
  
    [image: Just My Imagination]
  


  
    
      JUST MY IMAGINATION

      ASPEN GOLD SERIES 18 & CHILDREN OF THE TRIAD 2

    

    
      
        LIZZIE STARR

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Aspen Gold Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Just My Imagination

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Please Leave a Review

      

      
        Next in the Aspen Gold Series

      

      
        The Aspen Gold Series

      

      
        The Aspen Gold Books

      

      
        *lizzie’s Aspen Gold Books

      

      
        Next from the Keltic Multiverse

      

      
        The *starr Library

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      By payment of required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this book or eBook. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented without the express written permission of copyright owner.

       

      Please note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

       

      The reverse engineering, uploading, and/or distributing of this book or eBook via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the copyright owner is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author's rights is appreciated.

       

      Copyright © 2022 by Elizabeth Struble

      All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.

      Cover and interior design by Cat & Doxie Author Services

      Photo Credits:

      Emmanuelle Bonzani/Depositphotos

      Ekaterina Kurakina/Depositphotos

      Alexander Konstantinov/Depositphotos

      Goldmund/iStock Photos

    

  


  
    
      Whether you call them dachshunds, doxies, or wiener dogs, this tale is dedicated to lovers of this amazing breed. They are a delightful handful, aren’t they?

      

      And to the doxies who inspired this story:

      Schnoozel

      Ruatha Robinton

      and

      Lessa
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      Can his magic save her reality?

      Owner of the Keltic Ranch gift shop in Olde Town, Konnor MacDhuibh is skilled in forging fantasy blades and keeping his Faerie heritage and magical abilities a secret. But when Bonnie Zhang and her two doxies need a place to stay, the empty apartment above his store is the perfect solution. Being so close to the cautious woman with haunted eyes tosses his good intentions to the wind.

      Bonnie brings secrets of her own to Spencer. Leaving her broken past behind, she’s ready for a new beginning. But if her secret is exposed too soon, she could lose any hope for acceptance--and a family.

      Will their truths lead to love or destroy any hope they’ve forged
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      A pleasant warmth curled against Bonnie Zhang’s stomach. A similar heat stretched along her side, pushing her toward the edge of her car’s back seat. She grumbled then gasped when pressure against her bladder prodded her fully awake. “Really?” she complained.

      Dim, diffused light barely brightened the interior of her packed vehicle, and she frowned. Shouldn’t it be lighter than this at—she glanced at her watch—nine in the morning? Nine?

      She struggled to dig her way out of her sleeping bag, finally gently pushing her small dogs toward the opened zipper. “Come on, kids. We’ve got to get going. I can’t believe you let me sleep this late.”

      Normally the two dachshunds would have woken her not long after the sun rose, clamoring to get outside and explore their world before demanding breakfast. Today they squirmed toward the foot of the sleeping bag and watched her with wide, hound eyes.

      “Won’t work, sweeties.” Cold air swirled around her as she shoved the thermal bag to her hips. “Yikes, it is cold. And look. Snow.”

      Once she’d donned her jacket and shoes, Bonnie blew out a long breath. There had been snow on the ground two days ago when she’d driven into Spencer. It was October in Colorado and at this elevation and close to the Rockies, there was always snow. This fresh fall made her search for housing urgent. She shivered. She couldn’t keep herself warm, how did she expect to keep her tiny dogs safe and comfortable.

      She pressed one hand to her lower belly. Or protect the tiny life growing in her.

      She had to find somewhere to live, even if it meant digging into her savings and paying the extra pet deposit at a motel for a few nights. She’d discovered the few available apartments stating they allowed pets either had a huge extra monthly cost or balked when she’d explained she had two dogs. Even though with their dainty size, they barely made the weight of one ‘normal’ dog.

      Maybe she should have stayed in Denver.

      No, her future was here. She hoped. And perhaps she would discover a hidden part of her past as well.

      A knock sounded on the window next to her head. A chorus of barking rose from the pair of doxies. Great, now what? She’d paid the camping fee, surprising the caretaker of the Streaking Moose Campground, but she wasn’t desperate enough to park on the street to sleep. Not yet anyway.

      “Hush now.” She lifted one finger and the dogs stopped barking. They scrambled over her lap to stand on her leg to peer through the snow-covered window. Four tiny paws dug into her leg. “Come on, guys, let me get you hooked up.”

      With the ease of long practice, Bonnie attached leads to the dogs’ harnesses and with the leashes wrapped around her hand, slowly opened the car door and discovered a police vehicle and tall, female officer.

      “Uh, hi?”

      The woman grinned at the wiggling mass of animals attempting to pull Bonnie from the vehicle. Bonnie gave a light tug, momentarily halting the advance.

      “I’m Ivy Vaughn with Spencer police department. I noticed you’ve been parked here the past couple days. After the snowfall last night, I wanted to check on you.”

      Bonnie glanced around the otherwise empty camping area. A good three inches of fluffy white covered everything. She sighed. She couldn’t put off finding a real place to stay any longer. She offered the officer a tentative smile. “Thanks. I’m fine. We’re fine. Except these guys need to take their morning walk. Normally I just let them go. They never go far...”

      Great. She was rambling and telling someone who could take her pups away she just let them run. Her brain must still be asleep.

      The woman crouched and held out her hand toward the quivering dachshunds. She grinned at the canine exuberance. “I don’t have a problem with that here. But keep them on their leashes when you’re in town.”

      “Always,” Bonnie confirmed as she unhooked the leads. “Too dangerous otherwise.”

      “So, I’m curious,” the officer started.

      “Why I’m sleeping in my car in an otherwise deserted camping park?”

      “That’s a start.”

      They both turned to watch the dogs bound through the snow, leaping over tiny drifts then burying their noses deep into the white. The wirehaired came up with a pile of snow on her muzzle, barked, then ran off to play with the dapple.

      Both women laughed.

      Bonnie glanced at the officer. “The one with the snowy nose is Schnoozel. Her brother is Ruatha Robinton.”

      “He’s an odd coloration.”

      “Not so much anymore. Breeders have been working toward that dapple coat. There are some concerns and health issues though. But he is a cutie. I love how he has one blue and one brown eye. They’re both certified therapy dogs and especially love visiting nursing homes. They’re generally well behaved, Officer Vaughn.”

      “Please, call me Ivy.” She crossed her arms. “I thought doxies were difficult to train.”

      “They are. These two are special.”

      “So why are you camping out in Spencer in the winter?”

      There it was. The question she’d been dreading. She’d been mulling over the whys herself. And come up with the only possible answer. She had no choice. “I was living with my mother to help her out.”

      Ivy nodded. “Lots of folks do that.”

      “Except she kicked me out when she found out I’m pregnant. Piled all my things on the driveway while I was running an errand for her. She even put the dogs in their kennel and added them to the pile. Luckily, I wasn’t gone too long. There wasn’t any snow in Denver, but it was too cold for these guys to be outside for a long time. Speaking of...” Bonnie snapped her fingers and dogs came running.

      When they sat at Bonnie’s feet and stared up at her, Ivy laughed again.

      “How do you resist those eyes?”

      “It’s not always easy. Do you mind if I give them breakfast?”

      At the officer’s nod, Bonnie moved to the rear of her SUV and once the hatch was open, lifted the dogs onto a thick towel and wiped snow from their paws. She dug out a plastic tub that was far emptier than she’d like and gave each pup a scoop of food. After pouring water into a bowl, she turned back to the friendly woman.

      “Mother wouldn’t even talk to me, except to scream through the door that anything I left would be destroyed. I didn’t have much, but I lost a lot of my life, my past that day. I couldn’t take everything.”

      “Why didn’t you find a place in Denver? Why Spencer?”

      Bonnie rubbed her cold fingers. “That’s a good question. I was working at a temporary position, so there wasn’t anything to keep me there. I figured if I was starting over, I might as well really start over. I’ve heard about the new therapy riding camp that’s opening here and hoped to get a job there. But trying to find a place to live has taken all my time.”

      The officer tugged on her jacket collar and glanced toward her squad car. “Look, it’s cold out here. Come sit in my vehicle and warm up. We’ll talk.”

      A fission of concern danced down Bonnie’s spine. This probably didn’t bode well for her possible life in Spencer. But what could she do? Besides, the soft rumble of the vehicle’s motor meant the heater was already running. And she was colder than she wanted to admit. “What about the dogs?”

      “Bring them along. No problem there.”

      Bonnie gathered the dogs into her arms, hushing them and telling them to be good before following Ivy. Once settled into the passenger seat—thank goodness she didn’t have to sit in the back behind that wire partition—the dogs scrambled to point their long noses directly into the heat vents.

      The officer stood at the front of the kind of vehicle and made a phone call.

      Bonnie’s heart sank further. Knowing the call was about her, she hugged her companions to her chest. She had to make plans, concrete plans. And fast. There was that one place, a dirty, probably bug filled apartment...

      The officer ended her call and entered the vehicle. She shook her head, turned up the fan and held out her hands for one of the dogs. Bonnie handed her Schnoozel, the calmer of the pair. “As much as they like playing in the snow, they love being warm better,” she explained.

      “I’ll agree with them there. Now, about keeping you all warm. I know housing is limited, even in the off season. And finding a place for you dogs will be tricky. However, I might have a lead or two. Until one of those pans out, I have a proposition.”

      “I’ve already checked almost every place that was advertised or had a sign.” Bonnie hated the defeat she heard in her own voice.

      “There might be a place that’s not officially on the market, if you don’t mind living above a store in Olde Town.”

      “As long as the dogs are no problem.”

      A soft smile relaxed Ivy’s face and she stroked Schnoozel’s rough coat. “I really don’t think they would be. But, until then, I have a friend who owns a private gym. He’s offered to let you stay there, you and the dogs, for as long as it takes to find a permanent housing solution. You’ll be warm and dry. And infinitely safer than you are out here.”

      “I don’t want to cause trouble.” Bonnie stared at her feet. Keeping a low profile, at least for a while, would allow her to figure out how to best use the information she’d discovered stuffed in the pile of belongings on her mother’s driveway. She didn’t want to be one of those people who showed up on someone’s doorstep to announce her existence. She needed to know more about the people involved. There was a chance she’d never say anything. She just didn’t know.

      “No problem. Owen Strong is a kind man, always willing to help out someone in distress. At least talk to him. Want to follow me over? Then if you feel comfortable, you can move these adorable little doggies right in. If not, come back here. Just remember I’ll be available if you have any concerns in either scenario.”

      “Is everyone in Spencer this friendly?”

      Ivy shook her head and dark, haunted shadows filled her eyes. “Wish I could say yes, but we’re no different than any other town. Of any size. I’d never steer you toward an unsafe situation. Okay?”

      The sense of right and honesty flowed from the officer and Bonnie relaxed. Maybe this was the nudge she needed to start her future. She ached to find stability for herself and her canine charges. And for her baby.

      “Okay,” she replied. “Lead on.”

      Within an hour she’d met Owen and Keira Strong, had a tour of the gym and surrounding property, and had help carrying the few items she really needed into the old barn turned workout space. The couple set up a cot in a corner near the changing room and screened off the area with an odd assortment of hanging mat racks. Once they’d given her the gym’s schedule for the day, and loved all over the dogs, they’d returned to their home above the gym and left her to settle in.

      After another romp outside, the dogs had happily entered their crate and curled up under their favorite blankets for a nap. Bonnie watched them for a few minutes, then gathered a fresh set of clothing and headed for a much-needed shower.

      Refreshed by the luxury of hot water and her squeaky-clean hair, she sat cross-legged on the floor and stared at the address Ivy had written on a slip of paper. While stairs leading to an upstairs apartment weren’t ideal for dachshunds, they’d make do. With the coming of winter’s snow and even colder days, having a roof over their heads to keep them safe and dry had become imperative.

      Bonnie dreaded taking advantage of the kindness of her hosts. If the shop owner agreed, hopefully she could move in right away.

      Now, all she needed to do was build up her courage and brave the unknown once again.
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      Bonnie brushed the snow from a stone bench and stared into the rippling water of the mountain stream running through the town. Along with her lively dachshunds, she’d walked the length of Spencer’s famous river walk. Twice. She couldn’t put off the encounter much longer or evening would set in, the shop would close, and she’d lose her chance.

      She tugged the ragged slip of paper from her pocket. The Keltic Ranch. Konnor MacDhuibh. An odd name. As she refolded the slip, she pondered how to pronounce that last name. Rather than using it and making a terrible mess of the word, when she introduced herself she’d give her name and wait for his response. Then she worried what he’d be like. Older probably, since he owned an entire building. Hopefully he’d be friendly and like dogs as much as Ivy had predicted.

      Sensing Bonnie’s distress, Schnoozel leaned against her leg and shivered. She rubbed the dog’s ears. “I know, sweetie. We need to find a real place to live.”

      Determined to receive his share of attention, Ruatha yipped twice then rose on his hind legs to nudge Bonnie’s hand.

      “What would I do without you two?” Bonnie leaned forward to lift Ruatha to her lap. Impatient, the tiny wirehaired scrabbled onto the bench and snuggled on her lap as well. She laughed and tolerated the frantic kisses. “Good thing you guys aren’t any larger, my lap wouldn’t be big enough.”

      Bonnie sighed. “Okay, enough now. Sit.”

      Obedient, the pair sat one on each side of her hips, watching her, expectation shining in their eyes. Shaking her head, Bonnie dug in her jacket pocket for treats. “Because you’re good dogs. And I need you to continue to be on your best behavior when we meet the landlord.”

      She hadn’t taken the dogs with her when she’d visited other properties and the negotiations had gone well. Until she’d mentioned her pets. This time, there would be no accusations of trying to bring undocumented animals into an apartment. And no pleading on her part. She’d show her prospective landlord what good canine citizens her babies were, and how their presence in an apartment would cause no damage or problems.

      She’d almost put their therapy dog harnesses over their sweaters, but echoes of her mother’s condemnation rang in her head. How many times had her mother said the colorful designations were pretentious, and no one believed the mutts were proper dogs anyway? Far too many.

      Bonnie hugged the doxies and stroked their heads. “I’ll never let anything happen to you. No matter what.”

      Her mother had strong opinions about everything. And never backed down. No matter how much it hurt another— especially her daughter.

      Bonnie was through trying to be the perfect daughter and make amends for some unknown event before she was even born. As of a few days ago, she had officially cut all ties with her mother. Yes, it made her sad for what might have been, but she wouldn’t cry. In time she might attempt a reconciliation, but if the cranky old woman wanted to be a part of Bonnie’s world and share in the joy of a new grandchild, her mother needed to take the first step.

      Bonnie closed her eyes and sighed. Online stories of someone coming home and finding all their belongings on the lawn had often made her laugh. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could do such a thing to someone they claimed to have loved. Until her mother sent her on a long list of errands.

      Moving back in with her mother hadn’t been the best decision, but mother needed help keeping up with house maintenance, and the lack of rent provided Bonnie with a comfortable bank account. She hadn’t thought she had many possessions—until everything sat in a pile in the center of the driveway. Her mother had even tossed a box of Bonnie’s childhood drawings and mementos to the top of the stack. A clean break the bitch had shouted through the locked screen door.

      Bonnie wanted to know about the other half of her heritage. She knew her mother’s Chinese traditions backwards and forwards but knew nothing about her Caucasian side. She hadn’t wanted to alienate her mother by asking about her biological father. The first simple ‘who was he’ question had ignited her mother’s anger. Then when her mother discovered the positive pregnancy test in the garbage, hell had truly broken free.

      Despite the screaming accusations and vicious prophecies of her downfall, Bonnie would not make the same mistakes her mother had. Her baby’s father might not be in the picture, but that didn’t mean she could ever hate her child.

      “Here we go, kids.” She stood and called the dogs to heel. Facing her destination, she swallowed past the lump in her throat. Lights twinkled in the shop window and the shadow of a tall figure moved about the rear of the store.

      During her walk to delay this meeting, she’d heard tourists talking about The Keltic Ranch. Apparently one of the draws was a live pony dressed in fairy flowers. If the owner kept a horse in his store, he shouldn’t be averse to dachshunds living upstairs.

      Taking a firm grip on the dogs’ leads, she crossed a narrow green space and entered the neatly organized shop. “Uh, hi? Is the apartment still for rent?”
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      Konnor MacDhuibh grinned at the tinkle of the bell announcing a customer. With the past night’s snowfall, and the normal midweek lack of tourists, he’d had little business that day. Not that he minded or needed the income. But it was nice to have someone to interact with for a few minutes.

      The soft, hesitant question brought an unusual tightness to his shoulders. It was foolish of him to keep the apartment empty since he’d moved and set up his forge a few miles outside of town. Yet the nagging voice in his head demanded he be careful. Having a human permanently nearby would cause him to watch his actions, his words, and those of his family, who always seemed to choose to visit at inopportune times.

      A couple years ago he’d made the conscious decision to pursue a direction in his life different than the rest of his family.  He’d needed to find his way. His shop was doing well but he’d held himself distant from the people of Spencer. His continued success—or failure—could depend on how those people viewed him. Having a tenant might be a first step. He broadened his smile and turned. “Yes, it is.”

      A woman stood just inside the doorway, her expression a mixture of hope, desperation, and fear. Her dark eyes watched him warily. The sudden longing to turn her tight, forced smile to one of a relaxed reality made him draw a sharp breath.

      She dipped her head and angled as though to leave.

      Konnor lifted his hand and took a step forward.

      After a slight shake of her shoulders, the woman twisted one hand to gather two thin leather strips in her palm.

      Konnor’s gaze followed the strips down to discover two small dogs sitting quietly at her feet. Their noses actively scenting the air, they looked around the store with interest. He arched an eyebrow. Were these the cause of her concern?

      “Yours?” he asked, then silently berated himself for the obviously stupid question, and reached behind the counter for the treats he kept in a jar.

      She opened her mouth, then only nodded.

      Not wanting to spook the dogs, he moved closer slowly, crouched but before holding out a small dog cookie to each eager dog, looked up at her. “This okay?”

      “They’ll love you forever.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll take that chance.”

      The intensity of her gaze softened as she watched him carefully offer the treats then gently rub the dogs behind the ears.

      He rose and held out his hand. She stared at him. Watching her expressive eyes, Konnor sensed the moment she gave herself a mental nudge and shook his hand. Her palm was warm, and his fingers wrapped so comfortably around hers. Her hand felt small in his although she didn’t have a slight frame. The urge to protect her from whatever haunted her expression rolled over him.

      “Konnor MacDhuibh.” He kept her hand in his until she wiggled her fingers.

      “Bonnie Zhang. I’m new in town—well, obviously since I’m looking for a place to live. I haven’t had much luck because of—” She canted her head toward the dogs.

      With a nod, Konnor tucked his hand in his pocket to keep from touching her again. He liked the way her fingers felt against his palm. Probably too much. Keep it business. Just business. “I’ve heard even though some of the complexes say they’re pet friendly, they really aren’t. Tell me a little about your dogs.” About yourself.

      “Schnoozel and Ruatha are extremely well behaved. Both are certified therapy dogs and love visiting nursing homes, hospitals, schools. Anywhere they receive love and attention.” The fond gaze she gave the short-legged pups told him far more than her words. He hadn’t had much experience with small dogs, his family gravitated toward large, boisterous canines. He wondered what his great grandfather’s dog, Noid, would think of these two.

      The expectant tilt of her head made him say the first thing that popped into mind. “I’ve heard dachshunds are notoriously difficult to train.”

      A faint pink touched her cheeks, highlighting the slight tilt of her eyes. She didn’t wear much makeup and for some reason he was glad. It made the single, deep blue streak in her black hair all the more striking. She opened her mouth then pressed her lips together before releasing a sigh.

      “Seems like everyone’s been saying that lately. Doxies can be. But no more so than any other strong-willed animal. I’ve found with firm rules, lots of love, and a few well-timed treats, just about any animal can find a good fit with their human. I’ve helped many abused pets and their owners adjust and create a loving household.”

      The passion in her statement deepened the color in her cheeks. A flash of possibilities flooded his mind, the rise of pure, heated desire surprising him into taking a backward step. “Uh, it looks like you’ve done a good job with these two.”

      The dogs had chosen a spot just under one of the antique buffets he used to display jewelry to curl up together and watch him with intelligent eyes. He blinked at the dapple’s different colored eyes. That was a bit disconcerting.

      Bonnie chuckled. “Don’t let them fool you. They have their moments. Oh, but not often. And they’re not destructive—except to tennis balls and the squeakers from dog toys. They’re accustomed to being in their kennel when I’m not home.”

      “Don’t worry, Bonnie. I’ve spent my life around dogs and other animals. I know the ups and the downs. However, most people wouldn’t consider living above a business a good fit for a pet owner.”

      Before she answered, a sharp whinny sounded from the rear of the store. Konnor rolled his gaze to the ceiling. The staccato nail-taps of eight tiny paws sounded a moment before his prospective renter gasped and the leashes flew from her hand. “No. Ruatha, Schnoozel, not now. Dogs, no.”

      She started to push past him, so Konnor rested his hands on her shoulders. “Don’t worry. They’ll be okay. Tormey just wants to meet them.”

      “Tormey?”

      “Easier just to show you. Come with me.” He clenched his fist to keep from taking her hand as he led her to the open stall in the back corner of the store. He stepped to the side with a flourish. “Meet, Tormey, the thunder spirit, the Keltic Ranch fairy pony.”

      “You do have a tiny horse. When I heard people talking about it, I didn’t believe...” Surprising him, she fell to her knees at the low, wooden barrier and held her hand toward Tormey. The pony snuffed her palm then turned his head and snorted.

      “He’s adorable. But he doesn’t seem to like me.”

      Konnor held out a sugar cube. “Give him this.”

      The excited doxies rose to their hind legs, barely able to peer over the low, wooden rails. Tormey touched his nose to each dog before focusing on the treat laying on Bonnie’s flat palm. She laughed when the animal’s soft lips brushed against her skin. “Oh, he’s as sweet as the sugar.”

      Forcing back the rise of odd jealousy when Tormey ‘kissed’ Bonnie’s palm, Konnor snorted. “Sometimes. He is good with customers, especially kids. But he can be ornery and stubborn as a mule. He knows it’s about closing time and he’s ready to end his working day. Not that he does much except beg for sugar cubes or apples.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s getting late, and I don’t want to keep you.” Bonnie rose, brushed at the bits of straw sticking to her pant legs and retrieved the leashes. “I can come back tomorrow.”

      “No, don’t go.” Unreasonably afraid he’d never see her again Konnor didn’t want her to leave. Not yet. Not until... until what? Yeah, she needed to see the apartment. “Let me put the closed sign on the door and I’ll show you the apartment.”

      Before she could protest, he turned and strode to the door. Once the sign was turned, he shut off the lights in the front of the store and paused to take a deep breath. The instant attraction to this woman still coursed over his skin and he rubbed at where the electric feeling had lifted the hair on his arm.

      Becoming her landlord would be a mixed pleasure. He wanted her close, knew he wanted to be close to her. The challenge of keeping his secrets would be made more difficult with her just upstairs. The sinking feeling he had rapidly fallen into a situation and he wouldn’t find his way out straightened his spine. Odd thing was, he couldn’t find a reason to care.

      Bonnie’s expression was one of cautious hope when he returned to the rear of the store. He gave Tormey another sugar cube and a rub between the ears. “Just a little longer, my friend.”

      The pony turned its head and snorted. Konnor chuckled at the dramatic display and explained to Bonnie, “He’s a drama queen. Most of the time it gets him his way. Don’t be concerned. He’ll be fine. I’ll give him an extra cup of oats tonight for his trouble.”

      At the word oats, the pony’s ears swiveled toward Konnor, and it shook the bells on its halter while nodding. After a hoof stomp, Tormey leaned against the side of his stall and blew out a huff of breath.

      “Come on, Bonnie. Let’s leave this fellow to his pouting.” Putting on what he hoped was a good landlord demeanor, Konnor let the way out the shop’s back door. Immediately next to that door was another which he opened with a key he pulled from his pocket. “There is also an entrance to the stairwell inside the store. Both doors have secure locks.”

      Bonnie nodded and slipped through the open doorway as though she feared touching him. The dogs bounced up a few steps from the landing, until the length of their leads stopped them. Their soulful hound eyes watched Bonnie, although they waited patiently.

      Konnor gestured. “Go on up.”

      When Bonnie started up the stairs, the tiny dogs pulled against their harnesses dragging her straight-armed behind them. Making a comment about the exuberant pups would probably embarrass or worry her, so Konnor followed silently.

      He opened the door on the right side of the landing. “There’s a few pieces of furniture I still need to move out, but I’ll put them in the storeroom across the landing for now. This isn’t a big space, a combination living room and kitchen, a single bedroom and bathroom.”

      “We don’t have much. Only what fit in my car when we left Denver.” Bonnie’s soft, sad words sank into his heart. Was her plight more desperate than he imagined? The need to help her grew.

      Wandering through the apartment, she touched the back of the old, overstuffed couch he’d been reluctant to move. She patted the cushion. “I don’t have a bed but this looks comfortable enough for sleeping, if you’d consider letting me use it.” She gave a sharp, desperate sounding laugh. “The dogs have better beds than I can afford for myself. This couch would be so much more comfortable than my car has been.”

      What? She’d been...? “You’ve been sleeping in your car?”

      Nodding, she moved toward the small refrigerator and apartment sized stove in one corner of the room. “For a few nights.”

      A wild, protective outrage threatened to steal Konnor’s calm and he took a step back, hoping to distance himself and prevent her from noticing. He hadn’t felt this much helpless despair since his cousin, Jinger, had disappeared and not even the Alastriona had discovered any clues. Projecting that anger on to the woman who only wanted a safe place to live wasn’t a good way to begin a landlord-tenant relationship.

      He also ignored the tiny voice insisting this wasn’t the kind of relationship he wanted with Bonnie. Tamping down the intense emotions, he spoke firmly. “You can move in right now.”

      A light pink tinted her cheeks. “We haven’t discussed rent or anything yet.”

      “We’ll work that out. You’re not sleeping in your car another night.”

      Her eyes widened and her posture straightened. “You don’t need to be concerned. I have a place to stay.”

      “Look, sorry I sounded so demanding.” Konnor spread his arms, palms facing her in supplication. “It’s just that—"

      The tight set of her shoulders relaxing, Bonnie sat at one of the two chairs at the minuscule kitchen table. “I’m sorry, too. The past few days have been more than I ever thought I’d have to go through. One of the town cops has friends who offered to let me stay. It’s in a gym, but at least we’re out of the weather. They invited me to supper tonight. I can’t say no.”

      She would be safe. He could deal with that. “And you shouldn’t. Tomorrow. You can move in tomorrow. I’ll leave Tormey at home so you can use his parking spot to unload your car. Just let me know when, and I’ll help.”

      “What about your shop? Won't the customers miss the fairy pony?”

      “He’s usually only here three or four days a week. Especially when there isn’t so much tourist traffic. Honestly, I don’t think I could handle his diva attitude all day every day.”

      A smile blossomed on her full lips. “Okay, but I won’t make any agreements until we talk about rent. And the possibility of keeping this a partially furnished apartment?”

      Konnor sat across from her, and the dogs curled at their feet. Ignoring the sense of right being close to her created in him, Konnor laid out what he hoped was a reasonable rental agreement. When she finally agreed to terms and accepted his offer of a part-time job in the shop until she found permanent employment, he felt more at home with her than he had a right to feel.

      He walked her, and the doxies, to her car then returned to the shop. Instead of stopping somewhere for supper, Konnor took the pony directly home. After the promised extra oats and a good brushing, Konnor opened a portal and made a quick stop at his parent’s cabin in the Faerie Otherworld. Once back at the apartment above his shop, he set to work, determined to make the place a comfortable home for his new tenants. For Bonnie.
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      “How did you do all this in one night?” Bonnie asked her new landlord. Arms loaded with some of her meagre possessions, she stood in the center of the apartment, twisting one way then another to see the changes. The room was freshly scrubbed, the scent of a floral cleanser a pleasant underlying aroma.

      She glanced at Konnor, who had ducked his head. The tips of his ears turned red. She chose to ignore his obvious, endearing embarrassment and dropped her things on to the couch. “Thank you for going to so much trouble, Mr. MacDhuibh.”

      He met her gaze and gave her a lopsided grin. “Konnor, please, Ms. Zhang.”

      “First name basis then,” she agreed, although keeping their relationship on a business-like level would probably be a good idea. She hadn’t had the best luck with personal relationships. Her last had turned out to be a mixed bag of blessings and curses. The blessing was growing beneath her heart. The curses her mother had shouted at her. On second thought, perhaps those were turning out to be a blessing as well, although deeply disguised.

      “I’ll go down and grab the rest of your boxes, if you’d like.” Konnor’s hopeful expression made her wonder why he was being so helpful. What was the catch? She’d been well taught there always was a price to pay for someone’s kindness.

      Bonnie hesitated a moment. Those were the lessons her mother had drummed into her. Lessons her mother took to heart. Lessons she needed to unlearn, and this was a good place to start.

      Bonnie nodded. No harm in having someone with muscles do a bit of the heavy lifting. “Okay. Just be careful. One of the boxes is filled with books.”

      “I’ll take as many trips as necessary. No problem. Look around and make sure everything is okay.” He turned toward the door then faced her again. “You are moving your dogs in, too, aren’t you?”

      “I was afraid they’d get in the way for the move. They’re safe in their crate at the gym. I’ll get things set up before I bring them over. It will feel more like home to them then. Hopefully that will prevent any... accidents or problems.”

      His shoulders dropped as though he was disappointed. “Probably a good idea. Their little lives have certainly been turned upside down. Well. I’ll get your things.”

      Upside down? That was putting it mildly. The dogs seemed to be handling everything just fine, as long as they had food in their dishes and lots of loving. Owen and his wife were helping in that department. Keira was probably waiting impatiently for the doxies to ask to go outside so they could have a good romp. Hopefully Owen would concede to Keira’s dream of a dog of her own. Bonnie made a silent promise to help make that dream a reality.

      Hearing footsteps on the stairs, Bonnie brushed the thought aside and bent to retrieve a bag from the couch. She peeked into the top then carried the toiletries to the bathroom. Konnor had placed a large box next to the couch and disappeared back down the stairs before she returned. With that energy, he’d be done emptying her SUV in no time.

      Then what? She glanced at her watch. What time did the store open? Should she wait until after closing to bring the dogs over? She’d make herself crazy if she didn’t stop with the internal questions and just ask him.

      Digging through the box he’d set on the small table, she found her single cup coffee machine and a couple of her favorite flavored cups. Hallelujah. Since her mother didn’t drink coffee, the woman could have happily thrown it away as part of her spite-filled purge of Bonnie’s belongings. This simple black necessity, along with having her dogs with her, would make this apartment a home.

      She filled the reservoir with water and popped in one of the cups. A search of the box yielded three mugs. Thank goodness. She wouldn’t have put it past her mother to have packed the coffee maker but nothing to drink from.

      With a mug in place, she pressed the start button and grinned at the soft sounds preceding the flow of a dark, rich brew.

      Konnor carried in a load of three precariously stacked boxes. “Help?”

      Bonnie rushed to take the top box. “You shouldn’t have tried to carry this much at once.”

      He sat the other boxes on the floor. “Carrying them wasn’t a problem. I didn’t think through what to do once I got them up here.” He chuckled. “Thanks for the help.”

      “I should be thanking you. Would you like a cup of coffee? I can’t offer sugar or creamer or anything else. Just coffee. Do you have time before you open the store?”

      “There’s always time for coffee. You must have a great packing gene. You’ve got a lot stuffed into your vehicle, but it should only take me a couple more trips. I’ll take coffee when I’m done.” With a jaunty wave, he left the apartment.

      Bonnie glanced around at the boxes placed here and there around the room. Even what was left in her vehicle wouldn’t be everything she needed to make this her home. She gave a soft snort. Of course, the dogs would be fine. Three quarters of what she had was theirs. She found her purse behind a cloth sack of dog toys and took out her small, spiral-bound notebook. Time to make a list of what she needed.

      Groceries went on the top of the page. She’d figure out exactly what to buy when she saw what was on sale. A few dishes. Utensils. Something to cook in. Toilet paper. Essentials only. She tapped her pencil against her cheek. Checking the antique and second-hand stores first might yield a plate and bowl so she wouldn’t have to buy a whole set of dishes she didn’t need.

      She heard Konnor on the stairs. Maybe she’d get two of everything. She blinked and shook her head to displace the daydream taking root in her brain. Personal thoughts about her landlord—those kinds of thoughts—were so not a good idea.

      He carried the box of books to the far corner of the room near the large window. Angling his body, he allowed the strap of a bulky bag to slip from his shoulder to the floor next to the box. He turned with a smile. “One trip left.”

      She nodded to his back, dropped her notebook on the table and switched out her full mug for an empty one before adding water and inserting a fresh K-cup. She continued with her list.

      A fresh, steaming cup of coffee waited on the table across from her by the time Konnor returned with the last of her possessions. He stood in the middle of the room, his gaze darting from one small pile of boxes and bags to another. A frown wrinkled his forehead. Then he sat and lifted his mug. “Thanks. Is this really all you have? Nothing’s stored somewhere?”

      Spread around the room, the lack of possessions was even more apparent. Living with so little might be difficult at first, but she’d manage. She’d lived out of her car for the past few days, hadn’t she? “Yeah. Except for the dogs and their kennel. That’s still at Owen’s.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I travel light.”

      “I’ll say.” He took a sip from his mug. “Ah heaven in a cup. Say, uh, do you need anything? I mean, to get help getting settled in?”

      She found it rather charming he was embarrassed by her lack of physical stuff. “I’ve got my list started for the Super Store. I don’t need much. Mostly groceries.”

      She dared not tell him she didn’t even have a bath towel to call her own. She slid the notebook closer and turned to a clean page to cover her list. She suspected he’d insist on supplying her with those everyday things, on taking care of her. He’d already done enough. Now was the time for her to stand alone. To take charge of herself and her life without worrying about someone else’s expectations.

      The past few days in Spencer had shown her how much her mother had controlled what she did and how she’d presented herself to the world. Bonnie didn’t particularly like who she was under her mother’s control but hadn’t realized how much the unhappiness affected her entire outlook on life. Until she’d come to Spencer and had to do for herself with no back up or support.

      This Bonnie she was beginning to like. She wasn’t willing to give anyone the opportunity to take over her life and replace her mother. Nor was she ready to tally how much she owed to Konnor. While the purely feminine part of her wanted to explore the interest she imagined in his eyes, the rational portion of her brain urged caution. Obligation wasn’t a good foundation for a possible relationship.

      Relationship? Yes. They were landlord and tenant now. That was it. Once she stood firmly on her own two feet, then maybe she would think about a different kind of relationship.

      Time to change the direction of her thoughts. “When does your store open?”

      “Ten in the off-season. Earlier during prime tourist time.” He tugged a pocket watch from his jeans. “I should get down there. I left a few things unfinished last night.”

      Guilt reared an ugly head. “Because of me? I’m so sorry.”

      “No, not just you. Paperwork is my least favorite part of the store, and I’ve been putting it off.” He drained his mug, rose, and set it in the tiny sink. “Get settled. Stop by when you bring the dogs over though, would you? I’d like them to get to know me. Be comfortable with me.”

      The banked heat in his dark brown eyes sent a tremor of awareness through Bonnie. He wasn’t speaking only about the doxies. He’d included her in his statement. He wanted her to know him, be comfortable around him. “Yes,” she said softly

      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/just-my-imagination-ebook-final-3-3-22.jpg





OEBPS/images/leaf-pub-logo-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/leaf-large.jpg





