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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...

      

    


- - - -
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THE BURNING CHAPEL had six of us in it.

Right now, the flames were simply a fiery wall that engulfed the front doors and kept the mob at bay.

I stomped out the single torch they had thrown in. There was plenty of light to see by. Nothing else was burning except the candles in their stands.

Then my guide told me we all needed to join hands in order to escape.

As we did, the rest of the interior suddenly burst into a roaring conflagration.

To the rest of that village outside, we all died that day.

Which was the point, I imagine.

But that's not how we really ended up...
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“SO, ARE YOU JUST HIDING out here, or seeking some redemption for earlier sins?”

A redheaded girl was standing by my round library table, holding a book on her cocked hip and pulling a strand of gorgeous ginger hair behind one ear. The light between the bookshelves behind her silhouetted her floral sun-dress and left little to the imagination.

Her smile was like sunshine peeking through after a long string of cloudy days.

I was back at “our” table in the Library, one I shared almost solely  with my two buddies, Abe and Peter. “Almost” was when they'd occasionally bring some nerdy chick back with them to see how long she could stand our out-loud thinking.

Sometimes, I thought those friends of mine were being cruel. But most times, I could see the hope on their faces that “maybe this was the one”. Someone who could keep up with their brainstorms, meet them at their own level, and stay for the long run.

But so far, no.

Such was the life of geniuses. Solitary.

But this girl was still standing there, waiting for my answer. I had digressed.

“A little of both.”

Her smile widened into a grin.

“Then I'm in the right place.”

She pulled out a chair and eased into it. Her book was on the table, and I couldn't read the spine. But sitting forced her to remove that slender finger which was holding her place in that book.

“Sorry I made you lose where you were reading. Hope it's an interesting story.”

“It was, and is – in parts. But the prose was getting to be over-edited. When they left his real voice alone, the author has some great runs of inspiration. Unfortunately, the rest of it reads like a text book. So I'm glad I lost my place, because I was losing interest.”

“Too many books like that in here. Ever notice that they have more non-fiction than fiction?”

“And yet, we both like the non-fiction more.”

“And both are free here, so it's cheap entertainment. Or enlightenment.”

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Oh for a little religious inspiration and up-raising to our next higher plane.” Her lower lip pouted while her green eyes twinkled.

I chuckled.

“They call me Joe.”

“Jenna.”

“Glad to have your distraction this fine afternoon.”

“Distraction from the dull, boring, tedious – or just too much solitude?”

“It's the enforced solitude for now. I was just getting ready to leave.”

“Then am I keeping you?”

“No, not really. But my friends have already left, so I'm just putting off packing.”

“Like in 'moving- packing'?”

“Sure, good guess.”

“Well, not too much, since it's the end of the Spring semester and this place is becoming a ghost town again.”

“You're here during the summer?”

She shrugged, and the action of her thin shoulders moving under that  light sun dress was delightful to watch, for some reason. It made the floral pattern ripple and seem to take on a motion of its own.

That pattern was a delightful contrast to my own blue jeans and gray t-shirt.

“Well, Joe, I was raised in this town. My parents do some work for the college and so I get free tuition. But I know this town like the back of my hand and seldom get out of it.”

“No summer vacations for you?”

“Some times. They save up for them, and I'm getting ready to move out on my own. Once I decide I'm good and finished.”

“More classes?”

She shrugged again. “More degrees, maybe. Unless I find someone's research to follow – who lives elsewhere.”

“Can I ask how many degrees you have now?”

Jenna tilted her head and peered into my eyes to see if this was going to be a conversation breaker. “Seven.”

“Good for you. I'm happy to last through a three-year post-grad degree.”

“That's quite a load.”

I shrugged, and looked back at her – I wanted someone to talk to, but  not some academic groupie. “For some. I was just here for the research.”

She leaned forward, grinning, while propping her chin up on her elbows. That just made her even more charming, which helped me relax. It wasn't like she was hitting me up – or was she?

- - - -
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“BUT YOUR RESEARCH IS now done, you have your degree, and nothing else is interesting you here?”

“Until you showed up at this remote part of the library, no.”

She smiled at this. “But I have to assume you've found the deep stacks that go even further back.”

I sat up from my usual slouch at this. “What do you know of the deep stacks?”

Her smile turned into a grin. “Well, other than getting in some smooching where the librarians never seem to visit, I've learned a lot about you and your buddies and all your trips back there. But your friends never seemed to explore these stacks as much as you.”

“And who told you about my visits to the deep stacks?”

She looked right and left as if to make sure no one was listening, then whispered. “Goddesses.”

I just grinned myself. “Such as?”

“Gaia for one, and sometimes there's Luna, and a few spirit-guides, plus their own staff.”

Now I sat forward. “Wait a minute – Gaia, I know her – and that means you've been visiting back there quite a lot, then.”

“Several times a week, if I can. The summers are great, since I don't have to keep to any class schedule. I just tell my parents I'm going 'camping' and they know exactly what I mean.”

“They know?”

“They've been there. In fact, when they let it slip that there were deep stacks I had to find out for myself. And I still don't know if they let that 'slip' on purpose or accident.”

“Did you get lost the first time? I lost a couple of days back there.”

She smiled shifted her look to the table top, to start drawing circles with a delicate finger on its clean surface. “Well, yes and no. Of course someone came along and led me to the center, and brought me some cookies and milk. We had a nice talk. Then she showed me the shortcut to get back home. So I was only gone for a couple hours in the real world, but I always thought it was much longer.” Her eyes were on mine again as she finished.

“Did this guide have a name?”
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