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  Dedication




  For Rita, for everything you do to make my life better every day.




  Introduction




   I've been writing for a number of years and several of my short stories have appeared in themed anthologies. What I'm presenting here is a collection of five urban fantasies each with it's own unique setting. I have included the original covers for each story so you can enjoy the work of the talented artists who created the cover art.




   





  Blossom Queen, Barbarian is slightly different in that it starts in an urban setting but then ends up in an alternate universe. The others stay in their urban settings where anything can happen, and usually does when magic or vampires or fairytales are very real. I've included a preview of a science fiction story as a bonus.




   





  I hope you enjoy this collection of stories as much as I did writing them.




   





  Feel free to contact me on Twitter or Facebook or via my websites listed in my bio. I welcome feedback from fans.
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 Blossom Queen, Barbarian





  Blossom leaned back against the counter beside the cash register with her arms crossed. She watched dispassionately as the grey-haired woman fumbled in her way-too-shiny-to-be-leather handbag for the last couple of pennies. The clear plastic bag containing two onions sat on the belt. The smell of the old cooking onions wrinkled Blossom’s nose. The onions were way past their prime, in other words, deeply discounted.




  My life as a cashier at Low To You Foods is as exciting as being poked in the eye with a sharp stick.




  The line up behind the old woman had grown by ten since she started looking for the two cents.




  Blossom considered paying the two cents herself, but this is exactly why these cheap old ladies dug around for exact change.




  Skip Lord the stock boy, her friend and wantabe boyfriend, filled her in on customer tactics in the first week on the job.




  The old lady stole a glance at her, offered a brief smile, then looked back into the bag and shuffled the stuff inside some more. “I know I had a couple of pennies here somewhere,” she mumbled.




  Blossom sighed. What’s the use? The worst Artie can do is fire me when my till doesn’t balance. “It’s okay, ma’am. Don’t worry about it.”




  The old lady’s wrinkled features broke into a wide grin and she snapped the handbag closed as if it were suddenly on fire.




  Blossom bagged the onions in a white plastic bag with the store logo on the outside and handed it to the lady.




  “Thank you, dear,” said the woman after accepting the offered bag. “I’m going to report you to the manager.”




  Blossom's pale, freckled brow wrinkled. “Sorry?”




  The woman tsk-tsked. “You didn’t offer paper or plastic, dear.” She turned and walked off muttering about young people today.




  Do a person a good deed and they crap all over you.




  “I’m with her,” said the obese truck driver type after plunking down a six pack of loss leader beer on the belt.




  Unbelievable.




  ###




  Skip leaned against the break room wall, his hands buried in the pockets of his black, hundred percent polyester slacks. Every few seconds he ran one hand over his purple Mohawk, as if to make sure it was still there.




  Blossom, supported by her elbows, sat at the veneer lunch table popping her gum as she explained what a rotten day she was having. Finally she finished and lapsed into silence.




  “Yeah, bad news, babe,” Skip said, in his standard issue dulcet tone. Skip’s the Keith Richards of discount supermarkets.




  “But sumthin’ exciting happened to me today,” he said.




  Blossom brightened. “Yeah. What?”




  “Some guy named Al dropped off a port at the loading dock.”




  “A port? What’s a port?”




  Skip shrugged. “I dunno. But it’s about the size coffin,” he added a little too eagerly. “Wanta check it out with me?”




  Blossom studied Skip’s emerald green eyes. They were focused on the coffee-stained floor tiles, and he shifted his weight foot to foot. She smiled to herself.




  It sounds like this port, whatever it is, is the size of a bed.




  After a quick glance at the apple-shaped clock hanging off the grey wall over the Cummings Diesel pin up calendar, she said, “Alright, sure. We have ten minutes.”




  Skip suppressed a smile, bowed his head then led the way out the back door to the loading dock. The loading dock was empty this time of day. The unionized dock workers were at the peeler bar for lunch and wouldn’t be back until at least two.




  The squish of Skip’s skate shoes echoed in the quiet as they made their way through the cavernous warehouse between wall-sized stacks of cardboard boxes.




  Finally, they rounded a stack of banana boxes and found what had to be the port. Just as Skip described, the thing stood upright and was about the size of an old fashioned telephone booth.




  Cell phones made public telephone booths useless these days. For Blossom and her peers it would be social suicide if they couldn't twitter. Superman aside who needs a booth anymore?




  "What does it do?" Blossom studied the strange device.




  She moved closer to peer through the smoked glass door. Only it didn't look like glass. Reaching out she touched the door and realized it was warm, even though the warehouse air was cool.




  "I dun' know, B," said Skip. "Do ya wanta go inside?"




  Blossom glanced over her shoulder at him, one eyebrow arched. "You want some, huh?"




  Skip's cheeks flushed and he avoided her gaze.




  I love 'em shy. It's so cute. Guys are easy to manipulate when they’re desperate. But what the hey? Skip's cute, and he's fun.




  "Sure, bud let's see how it fits."




  Skip caught her eye and smiled, his face was the color of the canned beets on aisle six.




  Stepping back Blossom looked for a handle or latch that would open the door, but the sides were made of smooth, burnished steel, and the glass was unbroken and smooth. "Hey, how do ya open this thing?"




  Skip stepped up beside her and pressed his hand flat on the glass at a point about waist high. There was a click, accompanied by a soft hiss, and the door swung open.




  Okaaayyy. A gas attack? Tentatively she sniffed the air. Nope, broccoli and banana. No poison gas.




  Blossom stuck her head inside the open door and saw the walls were black unlike any black she had ever seen. It was as if the walls were not there. Strange, but cool.




  She stepped inside and Skip followed her close behind. He closed the door behind them.




  The darkened interior felt far more spacious than she'd imagined. The only light came through the smoked glass door so they were shrouded in just enough light she could make out Skip’s form, but couldn't see his face.




  "So, Skip," she paused as her voice reverberated in the cool, mint scented air. "What's next?"




  "A trip." His voice was suddenly deeper and strange to her ears.




  Without warning her stomach heaved and she felt like she was flying. A bright white light, so fierce it forced her to shut her eyes tight, blinded them.




  After what seemed like an eternity, a cold wind made the legs of her jeans flutter and she shivered. Do I smell smoke?




  Blinking to clear her vision she slowly opened her eyes to find she now stood next to a cracking fire and rough, damp stone walls surrounded her. Standing in front of her was a tall, muscular man with his massive arms crossed over his wide chest.




  His thick, black beard, streaked with gray, covered his hard features and ran from his square jaw down his front to the middle of his chest. He wore an ornately decorated leather chest plate, matching leather bracelets, wrapped around his wrists, were the circumference of her waist. A large sword, hanging off a belt round his waist, very nearly touched the sandy floor. The scabbard was decorated with ornate patterns reminiscent of spitting snakes and long-legged spiders.




  Where am I?




  "Father!" Skip rushed to the man who threw his arms wide and encircled Skip's slender form in a bear hug, his weathered features were split by a grin.




  After a short embrace Skip turned to face Blossom, his youthful face also split by a wide grin. "This is her, father. The Queen I promised you."




  Queen? What is he talkin' about? "Yeah, sure," said Blossom stepping forward she raised one hand to imply an offer to shake. "Blossom Queen at your service,"




  The older man smiled wry and grasped her thin arm in fingers the size of sausages. His coal black eyes bore into hers, his cruel mouth formed a grim line. He reeked of smoke and sweat.




  She glanced at his hand and suppressed a wince of pain. That's gonna leave a mark.




  "You seem strong for an underfed girl." The man’s husky voice resonated off the stone walls.




  "Black belt, second degree," she said locking her eyes on his and forcing a frown to her forehead.




  The man released her arm and his eyebrows arched. "You are a strange one." He walked away, turning his back to her, toward the crackling flames of the fire that was the only illumination in the cave. He shook his head. "I don't know what a black belt is, but I hope my son is right about you."




  "Yes, father," said Skip moving closer to the orange, blue and yellow flames. Sparks flew as wet wood caught fire. "Do you not see the resemblance?"




  I'm afraid to ask. "Resemblance to whom?"
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