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  Introduction




  I’ve always loved reading fantasy and science fiction stories, so it wasn’t surprising that as I sat down to write short stories, this is where my imagination brought me.




  I decided to offer a mixed bag of stories in this collection. Some stories are serious, such as “Once Upon a Time,” with a look at a possible future, and two others, “Flower & Bird” and “A Little Kitchen Magic” are urban fantasy. The remaining two, “Blarney” and “Party Central,” have a gentler sensibility with a touch of humor.




  I enjoyed writing them and now I hope you will enjoy reading these Fantastic Tales.




  Enjoy!




  Rita Schulz




  Flower and Bird




  Her hand found nothing.




  Flower stopped right in the middle of the busy sidewalk and put both of her hands up, feeling along the length of the slender golden chain she wore.




  She started to panic. Her mouth went dry and her palms started to sweat.




  She took a deep breath and looked down at her feet, then back the way she had come. Nothing.




  She was only a short distance from the bank where she worked. That was one good thing about Vancouver Credit Union: there were plenty of branches to choose from in this city.




  She continued down Burrard Street, heading north. The air was damp and cold this January morning in Vancouver. The heavy grey sky threatened rain mixed with snow. The normal, breathtaking views of the ocean and mountains were completely hidden under cloud and fog.




  Flower turned left on Pender, walking west. A couple of blocks later she came to the two-story cement building with its red Vancouver Credit Union sign.




  She hugged her thick, navy blue wool coat around her, trying to keep in as much warmth as she could, but she was still shivering. She wasn’t sure whether to blame the cold or the possibility that she had lost her pendant.




  She entered through the heavy main doors that were made of special glass with steel push plates. She knew she had to get downstairs into the ladies washroom as soon as she could.




  She would check her clothing and coat in case the pendant was hung up in the folds of cloth or the lining.




  She shrugged off her coat and draped it over one arm as she walked down the dark cream hallway with its grey-blue floor. It was a conflicted color combination, looking as if the decorator couldn’t decide which way to go: cool or warm.




  Flower kept walking as quickly as she could, trying not to draw any attention to herself.




  She could feel her energy start to drop. It wasn’t serious yet. A good shot of blue algae and a couple of mouthfuls of ghost fern would keep her going until she got home.




  Of course, finding the pendant would be best.




  She felt a brush of cold air against her cheek. The air stirred her long dark hair, which for a moment floated around her head and face like a soft cloud.




  Flower couldn’t help but shiver, goose bumps rising on her body.




  At her locker in the ladies washroom, she dialed the combination and opened the door. The locker was one of the old grey metal varieties that high schools used to use. The only attractive thing about it was that she didn’t have to share it with any other staff member at the credit union. She checked the shelf and the bottom of the locker. No pendant.




  She was still hoping that the pendant had gotten hung up in her clothing somehow and she would be able to find it.




  It was the one-and-only true shade talisman she had. At least, that’s what her mother had told her. She had another pendant that would work for a while, but didn’t have the complete power that the original one did.




  Flower took off her coat and searched it thoroughly, then hung it on the available hook. Then she entered the ladies washroom, quickly pulled off her deep red wool sweater, and checked the sweater and her bra. No, there wasn’t any pendant hiding where it shouldn’t be.




  Flower shivered again, only this time she knew that it was being half naked in the cold basement rooms. The old cinder block walls seemed to trap the cold and never let it go. It didn’t matter how much heat they poured into the old basement, it never seemed to warm up.




  She re-dressed herself as quickly as she could.




  Flower returned to her locker and pulled out a bottle of her special blue algae juice, downed a good healthy mouthful. She winced as she felt it going down her throat. She wanted to rinse out her mouth to erase the awful, bitter aftertaste, but she knew that she didn’t have time.




  She reached into her purse and pulled out her lipstick.




  “What are you drinking?” asked a sharp voice from behind her.




  Flower’s heart stuttered in her chest and she drew a deep calming breath. Great, just what she didn’t need—questions. She had just settled down in Vancouver and wanted to stay in the pretty little city for a while.




  “Hi, Mary. You startled me. It’s a special blue algae juice. Would you like to try some? It’s very good for you. I’ve been taking it for years.”




  She knew that it wouldn’t hurt a human, not really. Mary, her supervisor, probably wouldn’t feel anything at all. Mary didn’t look or act like the kind of person who was in tune with her body or mind.




  “Healthy eh? Can I see it?”




  Flower had hoped that her ploy would work, but maybe that was too much to hope for.




  Flower smiled, pulled out the dark blue glass bottle, opened it, and passed it to Mary.




  At that moment Flower felt another deep chill, and her toes started to fade. She smiled at Mary and made sure that she didn’t look down to confirm the disappearance of her toes. The juice wasn’t working as it should, and Flower knew that she had to get home quickly, but she had to get rid of Mary first.




  Mary took the bottle and tentatively sniffed it. She wrinkled her nose and passed it back to Flower. Flower knew that she had to act quickly. She had to tell Mary she wasn’t feeling well. That she would have to go home right now. She had to hurry—she could feel herself disappearing.




  “Actually, Mary, I was taking an extra dose of my algae juice because I wasn’t feeling well. It’s an herbal remedy that usually helps, but it’s not working today. I’m sorry.”




  Mary looked at Flower, nodded, and started to walk away. She stopped and looked back. “Call us if you can’t come in tomorrow. Anyone who would drink something that smells like that must be desperate.”




  Flower watched until Mary, in her worn shiny pants, mismatched blazer, and flat worn shoes, went up the stairs and was out of sight.




  Flower quickly closed up her blue algae bottle and put it back into her locker, then pulled out her coat and slipped it over her shoulders. She knew she had to hurry. She would come back and look for her locket tomorrow. Right now she had to get home to her little apartment. She had to stop herself from disappearing entirely.




  ***




  All the way home, Flower felt as if someone or something were following her. She kept turning around and trying to peer through the heavy mist and rain. Vancouver certainly had its wet season. Mind you, that was one of the reasons that she liked it here. Vancouver reminded her of England, especially the town of Bromley, where she had been born and raised.




  “Psst, I see you. Do you see me?” said a soft, echoing voice behind her.




  She pulled her coat close to her body, then stopped and spun quickly around to face the person who was following her.




  There was no one there.




  She thought she heard soft laughter on the wind as it whipped around her, taking her long hair and fanning it out in the rain.




  She turned toward home and increased her pace. She wouldn’t run, it wasn’t dignified. That’s what she had always been told. It had been part of her training, her conditioning, as she grew up. But she certainly could do a little speed walking.




  Soon Flower put her key into the front lobby door of her three-floor, stucco-and-cedar-sided apartment building. It may have been an old building, as far as Vancouver was concerned, but it was kept neat and fresh. Someone took great care to make sure that the grounds had a nice assortment of evergreen and deciduous trees and shrubs, so there were always some green growing things to welcome people when they came home.




  Flower noticed that her left hand was starting to disappear. She needed to make it into her apartment and get some raw ghost fern into her stomach while she still had use of her hands.




  Fear clutched at her. She tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry.




  When she opened the door to her apartment, the tension started to lift from her shoulders. She was home. Help was literally just around the corner.




  Flower dropped her coat and handbag on the floor as she walked down the hallway to the kitchen.




  She knew that she had a spare pendant that she could use for the time being, but it didn’t work as well at the true one her mother had handed down to her.




  It wouldn’t be the same, of course.




  She really wanted to find the antique family heirloom she had worn around her neck since she had been turned into a Shade, but that would have to wait.




  Now she had to save herself, before it was too late and she completely turned back into a Shade.




  She was a Shade with a corporeal body. She didn’t really know how the magic worked, but she knew that the secret had been handed down to the women over many, many generations. It was a small, select family line, originally from the gypsies in Romania.




  The original pendant, made by her mother, contained a sample of her blood, dirt from where she had been born, and dirt from where she had been buried.




  The spare pendant only had two of the three ingredients and was much weaker. It was fine in a pinch, but she needed the original pendant back to retain her corporeal being.




  She felt the familiar tingling that meant that something else was going to disappear, and it was coming from her right hand.




  Panic gripped her and she ran for her refrigerator and pulled open the door.




  She felt the tips of her fingers start to throb. She reached for the ghost fern juice and made sure that she used the palm of her right hand to twist the cap off




  “Oh, please, Oh, please,” she whispered.




  Flower braced the blue bottle against her left forearm and her right wrist and awkwardly drank. She started to spill in her haste and forced herself to slow down. If she spilled the bottle... She forced the thought away from her mind and concentrated on what she was doing.




  She carefully swallowed the juice. She took a couple of calming breaths. It was going to be fine. The throbbing in her right hand stopped, and then the tingling went away, too.




  She carefully put the bottle on the counter next to the refrigerator, then went to sit down at the little white wrought iron bistro table set.




  Flower sat with her long, slender legs stuck out in front of her and her arms limply hanging on either side of her.




  She slowly lifted her right arm and watched as her hand reappeared. It was working. The juice was doing its job. Her left foot was coming back, as well. It tingled like pins and needles.




  She kicked off her boots in the direction of the hall, got up and took another long swig of the juice. It tasted like old socks and ferns, but there were worse things, like turning back into a Shade or a Wraith. No, thank you, she enjoyed the mortal world too much.




  “Mother!” Flower yelled as she went into the hallway and picked up her boots. She opened her neat closet and put the boots and her coat away.




  As she slid the closet door closed, she felt something on her cheek, like feathers softly caressing her. She automatically rubbed the spot and felt goose bumps running down her spine.




  “Mother,” she called again.




  It wasn’t very often that she called her mother. She couldn’t remember the last time they had actually spoken. Maybe her mother was angry at being ignored for so long. As the time went on and her mother didn’t answer, Flower started to get worried.




  Maybe she should call her Aunt Rose or Aunt Maddie. She sighed as she considered what her best options were. She had to be patient and not panic. The juice was helping so far.




  First, she had to get hold of her mother and find out what was happening to her. Second, she had to find out what had happened to her pendant. She knew she hadn’t lost it. The clasp was soldered and very strong. The chain was still around her neck, so it hadn’t broken.




  She felt a soft gust of air and the same little laugh that she had already heard a couple of times today. Only this time she thought she could hear someone call her name. It was so soft it was out of her hearing, just a very faint whisper.
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