expression.

      He grabbed her hands. “You are so darn cute. But truthfully, the last time I felt this uneasiness was when the Eryndomnites attacked.”

      “That’s a spooky thought. Well, I should really go home. My family and Skyfire will be near me. He has been acting strange, also, I have to admit.”

      “Okay, if that’s the only way to keep you safe, I’ll take you home. But I’m not leaving until I speak with your grandparents.”

      “Ari, they’re not here right now. They left on some business trip; you know one of their things. Some thing or another. My parents and plenty of staff are there. I’ll be safe.”

      He blew out a sigh of frustration. “Okay, but if something happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself and you’ll have to live with that fact, young lady.”

      “I will be tortured by your words. Now that I am officially scared out of my wits, it’s probably a good idea to head home.”

      From behind them a person yelled. “Hi guys.”

      They turned to see Addley heading towards them. Ari smiled. Ember analyzed his face wanting to believe he really saw Addley as a friend. Then she turned and watched Addley approach them, Addley’s eyes constantly on Ari and a smile as bright as the sun. She shifted her stance feeling a tint of jealousy. Feeling guilty how she disbelieved Sharley, she instantly felt shame.

      “Hello back,” Ari returned with a grin.

      “I was on my way to visit you.”

      “Me?” Ari asked since she was looking at him.

      Acting like her body felt a chill, she stuttered. “Uh...I... No. I meant Amber.”

      “My name is Ember.”

      “Sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      I do. Guilt. Not believing her story now, Ember interjected. “Why were you coming to see me?” Her tone was unwelcoming. To the point it caused Ari to stare at her with questions.

      Feeling unsure of her answer, Addley shrugged her shoulders. “I just wanted to see you. That’s all.”

      “I’m sure Ember would love to see you, right?” he asked nudging Ember.

      With eyes of scorn staring at Ari, she replied. “Sure. As a matter of fact, Ari was just leaving.”

      Stunned and speechless, his expression froze while looking in Ember’s eyes.

      “He doesn’t have to leave on my account. We all have spent much time together, so what’s the big deal now?”

      “No big deal,” Ember replied coolly. “He has things to do.”

      “Ember?” he said with a thrown-off look.

      “Go ahead and leave. We’ll be fine.” She whistled and Skyfire was there within seconds. It was amazing how fast he would show up. He snorted and became instantly enraged as he trotted past Addley. She backed up.

      “It’s funny how he reacted like this to you earlier. And apropos of the earlier incident, clearly this needs looking into,” she said looking at Addley.

      “I don’t understand why.”

      “Me neither. He only acts this way if he thinks I’m in danger. Why would he react this way from being around you?” she asked looking sternly at Addley.

      “Ember. May I speak with you privately?” Ari asked in concern. Addley puckered her lips, twiddled her fingers and swayed.

      Ari and Ember stood beneath a white weeping cherry tree in full bloom. The dangling branches covered Ember’s hair and took on the appearance of a veil. A mind could easily transport to wedding vows. Addley’s face scorned with jealousy thinking about the upcoming wedding.

      Ari placed his hands on her shoulders. Staring into her eyes he asked, “Why are you treating Addley like that?”

      “Like what?” she huffed back.

      “Like that. Like the way you just sounded to me. I don’t understand.”

      “Are you taking her side? You are treading on very dangerous ground right now.”

      “What has gotten into you? Really? What just happened?”

      “You taking her side, for one thing.”

      “I’m not taking anyone’s side. We three have hung out together for years. Now all of a sudden you are questioning motives between us. Why? I would like an honest answer.”

      “Are you in love with her?” She said it quietly not wanting Addley to hear.

      He lifted his hands and let them fall to his side. “What?” His brows squished together. “What has gotten into you? Didn’t I just explain to you that you are my only romantic interest? I love you Em, not Addley. I love Addley like a friend and that is all. Nothing more. Ever!”

      “Sometimes it feels as if you are happier to see her than you should be. And she certainly can’t take her eyes off of you.”

      “Has someone been putting thoughts in your mind? How could you even think I or she would betray you? It will never happen. You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not. I don’t love Addley. I don’t think about her, dream about her, have romantic feelings for her; nothing. But I have all of them for you. I always will.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s come over me. Let’s go back and I’ll change my attitude.”

      He kissed her cheek for an extended amount of time, looked lovingly into her eyes and took her hand. Addley puckered her lips tightly but released the tightness as soon as they turned to walk back to her.

      “I’m sorry, Addley. I’ve been under a great deal of stress.”

      Her smile looked genuine. “That’s okay. I’m sure you have a lot on your plate. I understand.”

      Skyfire stood on two legs, raising them up and down, scratching angrily at the dirt. It was as if Ari’s eyes were finally opened to see it for himself.

      “It is strange how Skyfire is reacting to you, Addley,” he confessed.

      “I can’t imagine why.” She stuck her hand out towards Skyfire. “Come on boy, come here.”

      He neighed and snorted and kicked up his hooves. She fell backwards. Using her feet as props, sitting on the ground, she pushed her body back.

      Ember went to him. She placed a hand on his face and spoke gently. “What’s wrong with my boy? Everything is okay. You go on home. Go on. I’ll be right there. That’s my boy.”

      Skyfire walked off, but he stopped and looked back several times. Ember nodded her head in a soothing manner to make him feel better.

      Ari helped Addley up. The slapping sound of wiping dirt off her clothes was loud. A face that was unhappy formed.

      “Now, where were we?” she asked incredulously.

      “You okay? I don’t know what’s gotten into Skyfire.”

      “I’m fine. Maybe he needs to get away for a while,” Addley spurted with frustration.

      “He will never leave my side. But what you stated is worth thinking about. Maybe I should take him away for a while.”

      “I beg to differ,” Ari said surprised.

      “Not right now, silly.”

      “Look, I’ll walk Ember home so you can go and do whatever it was you need to do. I’ll keep her safe. Come to think of it, I have a surprise for her.”

      “What kind of a surprise?” Ember asked curiously.

      Addley shook the index finger her way. “Un-un-un. It’s a surprise.”

      “Anything I have to do can wait. With Skyfire gone, I don’t feel it’s safe to let Ember walk back with just you.”

      Addley’s eyes glared, offended that he didn’t care about her safety. “What about her safety? Or any of the other people in the province? It’s always about Ember. Ember this; Ember that,” she mumbled under her breath in disgust.

      “Oh, come on. It’s not too far. We’ll be fine,” Addley assured him.

      “Ember, what do you think? I’m still not sold on your safety.”

      She looked at Addley and back at Ari. “Go ahead and leave. We’ll be fine. Go on.”

      He asked Addley, “Have you noticed an evil presence?”

      “Don’t be silly. Evil can’t get in here. We have too many firewalls. Now, go on.”

      Ember’s body shuddered. She hugged herself and glanced around. Nobody seemed to notice that behind the trees up in the sky, hidden from the clouds, was a pair of evil eyes staring down at them. An uneasiness developed among them causing short tempers, distrust and angry dispositions. Ember and Ari didn’t understand why they felt such fear, so their cautious eyes scanned the horizon.

      Ari looked at Ember. “Okay. But remember, if something happens to you, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”

      Addley grabbed Ember’s arm and started pulling her. “Oh, give me a break.”

      Ari stood back and watched them walk off until they were out of sight. Addley kept checking to see if he was following.

      “You know, you’re acting a little strange today. You don’t seem like yourself one bit,” Addley informed her.

      “I apologized. Remember? I have a lot on my plate right now.”

      Ember had watched Addley closely around Ari. She tried to find some sort of animosity or insincerity in her actions, especially towards her. But she wasn’t convinced it was all in her mind. Addley wasn’t acting like herself.

      As they walked, Addley blurted out, “I almost forgot.”

      Her quick reaction shook Ember up. “What? What is so important?”

      “My surprise for you. Do you mind stopping at Treelin’s house? Just for a minute?”

      “Not a good idea. Ari will flip out if I don’t go straight home.”

      She snidely replied, “Well, what Ari doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” Her defiant smile should have registered with Ember, but already feeling ashamed of her reactions, Ember chose to ignore the fiery warning.

      “Where does he live? I don’t remember.”

      “Just down this pathway. Come on Ember. I can’t wait for you to see my surprise.”

      Now extra curious, because she loved surprises, she gave in. “We better make it fast; okay?”

      Addley sighed with relief. “Sure thing.”

      “I’ll bet you never knew that Treelin has a crush on you.”

      “Really? He must not be ready for his predestined mate, or he wouldn’t be feeling that way. You know, like me and Ari.”

      “Yes. I’m aware,” Addley replied almost sarcastically.

      Addley grabbed the unusual door knocker and banged it. The eyes of the door knocker squinted, and the mouth formed a wicked smile. The door opened.

      Treelin smiled widely. Then he noticed Ember standing behind her. His eyes lit up with excitement. “Who have we here?”

      Ember peeked her head out from standing behind Addley. “Hello there.”

      “What a wonderful surprise. I wasn’t expecting you.” Addley winked at him. He avoided any reaction that would make Ember suspicious. First, he picked up Ember’s hand, staring in her eyes, he kissed it. A shaky smile formed on her face.

      He looked at her hand. “What is this I see? Say it isn’t so.”

      “Oh, that. Yup, Ari proposed.”

      “That lucky dog,” he said convincingly.

      Her face changed to an awkward reddish color. “I’d say I’m the lucky dog.”

      “Blah, blah, blah. Let’s get inside already,” Addley urged, disgust on her face.

      For some strange reason, Ember jumped as the door slammed behind her. Looking back and forth at Treelin and Addley’s forced smile, goosebumps traveled up her body. She gulped.

      “Treelin, are you forgetting something?” Addley reprimanded him with puckered lips.

      “What? What?” he asked, not taking his eager eyes off of Ember. “Oh, that. I’ll be right back.” Addley turned her face towards him and crumpled her mouth, face of pure scorn. As fake as ever, she smiled at Ember. Grabbing her hands, bouncing up and down, she said with excitement, “You are going to love our surprise.”

      But Ember wasn’t feeling the excitement. Her head turned and scanned the room. She was beginning to feel that same uneasiness everyone else talked about. “I’m sorry. Something is wrong. I’ve got to get going.” As she turned to run, her body froze in place. Breaths became erratic. Treelin walked up with a platter that held three goblets. His smile was ear to ear. Addley laughed behind her back.

      “Ta da! Here is your surprise.” Addley picked up one of the goblets, turned and handed it to Ember.

      Oddly, Ember was able to move now. Nervous, she glanced around.

      “Ember, we’ve been working months on this just for you. You don’t want to hurt our feelings, do you? Please, taste the heaven.”

      Many colors swirled in the drink. It caused her to stare. She sniffed it. “Oh, wow! That smells amazing. What’s in here?”

      “It’s your own special drink. We concocted it just for you. My best friend.”

      Enchanted by its magical appearance, hypnotizing her and causing a swirling in her eyes, Ember looked up and said, “Let’s make a toast.”

      “What a good idea.” They all raised their goblets.

      “To friendship.” Ember watched them as she brought the goblet to her mouth. They pushed their goblets up. When she took a sip, Addley added more to the toast.

      “To love.”

      “This taste is so incredible, there must be angels floating about flavoring our mouths.”

      “Or demons,” Addley added with a wicked laugh.

      Shaking her head, Ember replied, “What? Why would you say something so bizarre?” She fell back, almost losing her balance. Eyes widened. “What’s in here?” Holding the goblet forward with a shaky hand, she looked at Addley. “Why are your eyes black?”

      Addley and Treelin broke out in a diabolical laugh. “I’ll take that. He’s mine. You’re out of the picture,” Addley proudly announced holding her hand out staring at Ember’s engagement ring.

      “What did you do?” slurred out of Ember’s mouth. Feeling ashamed about how she disbelieved Sharley, shame rose on her face as she fell unconscious, the goblet clanking on the floor to a roll as the contents dribbled on the floor.

      Just before she passed out, she heard a very evil laugh from behind her.

      “Oh darn. I hope her head doesn’t bruise badly.” Addley laughed hysterically.

      “You are absolutely ignoble. Thanks for the good time.” Treelin doubled over in laughter. “I could never be in love with a goody two-shoes. I’m in love with you, Add. You don’t love Ari, silly. You’re in love with me; you just don’t know it.”

      “Get to the portal now! Before it’s too late,” words echoed from the sky outside. It shook both of them out of their state of laughter.

      The people of the whole territory ran for cover against the tornadic wind gusts. They hid in caves, and any spot that would protect them. They had no idea what was happening, because in their land, nature elements are always in harmonic order. This was the first time, for some folks, that they faced fear. Screams and crying echoed through the wind gusts.

      That wasn’t the only fear, though. An emotional fear that a love so sweet and precious was scattered in the wind. For reasons that were unidentified, tears fell down the faces of the inhabitants. Something so painful just took place, and they knew in their hearts that a great love had just been torn apart.

      At Ari’s home, as the wind died down, he stood with a stare. His eyes watered but he couldn’t understand why. He swallowed hard. His mother walked over and laid a hand on his shoulder. Softly, she asked, “Ari, what is it? Your countenance is scaring me.”

      His hand rested on his heart, and with rainy eyes he mumbled in a trance, “Love scattered in the wind.” He snapped out of it and spoke louder. “I feel it deep inside my heart. Whose love? Ember and my love? Don’t you smell that putrid odor? That’s not normal. Something evil is lurking. I have to go. I have to make sure she’s okay.”

      Like the raging wind, he took off in search of his love.
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      Tyrus McKendry drove down his long dirt driveway. Dust spread like a cloud. It was close to dusk.

      He pulled up to the ranch-style house. One he had remodeled, made bigger, and designed to look like a rancher’s house. Several barns were built on the property and separated to hold a variety of livestock. It didn’t look anything like the place he bought from the former owners. They would never recognize it now. Grabbing two bags of groceries before slamming the door closed and not locking the truck, he headed for the front door. Something caught his attention from the corner of his eye.

      He glanced over to see a glow coming from around the corner of his house. “What in the world is that? I bet that outside light fell,” he scolded himself. “Should have fixed it.”

      Walking casually, his body tensed up as he approached. The glow became brighter and looked cautiously different from any light glow he had ever seen. He tipped his head up and inhaled the most pleasing and comforting fragrance; a scent he had never smelled in his life. A smile produced and he tried to distinguish what could possibly make that perfumatory fragrance. Softly, he spoke out loud. “Warm cashmere woven with sunbeams and marshmallows.” Where did that come from? He gave his head a quick shake and moved forward. Taking deliberate one-step-at-a-time movements in order to not make any sounds, he stuck his head out around the corner. Not sure what to expect, he proceeded forward with caution. Raising his head higher, he could now see the area in question and his mouth dropped and his eyes widened.

      Forgetting he was carrying groceries, some cans dropped to the ground and thumped over and over as they rolled to a stop. Cussing under his breath, he jumped back. He heard her stir. Why is a glow coming from her? Could it be something toxic like radiation, he questioned himself.

      He leaned in closer, and that intoxicating scent was coming from her. In the background, a dust tornado rotated, and instantly Tyrus felt a need to weep. He noticed the moonbeams reflecting from the dust tornado, plus he heard the whooshing of air. He rubbed the dirt from his eyes and stared at it in complete shock. Two green neon lights swirled in the rotation just before disappearing.

      He looked down and noticed the girl, or young lady, he couldn’t quite tell, was covered in dust and had a sparkly glow. He gently touched her shoulder. With just eye movement, she glanced around the surroundings. Tyrus came into view. Her eyes froze on him. In a state of panic, she sat up, and using hands and feet, she pushed herself back next to a shrub in a cowering manner. The gown she had on was slipping down the shoulders. She kept pulling it back up and resumed her frightful position.

      With a soft tone Tyrus spoke. “I’m not going to hurt you, young lady. Are you hurt? Lost? Do you need help?”

      Arched eyebrows and a scrunched-up face, she just stared.

      He set the groceries down and very slowly extended his arm towards her. “Could I help you up?”

      An “Hhhh” gasp very quietly escaped her throat as she grew more fearful, pushing herself firmly against the shrub, and pulling her crossed arms together.

      Waving his hands down, he said, “It’s okay. I won’t touch you,” and he backed up. “I’ll bring you some water.” At the pace of a turtle, he reached for the cans and placed them back into the grocery bags. He turned and walked back towards the front door. She followed him with her eyes. When he moved out of sight, she jumped up and peeked around the corner. She could hear the screen door rattle as it closed. At this point, any sound terrified her. She jumped.

      She looked around, eyes blurred. Wanting desperately to weep, she couldn’t reason why, and she wrapped her arms around herself and stared with sorrowful eyes, tears streaming down her cheek. Not knowing what to do, she sat back down against the shrub. Her mind kept drawing a blank. Feeling defeated, her head fell on top of her arms that laid across her knees. Tears kept stinging the back of her eyes, blinking constantly as a method of relieving the burning sensation. Feeling the gritty sandy feeling all over her, she wiped the sand off of her arms, confused, and she rubbed the texture of sand between her fingers. Not even conscious of it, while thinking she picked up a twig and started swirling it in the dirt. A small section of the dirt changed colors as tears dropped.

      Tyrus walked to the bedroom window and peered out trying not to be seen. His head dropped. He didn’t know what to do. If it were a farm animal, then yes, knowing what to do would come easily to him. But a young lady who seems lost, frightened, and untrusting, this posed a real challenge for him. He wiped his hand down his face and neck. Eyes popped wide open. Staring up at the ceiling, with his crossed arms, he continuously slapped his hands against his arms.

      “Whenever I was scared, my parents would fix me a glass of chocolate milk. It worked every time.”

      He gave his head a quick nod and smiled, then moved to the kitchen. The spoon clinked against the glass as the chocolate swirled and became a rich brown color. “I may just have to make myself a glass when I come back, Mr. Rabbit,” he said admiring the picture on the container.

      Very slowly he turned the corner. She naturally jumped from the surprise of not hearing him walk up. His lips formed a warm smile as he extended the glass towards her. She didn’t budge, so he took a small sip, licked his lips and placed the glass on the ground just feet away. “This is too delicious to let it sit and go bad. I’m heading back in the house. I’ll be back later with some food. I know all young adults love macaroni and cheese, so I’ll make you some. My, but you are a tiny thing.”

      While the macaroni boiled on the stove, he went to peek out the curtain. A relieved smile appeared. She drank it down, some dribbling down her face and staining the white gown. She placed the glass back where he left it for her previously.

      The drape swished as he walked back to the kitchen. “Well, that’s a start. But how do I get her to trust me? She needs shelter.” The sky rumbled in the distance.

      Checking the conditions of the sky, the screen door rattled behind him, alerting Ember that he was coming back. Her body tensed. But that adorable nose lifted and sniffed. Something smelled good and her face produced curious expectations as he rounded the corner.

      Always trying to make her feel at ease, Tyrus laid the hot bowl with a kitchen towel underneath it on the ground and collected the empty glass. He touched the bowl to alert her that it was hot, waving his hand and repeating, “Hot-hot-hot.” If she burnt herself, it could easily cost trust issues with her.

      Before he left, he pointed to the sky. The rumbling was louder, and cloud coverage was making it pitch dark out. “Please, come inside when you’re done. Looks like a wicked storm approaching.” He waved to the house hoping she understood. The wind was picking up as he walked away.

      This time she got right up and grabbed the bowl and towel, touching the tines of the fork with a confused mien. She copied him and touched the bowl. Shaking her index finger, she put it in her mouth to cool it off. The wind began to cool down the macaroni. She tasted it and savored the bite. Her expression showed, “What is this stuff?” She devoured the food in no time. A mild mist of rain touched her, and she looked up to the sky. Understanding the need to seek shelter, she stood up, grabbed the bowl and ran to the front porch. The door was not latched, so she peered inside.

      He walked out in time to see her peeking in the door. “Come inside. Please.” Holding the kettle, he pointed to her bowl and asked if she would like more? Still no answer, he turned and went back to the kitchen.

      She painstakingly slowly followed the scent. Looking around at the inside of his house, she made a confused expression. He wouldn’t understand, but everything that she looked at was new to her, not anything like in her world.

      He looked her over and realized she didn’t look normal. Delicate ivory skin, she was absolutely beautiful, and her hair actually looked like gold streaked through it. Real gold, like the mineral. He reached his hand out and asked, “Could I touch your hair?”

      One eye slanted and she, with extreme caution, nodded yes. He drew his hand back in surprise. “Wow!” He stood back and looked at her hair again. She was as enchanting as a storybook princess, except her hair was rather messy. It reminded him of a lion’s mane. Something above her cheekbone started glittering and swirling. He was speechless. Next, he glanced in her eyes and his imagination went crazy. Never had he seen brown eyes speckled with gold so brilliant, deep and rich. Even her fingernails looked off, more animalistic than he wanted to believe.

      She watched him rub his jaw back and forth forcefully while his face revealed hinky thoughts. Make contact with this alien being, he kidded himself. But how? A strategy was rolling around inside his brain and the light bulb came on.

      Pointing to himself he said, “I’m Tyrus. Tyrus,” he repeated. Then he pointed to her.

      Her shoulders shrugged.

      “Can you speak?”

      Silence.

      “Do you know your name?”

      Her head tilted. He pointed to himself again. “Tyrus,” he said elevating the volume.

      “T-y-r-u-s,” she almost spelled out in the way she pronounced it.

      He nodded, “Yes, yes. What’s your name?” he asked pointing to her.

      She raised her hands and shrugged her shoulders.

      “You don’t know your name?” Her head shook.

      “Do you know where you are?”

      Her head shook no.

      “Do you remember anything?”

      Sadly, casting her eyes down, she shook her head no. This time her eyes blurred with noticeable fluid.

      Just to be certain, he repeated his name. “I’m Tyrus. Do you understand that is my name?”

      Her head nodded. Invisible sweat vanished from his relieved thoughts. She moved strands of hair from her eye, and that is when he noticed the bump and bruise mixture.

      “Don’t you worry, little one. You can stay here until we figure out what’s going on. Looks like you have an injury. I should clean it up and medicate it for you. Tomorrow I’ll call my neighbor over for help. You’ll really like her. Are you okay with that?”

      Clearly uncertain, she barely nodded yes.

      “Good. I’m going to run you a bubble bath and find something for you to wear. Give me a second and I’ll fix it while you eat more macaroni and cheese.”

      The storm was clearly rolling in. Lightning struck close by, and thunder blasted like a bomb.

      She jumped to her feet and gasped. Where she was from, it never thundered and never had a lightning bolt struck. A gust of wind and rain streamed in through the windows. “It’s okay. Let me close the windows and we’ll be safe,” he nodded while stomping window to window. Every time it thundered, she jumped and squeezed herself. He grabbed a blanket and placed it on her. It worked for scared animals; maybe it will work for her, too. Funny, but it was just what the doctor ordered. She pulled the blanket over her head, pulled the bowl of macaroni inside of it and felt secure. He shook his head and proceeded upstairs to fill the tub. In about ten minutes the water pipes quieted down, and thunder moved on. She pulled the blanket down.

      Tapping fast down the stairs, Tyrus turned the corner. “Bath is ready. Follow me.”

      Her movements were like that of a cat. Her feet made no noise. Walking up behind him, she stood there looking into the bathroom with undeniable questions on her face.

      “I thought you might like a bubble bath. My wife used to keep these suds around for when her niece came over. Which was a lot while she was...” clearing his throat overwrought with grief “...still alive.”

      Ember caught the sound of his voice and looked up curiously at him.

      “There’s a towel and some clothes that will be too big for you, but we’ll figure all that out tomorrow. Go ahead. I’ll clean up dishes and see what we have for dessert,” he added wiggling his eyebrows.

      When she walked in, he gently closed the door. At the bottom of the steps, he stopped and listened. The splash sounded like a dolphin dove in the water. Splash after splash, he could hear the swishing of water and the different volumes of a thump as it hit the floor and walls. “Great. I better get the mop.”

      Before he turned the corner, he leaned his head towards the stairs. His face lit up. She was giggling and humming.

      After wiping the last dish, he turned to walk into the living room. She stood there silently. A nervous laugh escaped his mouth. “That’s much better. Do you feel better?”

      “Yes, much. Thank you.”

      “Have a seat and let me take a look at that bump. I’ll fix you right up.” He was gentle and dabbed some ointment on it and covered it with a bandage. “There. That should do until I have a doctor take a look.

      “Let me turn TV on for you while I check on the horses.”

      “Come.”

      “You want to come with me?”

      Her nod reminded him of a horse nodding.

      “I’ll let you wear my wife’s boots but walk slowly so you don’t trip. They’ll be way too big.”

      When she walked, she had to hold up each side of the pants to keep from falling to the floor.

      “Stay right there.” He skipped off and returned with a piece of rope. He inserted the rope in the belt loops and tied it tight to hold her pants up. “You are a little thing. Try walking again.”

      She walked in a circle. He was pleased his experiment worked. He wrapped his late wife’s coat around her and put a jean jacket on himself. They walked to the stable, both wrapping their arms tightly around their waists and pulling the collar up tighter to their necks. As soon as they walked up to the opening of the stable, the horses ran right to them. They whinnied with excitement and kept moving between each other to get close to Ember.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said perplexed, looking at her strangely. “They seem to know you or like you...or both.”

      Nudging her with their muzzle, she climbed up on the oak two by four planks, then rubbed and kissed each one of them. Then she jumped down and unlatched the gate. Before Tyrus could stop her, she was inside.

      “Stop...” He didn’t know what name to call her. He stood in the doorway and the horses acted gentle and rubbed up to her. They weren’t biting each other nor chasing each other like normal. One of the horses knelt down and she climbed on top of it. The palomino pranced around the stable with his head high and tail held up proudly. Funny, his healthy gold coat was almost the same color as her hair, except for the very shiny gold streaks. Tyrus watched gob smacked. She looked over at him and laughed with glee.

      What he just witnessed was strange, but remarkable. Never had he witnessed this exchange between the horses and anyone. Watching her closely, he noticed when she was happy that a glow would beam around her. Where it came from, he didn’t know. It was nothing like a flashlight beam. It had glitter in it. He scratched his head. After coaxing her out of the stalls, she helped him feed the horses.

      Making sure each horse was fed, she kissed them all goodnight. Tyrus had to gently pull her arm away from them.

      Holding the front door open for her, he asked. “Why do you suppose the horses react to you the way they do? I’ve never seen them react like that with anyone. Not even me. Can you explain it?”

      She squished her lips together and shook her head no. “I love animals. I guess they know I love them.” Her English was somewhat shattered but pronounceable. Voice was sweet as honey.

      “Well, they sure love you. I have one more question. Why do you glow sometimes?”

      “Huh?”

      “That glow that comes out of you at times. What causes it?”

      Her hands went up, along with her shoulders. “I do not know.”

      The screen door rattled as it closed, and this time he shut the front door all the way.

      “I’ll make up a bed for you. There are some cookies in the cookie jar. Go help yourself while I do this.”

      “Huh,” her face formed.

      “You like cookies; right?”

      “Cookies?”

      “You don’t know what a cookie is? What planet are you from, young one?” He sniggered.

      Tyrus walked past her and held the kitchen door open so it wouldn’t swing back and trap her between swings. He brought the cookie jar to the table and took the lid off. Then he poured a glass of milk. The chair screeched on the floor. “You sit here and eat while I get your bed ready.” She complied. He turned around to check on her and she was in cookie heaven.

      The kitchen door swung back and forth as Tyrus stood by the table. He looked into the cookie jar to find it empty. “You ate all of the wafer cookies?” his face showed incredulously.

      Not certain he was upset, she nodded yes as her head shrunk down.
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