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This novel contains scenes of fantasy violence which might be difficult for some readers. 
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​Disclaimers
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The city this novel is set in is real, as are many of the places but I have changed them to fit the story I am telling. The characters in this novel are very loosely based on people I know but they are not real.
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This is a work of original fiction. It was written by a real person, not an AI. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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Stealing is a crime

Do so and face haunted time

books are worth the dime

Don't let karma find you. Buy a copy or borrow it from the library. Authors don't get paid much so please don't steal from us.
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​Prologue
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“I’m telling you that he’s real, Karen.”

The pretty brunette snorted and shook her head. “Real? You are kidding right? Come on, it’s just an urban legend, like Bloody Mary or the Slender Man. Nashua does not have a serial killing shadow that has a thing for brunette business majors.”

Anne shook her head, her arms wrapped around her belly. “What about Sharon? She didn’t show up for class last week and I heard they just found her hair tied to the gates of Rivier.”

“And I heard she went back to Lowell with that boyfriend of hers. She was flunking out, you know; even tried hitting on Professor Jones to get a passing grade.”

“Karen!” Anne gasped and turned toward her dorm. “Then whose hair was it? Her ID was tied to it and the rose was there too and I heard that there was blood.”

“Probably some freshman playing a prank and using a wig and a fake ID. You know that it is boring during the summer term and they will do anything to liven up their days.”

“True, but still I’m getting my hair dyed in the morning. I think I’ll go red for the next semester; just to be safe.”

“Oh, my god, really? I think I’ll stick to my mahogany locks. No urban legend is going to make me change them.”

The girls continued to banter until they reached the quad. They separated then Anne going toward her dorm and Karen heading toward Main Street. “I’ll bring back a pint of ice cream. I’ll see you in a bit. “

“Just be careful. It’s getting late. Can’t it wait till tomorrow?”

“It’s hot and I want some ice cream. I’ll just hit Haywards. They should be open for another hour or so. It won’t take long.”

Karen jogged across the street and smiled at the boy behind the counter. The real reason she wanted ice cream was the hot guy who worked here nights. The old ice cream stand had expanded their hours when the college had started doing summer sessions. He wasn’t the usual teenager working a summer job. He was hot enough to melt a gallon of ice cream on and flirted with the best of them. This time she was going to give him her number and invite him over to the dorms for some caramel sauce and shots.

*****
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THE NEXT MORNING ANNE pounded on Karen’s door and when she didn’t get an answer she looked inside. Karen wasn’t there, but her waist length brunette hair was spread across her pillow, a single black rose resting on the bloody ends.
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​Chapter one
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My name is Ellie Walker. Once I was the shy girl at school who nobody ever noticed. I would be found off in a corner, reading books or scribbling in fancy notebooks. If I was ever noticed it was when someone needed my notes. Yeah, years ago I was known as the weird girl who had the best notes. Every little while someone would try to talk to me, to get me to join in some club or other, but I was never comfortable in groups.

I wasn’t a total wallflower though. I had a boyfriend of sorts through high school. We would do all the normal teenage things, dances and movies, things that our parents expected of us, but when we could we would take walks and talk about what we wanted out of life. We broke up when he went off to college and I went off to my adventures. 

What kind you ask? Well the kind that fills the pages of novels. I won’t tell you where I went and who I met. You’d have to read my books for that. While I changed the names of those involved, my adventures ended up in print. I enjoyed telling my tales and giving just a glimpse of a world different from the everyday to the masses. In today’s world most did not believe tales of faeries and monsters. After all we live in a world of science, not magic, right?

It was when my parents passed away that I finally returned home. I had fallen out with them after I turned down what they thought was the perfect job and the perfect man. They had wanted their only child to settle down, work as an English teacher and give them grand kids. All things that the wanderlust inside me refused to do.

That had been thirty years ago and wow time flies. I had stopped speaking to them when I turned twenty. I had dropped out of the programs they expected after my first semester. Money was too tight for me to feel right using my parent’s money to pay for it. They had no trouble paying, they told me, as long as I was studying to be a teacher, but I had decided that I wanted to study the tales of magic and beings outside of our everyday life. I took a job in a bookstore to save up money so I could follow my heart. For the following three semesters I enjoyed my classes until my mother talked with her best friend’s daughter.

Cheryl had been one of those girls who felt that life was a competition and that she should be the star. She commonly would do anything she could to steal the limelight. In my case that mainly meant stealing my notes when she needed them and when caught, telling the teacher that I had taken them from her. Somehow she had ended up at UNH in the same class as me. She joined a sorority and got into trouble in short order and of course she had to find a scapegoat. I didn't know just how much trouble till I went home for the summer after sophomore year.

Somehow she decided I should be the scapegoat for her and when we went home for the summer break she whispered her lies into my parent’s ears. We had a giant fight and I had left home, left college and left the country. I did what I wanted to do and when my first book came out I dedicated to her, the woman who changed my life.

My Friend Monica kept them up on what I was doing, or what she knew about. She had told them that I had settled down in a city north of the border and made my living with the stories I spun. While in a way that was true, it wasn’t everything. If they knew of the things I had seen and done over the years they would have begged me to come home. 

I guess Monica told such good stories that that my mom broke down and bought my books, for I found them displayed in a place of honour when I came home. Both my parents had left me long letters about how they missed me and how my work made them proud. My mother apologized for believing the words Cheryl had spouted. 

It was Monica, my once best friend, who contacted me with the bad news. She told me it was time to come home, if only to settle up their final wishes. My parents had died within hours of each other. Dad had a heart attack and my mother a stroke. The doctors told me that dad had just fallen over while fishing and mom had simply fainted when the doctor told her he was gone. I’m told neither of them suffered much. Yeah, they always say that, the doctors that is, but an old friend who works with the dead agreed. She was the one that contacted Monica to find me and get me back here. 

Driving back into the Gate City after so long away was a trip. So many places that I had known were gone. The stores where I used to buy my books were gone as was the hot dog vendor on Main Street. The candy store I used to buy treats at was now a tea shop. All of the movie theatres I used to hide in were now gone, leaving only the pricey Cineplex down by the mall in the south end. The only thing that was the same was the house.

As I drove up the street I grew up on, I sighed. Even here there were changes, new homes that were bigger with fine fences surrounding them, but my childhood home was pretty much the same. It was one of those old New England type homes. It was a faded yellow and there were flowering bushes beneath the front bay windows and yes we had one of those silly white fences. When I stepped through the door everything was the same as I remembered.

The same curtains, same furniture and same wallpaper. I walked through the rooms, my fingers trailing over the edge of a chair here, a frame there. Each room brought up memories of days when I was a child. Stepping into my parent’s bedroom I could still smell the lingering scent of my mother’s perfume. The room was still neat and orderly, just like my mother always made it. I sat at her vanity and smiled. There were all the little jars that she had inherited from her grandmother. Silver and crystal jars lined the top below the mirror and she would fill them with her own concoctions, shining them whenever she cleaned them out till they sparkled.

They were simple folks, my parents. I was their only child and they were proud of me when I was growing up. That was until my gift started to manifest. You see I have a unique talent, one that they did their best to repress. I said that I am a writer but that isn’t quite true. Yes, I do write stories, ones that have garnered me a small, if loyal following, but that is just a part of it. See part of why I write is to lock the things of the imagination that do not belong here out of our world. 

Now I am not talking about the others like the Fae or shifters, but things that truly are given form only by the imagination of thinking beings. How do I tell the difference you might ask? Well you see I have friends who investigate the urban legends with me. If they are based on a real creature or a being then we leave them be, or report them to those who deal with them. Be it humans pretending to be monsters or Others doing the same, there are people who take charge of either arresting or banishing them to the realm they belong to. 

With the rise of books and movies things have started to form, monsters of the mind that would not have gotten out of the collective unconscious a hundred years ago. The movie monsters straight out of horror films and even television shows have started to become real. Belief is what powers many things in our human world. It is how religion still has a hold on so many of us. Belief can bring great things and it can bring terrible too. We see it in the religious purges through history and today. 

Photophages are created by the collective unconscious of powerful minds. Generally teenagers are some of the strongest creators of them because of the hormonal surges and they strongly believe things, even if they aren’t real. The first photophages I knew of appeared way back in the 1950s, the time when the movie theatres were filled with monster movies that, while tame by today’s standards, excited and terrified teenagers across the nation. Shows like Twilight zone tapped into that same part of the psyche and a whole new batch of monsters formed. Or so I believed.

The adventure that I had longed for before I moved out of this house I had found. While I said that teenagers are strong believers, I wasn’t talking just about humans. When I had left for college I had met some real characters. On a college campus you could be whatever you wanted and young Others who were either magically gifted or at least looked mostly human could blend right in. The first one had walked up to me after my creative writing class and told me that I could do more than write. 

Charlotte looked like any other college kid. Dressed in ratty jeans, t-shirt, an oversized hoodie and carrying a stack of books, along with a messenger bag that had been bursting at the seams. We became fast friends and a week later she handed me a pen. Not just any old pen, but an actual old fashioned fountain pen. She told me to use it for my calling and I did each time. When I used that pen things stopped happening. I didn't understand at first, but I learned quickly.

What things you ask? Well there had been a series of attacks on campus. Kids were being found beaten bloody and worse. It had gotten so bad that campus police had ordered a curfew and we all know how well that worked. College kids rarely took something like that serious. I did my best to be back to my dorm room before it got too late, but I had an eight pm class every Thursday and as it was an invitation only class I wasn’t going to miss one of them. 

I was lucky, I wasn’t the girl that was grabbed that night, but not lucky enough not to see the attack happening. Charlotte, my new friend, the one who gave me the pen, was fighting off a living shadow when I walked around the side of the Fine Arts building. She had dropped the glamour she used to hide that she was actually a human sized cat. I stood frozen for too long when I saw this. She turned toward me covered in blood and dropped to the ground screaming for me to run, which I did. 

Later I knew that she had sent me away with a spell, but all the way from there to my dorm my mind was screaming at me to turn around and go back to help her. I reached for my phone when I slammed into my room, but I couldn’t seem to get my hands to work. Instead in what I guess now was a trance I took up the pen she had given me and a fresh notebook. I wrote the scene I had just watched and then changed the ending. Changed it so that Charlotte survived and the creature was actually just a man, who campus police caught and put in jail for the rest of his days. Then I fell asleep at my desk, pen still in my hand.

The next morning when I woke up the talk of campus was that the Shadow attacker had been caught and his most recent victim was resting in the med centre. I rushed over and found Charlotte laying in a bed and talking quietly to a hunky cop type. I waited till he turned to leave before I edged my way in to see her. She introduced me to Sean McNamara and he nodded politely before leaving. I wonder what happened to that cop and if he knew that the pretty redhead in the bed wasn’t human.
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​Chapter two
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With a sigh I brought myself back to the present. Charlotte had thanked me for saving her that day. She explained what the Pen really was and that I had to be very careful using it. It was a very old type of magic that only worked for a rare few, but no one would believe that, she had told me and she was right. While I could in fact use it to change the story that unfolded before me, it had limits.

It was like I was an editor for the world. With the pen and the talent I had been born with, I could rewind an evening and change the creatures of the imagination that had slipped into the waking world into something else, something that could be handled by police, either those normal humans or the ones like the Guardian that took care of the Gate City.

When I had moved away from home it was because I had used my power recklessly and selfishly. Saving Charlotte was one thing, trying to save a friend from his own stupidity was another. I tried to rewrite his mistake, putting someone else into the investigation, someone I disliked, but who was ultimately innocent. I made a change that had nothing to do with removing a photophage from the world and instead of fixing a problem, I made one happen. I also found out that I couldn’t fix an issue I caused. It cost my friend his life and caused the man I used to become a monster for real. 

I heard that the Guardian of Manchester died putting him down and I fled New Hampshire in shame. It took me a year before I used that pen again. I drove myself through a dozen small towns, seeking to make up for my crime and in my travels I learned how to tell the good from the bad, the real from the photophage. My parents didn’t understand why I dropped out of their lives, but then they never understood that I saw things they didn’t and made up stories about them.

“Time to sort through things, I think.” I got up and stood in front of the walk in closet that I had always wanted to play in as a child. Opening the door I found it just as I expected. One side was filled with suits, slacks and shirts belonging to my dad, the other the dresses that my mom preferred. Their taste in clothing was a snapshot of their lives. With a sigh I turned away. “It can wait till I get boxes and I really need to get my suitcase inside.

I put off getting those boxes, instead I cleaned out the refrigerator and cabinets, donating the things I could to the soup kitchen in town and restocking with the food I preferred. My old room had only changed a bit. Instead of my bookcases filled with treasure, there was a treadmill and lacy curtains. My old twin bed had been replaced with a full sized guest bed, covered in the afghans my mom used to make. I spent my first night in the Gate City in my old bedroom.

Within a couple of days I managed to get things boxed up. There were a lot of silent tears as I did so, but there were some laughs too. It seemed my folks had started to like tales of fantasy. The shelves near their bed were filled with books and DVDs of all the old favourites and a lot of the ones that had come out since I left home. The idea of my parents sitting and watching Labyrinth made me laugh.
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A week after I had settled into the house I grew up in things were very different inside. I decided to stay in my old room, but updated. I kept the afghans, but I replaced the sheets. While it was summer, I didn’t need more than one on the bed; I found my mom’s old cedar chest in the attic and brought it down with a lot of grunts to sit at the end of the bed. I tucked those handmade treasures inside with springs of lavender, just like she used to do.

I took apart their bed and stored it back up in the attic and turned that room into a workspace for me. While moving the frame wasn't too bad, moving the box spring and mattress up into the attic nearly caused me injury. I might be in great shape for a woman my age, but it really was a two person job. I had yet to make contact with my old friends in town. After thirty years I wasn't sure where any of them were. I felt bad that I hadn't kept in contact like I should.

The treadmill I moved away from the window, but kept there so that on bad days I could exercise indoors. In that week I had set up my office. My writing desk was under the window and I had set up the hot plate and kettle for my tea. I had a dorm refrigerator that fit nicely where the old tower would sit if I still used a desktop computer. I liked the ability to pick up my computer and go work in the garden when the weather was good.

I had just settled down a couple weeks after I returned home to work on the next book in my Travelling Man series when there was a knock on my door. I hadn’t expected anyone, but with a sigh I saved and went to answer it. The cul-de-sac this house was on didn’t get a lot of door to door sales types and I didn’t think that anyone other than Monica knew I was back in town, so I was curious. I blew my bangs out of my face as I opened the door.

Standing on my front porch was a tall drink of water. He had a craggy face filled with laugh lines and intense eyes. Dressed in jeans, a t-shirt and work boots with a light jacket over top, he looked like he had walked out one of my mom’s old movies. Well only partially. He was easily one of the tallest men I had seen over the years. I stand at five foot ten in my stocking feet and he topped me by almost a foot. “Hello?”

“Ellie Walker?” His voice was deep and rich, one that I would love to listen to telling me his stories and I bet he had a lot of them. I could see them in his eyes and floating around his head.

I nodded. “That’s me, handsome. And who might you be?”

He smiled and shook his head as if he didn’t agree with my calling him handsome. “Harry Lionsey, Guardian.” He held out a huge hand roughened with what I knew would be sword calluses.

I blinked a few times and then took his hand. “As in the Guardian of the Gate City, hero of the Kangamangus Pass, holder of the famed Babe, sword of the first of your line? That Harry Lionsey?”

He shook his head and chuckled. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

“You might say that, Guardian.” I might have been away for a long time, but I did have contacts here. Thanks to the Other community back in Barrie I had learned a lot about what had been going on while I was away. My friend Kate, she of the really big claws, used to tell me about this man. At the time I thought she was just trying to get me to write a character based off him, but well, she had played down how handsome he really was. “Well, welcome to my humble home, come inside.” I stepped to the side and gestured for him to enter. “I have tea brewing and fresh pastries in my kitchen.”

He stepped past me and waited as I closed the door and showed him the way to the kitchen. I had left the kitchen the way mom had. With yellow lace curtains and herbs crowding the inset window frame, you could smell the spices that mom had used, if you paused. “Now why is the Guardian here, in my kitchen? I haven’t been here long enough to cause any trouble or even merit the attention of such an august man.”

He leaned on the counter by the sink and shook his head. “I’m just here to welcome the Scribe back to town. Your reputation precedes you it is true, but everything I have heard is good.” He studied me for a long moment. “Also to offer my condolences on your loss; your parents were good people.”

“Yeah, they were.” I poured myself a cup of the apple tea I had bought at one of the local farms over in Hollis. I held up the pot and he nodded. I poured him a mug and set the sugar bowl with a spoon next to him before sliding into one of the kitchen chairs. “Normal people, but good people for sure.” I got a mouthful of the sweet apple taste and sighed. “I should have come home a long time ago, spent time with them as they grew old.”

He nodded, wrapping his fingers about the old fashioned heavy white mug. Mom had not been one for the pretty and delicate tea cups. She believed that if you are going to drink something hot then the same mug used for soup or coffee worked just fine for tea or cocoa. She would have been amused, I think, with the cups I had in my kitchen back in Barrie. “Regrets are all a part of growing older. They were proud of their child, that you have to know; even if you didn’t part on good terms.”

“Harry, how do you know?” I looked out the window, watching birds swooping in to land on the bird feeder that I had installed. “They were just normal people, not someone who a Guardian should have even met.”
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