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	“I absolutely love this woman’s style and plots. Have to read anything and everything she writes. Awesome talent! Thanks, Ashley Fontainne, for creating such memorable works!” 

	~ Janelle Taylor, New York Times bestselling author 

	 

	“Ashley Fontainne proves with Number Seventy-Five that she’s a talent to watch.” 

	~ Raymond Benson, author of The Black Stiletto series
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	“…hooked me into this story from the very first line. Tidwell is an empathetic character who readers will root for in his rise to heroism. Tidwell is reminiscent of Craig Johnson’s Walt Longmire: rugged, aloof, extremely broken, and far more complicated than what he appears to be on the surface. As for the plot, fans of Frank Perretti’s This Present Darkness Series will enjoy it. Though Fontainne’s story has an obvious Christian message, I believe the story’s pervasive darkness and eventual redemption can be appreciated by the secular reader as well, especially one who is into paranormal thrillers. Overall, Many is profoundly engaging and emotionally wrought. At times, I’d even say it is outright terrifying. Ashley Fontainne is truly a master of the description required for the short story, revealing just enough to draw the reader into the plot.”

	~ Timothy R. Baldwin for Readers’ Favorite
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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	FRAGILE

	CLYDE TIDWELL

	OCTOBER 18, 1981

	7:45 A.M.

	MOUNTAIN HOME, ARKANSAS

	 

	 

	For everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven: 

	a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted ~ Ecclesiastes 3: 1-2

	 

	 

	The sound of clucking chickens and crowing roosters, followed by the crackle and aroma of bacon sizzling on a hot cast-iron skillet, brought Clyde up from the depths of troubled sleep. Blinking bleary eyes twice while fumbling for his slippers, he stretched before padding out to the kitchen. 

	A lazy grin crossed his lips. He leaned against the door frame while watching Clare-Bear prepare breakfast. With her beautiful, flaxen hair twisted up into a messy bun, she looked lovely. Her favorite house dress clung to all the right spots. Bright beams of morning sunlight streamed through the open window, catching the edges of her slender shoulders and back all the way down to her ample, firm backside. A slight, cool breeze ruffled the tiny curls at the nape of her neck.

	His woman still didn’t look a day over thirty. She’d always been such a looker. God had blessed him with more than he ever deserved. “Morning, my love. Mmm, smells delicious. You turned into a fantastic cook after such a rough start when we first got hitched.”

	Claire chuckled in her sweet, tinkling way while continuing to putter around the stove. “Practice makes perfect, dear.”

	Stepping into the small area, he gave her round rump a love tap and gentle squeeze before nuzzling her neck. He inhaled her personal scent—an intoxicating mixture of her favorite perfume, White Shoulders, and lilac. “Yes, it does. Care to get in some practice before I head off to work? The sheets are still warm.” 

	Claire shooed his hand away in mock protest. Her turquoise eyes reflected a hint of arousal at his playful nature. “Clyde Tidwell, you’re too much. Let me finish breakfast first and fill your belly. Ain’t nobody ever performed well when their tanks are running on fumes. Oh, and recall it’s Sunday. No tours booked today.”

	As if on cue, Clyde’s stomach rumbled. A hint of confusion clouded his mind. Sunday? Tours? He would need more than one cup of java to chase away the cobwebs of sleep. “I’m gonna hold you to that promise, woman. It seems like ages since we’ve loved on one another. Hurry up with breakfast. Food ain’t all I’m hankering for.”

	“Brute,” Claire laughed while rolling out the biscuits with deft, nimble fingers.

	Stifling another yawn, he poured a cup of black coffee. After taking several sips of the stout brew, he ambled over to the table, surprised his knees and hips weren’t aching. He considered flipping through the newspaper yet stopped short. It wouldn’t do him a lick of good to try and decipher the small print without his readers. Besides, why ruin such a glorious morning with depressing news? 

	Casting his gaze over to the cuckoo clock above the entrance to the hallway, he frowned. “Why’d you let me sleep so late?”

	Without turning to face him as she popped the biscuits into the oven, Claire chuckled. “I know better than to roust you before you’re ready to wake from dreamland. You’re the bear in the morning, not me. You should have the bear nickname.”

	Clyde gulped another mouthful down, savoring the taste. His wife made the best coffee in the county, bar none-strong, full-bodied and hot like his soulmate. “Nope. You’re sweeter than honey fresh from a hive. My little honey Clare-Bear. The name suits you. If you’re looking to pick an animal to name me after, how about a rutting bull?”

	Claire stomped her foot. “Clyde Tidwell! What’s gotten into you this morning? You usually ain’t so antsy before church!”

	Shrugging his shoulders, he felt calmer and happier than he had in ages. “Must be the cooler weather. The dog days of summer are behind us.”

	After wiping her hands on a dish towel, she grabbed a coffee cup and joined him at the table. Her easy-going nature and sweet face made his heart swell with love. Claire’s beauty shone the brightest in the morning. She was radiant. A living piece of God’s artwork. Her lopsided smile stole his breath. 

	“Amen to that. The joyous reward after sweltering summers is a crisp, cool fall. It’s always been our favorite time of year. Remember?”

	Nodding in agreement, Clyde raised the cup to his lips, noticing his hand for the first time. He furrowed his brows. Rather than gnarled and full of lines and wrinkles, the appendage appeared smooth. Supple. 

	Young.

	His gaze shot over to the newspaper. 

	He stifled a gasp. 

	He could read the fine print without his glasses. 

	Sunday, October 18, 1981.

	1981? How’s that possible? Where did the time go? How can we both look like we’re still in our thirties?

	Claire’s words from before rang inside his mind: “No tours booked today.”

	Blood whooshed in his ears. He glanced around the kitchen, realizing the location—the cabin in Mountain Home, not their little love nest in Malvern.

	Tears filled his eyes as he stared at his bride—the perfect figment of his vivid dream-state. A deep, soul-consuming wave of loneliness churned inside the core of his existence. She’s not real.

	Claire graced him with a warm smile while patting his trembling hand. The cool breeze increased, making the curly tendrils of her golden hair sway, framing her head like a halo. 

	A dove cooed from the windowsill. 

	She held out an arm. A white, delicate creature flew in, landing on her shoulder. “No need to be lonely, dear. I’m here…and so is the Holy Spirit.”

	Choking back the sob lodged in his throat, Clyde whispered the question he didn’t want her to answer in the affirmative. “I’m dreaming?”

	“Yes, my love.”

	“Oh, Claire, I…I…miss you so much. It’s…not enough…seeing you like this. Not. Enough.”

	Her eyes sparkled with love and compassion. The dove cooed. “The feeling’s mutual, dear. Time doesn’t feel the same for me as it does you. It’s been, oh, how should I put this? A mere blip? Yes, that’s right. Not years—more like seconds. The difference in how I perceive things in this new form made it easier for me to adjust to being apart, I guess. I’ve waited and watched you from afar ever since God called me home. You’ve changed. I was always proud to call you my husband when alive, yet seeing you devote your life to the Lord and Tyler, made being apart bearable. My Clyde—a warrior for God.”

	Taking a deep breath, he sighed at the unwarranted praise, heart heavy with the knowledge the interaction would end when he awoke. “I ain’t no warrior, Clare-Bear. I’m a lonely widower biding his time while apart from the woman he loves.”

	“Darling, you’re wrong. You withstood the sharp barbs and lies of the evil one and his minions because of your strong faith. Twice. A faith you walked away from after I passed on, but God wasn’t through with you yet. He had plans for you. He knows your heart. You became a staunch sentinel guarding the prize those
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