
  
    [image: Gray Lady, Lady Gray]


  
    
      Gray Lady, Lady Gray

    

    
      J.T. Ellison

    

    
      
        [image: Two Tales Press]

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
      

      
        
          Gray Lady, Lady Gray
        

      

      
        
          About the Story
        

        
          Author’s Note
        

        
          Also by J.T. Ellison
        

        
          About the Author
        

        
          Copyright
        

      

      
        
          J.T. Ellison speaks!
        

        
          
            An Interview with J.T. Ellison
          

          
            An Essay by J.T. Ellison
          

        

        
          Sneak Peeks
        

        
          
            NO ONE KNOWS Exclusive Excerpt
          

          
            
              Part I
            

            
              Chapter 1
            

          

          
            CHARLOTTE’S STORY by Laura Benedict
          

          
            
              1957: The End of Time
            

          

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Gray Lady, Lady Gray

        

      

    

    
      The corridor was empty. A small mouse nibbled in a corner, whiskers covered in dust, his gray fur nearly translucent in the dark. Preparations were being made below. She could hear them. Scurrying, simpering, slutting. Wood brought in for the fireplaces, which meant the attics would become unbearably hot as the warmth rose from floor to floor. Winter flowers and the deep Scottish weeds tended in the gardens outside, what was left of them, anyway. Balustrades polished, floors washed and waxed, carpets vacuumed, bedding changed.

      A wedding, if her long ears didn’t deceive her.

      A chance.

      The lips on her decrepit face pulled back from long, taloned teeth into a semblance of a grin.

      “Dolon,” she called, delighting in the fright it gave the cook five floors below, who heard the wind whistling through her kitchen and smelled the odor of sulfur on the breeze.

      He appeared before her, summoned by her use of his name.

      “Yes, Lamia?”

      “What have you been doing?”

      “Eating the late lambs. They are so succulent this time of year.”

      She looked closer—her vision wasn’t what it once was—and saw the little bits of flesh hanging from his beard, the gray stained black with blood. Blood. Blood on the corner of his mouth. With sight came smell, the rising odor forcing her to salivate like a rabid dog.

      Her loins throbbed.

      “Come here, my sweet.”

      He obeyed, and she flicked a long, pointed tongue around the edges of his mouth, catching flesh and blood and the musk—he’d eaten the lambs from the ass first, the beast.

      Just that little bit of essence was enough—Dolon became solid in front of her.

      A handsome man, Dolon. Simple, driven by needs not unlike her own, banished to this castle at birth, forced to grow up under Lamia’s tutelage. She loved him in the only way she knew how to love, which was filled with hate and fear and loathing and manipulative desperation.

      “That was lovely, darling. Now you must do something for me. It seems we have visitors arriving.”

      “Yes, I saw. They will have to go to the next farm for the lamb shanks.”

      He laughed, uproariously. His joke, so simple, so crude. Just like Dolon.

      She ran her fingers along the slick flesh of his forearm.

      “Pretty, please pay attention.”

      “What is your wish, my lady?”

      Her tongue curled round her mouth. “Bring me all the information, Dolon. Leave nothing out.”

      [image: ]

      Elizabeth wanted to be a princess.

      From the time she was five and grasped the concept of the Cinderella myth—that any woman could capture the heart of her own Prince Charming—she set herself on the journey to become a princess. She didn’t seek a royal throne—no, that was best left to those who would squabble over the scraps and look cross-eyed down their long, nebbish noses at lesser beings like her. She didn’t want a crown.

      Elizabeth sought the only real path to princessdom. She sought true love.

      And she’d found it in the form of a wonderful man named Edgar, who looked at her with sunshine and roses in his eyes.

      They’d met at a softball game, of all places. Opposing teams. She was sweaty and covered in dust from the pitching mound and a long slide into third; he was sweaty and covered in the dust she kicked up when she slid. They emerged from the cloud coughing and laughing. He’d helped her to her feet, and she’d been lost. Gone. He had blue eyes that sparkled and a strong jaw, not to mention legs like tree trunks and an ass that would make a grown woman cry. He knew how to use it, too. His voice was soft and melodious, and had never been raised in anger toward her. Edgar was an infinitely patient man, one who would bite his lip and walk to another room if she were ever shrill or annoyed. Which wasn’t often. He gave her no reason to seek connubial combat.

      Edgar, quite simply, made her happy. So when he’d asked her to marry him, down on one knee, a clear glistening stone nestled in a bed of gold in hand extended, she hadn’t hesitated. Within weeks, they’d decided to have the wedding in Scotland, at a castle, to fulfill Elizabeth’s lifelong quest. Only princesses married in castles, after all.

      Elizabeth stood in the parking lot outside the castle keep and raised her hand to her eyes, blotting out the sun. It had been cloudy and rainy since they’d landed in Edinburgh, but the moment she’d arrived on the estate, the sun had boldly forced its way into the sky, as if it too wanted a piece of her happiness. It was too bright now; she stepped to her left so the tower of the castle would help block the incessant rays.

      Something moved behind the highest window. The breeze picked up, and Elizabeth’s sullen brown hair whipped into a frenzy, then fell limp against her ears. She felt… odd. Filled with longing, her pulse beating hard between her legs. She wanted to bed Edgar, now. She blushed and felt her breath come fast.

      “Edgar, did you see that?”

      “See what, dear?”

      Elizabeth focused on the window again, and saw nothing. She let her breath regulate. Nerves. It was just nerves. She’d been a bundle for days now—the pressure of the trip, the planning, the knowledge she would be binding her life to his forever; it all had her on edge.

      “The sun is playing tricks on me, I suppose. Shall we go in?”

      A small party had been planned as a surprise for Edgar and Elizabeth. Unbeknownst to them, their wedding attendants had all flown over a day early to have things prepared.

      When they entered the long corridor to the castle keep, the hall was lined with white roses and bedecked with ribbons, and a small white sign with a hand drawn arrow pointing down the hall read This Way. It was quite fetching, and Elizabeth commented as such to Edgar, who agreed, though he was quite preoccupied with their baggage at that moment, and was startled when Elizabeth screamed in delight.

      Hands grabbed at them—parents, friends, sisters and brothers, hugging and kissing and showering the couple in rose petals. Elizabeth cried prettily, and Edgar was also moved. To have such love surrounding you is something to treasure, and Edgar wasn’t the kind to dismiss strong emotion when it overcame him.

      He handed Elizabeth a tissue, and took one for himself. Once they were done with the tears, they were ushered into an intimate dining room, seated in the middle of the long, grand table, looking toward the window that spread the gardens before them like a fertile green blanket, and tucked in to a light lunch. Elizabeth simply glowed, and Edgar couldn’t resist leaning into her begonia-scented aura and slipping in a kiss.

      The crowd cheered and clicked their forks against their champagne flutes in thrilled response.

      Edgar deepened the kiss, letting his tongue touch hers—so warm, so wet, so perfect. God, he loved this woman. He wanted her. His mind saw her splayed facedown in front of him, legs spread, wide and pink and moist and wanting.

      He felt a quick breath of air, fetid and warm, at his right ear, and opened his eyes a fraction. He was a rational man. His mind didn’t allow him to see the bearded face, twisting slowly two inches from his own, dark skin rippling with maggots and roaches. His mind allowed him to feel momentarily uneasy, as if something were watching him, or a goose had walked over his grave, but he dismissed the smell as old meat left in the sun and put another arm around Elizabeth.

      When they broke free, accompanied by hoots and hollers, the castle staff filtered in and their wedding planner gave them the schedule for the following two days. Edgar did his best to pay attention.
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      Dolon mounted the stairs slowly. He knew what was waiting for him. Lamia was once a beautiful, cunning woman, sought after by men across realms. But she had become something less than real, something full of hate and spite. He didn’t blame her. Not really. He was simply annoyed that he was tied to her, forever. All gray ladies were assigned a demon, for they were unable to leave their earthly rooms without a demon’s escort, and needed something that could travel through the air, move through walls, lift into the breeze and delve into the souls that fed her existence to make that happen.

      It was just . . . Lamia was so old. Even when she received the essence, became the glorious woman she once was, even then he knew that she was crinkled up like an old parchment inside. It interfered with his abilities, it truly did.

      He reached the top of the stairs and slid through the wooden door into her rooms. She was asleep in her chair, facing the fire, a fur throw around her shoulders. Her gray skin sagged, and a fine line of spit dripped from her sharp, hollow teeth. At least she still had them.

      He stood for a moment, repulsed. She would be furious with him for watching her sleep. He slipped back through the door and made some noise in the hall, a warning to wake her. When he moved through the door again, she’d straightened in the chair. The fur throw was in her lap now, and she was smiling at him. Her cataracts made her eyes the color of sludge.

      “What news, my sweet?”

      “A wedding, Lamia. Just like you thought. Between two very young, very impressionable beings. You should have seen the female when you called to her—she turned red in the face like a baboon’s ass. And him, my love, he is strong, but also susceptible. We have a chance.”

      Lamia leapt briskly from her seat and went to the window. “When is the ceremony?”

      “Tomorrow night. Seven. We should have enough time.”

      “Yes, we will.” Lamia turned back from the window to face him, and Dolon could see the vestiges of the beauty she had once been. Even she, old and cruel and severe, could be transformed by joy.

      “We will.”
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      The dress Elizabeth wore was simple and elegant. The base had been her grandmother’s, a wide bell-shaped skirt of thick satin. The bodice and lace were current additions, making the dress modern and sophisticated. It had a cathedral-length train, and though it was much too long for their purposes in the small castle chapel, shortening it was a concession she refused to make.

      Princesses had cathedral trains.

      She swished about in the heavy skirt, feeling the slick fabric mold to her legs. She was rapturously happy. She checked off the list in her head.

      She was in a castle.

      She was about to marry the most wonderful man alive.

      She was wearing part of her grandmother’s wedding gown, which brought her back to life, in a way.

      She looked beautiful. Her skin was clear, she didn’t have her period, her dress fit like a glove. Even her hair had gotten in line and was piled on her head in glorious waves.

      That was plenty for one girl’s wedding day, she thought.

      There was rustling in the antechamber.

      “Lizzie, it’s time. Are you ready?”

      Her father. Tears pricked her eyes. Oh, my God. Her whole life she’d been waiting for this moment, and now, here it was. She took a deep breath.

      “Ready, Daddy.”

      She opened the door and admired her handsome father, resplendent in his white tie and tails. He twitched a bit, uncomfortably humbled by the scrutiny.

      “You look gorgeous, Daddy.”

      “So do you, my dear. Shall we get you married off? Remember, it’s right foot first.”

      There were forty-nine stairs. She counted each and every one as they went down.

      The castle was decorated to the nines. She wondered which mice had descended upon the rooms to make it happen.

      Before she had a chance to think anything more, the planner handed her the flowers, a simple spray of white roses and hydrangea, then opened the doors to the chapel.

      It all went very quickly from there. The trumpet voluntary sprang to life, her guests rose to their feet, and she saw Edgar, standing at the other end of the room. It was all she could do not to break free and run to him, to throw herself in his arms.

      She floated down the aisle to gasps of appreciation. She attributed the crawling, goosebumpy sensation running down her spine to nerves. She couldn’t see the two uninvited guests standing at either side of the altar, waiting for her with blood risen.

      Her father stopped walking, so she stopped as well. Edgar looked ready to cry. She fought the urge as well.

      Words.

      Words.

      Words.

      Her father squeezed her hand. And then it was time. The priest was a homely man with wads of white hair spilling from his ears. Mwaiwwage . . . She stifled a giggle. He spoke in a clear bell voice that snapped her back to sober.

      “Elizabeth, will you have this man to be your husband; to live together in the covenant
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