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        “Halloween doesn't officially begin, until I read these fantastic stories!”-Ginnie M.

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        "Original plots, world travel and ghosts! Pinch me until I holler "Hocus Pocus!" So darn good!" -Mallory S.

      

      

      

      
        
        "Haunting, psychological suspense. Page-turning fiction for the modern reader." -Ana J.

        

        “I look forward to these stories every year and hope to see them on the silver screen one day!” -Katya G.
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      “Were I called on to define, very briefly, the term art, I should call it the reproduction of what the senses perceive in nature through the veil of the soul.” -Edgar Allan Poe
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        “Do not let fateful whisperings of the unhinged mind seep into your heart, for revenge lurks in the shadows…” -Veronica Cline Barton
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          BY VERONICA CLINE BARTON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        August, 1850, Pacific Passage, onboard the “Eyes of Neptune”

      

      

      The planks of the deck creaked with soulful moans as the incessant waves lapped their serpentine onslaught up the sides of the ship. We had been sailing for weeks to get to the Alaskan village where I would be tethered in societal purgatory for years as my husband fulfilled his obligations as captain of the Eyes of Neptune.

      The anxiety of regret ran rampant as the minutes ticked on, enveloping me in a cocoon of dread. Our brief moments of honeymoon bliss had dissipated as soon as my husband, the captain, set foot on board his newly commissioned ship. I had become a forgotten entity; the sultry sway of the sea had replaced me, capturing my husband’s heart.

      The busty figurehead that adorned the ship’s bow had more freedom than I. Carved black tendrils surrounding a sultry face splayed wildly in the wind. Charles believed it conveyed the native beauty of our soon-to-be homeland. Wild, unabandoned passion and mysterious eyes--she could at least experience the world on the bow of the ship. I would soon be shackled between the walls of a drafty house in a forgotten town fulfilling my sentence as the captain’s wife.

      I had on impulse said yes to the dashing, young man who had come to the glamorous reception held by the shipping company my father owned. Charles shamelessly swept me off my feet, courting me furiously for weeks after. When he whispered his plans of setting sail to new lands my clouded mind dreamt of drifting along the Mediterranean beneath the starry skies of ancient worlds with my beloved.

      Instead, I was heading to the frigid, rustic shores of Coldwater Cove; a village inhabited by the fragmented tribes of battered natives—torn between the beliefs of the ancients and the lure of modernity; amputee pirates, shriveled in body and soul by the rough planks of treasures never found; and adventuring ruffians fueled by the lure of golden nuggets dazzling in their minds.

      I could feel the life spirit flow out of me with the crash of each wave. I would soon be in residence amongst the gathering of misfits whose rotting dreams were the fuel of nightmares to come.

      For just a moment, I imagined my mother and father gloating at my societal demise as they sat on the terrace overlooking the San Francisco Bay sipping tea and basking in their good fortune of having me married off. Daughters of my generation were expendable. I meant nothing to them now that my fortune had been betrothed to Charles. My father finally had the son he always wished for. I was becoming a faded memory…

      I reached across the tear-splashed, walnut, writing desk and lifted the ink blotter from its well. The scrimshaw, whale-bone topper felt cold against my fingertips. Rubbing my fingers against the carvings, ripples of melancholy tinged my mind as I thought of the magnificent mammal who had once encased the slivers of bone. I imagined the beast squirming and flailing in its last moments of life, before its last breath was drawn. I was living that feeling now.

      After blotting the pages of my latest, emotional tirade, I stood and adjusted my balance as I walked over to the portal window. My gait was quite used to the shifting floors these days. Would I ever adjust to the stillness of the earth’s surface again? I cracked open the window and jumped back when the smell of the putrid salt air sprayed on my face. I despised everything about the sea now.

      For a moment, I pondered walking up to the top deck and flinging my body overboard to end this misery. I tensed as I envisioned the feel of the ice-cold waters sucking the life from my limbs. I closed my eyes and shivered, relishing the temporary feelings of terror that assuaged my anger. I inhaled deeply and opened my eyes. I blinked away the tears that had welled, wiping them from my cheeks for a final time. I would not cry again.

      “Land Ho!”

      My heart skipped a beat when I heard the words I so longed to hear. I pulled my jacket from the armoire and slowly fastened the hooks. The trim cut would not do in a few months. I patted the small swell of my abdomen. I had one secret that for now, was all mine. One that would give me leverage against those who minimized me.

      My lips drew up to a crooked smile as I turned the door handle. Crew members were bustling down the corridor in excitement. They bowed their heads as I walked between them to climb up to the deck. As I reached the top of the stairs, I drew my hand up to my forehead. The dim sunlight caught my eyes, blinding me for a moment.

      Charles was exuberant as he gazed upon the coastline inching up in the distance. I had never seen such joy etched on his face, until he looked over and saw me. His exuberance came to an abrupt halt as we stared at one another, ignoring the boisterous chatter surrounding us.

      He had sold his soul to attain his dream. I was now going to collect my fair dues, with any means I could. My tears of despair hardened like iron rails surrounding my heart. No one would have entry there again.

      

      
        
        Six years later … Blue Pearl Cottage, Coldwater Cove

      

      

      “The Vicar has arrived for tea, Madame. He’s waiting for you in the parlor.”

      I looked up from the letter on my desk and glared at my housekeeper, Alasie, setting my pen down across the paper in deliberate fashion.

      She was a woman of mixed heritage—the product of a one-night liaison between a banned, Inuit woman of ill-repute and a bilious, Caucasian drunkard whose type were plentiful in Coldwater Cove. Despite her dire parentage, she had been taken in and raised in an unlikely orphanage, miles from here, run by renegade monks, displaced nuns, and an assortment of Christian do-gooders.

      By local standards, she was cream of the crop. She was educated, poised, and ran an acceptable house. She had begged for a position when Charles and I arrived years before. Her dress had been tattered at the hem and the soles of her boots were threadbare. She looked to be barely out of her teens. Straight, black hair hung down from her waist. Her deep brown eyes and trembling lips tugged at one’s heart, if one allowed such infringement. I was uncertain and ready to speak with other natives for the position, but Charles insisted we take her in. I think she reminded him of the soulful maiden figurehead on his precious ship.

      I acquiesced, my now vengeful mind keeping her as fodder for a future opportunity to inflict hurt and pain upon my husband. Alasie learned the keeping-of-a-house skills to my standards, quickly, working her way to head housekeeper. She was quiet and obedient, and soon knew my thoughts before I spoke them.

      Our daughter took to her, which was a huge relief. Charlotte reminded me too much of Charles. At times, her touch was repugnant against my skin. Alasie gave her a mother’s love and warmth. My daughter often looked at me with longing in her eyes, but I had limited love to give her. I would position her as a lady accepted in polite society as my mother had done for me.

      “Alasie, what is the time, please?” The housekeeper timidly glanced over at the mantel clock.

      “Five minutes ‘til three, Madame.”

      “And what time was tea scheduled with the Vicar and his missus?”

      “Three o’clock, Madame, but…” She stopped when she sensed the rage creep up my cheeks.

      “But what, Alasie? You know how valuable my time is,” I huffed, standing to pull down my vest.

      “It’s the Vicar only, Madame. His wife is not with him.” Alasie looked down at the floor, smoothing the pleats of her skirt. She seemed reluctant to look at me.

      “She refused my invitation? After all I’ve done to provide this god-forsaken community with a presentable place of worship?” I shook my head, straining to control my anger. “Tell him I will be with him shortly.”

      Alasie backed out of the room, her eyes focused on the carpet. I waited until she reached the doorway and turned to walk away. My hands clenched into iron fists, longing to strike out. I walked over to the mirror and stepped back when I saw my reflection.

      My face was haunted with dark circles beneath my eyes, framed by gray strands of hair. My once pleasing figure had withered to skin and bones. Closing off one’s heart to emotion and being driven by the pride of vengeance took every ounce of strength. Inner and outer beauty was no longer a priority. I turned away from my image and went down to confront my guest.

      As I walked down the hallway past the nursery, I heard Charlotte’s soft voice whispering behind the door. I stopped and quietly turned the knob, cracking the door open to watch my daughter. She was sitting on the floor having a pretend tea with a primitive, carved doll. I was shocked to see the doll’s face—it reminded me of Alasie with its long, dark hair.

      Had I not had a guest waiting, I would have disciplined Charlotte for playing with the wooden doll. She had expensive dollies made from the finest porcelain lining her playroom. Her grandparents were quite indulgent, although furious they had not been invited to see their granddaughter after all these years. My lip curled as I closed the door and sipped in the breath of revenge against my parents, savoring it.

      I reached the parlor and stiffened my posture as I walked in. Alasie was standing on one side of the room by the tea table, her head hung down. I would speak to her later to discuss the wooden doll infringement and arrange a suitable punishment.

      The Vicar stood with his back to me, glancing up at the navigational books that lined the mahogany shelves. He turned when he heard my footsteps. He did not step forward to greet me, a response I found unsettling. My guard went up. I stopped dead in my tracks. The man who usually gushed over my presence as his main patron was strangely quiet.

      “Vicar, welcome. I understand your wife will not be joining us. Please, join me over at the table for a spot of tea.” I extended my hand to direct him to take a seat. He didn’t move.

      “No tea, Madame. I need to speak with you. In private.” His eyes glanced over to Alasie.

      “Please leave us now, Alasie and take away the tray. It seems, we will not be having tea.”  

      The Vicar and I stood as my housekeeper lifted the wooden tea tray and left the room, carefully balancing it as she closed the door behind her. The tray strangely reminded me of Charlotte’s doll—the wood was stained in the same hue. I pointed over to the sofa for the Vicar to take a seat. He dabbed at his forehead with a kerchief as he sat down on one end. I decided to pull over a chair in a surprise move, sitting directly in front of him.

      “I’m sorry, Madame, I am at a somewhat loss for words.” His skin had gone a shade lighter. He was obviously vexed about his conversation with me.

      “A malady most unbefitting for a vicar. I trust your shortcoming of words is temporary.” For just a moment, I thought he might crack a smile at my droll witticism, but the instance passed.

      “Madame, I don’t quite know how to begin this conversation. My wife has conveyed some very unsettling news to me.” He twisted the edge of his jacket in his hand. My curiosity was piqued. Surely anything this unsettling could be used in some future slight of mine.

      “Vicar, I’ve found it best to unburden whatever is troubling you without pause. I do not have all afternoon, speak man.” The sharpness in my tone startled him.

      “My wife has seen your husband with another woman,” he blurted. Of all the things I was prepared to hear, this was not one I expected from the Vicar. I inhaled a deep breath, willing my sitting stance to a new height.

      “My husband, as captain of a major ship and a leader in the community is in the company of many men and women, Vicar.” If he expected me to crumble and start wailing at the implied implication, he would be disappointed.

      “This was no ordinary interaction, Madame.” He choked a bit, a slow spread of red creeped up his saggy neck to his face.

      “Vicar, I will not be part of tawdry gossip, especially when it involves my husband. Unless you have seen something personally, this conversation will come to an end. Perhaps a day of prayer would correct your senses. I expected more from you, as a man of the cloth.” My stone-cold gaze made its impact. He started to shift in his seat.

      “Madame, I did not witness your husband with another woman, but the words I tell you are from a trusted source. I would not bear false witness against a person.” He wiped his forehead. I could tell he was strained.

      “With everything my husband and I have done for this community, I am saddened to see our generosity is met with false innuendos. Unless this so-called witness has the courage to come to me directly to tell me of this infringement, I want to hear no more of it.”

      “The person won’t come forward to speak to you, Madame. The dalliance occurred near the Wolf Cave. There is dark magic there with the natives. She will not cross it.”

      The vicar looked down at the carpet and started to heave. I rolled my eyes at his dramatic display but rose and poured him a glass of water from the carafe on the end table. He took it gratefully and gulped its contents down, his hand shaking.

      The Wolf Cave was located about fifty yards from where Blue Pearl Cottage reigned on the craggy cliffside overlooking the bay. I had been told of its history by the natives but took little notice of it. Legend had it contained the wooden fragments and treasure from ships that had crashed along the shoreline. Many had tried to explore it for nefarious gain but had met with grisly deaths. The cave was now on the property my dowry had purchased. I forbid anyone to enter it, including the natives. To date, my word had been obeyed.

      “Vicar, I believe this conversation has come to an end. I would encourage you not to repeat this torrid innuendo to anyone else. Please give my regards to your wife. I will schedule tea for Thursday. We have several details to plan for the fall fete.”

      I stood and looked down at him. He rose unsteadily to his feet. I was beginning to wonder if he had helped himself to the whiskey before I came down. To my surprise, he took my hands in his and looked into my eyes.

      “My wife will not be entering this house again, Madame. She is the one who witnessed your husband with the other woman. She’s terrified of what she saw. The Wolf Cave’s magic is not to be crossed, Madame. You have been warned.”

      This time it was I who staggered. His voice sounded ominous; his warning heartfelt. I inhaled and pulled my hands from his grasp. Anger started its way up my spine, his incredulous words inflamed my senses. I escorted him to the door, slamming it loudly as he left. I stomped up the stairs to my room to collect my thoughts. As I passed the nursery, Alasie stepped out.

      “Madame, may I get you anything? It seems the visit with the vicar has upset you.” She looked at me with her warm, brown eyes filled with concern.

      “He spoke nothing but rubbish. I will not tolerate people who misuse my time and generosity. Please tell the Captain I will be dining with him this evening. Now, I wish to be left alone. I’m going to my room.”

      My steps quickened as I climbed the stairs to my sanctuary. I had claimed the main tower of our captain’s sea house as my due, considering I would be managing the household alone most of the year. Charles had acquiesced. In truth, I think he wanted me as far away from him as the structure would permit.

      It was complete with a walkway known as a widow’s walk around the perimeter—a balcony used to peer at the sea which had bestowed us with wealth. I rarely strolled on the deck—the smell of the salt spray still sickened me and brought up the resentments that had festered through the years. I decided to venture out today to look out to the view surrounding the Wolf Cave.

      I pulled a shawl around me and timidly walked out on the creaking boards. The fall air was brisk, the trees straining against the cold winds. It would not be long until winter’s snow sheath arrived, chilling everything in its path. I walked over to the corner that afforded the clearest view of the cave and its surroundings.

      I gasped as I took in the scene as prickly shivers ran down my spine. I was both in awe and in fright. Moss laden rocks and boulders sheathed the entry to the cave, surrounded by majestic pine trees on either side. I could hear the howling of the winds as they entered the cave. The Wolf moniker was most appropriate.

      Alasie had told me a bit of the history of the cave one afternoon when I was feeling particularly generous to conversation. The ancients gathered remains of the sea that would please their spirits—wood, metals, fragments of atrocities that occurred on the sea rocks guarding the cove. It was a treacherous place for a journey, feared by many seamen.

      According to her lore, the natives would use the sacred relics for ceremony. Some were carved into dual masks, the outer one representing an animal---the inner, nested mask showing a human face. It is believed the mask was worn to allow transformational powers of the depicted animal flow to the wearer as he or she moved from reality to the supernatural realm, forgetting the ills of the natural world.

      For a moment as I was deep in thought, I imagined a woman’s mask in the entrance of the cave. It was horrid—stretched skin around a wooden frame, with dull eyes and a mouth formed into a frightening grimace. The image hovered in the opening, taunting me with its evil glare. I was spellbound as its hold on me pulled me to it. I feared its gaze would pull me over the railing---I was helpless.

      The spell was broken when I heard laughter coming from the garden adjacent to the cave opening. I turned and saw Alasie holding Charlotte’s hand, running and skipping down the stone paths. They looked so joyful and carefree. I longed to join them for a moment, until Charles appeared.

      My husband was a man of good looks, even to this day. His brown locks fluttered in the wind giving him an air of boyishness. His face lit up when he saw our daughter frolicking in the garden. He went to her, lifting her small body into the air like a bird. Alasie started to laugh. I started to turn away, but my eye caught a glimpse of the unexpected.

      Alasie put her hand on his arm as he swung Charlotte in the air. A casual touch, hardly noticeable, but I saw their eyes lock. The intensity of their gaze sent me reeling backward on the widow’s walk. I forced myself to take another glimpse. Surely my eyes had deceived me. They were laughing again as Charlotte ran around their legs. At one point, Alasie lost her balance, but Charles’ firm grip kept her upright. She looked up at him with a grateful smile.

      “Wooooooo, wooooooo…”

      The winds in the mouth of the cave howled in their echoing pleasure. My eyes darted left and right, first to my husband and housekeeper, and then to the dark opening of the cave. The waves clapped their approval at the sure, and endless applause in homage to the couple. My hand slapped up to my face as I tried to quell my revulsion.

      Was the woman the vicar’s wife observed dallying with my husband, Alasie? At first it was too hard for me to fathom such an occurrence. My anger seethed. How could this have happened? She, a native girl rescued from a dismal existence in this god-forsaken village with my husband, the respected captain?

      My hands started tearing at the fringe of my shawl, ripping it away in rage. How could I not have seen this? For the majority of the year, Charles was away on his beloved ship. I ran Blue Pearl Cottage to my exacting standards. I would have seen an inappropriate relationship between him and Alasie… or would I?

      The cloudy seeds of doubt started to swell in my mind. I had walled myself away from my husband’s world as punishment for him bringing me to the wilds to start our home. When he was on shore, he was expected to attend my benefits and soirees as a respectable husband must do. I didn’t think about his love life in the seaports. That aspect of our union no longer mattered to me.

      The thought of his betrayal with a native woman right under my nose, however, infuriated me. I held my emotions in check. I would extract my revenge, slowly and painfully. Charles would be leaving on his next expedition in a few weeks. It didn’t leave me with much time to plan.

      My lips started to curl at the corners as my rage channeled a pathway to revenge. Dark thoughts assuaged the hurt feelings I allowed to emerge. I would play the part of the woman scorned with benign sweetness, striking out with my vengeance-filled fangs when the time was right.
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        * * *

      

      “Elise, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

      Charles walked across the room to buss my cheeks. I smelled the odor of whiskey on his breath. We were having dinner in his private dining room this evening—a mahogany paneled room filled with books, charts, and compasses. He spent many hours here when he was home.

      “I thought I would join you for dinner, darling. You are leaving us in a few weeks. I haven’t spent much time with you. Will you pour me a tumbler of whiskey, please? Let’s sit in the chairs by the window for a bit before dinner, shall we?”

      I swished the skirt of my blue-velvet gown in a seductive manner. I had transformed my appearance for this evening’s dinner with my husband. I coiled my hair in an alluring twist, pulling down tendrils to frame my face. A soft powder made my face glow, enhanced with a spot of rouge on each cheek.

      My lips were dabbed with beeswax, tinted with the extract of berries for a soft, pink shine.  A diamond choker wrapped around my throat sending brilliant shards of sparkle around the room. I looked nothing like the withered woman who had walked the halls earlier in the day. I could tell my husband approved of my transformation.

      “You are a woman of many surprises, Elise.” Charles smiled as he handed me the whiskey glass. We clinked the crystal containers and took a seat by the window. The weather looked ominous outside. A storm was brewing.

      “I watched you playing with Charlotte in the garden this afternoon. The touching scene tugged at my heart.” I lifted my glass to my lips and took a long sip, my eyes glued to his. I saw the swift passage of panic cross his expression. Was he concerned about what I had seen?

      “You should have joined us. The weather is turning. We soon won’t have the pleasure of temperate outings.” He twirled the amber liquor in his glass studying me intensely. It had been a long time since we last sat across from one another in an intimate setting.

      “I had a few things to catch up on. Isn’t your next voyage going to San Francisco? I was thinking Charlotte and I might accompany you. My parents have been pleading with us for years to visit. I think it’s high time they meet their beautiful granddaughter, don’t you?”

      My husband’s eyes grew wide at my suggestion. He sat up straight in his chair and leaned closer to me.

      “What is this, Elise? You’ve avoided your parents at every turn and frankly, my dear, you haven’t given a damn about me, either. What has brought on these feelings of endearment?”

      His eyes seared into mine with a yearning I had not known possible. Every ounce of me wanted to throw myself into his arms and feel his warm kisses. My chest heaved with desire. Just as I reached out my hand to his, our moment of seduction was broken with the sound of crashing glass.

      Alasie stood across the room from us. She had dropped the tray loaded with our first course. She looked frozen, watching us with her brown eyes. I could see she was shocked to see me dressed in this fashion, and I’m sure she was not expecting to see Charles enamored with me. I shook off my display of affection to Charles and stood, looking over at her.

      “Alasie, really. Please have this mess cleaned up immediately. The captain and I will be taking our dinner in the conservatory. Please see that we are served at once.”

      I turned and smiled at Charles. He looked concerned at Alasie’s distress. I wasn’t going to lose him now, though. I reached out my hand to his. “Shall we continue our discussion downstairs, darling?”

      He hesitated for a few moments before standing and extending his arm to me. I could feel him shaking a bit as we walked past our housekeeper. He hesitated for a moment, but I playfully pulled on his arm and kept him moving forward. I glanced back at Alasie before I exited the room. Her eyes were dark with a fiery rage. It seems my play of vengeance was having the desired effect.

      At dinner, I kept up my playful demeanor with Charles, flirting shamelessly with him, discussing the details of the trip to San Francisco. The conservatory offered us a perplexed ambiance. The storm raged outside, pelting the panes of glass with torrents of rain and explosions of lightning. Inside, our table was surrounded with candlelight and flowers, our shadows dancing around the room as we spoke of the future.

      My pretense as a loving wife was working its charm. When our dinner was completed, Charles whisked me to his chamber and had his manly desires fulfilled. I gave no hint of the knowledge of infidelity I possessed. When his pleasure was taken, he fell next to me on the bed and soon was slumbering peacefully.

      I waited until he was fast asleep before I slipped away from him and pulled his robe around me. The plush velvet felt gentle against my skin, filling me with a warmth I had not felt in some time. I looked down at my husband’s face and reached my hand out to touch him once more before I left. He turned just before I made contact, and I withdrew. I slowly sighed as I opened the door of his chamber. I mustn’t let fleeting moments disrupt my vengeful plans.

      I tread quietly in the hallway to my room. As I turned the corner, I stopped and looked down at the foyer. Alasie was there, draped in a black fur robe. She pulled a hood over her head, tucking in her long, black tendrils. She lit the wick in a lantern and proceeded to the doorway.

      My heart skipped a beat when she clasped the handle and suddenly turned and looked up at the hall where I was standing. I stepped back against the wall so she would not see me. I held my breath as her eyes scanned the hall and steps. Did she sense my presence?

      I waited to move until she left and I heard the door close behind her. Where was she going at this hour? What was that horrid cloak she wore? My mind was reeling with questions. I started walking to my room once again and stopped at the stairwell and looked down. The rain was crashing down now, thunder and lightning striking with crackling booms, shaking the house to its core.

      My curiosity churned madly---before I knew it, I was walking down the stairs. I went into the cloakroom adjacent to the foyer and pulled on boots and a heavy coat to follow my seductive housekeeper. I decided not to carry a lantern. I didn’t want her to know I was following her.

      The harsh winds walloped my face with severity. I tried to tuck my face down in the collar of my coat, but my eyes were blinded by the shards of stinging rain. I was about to turn around and forgo my quest when I saw the light from Alasie’s lantern flicker next to the garden. My feet started moving forward before I knew it, I seemed to have no control, no choice but to follow her.

      The thunder and lightning were relentless. The churning waves of the sea crashed against the rocks below. Alasie continued walking through the garden and out to the path by the cliffside. I stayed far enough behind her so she would not know she was being followed. I strained to see where she was heading when a sudden flash from the lightning gave me my answer. She was heading to the Wolf Cave.

      My fists clenched against my coat as I entered the craggy opening. It gave respite against the howling winds and torrential rain, but its ink black interior and musty odor was just as terrifying to me.

      I held out one arm to feel if anything was ahead of me. I willed my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Thankfully, I heard the clank of what I assumed was the lantern against the rocks on my right side.

      As I carefully made my way forward, a large cavern came into view. Alasie was standing in its middle, still covered with her black fur cloak. She seemed as if in a trance. I gasped when she swung around and gaped into the darkness where I stood.

      “Come to me, Madame. It is time you and I had a talk.”

      I was startled to be found out, but the rage I felt for her took over my senses. I strode toward her, my head held high. I would put this brazen native to shame.

      “You’ve left my daughter alone, Alasie. You shall pack your bags and leave in the morning.”

      “Ha-ha-ha-ha,” she cackled. “You foolish woman, you have no control over me or the powers of the ancients. I’ve had enough of your anger and revenge. Your soul is dark, Elise. Your reign of hatred will soon be over. You will not hurt Charlotte anymore with your neglect. She is not alone now—she holds the doll which allows me to watch over her at all times. She is protected.” I started to walk to her to slap her, but my feet were grounded to the rocky floor. I could not move.

      “What’s going on here?” I tried to move my legs and arms, but everything was frozen. “Your magic of the ancients will not stop me. I demand to be released from whatever curse you have unleashed. You will not have one more minute with my daughter, or my husband.”

      I watched with relish as my last words resonated in Alasie’s ears. She walked over to me, her face inches from my face. The air in the cavern started to swirl around us. A hazy green glow emanated from the cavern walls. The temperature was dropping below freezing.

      “You threw away the love for Charles long ago, Elise. I saw your ploy this evening; you are such a fraud. He’s been mine since the day you walked our shores. The beams of his ship are made from the wooden remnants of the Wolf Cave. The carved figurehead is a likeness of me, you knew that didn’t you? Everything made from the caverns belongs to the ancients. They have powers you would never be able to understand. The wood makes those who handle it forget those who cause them pain and anguish. It is your turn to be forgotten now.”

      She pulled out a hideous mask from beneath her cloak. It was small, about the size of an outstretched hand. The face was the same as I had seen in the opening of the cave—the skin stretched in an oval wood frame.

      Eyes of darkness had an endless stare. Lips curled at the edges in a grimace. The only difference from my vision and the mask she held was the frame was covered with wolf’s fur around the perimeter.

      The swirl of the winds grew more violent as Alasie held the hideous mask to my face. Howls echoed off the cavern walls. I felt myself being pulled into a darkness, there was no escape. My last vision was of Alasie. The fur cloak had fallen around her feet. Her naked skin glowed as if translucent. And then, nothing…

      

      
        
        Six months later, Blue Pearl Cottage

      

      

      “Charlotte, what are you doing, darling?”

      The little girl looked up lovingly at her father and his new wife with flowing black hair, her heart filled with joy and happiness. She held up the mask she had in one hand and a whalebone comb in the other.

      “I’m brushing mommy’s hair, Papa. Alasie says she likes to be pretty.”

      

      The End.
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