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Introduction
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Enter the World of Shannon McRoberts with her sampler, Flavors of Fantasy.  Here you will discover stories filled with women, weapons, and magic!  In this special edition collection, you will find not one, but six short fantasy stories written by Shannon.  This anthology of works contains one brand new never released story, four stories previously only available by purchasing multiple anthologies, and one bonus short story formerly only available in select online groups. All stories, even if previously edited & published, have underwent a thorough once over and polish.

If you find you enjoy the sampler, you can check out more of Shannon’s books, art, and poetry over at sleekbio.com/shannonmcroberts!

Happy Reading 😊    
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Scorpions of Justice
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Previously published in Dragons Within: Guarding Her Own
Tamara gawked up at the imposing, golden statue.  A larger than life golden woman stood before her holding an ankh with a scorpion perched on the top of its curve.  Tamara immediately noticed the scorpion and ankh looked familiar to her.  Why did it look familiar?  

A chilling wind blew through the cavernous room.  Tamara shivered and unconsciously rubbed her arms.  Her left hand rubbed her upper right arm, causing her to wince with pain.  She pulled up the small sleeve to find a medium-sized tattoo of a scorpion traveling through the loop of an ankh emblazoned on her upper arm and shoulder.  Trying to remember how she had gotten the tattoo caused her head to ache.  She remembered being out with her friends celebrating her 21st birthday.  It was All Hallows Eve and Tamara and her friends were on fall break.  She remembered she got smashed at the local bar and then someone had the bright idea of going to the tattoo shop they had passed.  Is that where she got this tattoo?  Whose idea had it been to go into that creepy place?  Her memory was foggy at best to the sequence of events.  

Tamara spun around to check if any of her friends were in the room.  There was nothing there except for her and the statue.  She glanced down and noticed she was dressed in something odd.  It was a long white gown made of linen and adorned with golden threads topped with a sheer over dress.  An azure belt tied around her waist completed the ensemble.  Her shoes were gone.  How drunk had she gotten?  Tamara walked towards what she assumed was the door when a voice called out behind her.  Tamara turned to see who was calling out to her.  

“Welcome, Initiate Tamara!  Please, follow me.”  A tall blonde in a similar outfit appeared and beckoned Tamara to follow her.  

“Uhm, where am I?  Why did you call me an initiate?”  Tamara questioned without offering to follow the woman.

The woman smiled.  “Gracious me!  It has been so long since I had to address a newly chosen that I have forgotten my manners.  My name is Aella and I am your guide while you are here in the Temple of Serket.  Your questions will be answered in due time, I promise.  Please follow me.  We should not linger here.”

The sing song quality of Aella’s voice mixed with the urgency of the words she spoke enthralled Tamara.  She followed the strange woman down a darkened corridor without another word.  Aella walked ahead, causing torches to flick to life along the corridor.  The gold painted walls appeared to sparkle in the torchlight.  The floor was a smooth and cool marble.  Aella and Tamara’s bare feet both made slight smacking noises as they moved down the corridor.  Finally, Aella turned left and passed through a doorway to a room.  

“Please sit down, Tamara.”  Aella motioned towards a chaise lounge.  

Tamara, still captivated by the voice of Aella, moved across the room to the chaise.  She sat down on the chair, but she did not recline.  She looked around the room and noticed the decor was rather sparse.  There were a few chaise chairs, a vase of some kind of big leaves in the corner, and a vanity over against the wall farthest from her.  Her gaze fell back to Aella, who was now sitting in the chaise next to her.  

“So, can you tell me where I am?”

“The Temple of Serket, an interdimensional realm where all times coincide.”  Aella said in a matter-of-fact manner.  

Tamara frowned.  “You say that like I should know what that means?”

Aella frowned back.  She got up and walked over to the vanity across the room.  She waved her hands over the mirror.  

From where Tamara sat, she could see some of the images Aella studied.  Although Aella’s back was turned, Tamara didn’t need to see her face to figure out she wasn’t pleased; the disapproving tones coming from Aella told Tamara she wasn’t amused by the images.  

The mirror showed Tamara wandering into a tattoo shop, laughing with a group of friends.  The mirror showed Tamara circling the various tattoo displays more than once, but she always came back to the ankh with a scorpion.  Aella shook her head as the Tamara in the mirror inspected her new tattoo right before the tattooist snapped his fingers, sending all the women into a deep sleep.  The next image was of Tamara waking up in the Temple of Serket.  

Tamara sat and watched as Aella waved her hand, causing the mirror to stop flashing.  She put her head down on the vanity as her golden hair spilled over her shoulders.  

“Are you OK, Aella?”  Tamara asked as she tried to figure out what Aella was doing.  Was it nap time?

Aella sat up and turned back to face Tamara.  A smile crossed Aella’s lips, but her brown eyes were full of sadness.  “It seems the universe has dealt me quite a hand.  Why it would pick a young girl from the Earth dimension to be its newest angel of judgement is beyond me.  So many individuals across the other dimensions train for this hoping to be selected, but you wandered in with no knowledge and picked out the sacred ankh.  Can you even tell me why you picked this design?”

Tamara shrugged.  “Look, I was pretty hammered last night.  I can’t really say for sure why I picked it, but it called out to me.  The scorpion is my sun sign, or whatever, since I was born on All Hallows Eve. I always thought scorpions were cool.  That’s most likely why I chose it.  Also, I think I got a discount.”  Something Aella mentioned before niggled at the back of Tamara’s mind.  “But, wait, what did you say about an angel of vengeance?”

“Not vengeance, more like judgement.  As a vessel of Serket you will travel the known dimensions and control your own sacred scorpions to judge those that we must judge.  You will have the ability to heal the venom carried by poisonous creatures like scorpions, spiders, and snakes.  You will also be able to move through time both backwards and forwards to aid in your ability to serve your judgement.”

Tamara grimaced.  “Yeah, I must still be really hung over.  Traveling known dimensions?  Controlling scorpions and judging those that must be judged?  Time travel?  I’m sorry, even if all of this is real, I don’t have time for it.  I have an algebra test on Tuesday that I didn’t study for and my parents will be really miffed if I fail.  Can you just show me the way back to my dorm room?”

Aella’s face turned red and her nostrils flared.  She balled her hands up into fists.  “Is this a joke to you, Tamara?  How could the sacred mark call out to such a selfish individual!  Do you not understand the universe has chosen you?  This is your sacred duty.  Algebra will not help you.  The universe does not care if your parents get mad at you for failing a remedial class.  The universe chose you to keep the balance of judgement in check.  If you refuse this duty, the dimensions may plummet into chaos.  Do you think algebra will save you from chaos?”  

Tamara sat back on the chaise.  Aella’s anger permeated the room.  “I guess if you put it like that, then no, algebra wouldn’t help me.”

Aella screamed and put her hands-on top of her head as she pulled at her hair.  She looked up at the ceiling.  “Goddess, why do you punish me so?  Why have you chosen this lowly Earth dimension dweller?  She knows nothing of her duties!  She is a disgrace to the sacred mark.”

“Oh, hey, hold up there, blondie.  I am a disgrace?  I didn’t ask to be zapped to some weird temple, nor did I ask to be an angel of judgement.  I also didn’t say some goddess could brand me like a cow!  I was perfectly fine minding my own business and having fun in my “Earth dimension” as you say.  Seems to me your angel picker is broken, and you should get a refund.  Now, send me home if I am such a disgrace and disappointment!”  

The room flashed with a bright light, forcing Tamara to close her eyes.  When the light dimmed, a woman resembling the golden statue from the cave room stood before both Aella and Tamara.

“My Goddess Serket.  You humble me by gracing us with your presence.”  Aella bowed until her face touched the floor.  

“Get up, Aella.  Spare me the pomp and circumstance.  I grow weary of the old ways.  Which is why I charged the universe to look for new blood.”  Serket turned and looked at Tamara.  It amused Serket to see Tamara standing as if she were not in the presence of a goddess.

Tamara felt small in the presence of the woman calling herself Serket.  She offered a small, shy wave.  

Serket laughed.  “No need to feel shy around me, Tamara.  I am not as stuffy as Aella.  Being an immortal teacher locked away in a faraway temple can cause one to become a little old-fashioned.  I have begged her to take time off and travel the modern world.  She could be gone a year from here and learn so much, but it would only be as if she were gone for a day with her time travel powers.  Yet, she wishes to remain true to the time period from which she hails.”

“I am not stuffy!  There is nothing wrong with being proper.  I certainly hope you do not send me more charges like Tamara here.  She is undisciplined and ill-suited for this line of work.”

Serket gave Aella a look of disapproval.  “I chose Tamara myself because we need more recruits like her.”

Serket and Aella argued back and forth about the virtues of Tamara.  All the while, Tamara listened and watched these two women talk about her like she was not there.  Finally, Tamara interjected.  “Hi, I’m right here.  Can you both stop judging me like I’m not in the room?  Look, Serket, I’m really honored you would go out of your way to choose me for your interdimensional league of super judgement heroes or whatever, but I think Aella is right.  I’m not cut out for this kind of work.”

Serket stopped and looked at Tamara.  “Oh, but you are, dear.  I have been watching you for some time now.  You are ambitious and intelligent.  What Aella does not understand about your preoccupation with your algebra test is your need to pass said test.  You have a goal of graduating college with a double major in three years instead of four.  If you do not do well in your classes, you will go off your timeline and miss your goal.  You have never missed your goals, have you, Tamara?”

Tamara looked down at her bare feet and chewed on her lip.  “No, once I put my mind to a task, I complete it with everything I have.”

“You also have a knack for being the problem solver of your group of friends.  You tend to see solutions others do not, am I right?”

Tamara met Serket’s gaze and held it.  Serket’s violet eyes glowed against her dark skin.  Tamara felt like Serket was looking into the very depths of her soul.  “Yes, that’s also true.  Others know to come to me when they have a tough issue.”

“Do you know what my vessels do for me, Tamara?”

Tamara shook her head.  “No, I’m afraid I don’t understand what your vessels do.  What Aella told me seems rather incomprehensible.”

“I see.  She gave you the magic scorpion and time travel speech even though I told her to stop using it, didn’t she?  While it is true you will have magic at your command, the primary function of my vessels is to help others in unpleasant situations.  We assist those needing vindication.  We judge those who may have fallen through the cracks of mortal law.  We also help those wrongly accused gain fair judgement.”

“You mean like an interdimensional lawyer?”

“Perhaps, but less biased.  We test those seeking our help or needing our judgement with the scorpions.  The venom in the scorpions helps you see the truth in the other person.  In the end, if the person is guilty, the venom will take them under.  Death is their punishment.  If the judged is innocent, then you can heal them.”

Tamara swallowed hard.  “That seems a rather heavy burden to bear.  What if the truth is not clear?”

“You do not have to worry about that.  If the truth is not clear, you have the choice of limited time travel to see the actions of the past.  You cannot interfere with the actions, but you can view them and record notes.”  Serket explained.

“Why not use this method in every case?”

“Viewing the past can be traumatic.  It can also cause you to see other things that may sway your decision.  Therefore, I want vessels who are born leaders and problem solvers.  You are more likely to make a calculated judgement based on all evidence rather than a rash decision.  You have already proven, even without the magic, you can make excellent decisions.  That is, after all, why you are studying law, correct?”

Tamara smiled.  Serket must have been watching her for a long time.  She never admitted she was studying to become a lawyer because her parents despised them.  In fact, she hid the pre-law degree behind her liberal arts major.  Tamara planned her entire career from entry level lawyer all the way to judgeship.  

She wanted to help families like hers.  When her father was hurt in an accident, everyone took advantage of him.  The insurance company, the lawyer, the judge, every single one of them profited off her father’s misfortune.  Yet, her father was left with little financial stability and a permanent injury preventing him from working.  Her mother had to go back to work at two different jobs to keep the family afloat.  

Tamara was trying to get out of college early because one less year of tuition meant her mother could finally quit one of her jobs.  As for law school, if she did well on her entrance exams, she would be in the running for several grants to pay for most of the expenses.  

“Yes, I am studying law in hopes of one day getting a judgeship.”

Aella’s mouth fell open.  “You have no problem being a judge on Earth, but throw in a few magic scorpions and you baulk at the chance?”
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