
  
    [image: Ash & Ink]
  


  
    
      ASH & INK

      
        MEMORIES IN ASH

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        BELLA DONNA

      

    

    
      WHIMSY WONDER

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Bella Donna

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No part of this book may be used in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies or systems in any capacity.

      Cover Design, Interior Art: @zoeticarts

      Editing: Mystic Book Marketing

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      For Brian - my anchor, who loves me through the silence and the storms.

      

      For Casie - the voice that reminded me this story was worth telling.

      

      For D & T - my sparks. May you always believe in your own magick.

      

      And for the one’s who didn’t always understand, but never stopped showing up - thank you.

      

      This is for the dreamers who were told they were too much. Keep going. You’re never too much and never not enough.
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      For a full list of content and potential trigger warnings, as well as a list of where the hot stuff happens, please visit the author’s website using the link or QR code above.

      This is not to make more work for you - it is just the easiest option for updating them and helps ensure that this book isn’t flagged.

      It also gives you the option of whether or not you want the spicy parts spoiled.

      Please review them carefully - your mental health is important.
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      Look, I really wanted to give y’all a great playlist but real talk?

      

      I wrote this book to Sleep Token, Hazbin Hotel and Golden Girls reruns.

      

      Do with that information what you will.
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      Aisling dropped her sword in her horror. Nearby, her dragon roared with fury. Across the battlefield, the giant cat…

      “Wait. What the fuck? Cat?” I mutter as I go back and re-read the last paragraph I’ve written. It’s three in the morning and I’ve already worked a full day, but this is the only time I have to work on the novel that I am desperately trying to churn out. Clearly, I’m a little wiped if my heroine and her dragon are battling a cat the size of a fucking mastodon.

      I lean back and rub my eyes. I’ve spent way too long tonight going back and forth over whether or not I should be jumping on the dragon-train that is currently all the rage in fantasy literature. I’m still not completely sure if I’m going to keep it in or not. Are dragons over done? Maybe.

      But Aisling’s dragon is a particularly sarcastic blue dragon with iridescent scales that she just merged with for the first time. Total. Badass.

      That’s it. I’m keeping it. Bitches love dragons.
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      The alarm is screaming at me entirely too early for my liking. Rolling over, I viciously jab at my phone until the atrocity stops. My eyes feel gritty as I shuffle to the bathroom, then the whole five steps to the kitchen for that life-giving elixir known as coffee. My apartment is the size of most people’s kitchens, but it’s what I’ve got for now. Taking the coffee with me back to the bathroom, I start the shower. In this place, I have enough time to finish my first cup and even pour a second before the water is up to a warm enough temperature for me to enjoy.

      I usually like to use my shower time to try to plot out my story, but I’m too tired this morning. Instead, I shower in a hurry and rush through my usual get-ready-for-work routine. I throw my rainbow-colored hair up into a messy bun, slapping on some foundation and black winged liner. It feels very early aughts, but I like the way it brings out my dark eyes. Digging through the floor-drobe—because I cannot be bothered to actually put my clothing away—I shimmy my way into a pair of torn black jeans and a t-shirt that says “the answer to everything is in a book”. Thankfully, given where I work, my full sleeve of book tattoos is a non-issue. I unearth my ancient Chucks from underneath the writing desk jammed in the corner of my apartment, and deem myself as-good-as-it’s-gonna-get.

      My apartment isn’t in the greatest neighborhood, but it isn’t the worst either. It’s within walking distance to the bookstore that I work at, which is the majority of its appeal. That, and the fact that the rent is under $300 a month, but I only have that perk because my boss owns it and is willing to rent it out to me.

      When I had first stumbled upon the quaint neighborhood of Willow Creek, I remember thinking it was a hidden gem nestled amidst the bustling city. The cobblestone streets were absolutely charming, lined with quaint shops and cozy cafes, and it exuded an old-world charm that just transports visitors back in time. On my very first visit, the air was filled with the aroma of freshly baked pastries from the local bakery, and the sound of laughter echoing from the children playing in the central square.

      The neighborhood's architecture is a delightful blend of Victorian and Georgian styles, with colorful facades adorned with intricate details and wrought iron balconies. Each shop has its unique personality, from the antique store overflowing with vintage treasures, to the artisanal chocolatier tempting passersby with its decadent creations.

      Back then, I had wandered the area for hours, window shopping, treating myself to a coffee from the local shop. I had realized that this area was more than just a collection of shops; it was a community where neighbors knew each other by name and shared a sense of belonging.

      I had sat on a bench as the sun began to set, casting a warm glow over the cobblestone streets and Willow Creek had transformed into a magical wonderland. The shops and cafes lit up with twinkling lights, creating a festive atmosphere that invited visitors to linger and enjoy the evening. As I sat and inhaled the smells, taking in the groups of people meandering down the sidewalk, I couldn’t help but think about how lucky one would be to find that a place like this was their place.

      Then, Betsy had sat on the bench next to me and my life had changed forever. Before I even knew what was happening, she was leading me to a well-maintained apartment building and showing me into an apartment she had available. By the next morning, myself, and my meager belongings not only had an apartment, but had a job too.

      Taking my time walking to the store, I take in a deep breath. I love this time of year. The flowers and plants outside of the various businesses that I pass are starting to scent the air, but the humidity and heat haven’t really cranked up yet. It’s sunny and gorgeous, and I savor the fresh air and my time in the light. I’ll be inside the majority of the day, although I know Betsy—the owner of Wanderlust—couldn’t care less if I step out to breathe during the day, especially if we’re slow.

      Pulling out my keys, I approach the tall brick building, home to the smell of cozy pages to get lost in. The sides are covered in ivy, giving it a witchy, cozy appearance that I’ve always adored. The wide front windows sparkle in the morning sun. Unlocking the heavy wooden door, the bell above it jingles cheerily as I let myself in.

      Founded by my boss, the beloved Betsy, in the heart of the city, Wanderlust Bookshop has become a beloved fixture in the community. Betsy's vision was to create more than just a place to buy books; she wanted a welcoming spot where people could lose themselves in stories and find kindred spirits. Over the years, it has hosted numerous literary events, book signings, and writing workshops. She definitely won the lottery when she bought the charming old building. 

      Books are lined up on deep, floor to ceiling cherry wood shelves, a feast of different colors and sizes. The old wooden floor, creaky under my sneakers, is covered in worn rugs in rich, deep colors. There are crystals and bowls of tumbled stones set out on various surfaces. Each floor has its own fireplace, surrounded by comfy chairs and love seats that are covered in mounds of throw pillows and various blankets. 

      Annemarie’s cafe takes up a large portion of the second floor. She has a fancy espresso machine and makes amazing coffees, as well as a variety of pastries and baked goods daily. She really has a gift in the kitchen and people tend to flock in on her working days to indulge in tasty treats.

      Betsy’s goal was for Wanderlusts’ cozy reading nooks to invite visitors to linger for hours, while large windows let in streams of natural light during the day, and it worked. The shop's eclectic decor reflects Betsy's whimsical personality, featuring vintage typewriters, mismatched furniture, and walls adorned with quotes from famous authors.

      I take a deep breath. Oh, that smell. There’s nothing like it. There’s the remnants of the sandalwood and amber incense Betsy enjoys burning, the coffee from the stand in the back corner, and the amazing baked goods that Annemarie baked on-site overnight, but above all of that, is the smell of stories. That smell of the new, the old, the previously loved, books. It must be like catnip to reading nerds like me because it always relaxes me in a way nothing else does. For me, this place is absolute magick.

      I place my things behind the counter, tucking them under the antique cash register that Betsy insists on. She’s convinced that it adds to the overall ambience and charm. I can’t say she’s wrong, but it took me three years of working here to convince her that electronic payment methods weren’t going away and we needed to invest in something (literally anything) else. So, in addition to the antique register, we now have a tablet with the ability to take card and touch payments.

      I start the music for the day, choosing something with strings, and head to the stock room to begin processing the newest arrivals. This is usually my favorite part of the day. The debut books that authors have slaved over, often after months or years of work and possible rejection. I can only imagine the terror and exhilaration of sending these babies out into the world. The indie-published authors who took a huge plunge to do it on their own. The internationally known best-selling authors who have dozens of hits under their belts. They’re all here, together, for this small space of time; worlds and creatures and true crime and myths all together, all equal. It gives me hope that maybe someday, I’ll be stocking my own book on these shelves and agreeing to a signing for Betsy.

      I’m so busy daydreaming about what it’d be like to write, finish and publish an actual book that I’m surprised when Betsy sticks her head in the door. She jingles some keys at me. Oops. Not just any keys. My keys. Shit.

      “Casie! You left these in the door. Again.” she sings at me.

      This is hardly the first time this has happened. Betsy is well versed in my ADHD. I often leave my keys in the door, misplace the store’s phone, get hyper-focused on stocking shelves, and I may or may not have once locked a patron inside one night after closing because I forgot the gentleman existed.

      To set the record straight, he was fine… when I let him out the next morning. He had curled up in the children’s section overnight, saying it had the most comfortable of the couches. 

      I jump to my feet, and take my keys from her. “Sorry, Betsy.”

      “Were you busy getting over that writer’s block? Maybe hashing out a steamy sex scene?”

      Betsy has a deep seated love for any type of spicy scene in a book. Why choose, MMFM, cowboy, single dad, billionaire mercenary, she adores them all equally. Last week, I had to come back to the store for my forgotten bag (yes, I forgot the entire damn bag) and caught her listening to an audiobook over the store speakers. The fact that she was following along on a physical copy gave me some insight on why the group of very athletic individuals were having sex next to a hockey rink. If, that is, the cartoon illustrated cover was any indication, it was a hockey romance.

      In any case, I did not expect to open the shop door to nearly as many breathy moans as I did. Betsy laughed so hard she almost peed her pants. She hates technology until it lets her listen to filthy sex scenes at full volume. Then, oddly enough, she’s a real fan.

      “Not really,” I sigh. “It’s not even writer’s block. I can write. I can write and write and write. But it’s all disconnected nonsense. I have no idea what my story is. I can write a beautiful chapter about my main gal getting a dragon — which is what I spent last night doing — but, now what? What are she and the dragon going to do? I have no fucking idea! Before I went to bed, she was riding on the dragon to battle with a giant cat.”

      Betsy laughs and wraps her arm around my shoulders, giving me a squeeze. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “Sure, Bits. I’ll figure it out.” I sigh. 
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      Three hours later, Betsy is happily reading her newest smutty adventure behind the counter whilst I move the stock that I’d sorted this morning to the appropriate shelves. Per usual, soft music plays through the speakers. I mean, the usual when Bits isn’t listening to a fictional couple reach climax through them, at max volume.

      Betsy is sixty, if she’s a day, but will only admit to forty five. She’s been forty five for the three years I’ve known her. With a tendency to dress in vibrant (read violent) colors and patterns that clash delightfully, but somehow suit her perfectly; she’s less than five feet tall (hence me affectionately calling her Bits) and built like Tinkerbell. Her eyes always seem to twinkle with mischief behind the round spectacles perched on her button nose. Don’t judge her by her cover, though, because she has a laugh like a rusty foghorn, can out drink anyone I have ever met, smokes like a chimney, and has never had any qualms about throwing asshole teenagers out of this store. She is terrifying and I secretly want to be her when I grow up.

      She hired me at Wanderlust when I’d showed up in town with a giant gaping hole where my past should be. I had juggled the bookstore and enrolled in college for a while, back when I had hoped academia would teach me how to write. That proved to be a very expensive choice, and after receiving all of the negative feedback from my stuffy professors, I’d dropped out. Betsy cut back on her own work by hiring me to do… well, almost everything. She insists that it is exhausting sitting behind that cash register “looking pretty” but it keeps me busy and paid so who am I to judge? Pays me too much, to be honest.

      Wanderlust has been my home ever since. We do enough business to keep me writing after a fashion, and to keep Betsy reading some of the smuttiest romances you can find on social media. Admittedly, business experienced a substantial increase when we opened Wednesday and Friday nights for Buy/Sell/Trade special edition events. These take place with me running the laptop in the corner to make sure no one gets scammed or pays more than a fair price. With the influx of book box donations lately, this helps everyone out, especially when not every “box” is to every subscriber’s taste. This was another hard won victory for me. Betsy almost had a heart attack when she learned that people were reselling $30 books for over $500. 

      Thankfully, tonight is Thursday, so all I have to do is survive the day at Wanderlust then go home and try to work on this fucking book.

      I sigh deeply, stocking another romance in the already overflowing shelves. Care to guess who did the ordering this week? Hint — it wasn’t me. 

      Betsy immediately puts her book down and turns to me.

      “What’s the matter, pumpkin?”

      She always calls me pumpkin like I’m six. I don’t hate it.

      “I’m just trying to figure out this story.”

      “That one you’re writing?”

      “Yes,” I reply, finishing the stack of books in my arms before turning. “The one I’m writing — but I’d use that term loosely.”

      “You really have a giant cat in your book?”

      I snort. “I did at three AM, but I don’t know if that’s going to survive. Who the hell wants to read a book about a cat the size of a building? That seems oddly… “Clifford the Big Red Dog” of me, doesn’t it?”

      Betsy lets loose one of those trademark cackles you can hear a mile away.

      “No, because he was clearly a dog and yours is a cat.”

      I laugh. “That might be a fair point, but I still don’t think that’s what I’m going for. Who is going to believe there’s tension when you’re battling a kitty cat?”

      “Tension is what you make it,” Betsy says with a grin. Abruptly changing the subject. She checks her watch and says “Oh, shit! I have a meeting with my garden club today. I completely forgot. You don’t mind closing up, do ya, pumpkin?”

      I shake my head. “When do I ever?”

      She bustles around collecting her bag and giving me the never ending list of reminders. “Don’t forget to turn off the coffee pot… oh, and the music. Make sure there aren’t any customers locked inside. Um… oh, and be sure you lock up.”

      “I know, Bits,” I wave her off, like all of her warnings aren’t valid, and I don’t have half a million reminders set on my phone for all of those things, and then some.

      She comes around the counter and cups my face in her hands. “There’s no one I know who loves words more than you, sugar. In all the years I’ve known you, you’ve been fascinated by the magick of language and the fact that every story in the English language is a combination of the same 26 letters. You’re going to get this.”

      I lean my forehead against hers and close my eyes. “But, Bits… I can’t nail this battle or war or whatever the fuck it is at this point.”

      “Oh, sugar. Why does there have to be a war?”

      Exasperated, I throw up my hands and pace away. “There has to be conflict. No one wants to read a book without some sort of fight. Otherwise it’s boring and they don’t finish it! You gonna tell me that that porn you’re reading doesn’t have some fighting and angst in it?”

      She lets out that laugh again and hitches her bag more securely over her shoulder.

      “Sure they do, pumpkin. But that’s exactly my point, isn’t it? Conflict doesn’t have to mean some big battle or war. We got plenty of conflicts going on inside of us every day. That, I think, is sometimes the scarier battle. Because it’s you. And ain’t no mastodon cat or whatever is ever gonna be scarier than that.”
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      A few days later, my frustration continues. Despite Betsy’s confidence, I still haven’t fixed the giant cat problem. In fact, I haven’t written a word. And through a series of unfortunate events, I’m saddled with hosting book club tonight. Bits has some other engagement — a date — of which I’m only slightly jealous. I don’t mind book club. The ladies who attend are a fun group, which I appreciate, and it’s always super interesting to hear what they do or don’t like about an author’s choices. Usually, other than reading out the discussion questions, they require very little of me, which usually leaves me free to take notes and work on my own plot points while they discuss. It’s like a free brain-storming session for me and I get paid for it. Win-win.

      And, of course, that is when Brett walks in.

      Fucking Brett.

      Brett fucking Frost.

      He even looks like a Brett: clean shaven, a flop of expensively highlighted brown hair, big, soulless brown eyes. His spray tan makes him look too bronze for the early summer weather outside. He has a strong, chiseled jaw, showcasing a smile that is too even, too straight and too white to be real. Every time he flashes those overly-pearly whites at me, I vaguely wonder how much he’s spent on whitening treatments. Well, not him. Technically, his parents.

      The real problem with Brett is this — he’s rich, he looks good, and he fucking knows it. His billionaire father has seen to it. Of course, in Brett’s mind, this makes him a billionaire by proxy. In other words, he’s a complete fucking douche canoe and counts on women falling at his feet. I’d rather sit naked on a hot grill than suffer through any more than 30 seconds of conversation with this pompous ass. Unfortunately, like so many fuck boys before him, he’d decided my lack of interest simply meant that I was playing hard to get and would come around eventually.

      I had first met Brett shortly after I was hired at Wanderlust, when I ran into him at the grocery store. He’d offered to help carry my stuff to the car and appeared immediately annoyed when I declined. To be fair, I’m not a fucking weakling — I was perfectly capable of getting both my dozen eggs and my bag of pasta home without some creep’s assistance.

      The next day, he brought in a box of books he wanted to get rid of. Because they were written by women. Oddly enough, that wasn’t the way to my heart or into my pants and only served to solidify my icky first impression.

      Since then, he has continued to come into the shop at least once a week, if not more. He always tries to get me to agree to one one-on-one time, either with event tickets, offering a meal, going to a bar, or whatever. Every time, I manage to turn him down. While he’s never done anything specific, I’m always uneasy around him and I absolutely loathe when he comes into the store and I’m alone — something that has increased over time.

      No, he’s never done anything overt, but I’m a firm believer in trusting your gut and there’s something off about Brett. Something dead in his eyes, that remained flat and lifeless even when he smiled or laughed at his own jokes.

      Because the universe hates me and loves nothing more than to laugh at my expense, Brett is carrying a copy of tonight’s book. Call me skeptical, but I didn’t think he could actually read.

      Brett seems to spot me from across the room and flashes that practiced smile. I just know he stands in front of his mirror flexing and posing. I groan internally, wishing I could be literally anywhere else. Thankfully, the room is filling with women for the evening’s fun, so I can hopefully avoid him for the length of the meeting.

      Yes, I plan to use a bunch of women, including a gaggle of little old ladies, as a shield. Stop judging me.

      I give Brett a nod of greeting and go to take my place in the meeting area.He is, of course, undeterred and saunters over to sit next to me. He drapes his arm over the back of my chair, leaning in as he says, “Hey Casie! I didn’t know you were running the club meeting tonight.”

      As if he’d even be here if Betsy were running it. He’d probably spotted her around town earlier. I fight the need to squirm and lean away, trying to remain still and not give an inch. “Yeah, I run them when Betsy is busy. I don’t remember seeing you here before.”

      “Oh, I just joined. You know — reading is good for expanding, like, the mind.”

      I make a non-committal sound in my throat. “So I’ve heard. I can’t wait to hear what you think of this month’s book.”

      Especially since it’s written by a woman, for women. I would bet my left kidney he didn’t even open his copy and, likely, stole it from his mom. Or he bought it with the sole intention of returning it to the shop later. Asshole.

      As I turn to check the clock, I suddenly feel his hand on my thigh. Whipping my head around, I find him looking at me, in a way I imagine he thinks is charming and sly, but is actually disgusting. “Please, get your hand off me.”

      “Oh, com’on, Cas. You know I’d love to take you out, show you a good time. I know you aren’t seeing anyone. We’d be great together.”

      Shoving his hand from my leg, I stand, trying to regulate my breathing. “We’ve had this discussion, Brett. I don’t have the time.”

      He laughs. “Still playing hard to get, huh? How about tonight after the meeting? You can come home with me and we can continue our discussion. I can even… pay you, for your time.” He winks.

      For once, I’m speechless. Based off of his expression, he thinks this is a good thing. He doesn’t seem to have any idea of how insulting the words he’s spewing are. He also seems to think if he states it as fact, that magickally makes it so.

      “No,” I finally manage. I have to maintain some semblance of professionalism.

      “No just means you’ll think about it.” He smirks.

      I walk away before I cause any more of a scene in front of all these women. Not that they’d care. They’d probably draw and quarter him for being such a raging twat. He may be an assclown, but he doesn’t need to be completely humiliated in the middle of the shop. Eventually, he has to find some other girl to set his sights on, right?

      I’m going to spend the rest of the meeting actively avoiding him.

      The meeting goes… well? The book we’re discussing this week is the first of a series in which a group of best friends decide to move together into a “mom-commune” with their children to share the burdens that come with being a single parent. Since I do, in fact, read the books for book club, I know that it’s a billionaire boss, fake marriage story, and I loved it. The spice was spicing, the book boyfriend was top tier, and the kids were adorable. Plus, the main female was plus size, which is grossly underrepresented in the book world. It was fabulous and I’ve already purchased the three follow up books, each written by other female authors and featuring each of the moms.

      The majority of the women are older, but there are some younger gals here too. They all appreciate the idea of sharing the burden of motherhood and the message of female support. Everything seems to be going well, until we get to the part of the discussion about the female lead. While the women have nothing but positive things to say about the romance of the book, Brett has other thoughts.

      “Seriously? No wonder this fiction! Who’s going to be turned on by a fat chick?”

      The temperature in the room seems to drop. I guess when a group of thirty women all decide you’ve said something stupid, it has a physical manifestation?

      Brett, of course, plows on without noticing. “I mean, from what you’re all saying, this dude is loaded. Bro — you can literally have any woman you want! Why would you fuck the fatty?”

      There are a few seconds of absolute silence, in which all of the women appear completely mortified. The younger participants are glaring at him.I knew he didn’t read the fucking book. I swear to all the gods, if these women attack him en masse, I’m letting them and damn the consequences. I mean, I’ll probably call the cops eventually, but I’d definitely let it go for a while first.

      Before I can decide if I should reprimand him or not, Alice, the happy matron of our troupe at the ever young age of eighty-six, speaks up. “Which explains why you’re here with a bunch of old biddies instead of out with some pretty young girl. No one likes a tool, young man.”

      I choke on the water I was sipping as the other women lose it.

      Alice looks at me. “What? Did I use the word wrong? My grandkids influence, you understand…”

      I want to hug her. “No, Alice. You used it perfectly.” I beam at her.

      Brett, wisely, says nothing as his cheeks fill with red hot embarrassment and he slouches down in his seat, muttering softly to himself. Good. Let him sulk.

      The women go back to discussing their thoughts, almost all positive. They enjoyed the dedication, rave over the book boyfriend. As they move on to discussing the spicy scenes in depth, I notice Brett appears more and more uncomfortable. He mutters something about female climaxes being a myth, but I choose to ignore it. I’m choosing my battles.

      Reminding myself that his discomfort is not my problem, I continue leading the group. He brought all of this on himself and none of these women are inclined to even attempt to draw him back into the conversation after he showed his ass so completely. I see a few of the oldest patrons glancing at him and giggling. He’s never going to live down his fatphobic comments or the fact that he was just put in his place by a little old lady who doesn’t even come up to his shoulder.

      Following the formal discussion, many of the women leave immediately, but a few stragglers always hang around to chat and finish their coffee. I hardly mind. The bookshop is my favorite place in the world and I enjoy their company. I scan who’s left and don’t see Brett so I guess he bailed with the rest of the group. Thank the gods.

      I gather up the coffee cups and general debris. Not that there was a lot of trash; groups of women tend to clean up after themselves, in my very limited experience. Knowing that the rest of this shouldn’t take long, I cart everything to the back. Annemarie not only bakes like an angel, she is a drill sergeant about the state of her kitchen and everything is meticulously clean and organized. She will kill me dead if I don’t get these dishes done and tidied up. It will never be up to her weirdly militant standard, but I’m hoping that she will be pleased with my attempts and not hurt me.

      I turn a playlist on while the sink fills with bubbles and water. The window over the sink shows the last rays of the sunset. Before long, I lose myself in the homeiness of the chore. There’s something about the warm water, the bubbles, the progress and being able to zone out looking out the window that’s wonderfully domestic and oddly relaxing. If only I could turn this feeling on when it comes to cleaning my apartment.

      When I hear the bell over the front door sing, I assume it’s announcing that one of the members has forgotten something. Instead, it’s Annemarie who comes barreling in in her customary whirl of perfume, skirts and scarves. She throws one arm around my shoulders and squeezes. I love her free spirit and her hippie style. Studying her now, I note she’s dressed for a date in a multi-layered maxi skirt, a black tank top that shows off yoga toned arms and her girls, nicely. Probably a dozen necklaces, at least. She uses a hand (with a ring on every finger, natch) to push her mass of copper curls out of her green eyes. She has the face of a pixie, the mind of a sailor, and the sunniest outlook of anyone I’ve ever met. She’s also my best friend.

      “You’re on clean up tonight?”

      “Bits had a date,” I reply with a shrug. She has a date. Anne has a date. Everyone has a date but me.

      Annemarie brings me back to the present. “Do you want to come out with Steve and me? We were going to check out the new place that opened last month.”

      “And be a third wheel on your date? Hard pass.”But the fact that she would totally tank this date if I wanted to hang is one more reason I love her.

      “You know, you could invite someone to come with you and then you wouldn’t be a third wheel. We could double!”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea tonight and unless I’m going to finally buckle and throw Brett a pity fuck, there’s no one I’d call. Besides, I need to finish cleaning up this mess so you don’t kill me. My book needs my attention. And you know that the group of Betsys is a lot.”

      “What happened with Brett? He was at the meeting? I didn’t think he could read. Also… what does one call a group of Betsys?” she ponders.

      I smile at her. “That’s what I was thinking, but I was nice enough to not vocalize my thoughts. And, of course, we call it a terror.”

      “You clearly deserve a treat for your restraint.”

      “I really do. I have amazing restraint.”

      “So what happened?”

      “He showed up, having not read the book–”

      “Of-fucking-course he didn’t!” she interrupts.

      “On brand, I agree. He makes a fat phobic comment…” I fill her in on the rest of the evening, including Alice’s epic take down and her correct use of the word “tool.”

      Annemarie throws her head back and laughs. “I do dearly love Miss Alice.” She pauses, studying my face as I continue to wash the dishes. “Is that all that happened? Did you really manage to have an interaction without him being … so Brett like?”

      I take a second to consider my answer. Truthfully, no, but I try not to lie to my friends about anything bigger than “I’m fine.”I also don’t want Annemarie stringing Brett up by his balls. As entertaining as that could be, it would be bad for business. I decide to settle somewhere in the middle and deflect. “Nothing more than the usual hinting around, which I dodged.”

      “Mmmmm. Well I… oh, shit! I’ve gotta go. I’m supposed to meet Steven in 15 minutes.”

      “Go, do your thing. I’m just going to finish up and head home.”

      “Be sure you don’t forget to lock up and do not forget to close up the bakery section before you leave. You’re my bitch — I’d hate to have to hurt you.”

      I laugh. “Yes, mom. Now go!”

      She blows me a kiss and darts away. A moment later, I hear the door jingle again and know she’s dashing down the sidewalk to get to her date. 
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      I sit down in front of my laptop, determined to get something done. I’d finished my shift and closed Wanderlust about an hour ago and had picked up some takeout on the walk home, eating while jotting down various ideas in the journal I keep for that purpose. It is full of random scribblings and disjointed notes that wouldn’t make sense to anyone else but me. Honestly, I can’t say that I even remember what all of them mean either. Some are pretty clear, like “a boy stumbles into a library of every story ever written, or started, or thought of and goes mad trying to find the answer to life in the stacks.” Others read as complete word salad, such as “dog food truck.” What the fuck does that mean? A food truck that serves dog food? A food truck run by dogs? A food truck serving dogs, in either a horrifying or not horrifying way?

      No idea. Not really. Your guess would be as good as mine.

      Here is the real issue: I’ll know what I want to happen in a story, but only individual scenes. I can see my characters in these… snippets of time. I can feel what they feel and see what they would see…. For the scene, just for the scene. Can I see them in more than one scene? Why, yes; yes, I can. I can see some characters in scene after scene after scene. Now — can I plot those scenes into a cohesive story that anyone with a brain would actually want to read?

      No. That’s where the failure comes in. I cannot plot a full novel. I cannot tell you what the three act story is of what I’m writing. Not ever. I can’t even do so in a short story format, as most of what I’m able to write is actually too short to even be considered a short story by the kindest of people. I’ve often found myself wondering if part of my inability to write these cohesive scenes and overarching plot is due, in part, to the fact that most of my ideas come from the snippets of dreams that I’m able to remember when I wake up. I guess that’s not entirely true. I also get flashes when I’m working, shopping, unloading laundry…

      I may also have a fairly significant case of impostor syndrome, but that is neither here nor there.

      With my own, angry music playing softly (it hypes me up but the neighbors have no taste in music), I boot up my laptop and spend a significant amount of time checking my email and scrolling through various social media sites. I lose myself in doom scrolling passed adorable animals doing adorable things (alas, no gigantic, city destroying cats are present), book influencers discussing how much they loved “this book” or “that book” (which leads me to stomp down on a wave of anxiety because the idea of trying to hype up and market my own writing makes me feel ill), and the numerous masked men thirst traps (stop judging me). When I scroll across a video reminding me that I could have an entire book if I spent half as much time writing as I do scrolling, I guiltily put my phone away and open up my unfinished document.

      I skim what I had previously written, specifically the part about the cat, and I spend a few minutes trying to decide: do I want to keep it, edit it, or delete the scene? Possibly throw the whole computer out the window? Groaning, I drop my face in my hands.

      Betsy’s words come back to me. Why does conflict have to be physical?

      I snort a laugh. Clearly, it doesn’t. The amount of conflict I currently have internally is proof of that.

      Undecided on the fate of the mega-cat, I open up a new document and shift gears. Maybe focusing on a different area will help.

      The premise of the main character haunting my thoughts and dreams is a Fae princess. My princess is able to draw power from the emotions of others and is defending her kingdom against the modern technology and robots the humans have created, who are bound and determined to wipe emotion from the world. Things are so much better when you don’t feel anything, of course. No pesky womanly hysterics to interfere with the way things should be done. Without a doubt, there is some subterfuge going on with people in her kingdom aiding this infestation as a means of holding on to the patriarchy. She has received her dragon, who she is able to meld powers with, as dragons are pure in their emotions and do not play games the way Fae and Humans do. Thus, her dragon is able to amplify her own powers.

      I’ve been debating introducing a love interest for my nameless princess, but this is where all those doubts come in. Can I really write a fantasy novel about the bad-assery of women, the death of the patriarchy in a very “eat the rich” sort of way while simultaneously introducing a hot, touch her and die, love interest? I mean… probably. Lots of authors do it and fucking own it. Do I think I am capable of writing up a dream man that women across the land would read about and think “the things I would let that man do to me”? Not exactly. I also severely lack the confidence or… knowledge… to write spicy scenes, like those that Betsy so enjoys. To be fair, I have minimal experience– (two to be exact – and both of those experiences left… something… to be desired, if you catch my drift).

      What the hell, I think. I can always delete him later, right? With my metal playing in the background, I set about trying to make a dream man out of words.

      Messy black hair falls around his face, covering his forehead in wayward curls and waves. His eyes, an intense blue, stare at me as he, again, repositions the… animal?... In his arms. His nose is proud and straight, his lips full. His cheekbones are pronounced enough to tell me he’s hella in shape under that — I think it’s a robe, maybe a cloak – but not so sunken that I’m worried about his calorie intake or that he has some form of disordered eating. His hands and what I can see of his neck are covered in various swirls and dips of ink. He looks vaguely familiar.
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      When I resurface, I’m surprised to see that three hours have gone by whilst I’ve been trying to build a man. Isn’t it supposed to rain men? Wasn’t that a thing in the past? That seems much easier. Trying to create a man that is appealing – and not only to me – is daunting. How the hell do some authors do this hundreds of times? It’s exhausting.

      I decided to take the common writing advice, for once, and not reread what I’ve just written. Instead, I save and back up (we do not discuss the hard way I learned this lesson) and let the computer boot down. Not obsessing anymore. I will just let everything percolate in hopes that it will help. 

      A hot shower, a glass of wine, binging some mindless TV that doesn’t require my attention, and my newest advanced reader copy sounds like the perfect way to cap this evening off. After being up so late hacking away at this story last night, I think losing myself in someone else’s world and actually getting some sleep tonight might improve my outlook. 

      Who knows? Maybe tomorrow the perfect man will come stumbling into Wanderlust and I won’t have to worry that I got this wrong.

      Ha. Bitch, please. 
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      The next morning, I feel a hell of a lot better. Well, not immediately– there’s still that whole “waking up and having to be a human” thing. Does anyone even like that thing? That slightly alive corpse feeling before coffee? 

      If they do, I’m pretty sure they’re not mortal. I am — one million percent — mortal in this regard. And every other, but a girl can dream.

      When I arrive at Wanderlust, Betsy is already there. Thankfully, her current chapter doesn’t involve “engorged members” or “slick folds”, so I’m able to get my work coffee (it’s different than home coffee in that it tastes better and it’s free) without turning fire engine red. I got through most of the re-stock yesterday after having to take a sixty minute break to help Mr. Stoll attempt to find “the right” copy of the Kama Sutra. The man is eighty, easily, and was insistent that, because the print is so small, there must be an illustrated copy in existence and, more, that we would absolutely have one.

      Can you bleach mental images from your mind? Asking for a friend.

      After assuring him that we had looked at every book in the building and that we did not, in fact, possess an illustrated copy of the Kama Sutra, he left deflated. He was understandably upset, knowing he would have to order one “from the dark online overlord” as he and Betsy had christened a certain online store. Better them than me. Said dark overlord isn’t going to have to know that the book is for an old man who considers himself quite the Casanova at the nursing home, but I sure fucking do.

      My internal diatribe is interrupted by a chime from my cell. I pull it out without thinking, waking the screen with my thumb. The notification for a new text sends my heart sinking. I open the app and, of course, it’s from yet another unknown number. An unsolicited dick pic awaits me, pale and flaccid against what appears to be a bathroom floor. I groan and fight back a full-body dry heave, deleting the thread. I stuff my phone away, wishing the creep wasn’t smart enough to use generic, free texting numbers so I could forward the many such pictures to this asshole’s wife, mother, sister, grandmother and second grade teacher.

      I sigh and wrangle my brain back into the game.

      Given that the stocking is done, I set about going through the substantial amount of book donations we’ve received over the past few days. In addition to the buy/sell/trade evenings, we’ve been getting a huge influx of donated books. With the increase in book influencers flooding social media, more and more people are getting into reading (yay). However, that means that I have half a million copies of last week’s popular paperback to try to unload.

      To be fair, we do have a free little library out front that I keep, what some would consider, “overstocked.” I also make the rounds once per week to fill in any holes in the other free little libraries in the city. Especially if it is a particularly popular book that we need to get rid of. I do also send out regular notices to our local book clubs. In the event that they have any of these on their rosters, we will hold the appropriate number of copies back for them to use, with the understanding that they will return them to the store if they don’t want to keep them or they can purchase them at a discounted price and save me the hassle. Everyone wins.

      Betsy is surprisingly quiet today. When I ask her if everything is okay, she just smiles at me, then mockingly scolds me for interrupting her book. A group of older women – tourists, if I had to guess – come in and she shoos me back to sorting donations. She helps them herself, answering questions about the city, the bookstore, and making recommendations as easily as she hands out pastries and cups of coffee. Before I know it, they’re all chatting like old friends. It’s an amazing talent of older women to make friends with others of their kind in the blink of an eye. Maybe older generations have a point about our dependence on technology and social media.

      I hope none of these women have a heart condition. I’m not sure that Betsy’s recommendations are for everyone, and I have no desire to have to testify before a judge because some sweet old lady kicks it listening to a story about King and his ten-inch dick pleasuring some maiden beyond her wildest imagination.

      There are fingers snapping in front of my face. Shit. I guess King had me distracted. When I focus, Betsy is laughing in my face.

      “You there, pumpkin? Where the hell did you go?”

      I can feel my face heat. “N-n-nowhere. I was just… plotting. Yeah, I was plotting. Thinking about the scenes I need to write tonight.”

      She tucks her tongue into her cheek. She fucking knows I’m lying.

      Damn it.

      “Uh huh,” she says. “Anyhooooo. Are you good to go, doll? I was going to take that box of little library donations and make the rounds. After that, I’ll probably just head home. Those women made our day!”

      Clearly the tourists bought plenty of books while I was daydreaming. “Oh. Sure. No problem. I can handle it from here.”

      Betsy launches into her “Casie needs reminders for everything” list while I smile, nod, and tune her out. She collects her things and, thankfully, turns off the audiobook. I’m working on replacing it with some sort of background noise – people who can work in silence are aliens, I swear – when she reaches the door.

      Before she can turn the handle, it opens in front of her and she almost falls through it. She giggles like a girl and bats her eyelashes at the handsome man standing on the threshold.

      He awkwardly shifts the bundle in his grip and gives her a short, respectful bow. Wait… a fucking bow? Yep. More than just a slight inclination of his head that most twenty somethings throw their elders now, if they offer even that much. This motherfucker just bowed.

      Oooookay.

      Well, fuck me. Betsy curtsies to the adorable stranger on her way out, calling a goodbye to me over her shoulder. When she gets past the stranger, she turns to give me an exaggerated eye roll and wink. Gods. Message received. Why can’t she be like the matron of other families? Happily baking cookies and pretending sex doesn’t exist.

      As the heavy wooden door closes behind him, the man takes a few hesitant steps towards the counter, again re-arranging the oddly shaped… package? in his arms. Did it just squirm?

      He clears his throat.

      “Miss?”

      The mass in his arms continues to wiggle, uncovering itself.

      Oh.

      My.

      Fucking.

      Gods.

      It’s the size of a Labrador puppy yet, still, somehow, impossibly unmistakable. That is a fucking dragon staring back at me, purring.

      In. A. Fucking. Bookstore.

      Full of extremely flammable paper.

      Fuck. Me. 
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      I stare at the man on the other side of the counter. The fact that I have a fucking dragon in front of me, and he is what is commanding my attention, says a lot. Messy black hair falls around his face, covering his forehead in wayward curls and waves. His eyes, an intense blue, stare at me as he, again, repositions the… thing in his arms. His nose is proud and straight, his lips full. His cheekbones are pronounced enough to tell me he is hella in shape under that – I think it’s a robe, maybe a cloak. His hands and what I can see of his neck are covered in various swirls and dips of ink. He looks vaguely familiar.

      He remains silent, staring at me. Oh. He’s waiting for an acknowledgement.

      The reptile is staring at me, too. It has to be an iguana.

      “Yes?” I answer.

      He just stares at me. He’s ridiculously hot, but this is getting awkward. He’s absolutely silent.

      “That’s a nice iguana.”

      He continues to deadpan. “It’s a dragon.”

      Desperately seeking some semblance, some shred of sanity, I scoff and shake my head. “No, that is clearly a cold iguana.”

      My logical intrusive thoughts whisper It is 70 degrees outside, ma’am. No iguana is going to be that shade of blue right now. Also, bitch, you know what an iguana looks like and THAT IS NOT A FUCKING IGUANA.

      Do intrusive thoughts usually laugh maniacally? Mine just did. Should I be concerned?

      I take a minute to examine the… iguana.

      It appears to be various shades of blue, with four, relatively short legs, a long tapered tail and a long, sinuous neck. All in all, it appears to be the size of a large cat or puppy… or, a small dragon.

      Racking my brain for anything I may have ever read about iguanas, I vaguely land on something about petting them on their “third eye.” I tentatively reach out and stroke two fingers over the flat spot on its forehead, where the eye would be. Consider my flabbers gasted when the creature closes its eyes and leans into my touch.

      Are reptiles usually happy to be stroked? I feel like the answer is no.

      The man watches the exchange. “Well, she definitely seems to like you.”

      Why do I suddenly feel like an experiment he’s trying to puzzle out?

      I shake my head. “Sir, we’re in the Midwest. Land of corn and football and… and tailgating. Iguanas aren’t just found wandering wild around here. We have snakes, but that’s about it. As far as scaly things go, anyway. We– I mean, we obviously have other animals around here.” Duh. Obviously. Why the hell am I so flustered?

      He looks down at the iguana wanna-be. “This is a dragon.” He enunciates the word carefully, like I’m hard of hearing or he’s concerned I have a brain injury. It’s hard to tell which.

      “They come from everywhere, depending on the type. She, based on her color, comes from the Mid-Lands. See how her color is blue? That means it’s warming up in her homelands and she’s working to stay cool. In the colder months, she turns a golden orange to let everyone know she is building herself up to keep warm.”

      He sounds like he is spouting facts, even when all of his information is incorrect.

      Just like a man. Confidence over correction, every time.

      “I don’t know what game you’re playing,” I say, gently, because who wants to incite a mad man who thinks the random swamp puppy he found is a dragon, “but that is not a dragon. I wasn’t born last night and, really, if you aren’t interested in buying a book, I think you need to go.” I point to the door.

      He glances around, seemingly just realizing where he is. He looks dubiously at the iguana, who is still butting its head against my scritching fingers and appears to be purring.

      “I would be happy to purchase a book, but… I’m not sure releasing her in such an environment is wise.”

      Holy shit. He really thinks this lizard breathes fire.

      “Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine, if we close the door so she doesn’t run out into the street. She can’t really do much damage, so I’m happy to help find something for you to read if you wanna go ahead and put her down for a minute?”

      He hesitates, but I remain firm and step back. With a shrug, he places his tiny baby on the floor.

      Where she immediately takes off to the nearest donation box and sets it aflame.

      To my absolute horror, Sir Fine-Britches just laughs.

      The fucking bookstore is on fire and he’s laughing.

      Please tell me this isn’t my life.

      “I told you!” he says, clearly delighted. “She must be yours!”

      And clearly, she really is a fucking dragon. 
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      It takes me entirely too long to leap into action, grabbing the fire extinguisher and running to the now flambé donation box. I’ve never used one before so sadly, it takes more time than I would like to admit. Did I have to refer to the instruction tag multiple times?

      Maybe.

      I pull the pin and then have to read the stupid instructions again because ADHD is a thing. I’m fairly confident that it’s just a point and shoot situation from here, but I still have to consult the instruction manual that’s the size of a clothing tag attached by a fucking thread. Pull the stupid pin, aim at the base of the fire, squeeze and sweep. How hard can it be?

      Apparently, fucking hard.

      The thing makes a fizzling sound and does… nothing.

      “A little help would be nice!” I screech at the stranger, trying not to give into my panic and failing miserably.

      He seems surprised at the harshness of my voice, but finally, he moves. Grabbing one of the heavy throws on display from the back of one of the reading chairs, he tosses it over the flames and the iguana. This seems to do the trick and, thankfully, I’m pretty sure Betsy hasn’t had the sprinkler system serviced in the last two decades, so they don’t trigger. The last thing I need is to have to clean up burned books and have the rest of the store water-logged.

      The flames die into smelly plumes of smoke.

      “Are you alright?” the man asks, turning towards me.

      “I’m fine, but look at this mess! It’s going to take days to get the smell of burning books to go away. People are going to get the wrong impression! You can’t burn books in a bookstore! This isn’t Florida!”

      I push past him to drag a chair over, using it to prop open the door. Thankfully, since it’s not too hot or humid yet I can at least keep the door open in order to try to clear the smoke out.

      He watches me intently.

      “Do you need assistance?”

      I glare at him. “No, I don’t need assistance,” I bite out. “You could, however, re-capture whatever the hell that animal is before it causes any more…”

      Before I can finish my sentence, I feel a bump against my shin. Looking down, I see the weird little lizard, rubbing itself against my legs like a cat. Noticing it has my attention, it begins winding through my legs.

      “Good thing she likes you,” he comments, watching her as she continues to love on my legs. Her scales are cool and smooth against my shins. “She’s yours. It’d be a shame if we came all this way for nothing.”

      “Why do you keep saying ‘she’s mine’? I don’t have any pets, let alone a weird blue lizard that — apparently — sets random shit on fire.”

      He grins. “She was just trying to be friendly. She was trying to show her love and affection. Because you’re her one.”

      “Well that fire must have been for you, because I don’t have a lizard.”

      “Nope,” he says, cheerfully. “It was for you. She would have started one earlier if it were for me.”

      “What the hell is she, anyway?”

      He looks at me like I have three heads. “She’s. A. Dragon.”

      Of course she’s a dragon. Because that makes perfect sense.

      Maybe I didn’t really get out of bed today. Maybe I’m still sleeping and all of this is just a dream. Maybe I actually rolled out of bed, catching my head on the sharp corner of the nightstand and this is all some sort of delusion caused by trauma and blood loss as my body lays dying on the floor. There is no possible way that this is a dragon.

      The animal on the floor finally sits down and looks at me. Then, it burps a perfect smoke ring.
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      Given the events of the day, I feel it’s completely reasonable to turn the sign on the door to ‘closed’, sit on the floor, and allow myself a round of hysterics. It seems completely within my rights. The sign is hardly going to do much good with the door wide open, but given that it’s a weekday, foot traffic should be slow enough for me to complete my breakdown in relative peace. If I ignore my weird audience of one.

      The second I sit down, the odd little dragon – no, lizard – that acts like a cat, climbs up into my lap. After turning three circles, it lays down on my lap and sighs, happily. Now that it is making itself comfortable, I can examine it more closely. As the man had said, its scales are all shades of blue, which I had seen before. Up close, however, it's obvious that her scales range in many shades — aqua to sapphire — and they seem to shimmer, shift and change in the sunlight. Her tiny wings are folded in and she’s wrapped her long tail around herself. Her eyes are a striking silver, making the black slash of her vertical pupils stand out. She looks up at me and cocks her head as if to say, “What’s the problem?”

      Hesitantly, I reach up with my hand and use two fingers to touch her head again. She closes her eyes, leaning into my fingers and makes that weird purring sound again.

      Surprised, I look up at the man, who is watching us, smiling.

      “Told you. Her one.”

      “Who, exactly, is she? Like… What is her name? What’s your name, for that matter?”

      I have been alone with an unknown, muscle bound man for at least twenty minutes without even getting a name. Not very badass, true crime loving, feminist of me, I know. Given the events of said twenty minutes though, I think it’s understandable. He hasn’t tried to abduct me or kill me or stuff me in a freezer. Yet. I guess the day is still relatively young, although it feels like an eternity has passed since I left home this morning. 

      “She is Calida,” He pauses. “I’m Flint.” He offers another bow, much like the one he used on Betsy.

      “What is with the bowing? Where the hell are you from?”

      He blinks at me, slowly. “As a warrior, it’s expected that I bow to females.” His eyes sharpen on my face, like he’s looking for something. “I’m from Goira.”

      It feels like the world has just tipped on its side. Maybe I am bleeding out on my bedroom floor from a head injury. My head does one slow, sloshy spin.

      “That’s not possible,” I whisper, absolutely horrified. “Goira doesn’t exist.”

      He frowns, making to kneel down next to me. When I hold my hand out to ward him off, he huffs out a breath.

      “Of course it exists! I should know. I was born and raised there, trained as a warrior there, defended it in battle.”

      “No!’ I insist, my voice rising. “No, no, no. It’s not possible.”

      “What do you mean? It’s more than possible — it’s fact.”

      “Goira doesn’t exist.” My voice is continuing to rise, but I can’t seem to make it stop. The small dragon jumps off my lap and walks towards Flint, probably
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