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Victoria Clover’s life is about to change forever.

When a blind date goes horribly wrong Victoria ends up in another world where things left lying on the ground on our world sometimes materialize. She must find a way home, but one handsome denizen of Three Suns may make her want to stay. 

Always Darkest is a dark but funny fantasy romance novella that will take you on a journey you will enjoy to the end. 
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Chapter One







Victoria Clover paced back and forth in front of the mirror in her bedroom.  She was wearing a black pencil skirt and a floral patterned top her sister had insisted that she buy. It was low cut in front and fit her body well. Tori thought it was a bit too provocative for a first date, but it was no use arguing with her sister.  Tori never wore clothes like this, not even in college. They finally reached a compromise by selecting a fancy red cardigan that perfectly matched the roses in the top that Tori could wear over it to feel a bit more modest.  This made perfect sense to Tori since October in Kentucky was a bit chilly.  Her sister, Kathy, had spent hours shopping with her to find the perfect outfit and accessories, and then she had come over to Tori’s apartment to help her get ready for her blind date.  

Kathy had been a beautician for a few years, before her first son came along at the age of twenty-five when she quit to be a full time mom. She did Tori’s dark hair, smoothing it with a flat iron until her dark locks were smooth and shiny.  She also did her makeup for her, accentuating her green eyes and full lips.

“Tori calm down hon.  This is a date not a death sentence.” Kathy said trying to calm her sister’s nerves.

“I know it’s just that meeting someone off the internet gives me the willies.”

Kathy laughed, “Isn’t getting a willy kind of the eventual goal.”

“You slut,” Tori said teasing her sister.  “Does your mind ever get out of the gutter?”

“Nope and that is why I have two kids,” she said smiling.

Tori was a tiny bit jealous of Kathy.  She had gotten married to her high school sweet heart and proceeded to have two beautiful children.  Her husband was kind, faithful and hardworking.  She had the life Tori dreamed about.

On the other hand, Tori went to college and got a job as a high school guidance counselor afterwards.  She dated off and on a little in college, but she just never found someone that she connected with enough to warrant a relationship longer than about three months.  This trend continued after college so her sister signed her up for an online dating service that was guaranteed to find a compatible mate for her.  Tori thought it was all a little silly but Kathy seemed so enthusiastic she decided to go for it just this once to make her happy.

Kathy had done a lot to make Tori happy.  When Tori was eighteen and Kathy was twenty four, their parents died so Kathy took on a kind of mothering role to Tori.  Tim and Kate Clover had decided to go on a cruise for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, urged on by Tori and Kathy.  They went all out and even hired a charter boat to take them out for a private dinner cruise.  There was a storm and the boat never returned for its rendezvous with the main cruise ship.  The search continued for months but neither, their parents, the captain or any of the small crew were ever found.  Eventually they were declared dead and Kathy had been Tori’s rock ever since.

Kathy and her husband Randy welcomed Tori into their home for all the holidays and on summer breaks always making her feel more than welcome.  When Tori graduated from college, she didn’t even consider looking for work anywhere but close to her sister.  Tori’s career was going well but her love life sucked.  She hadn’t even been out on a date in over a year.  Of course Kathy had to intervene, thus the membership to the dating service and her first blind date.

Kathy handed her the dangly necklace they had chosen to go with the shirt, “you look gorgeous.”

“I don’t feel gorgeous.  I feel like a fraud and I look like a naughty librarian in this outfit.  I think I’m going call and cancel.”  

“Don’t you dare,” Kathy scolded.  

“You are impossible!”  Tori said.  

“You’ll be fine.  You are meeting him at the restaurant in the Old Castle Inn so there will be lots of people there.  You’ve talked to him on the phone before and you said you two hit it off pretty well. Besides, he matched all your compatibility factors.  Text me when you get there.  Tori, you can do this. After your dinner you come straight here and give me the details.  Have fun, but if I don’t hear from you by midnight, I’m calling you.”

“Okay mom, anything else.” Tori teased rolling her eyes.

“Yeah don’t have too much fun sis, I love you.”



Tori pulled her black Toyota Camry into a parking spot in front of The Old Castle Inn.  Carson was thirty minutes away from her hometown of Mercy and she always had to go to Carson for one thing or another as it was the closest town with a Wal-Mart.  She was really excited because she had never been to eat at the restaurant at The Old Castle Inn before and it was supposed to be really nice.  It was the kind of restaurant people went to on anniversaries and special occasions. Most of her dates thought they were going all out by taking her to the Dairy Queen.  Maybe Ben, her date, was a classy guy after all.  He sounded nice enough on the phone.

She pulled down the visor to do one last make up check.  She popped an altoid in her mouth and smoothed her dark hair one more time.  She had one last thing to do, she texted her sister. I made it…wish me luck.

She opened the car door and stepped out as a voice from behind her said, “Tori?”

She jumped as she turned around.  “You scared the daylights outta me. Are you Ben?” she said as she placed a hand to her chest and tried to catch her breath.

“I am and I must say you are even more beautiful in person.”

Tori blushed. In the dark parking lot with only the light from the pole lights and the moon overhead it was hard to tell if he looked like his picture.  She could tell he was wearing a suit and could see a basic outline of his tall frame, but that was about it.  

“Well, thank you very much.” Tori said a bit self-consciously as she smoothed her skirt with her hands.

“Shall we dine?” he asked as he offered her his arm.  

She took his arm and they walked toward the restaurant.  She felt so nervous she thought she might just pass out and was so thankful to have the support.  

They walked arm in arm toward the entrance when he felt his back pocket and said, “I forgot my wallet in my vehicle.  I feel like such an idiot.  Do you mind if we make a little stop by my van on the way inside?”

“Of course not,” she said.

Ben led her around the corner of the building to where he had parked his vehicle. He released her arm as he unlocked his grey van.  He slid open the sliding door to the back and Tori wondered who keeps their wallet in the back seat?  That is a little odd. She was patiently looking up at the full moon as he rummaged in the back of his van.  

Pain exploded from the back of Tori’s head. Within seconds Ben expertly gagged her and shoved her into the back of his van.  He closed the door and finished by tying her hands behind her back and securing her ankles with duct tape.

She tried to scream, but the gag did its job and all she could manage were muffled murmurs.  The back of the van smelled like oil and alcohol.  She could feel broken bits of glass cutting into her legs through her pantyhose. 

Ben got into the driver’s seat and pulled out of the parking lot.  He was silent.  All Tori could hear were the sounds of the tires on the pavement and his breathing.  The drive seemed to take forever as she lay on the floor of that van unable to cry out and unable to save herself.  

With each turn in the road her body would shift slightly allowing the broken glass to penetrate into her skin through her pantyhose.  Tori tensed as the pavement turned to gravel. She knew he was taking her into the woods to kill her. She had seen enough crime stories on the television to know that. Then the van stopped.

He grabbed her and roughly dragged her into the woods.  Frantically, she looked around to try to determine where he had taken her and where she was.  The glass from the van dug even farther into her legs as he dragged her across the rough ground.  When he stopped after what seemed like an hour she was grateful and terrified.  He did not speak as he went about his task.

He first cut away her shirt and bra, exposing her bare breasts.  The sight seemed to piss him off as he slapped her across the face. He slapped her until she closed her eyes and lay still.  She felt the duct tape binding her ankles being cut and waited for what would be her best chance to get away.  She waited and listened as he unzipped his pants.  She could feel him as he positioned himself over her.  She knew any second he would rip her pantyhose and then not only could she wind up dead but raped as well.  Her impending fate emboldened her.  If she was going to die, she would be damned if he raped her too.  She was prepared to fight to the death.

She kneed him in groin with all her might and that was enough to get him off her for a moment.  Tori got up and ran as fast as she could.  She had no idea where she was going or where she was. She just wanted to get away from that monster.  Without her hands to aid her, branches stung and bit at her face.  She just kept running, and then she tripped and slid down the side of the hill.  As she rolled, she felt branches and rocks bite into her skin.  She just kept rolling and rolling, falling and falling.  Save me, please get me away from him. That was the last thought Tori had before blackness overtook her.



















  









Chapter Two





Justin Parker walked out of his apartment in Carson, Kentucky with a sort of grim satisfaction.  When the company he had been working at closed he never thought it would take him this long to find a job.  He had been unemployed for ninety-eight weeks.  Next week, would make ninety-nine and it would be the last of his unemployment benefits. He had tried to get a job.  Everyday was spent combing the paper and the internet looking for and applying for jobs.  So far, he had gotten three interviews and none of them had panned out. He was twenty-eight, with a four year degree in Accounting and he had his CPA certification.  He had six years of experience working for the same company and had worked his way up from the mail room job he got right out of college to the manager of his department. Last week he lost out on a job at a fast food joint to a sixteen year old.

He got into his silver Mustang knowing full well where he intended to go.  The clock on the dashboard glowed showing him it was almost midnight so he had to hurry if he was going to make it to the liquor store before it closed.  Justin wasn’t ever much of a drinker, preferring just to be in full control at all times, but that was in his other life.  He had never even finished an entire beer.  His father was a loser drunk and he promised himself he would never be like that.  Things change. He sat there for a moment rubbing his left hand. He did that every time he thought about his old man.  His father broke it when he was sixteen.  

John Parker had come home one night, drunker than a skunk.  The bartender had cut him off early that night, and that was enough to set him off. John didn’t take his frustration out on the bartender who was a man that matched him in size.  No, John Parker directed his rage at his family.  Emily Parker had just gotten home from her job at a call center where she made just enough to support her family.  They might have gotten ahead a little but John drank anything that might have been left over every month without fail.  He never did hold a job for more than a month. It was kind of hard to do when he spent most mornings puking his guts out into the toilet.  She was busy fixing dinner for her and Justin when John walked through the door slurring his speech.  

Justin was sitting at the kitchen table doing his homework and he cringed when his father slammed the door.  John stumbled across their tiny living room and caught himself on the kitchen table.

“What are you looking at boy?” his father said as he leaned on the table.  His face was inches from Justin and he could smell the sour mix of beer and cigarettes on his father's breath.  It smelled like rotten fruit and it made Justin nauseous.  He just looked back down at his algebra book and continued to do his homework.  

He felt the smack on the side of his face before he had a chance to react.  “I’m talking to you!  You think you’re too good to talk to your dad?”  He raised his hand to strike Justin again and Emily’s voice stopped him.

“Don’t you ever touch him!”  Emily shouted.  She had turned around and was holding the big kitchen knife she was using to cut vegetables.  

Time seemed to slow down for Justin and the next few moments were burned into his memory for eternity.  John stepped back and didn’t hit him.  Instead he turned his rage onto Emily.  He ran at her and she managed to cut him on the cheek, but he got the knife away and began hitting Emily in the face over and over, slurring every profane name for a woman Justin had ever heard as he continued to pound on her.  Emily screamed for him to stop.  

Justin jumped up from the table and tackled his father from behind.  John threw him across the room and grabbed Emily by her red hair, yanking it so that her neck was bared and she was looking straight up at her husband.  Justin saw his father grab the knife and he hold it to his mother’s throat.  “I should have killed you a long time ago,” he slurred into her face.

Justin had landed hard on his left hand and pain shot through it.  He saw John with the knife and his mom looking terrified. He pulled himself up from the linoleum floor and grabbed the iron skillet his mom had set out to cook in and swung it as hard as he could at his father. John dropped the knife and let loose of his mother’s hair.  Blood ran from the side of his face and he looked up at Justin with the strangest look.  He looked like a puppy that had just been scolded.  He didn’t say anything as he used the kitchen counter to pull himself up and stumbled out of the kitchen and made his way through the front door.

Justin called and ambulance for his mother and himself.  John never came back and things were good after that.  Justin worked hard and made something out of himself.  His mom told him all the time how proud she was of him.  She remarried a few years later to a nice doctor who was widowed with two kids. She would help him if he asked, but it just didn’t seem right to Justin.  He was a grown man.  Bending over as he drove he opened his glove box to make sure the thirty-eight revolver was still there.

He thought about all of this as he made his way through the crisp October night to the state liquor store.  He had on a country music station and some song about drinking started playing.  “Everything has just gone to hell and it is not fair!” he shouted to himself.  He was just about a mile away from his destination, when the van came barreling around the curve on his side of the road.  Justin was so caught up in his grief, anger and self pity that he didn’t even try to make evasive maneuvers.  The van hit him head on and Justin was thrown through the windshield.  I’m not ready to die.  Please don’t let me die.

Justin landed on the soft grass on the side of the road.  He slept right through the slight tremor that pulsed through eastern Kentucky.  Most people slept through it.  Not enough to notice really.  A slight vibration of the earth that would later be classified as a 2.1 on the Richter scale, it wouldn’t even have made the news if it wasn’t odd for earthquakes to happen in Kentucky.




























Chapter Three





Willa woke up early in the morning as she always did and made herself a glass of tea.  When the tea was ready she would go outside to sit on the porch of her small cottage and watch the sunrise.  In eighty-seven years she never tired of seeing the sunrise.  While the tea brewed she took a moment to tidy her grey hair into a neat bun at the top of her head.  Still in her nightgown she walked onto her porch holding her cup of tea, enjoying its warmth.

She noticed a large dent in her bed of red geraniums. As she wandered closer to inspect she saw that it was a girl. Willa put down her cup and looked at the girl.  Her hands were tied and black streaks ran down her face where Willa knew tears had been shed.  The bound girl was completely naked from the waist up and it was hard to tell where one bruise ended and the other began.  She wasn’t dead as she could see the rise and fall of her chest.  Willa thought she had seen it all up until this point apparently she had not.

It didn’t take her medical skills to be able to determine what happened to this poor girl.  Willa made her way into her little cottage as fast as she could.  She wet some rags, grabbed a blanket and her big knife from the counter.

Her knees popped and crackled as she sat down next to the girl.  She covered her nakedness with the blanket. Gingerly she began to wipe the blood off the girl’s face, a beautiful face despite the bruises. 





Slowly Tori opened her eyes.  She saw the old woman and screamed. 

“Calm down child.  It’s okay.  I am here now.  Whoever hurt you is long gone and I’ll be Creator damned if anyone will hurt you while you are under my care.” Willa said.

Tori let her screaming melt into quiet sobs as the old woman continued to clean her face.  She was grateful for the blanket as she remembered every single second of last night’s horror.

“Your face is clean now dear, now do you think you can sit up?”

“I think so.”

Willa assisted Tori to a sitting position.  Every movement hurt.  

“I’m going cut your bonds, don’t be frightened.”  Willa said using a soothing tone.  She cut the bonds from Tori’s hands and Tori brought them around the front of her body and inspected them.  Blood oozed from the deep gashes worn by the ropes.  Looking at them tears welled up in Tori’s eyes anew.

Tori looked at the old woman and the cottage not quite sure what to make of it. “Who are you?  Where am I?” she asked.

“I am Willa and you are in my front yard.”  Willa said.  “And who are you?”

“Victoria Clover but everyone calls me Tori.”

“Well Tori if you can stand we can go inside my cottage and I can get you properly cleaned up.”

“I think I can stand.”  Tori said as she slowly pushed up to her feet.

“Come with me,” said the old woman as she gently guided Tori into her home.

Tori did as she was told.  

The inside of the cottage was very homey.  The downstairs was one big room with a huge fireplace at the back of the room with a plush couch directly in front of it.  There were also several chairs scattered about the room and rugs covered most of the floor. Half of the space was taken up by a large kitchen. Tori noticed the back two walls were lined with shelves and various herbs in jars all lined up in neat little rows.

Willa went to a cabinet at the back and got some fresh white towels and laid them on the floor. She rolled up several other towels and made a crude pillow. “You lay down here dear, and I’m going to clean you up.”

Tori complied.  She felt too shocked to know what to do and was glad to have someone else in charge.  She had no idea.  She had no idea about anything.  She laid back and let the old woman work.

Willa worked with amazing skill. Tori watched as she mixed a poultice for her wounds.  The herbal mixture smelled sweet and felt cool as Willa applied it to her wounds.  Then Willa carefully bandaged her wrists and applied several stitches to the wound at the base of her skull telling her the scarring would be minimal.  After Willa had finished bandaging her she left Willa alone and went up the stairs returning a few moments later with a clean dress that she helped Tori to get changed into.

“Go sit down at the table and I will make some tea for you child.  This will take away some of your pain.” Willa said.

“Yes ma’am.”

Willa went over and lit the gas burner on the stove to start the tea kettle. In just a few minutes she brought over a steaming cup for Tori and one for herself.  “Now tell me, what happened to you?”

Tori sipped from her glass and the warm liquid did seem to be making at least her physical pain seem a little distant even though it tasted bitter.

“I wasn’t raped.” Tori blurted out.  “He tried but I waited till he had himself exposed and I kicked him in nuts and ran away. I fell and…”   Tori began to cry again.

Willa reached across and grabbed Tori’s hand in her own.  “There, there child, let it out.  You were smart to kick him in the nuggets.  I only wish I had him here in my cottage, I’d cut his nuts off for you.  I would.”  Tori began to snicker a little despite herself.  It was something about the way the old woman said it.  Willa seemed happy to be making her feel better and continued, “I’d even make a dandy pair of ear rings out of them for you.  Man could do a thing like that though probably has such tiny ones.”  Willa made a show of putting her thumb and finger close together and squinting through the space.  Then she put it up to her ear. “No body would be able to see them from more than two feet a way though.”

Tori lost it then.  She laughed so loud she sounded a little bit hysterical.  She thought she was dying only last night and here she was sitting and laughing with some old woman at a rustic looking kitchen table. 

After several minutes Tori finally caught her breath.  “I need to call my sister.  Do you have a phone I might be able to use?”

“A phone?” Willa asked.

“I need to call my sister and let her know what happened and I need to call the police and make a report.  I appreciate all that you have done for me, but I really need to let my sister know what happened.”

“I think I know what you a talking about.”  Willa said looking up towards the ceiling.  “I found one of them phones in my garden last year.  It doesn’t do anything and I don’t see how you could call anyone on it, but I’d be happy to show it to you.”

“You mean you don’t get reception out here?”  Tori asked wondering what in the world this old lady was talking about.

Willa ignored her question. “Where are you from Tori?”

“I am from Mercy, Kentucky.  Where am I?”

“Well you are in Black Rock and I think it is a long way from where you came from.”

“Black Rock?” Tori asked.

“Yes, it is what we call this village. I have an idea, wait right here,” Willa said. Then she returned again with a box that she sat down on the table.  The box contained a cell phone, several lighters, a flashlight, three books, many store catalogs and a gun.

She gestured to Tori, “These are some items that I have found in my yard.  You see things just kind of show up here.  They have been ever since I was a little girl. A lot more in the last fifty years or so, it just happens.  We are supposed to turn in most of the things to the mayor, but what the mayor don’t know don’t hurt him.”

Tori looked a little confused as she picked up the cell phone.  It was obviously not charged.  She picked up the flashlight and it wouldn’t come on either.  

Willa continued, “There are several theories as to why and how these things show up.  Some people think there are space ships up in the sky above the when they dump their trash it lands here. Others think they are gifts from the Creator himself.  Me, I think they come from another land and I think you came from there too. Sip your tea dear, it’s getting cold.”

Tori stared at Willa like she was a crazy lady.  Oh sure she was in another planet, yup, just like Alice though the rabbit hole.  Well this lady was mad as a hatter and she needed to get out of there.

“Well, thank you so much for getting me cleaned up, I think I will be going now.”

“You don’t believe me,” Willa said with a sigh. “I can’t say I blame you.”

Tori got up from the table. “When I get back home I will wash the dress and bring it back to you.  Okay? Thank you so much.”  She was slowly walking towards the door.  Nice lady, crazy as hell, she thought as she walked through the door. 

“Go left at the road to get into town.” Willa shouted. 

Tori walked out the door and onto the porch.  Then she looked up at the sky and saw three suns. The largest was a brilliant bright yellow, and two smaller ones were a pale orange color.  She blinked and then looked up again, but they were still there.  This lady must have put something in her drink.  She charged back through the door to the cottage and found Willa still sitting at the kitchen table drinking her tea.

“What the hell did you put in my tea?  I just looked up and saw three suns. You poisoned me!”

“Sit down dear, yes there are three suns.  That’s how they have always been.  I am not in the business of poisoning people, at least not very often.”  Willa winked and got up to refresh Tori’s tea. 

“I’m sorry you must be so scared.” Willa said in the same soothing voice she had used earlier.  “We’ll set this to rights. I have heard of a man at the castle who has committed his life to the study why these things show up here.  If anyone can help to explain what happened he will be able to dear.”












































Chapter Four







“Mom! Mom! Come quick!”  Noah yelled as he stormed through the back door.  

Charity was at the sink washing the breakfast dishes but paused in her work to turn to her son. He was so excited he was practically vibrating.

“What is it?” She said as she dried and put away the last plate.

“There is a man sleeping by the south field! He looks like he’s been hurt! Come on!”  He said as he enthusiastically grabbed her hand and pulled her towards the door.  Noah practically dragged her running to the edge of the south field.

“See!”

There sleeping by the edge of tall corn was a man with light red hair, wearing a white shirt spattered with blood and blue pants.  Charity could tell from his manner of dress that he was not from around here at all.  

“Go get your brother and father!”

Charity stood there looking at the man with a bemused expression on her face.  

Within minutes Noah came running back with Eli and Rayburn close on his heels.

Rayburn, the father, a man with muscles honed by years of farm work looked at the boy taking in his strange dress.  He had brought his hoe with him.  He rubbed his jaw considerably for a moment.  “Charity, boys, y’all back away, I’m going to wake him up and see what in the hell he is doing in our field.”

Charity and the boys did as they were told.  Rayburn approached the man and poked him in the shoulder with the tip of his hoe.  He still didn’t wake up, just kept snoring away.  He nudged him again a bit harder this time.





Justin woke with a start.  He looked up at Rayburn taking in the man’s considerable size and the hoe he was holding.

“Where are you from?” Rayburn asked.

“Carson, Kentucky.” Replied Justin.  

Justin took a moment to rub the sleep from his eyes.  The last thing he remembered was going through the windshield.  He should be dead right now.

“Just what do you think you are doing being on my land without asking first?”  Rayburn standing there with his hoe propped up against his shoulder inspired enough fear in Justin to keep his mouth in check.  Matter of fact he was scared to death.  Maybe he was dead.

“I got into a car accident last night.”  Justin patted his body to make sure he still had everything.  He still felt pretty sore.  He stood up and felt just a little dizzy.  

“Never heard of a car. Never heard of no Kentucky neither, nor no Carson.  You are in Black Rock in the land of the Three Suns.”

Justin just looked at him.  “What? Three Suns? What are you talking about?”

Rayburn pointed to the sky and held up three fingers for emphasis like he thought Justin might be was a little slow.  “Three Suns,” he said slowly.

Justin followed his gaze.  There in the perfect blue sky were three suns. “Oh my god, there are three suns!”  Then he hit himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.  

“Yep, there are.  My name is Rayburn Tillman. This is my wife Charity, and my boys Eli and Noah.”

“Nice to meet you,”  Justin said still a little dazed.

 Rayburn turned to his wife. “Charity, you reckon this boy came from where ever that trash comes from?”

“That’s what I figure.”

“Me too.”

“You reckon old Thomas could send him back?”

“If anyone would be able to it’d be the old tinker.  Ray we better take him to Willa’s and see if she can fix up his wounds and then see about getting him to see old Thomas.” 

“You are right.” Rayburn said agreeing with his wife.  He turned to Justin, “I’ll take you to see Willa, the local healer so that she can get you fixed, then we’ll see about getting you to Thomas.  Come on daylight is a wasting.”  Rayburn motioned to Justin and he followed him to the barn.




















Chapter Five





Willa and Tori set about getting ready to go see old Thomas at the castle.  The castle was in the city of Nathis, and was only about a four hour cart ride from Black Rock.   Willa packed a small bag for both her and Tori, including a couple of dresses she had worn in her younger days for Tori.  She also packed a lunch for them just in case the journey took longer than expected.  

“We have to walk on over to the Tillman’s farm to borrow their cart.  I don’t have one of my own, but I have treated them and their boys more times than I can count.  In return they let me use their cart when I need to and give me what I can use from their farm.”  Willa said as they walked out the door into the bright morning.

Tori worried about the old woman walking very far at all.  She looked like she would have trouble making it out onto the porch, let alone all the way to a neighboring farm.  “How far is it to the farm?’  Tori asked trying not to sound worried.

“Not far, we should be there in ten minutes or so,” replied Willa smiling.

They hadn’t gone ten steps off the porch when a cart could be seen coming down the road.  When the cart pulled up a muscular man was driving and he smiled at Willa as he pulled up in front of her cottage. 

“Howdy Willa,” said Rayburn.

“Well speak of the devil,” the old woman said smiling back.  “I was just headed to your place to borrow this very cart.  I had an unexpected guest in my geraniums this morning.”  She nodded in the direction of Tori.  “And we need to go and see Thomas.” Willa made quick introductions between the two.

Rayburn nodded at Tori, “ma’am.” The he looked at Willa again.  “Noah found a man in my corn field this morning and that is why I came to see you.  He looks awful beat up and I was hoping you could take a look at him.”  Rayburn climbed down out of the driver’s seat of the cart and led Willa around the back of the cart where Justin was sitting with his arms wrapped around his middle.

“Justin this is Willa.  She is going to take a look at you.”  Rayburn said.

“You look awful.”  Willa said to Justin, “Can you climb out of the cart or do I need to get up there to treat you?”

“I can get out.  I think I’m mostly just cut up pretty bad.”  Justin said as he gingerly made his way out of the cart and to the ground.

“Follow me.”  Willa began walking back to her cottage and everyone followed in silence.  Tori walked behind Justin, wondering if he came from Earth too.  He was certainly dressed like he was.

Willa went through the same process she did with Tori, laying out white towels on her floor.  “Now strip,” she commanded Justin.

Justin pulled off his t-shirt revealing his bloodied chest.  “Your britches too, don’t be shy.  You ain’t got any thing I ain’t seen before.  Now lie down there and I’ll be right back. Tori, come help me get some water on the stove.”

When they were far enough out of ear shot Willa turned and whispered to Tori, “Is this the one that hurt you?” 

“No.”

“Darn it I was gonna make you some ear rings.”  Willa said giggling and pinching Tori on the arm.  “I guess I better get him cleaned up then. It looks like we are going to have company for our trip to Nathis though.”

Tori was trying her best not to laugh at the crazy old lady.  She thought this all could just be the weirdest dream ever.

Willa blended the necessary herbs as the water heated up.  Then she went over to Justin and began to wash off his wounds with the warm water.  They weren’t that bad after the blood was washed away.  She put some poultice on them and bandaged him up.

Justin was quiet while she worked.  When she was done her looked up at her.  Rayburn handed him a spare pair of clothes he had brought for him and Justin quickly dressed in the brown pants and white shirt.  The pants were a little too big on him and he was thankful for the suspenders. “That really does feel better.  Thank you so much!”

“It’s no trouble.  What happened to you?” Willa asked.

He recounted the story about the car accident and waking up at the Tillman’s.  The expression on his face made Tori think that he may have been leaving out something.

“Well Tori ended up here pretty much the same way.  Where did you live?”

“Carson, Kentucky ma’am,” Justin said.

“I am from Mercy!  This is so weird!” Tori said.

“I thought you were from here.”  Justin said.  “I mean you are dressed like everyone else.”

Tori looked down at her dress that looked like it came off the set of an old western
and she blushed a little. “Oh no, my clothes were, um, damaged when I fell.  Willa let me borrow this dress. I am pretty sure I was near Carson, when, well whatever happened.”

Willa broke in, “at least you two will have something to talk about on the trip then.  Ray, do you think any more people might have come over?”

“These are the first I have heard tale of. I sure hope not, and I hope Thomas can get them back.”

Justin and Tori looked at each other and then at Rayburn.  Rayburn got a peculiar look on his face like he just realized he might have offended them.  “I mean if you both want too.  I was just supposing you might have families back home.  No offense.”

Tori looked at him, “None taken, I have a sister, a family and a life back in Mercy and I definitely want to go back as soon as possible.  I’m sure my sister is worried sick.”

Justin was silent for a moment as if he were considering the possibility of staying.  Finally he answered. “I want to go back too. My mom is there.”

Willa clapped her hands.  “Well, that settles it, we better get started.  Ray, we can drop you off on the way.”

“Hold on a minute.  You not going to take them by yourself are you?”  Rayburn asked.

“I surely am. You know I go to Nathis about once a month to see my grandson and shop for special herbs and the like.  I take your cart every time and bring it back safe.  It only takes four hours. Creator be, I’m only eighty-seven!  You think I suddenly lost all my wits.”

Rayburn looked at her questioningly, “You know that’s not what I meant.  Do you feel safe with these two?”  He looked at the guests.  “No offense.”

Willa looked at him and then at Justin and Tori, patted a small pouch that hung at her waist.  “This here is a nice girl and I could take the boy in a fair fight any day of the week.  Besides I know you have work to do and I know you don’t want to be away from Charity if you don’t have to.”

“You want me to send Eli with you?”

“I’ll be fine.  Everyone in the cart, daylight is a wasting.”










































Chapter Six





Willa made short work of getting into the driver’s seat of the cart and dropping Rayburn back at his home despite any reservations he had expressed.  They were moving at a decent clip down the dirt road that supposedly led to Nathis.  Willa insisted to both Tori and Justin that she was fine driving the cart by herself and they should both just sit in the back and relax as much as possible since they had both been through a lot.  Tori wondered where the old woman got all her energy.  Supposedly insanity gave people energy, but then again she was the one sitting in the back of a cart, driven by an eighty-seven year old woman, looking up at three suns.  How sane was she? The thought made her chuckle softly to herself.

“What’s so funny?”  Justin said.  

“Oh I was just thinking how ridiculous this entire situation is.  I mean for all I know I am in an insane asylum now, in a straight jacket, being prevented from harming myself and others.  As soon as the lithium kicks in I’ll be right as rain.”  She looked up at the suns again and shook her head.

“Well, I am here too and that should prove something.   The thought has crossed my mind that I have finally snapped.  I just don’t think I could conjure this up on my own.”  Justin said looking at her and smiling.

“Shared delusion,” she said.

“I’ve never met you, so it’s not possible to be sharing a delusion.”

“Good point,” Tori relented.

“So you fell and ended up here?” Justin asked.

The memory of the night before was not something she wanted to revisit, but it wasn’t exactly like she could hide the bandages on her wrists.  “Well, I fell while I was running away from someone who wanted to hurt me.”

“Oh,” he said seeing that it made her uncomfortable.

“You were in a car accident?”

“Yeah, the guy came out of nowhere.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.  It sounds like we both had a rough night. So, what do you do for a living back home?”  Tori innocently asked.

“I used to be an accountant, but my company shut down and I’ve been unemployed for a while.  This economy sucks. How about you?  What do you do?”

“I’m a high school guidance counselor.”

“That sounds interesting.”

“Not really, but it’s nice to help when I can.  I mostly just help the seniors apply for scholarships.  There is the occasional drama but nothing Earth shattering.”  Tori noticed that the pain had completely subsided and took a moment to peak under her bandages.  Her wrists were all but completely healed and the gashes had been deep.  “Look at this.  These were bleeding only this morning.” she said completely removing the bandages and holding up her wrists for Justin to see.

“Wow,” Justin said.  “You look as good as new.”

“I saw your wounds this morning.  Do you feel any pain?”

“As a matter of fact, I don’t.”

“Check your wounds,” Tori said a little excitedly.

Justin gingerly removed the bandages from his waist and then raised his shirt for Tori to see.  His wounds were gone. “I am completely healed.  How the hell did we heal so fast?”

“It’s amazing.  Willa must be one hell of a healer.”

Willa called over her shoulder, “you got that right girlie. I’m the best there is.”  She laughed as she continued to drive the cart.

“Well, I guess it’s lucky we ended up near you then.  Thank you.”

“Everything happens for a reason,” the old lady said and continued to drive the cart toward Nathis.

The rest of the trip was relatively quiet at the cart went along the road.  Tori just took in the landscape around her.  If it wasn’t for the suns, it would seem almost like Earth.  They passed houses set far off from the road.  They met several carts going the opposite direction and each time Willa had a greeting and a kind word, sometimes an inquiry about a family member’s heath as of late.  It was like she knew everyone.  They rounded a curve and Willa called to Tori and Justin that they might want to stand up to catch a view of Nathis.

The city of Nathis came into view and seemed to sparkle under the noon day suns.  The city walls did not hide the tall stone buildings which made a perfect outline against the blue sky.  The whole city was set upon a hill, the buildings showing the graduation of the land.  At the highest point, looking down upon the city was a castle.   A river wound around the city walls making a perfect crescent that the city snuggled into perfectly.  Only one massive bridge crossed the river and there was a steady stream of traffic, mostly going into the city.

“Amazing,” Tori said as she looked on in wonder.  She had never seen anything like it.  Fairy tales could not compare to the sight of Nathis.

“Ain’t it though?” Willa called back never taking her eyes off the road.  “I never get tired of seeing it.”

“I understand that,” Tori replied.  She was still a little awestruck.

“Wow,” Justin said in amazement and Tori realized that he was smiling.

Before they crossed the bridge Willa stopped and threw a blanket back at them.  “Cover up, and lay low.  I don’t really want to answer any questions about you two.”

They lay down against the bottom of the cart and covered themselves with the grey blanket Willa had given them.  They had to lie close together to fit under the thick woolen blanket Willa provided.  Justin’s arms around her were strong and warm.  Tori thought he really wasn’t so bad.  

The cart stopped again and Willa talked to the guards at the gate. “State your name and your business in Nathis,” said the voice of a guard.  

“Ernest Murphy, you know dang well who I am and who I am here to see.”  Willa replied.

“Okay Willa, I still need to see your mark.” The guard said.

“Hasn’t changed since last month,” Willa grumbled. “It hasn’t changed since I pulled you out from between your mama’s legs either.”

“I just have to follow procedure and you know that.  Are you here to see Mason?”

“I sure am.”

“What do you have in the back?”  The guard inquired sounding more amused by the old woman’s attitude than angry.

“Just a few clothes, and a couple presents for my grandson.  Do you need to take a look?”  

“No ma’am you can go on by.  Tell Mason I’ll be seeing him around.”

“I’ll pass it on Ernie.”

The cart passed on through the gates.  Willa told Justin and Tori to stay down in a harsh whisper.  The cart clopped along for about fifteen more minutes.  When finally it stopped and Willa said they could come out of hiding.






































Chapter Seven







The house they were parked in front of was four stories tall and was made out of stone.  It looked to her like a mix between a small castle and a brownstone that was so popular in New York City at the turn of the century. Tori was in complete awe until she saw him.

The front door opened and out came a man.  He was six foot tall at least.  His dark hair was just past his shoulders and tied behind the nape of his neck.  He was wearing black dress paints and a silver vest over a white dress shirt.  He looked rather Victorian. The posh outfit did little to hide the fact that he had a well toned body beneath.  He broke into a jog as he saw Willa in the cart.

“Granny! I didn’t think you were coming to the festival this year!” the handsome man said as he took Willa’s hand to assist her out of the cart.  He hugged her enthusiastically and Tori saw the happiness dance in his blue eyes.  He released her and looked up into the back of the cart at Tori and Justin.

“Who are your traveling companions?”  

“The lady there is Tori, and the man is Justin.” She said pointing her finger at each of them as she announced their names.  “This here is my grandson, Mason.”

Mason looked up at Tori, “Pleased to meet you ma’am.”

Tori felt like a teenager on her first date and for a moment she wasn’t sure if she could form words.  “Pleased to meet you as well,” she finally managed.

Mason offered his hand to her to assist her out of the cart. She took it and felt the strength and warmness.  She blushed and hoped no one noticed as she stepped out of the cart as cautiously as possible.

He released her hand and turned to Justin who had already stepped out of the cart.  “Nice to meet you as well, Justin.” He said nodding to him.

“Same here,” Justin replied.

“Mason, I need to talk to you for a moment.” Willa said.  She led him off to the side and left Tori and Justin standing there. 

When they returned Mason invited everyone inside.  They followed him through the front door and up a winding set of stairs. “You all must be hungry.  Justin, if you would come with me. I’ll show you where you can freshen up before lunch. Tori, Granny will take you with her.

 Willa opened a door to a comfortably furnished room.  The room was immaculate and cozy.  There was a vanity next to a basin and pitcher.  The bed looked very comfortable and was all done up in midnight blue and silver.  She also noticed the pot of red geraniums on the window sill.  Remembering Willa’s affinity for the flowers she was touched at how much thought Mason must have put into this room.

“Mason keeps this room just for me when I come to visit.  He is a good boy.”  The love Willa felt for her grandson was evident in her eyes as she went on.  “I told him about how y’all showed up and how we need to speak with Thomas.  He said there is a ball at the castle tonight and he’ll be able to get us inside the walls as his guests.  Thomas should be there and hopefully you’ll be home by morning.”

“That sounds great.”  Tori said.  

“Now I have got to piss like a drunken sailor.  Make yourself at home.”  Willa left the room for the washroom at the end of the hall.  

Tori did her best to freshen up. She used the brush that was set out on the vanity and smoothed her hair as best she could. She splashed water from the basin on her face and it brightened her up a bit.  She still didn’t feel quite comfortable without make up.

Tori was staring into the mirror when Willa came back into the room startling her just a little bit.  “The washroom is at the end of the hall.  Go right when you turn out of the door.”  Tori made her way quickly to the washroom.

When she came back Willa had some powder and lipstick laid out on the vanity and was powdering her face.  “Come here girl and let me powder your face.  It’s one thing to come off the road looking ragged, but there just ain’t no excuse to go out in public looking like you ain’t even trying.”

“Oh I didn’t know that you had make up here.”  Tori said as she knelt down so that Willa could apply it to her face.  

Willa laughed.  “Honey anywhere there are women, there is going to be stuff to make them feel prettier.”  She applied the powder to her face with a big fluffy brush and painted her lips with a ruby red lip color.

“Now stand up.”  Tori did as the old woman said.

Willa went over to a wardrobe in the corner and pulled out a purple silk sash.  She tied it around Tori’s waist and then walked her over to the full length mirror.  “See there.” The simple sash around her waist made the dress she had borrowed from Willa look so much better.  It matched the small purple flowers in the dress and showed off her waist, giving her a nice hourglass figure.   

“You look really pretty Tori.”  Willa said.  “Come on let’s go downstairs.  I’m hungry.”  Tori was starving too, but she knew that wasn’t the only reason her tummy was doing flip flops.

The tavern was a short walk from Mason’s home.  The air was crisp and cool as they walked down the sidewalk.  The sidewalks were crowded with people going to and fro about their business.  She looked through the leaded glass windows of each home they passed, sneaking peaks at the lives of the people of Nathis.   Tori couldn’t help it she always had to look into windows to see what secrets lay inside the homes of others.  She had done it since she was a child and it still held the same fascination for her as it always had.

When they approached the tavern on the corner there was indeed a sign above the door that read, “The Merchants” and below in smaller script “everything has a price.”  Mason led her through the heavy oak door into the bar that was very crowded.  In fact, Tori did not see one empty table.

She turned to Mason, “I think we are going to have to go somewhere else.”

“Nonsense,” he said as he motioned for one of the barmaids to come over to them.

“Hey Mason, it’s been long enough.”  She said as she batted her eyelashes at him.  “Do you want your usual booth?”

“Of course,” he said.

She led them to the far back corner of the bar to a large booth with black leather seats and a dark wood table.  Mason motioned for Tori to slide into the bench seat so that she was against the wall and he sat down next to her, Justin and Willa took the opposite seat.

“I’ll be back in just a minute to get your order,” said the buxom blonde waitress.

“Thank you Sarah.” 

“You are most welcome Mason,” she said and sauntered off swaying her round hips more than necessary.  

“So you have a reserved seat?”  Tori said to Mason.

“That happens when you are part owner.”  Oh, Tori thought so he was rich playboy.  That is just what she needed.  

“Nice.”

“It has its perks.”  He said with an impish grin.

 “Tori, do you mind if I order for you?”

“Be my guest, but I’m a vegetarian.”

“What does your religion have to do with food?”

Tori couldn’t help but laugh, “No, it means I don’t eat meat.”

“Oh, forgive my ignorance.  I will order accordingly.”

Just then the waitress came back with two ales and two glasses white wine, one  for Tori and one for Willa  Taking a sip of her wine, she noticed it was fruity and dry, just the way she liked it.

“The lady will have the cheese sticks and vegetables, us gentlemen will be having the steak and vegetables.  Granny will have her usual.”

“Thank you sir,” said Sarah, “anything else?”

“How is your son doing?”

“Malcolm is getting a lot better.”  The warmth of her smile suggested that she owed a lot of that to Mason.  Maybe she wasn’t a trollop after all.  “I’ll have your food right out.”

Just then Sarah came back with their food.  When the food was handed out there was silence for a moment as everyone ate.  The mozzarella sticks were absolutely divine, and the vegetables, a mixture of potatoes, carrots and onions were more flavorful than any she had ever tasted.

Mason broke the silence by saying, “There is a ball at the castle tonight in celebration of the festival and Thomas should be there.  It is a costume ball, so it will be a bit easier to get you both inside the castle.  After we get back from lunch I’ll have to get costumes for you both.”  He took a sip of his ale and looked at Tori.  “Do you have any idea what you would like to go as Tori?” 

Tori didn’t even know what was acceptable here in Nathis.  She had gone to Halloween parties before but the thought of saying she wanted to go as a sexy cat or a naughty nurse just didn’t seem appropriate.  This was a costume ball at a castle and surely it would be completely different. “I have no idea.”  Tori finally said.

“I’ll pick out something for you then.  Do you trust me?”  Mason asked.

Well, that was a loaded question if she ever heard one.  What choice did she really have?  “I do.”  She said and for some reason she started to blush.  She took another sip of wine and became very interested in the remaining food on her plate.

“Good.  That’s settled” Mason turned his attention to Willa.  “Granny, do you mind wearing the costume you wore a couple years ago?”  

Willa chucked.  “That will be just fine.”

“Justin, I think you will fit into my costume from last year.  Is that agreeable to you?”  

Justin looked up from his ale which he only taken a couple of sips from. “It sounds good to me.”

“Alright then, it is settled.”  Mason said.  

They finished their meal and when it was done Tori noticed Mason left several gold coins on the table. They walked back to Mason’s house to prepare for the upcoming festivities.  Willa seemed almost giddy to be going to the castle and Tori was feeling a mixture of excitement and trepidation.  Let the fun begin.


































Chapter Eight





Tori and Willa got back to their room. And Tori felt nice after the meal they had shared.  Mason had taken Justin to his room to prepare for the ball tonight.  Willa sat down on the edge of the bed and patted the space beside her indicating that Tori should sit down as well.  Tori sat down next to Willa, happy to be off her feet.  Everything was happening so fast.

Willa turned to Tori with a kind expression on her face.  “How are you doing sweetie?”

“It’s a lot to take in I guess.”  Tori said.

“I understand that.”

“What do you think of my grandson?” 

“He seems very nice.”  Tori replied.  Actually she thought he was handsome as hell.  It didn’t matter though, soon she would be back in Mercy going about her life and he would just be a memory.  She wasn’t even sure how she could be thinking any man in that way after her scare last night, but she certainly was thinking about Mason in that way.

“I saw your cheeks redden when you spoke to him.”  Tori didn’t know what to say.  What could she say?  Willa continued.  “He’s a good boy, my grandson.  He is hardworking and kind.  He would make someone a very nice husband someday.”

“I’m sure he will.” Tori said.

“You did it again.” Willa said laughing.

“What?” Tori said self consciously.

“You are blushing child.”

“Shit! I am not.”  Tori put her hands up to her cheeks and sure enough she could tell they were warmer than usual.

Willa laughed and Tori could swear she saw a twinkle in her eye.

There was a knock at the door. “I’m coming in,” said a female voice from the other side of the door.

Before Tori could even stand up a slightly plump lady of about fifty years was in her room.  She stood all of five feet tall, but looked very sturdily built.  Her graying hair tied up in a neat little bun. “Get up.  I’ve got to get your measurements.  I don’t have all day.”

Tori stood up and looked at the woman.  The lady immediately began working.  She pulled the tape measure across her waist and wrote down the measurement in a little pad of paper.  She proceeded to measure around her hips, and then her chest.  “I’m making your costume for tonight.”

“Oh,” Tori said.

The lady continued to measure as she talked.  “I’ve got to make your costume before tonight! True, I’m getting paid triple my regular fees and that does help, but it’s only a few hours!  And your costume is a three day job at least.”  She continued to measure and ramble.  “I do see what Mason was talking about though.  The costume is going to be perfect for you.  That man has some taste.  Huh!  I’d like to get a taste of him if you know what I mean.  Ok girlie, lift up your arms.”  

Willa laughed in the background when she heard the seamstress talk about her grandson.

Tori lifted up her arms.  The seamstress continued to measure and ramble.  

“That would never happen. He is young enough to be my son.  Just ‘cause I’m old doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a handsome man though.  You are going to have so much fun tonight.  Oh I remember the first time I went to a ball at the castle.  Oh what fun! Give me a foot.”

Tori gave her foot to her and she measured it with same efficiency she had measured everything else on Tori.  

“All done,” the seamstress announced as she wrote down the last measurement.  “I have one last question for you.  Do you favor silver or gold?”

“Silver,” Tori replied already so curious as to what her costume was going to look like.

And with that the little whirl wind of a woman was gone.  Thankful, Tori sat back down on the bed.  Then there was another knock at the door.

“Lady Tori,” said another female voice from the other side of the door.  She too, let herself in.  The young lady was holding a tray with two cups of coffee.  She looked to be about thirty and had blond hair.  She brought the tray over and sat it up around Tori.  Tori was ever so thankful for the coffee.  There was also a red rose lying on the try.  

“My name is Margie and I’m pleased to meet you.”

“I’m Tori and it is nice to meet you as well.”

“Howdy Willa, how are you doing?”  Margie asked and immediately hugged the old woman.

“Doing good, and you? How’s that husband of yours?”

“Ornery as ever,” Margie replied with a wink.  “Mason said you are going to be wearing last years costume, so I’ll get you ready when I’m done with Tori if that suits you.”

“Suits me fine, I’m going to take a little nap while you work on Tori.  I ain’t as young as I used to be and I plan on getting a little ornery myself tonight.”  With that Willa climbed under the covers and started snoring a few minutes later.

Margie looked at Tori.  “Okay strip,” she commanded.

“What?”  Tori asked.

“We ain’t got no time to waste.  There will be no room for modestly with me today.” With that Margie set to work.

Margie wasn’t kidding when she said there would be no room for modesty with her.  Tori had been scrubbed, plucked, waxed, painted, made up, and curled within an inch of her life.  There was no part of her that the woman hadn’t seen today.  The end result was worth it though.  Tori’s dark locks were arranged beautifully on top of her head, making a perfect backdrop for the crystal tiara that was made to look like a halo reflecting hues of blue, pink, and pale green in turn.  Her makeup was artfully done in cool colors,  her green eyes accented with silver and black, the perfect shade of frosty pink blush accenting her cheekbones, her lips a frosty berry color.  Crystal ear rings with the same light reflecting properties as her tiara graced her ears, and a necklace of the same graced her neck and trailed down to just the top of her cleavage.

The sight of the dress simply took Tori’s breath away. The back laced up like a corset, accentuating her waist. The bodice of the gown was straight across in a Tudor era style, and ample cleavage could be seen thanks to Margie’s excellent lacing talents.  The gown came straight down from her hips with just the slightest flare, further accentuating her waist.  It was brilliant silver, shiny, also reflecting ice blue, greens, and pale pinks depending on the angle of view.  There were even two delicately made slippers made of the same material with soft leather soles. Tori caught herself twisting back in forth in front of the mirror after she had put it on, and then was suddenly embarrassed as she remembered Margie and Willa were right there.  She stopped her little princess dance and turned to Margie who was all smiles. 

“You look amazing!”  Margie said looking at her with the same regard an artist would give a painting they were particularly proud of creating.

“You are a beautiful sight child.”  Willa said appraising her.

“Thank you so much!  I feel amazing.”  She felt hot as hell.

“All in a days work dear.”  Margie said still smiling.

“Now for the finishing touch,” Margie said as she took the cloth covering a package the seamstress had delivered moments ago.  She revealed a pair of wings made from white feathers with beads of pearls and silver crystals interlaced throughout.  Margie held out the straps for Tori to put her arms through.  “Now you are a proper angel.”

Tori looked in the mirror once again and tears sprang to her eyes.  She had never felt so beautiful.  Margie saw the welling tears and pulled a hankie from her sleeve.  “There will be none of that.  Do you know how long it took me to get you face painted like that?  Don’t you ruin it by getting all emotional!”

“Sorry, it’s just that…. Thank you!” Tori hugged the woman earnestly.

“You are most welcome,” Margie said with a wink. “I’ve got to get going and get my children ready for the festival.  Maybe I’ll see you there.”

“I hope so!  Thanks again you rock!”

Margie looked a little confused, “I what?”

Tori chuckled, “It means you are amazing.”

“Oh,” Margie said still looking a little bemused, “Thank you, you…rock too.”  The giving here a quick hug and kiss on the cheek, have fun princess.”

When Margie left Willa still stood looking in the mirror with Tori and smiling.  Willa woke up a couple of hours into the process of getting Tori ready.  Between having Tori soak this and cool that, Margie had worked her magic on Willa as well.  The old woman stood beside Margie in her witch costume.  She had a black dress with silver moons embroidered around the hemline and the bottom of the sleeves.  Crystals were sown all over the fabric making it sparkle from every angle.  There was a wide corset laced up with sparkly silver thread.  Her grey hair had been curled and hung down over her shoulders.  To top it of was a black witch’s hat also done up in silver sparkles.  The effect made her look beautiful.

“You look amazing, Willa.”  Margie said.

“Thank you child, it’s just an old witch costume.  Mason had it designed last year.”  Willa smiled at the picture of the two of them in the mirror.  “Well, are you ready to downstairs?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”  Tori replied.


















































Chapter Nine







Tori and Willa descended the stairs arm in arm.  Mason and Justin were standing at the bottom of the stairs.  Justin was all decked out as a pirate.  He wore a red head scarf and an eye patch. He had a white shirt with billowy sleeves and embroidered red pirate coat.  His black pants were tucked into knee high leather boots and the look was finished off by a shiny cutlass that hung at his side.  Mason was dressed in a fine black suit with a black shirt and a dark red tie.  He had his dark hair pulled back against the nape of his neck once again. The look was completed by two red horns protruding from the top of his head.

  When Tori and Willa reached the bottom of the stairs, Mason took Willa’s hand in his and kissed it. “Granny you look amazing as usual.”  He said smiling up at her.

“Of course I do.”  Willa said looking pleased with her grandson.

He turned his attention to Tori.  He stepped back and made a show of looking her up and down.  This made Tori feel ever so self-conscious, but wonderful at the same time.  “Tori, words cannot describe how gorgeous you look.”

“Thank you Mason, you look very handsome yourself.”  Tori said trying to sound as polite and nonchalant as possible. 

Justin spoke up then.  “You all look great.”

“Thanks Justin,”  Tori replied.  

“If you all will follow me into the study, I need to complete Tori’s tattoo.”  

Tori was shocked at the word tattoo.  What was he talking about?

They followed him into the study which was toward the back of the house.  Walking through the doors, the first thing Tori noticed were all the books, and magazines.  Shelving lines three of the four walls and they were filled with neatly organized books.  There was a desk in the center of the room as well as a brown leather sofa and two leather chairs.  Mason led Tori to the sofa and indicated that she should sit down beside him. She complied still a little confused.  Why would she need a tattoo?

“I see the look on you face Tori.  Don’t be frightened.”  He took off his jacket and raised his sleeve.  “See all the people who live in this kingdom are given tattoos shortly after they are born with their name, date of birth, and where they were born.”  She saw Mason Rey Black Rock 11:23:75 tattooed on his arm.  It is a way of identification and if you are missing it, it would raise undue suspicions.  I already did Justin’s see.”

Justin had already raised his sleeve to reveal Justin Bushwhacker Red Rock 02:12:83.  Mason continued, “It’s not permanent, I am just going to place the ink on the top of the skin.  It will wash right off and it will not hurt.  I promise.  Do you trust me?”  Then he grinned, “May I?”

“Yes, of course.”  Tori said.

“Yes, you trust me or yes, I may apply ink to your skin?”

Tori wondered why he kept asking her if she trusted him.  She may as well.  Even if she didn’t, it’s not like she knew anyone else here.  He seemed to be really good to his granny and that was something.  “Yes to both.”  She finally replied.

“Good,” he said as he took her hand in his and gingerly laid her arm across his lap.  He already had the ink and the small brush he was using to apply the mark laid out on the coffee table before them.  He went to work.  He looked down at her arm intently as he worked.  Being this close to Mason was driving her a little crazy.  He was handsome, yes.  But why was his slightest touch making her blush and be breathless?  It’s not like she was a virgin and this was as close as any man had ever come to her.  She blamed it on the scare she had last night and the impossibility of her situation.  It’s not everyday you get transported to another world.  It must just be left over adrenaline or something.  That had to be it.

“Tori,”  Mason said.  “I’m finished.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said snapping herself from her own thoughts.  She looked down to see Victoria Bushwhacker Red Rock 03:17:86 printed neatly on her arm.  “Mason, I don’t mean to be rude, but my last name is Clover.”

Mason laughed, “I know.  It is part of your disguise.  You and Justin are to pose as brother and sister.  You are both from the town of Red Rock, that is the town to the far west of the kingdom and Bushwhacker is the most common name there.   I met you while doing some business in Red Rock and I am courting you.  So your brother Justin has accompanied you as chaperone.  I’ve already explained it all to Justin.  If anyone asks you about Red Rock, just say it’s dusty.”

“Okay, so you are courting me?”  She couldn’t help but grin at his use of the antiquated word.

“Yes, ma’am and Justin is here to protect your honor against any devious intentions I may have.”  He gave that predatory smile again and Tori was at a loss for words.

Willa had been showing Justin around the study and they had made their way back around to Tori and Mason.  They were laughing about one of the books they had been looking through and seemed to be getting along very well.  They stopped behind the couch where Tori and mason sat.  Willa saved Tori from anything she might have said that would have just ended up sounding stupid by saying, “If you got the girl all inked up, we better get to going Mason.”

The carriage ride was amazing.  The borrowed cart they had arrived in was exchanged for an elegant carriage complete with soft velvet seats and curtains.  Mason had a driver, so they all sat in back.  Justin and Willa sat on one side and Mason and Tori on the other.  All up and down the streets people could be seen milling about in their costumes.  There were witches, goblins, mummies, fairies and some things Tori didn’t recognize.  Everyone was in costume from the smallest children to the oldest men and women.  The streets were lit by great torches casting a red orange glow on everyone. The carriage moved on towards the castle which was seated on the highest part of the city.  There were candles lighting up every window of the spiraling towers, the tallest of which seemed to touch the sky. Even the road that wound itself up the hill to the entrance of the castle was lit on each side by flaming torches.  

“It looks like a picture in a fairytale book.” Tori breathed.

Mason put his big hand on her shoulder and whispered in her ear.  “Maybe the artist spent some time in Nathis.”

“Maybe,” she said.  His hand was so warm making her wonder what the rest of him would feel like.  She reprimanded herself for even wondering.  This was some crazy nightmare or dream.  Soon she would be back in Kentucky and this would just be a memory.

They pulled to a stop in front of the castle.  He offered her his arm and she refused, after the thoughts she had been having she thought she might explode in being that close to him.  He again leaned to whisper in her ear.  “Lady, when at court, certain things must be done a certain way.  You are safe with me, please take my arm, and I will release it as soon as is proper.”

With that Tori reluctantly slipped her arm through his.  Justin had copied Mason and offered Willa his arm which she accepted with a smile.  Mason smiled and nodded to both the guards at the door and they all passed through into the grand ballroom.  The ballroom was full of people in costumes just as elaborate as her costume.  Jack ‘o’ lanterns placed on pedestals all around the perimeter of the room casting their glow on the dancers and guests as they drifted past.  Three large ornate chandeliers hung majestically from the ceiling, each one boasting over two hundred candles.   The room was full of merriment, laughter and dancing.  He led her over to a chair by the wall and released her arm.  

“Tori, I’m going to go find out where Thomas is tonight.  Do you mind staying here till I return?”

“Oh, that would be fine.”  She said while still staring in awe at the gathering.  Tori sat in the chair and looked out upon the crowd.  It was sensory overload.  There were not only vampires, ghosts, witches and were wolves, but Jedi, Shreks, and storm troopers.  It was like a huge Halloween party mixed with a science fiction fantasy convention all taking place in a medieval castle.  This was just too much.

Willa waved at someone she obviously knew and he came over to her.  He was an elderly man dressed as a wizard.  He had on the long white robes and carried a long wizard’s staff.  It was hard to tell if the long white beard was real or fake.  “Willa, I didn’t think you were coming this year.”  The old man said.

“I changed my mind at the last minute.”

“Well, I am certainly glad that you did. Would you care to dance?”  He said extending his hand.

“Only if you promise to keep your hands to yourself, Mel,” Willa said already taking his extended hand.

Tori watched them leave and wondered what had happened to Willa’s husband and for that matter to Mason’s parents.  Justin sat down next Tori.  He appeared to be in just as much amazement as she was.  She turned to Justin.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”  

“I sure am,” Justin replied.  “It’s like through the trash that ends up here they are sharing in our culture.”

Just then a waitress came around carrying a tray with champagne.  Her blonde hair was curled and she wore a white shirt.  Both Tori and Justin took a glass while looking at each other in a quizzical fashion.

“Is she dressed as…..”  Tori started.

“Yep,” Justin finished.

“Oh my god!”  

“Love that show!”  He said.

“Me too!  I read the books.  Did you?”

“No, I don’t read all that much.”

The conversation continued as they discussed who was dressed as what.  And what costumes were inspired by Earth culture.  Justin seemed to be in a much better mood than he was this morning.  She did notice he only sipped a little of his champagne.

“I wonder what is taking Mason so long.”  Justin said.  

As if on cue Mason emerged from the crowd before them.

“Speak of the devil,” Tori said, “and he shall appear.”

Justin laughed and so did Tori.

“What’s so amusing?”  Mason asked.

“Nothing,” they said in unison.

“Well it seems old Thomas has gotten himself into a bit of trouble and is currently being held in the kings dungeon.”  

“Well can we go visit him during visiting hours?”  Tori asked.

“Not quite,” Mason said through a laugh.  “Prison here is not that way.  It is well guarded and no one but the king’s guards are permitted any contact with the prisoners.  It would be easier to get into the queen’s bed chamber than into the dungeon.”

“Well, shit!”  Tori cursed.

“Such a mouth for a lady,” Mason said in mock surprise.

“I never said I was a lady.” 

“That’s what I’m counting on.”  Mason said cocking his left eyebrow in a way that Tori found irresistible.  “I have a plan.”




















































Chapter Ten





Mason insisted that they had to stay until the very end of the festivities or it may be noticed that he left early thus making him a person under suspicion when Thomas was missing from his cell.  So they all laughed and danced.  Justin watched as Mason effortlessly twirled Tori around the dance floor.  They seemed to be having a great time.   

“Is this seat taken?” said a voice from his right. He said no and a beautiful mermaid who looked to be about his age sat down next to him. Everyone got very quiet and sat on the floor when all the chairs were taken.  In the center of the great ballroom was a raised stage that he could clearly see now.  The king, a man wearing flowing silver and gold robes, with long silver hair and a beard to match, stood on the stage next to a woman he assumed was the queen.  They both wore large silver crowns encrusted with multi colored jewels.  Beside the queen stood the prince and his wife, he could tell by the slightly smaller crowns. He watched as they each took a silver candle and lit it by taking the top of a jack ‘o’ lantern, using the flame inside to light the candle.  Then they each returned to the center of the stage.  Then the king stepped to the front of the stage.

“We have been blessed again by a year of good crops.”  The king began.

“Thank you!”  The crowd shouted in return.

“Thank you,” said the king.  “For without your hard work the crops would not grow.  Without strong backs the fields would not get tilled. Without careful hands the seeds would not get sown.  Without dedication the harvested wheat would not get milled.  Thank you kind subjects for another plentiful harvest.  And thank the Creator to which we all owe our lives.”

“Thank the Creator.”  The crowd responded.

While the king was speaking a large iron circle was being lowered.  Justin could just see the wicks coming down from the circle.  

“Thank the Creator!”  The royal family exclaimed as they raised their candles in unison and lit the wicks.  A moment later the circle became a light show of silver, blue, green, red, orange and yellow.  Everyone rose from their seats on the floor and cheered as the band began to play.

Justin could see Mason, Tori and Willa heading his way through the crowd all holding hands to make their way through the crowd.  Mason came up to him and placed his hand on his shoulder.

Justin asked, “What happens now?”

Mason replied, “Now the party truly begins.”

Several more hours passed and the party raged on.  The crowd got drunker and the dancing and comments got lewder.  Justin did not see the mermaid again even though he looked for her every chance her got.  Soon people started leaving for their homes and some were passed out on the floor.  Mason led them all to the outside courtyard to hash out the plan.  





Tori had just had the most amazing night.  She had danced for what felt like hours with Mason, his strong hands guiding her through the crowd on the dance floor.   She missed her sister, but this was the life.  She felt like a princess in a fairytale.

  The night air was cool and made chill bumps appear on her bare arms as they stood out in the courtyard of the castle.  The moon was full, and looking through the naked limbs of the tree her little group was sitting beneath at the silver orb of the moon she could not help but think this would be and excellent painting. She had played with painting a little while she was in college, but really she never took it too seriously.  They are called starving artists for a reason ya know.  But here in this place, anything seemed possible.  

“So is everyone ready?”  Mason said breaking her little dalliance with the moon and the nature of art.

“What exactly am I supposed to do again?” she asked.

“You, my lady will be charming to the guards in the dungeon.”

“And if they don’t want to be charmed?” she asked.

“Then distract them with your boobs.”  He said grinning.

Willa good naturedly hit him with the back of her hand.  “Mason Rey I did not teach you to talk to a lady like that!”

Tori’s jaw dropped and she brought her hand to her throat in mock indignation.  Mason chuckled.

“Don’t worry I’ll be right around the corner, if they take it too far, I’ll rescue you.”  He said giving her that smile of arrogance and assurance that she had already began to associate with him.

“And if my boobs aren’t enough to distract them?  Then what do I do?”

“They are men.  They will be distracted.  Your assets are quite, uh, considerable.  I’ve been distracted all night.” He stood up.  “Okay everyone, its show time!”

Willa placed her hand on Tori’s shoulder as they walked.  “I knew you would make a good angel.”  Willa laughed as softly as she could.  “Your name is Victoria, now you get to be a Secret Victoria Angel.  Ha! Get it?” 

Realization dawned on Tori, “You mean Victoria’s Secret Angel?  Oh my god!” Willa was still snickering at her own little joke and the laughter was infections.  Tori began to laugh so hard she couldn’t stand herself.  Mason and Justin looked back at them and they were still both laughing.  

“What is so funny?” Justin asked.

Mason just looked back at them and grinned.

“It’s a lady joke.” Willa said still laughing.

Justin and Mason shared a look and shook their heads.

They walked back into the castle the same way they came in earlier that night.  The ballroom looked quite different with people lying on the floor in various states of drunken slumber.  She knew they were going to feel like crap tomorrow.  She had definitely been there and done that enough to know two glasses of wine will make you feel fine three or more will leave you sick and sore.   Mason led them down several quiet hallways that were lit with only torches.  Finally down a large stairway that seemed to go on forever.  At the bottom of the stairs, he stopped and motioned for Tori to go straight down the hallway.  He, Justin and Willa took a passageway to the left.  Tori thought he knew this dungeon well enough. Perhaps he had spent some time in the king’s dungeon himself.

She walked toward the light and saw the two guards sitting on chairs around a small square table playing a card game just as Mason said they would be.  There swords propped against the wall to either side of them.  They were both dressed in formal guard uniforms.  When they came into site she began to stumble and feel along the wall for support.  They didn’t even notice her till she was right upon them.

“Ma’am you can’t be down here!” said the guard with the curly brown hair.

“I am so sorry.  I, I think I had too much to drink, it is my first time at the castle and I think I have gotten myself lost.  Could you help me find my way back upstairs and out of the castle?  This is like a maze or something.”  She said trying her best to believably slur her words enough to make her seem drunk, but not enough to make her seem disgusting.  Seducing was hard work.

The other guard, the one with the shaved head spoke up. “We can’t leave our posts ma’am.  You see we are the prison guards and we have to protect nice ladies like you from the scourge of society.  There are a lot of dangerous criminals behind bars down that hallway.”  He said gesturing to the hallway behind him.  Tori noticed him eyeing her chest.  Men!  Then the two guards shared a look. 

Curly haired guard spoke up again.  “Of course, if you want to stay down here and entertain us till the morning replacements come in we’d be happy to show you out then.  It can get awfully lonely down here all night.”  He was closing in on her.  Where the hell was Mason?

She began to back away towards the door through which she had come.  “I think I better give it a try, my uh, my husband will be worried if I don’t get home soon.”

“Not so fast,” the bald guard said grabbing her arm, “there are penalties for wandering into the dungeon.  We are going to have some fun with you.”

She struggled against them as they wrestled her to the floor.  She screamed as the curly haired guard started ripping the strings loose from her beautiful corseted top.

“Scream all you want, no one is going to hear you down here.”

That was the last words big baldy got to speak that night as Mason came up behind him and hit him upside the head with the his fists.

“What the….” Curly exclaimed as Justin hit him with the hilt of his sword.

Tori scrambled to her feet as Mason and Justin tied and gagged each guard.  “Did you really have to wait to the last minute?”  She said as she tried once again to tuck her assets into her corset.

“Sorry,” Mason began, “we had to wait until they were fully distracted.  Did they hurt you?”

“No.”

“Turn around let me lace you back up.”  His agile fingers quickly worked the strings and she once again felt secure in her costume.

Once the guards were secured, Justin popped up.  “I got the keys.”  

“Good.”  Mason said.  “Granny, do you have the note?”

“It’s already on the table next to the empty wine bottle.”

“Well done my friends, now let’s go set free the wayward tinker Thomas.”
























































Chapter Eleven





Once the guards were taken care of Mason led everyone to the cell where Thomas was being kept.  Thomas was on his knees with his hands folded on his cot.  He was praying.  “Please get me out of here.  Please let me see my wife and son one more time.”

Mason cut off his prayer.  “Thomas it is time to go.”

The old man looked up and saw Mason and then Tori in her angel costume.  He grabbed his chest for a moment.  “You have got to be shitting me.”  The old man said half laughing.  “I was just…and then you…and she….” 

Mason deftly used the keys they had gotten from the guards to unlock his cell.  “Come with us, we need to get out of the castle as soon as possible.”

.  Thomas was a man of about seventy, with close trimmed grey hair, hazel eyes and he still spoke with the heir of a military man.  He wore brown pants, a black shirt and a military vest.  He didn’t waste any time in getting up and following them through the maze of the dungeon and out of the castle.  They hurried to the awaiting carriage and back to Mason’s home.

Mason led everyone into his kitchen and everyone sat around the table.

“Excuse my manors, but prison food is horrible and I am starving.”  Thomas said.  “Do you have anything to eat?”

“I understand. No offense taken.”  Mason said as he got up and brought some wine, bread, cheese and cookies to the table.

“So why exactly did you bust me out of jail?”  Thomas asked as he reached for a cookie.

“Why exactly were you in jail?” Mason countered.

“Oh, it’s a bunch of shit,” said the old man.

“I’ll start then.”  Mason said. “Well you see, my fiends here Tori and Justin seem to have come from the trash world.  It has been rumored that you came from there too and we were hoping you could find a way to get them home.  You seem to be the trash world specialist.”

Tori could tell Mason was ever so subtly appealing to the man’s ego.  “Well that I am and that is precisely why I am in jail.  You see, I came over almost fifty years ago when the government tested a bomb out in the desert.  I was a private back then and was sitting on the ground behind my jeep eating a sandwich when the test commenced.  Next thing I knew I was sitting in the middle of the desert, but there was nothing but rocks and hard earth as far as I could see.  The land was similar but no jeep, no one and no military vehicles of any kind.  The earth was still shaking and for a moment and I thought that maybe I had just been thrown by a blast.  The ground continued to shake and then I realized it was an earthquake.   When the ground stopped shaking I began to walk.  Eventually I came upon a town.  Red Rock was the name and after making a fool of myself with enough folks it dawned on me that I wasn’t on Earth anymore, I had initially convinced myself that the three suns was just a trick of my eyes. Then other things began to show up from Earth.  It seems the bomb testing had ripped a tear, or opened up something between out two worlds.  I lived in Red Rock for twenty years, looking for a way back home.  I had a wife and a baby back on Earth and I was going to be damned if I didn’t try everything in my power to get home.  Obviously nothing worked.  Do you have anymore bread?  And maybe some more wine if you please?”

Mason got up and retuned with more food.  After he had had a little more Thomas continued.  “Thank you.  Anyway, I studied the newspapers that would sometimes come over and I realized a correlation.  Any kind of traumatic event like for instance when the bombs were dropped in World War II triggers a natural weather event here, like an earthquake or storm.  And vice versa, then when all that magic was being thrown around in the war a few years ago here, it gave the earth all kinds of natural disasters.  The two worlds are connected.   It seems the energy transfer goes both ways, but the matter is a one way door.  Damn, my son would be almost fifty now. I’d give anything to see him just one more time and know that he is okay.  I wonder if my wife, my Pearl, is still….”  He trailed off and  Tori could see the sadness showing through the wetness building up in the eyes of the old man.  She placed her hand on the old man’s hand.

“You are so sweet dear.”  Thomas used the back his other hand to wipe the tears from his eyes.  “I got in a little trouble in Red Rock when one of my attempts to get home went awry.  Then I came here to Nathis.  The king soon saw my use as I could replicate a lot of the things from earth and make others work.  It was just luck as I founds a few packs of batteries lying on the ground back in Red Rock.  People were amazed by a damn flashlight.”  He laughed a little hysterically. “I have been in his employment ever since.  That is how I got to be known as Thomas the tinker.  Really I was just Thomas the hungry solider who had been given guard duty for a bomb test.  The reason I was in jail was I finally found a way back.  I told the king thinking he would be happy for me as we had grown close over the years and I have talked to him about my Pearl many times.  He asked me to stay and I refused.  So I was thrown in for insubordination.  The king no doubt thought a few months among the rats would improve my attitude and productivity considerably. He is going to be mad as hell when he discovers that I escaped.”  The old man laughed heartily.  “Speaking of, the king and my escape, we need to get the hell out of here or we are all going to be keeping each other company in the dungeons tomorrow.”

“Well, the guards are probably going to be inmates as well in the morning.”  Mason said.

Willa looked at Thomas, “you may not be as old as me, son, and I’m tired.  How exactly can you travel between the worlds?”

Thomas smiled.  “We need only two things, a wizard and a gun.”


































Chapter Twelve 





“You need a wizard and a gun?”  Mason asked looking a little bemused.  “It can’t be that simple.”

“It is.  I wish I had figured it out years ago.  I should have figured it out years ago.”  Thomas said shaking his head.  “It is really very simple.  The wizard needs only to cast the circle.  Then a gun must be fired into the ground, causing a disturbance as well as blending the magic of Three Suns with the ‘magic’ of Earth.  This will cause a mini tear that will last only a few seconds.  Whatever is within the circle when the gun is fired will be transported back to Earth.”

“Have you tested this theory?”  Justin asked.

“If I had, I wouldn’t be here now, would I?” Thomas said harshly.

“Sorry,” Justin said.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.  It will work.  I am sure of it.”

“I have guns.”  Mason said.  “I’m not so sure where to find a wizard that would do it.  Or one I would trust with the knowledge of going between the worlds.”

Willa opened her previously closed eyes. Tori thought she had been sleeping, but apparently she was still listening.   “I know just the man for the job.  He lives about ten miles from my cottage.  He and I know each other well.  Why I treated him for a burn on his foot not two weeks ago.”  

Mason stood up. “So we must to go to Black Rock again.  We will head out in the morning.”  

Thomas raised his hand like a boy in a classroom.  “The morning will be too late!  Have you forgotten you just broke a wanted criminal out of jail?  When they are found the king will send his men here.  You didn’t kill the guards and they will tell it was you that broke me out.  Mason, everyone around the castle at least knows of you!  We have to leave here tonight!”

“Thomas, settle down.  My granny is exhausted and she will get some rest.  I dosed the guards.  They won’t remember a thing in the morning.  It will look like they got drunk out of their minds, giving you an opportunity to escape.  They will have no idea where to look.”  Mason sounded so in control of everything.  Tori couldn’t help but get a little turned on by the authoritative tone in his voice.

“They will still be looking for me!  I can’t go back to the dungeon! I have to get back to my wife!  How do you know your poison worked?  Who carried around poison with them anyway?”  Thomas seemed to be getting more upset by the moment.

“I do.  It comes in handy from time to time.”  Mason said smiling.  Tori wondered if he had also built up a resistance to iocaine poison just in case, and repressed a giggle.  She was exhausted too and a little slap happy.  This was so not the time.  Mason went on, “I know the best poisoner in Three Suns, and I know it will work.  I have used it before.  Besides, if we leave tonight, we will still have to go through the gates and that will look even more suspicious. I will not risk my granny’s health and that is final!”  

“Okay,” Thomas said relenting.

Willa opened her eyes and spoke again.  “Tori let’s go up to bed.  Mason will find places for Thomas and Justin to sleep.”  Willa stood up and Tori took her by the arm to lead her up the stairs, looking back at Mason as he was still talking with Thomas and Justin.

When they were in their room, Willa sat down and slowly took off her shoes. “Woo, it has been one hell of a day! Could you get the nightgowns I packed for us out of the satchel?”

“Of course,” Tori said pulling out the nightgowns and handing them to Willa.

“This one is for you dear.”  She reached a white cotton gown to Tori.

“Thank you.”

“Well, I didn’t want you running around naked.  I don’t think Mason would mind though.”  She raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips.

“Willa!” Tori said.  “Doesn’t matter anyway, I’m going to the washroom.  Goodnight.”  Tori could hear Willa laughing as she left the room.  She is crazy, Tori thought, crazy in a sweet nice, helping her out even though she didn’t have any reason to sort of way.  She reminded her so much of her grandmother, who had died ten years ago.  Yes, she thought Mason was handsome, and he had a charm she couldn’t quite stop thinking about but, Tori knew she didn’t belong here.  She knew she had a life back home, and she would be back there soon enough.  Mason would just be a pleasant memory she could call upon in the middle of a lonely night.

When Tori returned to the bedroom she could hear Willa snoring, loudly.  She got into her side of the bed thinking that she would be asleep soon as she was absolutely exhausted.  She turned on her side.  She pulled a pillow over her head.  She even tried to gently nudge Willa hoping it might stop the loud snoring.  It sounded like a bear, if the bear had swallowed a freaking chainsaw.  Tori remembered the comfortable leather couch in Mason’s study and in her frustration she got out of bed and headed downstairs.

The door to the study was closed and there was no light coming in from under the door so Tori eased the door open.  She didn’t see anyone inside so slipped through the door.

“Tori, is that you?”  Mason said.

Tori jumped.  “You scared me.  I didn’t think any one would be down here.”

Mason was sitting on the sofa where Tori had intended to sleep.  “Sorry to disappoint,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to scare you. Come and sit down.”  He patted the space beside him on the sofa.  Tori felt her heart race at the invitation.  Then she reminded herself it was an invitation to sit on a sofa, not bear his children.  For God’s sake woman, get a hold of yourself.  Tori went and sat down next to him. “What brings you out of bed and into my study?”

“Did you know your granny snores like a beast?”

Mason laughed.  “She does, yes I knew.  It’s a wonder everyone in the kingdom doesn’t know.”

“I was just hoping to sleep on the sofa tonight.  I wouldn’t have come down here if I knew you would be down here.  I’m sorry.”  Tori said as she remembered she was wearing a white cotton nightgown. That while it came down to her ankles, still left her a little too exposed.  Especially when Mason was still wearing his dress paints and white button up shirt.  She crossed her arms over her chest.  Mason reached behind him and got his suit jacket from where he had hung it on the sofa.  He reached it to Tori and waited while she put it on.  “Thank you.” 

“You are welcome and I’m not sorry.  I have been hoping for a chance to speak with you alone.  Granny told me what happened to you, everything that happened to you.  If that man were here, in this kingdom, I would kill him with my bare hands.  I swear to you I would.”

“Mason, I’m okay really.  He didn’t get a chance to do anything.  It was scary, but…”

“You were strong.  You fought.” He finished for her.

“I guess I was.  I just hope he gets caught before he has a chance to try anything like that with any other woman.  When I get back I am going to report it to the police, give them the best description I can and hopefully they will catch him and put him behind bars.

Mason’s face held a look of disgust.  “Prison is too good for scum like that.”

“It is how it works on Earth,” she said with a shrug.  She had relaxed a bit talking to Mason.  She sat facing him with her legs curled under her and wrapped snugly in his jacket.  She still wanted to change the subject, she may be a strong woman, but she didn’t want to dwell on the event that brought her here.  Her adventure with the guards tonight had brought a lot of those feelings back to her, but it was also empowering in a way she didn’t quite understand.  “You and your grandmother seem very close.”  She hoped that would get him talking and take the focus from her.  She could listen to his deep voice recite the Gettysburg address and it would be comforting.

“We are very close.  She has raised me since I was twelve.”

“What happened to your parents?”

A flash of sadness crossed his face.  It didn’t linger, just a slight downward turn of those perfectly shaped lips.  “My father was a soldier, and my mother was a healer, like Granny.  They fought in the war and they didn’t come back from it.”

She reached out to briefly touch his shoulder.  “I’m so sorry.”

“There is no need. It was a long time ago.  Granny raised me well, like I was her own son.  I am a very lucky man.  She and I are the only one’s left from our family, so yes we are very close.”

“She is a lovely woman.  I am so thankful that she is helping me. And thank you too.”

“I am thankful that I got the chance to meet you.”  He smoothed a piece of her dark hair behind her ear.  She reflexively nuzzled her cheek into his hand.  It was so warm and large.  She realized what she was doing and jerked away.

“You can sleep in my bed tonight, if you like.”

“Mason, I’m really not that kind of woman.”  She was kind of that type of woman.  At least she had been in the past. But if a single touch from him could make her feel this intense, she knew if she spent a night with him her heart would break when she left to go back home.

“I am that kind of man.”  He said winking at her.  “But I didn’t mean it like that.  I can sleep down here on the sofa and you can take my bed.  You really must be exhausted.  A lady like you should not have to spend the night on a sofa, especially after having the day that you have had.”

“I am, but I couldn’t possibly take your bed.”

“You can and you will.  No arguments, I’ll show you to my room.”  She really was too tired to argue.  He rose from the couch and extended his hand to her.  She took it and allowed him to lead her up the stairs.  He opened the door to a darkened room.  She couldn’t tell much about the décor or the furnishing in the dark, but the shape of the large bed in the center caught her attention.  Then he surprised her by scooping her up in his arms as if she weighed nothing, instead of her one hundred and thirty some pounds.  She placed her arms around his neck out of instinct and he was so closed she could feel his heart beating.  He smelled like a forest, all woodsy and manly.  She felt so safe and secure in his strong arms.  He carried her across the room and deposited her gently onto the bed.  The covers had already been turned down for the night.  He pulled the covers over her.

“Sleep well Victoria.”  Mason said as he kissed her lightly on the forehead.  “If you need me I will be in the study.”

“Good night Mason.  Thank you.”  It was all she could think to say.  He was being so nice to her and she was so attracted to him.  She swore she could feel her forehead tingling where his lips hat touched it.  He left before she could say anything more, gently closing the door behind him.

She snuggled into his bed.  It was so soft and comfortable.  She was still wrapped in his jacket and so she wiggled out of it and placed it beside her on the bed.  The jacket smelled like him and so did the bed.  She inhaled deeply and snuggled further into the comfort of his luxurious bed.  She thought of him once more and fell into a peaceful sleep.












Chapter Thirteen





Tori awakened to the smell of coffee. The covers were soft and warm around her and she had slept so wonderfully.  She opened her eyes and realized where she was. Sitting on the night stand next to her was a cup of coffee and sitting in a chair to the right of the bed was Mason.  He was freshly showered and shaved, dressed in a pair of brown pants, and a crisp white shirt. Tori was painfully aware that she always woke up with a horrible case of bed head and even if she would never see this man again after today she didn’t exactly want him to see her in her current disheveled manner.

“Good morning Tori.”

“Good morning Mason.”  She sat up and pulled the covers as high as she could around her chin.

“I brought some coffee for you.”  He said and indicated the cup on the nightstand. The smell was irresistible and she reached a tentative hand from beneath the covers to retrieve it, the need for caffeine temporarily overpowering any embarrassment.  “How did you sleep?”

“Very well, thank you, and for the coffee.” She took a sip and oh god it was the most amazing coffee ever.  “How long have you been sitting there?”

“Just a little while, you looked so peaceful I couldn’t stand to wake you.”  He smiled.  “The others are downstairs having breakfast.  I brought yours up for you.  It is on the table over there.” He indicated a small café style table sitting by the large window. I have to make some arrangements before we leave, so I’ll leave you to eat and get ready.”  He got up and walked to the door.  Before he walked out he turned back.  “Oh and you look even more beautiful in the morning.”  Then he was gone before she could give any kind of reply.

Once she was alone in his room she pulled back the crimson covers and walked over to the table.  She sat down her coffee cup on the table and looked at the tray that had been prepared for her.  There was an apple and two slices of thick toasted wheat bread, almond butter and honey.  There was also a single red rose.  She had never gotten breakfast in bed or treatment like this before.  It made her want to cry.  Why was everyone being so nice to her?  She was just Tori.

After she ate the delicious meal and drank the coffee she felt more awake.  She went to the washroom and then went to the room she was supposed to be sharing with Willa.  She was there already sitting on the bed beside a dress she had laid out for Tori.

“So you spent the night in my grandson’s bed?”  She knew the old woman was teasing by the way she smiled.

“I did, but he spent the night on the couch, thank you very much.  I just had a hard time getting to sleep last night.”  

“I know dear.  I wouldn’t expect anything less from my Mason and I know I snore a little.”

Tori laughed, “a little?”

Willa laughed with her.  “I got an outfit laid out for you.  You get freshened up and I’ll see you downstairs.”  She got up and walked out the door.

Tori bathed and dressed as quickly as she could.  She didn’t want to hold everyone else up.  She did take a few moments to smooth her hair and apply the make up Willa had thoughtfully laid out for her on the dressing table.  The dress Willa had selected for her today was very pretty.  It was a red sleeveless shirtdress with a brown leather belt.  The outfit was completed by an ivory cardigan.  It accentuated her curves perfectly and she was pleased when she looked in the mirror.

When she went downstairs to the kitchen she found Margie doing the breakfast dishes.  “Good morning, Tori.  Did you enjoy the ball?”

“Good morning to you too and yes I did.  It was amazing!  Thanks again!”

“I thought you would have fun!  I remember my first ball like it was yesterday.”  She paused while she was drying a plate and looked wistfully at Tori.  “Oh, by the way, everyone just stepped outside into the carriage house.  You can get there quicker if you use the door at the back of the pantry.”  Margie said as she pointed the way.

Tori walked through the well stocked pantry and sure enough there was a door at the end that led into what she would call a garage.  There was the nice carriage they had ridden in last night.  Mason was stroking one of the two absolutely gorgeous black horses and Justin, Willa, and Thomas were standing by the carriage door chatting amicably.

“You have great timing.”  Mason said walking over to her.  He had on a leather belt slung low around his hips and it made him look all the more scrumptious.  Hanging from the belt was a sword and she wondered if he really used a sword.

“I tried to hurry.” Tori said thinking she had taken too much time.

“No really we just finished breakfast.  You are fine.  Okay this is how we are going to do this.  Justin, you are to ride up front with me in the driver’s seat.  Granny and Tori will sit in the back.  Thomas, you will be under Tori’s seat until we get out of Nathis.”

Mason stepped into the carriage and fiddled with the rear bench seat of the carriage until it lifted.  “It’s not exactly the most comfortable, but it should do until we get out of the city.  I will let you know when you can come out as soon as is prudent.  Will this work for you?”

“Yes, I’m not as flexible as I used to be but I think I can manage.”  Thomas got into the bench seat and Mason lowered the bench.

“Ladies, your carriage waits.”  Mason helped his granny into the carriage and then he took Tori’s hand to assist her up as well.  She was going to miss those hands, but she had a little worry in the back of her mind.  What kind of man had a hidden compartment in his carriage?

Mason and Justin got into the driver’s seat and Mason gave a yell to the horses and they were once again navigating the streets of Nathis.  Tori was struck once again at the beauty of the buildings and the resemblance to an older New York City.  Within minutes they were at the gate.

The carriage stopped and Tori took in Mason’s ease as the guard approached.

“Good morning Ernie.”  Mason said.

“Good morning,” the guard said.  “I hate to give you any trouble, but did you hear about what happened at the castle last night.’

“No, what happened?”

“You know old Thomas, the king’s tinker. Well he overpowered the guards and escaped.”

“Really, I thought he was an old man?”

“Yeah, the guards were still drunk as hell this morning and that’s all anyone knows. The king is furious, says we got to check every single soul going out of the city.  Pain in the ass is what it is.”  He turned his head and spat something on the ground.  “I know you and your granny well enough, but who is it you got beside you, and who is that lovely creature in back with your granny?’

“This is Justin Bushwhacker and that is his sister Victoria.”

“What business do they have in Nathis?”

Mason recounted the cover story he had given them about him courting Tori and Justin being along to chaperone.

“You old dog,” the guard said shaking his head.  “I still need to see their marks.”

Justin rolled up his sleeve and showed the mark Mason had put their last night.  Tori looked quickly down at her arm, hoping she hadn’t scrubbed too hard this morning.  Thankfully, it was still there.  The guard nodded his approval at Justin and then came around the back of the carriage to see Tori’s arm.  He nodded that she was okay as well.  “You know if you don’t take to Mason here, I’m single, at this very gate most days.”  He winked at her.  

“I’ll take it under advisement.”  Tori said as nonchalantly as possible.

“Ernie, you better quit harassing my fiancé.” Mason said laughing.

“Fine, fine,” the guard said and stepped away motioning that they could go on.

The river was amazing in the light of the suns.  It sparkled and gleamed far beneath the bridge.  Tori let he mind wander as she looked down at the water.  He had said fiancé. Tori knew it was just the cover up story, but hearing him call her his fiancé sounded so nice.  If only she could just stay here and get to know him…  If only she didn’t have to go back to Earth and her real life…  She stopped herself. Thinking like this was useless and harmful.  She had to go back.  Her sister was probably worried sick.  So what if she was attracted to him, and he was kind and handsome?  So what if she felt amazing at his slightest touch?  It just didn’t matter.  She had a life and she was going to be back to it soon.  He was probably just being nice to her because his granny wanted him to be courteous.  As far as the comments and the soft touches, well, he was a man and she was a moderately attractive woman that he wouldn’t have to ever see again.  Talk about the ultimate freebie!

“Whoa girlie, you must be thinking about something pretty hard.  You are giving me a headache over here.”  Willa said.

“Oh, I’m sorry.  I was just thinking about how I was going to explain all this to my sister.”  It wasn’t an out right lie.

“I see.  Did you come up with anything?”

“No.”

“Well, if it’s your family you should just tell her the truth.”

“She would have me committed!” 

“Ah, family is a lot more understanding than you think.  You should give her some credit.”

“Maybe,” Tori said.  “But this is all kind of hard for me to believe, and I’m here.”

Willa laughed.

When they were about a mile out of the city Mason stopped the carriage and came around to the back. “Tori, if you wouldn’t mind moving over beside Granny, I can free Thomas now.”

Tori complied and Mason fiddle beneath the seat again.  Soon the top of the seat was raised and he helped Thomas out.

“That wasn’t so bad.” The old man said stretching his arms.  

“Tori would you like to switch places with Justin?  He’s good company and all, but I prefer yours.”  Mason said winking at her.

“Sure I would love to be with you.  I mean ride you.  Shit!  I mean ride up front with you.”  Damn it, Tori thought, she just sounded like an idiot. She knew her face was ten shades of red now.

Mason laughed heartily and so did Willa.  Thomas just looked between the two of them.  Mason assisted Tori out of the carriage and into the seat beside him.  He got the carriage moving again and Tori stared straight ahead at the lush green landscape of the countryside, trying her best not look at him.

“So, you would love to be with me?” Mason asked.

“You know what I meant!”

“I do. We have a term for when you mean to say something and say something else instead. I read somewhere that there is a term for it in your land as well. What was it called?”

“It’s called a Freudian slip.”

“We call it speaking the truth.”












Chapter Fourteen





Tori was so embarrassed by Mason’s comment she stared directly ahead.  What could she say?  She could lie and say that none of those things were true.  But she wasn’t raised to lie.  Mason was driving the horses and each time she tried to sneak a glance at him, he was looking directly at her.  Finally, she turned to him.

“Maybe it is the truth, but it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.”

“Why?”

Mason looked directly into her eyes. “It matters because I want you. I have fallen in love with you.”  

Tori’s heart sped up and she felt like she couldn’t breathe.  “You can’t possibly love me.  You barely know me. You wouldn’t even have ever met me if I hadn’t landed in your granny’s geraniums.”

“Everything happens for a reason.”

“Mason, you really should just drop it.”

“If that is truly what you want,” he said still staring into her eyes.

There was awkward silence for several minutes.  Eventually they began to make small talk.  They talked about the differences between their two worlds.  Tori discovered that Mason was actually quite well read and had read several of her favorite books.  They danced together around the elephant in carriage.  Tori smiled and laughed, but she felt like she was dying inside.  Why did the most wonderful man she had ever met have to be the one she couldn’t have?  She tried to imagine herself just staying.  But then she thought about her family and how she couldn’t possibly cause them the grief that they would experience always wondering what happened to her, probably assuming she was dead.  She had to go home.

The time passed quickly and soon they were passing by Willa’s cottage, going further east.  There was a loud knocking from inside the carriage.  

“Hey, hey,” Willa shouted.  “Mason stop at my place I am starving back here.”

Mason laughed and dutifully turned the carriage around and went to his granny’s home.  He stopped and hopped out and then he reached up to assist Tori to the ground.  Instead of taking her hand as he did the before, he grasped her around the waist and lifted her to the ground.  His hands felt so strong against her waist.  When her feet touched the ground he didn’t let go. Instead he held her there for a moment looking into her eyes.  They were so close if she moved a mere inch towards him they would be kissing.  Then he just let go and walked around to tether the horses.

Justin and Thomas had assisted Willa out and Tori felt like they were all looking at her.

“I just thought we all aught to have a meal before we go on to Earl’s place.  I’m too old to go too long without eating and I wouldn’t want to send you two away hungry either.”  Willa said already walking towards her door.  

Inside Willa’s cozy kitchen, she began bustling around to prepare a meal.

“Anything I can do to help?” Tori asked.

“Sure honey, you go down to the cellar and get me a jar of green beans, a jar of tomatoes and a jar of pears.”  Willa pointed the way to the cellar, a small door to the side of the kitchen.  “Take the lamp.”  She pointed to a lamp on a small table by the cellar door.

Tori lit the lamp and walked down the creaky stairs into the darkness of the cellar.  Shelving lined the walls with rows upon rows of canned fruit and vegetables.  She found the tomatoes first, and was looking for the green beans when Justin came down.  

“She sent me for potatoes.”  Justin said as he began loading some potatoes in a basket.

“Hey, Tori are you scared of going back?”

“Not really.  Why?  Are you?”

“No.  I was just thinking.  What if it sends us somewhere else instead of back to Earth?”

“I hadn’t really though of that, but I am now.  Thanks a lot.”

“Sorry.”

“I was just teasing.  Thomas seems pretty certain that only this world and Earth are connected.  I think we will be okay.”

“You’re probably right.”

Thomas came down the steps a few minute later.  “She sent me for onions.”

Tori found the green beans and the peaches.  Since she was the one with the lamp she stood waiting for the men. When everyone had their requested items Tori led the way back up the stairs.  When she got to the top she could tell that Willa was saying something in a raised voice but she couldn’t quite make it out.  She cracked open the door and held Mason say.  “Granny, I appreciate what you did for me and I know you worry, but I can’t do that.  You know I can’t.”

Tori opened the door and walked the rest of the way into the kitchen. Willa was already stirring something on the stove and Mason was setting out dishes on the table.  She deposited her wares on the counter next to the stove and so did the men.  “Anything else I can do Willa?”

“No you just sit down this will be ready soon.”

Soon Willa had prepared a quick stew and everyone ate heartily.  The talk was light and everyone was in a good mood.  Tori helped to do the dishes and soon they were back in the carriage heading to meet Earl the Wizard.”

Willa was sitting up front with Mason this time so Tori was in back with Justin and Thomas.  Thomas was getting so excited he was fidgeting.  “I can’t believe I am going to be back on Earth soon.  I hope to God my Pearl is still alive.”

“I hope so too.”  Tori said smiling at him.

Justin, who was sitting beside the old man, put his hand on his shoulder.  “I’ll help you find her.  You know, you can stay with me for a while if you need to, well, as long as I have a place.”

“Thank you son,” Thomas said.  Tori thought that Thomas and Justin had grown rather fond of each other in the short time that they had known each other.  She knew a lot could happen in a short time.

Justin and Thomas discussed what there plan of action would be once they got to Earth.  Justin explained the internet and how that could help.  Tori thought she could see the hope in the old man’s eyes and wondered what it would be like to still be so in love with someone after so many years.

All too soon, the carriage stopped in front of a small cottage in the woods.  It was only slightly larger than Willa’s cottage and lacked the feminine touches that Willa had incorporated all around the outside of her cottage.  It was obvious that a man lived here.

Everyone got out and Willa led the way to the door.  She knocked and there was no reply.  She knocked again and still there was nothing.

“Earl, it’s Willa.  Get you skinny butt out here I need to talk to you.”

Finally the door was opened by a tall skinny man.  He looked quite a few years older than Willa and he had long white hair that was pulled back in a low ponytail and he was rather clean shaven.  He wore brown pants, a long white linen shirt, and brown leather sandals.  He looked more like an old hippy than a wizard to Tori.  

“Willa!” he said immediately hugging her and lifting her off her feet.”

She laughed.  “Put me down you old fool.”

He put her down and she made a show of smoothing out her skirts.  “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”

“How is your toe?”

Earl wiggled his toe, “good as new, but I know you didn’t come out here to check on a burnt toe.”

“You’d be right.  Believe it or not I actually need your help.”

He rubbed his chin.  “Is that so?”

“Yes, but don’t get all big headed about it.  Do you have a place where we can sit down and talk?”

“Of course I do, it being such a nice day, let’s go sit under that tree.”

Earl led them over to a large oak tree.  Everyone sat on the ground.  Willa began by introducing everyone and then explained what had happened.  

Earl shook his head.  “So all you need me to do is cast a circle?”

“That’s it. Do you think you can manage it?  And next time you need my services, which seems to be quite frequently, I’ll treat you for free.”  Willa said as she rubbed her arms.  The suns were going down and Tori was cold too.  Earl didn’t say anything at first he just clapped his hands and made a couple gestures Tori didn’t recognize and immediately she felt the air around her warm up.

“Wow,” Tori said.  “Did you do that?”

“I did indeed.” Then Earl cocked an eyebrow at Willa, “I can manage it.”

Thomas spoke up.  “I believe it will only work after the suns set.  You see, the things only come over during the night, so it would make sense that the barrier is thinner then.”

“It makes sense to me.”  The wizard said.  “And since we have a little time I have a million questions about your world.”  He looked at Justin.  “Are there wizards in your world?”

“Only in fiction,” Justin answered.  “There are magicians, but they just work with illusion.” 

“Hmm, I wonder if magic works at all in your world.  Maybe there are just no wizards, but if electricity works there but not here.  Maybe electricity is like the magic of your world.  Maybe you can have one but not both.”  He shook his head as if trying to clear it of the thought.  “Did you feel anything when you came over?”

“No, not a thing, I was knocked out.”

“Me too,” Tori interjected.

“Interesting,” the wizard said.  “I can’t wait to do it.  I hope I get a glimpse of your world! That would be so exciting!”

Earl continued to question Tori, Justin and Thomas about Earth until the suns dropped all the way below the horizon.  Tori retreated into her thoughts and let Thomas and Justin answer most of the wizard’s questions.  The moon above was only slightly less full than it had been, slowly fading as if it was saying goodbye.  Tori was happy to be going home, but she was sad to be leaving.  She hated to think what her sister must be going through right now.  If the situation was reversed, she would be frantic.  

She was drawn to Mason like she had never been drawn to anyone before.  She looked over at him, with his ready smile, his deep eyes and his hard body.  He and Willa were deep in conversation.  They were speaking quietly so Tori couldn’t tell what they were saying.

Thomas stood up and spoke ripping Tori away from her thoughts.  “It is full dark now and if everyone is ready.  Let’s do it.”

“Don’t be so hasty.”  Willa said as she stood. I need to say goodbye to Tori.  “Sweetie you come take a walk with me.”  Tori followed as Willa led her around the side of Earl’s house.  “Are you sure you want to go?”

“I have to go.”

“That’s not what I asked.  Look at me and tell me you want to go.”

“I miss my sister and she must be worried about me.  I have to go.”

“Uh huh, that’s what I thought.”

 “Thank you so much for helping me.”

“Oh honey, it was nothing, I think you may have helped me more than you know.  Come here.”  Willa wrapped Tori in a warm motherly hug.  “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you too.”

Mason came around the side of the house while the two women were still embracing.  Willa released her and Tori saw the wetness that had built up in Willa’s eyes.  “I’m going to go and give you two a chance to say goodbye.”  Willa walked as fast as she could around the side of the house.


































Chapter Fifteen



The darkness didn’t hide the intense expression on Mason’s face.  When Willa left he backed Tori up against the side of the cottage and placed a hand on either side of her pinning her between him and the wall.  He was close to Tori. So close she could feel the heat radiating from his skin.

“Don’t go.”

“Mason, I have to.”  Maybe he could come with her.  The thought had crossed her mind. If he left with her at least no one would think he was dead. She had pushed the thought away because he was the only family his granny had here and he owned the tavern.  It seemed selfish to ask him to come with her.   If only it wasn’t a one way trip?  They could have a long distance relationship.  The thought made her chuckle on the inside even though her heart was breaking. 

“Please don’t go.” He said again. 

 She wished she could stay. Hell, at this point she wished she could just spend one more night here.  If she could have just one more night with this amazing man, it might be worth the pain of not being with him.  The fact that she hadn’t slept with him changed nothing.  She was damned if she did and damned if she didn’t.  She couldn’t imagine wanting anyone more than she wanted Mason at this moment.  She could not be that selfish though.  Letting her sister think she was dead would be the most selfish thing she had ever done.  Even if she only spent one more night here, that would be an incredibly selfish act.  One day could feel like a lifetime when you thought your sister was dead.  It was impossible.

“Mason, I…”

Her words were cut short when he covered her mouth with hers.  His lips felt like fire.  He kissed her hungrily and she kissed him back with the same intense fury.  He dropped his hands to the small of her back pulling her even closer to him as she buried her hands in his hair. In that moment she felt more passion, more satisfaction than she had ever felt even when having sex with anyone, ever. 

When he pulled his lips away from her, it hurt.  Her lips were red and swollen from the passionate kiss and she wanted more. Mason had already taken a step back and she brought her fingers to her lips.

“Stay with me.”   He said.

Tori couldn’t find the words or the will to speak she just shook her head no.  Mason turned and walked away.  Tori backed up against the wall and slid to the ground.  Damn it! Damn it all to hell, she thought.  Was this someone’s ideal of a cruel joke?  She sat there, crying on the ground.

Thomas came around the house. “It’s time.”

Tori wiped her eyes and stood up, following Thomas to the front of the cottage.  Mason was standing with Willa away from Earl.  There was a glowing globe suspended about seven feet off the ground casting light over most of the wizard’s front yard.  She looked back at Mason and he just looked away.  He was just out of the glow of the light and she couldn’t see what expression his face held.  It was time to go.

Earl was holding a large revolver in his left hand. He sat it on the ground and spoke.  “Is everyone ready?”

Justin and Thomas quickly said that they were ready to go. Tori just nodded her head.  She wanted to stay and she needed to go. What could she do?

Earl began making some hand gestures.  To Tori it looked like he was shaping imaginary pizza dough.  She watched closely as a blue glow became visible between his hands.  The circle of blue light became larger and more vibrant as he continued the manipulation of the sphere of light.  When the sphere was just large enough for all three to stand in he made a downward gesture with his hands and the glowing sphere rested on the ground.  The grass could still be seen through the blue glow of the circle, but the glow came about three inches above the blades.

“Okay, now you three. Step inside and hold hands.  It’s just a precautionary measure, but I want to make sure you stay together.”  

Tori took one more glance back at Mason.  His face was still obscured in the shadows so all she saw was his dark form on the porch.  Justin took her right hand and Thomas took her left hand.  Together they stepped into the glow of the circle. She felt a tingle as she crossed the blue barrier.  It was nothing compared to what she had felt when Mason kissed her.  She could run out of the circle.  She could tell Justin or Thomas to tell her sister she was okay.  Would she believe a stranger?  She could see it now.  Your sister is not dead, she is living happily ever after in a land with three suns, with a handsome man.  She was brought over because sometimes things that are left on the ground like trash just wind up there.  Anyway, she fell in love with a man she met only a couple days ago and decided to stay with him, but she wanted me to tell you that she is okay so you wouldn’t be worried.  Oh and I know all this because I was there, but I decided to go back to Earth when the wizard shot the gun into the magic circle.  Thank you for your time.  Have a great day.

Yeah, right! Tori knew her sister.  The one who did her the favor of telling Kathy would be the prime suspect in her murder case.  Tori wouldn’t believe it if she were in Kathy’s place.  She wouldn’t rest until she was found.  She just couldn’t pout her sister through that.

Time slowed down.  Tori saw Thomas take Justin’s hand.  Her heart was racing.  Earl picked up the gun and cocked it.  He stood at the edge of the circle and pointed the gun at the edge.  He pulled the trigger.  Bang!

She felt the tingle that was just at her ankles when she first entered the circle as it began to creep up her legs. It moved slowly, almost caressing her.  It brought with it an enveloping warmth like standing in a bath tub as it is being filled with warm water.  She was facing in the direction of the porch and she could see Mason now.  He had stepped in the light, almost to the edge of the circle.  Willa stood beside him and she could see her crying.  Mason had his arm around her like he was comforting her.  He had such a kind heart, but she had seen him be a genuine bad ass when he needed to be. 

The warm tingling sensation had made its way up to her knees now.  Hot tears were falling from her eyes.  She shut her eyes, if she looked at him any more she would simply step out of the circle.  Thomas squeezed her hand.  Was he trying to give her strength?  It wasn’t working.  The circle began to rise faster and soon it was up to her navel, then her chest.

To hell with it she thought as she tried to step out of the circle.  To her horror she found she was unable to move.  She opened her eyes and all she could see was the blue shimmering light all around her.  She tried to scream Masons name but she couldn’t make the words come out.  She couldn’t even move her lips.  She had made up her mind too late.  Oh God it was too late.  Pain and anger tore at her heart.

The blue light turned to blackness and nothing could be seen, absolutely nothing.  She felt nothing below her feet for a second.  All she felt was the pressure of Thomas and Justin holding her hands. The she felt solid ground again and was staring into the night.






































Chapter Sixteen





The three stood their still holding hands.  The night was cool and crisp.  They were in a forest.  It looked very similar to the forest surrounding Earl’s cottage but the cottage was gone.  Tears fell from Tori’s arms and the unspoken scream came out of her mouth in a whisper. “Mason.” 

“I think we made it.”  Thomas said releasing her hand.  He walked around in circles for a moment.  “Oh my God, I think I am back on Earth.”  He noticed Tori and walked over to her. “Tori, are you okay?  Did it hurt?”  

She was still crying and her heart felt like it was it had been ripped from her chest.  She collapsed to the ground and pulled her knees into her chest.  Thomas and Justin both knelt down beside her.  “Tori, say you are okay.”  Justin pleaded.

She took several deep breaths and tried to calm herself.  She wiped the tears away with the back of her hands.  “I’m okay.  It didn’t hurt.”  Not physically at least.  The pain she was feeling now was unquantifiable and untreatable.

“Well, let’s get moving.  You will feel better once you see your family.”  Justin said as he tried to make her feel better.  He took her hand and helped her to stand.  He didn’t let go of her hand and she was thankful for the support.  She didn’t feel anything for him, maybe just like a good friend, but the reassurance of his hand gave her strength.  

“I see a path over there.”  Thomas said heading toward the north.

She allowed Justin to lead her behind Thomas.  She wasn’t sure she could move on her own.  They were just in a little patch of forest and within a couple of minutes Thomas had led them to a concrete path.  They walked on the smooth surface and Tori saw a sign that stated Taylor Memorial Bike Path Mile 1.

“That’s odd.”  Thomas said.  “My last name is Taylor.”

“You don’t think it is named after you?”  Justin asked.

“Nah, that would just be too weird.”

The bike path was flanked by trees on either side but was more than wide enough for the party to walk side by side.  Justin didn’t let go of her hand and he walked beside Thomas.  She could breathe again, but she still didn’t want Justin to let go of her hand.  They came to the end of the path and it opened onto a suburban street that was apparently in a nice neighborhood.  To the left of the path was a large home with a gate around it.  

“All the lights are on in that home.  Maybe we can go see if they will let us use the phone.”  Justin said.

“We need to say something other than we just magically appeared from another world.”  Thomas said.

Tori took a deep breath. “I’ll say we are stranded.  It might work.  All I know is that I don’t want to walk any more.”

Together they walked up to the massive black iron gate that was at the foot of the driveway. There was a little call button, so Tori pressed it.

“Yes,” a male voice from the speaker said.

“Hi, my name is Victoria Clover and I was wondering if you have a phone I might be able to use.  I am stranded and I just need to call my sister to come and pick me up.”

The man inside took in her tear streaked face on the video monitor connected to the gate and decided his boss would not want him to leave a poor helpless woman stranded.  In a moment of compassion he hit the button opening the gate.  “Come on in and come to the front door.”

“Thank you.”

The gate swung open and the three made their way up the long curving driveway. The house was even more impressive close up.  It was a very large brick colonial with large white columns coming up from the porch.  As they stepped up onto the porch Justin released Tori’s hand.

“Are you okay?”  He asked.

“I got this.”  She walked up to the front door and rang the door bell.  Instantly, the door was opened by and older gentleman in a suit.

“Hi, I just wanted to use the phone.”  Tori said trying to sound as calm as possible. 

“Of course, and who are these men?”

“I was traveling with them when we became stranded.”  That was as truthful as Tori could be without going into anything particular.

“Well, come in then.”  He held the door open as Tori, Thomas and Justin walked into a grand foyer.  The floor was marble and a beautiful chandelier hung from the ceiling.  He handed her a cordless phone and stood at attention looking at her and the men a little suspiciously.

“Thank you so much.”  She held the phone in her hand a moment.  “Oh may I have the address so that I can give it to my sister?”

“It is 720 Hemming Road, Carson, Kentucky.”  Tori thought at least they ended up in Carson.  He went to a desk by the large window and pulled out a piece of stationary.  “Here, this has the address on it.” He said handing here the white piece of paper.

Tori glanced at it.  There was a name at the top and below was the address and phone number.  She was just getting ready to dial the number for her sister’s cell phone when she stopped.  She looked back at the stationary.  The name at the top was Pearl Taylor.  No, it couldn’t be.  Could it?

“Thomas, come here.”  She said her voice shaky.  He came over and she handed him the paper.

He looked at it in disbelief.  “Pearl, it says Pearl
Taylor….”

The man who had been helping them spoke.  “That is the lady of the house sir.”

“Is she here?”

“Yes, but she is in a meeting with her son and she is not to be disturbed. Do you know Ms. Taylor?”

“Where is she?”  Thomas ran out of the room and towards the stairs.  “Pearl!” He shouted as he ran back out into the foyer and toward the back of the house.  “Pearl!”


The man ran after him and Tori and Justin followed.  “Sir, stop!” He yelled as he chased after Thomas.  

Thomas ran into the kitchen and there sitting around a table was a man who looked to be in his late forties with sandy brown hair graying at the sides and a woman. The woman looked very regal with salt and pepper hair and one of those chic bob hair cuts.  The man who had been chasing Thomas said, “Ma’am I am so sorry I tried to stop him.”

The lady held up a hand to silence him as she looked at Thomas.  “Thomas, is that you?” She questioned.

“Pearl, my Pearl, God how I’ve missed you,” Thomas said as he walked towards her.  They embraced like they had been apart for merely a week.  Thomas held on as tight as he could, like if he let go, she would disappear.  Pearl touched his face as if to make sure he was indeed real.  Thomas leaned down and kissed her squarely on the lips.  When the kiss ended Tori could see that they both had tears streaming down their faces.  She had never seen two happier people in all of her life.  She felt a tear trickle down her cheek and smiled.  The man at the table looked on Thomas and Pearl with sheer astonishment.

“Thomas, there is someone you should meet.”  Pearl put her hand on the shoulder of the man who had been sitting at the table and he rose.  “This is your son, Peter.”

Tori could see the resemblance now.  Peter had the same chin and eyes as Thomas, and the same lean build.  Peter looked warily at Thomas as if he wasn’t sure what to do.

Thomas looked at him tears coming anew.  “Son,” he said holding his arms out for an embrace.  The look on Peter’s face melted from wary disbelief to love as he fell into his father’s arms.  They looked at each other Thomas with his hands on his son’s shoulders.  There was so much to say, but where to start.

Pearl had an expression of pure joy on her face as she looked upon her son and her husband.  “I’m being rude.  Shall we all have a seat,” she looked at Justin and Tori who were standing over by the door to the kitchen.  “You two as well, if you helped bring my Thomas to me you are welcome in my home.”

They all sat around the large wooden kitchen table.  Thomas sat between Pearl and his son.  Tori and Justin sat on the other side.  The man who had let them in stood by the door with his arms folded wearing a guarded expression.

“Alex,” Pearl said, looking at the man, “Please set out some refreshments for us.”  Alex nodded and quickly set about getting bottles of water from the refrigerator and setting one in front of everyone.  Then he brought over a cheese and cracker tray and resumed his post by the kitchen door.

Pearl turned to Thomas, taking his hand.  “Thomas, where have you been?  I have looked for you in every country on this Earth.  I never gave up hope, even if everyone thought I was crazy for it. Who are your friends?  Please tell me everything.”

“It is a long story, my dear.”  He said shaking his head.

“Start at the beginning.”  

Thomas made quick introductions and told his tale.  Pearl and Peter stared at him in disbelief.  Tori and Justin also told their stories of how they ended up in Three Suns.  Thomas showed his identification tattoo which read, Thomas Taylor Unknown In Service of King Dante of Three Suns.  Justin and Tori also showed the temporary tattoos Mason had applied to them.  They were beginning to fade and when Tori looked down upon her arm, the arm that Mason had so gently touched when applying the ink, she wanted to cry allover again.

Tori hadn’t wanted to interrupt the reunion of Thomas and his wife, but now her sister came instantly to her mind.  “I need the phone. I need to call my sister to come pick me up.  She must still be worried sick.”

Alex immediately reached her the cordless phone. Pearl looked at her as she began to dial the numbers.  “You said you live in Mercy, correct?”  

“Yes.”

“Call your sister and let her know that you are okay.  I will have Alex drive you and Justin home or wherever you need to go.  It is the least I can do.”

“Thank you.”  Tori said Pearl had the heir of a woman who was used to taking charge of any situation.

Tori dialed her sister’s number as she got up and walked into the foyer.

“Hello.”

“Kathy it’s me.”

“Oh my God! Are you okay?”  Kathy’s voice sounded so hoarse and Tori could tell her sister had been crying.

“I’m fine.”

“Did that man…  Did he hurt you?  It was on the news a man named Ben was caught Friday, and the man you were meeting was named Ben, and you didn’t come home and I thought you were dead, and it’s all my fault for signing you up for that damn dating service, I thought you were dead…”  Kathy had started crying.

“Calm down.  Yes he tried to hurt me, but I am okay.  It is a long story.  I’ll be at your house soon.  I have to go now.  I love you.”

“I love you too.  Come straight here.”

“I will.”  Tori hung up the phone and went back in the kitchen.  Everyone was standing. Thomas had his arm around Pearl and they looked so in love. Tori figured they had a lot of catching up to do.

“Ready to go?”  Alex asked.

“Yes and thank you Pearl.”  Tori replied.

“Think nothing of it.”  She came over and hugged Tori.  “Thank you for helping bring my Thomas home.

Thomas shook Justin’s hand and said they would stay in touch.  

Alex led them around the back of the house where a black limo was parked.  He held the door open for Tori and Justin to climb in the back.

“Victoria, may I have the address where you want me to take you?”  Alex asked.

“Yes, of course.”  Tori provided him with her sister’s address slowly while Alex typed it into the GPS.

“Thank you Alex, and for letting me come in.”

“I’m just doing my job and I am paid well to do it.  As for letting you in, I’m always glad to help a damsel in distress.”  He gave her a smile in the rearview mirror.

Then she turned to Justin.  “Shouldn’t we be dropping you off first?  You live right here in Carson after all.”

“I’m not letting you out of my sight until you are safely in your sister’s house.  I promised Mason.”

At the mention of Mason, Tori started to cry all over again.  Justin let her put her head on his shoulder and stroked her hair until they arrived at Kathy’s house.














Chapter Seventeen





The limo pulled up in front of Kathy’s house.  It was a nice brink ranch home, in the suburbs of Mercy, Kentucky.  Before Tori could even reach the door handle, Kathy came flying out of the house to meet her.  She stepped out of the limo and her sister flew her arms around her.

“I was so worried!  I am so glad you are okay, come in here.”  Kathy was holding her so tight she could barely breathe.

Finally Kathy released her sister.  “Who is that in the limo?  Why are you in a limo?”

“That is Justin and like I said it is a long story.”

“Well, get in the house and tell me about it.  Your friend can come in too.”  Kathy poked her head in the limo and asked Justin if he wanted to come in the house for a while.

“No, but thank you.  I just wanted to make sure Tori got home safe.  I have to get home myself.”

“Okay then,” Kathy said.

Tori poked her head in the limo.  “Be sure to call me, I gave you my number.”

“I will.  You take care.”

Tori shut the door and walked arm in arm with her sister to the front door where Kathy’s husband Randy stood.  He was flanked on each side by one of her nephews.

“Hey Tori,” Randy said.  “I’m glad to see you are alright.  Kathy was worried sick and so were these two little guys.  They wouldn’t go to bed until they saw you.”

Tori bent down to eye level with her young nephews.  Rick, the eight year old immediately embraced her.  “Aunt Tori, mom was so worried all weekend.  I was too a little.”  Tori hugged him back and she felt Sam the six year old join in on the hug.  In that moment Tori felt that she made the right choice in coming back to Earth.

“I love you guys.”

Randy put his hand on their shoulders.  “Okay guys, you see aunt Tori is okay.  Let’s go get ready for bed.”

“But dad,” the boys said in unison.

“No butts,” he said miming a spanking.  “You have school in the morning and your mom needs to talk to Tori.”

Randy gave Tori a quick little hug.  “I’m glad your back.”  Then he turned to his wife and gave her a peck on the cheek.  “As for you, don’t worry about the boys, I’ll get them off to school in the morning.  You take care of you sister.”  Then he ushered the boys to their bedrooms.

Kathy took Tori’s hand and led her over to the couch.  They both sat and Tori saw the missing posters her sister had been making spread out on the coffee table. “Do you need anything?  Water?  Something to eat?  I got some wine in the fridge if you need something stronger.”  

“I’m fine.”

“Okay, now tell me everything.  What’s up with the limo?”

Tori started at the beginning, going over how Ben had hit her over the head and tried her up and how she kneed him in the groin at the most opportune moment.

Kathy said.  “That’s my sister.  I told you those Krav Maga classes we took weren’t a waste of time.”

“I kneed him in the balls sis.  It’s not rocket science.”

“Go on,” Kathy encouraged.

Tori finished her tale, leaving out only she had desperately wanted to stay with Mason.

“Wow! That is a lot to take in.”  Kathy said with a quizzical look on her face.  Tori could tell her sister didn’t know whether to believe her or not.  “Do you think he drugged you or something?”

“I know he didn’t.”

Tori took off her cardigan and showed Kathy the mark Mason had drew on her arm.  Kathy inspected it and then shook her head.  “I’m just glad you are okay.  I love you so much and I thought you were dead.  I don’t know what I would have done without you with mom and dad dead.  I just don’t know….”

“It’s okay, I’m fine.  Did you say they caught Ben? ” Tori said changing the subject because she knew if she didn’t her sister would start crying and she would follow.

“Yeah it happened Friday night.  He got in a car accident and the police found blood in the back of his van along with rope, duct tape and God only knows what else.  They didn’t release all the details but he is suspected in the rape and murder of five women.  I reported to the police that you had a date with a man named Ben and you didn’t come home.  You should make a report to them. I called them after you called me to let them know you were found, but it may help to prove a case against him.”

“Maybe, I just don’t want to think about it now.”

Kathy glanced at the clock on the wall.  “Oh it’s nearly three in the morning.  You must be exhausted.  I’ve got the guest room all made up for you.”

“Sleep sounds divine.”  Tori said and it was the truth.  The physical, not to mention the emotional toll of the last few days had left her exhausted.

Kathy led her to the guest room and gave her one last hug.  

The gust room, which also doubled as Kathy’s craft room was cozy.  It had a full size bed with lots of pillows and a quilt.  Tori noted that Kathy had even laid out a pair of comfy flannel pajamas for her and wondered how in the world her sister be so thoughtful and get so much ready in the thirty minute notice she had given her.

None the less, Tori was thankful.  She quickly got out of the dress Willa had given her and into the soft flannel pajamas.  She slipped under the covers and turned off the lamp on the bedside table.  Within minutes Tori was fast asleep.

When Tori woke up the next day, light was streaming in through the windows.  She looked at the alarm clock and noted it was twelve thirty in the afternoon.  Tori couldn’t remember the last time she had slept this late.  She got out of bed and hurried to the bathroom and then made her way to the kitchen where her sister was busy in front of the stove.

“Good afternoon sleepy head.  There is coffee ready.”

Tori went and got herself a cup and took a seat on one of the barstools that surrounded the island.

“Good afternoon, I didn’t mean to sleep so late.”

He sister made a dismissive gesture with her hands.  “Shoot, after all you been through, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you slept all day.  Are you hungry?”

“Uh, huh,” Tori said still waking up.  The caffeine suddenly hit her brain and she realized that she needed to call into work.  “Oh shit, I need to call in to work.”

“No you don’t, I took care of that for you.  They don’t expect you back until after Christmas break.  I already filed the FMLA claim. Randy brought your car back from the Old Castle Inn, it’s in the garage when you need it and here is your replacement cell phone.  Randy went and got one for you this morning and I called and got it programmed with your old number.”

Tori looked at her sister in astonishment.  “How did you? How long have you been up?”  

“Since seven this morning,” Kathy relied.

“Do you secretly take crack or something?”  Tori said laughing.

“I’m just taking care of my baby sister.”  Kathy said has she handed Tori a plate loaded with hash browns, scrambled eggs, and two buttermilk biscuits. Tori began devouring the food.  She was absolutely ravenous.  Kathy just went about putting the dishes into the dishwasher and wiping down the counter.  When Tori was done she handed Kathy the plate.

“I needed that.  Thanks, sis,” Tori said.

“You’re welcome. Now I thought after you shower and get dressed, we could go over to your place and get some of your clothes and other things.  I figured you might want to stay with me a while considering.”

“No.  It’s nice of you to offer, but I think I just want to go home for a while.”

“Are you sure?  We would love for you to stay.”

“I am.”

“Okay then.”

“I think I’m going to go get that shower now.”  Tori went straight to the bathroom, stripped and turned on the water as hot as she could stand it.  As the hot water ran over her, she thought again of how warm and reassuring Mason’s hands were.  She thought about how passionate his kiss had been and how he had pleaded with her to stay.  Thinking the water would drown out the sound of her sobs she let go and cried and sobbed until the water ran cold and she had to get out.

She wrapped the oversized fluffy towel around her and ventured out into the hallway and almost ran into her sister right outside the bathroom door.  Kathy was holding a neatly folded stack of clothes and handed them to Tori without a word.

Tori went into the guest room and quickly dressed in the black tank top, pink, hooded, zip up top and matching lounge pants her sister had given her.  When she was dressed she went down the hall to see if Kathy had a comb she could use.

“Are you positive you are okay?”  Kathy asked with a look of disapproval on her face.

“Yeah, I’m fine.  I just need to dry my hair and I’m ready to go.”

“Bullshit!  I heard you crying.”

“I’m fine.”

“Victoria Nicole Clover I am your sister and I call bullshit!  Fess up, did that man hurt you more than you told me?”  Kathy had uses the “mom” voice that she adopted when their parents had died.  Tori knew there was no use arguing because her sister would not let up until she was satisfied that Tori had told her everything.

“I met someone when I was over there.  Remember I told you about Willa’s grandson?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I felt something for him and I had to leave.”

“Did you…?”

“No but we kissed. And it was the best kiss I have ever had.  He was nice and, well, he’s not here.”  Tori found she was unable to stop the tears from slipping out of her eyes.

“Oh honey, I’m so sorry.”  

“I’ll be okay.  I only knew him for a couple of days, right?  I couldn’t have really been in love with him.  He was just a very handsome, kind man who helped me out during a very emotionally vulnerable state.”  Tori said trying to convince herself more than she was her sister.

“That’s probably true.”  Kathy said in a reassuring tone of voice.  “Let me blow dry your hair for you and then we’ll go over to your apartment.”

“Thanks.”  

Kathy took her sister to her room where she had a full vanity set up and sat her sister down in front of the mirror.  Then she went about blowing out Tori’s hair until it was nice and straight, and then went over it with a flat iron till it was shiny and silky.  Tori could tell that she was taking her time, but she let her.

“Your hair looks good.  You want me to do your makeup too?”  Tori recognized the stall tactic, but she complied.

After a full makeover including a pedicure and manicure Tori finally decided she better stop her sister before she could think up more beauty treatments.

“I better get going.”

“Okay, but I’m going to follow you over to your apartment and make sure you get in okay.”

“Sis, that’s not necessary.  You know it is only five minutes away.”

“See, it’s not a big deal. No arguments.”

She and Kathy went out to the garage and just like Kathy said it would be her car was sitting there beside her sister’s SUV.  It even looked like he had taken the time to wash it.  When she got in she noted the full tank of gas and shook her head.  She really did have a great family.  “I wonder if he changed the oil too.” She mused aloud.

Her sister followed her to her apartment and walked in with her.  Kathy even went about checking all the closets and under the bed.

“Kathy, you said they caught the guy.”

“Well, you can’t be too careful in this day and age.”

“Sis, I love you and thank you for everything.  Now get out.”  Tori said laughing.

Kathy acted hurt.  “Well, I can take a hint.  Remember we are only a phone call away.”

“Okay, love you, bye.”  She said as she ushered her sister out the door.












Chapter Eighteen





When Kathy finally left Tori alone in her apartment, she ran into her bedroom, flung herself on the bed and cried.  She cried until she couldn’t cry any more, ruining the perfect makeup application her sister had so carefully done.  When the tears ran out she just lay there in her bed thinking.  How was it possible to miss someone she barely knew this much?  Maybe she was going crazy.  Never in her life had she been so attracted to anyone.  He asked her to stay and he was obviously attracted to her.  

Her sister had been as worried as she knew she would be.  She had to believe that she made the right choice in coming home and leaving Mason.  Maybe all those things she told Kathy were true maybe she was just in an extremely emotional vulnerable state and that had heightened her emotions, making her think she was in love, when under ordinary circumstances she might not have felt anything for Mason at all.  The counselor side of her, the one that remembered the countless hours of psychology classes, tried desperately to convince her that was the case.  Her heart still ached and the counselor was fighting a losing battle.

Eventually hunger got the better of her and she got up and made herself a Healthy Choice Pizza in the microwave and grabbed a bad of Baked Lays sour cream and onion chips.  She sat on the couch watching whatever was on the first channel she turned on, throwing her own little pity party.  She fell asleep on the couch and was awakened the next morning by a knock at her door.

“Hey sis, open up it’s me.”

“Just a minute,” Tori said as she rolled off the couch.

She opened the door and Kathy stood there dressed in her workout clothes.  “Come one, get dressed.  We are going walking today. Drink this.”  She handed Tori a cup of coffee in a travel mug.

“What? I don’t want to go walking.”

“I don’t care.  I’m not going to let you get depressed on me like you did when mom and dad died.  You were impossible to be around and it took you months to find joy in anything.  I ain’t putting up with that again.  Depression is like getting fat.  It’s easier to nip it in the bud before it becomes a problem.  It’s easier to shed five pounds than a hundred.  So come on, no excuses. Your buds getting nipped weather you like it or not.”  Tori could see Kathy taking in the chips and frozen food carton sitting on the coffee table.  “Exercise boosts your endorphins.  Come on, chop, chop, get dressed and eat something, you need breakfast.”

Tori didn’t like to be reminded of the depression she had suffered when her parents were first missing then declared dead.  It was a dark time in her life.  It was the summer before college and she made it through the funeral and all the arrangements that had to be made with a sort of detached numbness. Then, when all the theatrics that company death came to a close, she just shut down.  She locked herself in her room and cried for days.  She didn’t eat and couldn’t sleep.  She went over every argument she had ever had with her parents in excruciating detail over and over again.  She chastised herself for encouraging them to go on the cruise.  Kathy had brought her out then.  She literally dragged her out of her room and made her begin to live her life again.  That experience was part of the reason why Tori had been so interested in psychology in college and went on to become a guidance counselor.  Still, she did not want to go walking with her sister right now.  She just wanted to curl up on the couch for a few more hours.

“Sis, really,” Tori complained.

“Did I stutter?  Come on it is a nice day out.  It will be fun.”  

Tori gave up and got dressed in her workout clothes.  Then she made a brown sugar and cinnamon pop tart and finished up the coffee.  

They walked about three miles around the neighborhood and as much as Tori wanted to be mad at Kathy, she really did feel a little better after the walk.  The brisk autumn air and the constant movement were a relief as was the sunshine and Kathy’s chipper, upbeat chatter.  Kathy left and promised she would be back the next day.  And she was back each day in fact, with something new to keep Tori occupied.  They went walking, biking and shopping.  Kathy always was good at coming up with activities for them to do together, but they hadn’t spent this much time together in years.   After a couple of weeks Tori’s apartment had been completely redecorated courtesy of Kathy.  Tori had even lost a few pounds.

On the second day of there hanging out, better known to Tori as my sister wants to make sure I don’t go crazy or depressive of both, Kathy took Tori to the police station to file her report.  When they were outside the police station Kathy turned to Tori.

“I’d say tell them everything, and just say you got away and was knocked out and confused.  That is when you found a ride home from the Taylor’s.  Just don’t mention any of the stuff about Three Suns or they will have you in a white coat.  I don’t want to be known as the sister of the crazy lady.  You know the bitchy women at the PTA would have a field day with that.”

“That makes sense.  You believe me though, right?”

“Oh honey, I’m your sister and I’m just glad you are okay.”  Tori knew Kathy didn’t believe her, but she couldn’t really blame her.  She wouldn’t have if Kathy told her the tale.

“Okay, I’m going to go get this over with.”

“I’m right here if you need me.” Kathy reassured.

“I know.”

Tori gave her statement and was happy to give the police all the details she could.  The detective told her the case was iron clad and he had already confessed to all counts, so her statement was sufficient and she wouldn’t have to testify.  That was at least one worry off her mind.

At least every other day Justin would call to check in with her.  He said it was just nice to talk to someone he could actually be truthful about Three Suns with, but Tori had the sneaking suspicion that he was keeping a promise to both Willa and Mason.  Justin seemed happy.  He had briefly mentioned that he had gotten a job and Tori was truly happy for him.

About two weeks after they got back to Earth Tori received an invitation to Thomas and Pearl’s wedding.  Apparently, after being missing for so long Thomas had been declared dead so they were getting remarried.  Justin also received an invitation, so they were going together.  They had been back for a month when the day of the wedding came around and Justin and Tori had became quite close during their weekly phone conversations, so Tori felt perfectly comfortable going with him.

The morning of the wedding Tori got dressed in a dress Kathy helped her pick out and sat while Kathy once again did her hair and makeup.  

“So tell me more about Justin?”  Kathy questioned as she curled her hair.

“There is nothing to tell really, he was in Three Suns with me and we became friends. We talk now, but that’s it.”

“Do you feel safe with him?”

“Yes.”

“Then, that’s all I need to know.”

Tori ended up looking beautiful.  Kathy curled her dark hair in loose curls that hung down her back and accentuated they royal blue dress perfectly.  She was sitting on the couch with her wedding gift beside her, a tasteful crystal vase that had a pattern of suns going around the top.  Tori thought it was quite apt.  The invitation had specified no gifts, but she had manners and you simply did not go to a wedding without a gift in hand.

There was a knock at the door and she figured it must be Justin, but just to be sure she looked through the peep hole and sure enough it was her traveling buddy.  That’s they way they had been referring to each other in their phone conversations, a little private joke.  She opened the door and Justin stood there smiling.

“You look amazing!” he said.

“You clean up pretty nice yourself.”

“Are you ready to go?”

“Yes, just let me get my coat.”

Soon they were in Justin’s new truck.  His car had been totaled and the insurance paid out so he got a nice new red Toyota Tundra. 

“So tell me about your job.  I am so happy for you!”

“Well, this is going to sound crazy, but I got the job because of the accident.”

“What?”

“Well, let me start at the beginning.  You know I was unemployed for a while.  That night I was going to do something very stupid.  I was going to the liquor store to buy some whiskey or rob it.  I just thought I would make up my mind by the time I got there. You see, I had kind of given up.  My dad was a drunk and I figured….  I don’t know what I was thinking but it was bad.  The van who hit me belonged to the man that tried to hurt you and is now in jail.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Nope, but it gets weirder.  That man was an employee of Taylor Electronics, the company owned by Pearl.  He was their accountant!  Thomas and I got kind of close while we were on Three Suns together.  I guess we just kind of clicked and I had already told him everything.  He heard Pearl and Peter, Peter is VP of the company by the way, talking about what happened to their accountant.  Thomas thought of me and got me an interview.  I went through the whole interview process, and I got the job.  It even pays about twice what my previous employer did.  I tell you, getting hit by that van and ending up in Three Suns is the best thing that ever happened to me.  I don’t even know where I would be right now or what state of mind if that didn’t happen.  I don’t even want to think about it.”

“That’s amazing!”  Tori was very happy for Justin.  He was a good guy and this was like his second chance.  Thomas got back to his Pearl.  Justin got a job, a better job than he had before.  Things had worked out well for her traveling buddies.  She was alive and she guessed that was something.  

Justin looked at Tori and she guessed he must have seen the sad expression on her face.  “You fell in love with him didn’t you?”

Tori looked at him in surprise. There was no use really denying it.  “I did.”

He rubbed her arm soothingly.  “Things will work out for you Tori.  I know they will.”

“Thanks, Justin, I hope so.”

They pulled up in front of Pearl Taylor’s mansion.  There were several other cars parked in front.  Alex greeted them and ushered them through the door and into the ballroom where the wedding was being held and told them where to sit.  It was a small wedding, just about thirty other people.  Tori guessed it was just family and close friends.

The preacher walked out with Thomas and his son following close behind.  Peter was Thomas’s best man.  Thomas looked so different in his black tuxedo and fresh haircut.  Tori smiled at how nervous he looked with his hands clasped before him.

Pearl walked down the aisle by herself.  She looked extremely elegant in her ivory wedding gown carrying a bouquet of white lilies. The ceremony was beautiful and the kiss that Thomas gave Pearl was so loving Tori’s thoughts wondered to Mason again.

They had all the normal wedding things including dancing and throwing the bouquet.  Tori was one of the only five single women there and to her horror she caught the white lilies that Pearl gleefully tossed over her shoulder.

She went back to sit near Justin swinging the bouquet over her head.  “You have got to be kidding me?”

“Ah, don’t be so glum.  Dance with me.”

Justin led her out to the dance floor and he was a graceful dancer.  To her shook and amazement she was having fun!

“You are a good dancer,” she said to Justin as he effortlessly twirled her around the floor.

“My mom made me take lessons and you’re a good partner.”  He said smiling down at her.  And Tori thought he was really kind of handsome.

They eventually sat down and Thomas came around to them.  “Thanks for coming Tori.”

“Thanks for inviting me.”

“Tori if it wasn’t for you and Justin I still might be in the king’s dungeon.  You really are my angel.  If you ever need anything, just let me know.”

“You got it!”  Tori stood and hugged Thomas.  “I’m so happy for you!”

“Thanks!”  Thomas said as she released the hug.  “And you Justin, I’ll see you in the office in two week, after my honeymoon.”

“You got it boss.”  Justin said smiling.

After the festivities, Justin drove Tori home.  Justin turned the radio on to a top forties station and they both sang along to the top of their lungs.  The trip went by quick and before Tori realized it they were in front of her apartment.

“May I walk you to your door?”  Justin said holding out his arm.

“Yes, of course.”

When they were in front of the door to Tori’s apartment, he turned to her.

“That was fun.”  Justin said.

“It was. Thank you for showing me such a good time.”

“Anytime, but I think it may have been you who showed me the good time.  You know, you really are beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“Only stating the truth,” Justin said.  Then it happened, he leaned forward and ever so slightly brushed his lips to hers.  It wasn’t the passionate kiss she had with Mason, but it was sweet and nice so she didn’t pull away.

“Good night beautiful.”  Justin said as he turned and walked to his truck.

Tori opened her apartment door and closed it.  She just stood there in the dark for a moment.  What had just happened?  She couldn’t deny that she had enjoyed the kiss. But it was Justin, her traveling buddy.  She sat down on the couch, flipped on the television, feeling confused. It’s not like she would ever see Mason again so maybe she should see what happens with Justin.
















Chapter Nineteen





Tori sat on her couch while the television played some reality show in the background.  She fought the urge to call Justin on his cell phone and invite him back over.  She wanted Mason, but the hard truth was that she couldn’t have him.  Justin was here and he wasn’t.

The phone rang jarring Tori from her thoughts.  The ring tone announced that it was her sister.

“Hello,” Tori answered.

“Hey, I was just checking on you.”

“I’m in my apartment.  Justin just dropped me off.”

“Did you have a good time?” Kathy questioned.

“Yeah, I really did,” Tori said as she thought about the dancing and the kiss.

“You know, that Justin has been really nice to you.  And if I remember correctly he was pretty cute.”

“All true sis, but, I just don’t know. He’s not really my type.”

“Are you still hung up on Mason?”

“Maybe, but Justin kissed me tonight.”

“I need details.” Kathy said excitedly.

“There’s not much to tell.  We had a really good time and then when he dropped me off, we kissed.  It was nice, really nice, but it was nothing like it was with Mason.”

“Sis, that was some fairytale world or part of your imagination, “Kathy quickly corrected herself.  “I mean Justin is here and Mason is not.  That should tell you something.” Tori knew what Kathy wanted to say.  The whole thing was her imagination and nothing in real life could compare to something she obviously conjured up in her own head.

“Listen Kathy, I’m tired.  I tired, I think I am going to just go take a nice long bath and go to bed.  I’ll see you on Monday, okay?”

“Okay,” Kathy said and Tori could hear the disappointment in her voice.  “Goodnight then.”

“Goodnight,” Tori said happy to be off the phone.

Tori put down her phone and decided she really would go take that bubble bath.  She turned off the television and was getting up when there was a knock at the door.  She walked over to the door and opened it thinking it was probably Justin.

She opened the door and there stood Mason.  Her heart dropped and she stood there speechless.

“May I come in?” Mason asked.

Tori threw her arms around him and he dropped the bags he was holding.  She kissed him like she was drowning and he was the only source of air.  The passion returned, the same passion she felt the first time he had kissed her.  This was right.  Mason was here.  

When the kiss ended, Tori invited him into her apartment.  “Mason, how did you get here?”

“I came the same way you did,” he explained.

“But what about your tavern, your home, Willa?”

“It is all taken care of and you don’t need to worry about it.  All that matters is that I am here with you now.  I had to be with you.  I need you Tori.”

“I need you too, Mason,” Tori said as she led him over to her couch.  She sat him down and climbed up on top of him, straddling him as her dress rode up high on her thighs.  She kissed him, gently at first and then harder.  She was hungry for him.  He sacrificed his entire life for her. “Oh Mason, I need you,” she whispered between fevered kisses.

She got up from him and held out her hand.  He took it and she began to lead him toward her bedroom.

“Tori, wait.  There is something I need to do first.”

“What?” she asked as she looked at him questioningly.

Mason got down on one knee, still holding her hand.  He reached into the pocket of the black suit he was wearing pulled out a small box.

“Victoria Clover, I am in love with you.  I need you in my life forever.  Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” she said completely in shock.

Mason slid the rather large diamond ring on her finger, and then he stood.  Before Tori could say anything more, Mason stood and scooped her up in his arms. He carried her to the bedroom and gently placed her on the bed. He climbed on top of her, kissing her, making everything else go fuzzy.  Her senses heightened and she enjoyed each time their lips met. She was turned on beyond all sense and reason.



Tori awoke the next morning but she didn’t open her eyes.  Maybe last night was some crazy dream and if it was she didn’t want to wake up and see that her bed was empty.  She had experienced true bliss last night.  What she had felt with Mason was so much more than she could have ever imagined.  If that was a crazy hallucination, to hell with sanity she thought.  Slowly she opened her eyes and there he was lying beside her in her bed.

Mason was lying on his side. His head propped up on his hand with those amazing blue eyes watching her intently. The sheets were well below his waist and she saw that curve that started at his hip and led below.  Her thoughts immediately turned to where that curve led and the night they had just shared and she felt her checks redden and her pulse quicken.

“Good morning, beautiful,” he said.

“Good morning, how long have you been up?”  

“A little while,” Mason said as he brushed a piece of hair out of her face.  He smiled at her like he was the happiest man in the world and she felt the same.  Tori wished she could wake up every day next to this man.

Eventually Tori had to get out of bed to freshen up a bit.  She was never a morning person and she didn’t really want to scare Mason off with a serious case of morning breath.  She went and brushed her teeth, used mouthwash, did all the things that made her feel human.  When she returned Mason went to the living room and got his bag to do the same.  She put on her short robe and went to make coffee. 

Mason came into the living room and she offered him a cup which he took smiling.  He had put on his pants but left the shirt off and she still couldn’t take her eyes off him.  They sat on the couch facing each other and Tori still couldn’t believe Mason was here.

“You are really here to stay?” she asked looking at him.

“Yes, as far as I know it is a one way trip.”

“What about your granny?”

Mason laughed, “She and Earl hit it off.  So they are spending some time together getting to know each other better.  Grandpa had been dead a long time and I’m thrilled to see her so happy.  She said after a while she might even make the trip.  Granny is always up for an adventure, so I wouldn’t put it past her.”

“She is an amazing woman.”

“That she is, and so are you.”  He kissed her again.  Tori felt like she would never tire of his kisses.  Each time felt like the first time.

She offered to make him some breakfast and he insisted that help.  They had fun, teasing each other as they cooked.  “So my future wife can cook,” he teased as he chopped some green peppers.

“Well it’s good to know my future husband is handy in the kitchen too.  I just want to make sure you keep up your strength.”

“After last night I am quite famished.” He said smiling at her.

“You should be.”

Between the teasing and the kissing, breakfast got cooked and they sat down and ate their omelets, biscuits, and hash browns.  They spent the rest of the day and night in bed and on the couch.  They took a shower together and went back to bed.  Tori had never been so happy in all her life.

The next morning while Mason was in the shower, there was a knock at the door and Tori knew it must be her sister.  She threw on jeans and a t-shirt and opened the door.

“Are you ready to go for a walk?” Kathy asked.

“Not this morning.  I have company.”

“Is it Justin?”  Kathy asked excitedly.

“Shhh, no it’s Mason.”

“Mason?  The one you were so hung up on?  How?”

“He came over for me.  Listen if you would leave before he gets out of the shower I’d appreciate it.”

“I want to meet him.  Any man that could get you so hung up is a sight to be seen.”

“Not today,” Tori said. 

Then Mason walked into the living room with a towel around his waist.  His dark hair was still wet with little droplets of water hanging off the ends.  He was a sight to behold.

Kathy pushed her way past Tori and held out her hand to Mason.  “Hi, I’m Kathy Tori’s sister.”

Mason took her hand and shook it.  “I’m Mason, nice to meet you. Tori has told me so much about you.”

“Likewise,” Kathy said.  Tori could see her sister blushing.

“Okay, now that you have met, I’m sure you have some things to do Kathy,” Tori said trying to get her sister to leave.

“Not really,” Kathy replied.  She took a seat at the kitchen table.

“I’m going to go get dressed,” Mason said.  “I look forward to speaking with you, Kathy.”  Mason walked into the bedroom and Kathy watched him go.

“Tori, he is gorgeous,” Kathy said fanning herself for effect.

“I know.” 

“When did he show up?”

“After the wedding, right after I got off the phone with you,” Tori replied.

“And you….”

“Yes.”

Kathy punched her sister in the arm. “And he is from that world you say you went to?”

“Yes.”

Mason came back into the room with his black pants on and a white button down shirt.  He had combed his hair and pulled it back at the nape of his neck.  He took a seat at the table beside Tori.

“Hey ladies,” he said. 

“Mason I want you to come with Tori for Christmas Eve at my house.”

“I’d be delighted,” Mason replied.

“Good.  Well, I better be going.  I look forward to seeing you again, Mason,” Kathy got up and walked out the door.  Tori could tell Kathy was still blushing and uncomfortable.  Kathy was almost never uncomfortable and Tori couldn’t help but giggle a little to herself.

“So that was your sister?” Mason asked.

“Yep,” Tori replied.

“She seems very nice.”

“She is.  Are you sure you don’t mind doing Christmas Eve with my family?”

“Mind?  I look forward to it.  We are getting married after all and soon they will be my family too.”

They had spent the last few days in bed, stopping only to eat and shower and Tori thought it might be time to leave the apartment.  She could spend forever in this apartment with Mason, but if he was going to stay here he needed some more modern clothes and things.  She also needed to get gifts for her sister, brother-in-law and nephews.

“Do you want to go shopping?”

“With you I want to do everything and anything,” Mason said pulling her to him and kissing her gently.  “While we are out, I wonder if you know a place I can exchange some gold for your currency.  I need to buy a few things.”

“Sure let me just hop on the internet and find out.” Tori said as she got her lap top and started searching.  

Mason looked at the machine in awe as Tori deftly typed in the search terms and came back with the results.  “And you told me there was no magic here,” Mason said with a tone of pure amusement.  Tori hadn’t thought about how amazing technology would seem to someone who had never seen it but only read about it.  She guessed it would kind of seem like magic.

“Maybe we’ll catch a movie later.  I think you might love that or we could just watch television.  I’ll show you how to use the internet too, if you like.”

“I want to learn everything and see everything.  I plan on making my home here.  I was also thinking about starting a couple of taverns here like I have in Nathis and Red Rock back on Three Suns.  I intend to give you a wonderful life, Tori.”  Tori didn’t know what to say.  Was he for real?  Instead of trying to say anything she just printed out the list of places that bought gold.

“I got the list printed,” Tori said as she retrieved the paper from the printer across the room.  She noticed Mason’s intense study as he looked from her lap top to the printer and smiled.  “Ready to go?”

“Yes,” Mason said as he reached down and picked up one of the large black duffle bags he had brought with him.  It looked heavy even for Mason.

“What’s in the bag?”

“The gold,” he said sitting it on the table and unzipping it.

The large bag was filled with gold coins.  Tori had also looked up the current price of gold and she knew there was a small fortune in the bag.  “Um, I think you are only going to need to exchange a couple of those coins for now Mason.  And maybe we should hide the rest in my closet.”

“This is a lot?”

“Um, yeah.  The price of gold is way up right now.  You have enough to live off for decades if you wanted to.”

“Come on, I’ll show you where you can put it, and maybe later you will want to put it in a bank.”

Tori dug out a nice hiding place in the back of her closet and then buried the bag in shoes.  She knew he had some money in Black Rock, but she had no idea he brought this much here.  Mason put two of the gold coins in his pocket and they were off to go shopping.












































Chapter Twenty





Shopping with Mason was an adventure.  He had ridden in the limo before because he came over at the same spot Tori, Thomas and Justin had before and happened upon Thomas’s home.  Thomas was still dancing with his “new” wife but was happy to see Mason and directed Alex to drive him over to Tori’s apartment.  She wondered if he had freaked out this much in the limo.  She was just driving to Carson to go shopping and he just kept cringing every time he thought she needed to stop.

When they finally made it to the pawn shop in Carson he was white as a sheet and this was the first time she had ever seen him disturbed by anything.  And damn it all it just made him sexier.  He stepped out and laid his hands on the hood and took a couple deep breaths.

“Tori you are a very brave woman,” Mason said as he smiled at her.  He stepped around the car and kissed her again.  Tori noted that brought a bit of his color back.  They walked into the pawn shop and Tori was delighted as she watched him negotiate the price of the gold.  She had told him the going rate only a half an hour ago and he talked about it like he traded gold for a living.

Fortunately, the mall was close and this time the drive didn’t seem to bother him quite as much.  The first order of the day was getting him some clothes that didn’t make him look like he was from a different time.  They shopped at the department stores and she enjoyed watching Mason try on clothes. He drew a lot more attention from the female sales clerks than she would have liked and while he was friendly and courteous, he made sure to always introduce Tori as his fiancé.   Tori appreciated that immensely.

When the shopping was done they went back to Tori’s apartment and settled on the couch.  Mason was most amazed by the television and Tori enjoyed explaining how it worked.  Three Suns wasn’t really so different from Earth.  They had running water and gas, but no electricity, so their technology was rudimentary.  She showed him how to use the remote control and he settled on a country music station.

When night fell, Tori ordered a pizza and suggested they put up the Christmas tree.  It was just a three foot one, but Tori thought it worked nicely in her small apartment. When she plugged in the twinkling multi colored lights Mason cautiously touched one, as if he expected it to burn him.  When it didn’t he carefully inspected each one declaring that it was simply amazing.  He explained to here that Christmas was also celebrated on Black Rock. They didn’t have trees, but lit many candles and it was a time for families to come together with a feast. 





The next day was Christmas Eve so they made their way to Kathy’s house, with the wrapped presents Tori had ordered off the internet months before because she always forgot.  When they walked in the door Kathy gave her sister a huge hug.  “I’m so happy to see you!”  Then she hugged Mason, “and you too!  You can just put those presents under the tree.”

Mason was wearing blue jeans and a green sweater that made him look absolutely delectable.  Tori was convinced she could poke a hole in a garbage bag, pull it over his head and he would make it look like an Armani suit.

Randy and his two older boys were sitting on the couch playing a war game on Xbox, when there was a pause in the game, Randy walked over to Mason and extended his hand.  “Hey Mason, I’ve heard all about you.  I’m Kathy’s husband. It’s nice to meet you.”

Mason took his extended hand.  “Nice to meet you too,” Mason said as he shook his hand.

“Do you want to get in on the next game?” Randy asked.

Kathy broke into their conversation.  “No, don’t let him.  Not if you ever want to see him without a controller in his hand.”

“Ah, come on Kathy it’s not that bad.  We need to do a little male bonding.”

“Yeah, I need to steal a few minutes with my sister. I was just kidding anyway.  You boys have fun.”

Mason gave Tori a quick kiss before setting down on the couch with Randy and the boys.  Kathy led Tori into the kitchen on the pretense of getting her to help with the food.  Of course the food was already prepared and her sister just wanted a little girl talk time.  Kathy handed her a cup of punch and when Tori took it, Kathy’s eyes lit up in amazement.

“What is that on your hand?”

“It’s a ring,” Tori said smiling.

“Is it an engagement ring?” Kathy questioned looking pointedly at her sister.

Tori hadn’t really wanted to tell Kathy yet because she knew the moment she did she would want them to set a date that she could start planning it.  Weddings were definitely Kathy’s thing.  Then she would start talking colors and caterers and cakes every chance she got.  Reluctantly Tori said, “Yes.”

Kathy immediately grabbed her hand to look at the large diamond ring.  She dropped the hand and drew her sister into a deep hug.  “I am so thrilled for you!”  Then she released her and grabbed her hand again.  “This ring is gorgeous!  I have never seen a design like that.  It is so dazzling.”

“It was his grandmother’s ring.”

“Oh that is so sweet!  You are so lucky!”

“So are you.”

“I know,” Tori smiled and she knew she was thinking about Randy.  After twelve years of marriage, she still looked like that every time she thought about her husband.

“So have you set a date?”

“Not yet, but we have plenty time.  Right now I am just enjoying being with him and I’m not ready to get into planning a wedding.”

“I understand,” Kathy said and Tori was simply in shock that her sister let that answer stand. “Let’s go get the boys and start the dinner.”

When they went back into the living room Mason and Randy were sitting on the couch chatting while they boys played the war game.  

“You didn’t manage to turn him into a gamer?”  Kathy asked her husband.

Ricky answered for him.  “He got killed like a dozen times mom.”

Mason jokingly defended himself.  “It’s not my fault you’re so good at it.”

“Okay everyone into the dining room it’s time to eat!”

“Ah, mom,” the boys said still firing away at the soldiers on the television.

“You get to open one present after dinner,” she said.

The saved their game and ran into the dining room.  They sat around the table and Kathy kept smiling as she looked between Tori and Mason.  

Kathy cleared her throat, “Before we say grace, I believe my sister would like to announce something.”

Tori blushed, it was just her family here, but it still embarrassed her a little. What if Mason didn’t want her to share this news yet? Tori didn’t stand up.  She just sat there for a moment looking at Mason and when he gave her hand a little squeeze and a reassuring smile she decided he didn’t mind. “Thanks, Kathy.  Mason and I are engaged.”

Randy looked at her, “Congratulations, little sis!”  Then to Mason, “I’ll warn you these Clover women can be a handful, but they are worth it.”  He gave Kathy a quick kiss on the cheek.

Kathy was already running around the table to hug and congratulate Mason.  “I look forward to having you in the family.  Now you just make sure she sets a date soon.”

“I’ll try,” Mason said hugging back his soon to be sister-in-law. Kathy took her seat and gave Randy a nod indicating it was time to say grace.

Everyone took hands and Randy led them in a beautiful prayer ending with, “and thanks be to God that I will no longer be the only adult male in this family.  Amen.”

The meal was great as Kathy was an excellent cook.  They made small talk and Tori enjoyed the way Mason interacted with her family with ease.  When the meal was over and the presents had been opened, Mason and Randy were playing some card game with the children.  Tori and Kathy were sitting on the sofa drinking some white wine.  Tori was watching Mason interact with her nephews out of the corner of her eye.  The way he was kind and joking with them made her smile.  She just knew that he would be a great father someday and this made her fall even more in love with him.

They talked and laughed until late in the night and finally Tori announced it was time for her and Mason to get going.  They said their goodbyes and made the short trip to Tori’s apartment.  Tori was so happy because it seemed like Mason had a genuinely good time with her family.  “I hope that wasn’t too much for you, Mason,” Tori said as she pulled out of Kathy’s driveway.

Mason laughed, “It was great!  I had a great time tonight, but I am a little anxious to get you alone again.”

“That sounds good to me.”

Tori pulled into the parking lot and sitting in front of her apartment was the black limo.  Mason and Tori looked at each other as they got out of the car and began to walk toward the limo.

“I wonder what Thomas--,” Tori began when the door to the limo sprang open and Willa and Earl climbed out of the limo.

Mason ran to his granny and hugged her.  “Merry Christmas,” Mason said.

“Merry Christmas, Mason,” she said as Mason released her.  She immediately grabbed Tori into a big, warm hug.  “Merry Christmas, sweetie.”

Mason and Earl shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.  They were standing outside and snow began to gently fall.

Tori asked everyone to come in and get out of the cold and they all accepted her invitation.  She went over to ask Alex, but he said he had to get back to Thomas and Pearl’s home.

Once inside the warmth of Tori’s apartment, Tori and Mason took Willa and Earl’s coats.  Tori put on a pot of coffee while Mason got everyone settled.  Tori came back with a warm cup of coffee for everyone and passed them around. She also set out a tray of sugar cookies.

She took one look at Willa’s rosy cheeks and her now brown hair she had apparently dyed and noticed that her relationship with Earl had made her look twenty years younger.  She understood because she had felt seventeen again ever since Mason came to her.

“So what brings you too to Earth so soon?” Mason asked Willa.

“I just wanted to be with my grandson and soon to be granddaughter at Christmas.  Do you have a problem with that Mason?”

“Of course not Granny.  I am so glad you came, but why do I get the feeling that you aren’t telling the whole truth?”

Earl started to say something but Willa quickly shushed him.

“Let’s just enjoy the night and I will tell you tomorrow.  Thomas has invited us all to Christmas dinner at his home.  That was so kind of him, don’t you think?  And he had that nice man drive us here. He and Pearl look so happy together and so do you and Tori.”  She turned to look at Tori, “I see my ring on your finger girl and it suits you.  So when are you two getting hitched?”

“We haven’t set a date yet,” Tori replied.

“Well sooner better than later.  I want some grandbabies.  I ain’t getting’ no younger you know.”

Mason stepped in, “You’re going to live forever Granny.  We have time.”

“Oh, I was just teasing Tori.”

Suddenly the room was filled with the sound of a car advertisement.  Earl had gotten a hold of the remote control and turned on the television.  Both Earl and Willa almost jumped off the couch.  Earl spoke, “that is amazing!”

“I’ll be damned,” Willa said.

Mason laughed, “Just wait till she shows you the microwave.”

They talked well into the early hours of the morning.  Mason told them about what he had seen so far and showed them almost every electronic device in Tori’s apartment, Earl and Willa greeting each new device as a wonderful discovery. 

Tori insisted that Willa and Earl take the bedroom and she and Mason would sleep on the couch.  Willa and Earl graciously accepted and Tori changed the sheets and got some pillows and blankets for her and Mason.

As they snuggled up close on the couch wrapped up in warm blankets, Mason kissed her and she felt more loved than she ever had in her life.  “I love you Victoria,” he whispered into her ear.

“I love you too, Mason.”  Tori drifted off to sleep without a care in the world wrapped in the arms of her fiancé.  Her world was beautiful at this moment and she wished it could stay this way forever.
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