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      *Rachael*

      

      The cursor on the laptop continued to blink at her expectantly, even though Rachael Barnes couldn’t think of a single word to type. “Shit,” she muttered under her breath, realizing the pen she’d been chewing on was also useless at this point. Scrappy, her calico, American shorthair, rubbed up against her leg, but Rachael didn’t pull her eyes away from the damn blinking beacon. “In a minute, kitty.” She had to write three hundred more words in the next couple of hours to meet her deadline, and if she didn’t, there were going to be a lot of angry WebReader fans across the world. This was no time to screw around.

      “What happens next?” she asked, tossing the pen into the air as if it might clatter off the table and give her some sort of indication of what her main characters should do now. Of course, that was also no help, so Rachael dropped her head onto the desk, evading the keyboard, and letting out a sigh. Not for the first time in the last week, she was regretting killing off her heroine.

      Sure, she’d been able to stretch out the grieving amongst the rest of the cast enough to fill her quota for a few days before she’d had to figure out a new plot line. At the time, as Chell Knight lay dying in her fiancé’s arms, it had all seemed so clear. It was time for Chell to go, for the other characters in the Silverwood Academy series to take flight. After all, Chell was taking up so much screen time, and as much as Rachael loved her, she’d become a crutch to Rachael’s writing. She needed to find a way to make her story interesting without Chell.

      More importantly, it had been huge for ratings. Over a million people had read Episode 574 within hours of its posting. Even on her best days before that, Rachael had been pulling in shy of 700,000. Since then, her views had continued to grow so that Silverwood Academy was by far the most popular series on WebReader, which was the most popular novel series site in the world. Killing off Chell would be worth it if she could sustain those kinds of numbers. A few more months with that sort of following, and her next commission check would be enough to put a down payment on a house--a house! She could finally move out of this shitty apartment and prove to her mother that quitting her accounting job to concentrate on her writing full-time really had been the best decision.

      It was obvious now that she hadn’t been prepared, though, and the readers were starting to let her hear about it. One thing was certain, the patrons of WebReader were a vocal bunch, and while she’d been getting mostly positive comments for the last two years since she started writing the saga, now, more and more of the feedback was angsty. “Why’d you kill off Chell if nothing cool is going to happen?” Or, “Is everyone going to stop crying one of these days? What happens next?”  her readers wanted to know.

      Shaking her head, Rachael said aloud, “Good question, XiYon54. Don’t we all want to know?” 

      Eventually, she’d planned on working the plot out so that Chell’s fiancé, the dark and brooding Graham Halloway, would find a new love interest in a new character, a new student at Silverwood Academy. But she realized too late that it would take far too long to introduce a new woman into Graham’s life--and that would also shift the emphasis on the story to him. Sure, she could highlight Chell’s older sister, Sammi, but she’d already made her a bit of a dark horse, and the last thing she needed was for people to end up hating her main character.

      “Surely, I can come up with three hundred more filler words and worry about this tomorrow…..” Rachael read back over what she’d just written. Professor Jared McCall, one of Chell’s good friends and another of Rachael’s secondary characters that fans seemed to really like, was lecturing his class. He was telling them how important it was to be completely prepared when entering a fray with a bloodsucker when a student asked a question that brought back a memory of Chell, and the professor had fled the room in tears. Rachael was considering having him run into someone in the hallway, maybe this new student, but it just didn’t seem to be working. Who was this girl? Where was she from? Why was she starting class in the middle of the semester? “And what the hell is her name?”

      “Meow,” Scrappy called again, clawing at Rachael’s leg, gently, but annoying just the same.

      Shaking the cat off, she said, “Quit. You’ve got food and water. Give me ten minutes…. Twenty minutes.” It wasn’t like her kitty to be so agitated. Scrappy scratched a little harder this time, and Rachael wished she’d been wearing pants because it kind of hurt. She glanced down at the ratty gym shorts she’d thrown on that morning and pondered going to change into leggings or jeans. But she was going to take a shower and get cleaned up to have lunch with a friend as soon as she was done with this episode and submitted it to her editor, Lark. So focus was key. She could do this--power through. Write a few more sentences, and get the hell out of there. Then, she could shower, change, and go meet Ebony for lunch.

      With an air of decisiveness she didn’t feel in her heart, she declared, “Fine. Jared will meet this chick in the hall. She can just be generic for now. We don’t even need a last name at a first meeting. No explanation necessary. The good prof is upset; he’s taking a minute to collect himself. New girl wanders by--lost. He points her in the right direction, and runs back inside to apologize to the class and say they can go a few minutes early. Easy enough.” Satisfied that she could stretch that into three hundred words, Rachael poised her fingers over the keys.

      The words started flowing again, enough of them anyway. She got there--three hundred and five words. Good enough for her quota. Good enough to send in to her editor who would read through it quickly enough, make any corrections to typos, and then stick this sucker up for her adoring fans. She hadn’t even needed to send Jared back into his classroom to get her words in and craft a satisfying conclusion to the episode. All was well with the world.

      And then that damn Professor McCall had to go and ask a stupid ass question. “I don’t think I caught your name, miss. What is it?”

      “Why’d you say that?” Rachael cursed her own character for speaking out of turn, something they did often enough, even though it was technically her fingers flying over the keys.

       She had no idea what the answer to the question might be. But thinking about the fact that she wrote under a pen name and needed a name quickly, she chose her own name, her real name, for now, and typed it in.

      “Oh, uh, I’m Rachael,” the girl said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You, too,” Professor McCall said with a smile. “It’s very nice to meet you, too, Rachael.”

      With a deep breath, Rachael ended the episode, closing the document with a satisfied smile. “All I have left to do is send this to Lark and….” 

      Rachael stopped mid-sentence as the floor beneath her feet began to vibrate. Dishes in the cabinets rattled, knickknacks shifted slightly on their shelves, even the books seemed to be dancing. 

      “Merreow!” Scrappy screeched, her tail up and all of the hair standing on end across her back.

      Bracing her palms against the table, Rachael tried to imagine what could possibly be making her second-story apartment shake. “We don’t have earthquakes in Baltimore, do we?” she asked, her eyes wide with alarm. 

      As quickly as it had started, the rumbling ended, and everything went still. Scrappy seemed to relax slightly, but Rachael didn’t move, not yet. 

      Once she was sure the ground beneath her feet was solid, she stood and crossed over to the window. A look outside told her nothing. Cars continued to pass on the highway, I-95, a half mile from Shady Side Apartments. The trees and green spaces all looked normal. She didn’t hear any sirens or people screaming. “Huh….” 

      Rachael walked to the front door and opened it slightly, sticking her head out into the open space near the stairs that led to the ground. There were four apartments here, two across from hers and one beside. She could hear a TV laugh track coming from one and music from another. The other was silent, but in the parking lot at the foot of the stairs, she heard some people talking, and by the tone of their conversation and soft chuckling, she thought they seemed unbothered. The concrete didn’t appear to be cracked. She didn’t smell gas or see anything at all unusual. 

      “Weird.” She pulled her head back in and closed the door before Scrappy had a chance to dart out, not something she usually did, but under the circumstances, Rachael wasn’t taking any chances. Weird cat. Weird shaking. Just plain weird.

      Shaking her head, she crossed the room. “Maybe I imagined it.” She knew that wasn’t the case. There were a few glass collectibles on her shelf that had moved out of their positions, and a vase on her writing table that held silk flowers from her coworkers on her last day at Merek and Merek that had moved as well. 

      “Whatever.” She shook her head again, deciding it must not be anything to worry about. Maybe an airliner took off at the airport a few miles away, though that had never shook the apartment before. Or maybe a big truck had gotten off the highway at the closest exit and that had rattled the building. She didn’t have time to think about it at the moment. If she was going to make her lunch with Ebony, she’d have to hurry.

      Rachael flipped open her laptop and quickly sent the email to her editor before heading off to take a shower, hoping whatever that rattle had been it hadn’t broken any pipes or affected the hot water heater. Nobody liked a cold shower.
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      *Rachael*

      

      Rachael climbed into her SUV and barreled out of the parking lot, hoping the estimate on her phone of how long it would take her to get to Newkirk Street was off. Normally, she would’ve left ten minutes earlier because she hated being late and liked to give herself plenty of time. But those damn characters hadn’t been so cooperative today.

      Trying not to think about her story, Rachael let her mind wander back to college. She turned on her blinker and changed lanes, thinking about her good friend Ebony and wondering if she’d left the office yet. She’d probably change into sneakers and walk the half-mile to Karella’s knowing Ebony and her need to make sure she got her steps in every day. Rachael smirked. If only some of that willingness to exercise had worn off on her when they were college roommates.

      Ebony Gibbons had been one of Rachael’s closest friends since they’d met in an accounting class their freshman year and decided to be roommates from their sophomore year until they both graduated with bachelors in accounting from the University of Maryland. The outgoing Ebony had taken Rachael under her wing even before they’d moved in together, making sure Rachael got a taste of all college life had to offer, and when Ebony had gotten a paid internship at Merek and Merek her senior year, she’d managed to get Rachael a position, too, which eventually led to them both being hired as junior accountants right out of college. While Ebony thrived under the high pressure Frank and Joe Merek kept on their employees, Rachael had floundered out of the gates, realizing about four years too late she’d picked the wrong major. Though she was good at math, she had never been passionate about it like Ebony, but had let her parent's insistence that accounting was a financially sound choice sway her thinking. She’d always wished she’d chosen something where she was allowed to be more creative.

      With five minutes to spare before she’d be late, Rachael turned onto Newkirk. The restaurant was still a few blocks away. She prayed the lights would be cooperative.

      Almost from the start of her official, full-time, salaried employment at Merek and Merek, Rachael had spent her days dreaming of getting out from under the brothers’ thumbs. Instead of focusing on her work, she’d spent most of her time daydreaming about vampires and witches, creating her own worlds in her mind in order to escape the one she found herself in on a daily basis. Any time she had a chance, she’d secretly write on the story while her coworkers were either busily working on accounts for the firm or out to lunch. While Rachael’s accounting skills were enough to get her by, for the most part, she was the type of employee that never excelled and seemed to skate by with the bare minimum. Her slacking was never enough to get her fired, but she wasn’t exactly a stand-out either. In the meantime, Ebony had made it out of the ranks of junior accountant to her own office with a secretary in just two years and was poised to become an officer of the company before she hit thirty.

      And that had been when Rachael decided it was time for a change.

      Not that she didn’t love her friend or that she wasn’t happy for her. She was ecstatic that Ebony was doing so well. But Rachael longed for a job that gave her the same satisfaction she saw on Ebony’s face whenever she figured out a particularly difficult problem. Rachael needed work that lit her face the way that she’d witnessed Ebony beam about a payroll spreadsheet calculated correctly or an earnings report with precise trends. 

      So Rachael had decided to take the story she’d been working on for years in her spare time and make the plunge into web novel writing, praying she’d somehow manage to earn enough money to quit Merek and Merek.

      It hadn’t happened overnight, but it had happened, and now Rachael’s story was one of the most popular novels on the Internet. Thinking of that made her smile, and she was pretty sure her face was glowing as much as Ebony’s did when she was figuring out a budget issue.

      Rachael glanced at the time but didn’t feel that bad seeing she was only five minutes late. Ebony would understand that work had called, and she’d had to stay and finish.

      She pulled her blue Infiniti QX60 into an empty parking spot in a lot just down from the cafe where she was meeting Ebony and checked her lipstick in the mirror. She’d dressed in a hurry since she’d nearly ran out of time, but she thought her black slacks and cute red top were appropriate, and she looked nice. “I wonder what Rachael the student would be wearing….” Shaking her head, she tried not to get lost in her fictional world and took a deep breath to clear her mind. Still, she couldn’t help but hope her characters would have something interesting to tell her tomorrow and that everyone would cooperate a little more than Jared and this new Rachael chick had today. Deciding her lipstick looked fine, she grabbed her bag and shoved her keys inside before she hopped out and clicked the lock. 

      Power walking wasn’t really her thing, so she sent Ebony a quick text to let her know she was there but it would take a minute for her to reach the restaurant. There was no doubt in Rachael’s mind that her friend had already gotten them a table. Ebony was never late.

      She was busy, though, and easily distracted. So maybe she’d appreciate the fact that she’d have a chance to answer some work emails while she waited for her tardy friend. Or maybe she’d be royally pissed that Rachael was being so inconsiderate. She’d find out in a minute. Karella’s familiar blue and brown striped, canopied entryway came into view as she rounded a corner, hurrying her steps a bit so Ebony would at least assume she was trying to be there on time. They’d had lunch here dozens of times in the two years they’d worked down the street at Merek and Merek together, but since Rachael had quit, they’d only had a chance to catch up a few times, so surely Ebony would be so happy to see her, she wouldn’t mind that she was a few minutes late.

      The expression on her friend’s face said otherwise. Rachael stopped just inside the door, brushing her long, dark hair over her shoulder as she stared into narrowed brown eyes. 

      Ebony was sitting at a small, circular table in the middle of the restaurant, her legs crossed, foot swinging, a scowl on her face and her phone in her hand as if she were about to send a text. “You’re late.”

      Gulping, Rachael took a few steps forward, wondering why in the world her friend was so upset. It was only five minutes…. “Sorry.” 

      Ebony huffed and put her phone down, and Rachael took a seat, praying this was not an indication of how the rest of lunch would go because if she wanted to be yelled at, she just would’ve stayed home with her characters.
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      *Rachael*

      

      Grasping her straw between two fingers, Ebony made a point of taking a sip of her tea as she eyeballed Rachael overtop of the glass. “Really, Rach. I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately,” she said, setting the drink aside. “I know you’ve been distracted, but Frank couldn’t even find you this morning, and when I called, you didn’t answer, not even your cell.”

      Rachael tipped her head to the side, confusion washing over her. Not much of what Ebony had just said made any sense at all. Before she could ask for clarification, the waitress came over. A petite blonde with bright white teeth, she seemed a little more cheerful than anyone should be before 5:00 cocktails. “Hi! I’m Marie. What can I getcha?”

      One of the reasons Rachael loved this cafe more than most others in the area was because it was a table service, but at the moment, she could’ve done without the interruption.

      She hadn’t even looked at the menu yet, though she was familiar with what was on it. On the way over, she’d been considering ordering something new, but since Marie’s beaming smile was starting to sear her eyeballs, she just ordered her usual. “I’ll have the chicken club, chips, and a Diet Coke, please.”

      “Sure thing,” Marie said, making no notation but grabbing the menus off the table and bouncing away.

      When Rachael turned back to Ebony, she had her phone in her hand and was scrolling, murmuring to herself about which emails were important, and which weren’t. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” she exclaimed pressing on her phone with one finger like she was trying to jab a spear through a fish. “We lost the Stenzel account?” Ebony slowly shook her head, her eyes wide, and then she read through the entire email quickly under her breath. When she was finished, she huffed and slammed her phone down on the table. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Sorry,” Rachael said, trying to sound sympathetic. She’d worked on the Stenzel account back when she was still employed at Merek and Merek, so she knew it was a lot of money, but Mr. Stenzel was such a pain in the ass to deal with, she sort of felt glad for whoever just unburdened themselves from that guy.

      “I’m gonna have to get back to the office.” Ebony grabbed her glass and took a long drink. “See, hon, this is why you should’ve been on time. I had a few things I wanted to tell you about, but now I can’t because I have work to do.” She placed her glass back on the table and picked up her giant, burgundy Michael Kors bag from beneath the table, shoving her phone inside. Rachael wasn’t surprised to see the bag matched her shoes perfectly, and the accent color complimented her gray and black pencil skirt and slate top. She really was a snazzy dresser.  

      Ebony took some money out of her wallet and tossed it on the table. While no one had brought the bill yet, it was definitely enough to cover her part. Standing, she added, “You should think about getting back to work, too. Did you already take a lunch before this one? Why weren’t you here at 12:00? You should at least call Frank back. He’s already pretty pissed you weren’t there this morning. Where were you anyway?”

      Rachael watched the whirlwind in front of her, considering whether or not she should protest Ebony leaving. She had just driven all the way downtown to have lunch with her friend. But then… if Ebony was going to act all weird and yelly, did she even want to see her? So many questions floated around in her mind. Why did Ebony think they were supposed to meet at 12:00 instead of 12:30? Why did she keep talking about Frank? And… was she implying that Rachael did not have work to do?

      Before she got a chance to reply to anything Ebony had just said or throw some accusatory remarks of her own out onto the table, Ebony’s phone rang. “Oh, shoot!” She opened her bag and stuck her hand in, searching for a second before she pulled it out.

      “Eb…” Rachael began, but she could see there was no sense in replying. Ebony was already on the phone, talking to someone back at her office. She took a few steps toward the door. “See you later,” Rachael called, flabbergasted.

      Lowering the mouthpiece so the person on the other end would know she was speaking to someone else, her friend replied, “Yep, see you back there,” and then made her way out of the cafe into the throng of lunch-seekers.

      Rachael followed her with her eyes until she disappeared into the crowd. “What just happened?” she asked, not for the first time that day. Everything was so weird! First… her cat had been bonkers all morning. Then, there’d been that weird shift in the ground, like an earthquake, but no damage that she could see or had heard of. And now, Ebony was acting like Rachael had shown up super late to lunch and made her company lose a major account. “So bizarre….”

      She turned back around to see Marie bringing her food over. The waitress set her plate and glass down. “Here you go!” Eyeing the money on the table, she asked,  “Oh, did your friend leave?”

      “Yeah, she had to get back to work.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Well, lots of people eat lunch alone.” She gave Rachael a sympathetic smile and picked up the bills off the table. 

      Rachael wanted to tell her that she was actually never alone because thousands of characters lived in her head, but she recognized the crazy before it came out of her mouth, so she ignored the remark.

      “She was here for a long time by herself, too,” Marie went on. “Guess someone got the time wrong.” She made a soft, “hmph” sound, like she just knew it had to be Rachael, and then added, “Enjoy your lunch,” and headed off to annoy someone else.

      If the chicken club didn’t look so delicious, Rachael might’ve just tossed her own set of bills on the table and left. But she hadn’t had any breakfast, so there was no way she was walking away from the food she’d bought. Besides, it definitely didn’t bother her to eat alone. She just couldn’t figure out what was wrong with everyone.

      Deciding none of it really mattered much anyway, Ebony was probably just in a weird mood, and her friend probably looked at the text wrong that confirmed they’d meet at 12:30, Rachael dug into her sandwich, getting through the first half and a good deal of chips before the nagging question began to eat at her again. There was really only one way to prove that she wasn’t that late. Dusting her hands off on a napkin, she pulled her phone out of her purse.

      As soon as she unlocked it, she noticed she had three missed calls and a voicemail. Since no one ever called her but scammers, which were usually caught by her fraud detection app, and her mother, who wouldn’t call until much later in the evening unless it was an emergency, Rachael found it odd that she had a message and forgot about the text for a second as she flipped to her calls. It would make sense that all three would be from Ebony. 

      But they weren’t. Only one missed call was from her friend, and that one had been from much earlier in the morning. 

      Rachael’s eyebrows knit together as she rested her hand on her fist, elbow propped on the table, and contemplated how she hadn’t known she had a missed call before she left home. She was pretty sure she’d checked her phone before she left the house. Maybe whatever that earthquake-thing was knocked out some of the cell towers, she thought. But… the call was earlier than that, and so were the other two, both from Merek and Merek, though different numbers.

      Rachael clicked on her voicemail and waited for it to connect. When Frank Merek’s familiar voice hit her ear, her stomach tightened up. He’d been a nice enough boss, but the thought of being back in corporate America was nauseating to say the least. 

      “Hello, Rachael. Frank here. I, uh… was just looking for you to talk about the Stenzel account. Haven’t seen you. Hope you’re okay. Give me a call when you can, and let me know what’s going on. Thanks.”

      “Everything okay?” Marie was back, her smile tight around the corners of her mouth, like maybe she wasn’t okay, and her eyes darted behind Rachael to the door.

      A glance over her shoulder let Rachael know why. There were more people waiting than tables available, and she was just one person. It was just as well. She’d lost her appetite anyway. “Fine, thanks. Can I have a to-go box. And the check?”

      “Of course!” Marie perked right up at the idea that she was leaving and bounded off to get the requested items.

      Rachael stared at her phone, contemplating what she should do. It seemed awfully peculiar that Frank Merek would call her to talk about the Stenzel account. She hadn’t touched it in almost a year. There had to be someone else who would know more than she did. Maybe the threat of losing it had him desperate to get any information he could from anyone. And of course he hadn’t seen her, not for a long while--she didn’t work there anymore. Deciding it was best to let the current employees of Merek and Merek straighten it out, Rachael put her phone away and got out her wallet to pay the check. Whatever was going on in the universe, it needed to straighten itself out because Rachael was beginning to think maybe she was the one that was losing it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            IS IT GROUNDHOG’S DAY?

          

        

      

    

    
      *Rachael*

      

      The sound of her alarm blaring had Rachael leaping from a dream so realistic, she’d thought she truly was a superhero capable of flying. Now, back in reality, her arms flailed to make the annoying noise stop. She made contact with her phone on the nightstand, and after three or four sharp jabs, peering through bleary, half-opened eyes, the beeping went away. Groaning, she put the pillow over her head and wondered why she had to get up so damn early when she was her own boss?

      “Because most of your readers are in China,” she reminded herself, which meant her deadline of 11:00 AM in her time zone to get her words in was really the middle of the night their time--which meant readers could start in on the story first thing in the morning if they wanted to. She had no idea why WebReader kept the schedule the way they did, but she was thankful that the editor who worked for her, Lark Anderson, was based in New York City, so even though that didn’t change the deadline time, it did mean if Rachael had an issue, she could call someone in her same time zone to help her out.

      Hopefully, that wouldn’t be the case today, though, and all of her characters would cooperate.

      After she’d returned from her lunch with bizarro-Ebony the day before, she’d done some reading in her genre but hadn’t touched her computer. She didn’t want to see what her readers thought of her chapters, not after the hasty decision she’d made to basically put herself in the story. Not that she was technically this Rachael chick--they just had the same name. Still, if they didn’t like her or didn’t wonder what might happen next with the new student, there was a possibility she might take it more personally than she would otherwise. So… she’d spent most of the night binge watching The Witcher on Netflix and trying to figure out what to do next.

      The new student Rachael probably wasn’t the best love interest for Graham, unless she was a non-traditional student, someone who was older than the typical new recruit. Silverwood Academy generally served as an alternative to college, so most of the students who attended were 18 or 19 years old, whereas the professors were in their mid-twenties, like Graham and Jared, or even in their thirties or forties, depending upon how good they were at killing the undead and if they’d been asked to teach. Graham wasn’t technically a prof--he was a recruiter. There were other characters who also didn’t teach classes but were essential to her plot. If this new girl was going to fit in with them, she’d have to be in her mid-twenties, like the real Rachael, not an 18-year-old baby-faced chick right out of high school. In the past, a few nontraditional students had joined the cast of characters, so Rachael could make it work. Or she could just forget this Rachael girl and pretend it never even happened, taking the plot a completely different way.

      Nature called, and while she took care of that and then brushed her teeth, she went over a few of the scenarios that had come to mind the night before. She’d just spit out her mouthwash when she realized her phone was ringing. 

      Finding it odd that anyone would call her this early in the morning, Rachael rushed into her bedroom and picked up her phone off the bed where she’d dropped it. The number was the same one Frank Merek had called from the day before. “What the hell?” she asked. Why was he calling her again? A knot formed in her stomach, and she let it go to voicemail. If his message mentioned anything about not seeing her, not being able to find her, or questioned that stupid Stenzel account, she was going to fucking launch her phone through the wall. Or at least be very upset.

      Since she had no place to be that day, Rachael put off taking her shower and putting on regular clothes until after she got her two thousand words in. She was wearing a different pair of ratty, cut-off shorts made of sweatpants material and a T-shirt she slept in so often it was all stretched out and deformed. But it was comfortable, so she didn’t care. It wasn’t like she was going to see anyone anyway. No need to fix her hair, which was somewhat still piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and she also didn’t care that her eyeliner was smeared. If Scrappy protested, she could get her own cat food for breakfast.

      Rachael picked her phone up and glanced at it, seeing she had a voicemail, and mumbled a curse word under her breath as she padded out to the kitchen to fix a strong cup of coffee. She was going to need it to deal with all of this oddness two days in a row. 

      She started the Keurig and checked her texts, disappointed that she didn’t have anything new from Ebony. She’d sent her a message the afternoon before, apologizing again for being late and saying that she was certain they were supposed to meet at 12:30. Strangely enough, she wasn’t able to find the texts they’d sent earlier in the week about meeting for lunch in the first place, so she couldn’t prove she’d been right. Ebony hadn’t answered at all, though, which was one more strange occurrence to add to the list.

      Her coffee done, she poured in a bit of creamer, not too much, and put it back in the fridge before she carried the steaming cup and her phone into the little table where she did her writing. Her laptop was sitting there, closed, but if it could wear an expression, she would have to say she felt taunted, as if it were telling her today would be no different than the last several days, and no one would be cooperating with her.

      She set her coffee aside and flipped the computer open, deciding to listen to the idiotic voicemail while she waited for it to find the WIFI and connect. The sound of Frank’s annoyed voice hit her ear and immediately made her stomach cramp. 

      “Rachael… it’s Frank. It’s, uh, 8:30, and I haven’t seen you yet this morning. Ebony said she thought you weren’t feeling well yesterday and that’s why we never spoke. I’m going to need you to go ahead and call me as soon as you get this, ASAP. If you’re ill and need to take the day off, I understand, but I need to speak to you about the Stenzel account right away. Thanks, Rachael. Speak soon.”

      A wave of nausea washed over her as she stared at her phone, wishing it could do some explaining. “What the hell is wrong with him?” she asked aloud. “It’s like he thinks I still work there.”

      Shaking her head, Rachael set the phone aside, wondering if she should call human resources and suggest they send Frank for a CAT scan. She opened her drive where she kept her story, hoping to just get into it, and froze. It was gone--all of it. The chapter she’d written the day before, the one from the day before that. In fact, all there was in her folder titled, “Silverwood Academy” were the notes she’d started making years ago, back when she first started working at Merek and Merek.

      Frantically, Rachael searched her computer. Sure, all of her chapters were posted now, assuming Lark got yesterday’s update with no problem, but where the hell had her 2 million word story just vanished to? It didn’t make sense--none of it! Gulping in air, Rachael looked through all of her programs, all of her files, but it did her no good. It was as if the story she’d been writing for over two years was just gone, and Silverwood Academy had never existed.
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