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      Ashlynn Cooper lived in a fantasy world.

      

      Pulled out of her comfort zone, she discovers a world she had never imagined.

      

      Would that world be real or just another figment of her imagination?

      

      A standalone short story in a series of enchanting tales of love that overcomes the boundaries of time.
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      Ashlynn Cooper lived in a fantasy world.

      And she preferred it that way. But her brother, a psychologist, had insisted that she get out and interact with real people.

      The Antebellum Belle riverboat was crawling with people. The problem was that, like Ashlynn, they were all writers.

      She stood next to the paddle wheel listening to the water splash as it churned the deep, murky water of the Mississippi. Water that smelled like old coffee grounds mixed with fish guts.

      She wrinkled her nose. Her brother was about half right. It was good to have new experiences. To give her new things to write about.

      Like the riverboat cruise down the Mississippi River. That was something she never would have thought to do, but when the Fiction Writers Association of Arkansas sent out the invitation for a retreat, it had seemed like a good way to make her brother happy.

      The writer’s retreat was by invitation only. They wanted people who wrote stories, not just wanted to write stories or just talked about writing stories.

      The retreat was for working writers only. Still, there were a few extraverts who were using the time to connect with others. Her brother would consider that a healthy behavior.

      The way Ashlynn saw it, the retreat was to get away from everyday life so she could actually write without distraction. But then again, she lived alone and worked alone, so she didn’t have that many day to day distractions.

      She walked to the bench where she’d left her little notebook computer while she stretched her legs. She’d trained herself to get up every hour to walk around.

      She opened the romance story she was writing and typed in the description while it was still in her head. The river smelled like old coffee grounds mixed with fish guts. It had nothing to do with the story she was writing, but it added sensory depth.

      After four years of college, Ashlynn had known that the only job she wanted was writing fiction. She’d been fortunate that she had parents who understood that writing was like learning to play a musical instrument. It took years and years of practice yielding very limiting income at first.

      She’d been at it, strong and steady, for five years now. At twenty-seven, she had gotten past the lean period and could now support herself with her writing income.

      “Hey, you’re Ashlynn Cooper, right?”

      Ashlynn turned and smiled. She may live in a fantasy world, but she knew how to interact with people.

      She knew the man who’d approached her by reputation and she’d heard him speak at a conference a couple of years ago. He wrote westerns under the pen name Buck Montana. She had no idea what his real name was.

      “I’m Brandon.” He held out his hand.

      “Ah.” That explained why he wrote under a pen name. Brandon sounded nothing like a western writer. “I’m Ashlynn.”

      “I know.” He grinned. He was at least fifty years old, but he wore a shirt unbuttoned one button too low revealing his chest and three gold chains around his neck. He was a middle-aged man trying to ignore the past twenty years. His receding hairline was a dead giveaway.

      “Some of us are about to meet and go over some outlines.” He clicked the ink pen he held in his hand.

      “Nice,” Ashlynn said. “Enjoy.” And there was that sick feeling in her stomach that kept her away from other writers.

      Brandon laughed and cleared his throat. “We thought you might to join us.”

      Ashlynn closed her computer and braced herself. “Oh. Thank you.”

      Brandon nodded smugly and clipped his pen to the vee in his shirt. She wondered if he did that to bring attention to his chest.

      She kept her gaze on his face. “But I don’t do outlines,” she said sweetly.

      The smugness turned to confusion and perhaps a little disdain. “I see,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets.

      She was reminded, perhaps too late, about the great divide between pantsers and plotters. Maybe her brother had been right. Maybe she did need to get out more. She’d completely forgotten that writers still worried about such silliness.

      “Anyway,” she said, slipping her computer into her leather shoulder bag and standing up. “thanks for the offer.” She glanced at her watch. “I have a conference call scheduled.”

      She breezed past him, deciding it was a good time to take a nap. She had no conference call to attend, but one of the benefits of being a writer was the ability to make things up if need be.

      Ashlynn’s room was on the third floor of the riverboat. She ran up the iron steps, her white sneakers lightly echoing on the metal, and walked briskly toward her room.

      She pulled her key, an old-fashioned actual iron key – out of her crossbody bag and checked the room number. 2B.

      The last thing she wanted to do was to try to get into the wrong room. Especially if it was someone like Brandon aka Buck Montana. It might give him the wrong idea.

      Inside her little room with a double bed, a small sofa, and a clothes wardrobe that would hold all the clothes she owned, she dropped her handbag and leather computer bag on the sofa.

      This was day one of the writer’s retreat. Three more days to go.

      What had she been thinking? She pulled her phone out of her pocket to call her brother. He needed to know that she’d been better off without his interference. With all the extra shopping and packing and the retreat itself, she lost probably two weeks of writing. She wouldn’t be getting that time back.

      Then she realized it was mid-afternoon and her brother would be knee-deep in clients. It wouldn’t be right to call him in the middle of his work day.

      So instead, she climbed into bed, shoes and all, and pulled the fluffy white Sherpa quilt up to her shoulders and settled in for one of her favorite parts of the day. A nap.
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      Ashlynn woke disoriented. It took a second or two to remember she was on a riverboat at a writer’s retreat.

      She’d slept too long. The last vestiges of the sunset came through the open window.

      Before she even opened her eyes, she knew what had waken her. There was music drifting from below. Ashlynn could sleep with the lights on, but with the slightest bit of noise, she couldn’t sleep at all.

      There was supposed to be live music at the dinner tonight. What was the point of having the retreat on a riverboat if not to have enjoyable activities?

      She blinked open her eyes and realized that when she’d fallen asleep, the window had been closed. Not only had the glass been down, but the curtains had been pulled. The deck outside the rooms was almost a walkway, so people could walk by and look into the rooms. Of course, she’d kept the curtains closed.

      But she was staring out an open window.

      She shifted under the quilt. Odd. She distinctly remembered the quilt material being fluffy white Sherpa because she had an electric throw at home made out of the same material. But now it was a colorful cotton patchwork.

      And the walls were painted bright green.

      She most definitely would have remembered green walls.

      She rolled onto her back and sat up.

      She gasped and grabbed hold of the quilt like a shield.

      There was a man sitting in the chair by
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