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Chapter One

 


England 1693

 


Lady Graciela Scott refused to be put off
once again. It became abundantly clear the only way in which she
would be received at Whittingham Manor would be to simply up and
ring the front bell. Rude behavior aside, this time she would be
heard!

Waiting impatiently, Graciela tapped her
foot then gave it a little stomp when a full five minutes passed
without an answer to the front door. She took five steps back,
nearly losing her balance and falling down the steps leading to the
veranda, which ran the length of the house.

The massive establishment had been rumored
to house twelve bedrooms somewhere within its three stories.
Graciela looked up until she felt a strain in the back of her neck.
Two large pillars appeared to stand guard on either side of the
veranda’s entrance. One would think a traditional whitewash would
be expected, but the owner opted to paint the pillars a dark,
crimson red—simply scandalous! And without much taste in domestic
fashion.

Reaching inside her basket, she touched a
loaf of bread and noticed all the contents were cooling
rapidly.

Enough of this silliness! Lord
Kennith Whittingham could either answer his door or find an
unexpected guest roaming his halls.

Grabbing her skirts with one hand, she
marched the five paces to the door, pounding once again and
demanding entrance in a tenor that would turn heads, if anyone were
within the sound of her voice. She counted to ten…then twenty…then
thirty, all the way to sixty. She would simply need to find another
entrance into the house.

Walking to the far end of the porch, she
took a daring leap over the tops of several bushes, trying to land
safely on the other side. A resounding tear forced a rare curse
from her mouth. She would beg the Lord God’s forgiveness later,
once she found Lord Kennith’s father inside the house.

Circling around to the back of the house,
she found three maids soaking and scrubbing the day’s wash, then
hanging it up to dry. Another maid sat under the shade of a large
tree with two baskets and a large bowl, one basket held recently
harvested pea stalks, and the other basket held the empty stalks,
while the bowl slowly filled with crisp, fresh peas. If time
allowed, she would have joined the maid under the tree, helping her
with the chore. Peas were one of her favorite vegetables and she
loved preparing them for Cook.

A slamming door drew her attention to the
back of the house where yet another maid walked toward the cool
shade of a tree. Her basket held only apples, but many of the apple
presses were kept outside.

Everyone appeared to be too involved in
their work to notice her presence, so she took advantage of the
moment to walk quickly and quietly to the back door. She opened it
and rushed inside, closing it quickly behind her. The sound
piercing her ears was horrible. It suddenly became clear why all of
the maids were finding a spot outside to do their chores—blessed
peace and quiet.

Graciela knew the shrill voice well. It
belonged to Kennith’s mother, Lady Lisbeth Whittingham. Gossip said
she possessed unearthly, wicked power and the hoard of it turned
her mad. Graciela could well believe it, given the
circumstances.

She refused to be intimidated, however. She
was on God’s errand of mercy and would see this bit of kindness
through to the end. It was a small thing, really, this loaf of
bread she made with her own hands and the fruit within the basket.
Lord Irwin Whittingham befriended her last summer when she became
ill, bringing her food and tasty treats from his kitchen. She never
forgot the kindness, and in his sick hour, she meant to repay the
favor. With or without the approval of his good lady and their
son.

Graciela cringed as the decibel in the house
reached glass-breaking proportions.

“The old coot will not have a single
visitor, Kennith, doest thou hear me? Not one! And most especially
not such a…loose woman. Lady Graciela bearith not a kind title and
her own actions speak clearly against her favor.”

Graciela dropped her jaw in shock. She
believed the words to be quite funny, at first, knowing Lady
Lisbeth only lapsed into the Old English when truly upset.
Graciela’s good humor faded quickly, though. Loose woman?
How ridiculous, and unfounded! Her actions were established by her
good will, and she would stand righteous by the deeds of her
heart.

Remaining out of view, Graciela held herself
completely motionless, listening to the conversation between son
and mother, around the corner.

“Where is your truth founded? You are quite
mad, mother. Why would you claim ill intentions of Lady Graciela?
To my understanding, father visited her out of kindness last year
when death nearly claimed her from pneumonia. Others in the church
visited during her time of sickness as well, so how do you explain
your convictions? Did not our own Minister encourage such kindness
from those who are able to visit and aid the sick?”

“Weak fools, all of you! Graciela will
suffer my wrath for her sins, as I see them. Only I can
truly see the wench’s sinful soul.”

There was a heavy moment of silence until
Lord Kennith spoke. His voice was deep and she thought it might be
shaking.

“Not one finger will you lay upon her,
Mother, or—so help me, I shall—”

Graciela stiffened when the sound of heeled
boots pounded the floor, coming ever closer. Lady Lisbeth’s face
suddenly appeared, only inches from her own. Oh, merciful
heavens, the woman is indeed mad. It was clear in the round,
angry eyes shooting arrows of hatred into her own frightened gaze.
Graciela felt certain she would die this night. Lady Lisbeth would
see to it.

Without warning, Lady Lisbeth was propelled
backwards, her arms captured from behind…by her son. Graciela
looked up into Kennith’s terrified eyes, both of them understanding
the horror of the situation.

“Go, Lady Graciela, at once!”

Dropping her basket, she turned on her heel
and ran. A shrill scream forced her to turn, half afraid of what
she might find.

Lady Lisbeth had done something to her son,
for he was bent over from the waist, both arms wrapped around his
middle. He looked up and his face blurred in her vision. Although
she cried, she could not bring herself to wipe the tears away.

“Nevermore, woman, will you tempt my husband
and son!”

Lady Lisbeth threw up her arms and,
amazingly, blinding red lightning exploded from her fingertips. She
whipped her arms forward and the lightning burst free.

Graciela screamed.

“No!” A deep and frightened voice
exploded into the room. To Graciela, it seemed to come from far
away.

Before she understood what he meant to do,
Kennith roughly pushed Graciela out of the way, his body standing
in her stead. The full blast of red light and heat penetrated his
body and lifted it as he twisted in mid-air. Moments later he fell
hard to the ground with a brutal thud, white glowing smoke
pouring from his mouth, nose and eyes.

Another scream pierced the house, this one
from his mother.

“Kennith! My son!”

Lady Lisbeth fell to her knees, all light
gone from her fingertips. Her head bowed and her shoulders shook
with her sobs.

Graciela no longer feared her own death and
crawled to Kennith’s side. She placed a hand upon his chest, her
touch gentle. His head turned to face her and Graciela cried
silently, watching rivers of blood ooze from his nose, mouth, ears
and eyes.

Kennith opened his mouth, working to make
his voice heard. It emerged deep and raw. “Do not weep for me, dear
lady. I shall see you in the beyond. Until we meet again, I leave
with you my heart.” Kennith covered her hand with his own, squeezed
then breathed his last.

“Oh, my child, what have I done?” his mother
cried. She looked up, believing his final words were for her
benefit. Seeing Graciela weeping beside her son, she stood to her
feet, shaking with rage. “Nevermore…”

Graciela knew her time of death had come,
but could not find the will to raise her head and meet her fate.
She simply kept her eyes on Kennith’s face, her hand against his
silent heart. He cared for me, though he never made his feelings
known. She would join him in death. Mayhap there, together,
they would find peace, away from the madness of this house.

Lisbeth screamed once more and Graciela shut
her eyes, willing death to come quickly.

Graciela heard something fall and opened her
eyes. To her amazement, Lady Lisbeth had fallen to her knees, a
look of surprise on her face. Seconds later, she fell face first
onto the floor. Behind her stood Lord Irwin, leaning heavily on his
cane. Graciela looked down and saw a wicked knife protruding from
the center of Lisbeth’s back. She covered her mouth against the
bile entering her throat. Her fingers trembled against her lips.
Graciela would relive this nightmare over and over, if she lived to
be a hundred.

“’Tis over, Lady Graciela, and I have lost
everything.”

Graciela could not bear the sadness on his
face and stood awkwardly, rushing to his side. “No, dear sir, not
everything. You have your faith, your wealth, and your soul.”

Lord Irwin looked down upon his dead wife
and son and mumbled, “Do I? Though my faith and soul are greatly in
question, I have no other family in which to leave my wealth.
Therefore, I shall leave it to you.”

Graciela gasped, taking a step back. Lord
Whittingham had been knighted by Queen Mary II and was easily one
of the wealthiest men in England. An heir would be greatly coveted
by anyone within shouting distance. Lord Whittingham’s wealth would
bring more curse than blessing upon her head, she feared.

“My son believed his feelings for you to be
well-hidden, though a father can see love in his child’s eyes.” His
eyes narrowed for a moment. “A ray of hope mayhap remain…”

“I thank you, Lord Irwin; truly I do. I
cannot accept the weight of your wealth, though. Surely you have
family elsewhere…a brother, a cousin?”

Lord Irwin merely shook his head, turned
away and walked over to the side wall. He removed a painting and
Graciela’s eyes widened in surprise to find a metal safe built
within the wall. Lord Irwin opened it quickly and withdrew several
papers, reaching past to claim a roll of velvet. Coming back to
Graciela’s side, he untied the satin strings and rolled the velvet
open. Inside sat a man’s ruby ring and a gold necklace with a small
ruby hanging from its center. It appeared to be shaped in a raw-cut
tear drop.

“It is my wish for you to wear this
necklace, Graciela. It belonged to my mother and is said to possess
magical qualities. I saved it hoping for a daughter one day, but
resigned to give it to my son’s wife or my granddaughter. It is for
you, Graciela, the daughter of my heart. Your kindness will break
the curse placed upon this family years ago. I believe
wholeheartedly in your ability to save us.”

Curse? What curse? Graciela became
very nervous. Gently, Lord Irwin circled her neck with the fine,
gold chain, the ruby teardrop nestling at the base of her throat.
It felt surprisingly heavy for its size and oddly warm against her
skin.

Reaching down, Lord Irwin slipped the ruby
ring on his dead son’s right ring finger. He reached out and
touched his son’s cheek with a tender caress.

When Lord Irwin stood, however, a strength
and determination appeared which she had never seen before. He no
longer appeared weak and frail, but dropped his cane and stood to
his full height.

Graciela took a step back and froze.
Sweet heavens, I cannot move my feet, not an inch! What magic is
this?

“Forgive me, Graciela. Casting this spell
’tis the only way to preserve your life and my son’s soul, to right
the curse placed upon my family. Be patient throughout the
centuries. One day, the ring shall call its true owner and a single
wish shall set you free. Beyond that moment, your destiny lies in
your own hands, coupled with the unity of two men’s capacity to
love and trust.”

She could not tolerate any more of this
madness, but she could not move to escape, either. It would seem
she would remain trapped to his will until Lord Irwin set her
free.

To her horror, a bright green flame appeared
in the palm of Lord Irwin’s hand. With the other hand above the
flame, he made small circles with his hands until the green flame
grew larger and spun wildly in his palm. Lord Irwin tossed the
green spinning flame into the air where it floated in front of his
body. He slashed through it and the ball cleanly split into two
parts, creating two smaller, spinning green orbs.

With his right hand, he directed a spinning
ball to move downward, directly into Kennith’s chest. His son’s
body jerked violently, his eyes flew open and he gasped, breathing
in deeply.

Within seconds, Kennith sat up, searching
the room, his gaze falling on his dead mother, his father then
Graciela. He shared her terror and looked back to his father.

“What insanity is this, Father? I thought I
died.”

“Death will never separate us from our
destiny, my son. You’ll discover this truth one day—when you find
Graciela again.”

“Graciela...?” His eyes flew to her face,
but she appeared equally confused.

“You were right, Kennith. You shall see her
again. Do not waste time; it waits not for you. Embrace Graciela’s
heart and your destiny. Good-bye, my dearest son.”

The green flame began to consume Kennith’s
body until he felt his heart burst with the need to reach Graciela,
before death claimed him. He reached out then stopped. His arm,
hand, and fingers were covered with a glowing green flame. He did
not have much time.

Kennith reached out a final time and saw
Graciela begin to fade, the light closing in on his vision and the
shadows growing thick. There was an emptiness, a void, surrounding
her that he could not penetrate. He had to try, though.

A moment before he reached her side, she
disappeared from view as everything vanished in a sea of black. Her
name from his lips echoed briefly before he knew no more.

In the blink of an eye, the other green ball
of flame flew at Graciela’s chest, penetrating her body. She
gasped, realizing she could not move anything, not even her
eyes. The green flame held her imprisoned, motionless as a
statue.

Irwin looked over his shoulder and reached
for a snow globe sitting on a side table. The white winter scene
had always been his favorite, and he knew this would be the perfect
vessel for Graciela, until the appropriate time.

Placing the snow globe on the floor directly
in front of Graciela, he motioned with his hands from Graciela to
the globe. The green flame outlined her body with a blinding glow
until it became too bright for Irwin’s eyes. He closed them until
the light behind his eyelids vanished.

He opened them slowly—Graciela no longer
stood before him. He glanced down into the snow globe then picked
it up and held it close, studying the winter scene. Graciela stood
in a white, full-length dress, the folds sparkling like a thousand
diamonds. Atop her head sat a diamond tiara. It twinkled when he
swished the globe around to stir up the snowy powder from the
bottom of the globe. Her angelic and serene smile had been
permanently etched onto her face. You will always remain the
daughter of my heart, Graciela—all things beautiful.

Here she would stay, within this enchanted
world, protected until the appointed time. A single wish from the
man destined to find the globe would release her from its enchanted
hold. Though, ’twould not end there. Once released from the
enchantment, the globe would reclaim her at the end of a fortnight.
Her only salvation would come from the power of selfless love,
given and received, and the unity of the ruby jewels. Only then
would the curse truly be broken, and Graciela and Kennith would be
set free.

Lord Irwin’s faith in his son’s perseverance
and in Graciela’s kind heart gave him a strong hope. The two
must find each other again to break the curse. Their lives
would depend upon it.

Together they would discover the wonders of
selfless love. Otherwise, neither would find freedom from their
prisons—or his family’s curse.


Chapter Two

 


Seattle, Washington

Current day

 


“Ken! Yo, man, wait up!”

Ken Montgomery rolled his eyes, knowing
there would be no escape once Jerry found him. It was six in the
evening and his choices were limited. Either he made an excuse to
hang out at the office for another two or three hours, or spend
twenty minutes talking with Jerry in the parking lot.

Ken took a deep breath into his lungs then
let it out slowly. Whatever. Maybe Jerry would actually have
good news for him. After the call he’d received during his lunch
hour, he sure needed good news.

Sissy, his girlfriend, broke it off after
nearly nine months of dating. He didn’t have a clue what brought on
the fast break up or even why she’d want to break if off in the
first place. They were very close, or maybe he’d just wanted to be
very close. Come to think of it, Sissy had been acting very distant
over the last month while he prepared to pop the question. He
couldn’t really say he loved her, but they were a good fit with
many things in common. They got along well, in and out of the
bedroom. He’d been planning to pop the question on Christmas Eve.
This Christmas wouldn’t be anything special, only a downer.

Ken slowed down and allowed Jerry to catch
up. “Yeah, Jerry, I’m waiting. You have any plans for this
weekend?”

Jerry shook his head wildly, as if the
question bore no importance—even though Ken answered it in vast
detail every Friday after work.

“Forget that, man. Guess what?”

Yeah, okay, I’ll bite. “What?”

“I asked Jackie to the Christmas party and
like wham, she said yes, just like that!”

Ken forced a smile. “That’s great, Jerry. I
hope you guys have a great time.”

“Hey, listen, are you taking anyone to the
party?”

Ken scratched the start of stubble growing
on his chin. “If you mean Wilson’s party, I don’t think so. It’s
kind of boring. It’s like going to the same identical party every
year.”

His boss, Terrance Wilson of Wilson
Greeting Cards, was a man of few surprises. Plain, steady, and
very predictable, his only weakness was his love affair with his
wife of forty-nine years. Ken had been writing greeting card text
for Wilson two years longer than Jerry, nearly eight years to
Jerry’s six. It was boring and predictable, but the steady work
paid the bills. Besides, he was damn good at it. It didn’t compare
to the novel he’d been working to finish, off and on for fifteen
years, but at least he still wrote in his spare time. He’d started
the novel his junior year in high school and been adding to it,
editing it and rewriting it for years. His muse had left on a
permanent vacation, though. Ever since he’d accepted the position
as a “text writer” his inspiration and imagination had gone down
the toilet. How the hell could he write a decent murder mystery
while writing greeting card text for a living? He wasn’t prepared
to answer the question just yet. He was working on it, though.

Right, whispered his distant muse,
who only showed up occasionally to torture him.

“I don’t know, Jerry. Sissy and I just broke
up today and I don’t have enough time to find a date.”

“Screw the date. Just come and have fun.
Maybe you’ll find someone better. Never liked the name Sissy
anyway.”

Good old reliable—and sensitive—Jerry. Ken
could always count on the man to stick not one, but both feet
firmly in his mouth.

“Hmm, maybe I will go. Wilson’s wife
does know how to sparkle up the place for the holidays.

Jerry barked a dry laugh. “‘Sparkle up the
place?’ You’ve been writing greeting cards too long.”

No kidding.

“She does a different Disney Princess
theme every year. I hear she’s going with Cinderella this
Christmas. That should be fairly interesting, dresses so tight
women’s boobs pop out. I was hoping for Aladdin, actually—girls
dancing around the room with their belly-rings showing. I wonder if
Jackie has a belly-ring.”

Cinderella, huh? Why not? Maybe someone
will come without a date. Yeah, he could get into this party
without a problem. His heart should be hurting after Sissy’s break
up, but he didn’t feel a thing. What does that mean? I never
cared for her to begin with? Maybe. It was a moot point now.
Tonight, he promised himself, he would have a good time. He might
even find a woman at Wilson’s party who could touch his heart.

Aww, dammit—Jerry’s right. I’ve
been writing greeting cards too damn long.

* * * * *

Ken shook his head in disgust at the lady
behind the counter. Of course all of the good costumes were gone.
The party was tonight! Left with the choice of wearing his business
suit or go in a rented gorilla suit, Ken decided on the business
suit. He’d make excuses later. At least he wouldn’t be going to the
party in something stupid.

Leaving the costume shop behind, he left for
home to shower. He still had three hours before the party started
and it would go on all night. Showing up late was expected, he’d
found out quickly his first year at WGC. Believing in being
punctual, Ken showed up right at nine p.m., only to find he’d
arrived first. Over an hour later, he’d been ready to leave when a
few party-goers began to trickle in. It was a lesson he remembered
over the years.

Ken entered the house and dropped into his
Archie chair and paused, hearing a high-pitched noise. It
came from the attic—weird. The sound didn’t appear to get
louder, but more persistent, the pitch rolling in waves over and
over, higher then lower. What could be making this kind of sound
way up there?

He climbed the stairs of the old two-story
house. Supposedly, it had been in his family for centuries and
passed down to him from his father. The place looked to be falling
down around his ears, but Ken didn’t have the heart to sell it or
tear it down. Something about the place felt—well, magical.

On the second floor, at the end of the
hallway, he opened a door with stairs leading up to the attic. Once
inside, he picked up a flashlight he kept up here in case of
emergencies and walked toward the sound. The noise softened the
closer he got to the back of the attic. Whipping away the
once-white sheet covering a wooden trunk, Ken spent long minutes
trying to unlock the two closures attaching the lid to the front.
Resigned to breaking it, he went downstairs into the room his
father had used as a garage and brought a hammer back up into the
attic. Four good swipes and the two locks lay broken.

Ken laid down the hammer and focused the
flashlight on the contents of the wooden chest. Inside, folded
neatly, were men’s clothing. They were ancient, the material rough
to the touch. He checked inside the vest—yep, hand-sewn. Maybe this
had belonged to a relative somewhere down the line of his ancestral
tree. A thought struck him. I can wear this to the
party!

He lifted the coat out and let it fall open,
unfolded. All over the deep red coat were designs trimmed in black
and gold with a long row of buttons going down the front to the
hemline. The torso appeared to be more fitted before flaring out,
almost like a skirt, stopping probably above his knees. The sleeves
also flared open wide at the ends. Inside the chest sat a
long-sleeved shirt. Heavy, thick lace hung long from the neck and
buttons traveled from neck to hemline. Would he be able to breathe
with all that lace under his throat? Good grief! The shirt’s
sleeves at the wrist were puffy with the same heavy lace at the
throat, only shorter.

Ken threw the long coat and long-sleeved
shirt over his arm. Looking back into the trunk he found men’s
pants, but they stopped at the knee. Oh no. He looked
further and found black hose beneath the pants. Oh, hell no!
There was no way he’d wear hose to this party! He’d wear the coat
and even the lacy shirt, but he’d wear his own black pants and
black dress shoes. Might as well be comfortable.

Ken laid the clothing aside and saw a
yellow, curly wig stuffed in the corner. He’d bet good money it had
once been white. For a second he considered the wig before shaking
his head. The thing could damn-well stay in the chest with the
shorty-pants and black hose. He’d go to this party with his own
hair, no yellow or even natural wigs for him.

The noise became faint now and Ken kept
digging until he reached a very small, leather-bound box. A tiny
latch kept it closed. He flipped it up and opened the box. A
beautiful men’s ruby ring, trimmed in gold, sat in the center. The
large, square design sat within the gold at least three-fourth of
an inch in diameter.

The second he touched the ring, all sound
stopped. All sound. He could no longer hear the guy across
the street cutting his grass, or the cars going by the house.
Feeling compelled in a way he couldn’t explain, he slipped the ring
on his right ring finger. The sounds outside returned and he
wondered if he’d imagined the whole thing.

Picking up the clothes, he went to his
bathroom and started the shower. When he went to remove the ring,
he heard a voice say snow globe. Ken stared at his hand in
fear. Now I’m freakin’ hearing voices. The voice sounded
again—snow globe.

Leaving the shower running, he went back
into the attic and over to the wooden chest. He moved things around
until, sure enough, he discovered a snow globe. Inside stood the
loveliest vision, a beautiful woman who took his breath away. He’d
never seen a woman before who looked this delicate and stunning.
Draped in a white gown, the kind women wore several hundred years
ago, she also wore a glittering diamond tiara on her head. She bore
an angelic smile. The figure was too small to see the color of her
eyes, but the look on her face drew him. Ken felt certain he looked
into the face of enchanted purity.

Holding the snow globe carefully, he went
downstairs and rushed through his shower, deciding to leave the
ring on his finger. Thinking ahead, he donned a sleeved cotton
undershirt to keep him from itching all night because of the
scratchy material. The ancient clothes didn’t stink, but they
didn’t smell that great either. He sprayed a good amount of cologne
on the jacket and lacy shirt before putting them on.

Ken spent about ten minutes checking his
email and watched TV for another hour until deciding the party
would already be in swing. He snatched up his wallet, car keys, and
cell before heading toward the front door. Something in his brain
spoke to him—turn around. He turned and his eyes fell on the
snow globe he placed on the coffee table earlier. Tilting his head
sideways, the voice said, take it.

Shaking his head to banish the voice, Ken
snatched up the globe and locked the house. It would take him
twenty minutes to get to Wilson’s house. He took his time, glancing
over at the delicate globe every few minutes. The figure inside
remained stationary, though the movement of the car made the water
and snow slosh around inside the glass, giving the impression of
the figure’s movement. She appeared to be dancing, swaying to the
sound of a slow beat. He couldn’t look away. The hypnotic movement
of the water inside the glass wouldn’t release him.

When a loud horn startled him, Ken snapped
his head forward to find his car halfway across the center line in
oncoming traffic. Jerking the wheel to the right, he glanced at the
angry driver coming toward him as he passed. The curse on the man’s
lips was too easy to read. Ken didn’t agree, of course, but he
began to question his own sanity.

Ten minutes more until he reached Wilson’s
house. He refused to look back over to the passenger seat where the
globe rested. Something about that damn globe drew him like a
magnet. He couldn’t explain it and he didn’t even try.

Ken arrived and decided to park in the
street, behind two other cars. Everyone else was jammed into
Wilson’s driveway and would have a hell of a time trying to leave
later on. Ken didn’t like being backed into a corner. Whenever he
felt that way, it reflected itself in the world around him. After
his break up with Sissy, he needed some room. Women were a chore
half the time and difficult to figure out. He sure didn’t need more
baggage right now.

Sure, he promised Jerry he’d come to the
party, maybe find a woman here. He doubted it—didn’t even want to
look. He also didn’t feel like partying all night. He might stay
for a few hours, have a few beers then go home. Yeah, what an
exciting night.

Without thinking twice about it, Ken reached
over and picked up the snow globe. He squinted, looking hard into
the woman’s face. She was so beautiful. He could see enough to tell
she had classic features and full, bow lips. Her smile stole his
breath. Now, why can’t I meet a nice girl like this one? He
laughed at his own insane thought.

The voice in his head spoke again, shocking
the laughter away—wish. Ken looked inside the globe once
more, his focus more intense and concentrated. Wish, huh? At
this point, what can it hurt?

“I wish I had a girl just like you.” There
was a long pause before he said more quietly, “I wish you were
real, come to life, just for me.”

Ken stared hard into the globe, but nothing
happened. He shook his head in disgust. Jerry said it best earlier
today—he’d been at his job too damn long.

Setting the globe back onto the passenger
seat, he left the car and locked up. Time to go back to the real
world, a world without a future. A world without magic.

* * * * *

Graciela watched as the man wished she were
real. Oh, how she wished the same. She had slept in the dark for
what felt like centuries…until the handsome man opened the chest.
Although his face was distorted through the globe, he appeared to
be kind.

Lord Irwin’s words came back to her again.
Forgive me, Graciela. Casting this spell ’tis the only way to
preserve your life and my son’s soul, to right the curse placed
upon my family. Be patient throughout the centuries. One day, the
ring shall call its true owner and a single wish shall set you
free. Beyond that moment, your destiny lies in your own hands,
coupled with the unity of two men’s capacity to love and
trust.

The mention of a curse meant little to her.
She did not know anything of a curse, other than his wife’s
madness, before her demise. But the wish… The man wished her to
become real. Lord Irwin said t’would set her free. Did this
mean—?

Her thoughts were cut off by a blinding
light. It imbued the globe with heat and thrust outward, past the
glass, radiating into the man’s carriage. Then she felt it, an
agonizing pain in her limbs, her middle, and her head. She hurt
everywhere. The pain expanded until she felt her bones growing, as
if she would burst free of the glass.

Moments later, a shattering sound pierced
her ears. Glass flew in all directions and the water evaporated
immediately. Little pieces of false snow dotted her chest and upper
arms. She could feel it on her face, but made no move to dash the
pieces away. Graciela removed her elbow-length gloves and clasped
her hands together, glorying in the feel of skin against skin. The
pain in her body faded to nothingness.

She glanced around, noting she sat firmly in
one of the carriage seats, a human woman once more. Shards of glass
surrounded the slippers on her feet. She prayed no glass rested
under her bottom.

What shall I do now? Find the handsome
man! He will know what must be done, how to break the curse. Yes, I
need to find him. She glanced left then right, seeing men
escorting their ladies to a large house up a cobblestone path. The
man must be inside the large house.

Looking through the glass window at her
side, she saw row after row of other carriages, though they all
looked quite strange. How does this carriage open? Thinking
back, she remembered the man touching something along its side.
Running her hand over the surface, she found a black stem and
pressed it. Nothing. She lifted it, nothing. Her eyes
traveled further up the stem to see words—lock and unlock. She
pressed down toward the unlock word and was rewarded with a muted
click. Lifting up on the stem yet again, she felt the door
move. Giving it a small push, the door opened wide.
Success!

Donning her elbow-length gloves until they
fit snugly, Graciela took no chances and turned gently in the seat.
The sound of grinding glass and the feel of a sharp pinch to her
bottom caused her to move with haste. She placed her feet in the
plush grass and stood as gingerly as possible. The soft-soled shoes
sank deep into the thick grass. Shaking out the backside of her
skirts, Graciela ran a gentle hand over the back of the skirt,
ensuring no more glass remained attached to her clothing.

Lifting the sides of her full skirt, she
left the carriage, turning to look into the seat. What a
mess! She prayed the handsome man would be a gentleman with a
forgiving spirit. Graciela pushed hard on the door. It closed with
a tremendous sound, causing her to jump and gasp in fright. The
door must be incredibly heavy to produce such a noise.

Although the grass showed no signs of being
wet, Graciela lifted her skirts with both hands and made her way
down the cobblestone path, leading to the grand front doors. All
couples she saw earlier were now gone so no one remained to offer
her an escort. The front doors stood open wide and a handsomely
dressed man stood off to the side—the attendant, though she wore no
shawl to relinquish. He offered an unusual greeting, Hello.
Once she curtsied, she looked up and smiled, only to be met with
raised brows. Am I in error so soon?

“Go right on in, sweetheart. The party’s
already in full swing.”

Sweetheart? Of all the gall. He knew
her not to speak with such familiarity!

Graciela lifted her chin and moved toward
the sound of voices and music. The music—is this truly
music? It sounded harsh and so very loud. The rhythm moved
quickly with the sound of native drums. She walked forward along
the corridor to the ballroom. Not a soul stood at the ballroom’s
entrance to announce her presence. Perhaps that would be for the
best.

Graciela eased forward gently, coming to a
stop at the top of the stairs leading down to the small ballroom.
The miniature staircase could not be called grand, mayhap ten steps
or less. She felt quite out of place, unsure if she should go in
unescorted or wait for a man to offer his arm. Moments later, it
became a moot point.

She swallowed her fear and remained
motionless as the offending music ceased and all eyes turned to the
stairs. Scattered gasps and hushed conversation could be heard
throughout the room. The desire to turn and flee came
strongly—until she spotted movement. A tall, regal man made his way
progressively forward through the crowd, a look of amazement on his
handsome face. As he drew closer, Graciela felt the breath leave
her body. She placed a gloved hand against her chest. She felt
faint.

Lord Kennith!

Could this be the man she saw while within
the snow globe? Would this man rescue her and break the curse upon
her head?

He mounted the steps slowly and all others
faded from her view. Only Kennith’s handsome face remained in her
vision. His lack of hair startled her momentarily. He wore no wig,
powdered or otherwise. Short, dark brown locks tried to curl across
the top of his head, but the length prevented it. The short cut
should have appeared repulsive, but he wore the look with ease and
confidence. Tall, with wide shoulders and a full chest, Kennith was
a beautiful man. She remembered his suitcoat well, although his
handsome appeal disgraced the fine threads he wore.
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