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​INTRODUCTION
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Romance is the number one genre of fiction today and is widely available. It comes in the form of flash fiction, short stories, novellas, and novels. So we knew that when we were putting together A Kiss and a Promise, we were going to have to look long and hard if we wanted to find stories that were different, stories that were out of the ordinary, but stories that were still true to the essential element of romance. Stories with a Happily-Ever-After, or at least a Happy-for-Now with the promise of more to come.

And we believe we’ve succeeded. 

The six stories included in this anthology have quirky characters, or quirky locations, or quirky situations.  You’ll find a ghost and a new homeowner, a spaceship captain and her cartographer, a window designer and high school beau, a banker and a baker, two vampire hunters, and some supernatural beings.  You’ll find yourself in two different restaurants, and on another planet. You’ll find deception, intrigue, and old memories.  But most of all, you’ll find true romance.  You’ll find kisses, and you’ll find promises. 

We hope you enjoy these stories. 
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Tricia Schneider

Chapter One

After remaining unoccupied for years, the cozy cottage surrounded by a lush garden on a quiet street in the county of Herefordshire burst with activity. Men in uniform carried boxes of varying sizes from a lorry parked in front of the property.

From the garden, Eve peeked through the gate to watch.

One man caught her attention. Sunlight touched his golden hair. The wind tossed the longish strands every which way. He ran up the stone path that led to the front of the cottage. A moment later he returned, taking long strides to reach the lorry before grabbing another box. He spoke to the other men, but from this distance she couldn’t hear what he said. The fellows responded and a burst of laughter from the blond-haired man echoed over the grounds.

Michael.

With burnished blond hair, blue eyes and charming smile, the similarities to Michael were unnerving. But it was his laughter that struck Eve like a dagger to her heart.

After several trips to the cottage carrying boxes, he shook hands with the others and waved them farewell. Then he turned to face the cottage, hands resting on his hips, staring for several long moments as if not quite believing his eyes. The admiration reflected on his handsome face stunned Eve. No one had gazed upon this run-down cottage with such regard since she was a child. 

The stone walls had been patched in several spots where the mortar had chipped away from the weather. The gutter needed replacing. The solid oak door needed repainting. Inside was not much improved. The wallpaper was faded and the carpets had long since been removed, leaving barren floors and in some spots squeaky boards. The plumbing had been repaired by the groundskeeper several times, but the bathroom still remained leaky.

With a lopsided boyish grin, the man loped up the steps and entered the cottage, closing the door behind him.

The sight of the closed door snapped Eve out of her reverie. She darted to the side entrance of the cottage, stepping softly on the path leading to the door. When she neared the cottage, she found the windows open. She nodded her approval. Airing the place out was the first step to recovering the former charm of the cottage she once knew.

She opened the door to the cottage and crossed the threshold on silent feet. Once inside, she stopped, feeling the air change around her. When was the last time she had set foot in here? It had been so many years, she could not recall. The perfume from the garden drifted in, chasing away the mustiness. She inhaled deeply. A small smile lifted the corner of her lips as she detected a hint of lilac and rose, her two favorites from the garden.

The sound of rummaging alerted her to the man’s presence in the next room. She moved softly on the wooden floor until she found him. He stood in the center of the room, lifting several items wrapped in newspaper out of a box. After unwrapping them, he deposited the items onto the floor. He had taken the covers off some pieces of furniture, but not all. The grandfather clock remained covered. She secretly hoped he might dislike that particular piece and rid himself of it. She shuddered before turning her gaze to him.

She watched for some time before he stopped. Body frozen, he tilted his head to the side... listening. Had she made a noise to alert him of her presence?

He turned his head to the side, glancing behind him, but Eve darted into the hall leading to the stairs. She peered around the corner, feeling foolish for hiding.

“Hello?”

Eve bit her lip to keep from responding. It would do no good to seek his help. He’d be like all the rest, and she didn’t want to suffer pain all over again. But the fact that he looked so much like Michael tormented her. She yearned to reach out to him, to touch him, to find out if he felt like Michael, too.

She closed her eyes to chase her wild imaginings away. What a fool! Michael had died long ago, and yet, she still remembered his smile, his laugh, the way she melted when he looked into her eyes. His handsome face with strong jaw and sparkling blue eyes surrounded by sun-kissed blond hair flashed into her mind. This man appeared so much like Michael she imagined it might be easy to forget it wasn’t him at all.

“Is someone there?”

She groaned. He sounded like Michael, too. Even with the Colonial accent.

The man resumed his unpacking. With his attention returned to his task, Eve’s curiosity compelled her to step forward, her heart daring to be near him even as her mind urged her to flee. She wanted to touch him. Was this a dream? Was he real? Had she finally succumbed to madness?

Eve stood directly behind him and reached out her hand as he knelt on the floor. Her fingers hovered in the air above his shoulder. She watched as he shivered from a sudden chill.

Several things happened next.

A knock at the door startled her, just as she lowered her hand to touch him. He jumped at the sudden noise, dropping the item he held, which fell and shattered. He spun, shivering as he rubbed the back of his shoulder as if to chase the chill away.

Eve held her breath waiting, praying for him to acknowledge her, even as she scolded herself for her foolishness.

He swept the room with his startled gaze.

The familiar pain in her chest blossomed as his gaze passed by her. A second knock sounded and he shrugged his shoulders, stepping over the broken glass. Eve scurried away so he might not step through her but she was too late. His presence filled her, electrifying her entire being as his physical body passed through her spirit one. She shivered and gasped.

He paused after stepping out of her ethereal body and shivered anew.

“It’s cold in here,” he mumbled, rubbing his hands along his arms. He hesitated, about to turn again to inspect the room when another knock at the door distracted him. He altered his direction, shaking his head.

Eve resisted the urge to follow. He had felt her presence as few others had, but from experience she knew it made no difference.

He couldn’t see her. 

She closed her eyes, holding back the tears that threatened.

After two hundred years she was accustomed to people not seeing her. Some could sense her presence, some were sensitive to those of her kind, yet no one had ever seen her. This time it was all the more difficult to accept. Her fingers tingled where she had touched him, the skin along her arm electrified from where he had passed through her. She crushed her fingers into her palm as if that might contain the sensation and rested her fist on her chin. 

He might not have seen her or felt her touch, but she had felt him and recognized a piece of himself that he might never remember. A part of him she had once known so well and believed she’d never be able to live without.

Her lover had returned.

This man, this stranger with a foreign accent... was Michael... reborn.

––––––––
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Chapter Two

THE KNOCKING AT THE door continued. Matthew shrugged from the sudden chill. Glancing around, he couldn’t determine the source of the cold air. The windows were opened wide allowing in the warm summer breeze.

“Matthew!” Stuart Jamison stood on the threshold as Matthew opened the door. He had met his neighbor several weeks ago when he had queried after the property and the two men quickly became friends. It helped that Stuart was a fan.

“Stu,” Matthew shook the tall man’s hand. “Good to see you.”

“And you. This is my wife, Aggie,” he gestured to the short, round woman beside him. She had plump cheeks, twinkling eyes and a dazzling smile all wrapped up with bright auburn hair. “Aggie, this is Matthew Harris, the author of...”

“Silent Thunder,” Aggie finished for her husband with a short giggle. “And Bloody Reign. I’ve read both of them, dontcha know! I’m a big fan! Big fan!”

“Pleased to meet you,” Matthew said, smiling. She grabbed his hand before he had a chance to extend it. “It’s a pleasure to meet another American. Midwestern... Minnesota, perhaps?”

Aggie’s face brightened further if that was possible and she pumped his hand two more times. “How did you know?”

Matt chuckled at her enthusiasm. “I lived in St. Paul with my dad for a few years when I was a teenager before moving back East. Come in,” he said, realizing they still stood in the doorway. “I haven’t unpacked everything yet. I’m afraid I don’t even have anything to offer you to drink.” He glanced at Aggie with a charming smile. “I don’t even know which box contains the glasses.”

Aggie covered her mouth with her hand which did nothing to stop the erupting giggles. Stu smiled affectionately at his wife before turning to Matt. “No need for that, my friend. We’ve come by to ask you to join us for dinner tonight.”

Stu’s wife nodded. “Who has time for cooking when you’re so busy unpacking?”

“Thank you,” Matthew said. He hated to admit it, but she was right. He had spent so much of the day unpacking that he skipped lunch entirely without even noticing it. He’d been so focused he hadn’t even considered planning ahead to dinnertime. “I’d be happy to.”

“Wonderful!” Aggie trilled, nearly dancing on the spot. “My sister is never going to believe we have the bestselling author, Matthew Harris, living down the road and he’s coming to dinner!”

Matthew was delighted to see his new neighbor’s exuberance. It pleased him to find new friends in a place so foreign to him. All of his life, other than the few years he spent in the Midwest, he’d lived in New Jersey. He’d never traveled much until he became a ten-year overnight success with his writing. After writing six books that became bestsellers, two of which were optioned and made into movies, he’d had enough money to travel where he desired.

Something had drawn him to England. After visiting for two weeks last year on a research trip, while traveling the countryside as a tourist he’d spotted this cottage, overgrown with ivy and weeds.

And fallen instantly in love.

It was like visiting a place only dreamed of and discovering it was real. Since then he’d seen this cottage in his dreams so often, he felt he knew each stone, each blade of grass on the property. Remarkably, the gardens were well tended. Although someone had let the house deteriorate shamelessly, they kept the vast garden in pristine condition along with the large lake beyond and the footbridge spanning the width across it.

“Have you lived here long?” Matthew asked Aggie, suddenly curious if she knew something about the property that her husband didn’t. Although he had come to like Stuart Jamison, whenever he delved too deeply into the history of Covington Cottage his new friend was quick to change the subject. After several hours of conversing with the man, Matthew found it odd that he couldn’t get much information out of him. But here was Aggie Jamison, a born and bred American. Although her husband was rather close-mouthed, Matthew wondered if he could get her to talk.

“Ten years,” Aggie said. “It’s just lovely here. You’ll like it in no time at all.”

“I’ve fallen for the place already,” Matthew admitted as he swept his gaze like a caress about the room. “I can’t believe it’s been uninhabited for so long. I’m told it’s been nearly twenty years since it was last occupied.”

“Hmm... more like twelve,” Aggie corrected, looking up at the ceiling to her right as if the date were written somewhere in the plaster. “The Bennetts, I think, weren’t they, Stuey? But they only stayed for about five or six months before they moved back to London. Now what did Mrs. Pruitt tell me...?”

“The country life didn’t suit them,” Stu interrupted. Matthew saw Stu preparing to change the topic, but his wife was too quick for him.

“Oh, I almost forgot the Edwards couple,” she said, clasping her hand to her cheek. “How could I have forgotten them? Well, I know how,” she answered herself with a jovial chuckle. “They up and moved after only a month!”

“A month?” Matthew repeated. “Why so short?”

“Did you see the local church in the village? Fabulous architecture,” Stu hurried on with his description of the church but Aggie wasn’t about to be derailed from her conversation or her chance to pass on local gossip. Matthew silently blessed her for it.

“They said it was because of the ghost.”

Matthew laughed. Well, the house was several hundred years old. Of course, it would possess a ghost or two. If he believed in fairy tales. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

“Oh, yes,” Aggie said, nodding. “Yes, I do.”

Matthew stared at the couple. Then he shook his head. He’d heard his share of ghost stories, but seeing was believing and he’d never seen anything to make him believe.

“Well, I have to say, that’s very interesting history,” Matthew said. He then inquired after the time to meet for dinner and there was no more mention of the ghost of Covington Cottage.

After the couple departed, he closed the door and turned back to continue his unpacking when he noticed the side door was open.

“I don’t remember opening this,” he muttered. He walked over to close it. It must not have latched properly and the wind blew it open. When he tried to close it, however, it got stuck. As he looked closer, he realized the door was locked.

“How did a locked door open by itself?”

––––––––
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Chapter Three

“HOW DID YOU SLEEP?”

“Like the dead.”

“Oh, I wish you wouldn’t say such things,” his mother chastised.

Matthew chuckled as he tilted the phone against his ear and reached for the plate of cookies that Aggie had baked and delivered earlier. He shoved half of one into his mouth before speaking.

“Mom,” he mumbled around the cookie. “I’ve been here for three weeks. I really like it here. Why are you worrying?”

“Well, didn’t you say that woman told you the house was haunted?”

“Hmpf,” he said, a few crumbs sprayed the kitchen counter. “Why should that bother me? It’s local legends. Hey, did I tell you they have re-enactors here? There’s a house nearby that holds dances where people dress up in those Regency and Victorian dresses. It’s kinda funny.”

That was enough to draw his mother away from her ghost worry. She enjoyed reading romances set in Regency England. And as much as she constantly worried about him being so far from home, he knew she was secretly thrilled she could visit and stay as long as she desired. She already informed him he was to take her to London where she could see Regent Street, Bow Street, and Mayfair. All the locations described in the novels she read.

Of course, when it came to traveling for research, he’d always agree. Maybe he could set his next thriller in London. The thought had possibilities and soon he imagined what his characters might do there, why and with whom and...

“Matthew, are you listening?”

“Oh... yeah.”

Her sigh vibrated through the phone.

“My son the daydreamer,” she muttered and he could imagine her rolling her eyes. “Well, I suppose I can’t complain about your vivid imagination now. Yet, you still don’t believe in ghosts. Why, when my Aunt Carolyn died, she haunted Nana’s house for years, opening and closing doors...”

“Mom, I gotta go—”

But she didn’t hear him, being too involved with repeating the same story he’d heard since he was a child. He shook his head, wondering how he’d turned out as he had with a mother who believed in all things supernatural.

“Mom, you believe in the Loch Ness Monster. Ghosts aren’t a stretch for you.”

“Oh! Loch Ness! Are you far from there? I would love to catch a glimpse of Nessie!”

Matthew groaned. As he listened to her stories of the sightings she had seen on the latest documentary, he finished nibbling the cookies. He glanced out the window that faced the back garden. Looking back, he peered closely. He could have sworn he saw a flash of white from the corner of his eyes, perhaps that of a woman’s dress.

He moved to take a closer look but didn’t see anything except the flowers in bloom. Opening the window, he inhaled the fragrant scent and decided to let the air in again today. He had to admit, this garden had become a favorite asset of Covington Cottage. He still hadn’t found the man responsible for the continued upkeep of the garden but he planned to ask Stu Jamison if he knew which one of the locals had taken it upon himself to tend the grounds. The man deserved to be paid for such fine work.

Matthew hadn’t seen anyone in the three weeks he’d been here and he wondered if the man was embarrassed to be trespassing on his property. But Matthew was grateful. He’d never have the ability to maintain a garden such as this. In fact, he didn’t know what kind of plants were out there. Whatever they were, they enchanted him as much as the house.

He glanced back at the rooms he had finished painting last week. Paint had made all the difference. He had a lot of work to do but he felt more than satisfied with his accomplishments so far.

***
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EVE MOVED BETWEEN THE flowers and bushes, breathing deeply of the aromas she loved. Spring always held a special place in her heart. It was in spring when she had met Michael. As she thought of her beloved, who was never far from her thoughts, she glanced at the house for what seemed like the fortieth time in the last hour.

He was in there.

She wanted desperately to go to him but she couldn’t stand the pain of watching him, listening to him, and not being able to touch him or talk to him. She closed her eyes as sharpness pierced her chest again.

She hadn’t set foot in the house since he arrived. In fact, she did her best to keep away from the cottage. She focused her attentions on the garden instead. She kept herself satisfied among the petals and stems.

If she continued to tell herself she didn’t need to see him again, she was certain she would eventually believe it.

––––––––
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Chapter Four

MATTHEW SAT UP AND looked at the table next to the bed. The bright red numbers on his digital alarm clock read 3:00 a.m.

He blinked and studied the darkness. What had awakened him? A noise?

He knew it was insane but a moment before he woke fully, he could have sworn he’d heard a woman screaming. Then he heard the grandfather clock chiming downstairs. It was a faint sound, yet it echoed eerily to the second floor. He frowned. That thing hadn’t worked a day since he moved in. He was going to have to hire someone to fix it since he knew nothing about the inner workings of a grandfather clock, but he had left it downstairs where he thought it added a certain charm to the surroundings. He glanced around in a daze as he detected a sudden heaviness in the air that nearly choked him. He rubbed a hand over his eyes, pushing the disorientation from his sleep-fogged mind. He must have been dreaming. There was nothing here.

It must have been the damn clock with its eerie chiming.

Matthew threw off the blankets that covered him and swung his feet to the floor trying to ignore the change in the air. He stood, rubbing his bare chest with one hand. He needed a glass of water. Something to take his mind off that eerie sound and this feeling of... something... but by the time he made it to the bedroom door he heard it again.

A woman’s scream.

Inhaling sharply, his fingers dug into the doorframe. He concentrated on the sound, trying to discern which direction it came from. He jerked his head up and looked out the bedroom window facing the back garden and the lake. From between the filmy curtains blowing in the gentle night breeze, he saw movement in the garden illuminated by the full moon’s light. There were two people outside and he saw a flash of a white dress on one of them.

Without another thought, he hurried down the stairs and rushed to the side door. His fingers fumbled with the lock. He heard another scream and then the door opened and he ran down the path through the garden. The gravel bit into his bare feet. He ignored the discomfort as he searched the foliage for any sign of movement.

Where was the woman? And the other person he’d seen from the window?

He paused, trying to control his breathing and steady the racing of his heart so he could listen to the sudden silence of the night. He tilted his head, closing his eyes to focus.

The sounds of a struggle penetrated the darkness. A muffled sob. A choked whisper. He rushed forward, searching for the couple. Following the garden path that passed the cottage and farther onto the land until he reached the lake, he realized the sounds were slightly louder.

He was getting closer.

The night air thickened as he closed in on the lake, like the heavy feeling that hung in the air before a summer storm. Panic like he’d never known surged within him, propelling him onward.

The lake, his mind whispered to him. She’s by the lake.

He ran as fast as his feet could carry him. He was going to be too late, he knew it. But she needed him. He had to save her. Matthew pushed himself faster, searching for signs of movement.

“Richard, no!” Her terrified cry echoed. She was close. He should be able to see her.

Matthew swept his gaze across the small lake, back to the garden, all in between. He saw no one, yet the woman’s voice seemed only a few feet away... near the water’s edge.

Here, the small voice whispered in his mind. She’s here.

He stood, staring into the inky black water. There was no unnatural ripple in the water but he had the urge to dive in to search the depths for her. He felt sure she was in the lake.

He shook his head as common sense returned to his panic-fevered mind. Perhaps on the other side? In the shadows of the trees?

Matthew hurried over the tiny footbridge, scanned the other side of the lake, and wondered if the two people he had seen had gone across the bridge. Maybe they ran off into the forest and meadow beyond his land.

“Hello?” Matthew called out.

Silence.

“Is anyone there?”

“No... no...” A male voice this time, his agonized moan echoing over the water. Matthew turned. The voice came from behind, he realized, and he hurried back the way he’d come.

Where were they? With the light of the moon, he should have been able to see them.

“What have I done?”

It was the man again. His voice was close.

“Where are you?” Matthew called. But as he arrived back at the beginning of the footbridge, he still saw no one. Had his ears deceived him? Were the echoes being distorted by the lake? Maybe the sounds came from somewhere further down the path? But the ground was illuminated enough that he could see clear across to the other side. No one was there.

A long keening moan carried over the wind. The sound of a man in pain, despair, agony, then...

A piercing blast cracked the silence like thunder splitting the air. Matthew gasped, jumped and covered his ears. His eyes widened with shock and he turned to his left where the sound originated.

Again nothing.

As soon as the echoing blast faded, the heaviness that clung to the air lifted. The night noises re-emerged. Crickets and frogs filled the silence and the feeling of panic and terror dissipated.

Matthew breathed heavily as he stared into the dark waters of the lake.

Had he been dreaming?

When he closed his eyes, he could still hear the woman screaming. That voice had been filled with fear.

He shook his head. He’d heard her. It wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t his imagination. He had heard a woman scream and she needed his help.

He ran back to the house.

***
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“WE GET REPORTS LIKE these every so often,” the officer explained as he stood next to Matthew in the kitchen. “Most likely teenagers pulling pranks. Everyone knows the stories about this place.”

Matthew shook his head. “They wouldn’t have had time to disappear like that. I would’ve seen them.”

“Yes,” the officer stated. “And you would’ve seen the woman you reported screaming.”

“I did see her, from my bed—”

“Your bedroom window. How clearly did you see her? Can you describe her? What color hair did she have? What was she wearing?”

“A dress,” Matthew said, sighing heavily as he pulled out a chair next to the table and sat down. He rubbed his hands over his eyes. “She wore a white dress.”

The officer was silent. Matthew felt his eyes boring into the top of his head. He’d told them what had happened. What he hadn’t expected was the nonchalance over something he knew to be real. They thought it was a trick, a prank, by some local kids who thought they’d pull a fast one on the new guy in town. But to Matthew, that explanation didn’t feel right. It wasn’t a prank.

The problem was... he couldn’t explain it either.

The side door opened. Matthew looked up as the second officer appeared.

“There’s nothing out there,” he said, with a shake of his head. “No footprints other than your own.”

The first man turned back to him. “Are you certain you weren’t dreaming, Mr. Harris?”

Matthew stared at the officer.

Disbelief pounded within him. How could they accuse him of making this up? Oh, yeah, he thought a moment later. He normally did make up stuff like this... in his writing. Maybe they thought he was having trouble separating reality from fiction. He couldn’t blame them. Any reasonable person might think the same thing.

Slowly, he stood and shook their hands. “I appreciate you coming out here in the dead of night. I’m sorry to have taken up your time for nothing.”

“No trouble, Mr. Harris,” the first man said. “We’re delighted to help. Call us if you hear or see them again.”

Matthew thanked them and showed them out.

Pulling back the curtain on the door, he watched them drive away. Sighing, he found himself walking to the window facing the garden. He stared at the foliage for a long while. Finally, he pulled himself away. He couldn’t go back to sleep now. Too much had happened. Instead, he walked into the tiny room he’d made into his study where he kept his computer and books. Turning the computer on, he waited for his files to load as he contemplated the words swirling through his head. When the white screen appeared with the flashing cursor, he hesitated only a moment before tapping on the keyboard, pouring his thoughts of the evening onto the screen until they grew and grew into a story line.

At one point he paused. Closing his eyes briefly, he whispered, “If only I could have reached her in time.”

––––––––
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Chapter Five

THE MORNING DAWNED clear and bright with the sun warm and the birds creating a delightful orchestra as they flew from limb to limb on the trees in Eve’s garden. Eve sat on the garden bench as she did every morning to admire the delightful surroundings. Each plant had been tended by her during life and some manner of blessing allowed her to tend them after her death. Pulling weeds, trimming and pruning were all she had now. It had been enough to content her until he arrived.

Her gaze strayed to the cottage.

She noticed movement beyond the windows. The curtain pushed aside and his face appeared. Her heart fluttered at the sight and she couldn’t stop the smile that curved her lips as she studied him. He looked just as she remembered him. Hair as golden as the sun. Blue eyes that sparkled like jewels. A strong curve of his chin and firm lips.

She closed her eyes as she remembered those lips pressed against hers. It had been so long ago, so many lifetimes apart, and yet she still felt the warmth of his mouth on hers, his tongue tracing her lips. So caught up in her memories, the fantasies she denied herself for so many years, she hadn’t heard the door open nor his footsteps approach the bench.

“Good morning.”

Her eyelids fluttered open. With shock she found him standing before her with a curious smile on those very lips she had just been daydreaming about. Now that he stood closer she noticed the dark circles beneath his puffy eyes. The rumpled clothes he wore appeared to have been tossed on in a hurry and the stubble along his chin told her he hadn’t enjoyed his morning ablutions as of yet.

She turned her head, thinking perhaps a neighbor approached across the footbridge of the lake but she saw no one. When she turned back to face him, she found his eyes locked with hers and his smile widened in amusement.

“Pardon?”

“Good morning,” he repeated. “It’s a lovely day. Are you out for an early morning stroll?”

“Ah... oh... ah...” Eve blinked several times trying to formulate some sort of sensible response but she was simply flabbergasted that he spoke to her.
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