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        To our first (and best!) writing instructor.

        You kickstarted our writing journeys, and for that, you will forever hold a soft spot in our hearts. And yes, a few of us still meet weekly.

        So, this one’s for you, PB!
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      One winter holiday, our PNWA Class of 2019 critique group had an exercise gone right. We each wrote the most charming winter shorts that we couldn’t help but say, “These stories must go on!”

      And what better holiday to kick off the Holiday Chronicles with than Halloween? It’s the one night where spooky meets whimsical and creepy mingles with wonder. On Halloween, identities are hidden and characters are played. What you see might not be real, and tricks are aplenty.

      Turn the page if you dare. You’ll find yourself on three different adventures through this night of masks and mischief, each one a little treat with its own tricks.

      

      Are you ready for an Easter Egg hunt at Halloween? Look for common elements in these twisty tales for an added treat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In different shoes they tread

        into the night, cloaked in magic,

        temporarily transfixed, transformed

        into someone new.

      

      

      

      
        
        A black cat

        an enchanting princess,

        a has-been cheerleader

        reliving long forgotten pasts.

      

      

      

      
        
        Beware of the road not taken.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Meet-Cute ~ A charming or amusing encounter when two characters meet, leading to possible romance.

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” Luna paused in the hotel lobby. Giant swags of coral and white roses draped from column to column, assorted with white twinkle lights. Pumpkins and gourds sat along countertops and side tables adding touches of warmth to the more formal setting.

      Luna rolled her eyes.

      It figured she’d be stuck inside on the first Halloween in years without Seattle’s rain washing away the fun. At least there was a full moon waiting to greet her after her family tricked her into attending this event.

      Elaine grabbed Luna’s elbow with a lace-gloved hand, nudging her toward the front desk. “Oh no,” her sister hissed through a polite smile as Luna took a step away from the line. “We’re already here. And we need an adventurous night.” She released her grip and flattened her flowing white gown.

      Her sister looked more like a bride with all the white satin, especially with her light auburn hair swooped up into a French roll. If she was looking to meet a potential new someone, she would probably scare them away.

      Luna hesitated again. She certainly wasn’t looking to meet anyone new. She created her own adventures all by herself, even if her sister constantly teased, choosing hiking over humans is not a relationship status.

      “I still don’t understand the black-tie fuss. Wouldn’t costumes have been more traditional?”

      “Luna.” Elaine took her hands into hers. “Formal wear is more magical than some mismatched character costume. You look beautiful. And they’re providing masks for the masquerade. Let’s just have a fun night.” She held her gaze until Luna nodded. They were both dressed up, and for whatever reason, rushed to get here. Maybe she could let herself have a little fun.

      Elaine grinned, her hazel eyes, the same shade as Luna’s, sparkled in the hotel lighting. Her sister had the softer side of their family’s inherited freckles, with only a scattering atop her nose, rather than the smattering of constellations atop constellations dotting Luna’s face, shoulders and arms.

      She took a deep breath then stuck her tongue out like she used to when they were kids. “Okay, okay, I will have fun.”

      Elaine laughed and moved them closer to the front desk.

      Luna glanced down at her black bell-shaped skirt. At the time she’d chosen the dress, she’d believed she was attending a formal gala for all the employees of the Pacific Northwest Greenhouse Nurseries.

      It wasn’t uncommon for their company to connect with other businesses on occasion, but never so formal. Her family’s nursery, Green’s Garden Greenhouse, or Triple G’s, as she and her sister referred to it, was one of the smaller plant outlets in the area, but a local favorite. She really should have known something was different about this occasion. Her whole family had acted suspiciously all week.

      Both her parents had encouraged them to attend in their place. Their father declared they’d each deserved a night out after dedicating such long hours to their family business. Her mom had snickered something about how muck boots and denim were as formal as she got.

      Luna straightened the long silver ribbon tied at her waist and blew out a breath. This wasn’t a Greenhouse Gala. It had been a set up.

      A party for the unattached her sister had secretly arranged for them.

      And although she’d recently found herself single again, she could think of a hundred other places she’d rather be—especially on Halloween night. Thoughts of comfy leggings, hot apple cider, and passing out candy to her neighborhood trick-or-treaters flickered behind her eyes. Maybe she could think of only one other place she’d rather be.

      Her sister tugged at her arm again, and she reluctantly took another stride forward.

      “Excuse me,” whispered a beautiful woman dressed in an orange ballgown. Orange. Pumpkin orange, no less, yet far from obnoxious. The color brought out her deep, dark skin. The hoop skirt glimmered like frosted glass, adorned with silver and copper ribbons on the shoulders and bodice. Her skirt swished with every step as she pulled the two of them toward another set of doors, clipboard in hand. “You’re here for the singles event? Yes?”

      Obviously. All the ticketholders stood out wearing formal wear, but she probably asked to be polite. Her apricot lipstick clashed, yet somehow enhanced her ensemble, a bright contrast to her perfectly white teeth.

      “We are,” Elaine responded, hooking arms with Luna and keeping her close as she ogled around for anyone else going their way. She surely took her big sister job seriously—to the point of tricking Luna into coming to this gala because it would be good for her.

      “I’m Abby Grant, your hostess. Your names?” She swiped a perfect black curl from her forehead off to the side.

      Elaine whispered back, as if sharing a secret. “Elaine and Luna Green.”

      “Six o’clock, perfectly prompt! We don’t want others to see you without your masks,” she cooed clandestinely, leading them down a long hall. “That’s why we insisted everyone arrive at their specified time.”

      “No wonder you rushed me,” Luna hissed in Elaine’s ear as she followed suit down the corridor.

      Abby shuffled them into an office. Tables of white giftbags, all filled with scrunched orange and black tissue paper, poked out of boxes. Another set of hosts, in black tuxes with orange bowties and cummerbunds, scattered about the room.

      “These are the Green sisters,” Abby called out, and within seconds one of her orange-clad helper bees approached them with bags. “Now head through these doors to the right, room 113, to get ready. Your masks and itinerary are in the bags. Leave the room promptly at 6:15 with all your belongings. There will be a coat check there. The Masquerade is in the Royal Ballroom, on the top floor. The elevators are at the end of the hall, opposite the way you arrived.” Her instructions rolled off her tongue as if she’d repeated them several times already. With a smile and a wink, she added, “May you find your meet-cute!”

      Oh, God! This was going to be a rough night. “Elaine, really?”

      “Remember, let yourself have some fun.” Her sister pulled her down the hall, holding the keycard Abby had handed her. “You’ve secluded yourself at that patio desk for far too long. Who works outside in October?” She waited for the keypad to blink green. “It’s a wonder you haven’t frozen your ability to enjoy life.”

      Luna shook her head carefully so her sister wouldn’t scold her for messing up her hair. She’d already argued and won about keeping it down, though the compromise was soft waves. “I had a heat lamp.”

      “Quarterlies are paid, holiday plants ordered, and payroll for the month is done. Time to let everything go and be adventurous.”

      Once in their room, Elaine set her bag onto one of the two queen beds and retrieved each tissue-wrapped item inside as if they might break. Luna dumped her goods onto the other bed. Her pile included a tiny silver-embossed brochure, a miniature tin of mints, tinted lip balm, and a tissue-wrapped mask.

      Luna gasped unexpectedly as she ripped off the tissue. Her mask was breathtaking, with silver sculpted cutouts for eyes, and hundreds of tiny beads in pearl white and rich shades of russet and amber. The beading extended to the size of a giant pair of sunglasses, curved into swooshes on both sides, above where her temples would be. Off the top and sides plumed long white and brown feathers with silver ribbons. A few red downy quills added the most curious texture in the mix. On the back was an adjustable strap, so she could size the mask to her head…hopefully comfortably.

      She looked over at her sister. Elaine was already fastening hers around her head, tricky with the French roll, but she made it work. It was stunning with more sculpted beads up one side than the other, adorned in beaded colors of white, black, and violet. Feathers and ribbons trickled here and there, matching the beaded hues. Hidden in the assortment hung the tiniest chess pieces. Strange but elegant all at the same time.

      “How much did this event cost?” Luna stared in the mirror, setting the mask into place. It slid on surprisingly easier than she thought, and there wasn’t any itchy stitching on the inside to bug her throughout the night.

      Both sisters stood in front of the mirror, speechless. The masks changed their looks completely. And with their gowns, even Luna’s freckles seemed to blend with the coloring and looked…lovely. Maybe this would be a fun night after all.

      “Dad said it was our Christmas and birthday gifts all rolled into one.”

      Luna tilted her head, assuring the mask was secure, auburn ringlets swinging with the motion. Her strapless bodice was holding up surprisingly well with the sticky fashion tape keeping everything in place, even if her everything was overly small.

      “Merry Christmas and happy birthday.” Luna couldn’t help but smile. Had they stepped out of a fairytale?

      “Yeah—merry happy everything. You ready?” Elaine pulled her gaze away and picked up her brochure. Luna took another glance at the woman staring back at her, the woman who’d hidden under coats and hats a little too much lately, before grabbing her own brochure.

      Tracing her fingertips across the embossed fancy silver script, Welcome to your Masquerade Meet-Cute, she let out a breath. Inside she found instructions about where to go, pages for how to check belongings, and the event rules. The back page held a riddle.

      Rules and riddles for a singles event? What had she gotten herself into?
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      “A  riddle?” She voiced aloud.

      Elaine peeked up. “I have one too.” She sat down on the bed to study hers as Luna whispered hers aloud.

      
        
        
        “Paths can often lead astray,

        that doesn’t mean you’re lost.

        Baskets hold more than sweets

        when strangers come to call.

        You may be hungry.

        You may be full.

        Though when you finally meet,

        crimson tides will flow,

        allowing love to grow.

        Yet, only when you follow

        your own two feet.

      

      

      

      “What does this mean?” Luna read the curly words again, as if maybe she’d missed something through the fancy font. She crinkled her nose to give it a third go, when her sister ripped it from her hands.

      “I’m lost too. Let’s try reading each other’s and see if that helps.”

      Luna muttered Elaine’s in a soft whisper, mostly to reset her brain from deciphering her own riddle.

      
        
        
        Time heals but doesn’t wait,

        so give your world a stir,

        tomorrow for today

        or maybe yesteryear.

        Your path will soon unfurl,

        then curtail and expand.

        It’s time to play a game

        past calculated moves,

        diagonal on your board,

        to find your tale and fall

        into a bright blue world.

      

      

      

      The knock at the door startled them both. “Time to go,” called a deep voice from the hall.

      Elaine shook her head at Luna, tossed all her things in her gift bag. Luna did the same, and they stepped out of the room.

      “The elevators are that way. Enjoy your Masquerade Meet-Cute!” The young man smiled, though his voice was more like reciting notecard facts to remember for an exam.

      Once the elevator doors shut tight, they each giggled, Luna snort-laughing. “These riddles must be a joke, right?”

      “I’m sure it’s all part of the experience. It’s just a singles party.” Elaine smoothed the chess piece dangling a little too close to her eye, propping it over a feather. “Remember, we’re just having fun.”

      Two giant doorways led into a ballroom. Orange and white bouquets of toffee roses, dahlias, and zinnias spilled from every corner. Mood lights twinkled in various shades of orange and gold, and even black, strung around columns and draped from the lofty ceiling. With dry ice floating up to meet the waves of gothic masquerade music, the whole spectacle looked like she’d walked into a hidden-away Halloween town.

      They must have been early, as only a couple of dancers swayed to the spooky waltz music in the center of the grand room. Long tables set with tapered candles, hors d’oeuvres, and fancy cakes scattered around in every direction. Little seating areas were set up here and there. The director of this event obviously wanted privacy, convenience, and ease in either dancing, dining, or seating.

      Checking their things in was simpler than expected. Each guest was offered a ribbon and tulle drawstring pouch to wear on their wrist, perfect for their gift of lip balm, mints, and a few other items of choice…phone, ID, powder compact.

      “How are we supposed to see anything in this dark, misty lighting?” Luna studied her riddle as they wandered the edges of the place.

      “You’re off-duty. These aren’t landscape proposals. Although maybe you’ll find another kind of proposal by the end of the night?” She laughed, dragging Luna towards the bar.

      “I’ve only been single⁠—”

      “Six months!” her sister jeered over her shoulder in jest. “It’s time.”

      Ouch. She stopped in her tracks. But they had dated for three years. Was there a scaled measurement in determining her readiness to date again?

      Elaine whirled around, feathers and ribbons fluttering in the quick motion. “Luna, I was only joking about the proposal. Lighten up.”

      “Obviously.” Luna gave her that sister-look she knew very well. “But seriously, maybe they got our riddles mixed up, and I need the one about time mixed up with todays and tomorrows.” She blew out a breath, fluffing up a red feather from her own mask. It settled a little too close in her peripheral vision and she blew it again to adjust.

      Her sister tilted her chin at the act. “Red.” She gently softened the plumes atop Luna’s mask. “I bet you’re Red Riding Hood.”

      “I thought you said the riddles were just part of the experience?” But the more she stared at Elaine, the more she saw the words of her sister’s riddle meshing with the hints in her mask.

      Elaine set her hands on her hips, triumph radiating in dramatic action. “Your riddle had all that stuff about paths and baskets and strangers—that’s it. You just need to be on the lookout for a wolf. Presto! Meet-cute action in play.”

      “Well, if I’m Red, you’re from some kind of chess game mixed with odd time references.” They both stared at each other, then around the room. The place had already begun to fill more, as another batch of guests arrived through the doors.

      Most people had dressed in the requested black and white color scheme. Lots of black, because who wears a white formal dress other than Elaine, always beaming with the significance behind her name, shining light.

      Luna huffed a breath. It was probably fitting that she honored the meaning behind her own name, moon, escaping the spotlight in black. And couldn’t moon sensibly mean nighttime…bedtime…time to go home?

      “Time for a drink,” Elaine turned abruptly in her heels, and Luna shuffled back. Her ballerina flats were satin, with shiny black ribbons wrapped around her ankles. Her sister wasn’t a fan of her shoe choice, not for the formal affair, though having her feet stomped on before the shindig truly began would only cause a case of I-told-you-so’s for the rest of the night.

      She smirked. A smashed toe might lead to an early escape. She could go home in time to catch some late trick-or-treaters. Snuggling on her sofa with a kids Halloween movie seemed far more magical at the moment than finagling riddles and masks and desperate singles. Something she surely was not.

      “What’s that wicked grin about?” Elaine handed her sister a glass of sparkling water with lemon, knowing they both preferred hydrating before a night like…whatever this might be.

      “Nothing.” She sipped the bubbly water. “Let’s just say I’ll stay for a while, but I won’t be falling for any single wolves anytime soon—Umph!”

      Her body went down without a second thought to her shoes or her drink. Time slowed. Elaine’s curse sounded along with the shattering of her glass and something else thudding just where her head should have smacked the tile. Somewhere in the smashup, an arm held her head, while the other wrapped around her torso, their bodies cradled in a heap on the floor.
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