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Dedication
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TO THE PEOPLE WHO BELIEVED in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself.
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Introduction
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THANK YOU FOR PURCHASING and downloading my eBook. Two of the works in this book have been published in Adelaide Literary Magazine, which has given me the strength and motivation to try and press forward. Thank you for choosing to read a new author, and I hope you’ll continue to enjoy my work as I continue to grow. 
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The Unlikely Catalyst
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ERIC, IMPATIENT AND accustomed to control, tapped his foot rapidly, his eyes fixed on the digital display above the elevator doors.

Mason leaned nonchalantly against the wall, a smirk playing on his lips as he enjoyed watching the other’s frustration.

“Typical,” Eric muttered under his breath. “Always something to delay my day.”

Mason raised an eyebrow, a mischievous glint in his eyes as he saw an opportunity to tease the stoic man. “Oh, come on, Eric, lighten up. It’s not the end of the world... Besides, the elevator never changes its pace.”

Eric’s lips pressed into a thin line for just a moment as his gaze slid from the digital display of what floor they were passing to the man who seemed to make everything into a joke. “Easy for someone like you to say. You don’t have a multi-million dollar deal on the line.”

Mason chuckled, as if unbothered by the underlying insult that Eric had subtly implied. “Ah, yes. The almighty dollar. The driving force behind your existence.” His tone was sarcastic, and he rolled his eyes as he shook his head.

Eric’s nostrils flared. “At least I have a stable career, unlike some people who live off their parents’ trust fund.”

Mason’s natural smile turned icy, his eyes seeming to fill with disdain. “And at least I have a life, not just a spreadsheet.”

Both men went silent, glaring at each other and making the air thick with animosity. With each passing minute, the elevator seemed to shrink around them, suffocating them with their mutual dislike.

As the digital display continued to slowly inch toward their desired floor, a sudden jolt shook the elevator, and it plunged into darkness. Both Eric and Mason were thrown off balance, their bodies colliding in the cramped space.

“Are you okay?” Eric asked, his voice softer than before.

Mason nodded, his eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light. “Yeah, I think so.”

A beat of silence passed, each man contemplating the other in the eerie darkness.

“You know, Eric,” Mason said. “Sometimes... Sometimes I envy your organized life. It must be nice to have everything under control...”

Eric blinked, surprised by the unexpected confession. He hesitated as he processed the words that had been spoken to him in the confines of the elevator. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper. “And I envy your freedom, Mason... To be able to just go with the flow without worrying about consequences is a skill I wish I had mastered when I was younger.”

Gradually, as the elevator remained stuck, they began to talk. They shared stories of their childhood, their dreams, and their fears. The more they talked, the more they realized that beneath their differences, they were not so different after all.

When the lights finally flickered back on, and the elevator lurched into motion, Eric and Mason looked at one another in a new light. The elevator reached their floor, and both of them stepped out as changed men. The animosity that had once defined their relationship had dissipated, replaced by a newfound understanding, respect, and maybe a little more.

From that day forward, their interactions took on a different tone. They still had their disagreements, but they approached them with more empathy and a willingness to listen. Everyone in the company was surprised when Eric, upon seeing Mason, would crack a joke and laugh. The unexpected entrapment in the elevator had become a catalyst for an unlikely friendship.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Breaking Myself for Freedom
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“MY DEAR,” HE SAID, his voice growing louder as he moved closer to the fine bedroom I came to know as my cell, despite how furnished it was. A cage, no matter how well-furnished, is still a cage, after all. I twirled the metal rose that he’d given me when we first met, lightly tracing the petals.

I didn’t respond to him, and instead looked out my barred window. Birds were singing freely, dancing around each other within the branches of the tree. The jingle of keys and the unlatching of the lock snagged enough of my attention that I looked back at the door.

“My dear, I’ve been told you weren’t eating your meals,” he said. His voice, smooth as velvet and warm as sunlight, seemed to have an undertone I couldn’t place. I stared at him. His black hair was neatly tied into a ponytail, his carmine eyes staring back at me as he waited for my response.

“I haven’t had an appetite for what I’ve been served,” I said, my tone even and quiet as I returned to looking out the window. A low growl emanated from his direction, but I ignored it, my eyes following the birds again.

“You should eat anyways, my dear. I cannot help you if you aren’t at full health,” he said, and held out a plate of food. Crispy fried chicken, freshly steamed broccoli, and a mound of potatoes and gravy. My mouth watered as I glanced at it, but I shook my head. He placed it on a table near the door with a sigh. He moved towards me, his footsteps nearly inaudible other than the soft click of the heels on his boots.

He sat on the bed, causing the bed to dip, and myself to tilt towards him. His hand, covered with a soft white glove, reached out, and he trailed a finger along my chin in a way that was almost as protective as it was possessive. His eyes, glanced down to the rose in my hand, and saw a glint of something I couldn’t place hidden in his eyes.

I flinched away from his touch, and his eyes narrowed dangerously. He grabbed my chin, forcing my eyes to meet his.

“Do not forget, my dear, I’m the reason you’re no longer the shattered mess I found you in. All I’m asking is that you keep yourself healthy and eat what I’ve given you for food,” he said, letting go of my chin and standing up, dusting his dress pants off and heading towards the door.

He left, and the door shut behind him, the clink of the lock audible over the silence in the room. I returned my gaze to the metal rose, tracing the petals again and hissing as the sharp edge slightly cut my finger.

A small bead of blood dripped down my finger, and I stared at the rose, an
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