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CRANK UP THAT VOLUME, because we’re coming at you hot, with four more fresh tales of the dearly beloved. And not so dearly departed. More tales of the twisted, and the macabre. These power ballads of life gone wrong will chill you to the bone... Before snapping it to pieces.

In Crossroad Dues, we find a woman desperate for love. But love doesn’t come cheap. Especially when it plays out more like obsession. What price is too high, for the darkest desires of the human heart?

In What Have I Done Now?, a quiet evening of baking turns into a living hell. One poor old woman finds herself tormented by the impossible. But what dark truths lie hidden within the shadows of her mind, waiting to come forth?

In This Is Halloween, a night of tricks, and stolen treats turns into a fright, as a trio of bullies enter a haunted house on Halloween night. But what waits beyond those walls is anything but an animatronic, as the scares are as real as the danger. Will our misfits survive the sum of their sins?

In Stand My Ground, you’ll find yourself answering a simple question. Just how far would you go, to save the ones you love? When a blue collar worker’s worst fears come true, we’ll see how well he dances to the tune of the shadows, and just what, or who, he’ll sacrifice to protect his family.
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​Crossroad Dues

​Chapter 1
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Ashely's fingers fumbled with the cans of beans, nearly dropping one as she stole another glance toward register 6. The metallic clank echoed down the empty aisle, but she barely noticed.

Grant laughed with an elderly woman as he bagged her groceries, his broad shoulders shifting beneath the beige uniform shirt that somehow looked good on him when it made everyone else resemble a walking cardboard box.

"Need help out with these, Mrs. Henderson?" His voice carried across the store, warm and rich like honey.

Ashely ducked behind the shelving display, heart hammering against her ribs. She peeked around the corner of aisle 5, watching his hands, those beautiful hands with neat, trimmed nails, as they lifted the old woman's bags into her cart.

"Terrance!" Mr. Dempsey's sharp voice cut through her daydream. "Those shelves won't stock themselves."

Heat rushed to Ashely's cheeks, painting them a shade that clashed horribly with her hair. She nodded, not trusting her voice, and turned back to the half-empty box of canned goods at her feet.

One by one, she arranged the beans, stealing furtive glances whenever possible. Grant's wedding ring caught the fluorescent lights as he handed change to a mother with twin toddlers. The gold band winked at her, a cruel reminder.

"You're the best, Grant!" The woman corralled her children toward the exit. "Tell Melissa we're still on for book club Thursday!"

Ashely's stomach twisted. Melissa. Even her name sounded pretty.

Ashely fumbled through the remaining cans, shoving them onto shelves with uncharacteristic speed. The labels blurred together, kidney, pinto, black, as her mind raced ahead to what she'd say. Her palms left damp prints on the metal, her heart a frantic bird trapped in her chest.

Grant checked his watch and called to the front manager. "Taking fifteen, Sheila!"

This was it. Her chance.

Ashely abandoned the final three cans in their cardboard tray, brushing her hands against her khakis. She caught her reflection in the glass refrigerator door, frizzy hair, smudged glasses, a constellation of freckles she'd spent years hating. No makeup to hide behind. Just her.

"That's what makes you real," she whispered to herself. "That's what he'll see."

Grant disappeared into the break room. Ashely counted to thirty, giving her trembling legs time to steady. She pictured Melissa, Grant's wife, with her perfect blonde highlights and manicured nails. That woman spent more on cosmetics each month than Ashely made in a week.

"Fake," Ashely muttered. "It's all fake."

She rounded the corner and pushed open the break room door. Grant sat alone, unwrapping a sandwich, phone propped against his water bottle. On the screen, a woman held up a squirming toddler, both laughing.

"Hey, pumpkin!" Grant's voice softened as he spoke to the screen. "Daddy misses you. Be good for Mommy, okay?"

The woman, Melissa, shifted into view, her face makeup-free, hair pulled into a messy bun. She wore a faded university sweatshirt, not the polished image Ashely had constructed in her mind. That just makes this so much easier.

"Love you," Grant said. "Gotta go, only got fifteen minutes."

He ended the call, looked up, and spotted Ashely frozen in the doorway.

"Oh, hey Ash." He smiled, that genuine smile that had first captured her attention. "Need the microwave?"

"I..." Ashely's throat closed around the words. "Just forgot my water bottle."

Grant nodded to her before taking a bite of his sandwich, mayonnaise catching at the corner of his mouth. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead, casting shadows beneath his eyes that Ashely hadn't noticed from across the store floor.

She crossed the break room, footsteps echoing against the dingy linoleum. Her gaze darted around until it landed on a clear plastic water bottle sitting abandoned on the counter. Ashely had no idea whose it was, probably belonged to Jenny from produce. She never drank water herself. It was Coke all the way, the syrupy sweetness a comfort through every shift. But she couldn't let Grant see she'd lied.

Her fingers closed around the bottle, its condensation cool against her palm. Three steps to the door. Two steps. One.

"Ashely? Is there something wrong?"

She froze, hand halfway to the door handle. His voice carried genuine concern, not the performative kind managers used when they needed you to work overtime. This was the first real interest he'd shown in her. After weeks of watching from across the store, cataloging his movements, imagining conversations, he finally saw her.

She knew it would happen eventually. He saw past the frizzy hair and smudged glasses. He saw the real beauty hiding underneath.

Ashely turned slowly, a smile spreading across her face. The water bottle trembled slightly in her grip as she met his eyes.

"Not anymore," she said, voice steadier than she expected.

Grant's brow furrowed, sandwich forgotten on its wrapper. "You seemed upset when you came in. Thought maybe Dempsey was riding you about stocking speed again."

Something in his expression, open, friendly, utterly platonic, sent a cold trickle down Ashely's spine. The bottle slipped in her sweaty grasp.

"I'm fine," she managed. "Just tired."

Grant nodded, already reaching for his phone. "Know that feeling. Four more hours to go." He glanced at his screen, smile softening at whatever message awaited him. "Melissa sent me another photo of Emma covered in spaghetti sauce. That kid's going to be the death of us."

He turned the phone toward Ashely, showing a toddler with sauce-covered cheeks grinning devilishly at the camera.

"She's beautiful. Not like her mother."

Grant's eyes narrowed, phone slowly lowering to the table. "And just what is that supposed to mean?"

The break room air thickened, fluorescent lights buzzing louder in Ashely's ears. The water bottle slipped from her fingers, hitting the floor with a hollow plastic thud. Water pooled around her shoes, but she couldn't move.

"I didn't..." Her throat constricted. The look on his face, confusion morphing into something darker, told her she'd crossed a line. One she couldn't step back from.

Ashely closed her eyes. This was it. Her one chance, her one moment to let the truth spill out. The fantasy she'd built brick by brick over months of stolen glances and imagined conversations.

"She doesn't deserve you, Grant." The words tumbled out, gaining momentum. "She's too perfect, too polished. Not real like, like me."

Grant stood, sandwich forgotten. "What are you talking about?"

"I see you. The real you." Ashely stepped closer, the puddle of water spreading beneath her feet. "I've watched how kind you are with everyone, how you remember Mrs. Henderson's grandchildren's names, how you always help Jenny reach the high shelves without making her feel short."

His back pressed against the vending machine as she advanced.

"We would be perfect together. I could give you everything you ever wanted." Her hand trembled as she reached toward his face. "Someone who appreciates you. Someone real."

Grant's expression shifted to horror as understanding dawned. "Ashely, stop. I'm married. I love my wife."

"You just think you do." She lunged forward, fingers clutching his collar, pulling his face down toward hers. Her lips pursed, eyes squeezed shut as she reached for what she'd imagined a thousand times.

Grant's hands shot out, connecting with her shoulders. The force sent her stumbling backward. Her hip caught the edge of the table as she fell, landing hard on the wet linoleum.

"What the hell is wrong with you?" Grant's voice shook. "You're, you're crazy! I love Melissa. I have a daughter. I have no desire to leave them, especially not for..."

He turned away, jaw clenched, unable to finish. But his meaning hung in the air, clear as day.

Not for someone like you.

Ashely sat sprawled on the floor, water soaking through her khakis, the fantasy she'd nurtured for months shattering around her. The ugly duckling story ended with transformation, with recognition. With beauty revealed.

This wasn't that story. This was just humiliation, cold and raw, seeping through her clothes and into her bones.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2

[image: ]


"You're fired, Terrance. If you leave quietly, we won't get the police involved."

The manager's words vanished into white noise. Ashely stared at the faded linoleum floor, her vision blurring as tears threatened to spill over. She didn't bother arguing or pleading. What was the point? She'd crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed.

In the break room doorway, Grant stood with arms folded across his chest, his wedding band catching the fluorescent light. He wouldn't even look at her. That perfect face, the one she'd memorized over countless shifts, was turned away in revulsion.

She gathered her few belongings from her locker, a half-empty bottle of store-brand aspirin, a worn paperback, and a cardigan for when the stockroom got cold. The metal door clanged shut with finality. Former coworkers parted like water as she shuffled through the employee area. Their whispers followed her like persistent flies.

"Can't believe she actually tried to..."

"Always knew she was off."

"Poor Grant..."

The automatic doors slid open, offering no resistance to her exit. Outside, the parking lot shimmered in the midday heat.

Customers leaving the store gave her a wide berth. A mother pulled her curious child closer as they passed. News traveled fast in a small store. Everyone knew. Everyone had heard how pathetic Ashely Terrance had thrown herself at a married man. How she'd been rejected. How she'd been fired. How he couldn't even look at someone so hideous.

This was all she'd ever be. The ugly duckling who never transformed. The fool who mistook kindness for interest. The delusional woman who thought someone like Grant could ever want someone like her.

The sidewalk blurred beneath Ashely's feet as she trudged away from the grocery store. Her mind refused to process what had just happened, creating a merciful numbness that dulled the humiliation. Each step carried her farther from the scene of her disgrace, her body operating on autopilot while her consciousness retreated inward.

The bus stop beckoned, a faded blue bench beneath a scratched plexiglass shelter. She slumped onto the cold metal seat, not bothering to brush away the crumpled fast food wrapper beside her. A small mercy appeared in the form of a bus rumbling around the corner barely two minutes later, its pneumatic brakes hissing as it pulled to the curb.

Ashely fished her monthly pass from her pocket and climbed aboard. The interior lights flickered, casting alternating shadows across the nearly empty vehicle. She dropped her pass into the fare box with trembling fingers.

"Where does the maiden go, this cold October eve?"

The driver's voice startled her, rich and velvety, with an accent she couldn't place. Something about his tone cut through her fog of misery, compelling her attention.

Her gaze lifted. The man behind the wheel wore no city transit uniform. Instead, he was dressed in what appeared to be an expensive Italian leather suit, black and gleaming under the bus lights. A matching fedora cast strange shadows across his face, obscuring his features except for the faintest hint of red eyes that seemed to catch what little light penetrated his shadowy visage.

Ashely blinked, her rational mind insisting this was simply a trick of the poor lighting. Perhaps he was a substitute driver who hadn't received his uniform yet. The bus company was always short-staffed these days.

"I... just need to go home," she mumbled, her voice small and brittle.

The odd shadows beneath his hat shifted, suggesting a smile she couldn't quite see.

"Home. They say it's where the heart is. But, what do 'they' truly know, right?"

Ashely slumped into a seat near the back, ignoring the driver's peculiar words. Her fingers traced absent patterns on the grimy window as buildings slid past, bathed in the amber glow of sunset. The dying light felt too poetic, too on-the-nose for her current situation, her life, her hopes, her dignity all setting like that same sun.

The bus lurched to a stop. Pneumatic doors hissed open, admitting a gust of cool evening air and a lone passenger. An elderly woman shuffled aboard, her movements halting but determined. Ashely's gaze, previously unfocused, sharpened with unsettling recognition.

Faded copper hair hung in wisps around the woman's face, split ends catching the bus's fluorescent lighting. Freckles, countless and faded with age, dusted skin that had surrendered to gravity decades ago, forming a topographical map of deep wrinkles and life's disappointments. The woman's eyes, clouded with cataracts, stared unseeing as she tapped her walking stick against the floor, finding her way forward.

A cold weight settled in Ashely's stomach. The resemblance was uncanny, disturbing. Like staring at a warped mirror that reflected forty years into the future. Had someone run her photo through one of those aging apps as some cruel joke? But no, this was flesh and blood, moving with the uncertain gait of the elderly.

The old woman passed Ashely's seat without acknowledgment, her walking stick tapping a steady rhythm against the bus floor. Tap. Tap. Tap. Each sound hammered another nail into the coffin of Ashely's composure. She watched, transfixed, as her possible future self settled into a seat three rows ahead, alone.

What horrors awaited in those intervening decades? How many more rejections, how many more moments of humiliation before she became that solitary figure? A life spent chasing affection from those who would never give it, resulting in nothing but this hollow shell moving through the world alone.

Ashely's trembling fingers found her glasses, removing them to wipe away tears that threatened to spill. When she replaced them, the old woman had turned slightly, her profile visible in the half-light. The resemblance remained, unmistakable and terrifying in its implications.

"Relax, dear. It does get better. The pain... Will fade in time."

Ashely stared at the woman, her mind buzzing with confusion. Her fingernails dug half-moons into her palms as she tried to make sense of what was happening.

"What would you know?" The words escaped Ashely's mouth before she could stop them, sharp and defensive.

The woman's milky eyes swiveled toward her with unsettling precision. Despite the cataracts clouding them, they seemed to focus directly on Ashely's face. A chill crawled up her spine as those blind eyes somehow saw right through her.

"You radiate heartbreak, dear." The old woman's voice carried the weight of decades. "I would know. It's been my constant companion over the years." Her weathered hand absently touched a small locket hanging from her neck. "At least, until I met my one true love. Grant." A wistful smile transformed her face, smoothing wrinkles into something almost youthful. "Alas, he passed some years back, and now I count the days until we meet again."

The bus lurched around a corner, but Ashely barely felt it. Her ears rang with the impossible coincidence. A woman who could be her elderly twin, who loved a man named Grant? The universe wasn't this cruel, was it?

"Is this some kind of prank?" Ashely stood, her voice rising as she glanced frantically around the bus ceiling. "Are there cameras watching? Everyone having a good laugh at poor, pathetic Ashely?"

The driver's eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, catching hers for an unsettling moment before returning to the road.

"No cameras, child." The old woman chuckled, a sound like dry leaves skittering across pavement. "Just an old woman sharing her story."

"But that name, his name, it can't be coincidence!" Ashely's voice cracked.

"Coincidence?" The woman tilted her head, copper wisps catching the light. "Perhaps. Or perhaps something more."

Ashely lunged forward, stumbling down the aisle as the woman rose with unexpected grace.

"Wait! What does that mean? How do you know..."

The bus shuddered to a halt. The doors wheezed open, admitting a rush of night air that carried the scent of rain-dampened asphalt and city exhaust.

The old woman paused at the steps, her silhouette framed against streetlights and neon signs. Her clouded eyes fixed on Ashely with unnerving precision.

"Be careful the road you choose to walk." Her voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried over the engine's rumble. "Some desires... aren't worth the cost."

Before Ashely could grab her arm, the woman descended the steps and vanished into the gathering darkness. The doors closed with a pneumatic hiss that sounded too much like a warning.

"No!" Ashely pressed her face against the window, frantically searching the sidewalk. But the old woman had disappeared completely, as if swallowed by the night itself.

The bus lurched forward, carrying her deeper into the labyrinth of darkened streets. Streetlights cast alternating patterns of light and shadow across Ashely's tear-streaked face as her mind raced with implications. The driver's eyes gleamed red in the rearview mirror, watching her with unmistakable interest.
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