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“It was a dark and stormy night, and everyone was sitting around the glowing fireplace. Someone said, 'John, tell us a story.' So John began...”



AND AFTER HIS FIRST two years of writing, S. H. Marpel shows no signs of slowing down his prolific output. 

Including the Ghost Hunter series and other works, he's authored or co-authored over 105 books, including 33 anthologies (not yet counting these 2 new box sets).

What you are about to read consists of half the total stories written in the Ghost Hunter Series, all in chronological order as released.

The first half is pretty straight forward if you stick to reading them in sequence. So – that is what I recommend.

With these canons, reading is simpler. It's on you if you read out of order.

This second canon picks up where the first left off. 

With the individual stories, I started including “Book Universes Notes” to bring readers up to date. And that practice is mostly unnecessary if you have both sets – the complete collection.

For this book, I've included a character list where these have entered from standalone books, other cross-over series, or other co authors.  (Like a cheat sheet for those of you starting with this book as your only introduction to Marpel's works.)

But with collected canons, you now can read this series like a massive novel and keep your own notes.

Other than the standalone stories, there are many crossovers into The Hooman Saga and Tales of the Lazurai universes. But I'll leave you to discover these on  your own.

Meanwhile, please enjoy these books in the order they were written, and watch the quality of the writing and the complication of the plots increase as both the stories, the characters, and the writer evolve.

Thanks again for your interest. 

And – good hunting.

- - - - 
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

Editor, Living Sensical Press

August 15, 2019
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Tess
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- - - -

TESSERACTS FOLD TIME and space. I inherited the ability to both find and control them. 

Unlimited access to all universes. Sort of. 

Yea, freaky. I know too well how freaky. 

So I spent my life on the move - through many times, and many spaces. Forgetting where and when I'd been wasn't an option. My salvation was mastering the trick of retracing my path. To find my original home, to find the love I'd lived so long without.

It wasn't just missing a normal childhood. 

If I didn't figure out how to get my life back under control, I'd just be growing older. 

Alone. 

Without any home or family or lover to ever call my own.

I

IT STARTED OUT WITH a precise, formal, handwritten note on my desk. "Please leave some rope here. L. Tess"

Who was Tess? How did she get into my cabin while I was asleep? Were the gals just playing a practical joke on me?

But next to the note was a wildflower, one that flowered in summer, not in fall, never just before winter's first killing frost.

As a mystery writer, I was hooked. Next best thing to a locked-door murder. I don't lock that single door to my cabin, but I also don't oil its hinges. And the floor wasn't so solid that I wouldn't hear the footsteps, unless they were barefooted - unlikely on these cool nights.

So before I came in from my chores, I made a point of finding a length of rope, just about a dozen feet. No lasso or long work, just something that would be a "rope" without being something I couldn't untie if this was only a practical joke.

I did my normal routine that day. Checking the cows, writing my next story, cooking my meals, putting things where they belonged when I was done. 

Just before I went to bed, I replaced the note and coiled that rope on top of it. 

Turned out the light, went to sleep. 

- - - -
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IN THE NIGHT, I FELT an extra weight on the end of the couch, by my feet. 

Opening my eyes, I could see by some moving lights in my cabin that weight belonged to a someone. Sitting at the foot of my bed was one of the most striking young red-headed women I had ever seen in my life. 

Hazel eyes, perfect and plump ruby lips, wearing an outfit that was a little revealing. But only because it was in motion - along with some little shining and sparkling cubes that rotated around her. 

What she was wearing looked like a russet silk robe with long sashes, that was constantly in motion like some sort of magic carpet trying to escape somewhere and take her with it. Long, slender limbs that kept being exposed and covered with the waving cloth. 

At times, she seemed to almost float off that end of the couch. The reason she couldn't seemed because she had tied herself to that end of the couch - and my ankle.

- - - - 
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SHE SEEMED TOO BUSY writing in a little notebook to realize I was awake. While the cabin was still dark, the little lights gave me more than enough light to see her as they revolved around her upper body and head in some sort of ever-changing pattern.

So I watched for while. I had no real reason to get up, since I wasn't wearing much underneath that cover, even though it was cool at night. And my clothes were on the other side of her. 

For now, I just enjoyed the view. Sal and Jude had long ago trained me against being surprised when a pretty young woman appeared in front of me out of the blue. Or wherever she came from. 

As I was looking her over, I hadn't noticed that she was also looking me over.

"You don't want to move. It could be a disaster."

"Oh?"

"Sorry, they call me Tess. And thanks for that rope. I wouldn't be able to stay here without it."

"And I'm John."

"Yes, I know."

I frowned at that second mystery - but first, "What is the disaster I could cause?"

"Oh - that. Well, you see these lights that are swarming around me?"

I nodded.

"Those are natural tesseracts. Like your popular fiction, they will fold both time and space. Unlike your fiction, they are natural, not made by gods or able to be exploited by villains. For some reason, they are attracted to me. Your phrase is 'my cross to bear.'"

"Why would these pretty things be a problem? They look harmless."

Tess snapped the notebook shut, with her writing stylus inside. "Was there some part of 'folds time and space' that you didn't understand?"

"Sorry. I don't get the whole scene yet. I might have been distracted by 'fiction', 'gods', and 'villains'."

Tess quit frowning and rubbed her forehead. Then secured the small notebook in the front of her dress, tucked into her bust. "No, it's my turn to be sorry. These things don't necessarily give me much rest."

She looked over my sleeping couch as if measuring it. "Yes, that will do. I have a favor to ask. It may sound forward, but it's very practical. And I wouldn't ask it if I hadn't looked up your backstory."

"Sure, go ahead."

"Now, the disclaimer is that I don't mean anything by this request and this isn't an opening for you to make jokes. I only need some rest, and to do that, I'll need your help."

"OK, my cabin is your cabin."

Tess smiled wistfully at that. "Home is a long way from here, for me. You came well recommended, and are proving why."

She looked over her arrangement, measuring and calculating again.

"Give me your left hand."

I had to rise on my right elbow to move it close enough so that she could grasp my wrist with a sturdy grip. "Again, don't get any ideas from this. I'll explain in a little bit."

Tess then placed my palm on her upper thigh. "You need to hold me down against your couch. I need to move that rope from my waist to my ankle. If you let go at any time, regardless of why, I might disappear and may never be able to return again."

Her eyes bore deeply into my own. 

I swallowed. "OK, you have my promise. No ideas. Hold you right where you sit."

She let up her grip on my wrist tentatively and saw that my arm, seasoned from all the cattle fencing I had to do, would hold her secure. 

I did have to put a little pressure there, as some force was definitely making her float, and even shift as if an unseen and unfelt wind was buffeting her. 

With precise, fast moves, she quickly untied the rope from her waist and tied it to her own ankle. Her russet sashes continued to fly about along with the tesseracts while she did so. It took me more discipline to keep my mind on holding her to the couch, as those sashes again were exposing and covering various parts of her all the while.

At last she was done with the tying and put my wrist back into her vise-grip hand. "Now, don't move. Not an inch in any direction. Don't try to 'make room' for me or concern yourself about my comfort at all. This rope isn't as strong as you think, so I'm going to lay down on these covers next to you and then you're going to put your right arm around my middle to again hold me down to your couch."

She squeezed my wrist. Her face was even, but serious. "Again, if you don't want me to disappear, follow those instructions exactly. I'm going to hold onto your left wrist - that arm will wind up below me. Once I am prone, then you can hold your own hands together to keep me there. OK?"

I nodded. Just as serious a look on my own face.

With a simple movement, she was quickly down to my side. I moved my right arm over her and grasped my other hand as I did. 

The feeling when she was down was again like holding onto a kite in a windstorm. Even though she was right next against me, outside the blanket, her body was moving all the time.

Her own right arm was between us. Once she was assured I was doing just as she instructed, then she carefully extracted that arm, reached up behind us, and pulled the extra throw off the couch back to cover us both.

Only then did she relax. And when she did, the tesseracts quieted down as well. 

Her hair smelled of cedar and olive flowers. Her warmth soon moved through the blanket and I could feel it the entire length of that side. My right arm was against the bare skin of her middle, just below her bust. And her breathing became more regular and slower. I could also feel her heartbeat slow as well. 

It seemed like this was the most relaxing she'd done in months. No wonder she was so edgy.

"John?"

"Yes."

"I may fall asleep soon, but I'm going to try to explain some things to answer your many questions."

"I have a request, first."

"And that would be?"

"If you don't mind, I want to roll over to my left side behind you so I can hold you more securely. That will allow my two hands to go around you and lock on each other."

"Good idea. And that reminds me..." From somewhere, she pulled a thin woven cord from under that throw - I wasn't going to guess where she had hidden it. Now she had a strong grip on my top arm, pinning it under her own upper arm, as well. "OK, go."

I moved my hips first, and then twisted my shoulders, bringing my left arm closer around her middle in front, while my right closed above it, so that my hands were now touching her bare ribs on each side. And had to think each motion through as I went - although her grip was so tight I thought I was going to lose circulation in that arm at first.

Once I had my arms in position, she loosened that grip and wrapped that woven cord around and under and over my arms several times, then tied it taut with a small knot my big hands couldn't untie even if I could reach them.

"That will do it. Now I'm safe enough to talk to you. The 'tessies', as I call them, won't bother us, especially in this position. It feels like 'mating' to them."

I swallowed at that. "Well, if you say so."

I could feel her smile through her voice. "Thanks for being considerate. I'm no prude, but I've been told you are a perfect gentleman - especially for 'ladies in distress' like me."

"Who told you that?"

"Oh, Sal, Jude, Harpy..."

"OK, you don't have to run down the whole list."

But she was asleep before she finished, anyway. And the lights that were always hovering around her dimmed and slowed their movements.

And I'm glad she tied my arms, because with the darkness returning, and the warmth of her next to me, it wasn't long before sleep found me, too.

II

BY DAYLIGHT, THINGS had changed. She was now facing me, and the comforter was over both of us. I was still on my side, arms tied together, while her left arm was over my shoulder and curled around the bottom of my neck. Our legs had scissored between each other's, which was more than comfortable.

When I opened my eyes, hers were closed. And I was able to notice all this in the brightening room. Well, feeling most of what lay below that comforter.

My arms, where tied, however were a little numb. Working to shift these around opened Tess's eyes.

"Morning, John."

"And good morning to you. How did you sleep last night?"

"Not as well as you. I was reminded of the old phrase that 'the crack of doom wouldn't wake him.'"

Her eyes and lips were only inches from mine, and when she moved her arm and hand to brush my hair out of my face, I was reminded how much bare skin we had in mutual contact.

"Jude said you'd be a gentleman even in situations like this. I thought she was teasing, but..."

"You've had quite some talks with the girls?"

Tess grinned. "Not as much as I would like, but I was really working with Ben for quite awhile. But your two 'girls' helped me by making a comfortable, bolted down chair with seat belts so I could study in comfort. And being able to just sit and gossip about girl-things was such a relief. Talk naturally turned to you when I asked them what they did for a 'living.'"

I had to grin back at that turn of phrase. While Sal and Jude lived larger than most, it was as spirit-guides - they hadn't needed to worry about making a “living” since they had passed on, some centuries ago.

"I hope they didn't bore you with details, but I'm sure they gave away all my secrets."

She chuckled at that. "Yes, those two can be pretty frank and graphic when they feel like it."

"But, I can tell I need to untie you. And as comfortable and endearing as this is, I know you're going to have to get dressed so we can get to work. And yes, it's going to have to be just as exacting as how I got into the sack with you. (Jude is going to be envious of this story, by the way. I know she's going to tease me about not even getting to what she calls 'first base'.)"

I just smiled. That's just like Jude."

"Here, I'm going to turn around. But first..." She gave me a quick kiss, then turned faster than a person would think possible. More a blur than anything. 

My arms were almost untied as fast, but she held them together in her vise-grip with one hand, while she massaged the bind marks with the other.

"Same rules go, John. Don't let go, don't move. We only have a connection through that rope on our ankles. And if these tessies get excited at all, that won't hold me here."

I was in no hurry to move, anyway. 

III

I STAYED ON MY SIDE, interlocking my fingers to give her more room. Tess laid on her back and started to explain her situation. 

"It was fine when I was a kid. But I always saw these lights around me that others couldn't. Eventually, I quit talking about them. Later, I found that by thinking about some area that I liked, I would be transported there. And this became a nice game for me as an only child. As long as I was home for dinner, my Ma thought I was somewhere nearby, even if I didn't answer. And I never went out at night, so I wouldn't worry her or my Da.

"About when I turned 13, things changed. I was now going to places I'd never been before. Some strange, some threatening. And these cubic thingies started talking to me, kinda. They have their own language. Not that I've actually learned it much. It is a lot like how chickens sing to each other during the day. You know certain sounds mean certain things, but it's not specific. Still, I do keep trying to listen to them and try to understand everything.

"One day, I couldn't find my way back for supper. And I became frantic, and that just made things worse. I finally got exhausted and crawled into some mostly dry hollow in some weird land I'd been transported to. Cried myself to sleep."

She stopped, and looked away. Sniffed. While one hand was still holding my arm, the other wiped a tear away.

Turning back to look at me with misty eyes, she said in a whisper, "And I've never found my way back ever since."

Then Tess turned and buried her face in my chest to sob, quietly. Her body shuddered, but she made no noise. Like she had learned to avoid making any sound in those dangerous worlds she had visited.

I held her closer to me until her sobbing exhausted itself. 

She lay their quietly for quite a time, in welcome comfort. To me, it seemed she had grown up too fast, a rough life for any teenager, let alone an adult with training about the outside world.

At least her "tessies" were quiet and calm. Her body stayed at rest during this, and ceased trying to fly off or out of my grip.

After a while, I had to ask, "These tessies of yours - are they alive?"

Tess looked up at my face, seeing that I was looking at those dots of pulsing, cubic lights. "Yes, I think so. It seems they have their own intelligence and try to help me. They have songs, like I told you earlier, a language I don't know. But without them, I'd have never survived all this time. And I think they can read my mind."

At that, the tessies started becoming more active, and Tess's own body began shifting in my arms, moving with that phantom wind I couldn't feel or sense.

"Looks like we woke them up."

Tess sighed. "Welcome to my life. Guess we ought to get out of bed and get dressed."

"You have something different to wear?"

"Well, the tessies usually choose my wardrobe, according to where we are going and what they think is appropriate. If I object too much, they'll change it again. After these dozen or so years together, they pretty much know what they can get away with."

"That outfit last night?"

"Like I said, they were looking forward to our mating. Kinda like a bad girlfriend advising you - or maybe having Jude always pick out what you're supposed to wear, but just not stuck on only wearing black leather."

I smiled at that, and was about to add a salty comment, but stopped myself. "So how do you propose we make this shift?"

"Right now, we've got the ankle thing going. More symbolic than practical, but it gives us more room to change in. Tessies won't break that rope as it would probably break our ankles, and then they'd need to do healing. But they could simply dissolve it if they wanted me somewhere else bad enough."

I stayed silent on this, as more conversation would just get in our way. I waited instead for her specific instructions.

"Right. Now I've got my right ankle and your left ankle tied. I'm going to sit up and you move with me, so you can keep your arms around my waist. Your leg won't have to move right away, but that will be the next step. I hope you aren't modest, because I've discarded those useless habits in all my time alone. Ready?"

I nodded.

Tess then gradually moved up, and I slid with her, using my left elbow in stages to keep along wit her. My intertwined fingers got a bit stressed at times, but nothing serious.

As she moved up, I saw she only had a woven cloth bra over her top, supportive and with a built-in pocket for that notebook in front. The material seem a bit shiny, as if woven from some sort of metal or carbon-filament. If it was the same as that thin cord she tied my arms with, that fabric would be tougher than any military-grade stuff. Maybe even bullet proof, although that would leave a big bruise.

Tess cleared her throat to get my attention.

"Sorry."

"That's OK. A gentleman you might be, but red-blooded male is also appreciated. Makes me feel all girlie inside." She grinned at that.

My smile got wider, and I felt a blush coming on. But said nothing, though.

"Yours is the next move. Don't worry about your own modesty on this one. I don't need to see with my eyes to already know what you are wearing. Simply keep focused on where you need to end up. We're going to need your weight on my thigh again, as last night. Otherwise, I'll be a distraction as I float around like one of your astronauts."

"OK. I got this."

"Ready?"

"Sure." And I scooted and moved to the end of that couch next to her. Her own grip was solid on the edge of that couch, her fingers and knuckles white. Once my own wide palm was set on her upper thigh, I could see that she wore as little below, as the comforter had wound up wadded behind us on the couch.

She took her right hand, once it was freed up, to push my chin up and look into her eyes. "You know, I've underestimated you."

Then kissed me. Of course, I was holding her down to the couch with my weight, so that brought my face closer and easier. For her anyway. 

I could only let her decide when she wanted to let us come up for air.

IV

DRESSING WASN'T ACTUALLY a problem. First, Tessa retied the rope around our waists. I stood and fetched the clothing I needed. And pulled, slipped into, and tugged on what I needed.

When I turned around, the tessies had dressed her similar to what I had chosen. Mine were typically denim dungarees, red pocket t-shirt, work socks and boots. Ball cap and chore coat were hanging, and would stay there until time for chores.

Tess had sturdy blue pants, construction-style boots as mine, and a v-necked, light-blue knit top that was form-fitting without being tight. 

She hadn't moved from the couch, still holding on with one white-knuckled hand.  Bending over, she touched each of her boots once, and then was able to stand without floating.

I was admiring how well her clothes clung to her and still seemed conservative.

She crossed her arms under her bust on standing, which brought me back to look at her smiling face.

"The tessies like to tease, it seems. Of course, that's in the back of my mind as well. So I hope you don't mind too much."

I had to chuckle. "Sal and Jude have their own way to bring a feminine aspect into this bachelor-mode cabin. But I'd have to agree with your tessies as to their choice of clothes for you. Practical in a feminine way that you can't get in any store on Earth."

She looked herself over and turned this way and that. 

A fetching sight for me, but difficult for her. "Some day, I'll need to put in a full-length mirror if women keep dressing in my cabin."

Tessa blushed a bit at this. "You know, that's not a bad idea. But I'll have to take a rain-check on further 'dressing' dates."

I almost hugged her at that point. She was just a darling young woman who really deserved better - with her intelligence and innate confidence, she'd find one soon enough. 

"Breakfast?" 

"Only if you don't mind me hovering around behind you. The tessies will behave themselves better if I stay close. But you can consider me an extra set of hands."

I only had to make twice as much of my omelet/pan-bread. And it was delightful to have her peeping over my shoulder and leaning on me while I was cooking. Of course, I first gave her a dish towel to hold, and later her own mug of coffee, while I sat my own on the tiny counter space leftover from cooking. 

Feeling her warmth and touch behind me was a perfect ingredient to add.

At last she had to set her coffee and dish-towel down on that small table nearby, as I started handing her the plates, napkins, and utensils, plus the Amish-made butter and jam as she in turn reached around to set them on the table, her other arm holding onto the back of my neck for balance. She got my rolling chair, while I unfolded the guest chair for myself and set it up next to hers. She sat, then I followed, the rope giving only enough slack for us to sit side by side.

As hungry as we both were, conversation didn't start again until we only had the coffee left. My arm wound up around the back of her chair, owing to my shoulders being much wider than hers.

"Jude and Sal both said your breakfast was to die for. I didn't really understand that phrase until I saw and tasted it myself. If that was the last meal I'd ever have, it would be my choice."

I smiled. "Thanks. The girls are pretty tough in their compliments at times, particularly to each other. But its good to hear what's behind the teasing, sometimes.” 

We both sipped, thinking. 

“That said, you haven't told me how you got to meet Ben and company to begin with."

Setting her mug down on the table, she looked down at it and traced her finger around the mug's lip. "I try to keep to a regular pattern in my travels, as I'm still trying to retrace my steps to find my own home again. But sometimes, when I get stuck on another false trail, I simply let the tessies pick where I wind up next. One day, I showed up at your Library. And startled Granger, as she was picking up plates and cups following some visitors who had just left after finishing off some of her fabulous brownies.

"Ben showed up a minute later, and I introduced myself to them. Of course, he was fascinated by the tesseracts swarming around me. Sal and Jude showed up shortly after we'd been talking for awhile. And as they wanted to sit and talk, they provided me with a bolted-down version of mission-style armchair, complete with racing-style seat belts. 

"After we gossiped for awhile, they had to go somewhere - save some ghost or something. Ben had brought a lot of books out, and we both studied there to see what my scene consisted of and all the data he could find on these tessies of mine."

"Well, he doesn't talk that much, so you probably are up for a medal for 'most words extracted'.".

"Oh, I don't know if I'm even close. Ben would rather open and push a new book to me rather than say much. He let me form my own conclusions, unless he had another book to improve my logic in them."

"What kind of things were you looking for?"

"Some idea of what these tessies are. But most of the references are vague, and deal with disappearing people. So his notes about my observations will probably become a book of their own at some point. I'm actually more interested in what you can make of them. Is there anything else you need to know?"

Both our mugs were empty by then. "I think I'd like to talk with you as we do a pasture walk. I need to check how the cows are doing on that new paddock I gave them yesterday. Plus I have to gather eggs, lay out food for Bertie, my Golden Lab, and also the barn cats. Checking on the heifers I have in training is another chore. We can talk as we go. Especially since we are tied together meanwhile. A couple extra hands are always welcome."

She beamed at this. "It's been so long since I was on a farm. Your place sounds like all the animals we used to have when I was growing up."

At that, I rose. carefully watching how much slack that rope had. Ball cap on head, I shrugged into my chore coat. "Do you need a coat - I've got a heavier winter one, but it's probably a bit big..."

Tessa simply put her arms up in the air, and a chore coat like mine rustled into view, sliding down her arms and across her smaller shoulders. A perfect fit. Holding one hand out in mid-air, a ball cap appeared - blue instead of a sweat-streaked beige as I wore.

Both of us were smiling now. Other than watching for the rope, we'd be back out in the open space and freedom that this farm provides to all visitors.

The smaller chores were first. She petted Bertie, and almost got the cats to accept a pet, more than most visitors accomplished. Eggs and chickens went easier, other than navigating the spring-loaded coop doors. And we took our time hand-feeding the heifers, since they weren't used to Tess. They quickly warmed to her after I gave her my gloves to wear, which smelled more like their usual treat source - me.

In the pastures I was able to ask her more questions. Some were more difficult, and to these, we wound up walking arm in arm. It seemed that the tessies would get alarmed and try to spirit her away with certain emotional responses. Not that we minded that closeness at all.

Soon we were done with all the chores and were headed back.

Bertie came with us. When she bent down to pet the dog's blond head once again once again, I noticed a flash of blue-green as a pendant hung down from her neck.

"Is that a gift from Ben?"

Tess straightened and put her hand on it. "Yes. So I could contact him at any time."

I pulled out my own. "It does a few things more than that, actually."

She held up hers and compared it. "Gold-streaked, like yours. A rare type of turquoise, for sure."

"Once I used it to teleport, but that was in the company of a goddess and I haven't tried it on my own."

Tess gave a wry smile. "Are you always full of such stories? They told me you were a fiction writer, so not to take you too seriously."

I smiled back. "Well, my fiction is based on the real stories people tell me. Yes, she was actually a goddess, but I needed to get her help. And the healer I knew was in another space-time, so it was probably more her talent than mine. Still, that might be helpful to you."

A frown crossed her forehead. "Like a summoning stone. Allows you to summon people to your location or you to theirs."

"That sums it up, as far as I know."

"I'd like you to show me how these tessies work."

"Such as?"

"Can you get them to shift us back to the cabin?"

She moved close again and hugged me tight around my waist, and I reciprocated. "OK, here goes..."

She held the pendant with her other hand and closed her eyes.

More of the tessie lights appeared and circled us faster, until they were more blurs of light. The rest of the pasture faded away...

- - - -
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AND AS THE TESSIE LIGHTS slowed, we were right outside the cabin porch.

"Well, that's cool."

She just smiled and shrugged.

"Next question. They'll clothe you, as I've seen. Can they find food for you as well?"

"That's actually most of what I eat. At least at first. If I'm very long somewhere, I'll find the native foods and learn to prepare them. Like you showed me how to make your pan-bread."

"So if you wanted us both to have another mug of coffee?"

"Hold out your hand like you already were holding one." And she did the same. 

A flash of light around our hands made a steaming and coffee-filled mugs appear thin them, identical to the ones we had been drinking out of that morning.

I tasted it, and it was honey-sweetened as I preferred it.

"Intelligent, empathic, care-giving. Say, did you have pets when you were growing up, like Bertie and those cats here?"

"And we also spoiled our cattle, goats and sheep, just as you do." 

"Trained, not spoiled."

"OK, whatever you want to call it. Yes, we had pets."

"Chickens that sang, like the ones here?"

"Of course, all well-kept chickens sing when they are happy."

"The only thing I haven't figured out is if the tessies are your pets or you are theirs."

Tess stood stock still at this, holding her mug in both hands and just looking up at me. "Now, that's a thought. Explains a lot."

"Did you ever capture one and put it in a jar? Like fireflies?"

"Sure - I..." She looked off into space. Then took my mug with one of her hands and set them both on the porch steps in front of us.

She came up and hugged me close, front to front. Looking up into my eyes, she stood on tip-toes to kiss me again. This time, I was hugging her back, so it went awhile.

At last, "That's because you are so brilliant, and also - we have to go fix something."

The tessies swirled around us and the world disappeared into bright  multi-colored lighting.

V

THE NEXT THING I SAW was some sort of laboratory. Metal-lined walls and waist-high lab tables with various chemical and electronic experiments laid out on them. 

One shelf over to the side held numerous bottles with tessies in them. 

Tess disengaged her and my arms to untie that rope around her waist. Then gestured and a plaited belt replaced it - with a woven cord between the two of us.

"You can untie your rope if you want. We won't need it anymore. This is the same material as that cord I tied your arms with last night. Tougher than steel, but far more flexible. This chore coat and all my clothes are formed from it. Tear and snag proof, won't rot, lasts pretty much forever. But I can get it in any color or softness I want."

She went over the to shelving and tugged on the cable between us to get me to follow. Once there, she took all the bottles one at a time and unscrewed their lids. The tessies all flew out and around her, more in joy than like warning bees. Like they'd finally been understood. 

When the last one was emptied, she looked up at the cloud of tessies swarming around her. I was seeing a rainbow-variety of colors around her face as they did. Tess seemed happier than I'd seen her before.

Then she looked at me and walked right through the tessies to throw her arms around my neck. My own arms went around her waist to keep my own balance, more as a reflex - I suppose.

"Did I tell you how I totally underestimated you?"

And didn't let me get a breath for quite awhile after that. Not that I minded.

- - - -
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THE TESSIES WERE BUZZING around our head and torso, and I could very nearly hear their singing - at least felt the joy in the room.

At last, she quit smooching me - with a sudden astonished look on her face. "No. Wait. You didn't!" 

She pushed back out of my arms and pulled the notebook from down her front. "I had to work out a set of symbols for every time-space location I visited, just so I could find them again." She leafed through early entries, flipping through so fast that she would seem to tear the pages. 

"Here." She pointed with her finger into the tiny book. Showing this to me showed only a series of precise symbols with a question mark by them. "This is probably the closest I ever got. And you, wonderful you, gave me the tip that might solve the one puzzle that has stumped me..."

The tessies suddenly froze for just a second. Tess looked off to her right, as if she was seeing a freight train rolling toward her. "NO!"

Pushing me down behind one end of the two long rows of lab tables, she crouched behind the end of another nearby. Our tougher-than-steel cable stretched between us. These tables were so narrow, we weren't going to hide both behind a single one.

Ball lightning started shooting through the space from the opposite side of the room and exploding on our end, behind us. The tessies swirled around Tess's head, almost seeming to hide from the flaming bolts, but more practically formed a helmet over her head and shoulders, partway down her back.

She seemed to shimmer in the air, surrounded by light, but held in this space by the unbreakable cord between us. And her hand came through the light as if to touch mine across that gap.

Then the unthinkable happened. One of the flaming balls hit that cable - and it separated in two.

Tess disappeared with no trace.

- - - -
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AT LAST, THE FLAMING balls quit. 

With caution, I peeked over the top of the lab table. 

Striding toward me was a creature I'd never seen before. The shape of a woman, tanned to a dark brown, black hair to her shoulders and dark-irised white eyes. Wearing skimpy armor only really protecting her forearms and legs - right down to her two glowing hands.

Since she knew I was there, and had no place to hide, I stood and walked out in between the tables. 

Whatever happened, it had been a good run to this point.

"You. You're the one." The mystery woman almost shouted.

All I could think to do was to coil up my half of that cable, with slow movements while I watched her narrow the distance toward me. 

In the silence of the lab, the only sounds were the sizzling of the fires she had started, and the tak-tak-tak of her heeled boots on the tile floor.

With Tess gone, I didn't know where I was or how to get back anywhere. All I knew for sure was that I was in for a heap of trouble. And she was getting closer.
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​Sylvie
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- - - -   
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BORN BETWEEN WORLDS, Silvie fell in love with Earth when she first visited it.

She just didn't like the culture, the politics, the noise.

So she decided to remake it the way she wanted it. Improve it. Civilize it. Regardless of who thought themselves in power.

Because they didn't know real power. Silvie did. And had to prove it to several races who had tried to extinguish hers. Saving her own life was nothing new.

Compassion for others was. One of many new things she was experiencing on this blue-green planet.

Only a simple farmer in the middle of nowhere could stop her rampage before it started. And it was a good thing he wrote mystery stories for a living - because she was a living mystery...

I 

"WHO THE HELL DO YOU think you are? What are you doing here? Why shouldn't I just end you right now?"

The dark-tanned young woman with white highlights in her coal-black hair had just quit throwing flaming fireballs at me. I'd been hidden behind a lab table, whose top was covered in electronic projects. One of many lab tables in this vast steel-walled room with a burnished steel-tiled floor.

I'd been brought to this unknown location by another young woman, named Tess, who could fold time and space. But she had disappeared soon after this dark woman in front of me started shooting fireballs by us.

The only evidence I still had of Tess was the woven steel cable that used to anchor us to each other. A single fireball had parted it, and so lost me my only way back to the tiny Midwestern cabin where I wrote mystery books when I wasn't managing a heard of white-belted mixed-breed cattle as a day job.

Worlds away now.

I knew who I was. And why I was here. The only question was whether that mattered enough to this dark woman that she wouldn't "end" me right now.

"Hello. I'm here to have you tell me your story, so I can write it down for others to read your history." Figured that the straight truth was simplest and most direct. 

She stopped stock still at this. Here hands still fiery, but this took a bit to process. 

I wasn't begging for my life. I was certain of who I was and why. All I wanted to do was to help her. 

And in my opinion, if she wanted to end me - well, it had been a nice run. That certainty gave me an unflinching look, and that bona fide attitude that made her pause. Just the effect I wanted.

"How do you figure I have a story that needs to be written?"

"At least your story needs to be told. If only to me. I haven't met anyone that doesn't have a story. Even infants who are only days old have a story. The question is really: Is your story worth telling? At least once..."

She was standing stock still. Unmoving. The only change was that the fire in her hands went out. If she didn't blink her white eyes occasionally, and breathe underneath that skimpy armor, you wouldn't know she wasn't a statue.

At last she cocked her head to one side. "OK. You've got a deal. I tell you my story. Then I'll decide to end you or not."

With that, she turned on her high-heeled boots and tick-tacked back across the lab floor to where she had made her entrance.

I followed, making sure that woven cable now wound around my waist to not snag or touch anything else. Once I tucked the end inside the belt it was attached to, I was free to observe more details about my new client.

She wore armor, but not enough to protect hardly anything but her essentials, as well as her forearms, legs, and a bit around her shoulders. Her back was completely bare down to her tail-bone, where a tiny sliver of armor gave her scant protection or modesty. 

The armor wasn't then for deflecting conventional swords or projectile weapons. Perhaps more to protect against burns from those fireballs. 

My paces were longer than hers, and my work-boots gave me more definite grip on the steel tile floor. So I caught up to her soon.

"Not too close, bud. What's your name, anyway?"

"John. Would you tell me yours?"

"Sylvie"

And our walk continued in quiet, except for our own footsteps, until we came to the wall she had come through. 

I stopped. She didn't. Her steps took her right through the wall as if it were only a curtain, one that opened and folded around her back into the steel wall as it had started.

A few seconds later, a woman's hand with armored forearm stuck itself back through, grabbed the woven steel belt I was wearing and pulled me through as well.

II

WHY I PICK UP STRAYS is always a curiosity to me. 

Maybe its due to the fact that I was born between worlds and never had a childhood. Only training. All in the deep parts of space, where I could practice without being extinguished by vacuum, radiation, or exploding space debris. 

I had only known my trainers. If they were my parents, they never told me. Every day was another challenge to continue to exist. I never learned a language, I learned how to pull a language out of a person's mind and talk in ways they would understand. 

My trainers changed their language just about as fast as I could learn it. All between dodging radioactive asteroids they threw into my path, while running as fast as they could so that I could barely keep up. All that was to train me to survive, and develop all my talents to make sure I did. That was the only heritage they gave me. 

It was only when I found that curiosity called Earth that I started learning the pitiful ideas of "love" and "gratitude" and "thankfulness."

Where I came from, you were either quick enough – or you were dead. You destroyed or dodged whatever came your way. And if you got too tired, you hid to rest. Somewhere even your trainers couldn't find you. Finding stuff to eat was part of the practice runs. If you didn't eat, you got too weak – and then couldn't run, destroy, dodge, or hide. And then you were dead.

At some point, I quit wanting to be trained. Maybe that was when I killed the last of my trainers. 

After I found Earth, I found they were quite weak as a "dominant" species. They couldn't take much radiation, they couldn't run very fast, they weren't good at hiding. No, most could hardly dodge anything tossed toward them bigger than their heads - and could be killed by tiny pellets they called "bullets."

For a long while, they worshiped me as a goddess. Some tried to "make love" to me and "get on my good side." The problem was that those type always broke too easily. Their concept of sex was an interesting one, but they were too frail for my taste. 

Now this one man comes along who only wants me to tell my story. He's just another too-frail man. But he got me curious. All the others before him reeked of fear. Or were too stupid or arrogant to know they should be afraid. This guy had very little fear, but seemed more sensible than the rest, somehow. 

I didn't really understand this idea of "story." It's another weird human culture problem. Where they lived such short lives that they were constantly recording long tales in their "books" so people could read them long after they were gone. Some tribes still had people who committed these long tales to memory, and then trained others to succeed them and tell those stories as well, exactly the same.

Like my trainers trained me. Before I killed the last of them.

That logic followed the idea that I was somehow supposed to find and train young things like me to survive on their own - until they got up to the point of killing me. The flaw in that logic was that I didn't want to train my own assassin. The proof of that flaw was that I didn't know anyone else around like me.

So when this "John" now wanted me to "tell my story", maybe this was a conditional step that would open another pattern in that logic. Perhaps this was the training I was now supposed to do.

All I knew is that this stray was curious to me. So I'd keep him alive for now. He just wasn't worth training. 

But he might be able to help me decide.

If this planet was worth doing anything to besides eliminating these "dominant sentients" and replace them with something better. 

More made in my image.

Real survivors.

III

I STILL DIDN'T HAVE any clue where we were. Meaning that I depended on Sylvie for my life, and even returning to my writer's world - that little cabin and small pastures, trees, and livestock that I currently called home.

But I didn't have long to wait to find a clue. Or it found me.

I was following Sylvie down a long, steel-paneled hallway, going somewhere she knew, but I didn't.

And then one of Tess's blue cubic tesseracts showed up near my head. Just hovering there. I had to smile. And it seemed to nod in response - kinda like an up-and-down repeated motion, unlike their usual flowing rotations. 

Then another showed up, this one yellow. And another, red or pinkish. All of these tending to flow around me.

Sylvie took that moment to look back. Her face turned to shock, and she instantly crouched down and started shooting fireballs out of her hands - too close to my head. 

So I hit the deck and covered my head with my hands.

Silvie gestured and made a protective energy sphere appear around me.

"Those damned lights are back." She was pissed again. Not what I needed right now. 

"What do you have against these lights?!?" I yelled at her - from underneath my hands. 

The lights floated up near the ceiling, away from me.

"They're pests. And they steal things. That's why the energy shield - so they can't steal you."

"Not to be critical, but your fireballs don't seem to have much effect on them."

Sylvie stopped firing at that point, just watching them. "But it makes me feel better. And it's good target practice."

"Do you mind if I get up, since you aren't shooting at them any more?"

She smiled at this. "You do look pretty ridiculous down there. Like your hands are any defense at all. Go ahead, get up."

She straightened up and I got back on my feet, as the shield raised with me.

"Thanks." I looked at the glowing lights, that were trying to get through that shield around me. "What do you think they want?"

"Something to do with you." Sylvie walked closer to me, and expanded the shield to include her when she got close enough. The lights started more agitated movements. "They don't seem to like me much."

"Could it be they don't like being fired at?"

"You're saying these things are alive and have feelings."

"Well, they seem to. Maybe just self-defense."

"But if my fireballs can't hurt them, then what are they being protective about?"

"Maybe me?"

Sylvie paused at this. "OK, let's try something. Unwind that cord and give it to me." I did, and she took the end of it in one hand. 

Then she lowered the shield. The lights seemed to calm down and floated with less erratic movements near me.

"OK, let's go." She started off, and giving the cord a tug, I followed. 

As short as it was now, I was better off walking at her side.

We both watched the lights as they moved over to my side away from her.

"They still don't seem to like me much."

"That's still no big surprise." 

Silvie looked out of the corner of her eye with a raised eyebrow.

"What makes you so different, John?"

"All humans are individuals. What specifically are you asking about?"

"You have courage. Like you don't really care if I just turned and killed you now, but you'd prefer that I didn't. Not that you don't have fear, but it doesn't run your life."

"Exactly the point. If you let fear run you're life, then life quits having meaning. You're running away all the time, regardless of anything you are trying to accomplish."

Sylvie stopped at that. Turned toward me and poked a finger at my chest. "Tough and smart, too. You know, if you keep teaching me things, I may just keep you around after I 'tell you my story'."

I looked straight into her white eyes. Her dark pupils were wide open now, which on a human meant interest. "Tell me what I just taught you."

Silvie turned, and we started walking again.

"I've been running all my long life. Ever since I remember. That's been my training. But since I quit training, it's just been a habit of mine to keep on the move - until I found this planet."

"Trained-in fear?"

"Something like that. But I don't have any reason to be afraid of anyone or anything. So that just makes me wonder: why am I running?"

"On Earth, there is an old saying, 'when they stop chasing, I stop running.'"

"Yea. Like that. Earth is weird like that. Their culture doesn't make sense. They often say and do different things. Politicians and media, particularly."

"I'd have to agree with you. But if you don't take them seriously, life can be fun."

Silvie stopped again, facing me. The cord brought me up short, as she tugged me to a halt in front of her.

"Fun?"

"Sure - haven't you seen happy people on this planet?"

"I thought they were just being crazy. Like their drugs and throwaway sex, that 'hooking up' they do just for sensations."

"Well there is entertainment, which is full of emotional release - but that's relief from the worse parts of life, the stuff you have to put up with. The opposite of fun."

"Like being hunted when you don't want to do anything but lay down and rest."

"That's definitely not 'fun'."

"No, certainly not."

"Fun is when you 'feel good'. But it's also not just some endocrine gland thing. Sure, those are involved, but I also think that fun has a lot to do with being able to appreciate and understand, even help the people you are with."

Silvie's mouth went open at this. "Are you kidding me? That will get you killed faster than anything!"

I just looked at her. And my face softened. This woman had never known love.

"What?!? You're thinking something now - what is it?"

"It's your training, how you were brought up. You only know one way of living, and you are looking for other solutions to it. If I didn't know better, I'd say you are more human than you think."

She frowned and started walking again, tugging on my cord to bring me up beside her. 

"I don't know about the human thing. I was born in space. This body form wasn't my choice, but what I was..." She slowed her pace. "Wait, you mean there are humans out there, that they aren't just on this planet?"

"Could be. Humans may not even have originated here. But regardless, body types don't define a human."

"What does, then?"

"The capacity for love."

Silvie and I kept walking along the long, endless corridor without talking.

"Like what two people do to conceive offspring?"

"That's not even half of it. Probably not the same word at all, if you think about it. Real love has to do with mutual respect and trust. Otherwise, it's just rape or abuse, depending on how violent it is."

Silvie nodded at this. "Been there, done that."

"Our oldest texts say that 'love is to be happy with.'"

"You and your old texts. What did you do before you started writing fiction, anyway?"

"I studied human interaction, what made people act the way they do. And I still study - but using fiction now to explore the concepts that people take too seriously have any real conversation about."

"Like you're talking to me about."

"Because you're different. A nice different."

Silvie pulled us up short again and looked me straight in my eyes.

"You really mean that."

"Yup. You're as different as I am, just in different ways."

She laughed at this. "Differently different."

I had to chuckle, too. 

Her laughter just continued for awhile. She even had to put her hands on her knees to keep her balance. It seemed to give great relief to her. 

At last, with tears in her eyes and a smile on her face, she straightened up. "You're funny, John. Is this what you call 'fun'?"

"Would you like to feel like this more often?"

"Sure."

"Then it will serve for now."

"It kinda does feel good. A different feeling than when you at last corner and kill an enemy at the end of a long hunt. Much better."

"Some say the best fun is when it doesn't hurt anyone, just helps them somehow."

"That reminds me. Why do people hug?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I've seen people do this, but I never understood it. To my mind, that just sets you up to get killed. It's a perfect time to sink a knife in their back or a poison in their neck."

I just smiled at this. And she smiled back.

"You've never been hugged by someone who just wants you to feel better."

"No. Until you, I've never thought it was even possible."

"Would you like to try?"

"I don't know. You're implying that you want to hug me to demonstrate this."

"Right. And you know I can't hurt you, because if I tried, I'd be dead in a split second. I have no weapons and no martial training at all."

"That's correct."

"So?"

"Teach me this 'hug' stuff, John."

I just paused and looked at her. She was dead serious.

"Well, OK. Now, you don't do anything different, except you need to relax. And you can go ahead and hold onto that cord, so you know you are in control at all times."

Silvie nodded.

"This is built on trust. Here, give me one of your hands."

She extended her right hand out. I took it in both of mine. I felt the calluses and scars on it. "Has anyone massaged your hand before?"

Silvie shook her head "no". She tensed up at just the idea of being so vulnerable.

"Now, you've got to stay relaxed. Take a deep breath and let it out slowly." 

She did.

"Again."

Again, she breathed.

"OK, that will have to do for now. Let me rub this hand and get the stiffness out of it. You can still shoot fireballs out of the other anytime, right?"

Silvie nodded. The sensations of having the kinks and tightness rubbed out of her hand was giving her some relief, though. Her shoulders relaxed, as well as the lines around her eyes.

"Now, this is a small part of trust. Our deal still goes. I don't want anything from you except to hear your story. And our agreement is that you can 'off' me anytime after that, right?"

Silvie nodded. "Yes, that's our deal."

"So giving you a hug isn't part of that deal. And it means you can kill me now if you don't like it."

"Why would you invite me to do the worst thing in the world to you?"

"Again, that's part of trust. I'm putting my life in your hands and want you to know that it's up to you."

Silvie was almost trembling now. Worry lines were on her forehead, her mouth was drawn into tight lines.

"And that is fear. All I'm asking you to do is to show courage. And relax again."

She breathed in and out several times to make her body relax.

"OK?" 

She nodded again.

"Now, you've seen a hug, but it doesn't work unless you completely relax. Not a fall-down-on-the-ground relaxed state, but being willing to almost be part of the other person, to let down your guard for a moment."

"Do I have to do what you do?"

"No, not unless you want to. Actually, keep your arms out away from your side, since that will let you know that you're still in control." I dropped her hand and waited.

At last, she nodded.

I slowly approached her and put my arms under hers, around her bare back, and leaned forward. As I was relaxed, her tenseness faded slowly. 

We stood together for a while like that, as she relaxed more and more.

At last, she dropped the cord she was holding and put her arms around my shoulders and neck. While her armor was not the most comfortable thing between us, my chore coat gave a lot of padding. 

Then she put her head down on my shoulder. And started crying quietly.

IV

WE STOOD TOGETHER FOR quite awhile in that position. Until my tears stopped. 

I opened my eyes and saw there were more of those bright lights around us.

Then John tensed. "Sylvie. Grab hold of that cord  at my waist..."

And then he disappeared from my touch completely.

Of course, I was enraged at that. "What trick is this, you sniveling coward? John - you, you... YOU!"

And I fired off several fireballs down that hallway, which did no good at all. 

More lights then appeared, and swarmed directly at me. This time, I just let them come. 

- - - - 
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THE NEXT THING I KNEW was that I was in the bottom of a large crater, somewhere on earth. Desert dry air, only rocks around me. I knew it was a crater as I'd seen and created plenty of these during my training.

Right now, I was surrounded by a large flock of floating lights. 

I'd been transported by something to do with these lights. Instead of stealing things around me, they had stolen me. 

Funny enough, I was more concerned to what had happened to John. Yea, I know, weird for me. 

Then I saw him, standing in his chore coat, dungarees, boots, and ball cap. Same as last time I saw him.

He was right next to some red-headed girl who had some form-fitting outfit that ran from her neck down. From here, it looked almost like it was knit right on her. She was glaring at me and her arms were straight out and down from her sides, with lights in each hand in addition to the ones circling her.

Of course, my fireballs were ready. I figured I could melt that suit before she could do anything.

But John spoiled it. He ran right in between us and held up his hands at each of us.

"Stop! Now! Both of you!"

We did. Funny, that. I'd never stopped for anyone before. For any reason.

"I want to hear both of your stories, but I can't if either one of you kills the other off. Besides, you both have a lot to learn from each other."

I blinked at this. New concept. I lowered my arms, extinguished my fireballs.

The lights in her hands moved to float around her head. With a small motion of one of her hands, the lights around me disappeared or moved off.

Just me, John, and her now. (Well, she had a few lights around her, anyway.)

John took a breath and sighed.

"Silvie, this is Tess. Tess, Sylvie."

We were in an uneasy truce.

"Please, both of you come forward." We did. 

"Now, each of you take one of my hands. I'd ask you to shake, but that's a custom neither of you have. At least this way, I'm pretty sure you won't try to kill the other and risk me in the process."

"You took John away from me!" I shouted at Tess.

"The same thing you did to me!" Tess shouted back at me.

"Ladies! None of that. It's already been a long day. And neither of you have told me your stories hardly at all."

"This girl and her lights have been stealing from me as long as I can remember."

"And you and your fireballs have destroyed more of my workplaces than I can almost count."

"Ladies. One more time. I take it that you've never talked to each other before. Which is interesting, since you both have similar back stories."

Tess mouth was open like mine at that statement. Something in common with a mortal enemy? Gob-smacked, I think the phrase goes.

Tess was first to recover. "How do you mean, John?" 

"Silvie never knew her own parents and never had a home. You only lost yours. Both of you had to learn to fight to survive. Silvie only had her trainers to fall back on, and your own 'tessies' kept you safe, fed, and clothed, Tess."

Now we both finally relaxed. A little bit, anyway.

"How about something to eat?"

Tess and I looked at him like he was crazy.

"Tess, can you get your lights to give us a table, chairs and some cheeseburgers?"

Tess shut her open mouth at the request and looked into space. for a bit. A sturdy steel table showed up, round with three legs. Three form-fitting, matching steel chairs sat in a triangle around them. On a stainless platter in the table's center were three stainless dishes with cheeseburgers and a side helping of French fries.

"Thanks, Tess, you read my mind completely."

I was not impressed. 

"Silvie, something the matter?"

"Why are we doing this here, this talking?"

"Because you wouldn't trust Tess to transport you anywhere, would you?"

I shook my head. "No". 

"So, we make the best of what we've got. And I think we are all hungry, plus, this is a bit of fun we can enjoy after our day of fireballs and abductions."

Again, both of us girls looked at him like he was nuts.

He just walked up to the table by one of the chairs and gestured to the other two. "Ladies - join me?"

Once we were at the table, he asked me, "Could you make one of your energy shields and darken it on top for some shade?

I did and we all quit squinting against the desert sun.

He sat, and we followed. Then he handed out the plates to each of us and took his own.

"Oh, I forgot something. But you two are going to have to work together on this."

Tess and I eyed him each other like a snake and a mongoose with a nice mouse in between.

"We need drinks. Tess can make them, but Silvie - you need to let them through." They both nodded. "Good. Tess, three tall shakes, please: one each of vanilla, strawberry, and chocolate. And three straws each."

The shakes appeared. He handed the brown one to me, the pink one to Tess and then took the whitish one for myself. 

He bit into my cheeseburger and the look on his face exaggerated how good it must taste. Tess and me tried ours and soon we were all enjoying a bit of heaven. 

John forced himself to quit eating for the next piece of his diplomacy. "I bet neither of you has had milkshakes before. And not in these flavors. This vanilla is great, but so are yours. I propose we use our extra straws to sample each other's. 

Doubt crossed both our faces.

"Look, have I done anything except help each of you?" We both shook their heads. "OK, then. Pass your shake to the left and use one of your extra straws to take a sip. Then we'll repeat until they each come back to where we started."

It came off as planned. Tess and I were both delighted with the flavor tastes, but just as happy to get our original shake flavor back. I really liked chocolate better than the others.

After awhile, we had finished off everything. Then Tess had the food and platters removed. 

John seemed contented at the result of his diplomacy. I didn't feel like smiling, and Tess didn't either, but we were now more relaxed. And well fed. Also, knowing that we didn't have to kill the other one as soon as this was all over.. 

John turned to Tess. "Do you have some news for me?" 

She looked puzzled. But then brightened up. "Oh, that tip you gave me!" She sat up and a big grin showed as well. "I remembered that I'd kept a light inside a jar on the shelf by my bed. And it even glowed at night. My Ma and Da didn't know how I did that, but it made me happy, so the let me keep it up there."

She reached over to touch his hand. "And when I told my tessies to find that last trapped one, we showed up right in my old room again. Of course, I had some explaining to do to my parents. But happy to see me is an understatement. And they'd had more kids after me, so now I have some sisters and brothers, even though they are mostly grown up now. We had a big party and I got to see my nieces and nephews as well! It was just so great. Maybe someday I can take you to visit."

I wasn't particularly impressed. Has a family. Big deal. 

She looked at me with sympathy. "Of course, I can take you to visit sometime, too. I bet you miss your family some times."

I just looked down. In a low voice. "No, not really. Because I never knew any of them." 

"Oh, I'm sorry, Silvie, honest." Then she brightened. "Well, you can borrow mine. I've plenty now to share with anyone I want."

Something shifted inside me. I looked up at her face. She was being honest. And wanting to share something valuable to her that I'd never had.

My frown eased off when I realized Tess meant every word. "It might be awhile. I don't think I'm ready for children running around. I might accidentally shoot one of them."

Tess just chuckled at that. "I think you're right about that. But you just take your time and let me know when you're ready. Family is a big thing."

I looked at John. "Can you teach me more about this 'family' thing?"

"Only if Tess agrees to help, like she has already offered. There is nothing like the real thing to show how it works."

Tess reached forward and touched my hand, and held it there despite my flinch. "And we can get you something different to wear, so you don't look so - military. I bet you would dress up real nice in some soft silks."

Something else shifted in me. If I'm not being hunted, I don't have to dress in armor every day for the rest of my long life.

My face relaxed and my eyes opened wide. "You know, I have always wanted to try some of these clothes I've seen on this planet. Some of them look more uncomfortable than my armor, but even what John is wearing would be a nice break. There are some chafes from this armor I just can't get rid of. Uncomfortable. And you don't dare take it off. But there was an outfit in a store window I saw...”

And the rest of that afternoon went by in an instant. John got Tess to get us something called “café-mocha's” and I added some cooling to that shade, so we spent a nice afternoon there.

(I also whispered to Tess at one point where my armor's worst chafes were, and she got her tessies to dress me in some thin undergarments that flowed up underneath that armor, all soft and soothing. And that did more for me than you can imagine. But she helped me open-handedly, and that was probably the point about trust John was making all day.)

- - - - 
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AT LAST JOHN PERSUADED me to let Tess take us all to his cabin.

I was still a bit on edge when things shifted around me, but soldiered up and bore it.

John gave us what he called the “50-cent tour”, which didn't take long. His pet golden Lab Bertie came out to get petted, and I got to feed the heifers - well, at a distance, since they didn't want to come to us two strangers. But we both saw how John was able to hand-feed them treats and scratch their backs.

A nice day all told. Tess and I had more in common and she was interested in the places I'd been. Her tessies got used to me the more things we did together, especially when Tess and I tried to trade “jokes” with each other and John. My idea of a “punchline” was nowhere near as subtle as theirs. And I quickly learned not to tell the gory ones.

Tess offered to take me to see Ben and the Library, as I had so many questions that John couldn't answer about the Ghost Hunters and teleporting and magic spells.

So us girls took the other's hands and her tessies moved us away...

V 

SEEING THOSE TWO YOUNG women now trusting friends instead of enemies, was a highlight for the day.

Now that they were gone, I could get back to my regular schedule, with any luck.

But on my way down to check my cows and their pastures, I felt a rumbling under me.

Stopping still, a swirling and tiny dust-devil formed from the dry gravel road nearby and came toward me. 

As it got closer, it dissipated into a young woman standing in front of me. Sturdy blue dungarees over brown wellington boots, a chambray shirt tucked in loosely, and underneath a light t-shirt that looked like tan silk from here.

"Gaia! So good to see you." Then I saw her troubled face. "Something serious, even for you."

"John, you have to come. Your particular 'imbalance' is needed for this spirit who showed up recently."

She held out her hand, and I took it to pull her arm around my waist, as mine went around her shoulder.

Then the world around us shimmered from view...

​
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- - - -   

WHY SHE WAS NOW IN human form was a mystery to her - why now, of all things?

Born a truly free spirit in the interstellar gases between galaxies, she never knew parents or anything you'd call a childhood.

So finding herself on Earth, as a human was a remarkable experience. 

One she wasn't getting used to very easily. Because she still had powers useful in deep space, but quite destructive within a planet's atmosphere.

She needed to find out who had trapped her here, and why. Because until then, she was either going to fry this planet and every being on it, or... Well, she didn't see much other choice to get her old life back.

And then she met a human mentor, who was flame-proof, but still very human...

I

NEVADA, AND AS TYPICAL, the desert. 

Gaia and I shimmered into an deserted area, arms around each other. I was still in my work outfit, of blue dungarees over my work boots, a red t-shirt, and ball cap. In this cooler fall weather, I was happy I also had my chore coat. It seemed hot now, but the cool would be fast arriving when the sun set.

The temperature didn't seem to be affecting Gaia. (Like anything would affect an Earth goddess. She was wearing only dungarees like mine over brown Wellingtons, a chambray shirt tucked in over a tan silk knit top. Her black hair with white highlights moved with the wind, and gave her a very casual look with the rest of her outfit.

Our surroundings were mostly rock, and dust was everywhere. Only the scrub trees and bushes were nearby.

"What is so important that I needed to come immediately?" I asked.

"Over here." She let go of my waist and took my hand to lead me up a small incline. Once we topped the ridge, at first I saw Jean, dressed similar to Gaia in jeans, boots, and chambray shirt. He waved to us from further down the slope. He was looking at something very bright at the bottom of that slope, the center of a natural bowl formation.

I couldn't see much with all that light, but could squint to make out a form in the middle of it, like a person sitting there.

"What's this?"

"We don't know for sure. None of us seem able to get close enough. It's got the radiation of a star, but not the bulk or mass. Since you are the one who is the mystery solver, we brought you in."

"Is this radiation dangerous?"

"Only to pure human types. And you can see that all the shrubs and plants have been burned back to about where Jean stands."

"Jean can't get any closer?" 

"He says it's above his pay grade. There's a problem of absorbing all that light and radiation and then outputting it to some other form. The sheer volume is just too much."

"And you?"

Gaia smiled. "I'm an 'Earth' goddess. Not an interstellar goddess. I've contacted my own mentors, but they haven't responded yet. Time doesn't have the same urgency for them as it does for life here. Besides, stars never have this effect when they impact a planet. There are centuries of destruction and melting before the cinder is finally absorbed."

"That body in there - looks like it has to be a spirit. Anyone check with Ben?"

"Sure. He's got nothing that radiates like that. But he did confirm it's simply a spirit. Still, the hard radiation is a tough scene to handle. And if we don't do something fast, we're going to have an environmental disaster here. Underneath her is some uranium deposits that are absorbing all they can, and are heating up to critical."

Even for a goddess as old as this planet, this was a trying experience to balance for her. If she just pulled it down into the planet, then she risked exploding the core. But lifting it out into space could still fry the atmosphere before she could get it far enough away.

I turned to her and smiled. "OK. I've got a plan. And you get to help me with it." 

Gaia's face showed relief.

"Anything you need."

"I can see two stages: first, take me to the hottest part of the Earth's core, then take me up into that uranium underneath her. When I'm used to both of these, then send me up right next to her."

Worry lines showed on Gaia's forehead. "Are you sure of this? We don't want to lose you."

"Either I take the chance that my 'imbalance' can help me adjust to her, or we lose the entire planet. Worse comes to worst, I'll just get there a little ahead of everyone else." And forced a smile at my own dark joke.

Gaia just smiled and shook her head. "You are really something. Hold onto my waist again."

I did, and we shimmered out...

- - - - 
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THE CORE OF THIS PLANET was thick, hot, and had tons of radiation in it, but on lower bandwidths. I gestured with my arm, finding it was more like moving around in a thick soup. Then nodded to Gaia.

The uranium deposit was nowhere near as hot, but gave me an idea of the radiation I was going to get. 

"OK, Gaia," I sent. "Push me on up."

A column of stiffer matter formed under me. I sat cross-legged on it as I was pushed to the surface next to this light- and radiation-emitting person.

Closing my eyes for a bit, I acclimated as best I could. Then opened them to reach out to the person. While hard to make out, I could see that it was a young woman sitting cross-legged in a meditation pose. My hand went to touch her at mid thigh, which made her open her eyes and look at me.

"Hi."

She didn't answer. 

"Say, would you mind turning down the light a bit? I'd like to ask you about your life."

Her mouth dropped open. And the sudden drop to normal daylight made everything seem like an overcast midnight.

"Thanks." And the daylight gradually returned as we sat there.

I could see Jean on the slope and Gaia rise up next to him.

The young woman and I just sat there for awhile at the bottom of that depression as my eyes adjusted. 

"I'm John. Can you tell me your name?"

"They call me Star."

"That's a pretty name." 

"Could be, I wouldn't know. Maybe for humans."

"So this is new to you?"

"Quite. I just showed up here and now I find I'm a human now."

"What were you doing before this?"

"Just going around out there, between planets and stars. That's where I came from. That's...."

Her eyes rolled up in her head, fainting away before she finished the sentence. At least I was quick enough to pull her to me. That's when I found she didn't have a stitch of clothes on. Just a long mane of white-blond hair that flowed down from her head. I shucked out of my chore coat and put it around her. 

Just as I was about to holler out to Jean and Gaia, a monsoon hit. Or at least it felt like that. In our neck of the woods, they called this a "real gully-washer". After all that heat, being drenched was a relief. All I could do was to hold onto Star.

Then helping hands took my arms and Star's, and we shimmered out of that downpour...

II

WE ALL WOUND UP AT my place. And the four of us were in the furthest cabin of the three. Those extra two were from when we added on for Angie. They'd been empty since then - as I don't have many visitors. Or, at least I don't plan on any. But they come in handy every now and then.

Silvie helped Tess in transporting us. Tess had already been in touch with Ben, who suggested this was the simplest solution. I had to agree. Of all the places that most of our people knew, if Star got to burning things, this would be the easiest to replace.

Granger met us there, and shooed the three of us outside while she checked over Star to see what her condition was. We were all three dripping wet, so I led us over to my cabin for the towels and dry clothes I had. 
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