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For the readers, you make this all possible.  

Miss Agnes and the Garry Oaks

––––––––
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AGNES ESME STOOPED and picked another mushroom to add to her half-filled basket. 

You had to be careful to pick the right mushrooms, not all were edible. Some would give you a stomach ache, some would make you sleep until next week enduring nightmares, and some, well, those ones took you off this planet and left your relatives with a bill from the undertaker.

It was an exceedingly good thing Agnes knew which mushroom types fell into which category. Today, she was picking the eating kind.

Agnes straightened slowly. Her poor old back didn't like all the bending and stretching. Still,  she would be damned if she’d lay down on the ground to pick mushrooms like Kath Sealy had when her back finally couldn't take the bending over anymore. There was no point in risking the pneumonia even if this was a very warm spring day and the yellow prairie violets were blooming with their first flowers.

She shaded her eyes as she scanned the immediate vicinity looking for more wild mushrooms to pick. That's when she spied William Fellows striding down the narrow curving path. He was coming her way. 

The old woman wrinkled her long thin nose in distaste at the middle-aged balding man. William Fellows was a silly boy with a wee bit of power. 

She drew her tatty grey sweater around her and buttoned the two remaining buttons like a sniper checking the rounds in his rifle. She knew what was coming.

“Miss Agnes!” William called out, waving at her. 

She snorted. Like she couldn’t see him approaching.

“Meh.” Agnes turned away.

She made her way carefully over to the shade of a large Garry oak tree. She placed her feet just so, to avoid crushing the blooming flowers. The tree's wide trunk was blanketed in vibrant green moss. There were three choice mushrooms peeking out among the tall strands of young grass, attached to a decaying log. Agnes snatched them up and dropped them into her basket.

“Miss Agnes, you really shouldn't be on this side of the fence.” William Fellows voice chided, sounding more than a bit patronizing.

Again Agnes slowly straightened. Standing tall, she turned to face the Garry Oaks Preserve supervisor. She narrowed her gaze on him, using her second best steely glare.

“Billy Fellows, don't you take that tone with me,” she warned. 

Immediately, William’s face changed. He returned to a ten year old boy who had been caught stealing Macintosh apples from Miss Agnes’ orchard over forty years ago.

“I'm sorry Miss Agnes, but the Preserve isn't open to the public, you know that. You shouldn't be in here walking around the grounds. You aren't even a registered volunteer.” William struggled to meet the old woman’s eyes.

Miss Agnes’ steely gaze was just one of the things that made kids think Agnes Esme was a witch. Those kids were right. Children can sometimes sense important things that adults have completely dismissed, or told themselves not to be silly, the old lady was harmless. No so much.

She could see William valiantly struggle past the old superstitions. It was evident he was trying to think of Miss Agnes as just a regular old busy body who thought her age allowed her to flout the rules. Agnes’s manner made that difficult.

“Aah!” Agnes scoffed, deep enough to almost spit. “I don't need to be a registered volunteer of the Preserve to tend the plants here. I know my horticulture Billy, and I've been harvesting mushrooms and other plants from this land, which used to be my land.” Agnes ladled a thick serving of sarcasm on the last words. “Well before you were a gleam in your mother's eye.”

Then Agnes focused even harder on William and gave him the look that everyone dreaded. Agnes locked one filmy eye on him and asked in a menacing tone, “Or are you questioning my competence?”

“No, no, Miss Agnes.” William could feel himself wilt under her regard. “I know, you know your stuff, it's just that the rules are the same for everyone. If people see you in here, others will think they can jump the fence too. The next thing you know, this land will be overrun with,” William said with a shudder. “Dog people.” 

They both curled their lips at that thought and shared a grimace.

“They don't always clean up after their pets and some just bag it, to toss it in the bushes. I'm sure you’ve seen what has happened on the sea walks.”

“I am not everyone, Billy.” Agnes said derisively. “The dog people won't dare let their animals defecate on my land.” Her tone spoke of dire consequences for irresponsible dog owners.

Despite her words, Agnes liked animals of every stripe, however not necessarily the people that came along with them.

William knew this was a losing battle. The rest of the volunteers had given up trying to convince Agnes Esme that she should confine herself to the walkway and the lookout platform. Most stopped trying to deter her from wandering the Preserve. That was, except for when their organization hosted an open house for the public. Even so he was still determined to give it one last try.

“May I point out that it isn't your land anymore Miss Agnes, you sold it to the municipality years ago.”  

“I sold the land, not the rights to the plants. Are you trying to deny me my historical rights?” She raised one shaggy black eyebrow at him.

“Um, no, I guess not,” William said, he conceded with a shiver.

“What exactly am I doing that is disturbing you?” Agnes asked in an almost reasonable tone.

William stared at her for a long moment, should he tell her?

“It's not the mushroom picking, Miss Agnes. We have a dead patch of trees and we are trying to determine the cause of the blight. We’re worried it might spread to the other trees.”

“What! Why didn't you say so, boy? Take me there immediately.” Miss Agnes strode down the path the way she had come.

William was forced to jog to keep up with the old woman as he wondered how she knew which direction to go.

It wasn't more than a five minute walk. Or rather jog, to arrive at the ring of dead grass and charred remains of several two hundred year old oaks.

“Someone tried to do a burning here, and failed miserably.” Miss Agnes gripped the basket handle until her knuckles went white and she got a handle on her anger. Her heart ached for the lost trees.

“That was our guess too.” William agreed panting.

“It's too early in the season to do a prescribed burn.” Miss Agnes commented as she surveyed the fourteen foot blackened circle.

Agnes breathed in and caught the smoke and charred greenery smell, not what she was looking for. She closed her eyes and sifted through the various scents, sorting the fresh green and flowery scents from the charred wood stink. There it was. The one thing she had feared, the taint of malice, evil, and malevolence.

This was no attempt at a prescribed burn. This destruction had been done with a different intention.

Agnes hid her thoughts as she opened her eyes and cut them to William. “Where is Matthew Elkhorn?”  

“He's on his way. I called him first thing.” William confirmed he had notified the authorities.

“Good,” Agnes grunted. “Let me know what he finds, better yet, tell him to come get me when he's done with his investigation and we will see what we can do for these oaks.”

William sighed in resignation. “Yes, Miss Agnes.”

The old woman nodded and turned away to walk back through the oaks to her own garden gate.

Ten minutes later, Agnes lifted the latch and effortlessly swung the portal open and then closed it again behind her. She paused only a moment, and looked over her shoulder at the gate. This was to ensure the entrance settled back into the surrounding cedar fence snugly. Then the gate transformed back into being, for all appearances, a large bush of spiny blackberries.

Blackberry bushes had unique properties for protection of property. However, you had to make sure their borders were well defined. The plant liked to spread out and see how far it could go before anyone noticed. 

Agnes rounded the side of her white clapboard house, and deposited her basket in the shade of the front porch beside her wooden rocking chair. She would take the contents to barter later, once she did a perimeter check.

Pushing up the sleeves of her sweater to expose thin, boney arms, Agnes headed for the garden gnomes. The small statues were positioned in humorous poses among the flower beds that lined the front garden.

There were digging gnomes, raking gnomes, some holding up baskets of painted flowers, hedge clipper gnomes, waving gnomes, and each type had both boy and girl. All were brightly painted with smiling happy faces as they went about their chores.

The most recent addition, a football playing gnome had been given to Agnes as payment for sorting out a neighbor's problem with their composter and raccoons.

Agnes particularly liked the new wee green man. He was burly but slimmer than the rest of the garden gnomes and seemed to be in better physical shape. These football gnomes were worth looking into as future additions to beef up the protection grid.

Taking a soft cloth from her pocket, she employed it to clean off any dust or pollen that coated each of the gnomes pointed hats, coats and faces.

As she worked, Agnes checked the bindings each gnome held. When she got near the hedge clipping gnomes, the binding felt disturbed and there was a definite gap. There was a break in the working of the wards since the last time she had checked them. 

Dread crawled up Agnes’ spine.

Something had definitely gotten out...
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AUTHOR’S NOTE:  TO find out what happens next, read Hell Cat, book 2 in the VIC Shapeshifter series.
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The Wolf of Crofton Lake 
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Courtney Tremblay walked quickly up Robert Street, with only a distant street light to illuminate her way. The night was heavy and humid, which was unusual for it being this close to fall. 

A gentle late summer breeze escaped from the thick wall of trees to caress her tanned face with the scent of maple leaves turning and arbutus bark peeling. There was also the scent of water from the small stream, the last wild flowers, and her own perspiration from the laborious walk.

She glanced over her shoulder and down the dimly lit street. The town was quiet and still, and as far as she could tell, no one was following her. 

This wasn’t reassuring. 

Courtney couldn’t shake the feeling she wasn't alone. She blew out the breath she’d been holding, and dismissed the feeling as she trudged uphill to the top of Robert Street. She arrived at the head of the forest trail which stretched out behind the town’s water facility. The trail would take her home.

It was well past one o'clock in the morning, but she knew her grandmother would still be up, and prowling the front porch waiting for her. That thought made her cringe, partly with guilt for worrying her family, and partly for the tongue lashing she was in for. Not that she didn’t deserve it, usually, but this time it wasn’t all her fault.

Maybe it was unusual for most nineteen-year-olds to have a curfew, but not for the girls in Courtney Tremblay's family. The curfew was applied to the boys too, everyone was home before midnight. That curfew had come and gone more than an hour ago. She’d been annoyed to find and her ride had left without her. She’d been having too much fun, now she regretted the last beer on the beach by the fire. 

The small hairs on the back of her blonde head prickled. Courtney paused in the shadow of an enormous arbutus tree which marked the boundary of the Village of Crofton and the trail head that led to Crofton Lake. Again she listened hard, but heard nothing other than the slight stirring of leaves. Someone was out there, she was certain of it. They were being careful not to be heard or seen.

As soon as Courtney had left her friends, and away from the beach, she'd sensed it. Even though she couldn’t pick up anything to prove to the primitive part of her brain who might be following her.

Her grandmother’s words came to her. “If you sense something isn’t right, it probably isn’t. Trust your instincts. They’ve kept us alive for thousands of years.”

Courtney breathed in and out deeply to slow down her heart rate. She compressed her lips into a straight line as she promised herself she would have words with her cousin Mark tomorrow for leaving her behind. He’d put her in this predicament. But right
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