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Chapter 1
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Candy corn, black cats, and jack-o-lanterns had popped on the shelves in every store in town for at least two full months now, but the changing of the seasons didn’t seem real for Penny Yates until she stepped foot outside her door on this brisk October morning. Low hanging, gray-white clouds swirled in a gentle motion as the breeze of autumn’s first chill nipped at her skin.

She crossed her arms over her chest and wondered if her choice of a T-shirt for her outdoor classes was best. The clouds continued to play tag in the sky, allowing the sun to flicker through. 

“Things will heat up soon enough,” she reminded herself.

Weather wasn’t really a concern back in her childhood home of Faerie. The days were always sunny, warm, and comfortable, but she preferred making her own way here in the human world, where she had built a life for herself while she kept her Fae heritage confined to the privacy of her home—for the most part. 

The brisk transition of the seasons meant a change in the playfulness of her students as well, but she would only allow a certain degree of shenanigans before or during class.

Several cars inched their way into the parking lot right on time as she rounded the corner of her house to the school. The smiling faces of the parents and the wagging tails of her students were a pleasing sight.

Penny greeted the first of her students as she approached. “Good morning, Rosiebelle.” She looked down at the excited chocolate lab fidgeting at her feet. “How well do you remember your lesson from last week?” 

Penny raised a finger and grabbed the attention of her student. “Rosiebelle. Sit.” 

The dog calmed her excited movements, eased her rump to the ground following the command she’d been given, and waited with excitement on her face for her next instruction, or more so for the praise and treat from her teacher.

“Good girl. You and your dad have done your homework this week, I see.” She withdrew a treat from the right front pocket of her jeans and rewarded her student. Her left hand reached into the opposite pocket, retrieving a tiny packet of orange, white, and yellow triangle confections as a treat for Rosiebelle’s dad. “Your reward. I found these in Walmart last night and thought they’d be fun to pass out to the hard-working parents.”

“Thanks. She’s a much better listener now that we’re incorporating your methods into our everyday schedule. Come, girl...and thanks for the treat.” He held his candy packet up as he led his pup toward the barn.

“You are welcome,” Penny replied as she turned to greet five other students who’d gathered around for a bit of attention from their teacher before class began. “Good morning. Grab a chair from inside and let’s get started with a circle meeting.”

The dogs and owners were put through their usual paces on an individual level as well as targeting some group situations to encourage good behavior as they encountered new friends on the street or in their favorite park.

As the scheduled class hour ended, the students received their rewards and a bit of last-minute loving praise from their teacher before they loaded into their cars for the ride home.

Penny straightened the chairs and tidied up the circle. She turned to a noise behind her and was met by a friendly bloodhound she’d never seen before. “Hey there, beauty. Where’d you come from?” She held her hand out for the dog to sniff and make her own safety decision. The pup’s wagging tail invited Penny to be friends.

Her initial examination of her visitor revealed the girl was well fed and cared for, but where was her home? Where was her owner, and why was she running free and unattended? The pink collar appeared to be new and had an ID tag attached.

Penney’s brow narrowed as she read the engraving. “My name is Enola. I live at seventy-eight Hillsboro Road, Oswichee, Alabama.” She scanned the road in front of her property. “Seventy-eight Hillsboro? That place has been vacant for almost a year now.” She picked up a leash she had draped over the fence and attached it to the loop in the pup’s collar to keep her safe until her owners could be located.

“Come on, Enola girl. Let’s get you some water and a snack while I call your parents and see why they’ve allowed you to run free and endanger your safety.” She led the dog to the barn and secured the leash to a post while she filled a bowl with fresh water and scooped out a cup of kibble.

Penny retrieved her phone from her back pocket and entered the number listed on the pup’s ID tag. “Hello. This is Penny Yates, your neighbor from down the road. I have your dog here. Yes. Yes, she’s fine. She has fresh water and food and will be safe until you get here. I’m at sixty-one Hillsboro. You’re welcome.”

She checked on Enola again who was chilling on a bale of straw. “Your people will be here in a minute, girl.” As she replaced the cover on the treat bin, the sudden perk of her new friend’s ears caught her eye. The roar of an engine from a distance up the road came closer, making its way up her drive, and stopping in the parking area at the barn.

“This must be your owner, but for real, who the heck needs a truck that size?” 
Penny patted the shoulder of the excited pup.
The driver slid down off the seat. His boots hit the ground with a thump then took steps around the front of the truck. The size of his ride turned out to be a necessity rather than compensation for stature. She gauged his height to be several inches beyond the six-foot mark. His broad, well-defined shoulders formed a triangle with his belt buckle sitting on a trim waistline. A dark navy T-shirt stretched tightly across his chest and defined every muscle from his neckline down. 

A nice, even scruff across his jawline matched the dark waves of hair bouncing on his shoulders from under his white cowboy hat.

Try as she might not to gawk, her eyes took on a mind of their own as they swept over the man, head to toe, for a second time. “I withdraw my question, pup. Looks like the truck fits the man.”

“Enola!” 

The hound wiggled with excitement when she heard her human’s voice.

Penny reached down, released the clip on the leash attached to the collar, and allowed Enola to run to her master. “There you go, girl.”

The happy reunion continued with the owner dropping to his knees to tussle with the happy pup. “Okay. Okay, calm down now.” He bounded to his feet and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Lijah Rivers. Thanks for taking such good care of her after her magical escape.”

“You’re welcome. I’m Penny.” She glanced down at the pup. “How did she manage to escape?” And more importantly, why weren’t you keeping an eye on her? Penny’s more serious question stayed put on the tip of her tongue for the moment.

Lijah lifted his hat off with one hand and scratched his head with the other. The bronzed shade of his skin became more visible without the shadow from his hat. She studied his every move as he maneuvered his raven locks into place, settled his hat back into position, and cocked his brow in Enola’s direction. “To be determined, I’m afraid. I just moved into the old Rivers place down the road. My grandparents left it to me in their will, and since I was deployed and had six months left on my tour, this is the first chance I’ve had to move in and start to set the place up.”

“So, where are you stationed? Benning?”

“I was. I put in my time and retired. Now, I get to live my dream of becoming a full-time farmer. I have my work cut out for me with all the fencing that needs to be reworked.” He turned a playful eye to his pup. “And I see now I’m going to need to start with the backyard. That’s where I put her for some fresh air and exercise, thinking she’d be safe while I unloaded the trailer, but she proved me wrong.”

“Your family must be worried about her, too.” Penny opened the door for Lijah to answer the question of the hour as she took a quick peek at his left hand. She found no gold and more importantly, no indentation around his finger. Now to hear confirmation from his lips to her ears.

“It’s just me and Enola.” He leaned down and scratched his sidekick’s head.

Single. Good, she thought. “Well, your girl is very sweet. That’s a very unusual name.”

“Thank you. Her name is Cherokee. It means magnolia.”

“Oh?”

He chuckled. “Yes, in addition to the stories of our native American heritage, my mother taught a class on mythology at the local community college where we lived and used tales of Cherokee warriors from our heritage, along with mythical gods, and goddesses as bedtime stories for me. She always said everyone has magic, you just need to find a way to bring it to the surface. However, my magic hasn’t made its appearance...yet.” He held both hands out, wiggling his fingers in illustration.

“Interesting. I—” A car approached and parked along the fence, putting the brakes on Penny’s comment. “I’m sorry I have to cut the conversation short. I have another class starting in a half hour. Looks like someone’s not only punctual but early...really early.” She pointed to her sign, Penny’s Dog Training, hanging over the barn door.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to talk your ear off. We should get going and leave you to your work. There’s still a lot of unpacking to do.” He called for his pup, “Enola. Come on, girl. Load up. It’s time to go.”

“Bye, Enola.” Penny smiled as she watched the pup claim her place in the passenger seat.

Lijah tipped his hat. “Thanks again for keeping her safe until I could get here.” 

“You are very welcome. Take care.” A slight wave of regret washed over Penny. Lijah’s appearance was one she could drink in for a while, and the conversation was progressing nicely, but she had responsibilities. 

The engine on the jumbo machine fired up and inched away from the parking area before making another stop. Lijah stuck his elbow out the window, clamped it onto the outside of the truck door, and leaned his head out. “Hey Penny. Maybe I could say a proper thank you over coffee or a drink in town sometime. Whatcha think?”

“Umm, I’m not sure. I stay kinda busy with work and stuff.” She waved a hand around her but was dying to scream, yes.

“Okay. Maybe another time then. We’ll see you around.” He chuckled and nodded with a wide grin. Holding tight to his hat, he repositioned himself behind the wheel, shifted into drive, and headed toward the road.

“Wonder what that look was all about?”
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Chapter 2
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Her body congealed into one quivering five-foot-three gelatin statue as she watched the pickup turn right out of her drive and make its way up the road.

“It was just a drink, Penn, not a marriage proposal.” 

Penny checked her right shoulder, but a buzz in her left ear signaled another unsolicited opinion on its way. 

“Better safe than sorry, girl. Tsk, tsk, tsk. None of us have healed from the last relationship catastrophe you dragged us through.”

Penny glanced at one shoulder and then the other to see her dearest friends and sometimes her worst nightmares, Sorrel and Daisy. The pixies had been assigned to her as one of the stipulations by her aunt Maeby in order to allow her to live on her own in the human world.

They were like good and mischievous sides of a personality, keeping her grounded by reminding her of her roots, and protecting her while she lived a life she adored in the human world.

Penny turned her back to the folks gathering in front of the barn for the upcoming class. Although the pixie pair were not visible to human eyes, the fact that she was talking aloud into thin air might cause a concern or two with her fur students’ moms and dads. “You two are supposed to be tending the garden while I take care of my classes today. How’s that going?”

“Done. We’re bored.” Sorrel reclined on Penny’s right shoulder, crossing one knee over the other, and bobbing her foot in the air.

“Yep. Bored,” Daisy agreed.

Penny eyed Daisy on her left shoulder, then Sorrel on her right. “Done, huh? Bored, are you? So, if I go to the garden, I won’t see one single weed?”

“Hmpf. Fine. We’ll go to the garden, but you really should rethink that invitation, Penny. He was hot.” Sorrel fluttered away, glancing back at Penny with a wink and a grin.

Penny closed her eyes and summoned an extra dose of patience. She didn’t need to be reminded of her last failed attempt at a human relationship. Her secrets weren’t guarded closely enough, and after one too many unexplainable moments of a magical nature, her boyfriend never called or came around again.

She shook her head to clear the regrets and unpleasantness of having to ask her aunt to block the memories of a human. Keeping her heritage a secret had to be her top priority if she hoped to remain in the human world.

With her arms crossed over her chest, Penny kept watch on the empty driveway, recalling the truck along with the hot driver that had, moments before, exited her property and headed for his hew home. “Rethink that invitation, huh? As much as I’d like to do just that, I’m afraid it’s too late now.”

Several more cars had joined the early bird in the parking area, and her next class was assembling. Penny loved the career path she had chosen since making the move to this world, but getting through this next class might prove a bit more difficult than usual since her mind was on a certain smile bright enough to rival the sunrise.

***
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She waved goodbye to the last of her Saturday morning classes and wheeled the wagon out of the barn to begin the task of moving the ramps and other props used, so she’d be able to maneuver the mower through the training area and avoid too many stops and starts.

She tucked the hoops and canvas tunnels into the wagon and tugged on the handle to park it just inside the barn doors. The mower was her next task. As she popped the battery into the slot under the hood and reached for the start engine button, a long howl about two feet behind her sent her several inches off the ground. 

Twisting to the unexpected sound, she spotted Enola sitting behind her, tail wagging across the grass, and creating a fan design at her rear end. 

“Enola? What in the world are you doing here again?”

Penny scanned the property for the hound’s owner. She hadn’t heard a truck but maybe, for some reason he was on foot this time. Nothing. “Well girl, it appears another phone call is in order.” She squatted beside her visitor, retrieved her phone from her pocket, and hit redial on the call she’d made a couple of hours ago. 

“Mr































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A collection of holiday
romance stories






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





