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      I’ve always been fascinated by archetypes and elements. Earth, air, fire and water. Some belief systems have a fifth element - spirit or mystery. The Chinese add wood to the mix. I don’t claim to have a comprehensive understanding of Eastern Philosophies, so I’m using Western Belief Systems as the basis for these fantasies. All of these stories carry more than one element, but to me, most of them represent one main archetype.

      A Breath from Elsewhere sprung up from the title. After the title appeared in my brain, I wondered where elsewhere might be. It was written at the beginning of our rainy and cloudy summer after a fall, winter and spring of record rainfall. I felt underwater and I’m thinking the story reflects that, even though for me it’s an earth story.

      Flight is a story I wrote years ago and changed it to suit other folks tastes. It never sold. I rewrote it again years ago, but never sent it out. I recently revised it returning it closer to the original form. Which for me, is what the story wants to be. It came from a dream I had long ago, one of those gifts the universe gives me. It holds the place of air in this collection.

      Smoke & Fire came from my need to come up with something about fire. For too brief a time, I took Middle Eastern Dance Classes from a brilliant teacher. She taught me so much and I’ve been fascinated with belly dancing ever since. This is my fire story.

      Sea of Loneliness grew from the cover photo I used for the story. I spotted the photo and immediately wanted to write a story about the character and about selkies. I’ve always loved selkie stories but wanted to do a slight twist on one. This, of course, is my water story.

      Crossing the Divide also grew from the cover photo. I fell in love with the artwork and thought it needed a story. I also thought I’d write one with a male viewpoint story for the collection. This story combines all the elements.

      I’ve loved writing these stories. The past few years I’ve been concentrating on novels and to write short fiction again has been liberating. Dipping into very different worlds has been a mind expanding treat. I hope you enjoy these stories and there will be more to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Breath from Elsewhere

          

        

      

    

    
      I hated winter. And today was only the first day. I rushed through the downpour, my raincoat trapping in too much heat. Unzipping it, my face felt flushed. The streets filled with crowds in the dusky light. I pulled out my phone to check the time. Only 4:15 in the afternoon.

      I ran for the bus, an express which would get me home on time, the doors slapped shut and it pulled away. I’d missed it by half a block. Damn. Stomping my foot, only succeeded in splashing cold water up my pant's legs. Still, I stomped again, wishing I had a life. The universe didn’t seem to feel I needed one. I disagreed.

      I plunked down on the empty bench inside the bus stop, by the Pergola, pushing the dripping hair out of my eyes. Taking deep breaths, I tried to come up with a viable option. Going on a blind date in my sweaty clothes and heavy, field boots, wasn’t one of them. I’d had a rare on-site visit today and was covered with mud. Buying new clothes and going straight to the restaurant? No, too broke. Taking the next bus home, changing and then driving to the restaurant, getting there late? No, he’d think I stood him up and would already have left. Going a couple streets over, grabbing the #43 bus and walking a few blocks farther on the other end? No guarantee that would give me any more time. It might even be worse.

      Why the hell had my boss chosen this afternoon to have another pain in the ass staff meeting which, of course, ran overtime? It must be a plot so I’d never have a chance at having anything resembling a real life. Or a love life. I already worked sixty hours a week, wasn’t that enough? Maybe it was time to start my own landscaping business, instead of working for somebody else. It would pay a lot less, but I just wanted to make beautiful gardens. And have time for a lover. And friends. When was the last time I saw my friends? Did I even have any left?

      A stocky, middle-aged, bald man carrying an umbrella and wearing a striped purple and red coat walked past me. At first I didn't realize what was peculiar about him. It was raining beneath his umbrella. I shook my head, thinking maybe I was just tired and seeing things. When I looked for him again, he had vanished into the crowds.

      Sighing, I pulled out my phone again and scrolled down to find the contact info for my date. The call went to voicemail. I left a message, explaining my problem, telling him I’d head for home and change and to call if that didn’t work. I didn't want it to seem like I was trying to get out of a blind date before we even met.

      People ran past, some with umbrellas, some with newspapers over their heads, some bravely facing the downpour. The deluge only got worse. Rain no longer went down the street drains, water puddled everywhere, changing streets into small lakes. It had rained for a record forty-four days straight so far. There was no sign it would ever stop.

      My sweat had turned cold and I zipped my raincoat again. The constant showers didn’t seem to affect the Christmas shoppers. Pioneer Square was lit up, bright and cheery, in a gray, drizzly sort of way, filled with people carrying shopping bags and trying to get home at rush hour. Restaurants and bars looked packed.

      A few feet away, a man leaned against one of the larger street trees. His eyes were closed and he seemed to be enjoying the rain pouring down his face. He looked as if he belonged somewhere else, not in the middle of a city, maybe in the woods somewhere. Calmness radiated from him, like a single candle in the center of chaos. I could almost feel his serenity spreading to me.

      The next bus pulled up and I got on, almost reluctantly. I sat halfway back near the window. The dim light inside made it difficult to see outside. I looked, but couldn’t tell if he was still there. Pulling out my phone, I checked for a message or text or email. Nothing, so I pulled a tattered copy of The Botany of Desire from my bag and settled in for the ride.

      Just before the Fremont Bridge, the bus stopped. The driver came on the loudspeaker and said, “Ladies & Gentlemen, the road is flooded. I can’t go any further. Traffic is stuck all around us. I’ll see what I can find out about the situation.”

      Damn. I should have just left the meeting and taken the express. It went a different route over a higher bridge and wouldn’t be stuck here. How could the road be flooded anyway? There wasn’t that much rain.

      I looked out the window to see two women on the sidewalk dancing around in circles. They wore colorful leotards and fluffy skirts. In the glow beneath the streetlight they looked vaguely like wet, lightening bugs or maybe faeries; their glimmering hair and scarves wafting out behind them like wings. Rain swirled behind them like a funnel cloud.

      People were standing, trying to get off the bus, but the driver wouldn’t open the door in the middle of the street. A man up front yelled, “Open the door or I’ll bash your head in!” His voice sent chills up the back of my neck. Next came the familiar whoosh of the bus doors opening. The man and most of the rest of the busload of people left.

      I decided to run for it. There was no telling how long the bus would be stuck there.

      I checked my phone. It was now 5:00. Time for the big date. I wouldn’t get there for at least an hour. I called again and left a message explaining and asking to reschedule. Why didn’t the guy answer his phone?

      People waded knee deep into the water to cross the bridge. It was clear the water was coming up over the bridge. How could it have risen that high so fast? I’d crossed it just this morning. Or had I? Maybe I’d taken the express downtown to work. The days blurred together and I couldn’t remember. Still, there had been nothing about the bridge flooding in the news.

      I decided to cross the bridge while it was still possible. Staying close to the guard rail, I could feel the current as it reached to my knees. It pulled me, trying to carry me to the Sound. I grasped the rail, working to stay upright. A piece of something big and hard came through the rail and hit my leg. Pain crackled through my right knee. I fell. It felt as if the water was a living thing, tugging on me, trying to sweep me along with it.

      Hands pulled me out of the water and set me upright again. I heard a man’s voice, almost singing, although was unable to understand the words. I grabbed the rail tightly, afraid to let go.

      “Just keep moving,” he said, calmly, in a language I could grasp.

      Gasping in fear, I concentrated on moving my legs against the strong, cold water. After hours, or was it only minutes, the depth became shallower, only to my calves, then ankles, then I was off the bridge. The guard rails ended, but I kept struggling up the hill, until the flood lay behind me. The man who had helped me still held on to my arm.

      I looked up at his face, dappled from the streetlights. It was the same calm face of the man by the tree. He wore a knitted cap pulled down around his ears, curly, dark hair poked out from beneath it. His long, wool coat felt dry to my touch. What struck me most were his eyes. A mixture of light and dark, I couldn’t tell what color they were at this time of night, his eyes reflected not the buildings and cars surrounding us, but the cool, dark trees of an ancient forest, filled with moss and animals. I could see a different world in his eyes.

      “Come,” he said. “You’re freezing. We must get you warm.”

      I hadn’t even realized my teeth were chattering and my body shivered.

      “I live just up the hill,” I said. My knee hurt like hell, but I could make it home.

      He nodded and supported my arm as we began to climb. The hill made me breathe hard, I really needed to get in shape for spring. Too many hours at a drawing board. I noticed his hair wasn’t wet. The water rolled off him as if he were impervious to the rain.

      Halfway up the hill, my knee had had it and I began limping. Whatever had hit me on the bridge had really messed it up. It was probably swelling. Badly.

      He noticed my limping and picked me up.

      “No, don’t. Really. I can walk.” I felt embarrassed. I hated depending on anyone.

      “No, you obviously can’t.”

      It felt so weird. A complete stranger, a very strange, stranger, rescuing me from the inexplicable flood and carrying me home. It felt either absurdly romantic or sincerely creepy, I wasn’t sure which. It made me uneasy. Still, my gut feeling was that I felt safe with him. I felt his easy, deep breath tickle my forehead.

      The next thing I knew, he was climbing the stairs to my apartment building.

      “I fell asleep. I’m sorry.” I felt so at ease around him. It was as if his tranquility seeped in through my pores.

      “No need to apologize. You had quite the battle down there.”

      He set me down and I fumbled with keys.

      “Please, come in and get dry. I’ll make us some hot tea,” came out of my mouth before I even thought about it.

      My Mother's voice shot through my brain, ‘Are you crazy? Who knows what this guy could be?’

      My own thoughts sniped back, He’s a nice guy or he wouldn’t have helped me. Stop being so suspicious, trying to overrule any remaining control she might have left over me.

      He nodded and followed me inside. I flipped on the light switch and hung my coat on the hook behind the door. “Let me take your coat,” I said.

      He looked reluctant, then took it off and gave it to me. I held my hand out for his hat and hung that up as well. Neither one was even damp.

      He looked around awkwardly and I said, “Have a seat. I’ll put on the tea kettle.”

      He sat on the couch and looked at the coffee table books. I watched him gaze reverently at the cover of Meetings with Remarkable Trees. I always brought my work home.

      After changing into dry clothes and making tea, I sat on the couch, since it was the only  place to sit in the room.

      “So, who are you?” he asked, appraising me with his lovely eyes. Green ones. I could see that now.

      “I’m Megan, a landscape architect. I design gardens.”

      “I didn’t ask what you were, I asked who,” he repeated.

      “I guess that’s about it. I spend all my time working, trying to make my career work, paying my bills, including way too much on student loans and there doesn’t seem to be much time to do anything else right now. No time for friends and I can’t even seem to show up on time for a date. Okay, too much information.” I was rambling now, tired and nervous.

      He nodded, “What did you used to enjoy doing?”

      I thought, sipping the peach flavored, white tea. What did I enjoy? It had been so long since I’d had fun, I could barely remember. Even in high school I’d been a loner. Dad was military, so we moved a lot. Then he died and there was only Mother. She moved on with her life and I didn’t. “I used to like to sing and dance and grow gardens. I don’t seem to have much time or energy for any of those anymore.” I shrugged, pretending it was unimportant.

      He drank some tea, closed his eyes and sighed. “Peaches. And Camellia.”

      “Most people don’t know tea leaves come from Camellia sinensis.”

      He took another sip. “I know plants, too.”

      I watched him take a bite of the shortbread I’d set out. He seemed so calm and solid.

      “Who are you?” I asked. There was something so otherworldly about him. He looked out of place, even with khaki pants, boots and a T-shirt, typical Seattle wear.

      “You may call me Kalen. I listen to the voices of plants. I belong to a different world than this one,” he said, gesturing around my utilitarian, cluttered living room.

      I felt self conscious, aware that I’d never really moved in here. Never collected much furniture, hung paintings, or raised house plants. Things normal people did. I had no ties to this place.

      There was a long silence. Finally, he said, “I should be going. Will you be all right?”

      “Yes, thanks for helping me. I’ll just put some ice on my knee and it’ll be fine.” I stood. “Where are you going? Do you need a ride?” Now, that was pushy and desperate, I thought.

      He said, “I’ll be fine walking. I love the rain. It’s what needs to happen right now.” He moved towards the door.

      “Why?”

      He looked at me intently, as if trying to see inside, maybe weighing how to answer the question. “The Earth is very unhappy right now. You humans have been poisoning her for centuries. You have divorced yourselves from the natural world. In a sense she is taking a shower to try to rid herself of parasites which are out of control. She's trying to get your attention. The Earth called to us for help.”

      I felt pissed off. I worked really hard to design ecologically sound gardens, without poisons. After a minute, I realized that he wasn't just talking about me. Then it occurred to me what he'd left unsaid. “What do you mean by ‘You humans’? Aren’t you human?”

      He looked me in the eyes and said, “No. I am Sidhe.” He pronounced it 'she'.

      “Sidhe?”

      “Your people would probably call us faerie. We call ourselves, Sidhe.” He shimmered slightly and his skin greened up as his face became more angular. He grew taller, holding himself with a grace I hadn’t noticed before. He looked luminous and I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

      “Why are you here?” I asked, in awe of his beauty.

      “You won’t believe me,” he said. “Just as you don’t believe what I just told you.”

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you, you simply have a completely different way of looking at things. One I haven’t heard before.”

      “Aah. You don’t see the Earth as a living being capable of action?” he asked.

      “No. I’ve never thought of our planet that way,” I admitted.

      “Perhaps you should try. Although it may be too little, too late. Too many of you do not have that capacity or desire, I fear.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “I am here to help sustain the plants. But should I fail, I will take their souls and seeds to my world in order to rescue their wisdom and their lineage.”

      “What about the animals?”

      “Others care for the animals.”

      “Why did you help me?” I asked.

      He didn’t reply for a very uncomfortable space of time, “I can’t answer that right now. I must go. Thank you for the tea.” He put on his hat and coat.

      “Where is your world?”

      “It exists in another dimension, but takes up the same space as yours,” he said, staring at me with those hypnotic eyes.

      “Will I see you again?” Why had I asked such a question? Maybe I really was desperate. Certainly attracted to him, that much felt clear. I opened the door, to make up for my rudeness.

      “That depends on you?”

      “Me. How?”

      “You should think about how much change you are willing to undergo. Now, I really must leave. My time is short.”

      With that, he disappeared down the stairway.

      I took the tea things back into my tiny kitchen and ate the last cookie, almost missing the rich flavor of butter. Checking voicemail and email, I found no response from my blind date. My coworker, who set the date up, had been really wrong about that one.

      I decided to forget the shower, there had been enough water for one night. Rubbing arnica on my knee, I changed into flannel pajamas and strapped an ice pack on. Swallowed some ibuprofen, turned out the lights and slipped into bed. Tomorrow was Saturday. I could sleep long and deep.

      But I didn’t. Instead I rolled over and over, vaguely dreaming about green eyes and a deep forest. I woke up in a fever of lust, which my vibrator did little to solve. I'd never wanted anyone as much as him.

      I sat at the little table in the kitchen nook, with a bowl of oatmeal cooked with frozen Italian prunes. The sweet, tartness of the plums jolted my mouth awake, echoing the questions buzzing around my mind.

      What had Kalen meant by ‘how much change was I willing to undergo?’ I recycled, re-used, took the bus, didn’t do shopping therapy, which was really wasteful--but mainly because I had no extra money. I designed eco-gardens around stunning architecture, which were low maintenance and didn’t require extra water, or pesticides, or massive doses of fertilizer in order to thrive. Although I knew the caretakers would be using plenty of weedkillers, which made me feel guilty. What kind of change was he talking about? Surely he wasn’t talking about my lack of a life. That didn’t have anything to do with the planet.

      There were no messages from my nonexistent blind date. I didn’t really care since I’d never meet him. Still, I felt rejected, not good enough. He never even bothered to call me back. It happened a lot and was why I generally avoided men romantically. None of them ever really saw who I was, who I could be. But then I spent a huge amount of energy ignoring myself, so why wouldn’t they?

      In the bedroom, my field boots were still soaking wet, so I dressed and pulled on a pair of rubber boots instead. I put my raincoat and hat on and went for a walk.

      The water at the bottom of the hill was up to the second story of buildings. It was vile, brown and mucky, filled with debris. Higher up the hill, waves of brown goo lapped at cars and covered nearby yards.

      I went to a side street. The bars were jammed with people, celebrating the Winter Solstice, Christmas or the flooding of Seattle. The rain hadn’t lessened and the streets lay mostly empty. I walked through the dreary, wet neighborhoods, climbing the hill, until I came to the zoo. I flashed my zoo pass. Taking walks there let me hang out in nature for awhile. The inventive landscaping had always felt peaceful.

      I wandered, not paying attention to time, but to the twining of kiwi vines up into the canopy of a tall cedar, of the ragged, dead leaves of an oak, still clinging into winter. Then I saw him. He stood next to a massive big-leaf magnolia. The tree stood bare of its three foot, long leaves. All I could do was stare at him with surprise.

      Kalen leaned into the tree trunk, his arms wrapped around it, his eyes closed. I felt like moving closer, but didn't want to interrupt. He drew me as surely as butterflies crave nectar. How had he gotten to me so easily?

      Finally, he opened his eyes to gaze at me.

      Even though I stood in the downpour, cold air whooshing around me, I felt warmed by his eyes. The kind of warmth you feel when leaving a deep forest and entering a mountaintop meadow on a summer day. I realized with a jolt that Kalen saw into me as clearly as he saw the tree he stood next to. He walked over and said, “Good afternoon.”

      “Hi.”

      He touched my arm. Even through two layers of clothing I felt tingles. “Is your leg better?”

      “Much,” I said. “Ice pack, arnica, ibuprofen. I’m fine today.”

      “But you don’t feel fine. You feel conflicted.”

      Could he really see inside me? I tried to cover my anxiety up with a joke. “I always feel conflicted.” Not necessarily a good joke. Did Sidhe even have a sense of humor?

      He pulled me into an embrace, wrapping his warm arms around me. There was hardly anyone at the zoo, winter days were often that way here. Even the keepers were staying undercover. If there had been lots of people around, I would have felt embarrassed. But his arms felt so lovely holding me. I felt at home in a way I couldn’t remember ever feeling.

      Kalen said, “You wear your conflict like a badge of honor. Why?”

      “I guess I’m tired of apologizing for who I am. For the fact that I don’t know who I am or where I belong, and for right now, I'm okay with not knowing.”

      His breath on my forehead made me lose all reason. He must have realized that and kissed me, deeply.

      I kissed him back, deciding to choose this. I wanted him. I wanted a new life. I was saying yes to whatever came.
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