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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: Each story in this anthology is part of some (or several) 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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BY S. H. MARPEL

- - - -
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I FELT LIKE A GHOST.

I'd only met him once, but was drawn to him like a moth to flame.

And didn't know why.

It was this author I wanted to see, but I didn't know if he wanted to see me.

He left me an autographed book of his, with his number.

But then I lost that book before I could call.

So I found he came to this diner often, a regular. It was where we first met. And it didn't take much to get his schedule from the waitress.

So now – right time and right place – I waited. Haunting this place.

All dressed up and nowhere else to go... Was I stalking him?

They say differences can attract. And we don't seem to have much in common. While he's struggling, I hit the job-market jackpot. That new job might let me help him.

If he lets me.

I hope so.

He helped me out once. Maybe we can make a deal.

Because now I need his help again.

I

HE WAS A MYSTERY WRITER. Who was a mystery to me.

We'd met at a diner. One known for its signature pie ala mode.

I was nursing a hangover from the night before, and the results of taking politics too seriously.

No, of course it was just a private party at home. Wine my neighbor had given me as a gift. So no laws broken.

Just me and one of my girl friends from the typing pool. Of course we had to pay the piper after we finished the last of it. In a deep sleep – called passing out.

We both had work that next day.

Which didn't go well.

So this pie I was eating when he came in was a remedy. An after-work remedy. To take the remaining edge off that disaster.

- - - -

[image: ]


HIS NAME WAS JOHN. Wrote Westerns and Mysteries. Or was it western-mysteries?

He gave me a book of his, a new release. Autographed it and put his phone number in it.

But by the time I got back to my apartment, it was missing. Fell out of my bag, I guess. Who would pickpocket a book, after all, and leave my  purse in that same bag?

Too bad. He made a lot of sense. Nice smile. Warm hands. Smart.

Not like all these wanna-be hot-shot “rising star” executives around the Corp.

Yes, the typing pool kept notes on who was grabby, who had “wandering eye problems”, who the actual gentlemen were.

And while dating between staff wasn't encouraged, we had those notes, too. We gals had to stick together. Single women aren't anything on their own, but as a team we could hold our own.

Until the right promotion came.

One day my own arrived.

- - - -
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LARRY WAS ONE OF THE hot-shots, but a nice one. Treated his typists well. Gave them gifts – like the fruit baskets clients brought in. He didn't have any use for these, and figured that his typists would share it with the pool.

He'd even split his bonuses with us, saying that our typing skills and quality of presented work made his job easier.

Of course, that meant we would almost fight over the chance to do work for him. Exactly his point.

The ones who did the best work were called for specifically.

But not the ones with the short hemlines, the ones with the precision typing and the speed for a fast turnaround. Not a lot of white-out to cover the errors.

And the girls who learned how to use these modern computer keyboards with their bulky CRT monitors – that gave them an edge. Especially if they knew how to run a spreadsheet.

Those early printers were noisy, worse than a room full of typewriters. But those of us who were smart and took our lunches to dig through those manuals on our own time – well, that's how I got that assistant job with him.

I was no-nonsense, fast at turnarounds, and didn't flaunt my chest or legs at him.

Larry knew his work depended on getting better results faster than any of the other rising-star young executives.

And I got him what he needed before it was needed. Error-free and neat.

It didn't hurt that I had my great-aunt's looks and talent. Someone answering the phones with a nice voice, and looking like a movie star at the reception desk certainly helped.

I noticed the second-looks from his bosses and the clients.

And the better I did for him, the better he looked to his bosses and clients. So when he got a bonus, now he shared it with just me.

But no, nothing after work. He had a girl of his own and worked to keep his job from interfering with that.

So I had that hole in my own life, not that I noticed much.

Until I did. That day I met John.

II

YEARS LATER, I SENT her a copy of that story of how we met, and our conversation. All published in a collection of short stories.

Never heard whether she liked it. Not that I expected to.

Because right after that chance meeting in the diner, I was still sure I'd meet her again.

But we both had our own lives. She never called, and so I chalked it up as a nice meeting.

Then I came in again, a week later or so, and there she was. Same seat as before. Same heart-warming smile she'd burned into my memory.

Of course, any guy worth his salt is going to try to cheer up a good-looking girl. Just because girls are even prettier when they smile. And what normal healthy guy doesn't like to sit next to an attractive girl made gorgeous.

She was smart, a quick learner, and curious about life.

And looked like something out of a movie magazine. Gold, wavy hair falling just above the low top of a gold dress, tightly tailored to accent all her positives.

Her voice was trained for singing. Melodic, clear, exact diction.

What she was doing in an L. A. diner in this part of town was a mystery that sucked me in.

Of course, when she told me about utilizing that whole bottle of wine to drown a disappointing election, I could see how Molly's Diner pie would be the perfect cure. Hair of the dog, after a fashion.

I always came there on Friday's. Mostly for the pie, but also to see what inspiration I could get from the regulars at Molly's. So I could write all weekend from some chance encounter – and my over-active imagination.

Molly's was what I called it, since she managed the counter while her teen-age daughter tended the grill in back that summer. I think the actual name was the Empire Eatery or something schlocky.  Everyone I knew called it Molly's. And she certainly didn't mind.

What I wanted to know is what was on Mary's mind today. Not another bottle of wine, I hoped.

- - - -
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“MARY? IT'S GOOD TO see you again. Is this stool taken?”

She smiled and shook her head, moving her bag down in front of her shins.

And her shapely calves told me that she probably used them for dancing, not that I had much time for that. But again, what red-blooded guy doesn't appreciate a winning smile, placed above curves, and all that well supported.

“John, what have you been up to? Still writing?”

I patted my empty coat pocket. Darn. “I don't have my latest release with me or I'd show you. How did you like the last one?”

She looked down into her coffee for a second, then back into my eyes.

“I'm sorry, John. I misplaced it before I could really get into it.”

And I hesitated for a bit, because I was lost in her dark eyes. Then I remembered what she said.

“...Oh, well, that's OK. I guess that explains it.”

“Explains what?”

Now it was my turn to look away in embarrassment.

“Well, I was kinda hoping to hear from you again.”

“And you would have.”

“...if that book hadn't disappeared. Ah, that's it! 'The Case of the Disappearing Date-book'.”

Mary smiled and then chuckled. “You must think everything is a mystery. No wonder you find writing so rewarding.”

“Well, rewarding as a form of entertaining writing. I'm not exactly well-known enough to have my books flying off the bookstore shelves with royalty checks flooding my mailbox.”

“Your day will come.”

“Thanks.” Then I noticed only coffee in front of her. “Are you on a diet?”

Mary looked up at me, a slight frown on her forehead. “No. Not at all. I mean, no more than usual.”

“So does your usual allow me to treat you to a slice of Molly's pie?”

Her smile went wide, as my heart missed a beat.

“John, that would be delightful. That is, if your writer's budget allows such an extravagance.”

I smiled at her joke. “Well, my day job covers my rent with a little extra. And that extra I like to share with my friends.”

She sipped her coffee. “So meeting you twice means we're friends now?”

“Well, I'd like to think so. But here – tell me more about your life and help me find a story in it, and then I can 'write it off' as a business expense.”

“And that means we're then friends on a 'professional' basis?”

I chuckled. “Let's just leave it at 'friends'. Uncomplicated. Simple.”

“Deal.”

Molly arrived with the pie wedges at that point. The steam off the cinnamon-vanilla ice cream over her house-specialty apple pie brought the fragrance of sheer delight to my nose.

A few bites later, our conversation resumed.

“Alright Mary, tell me about your background and how you inherited your obvious talents.”

She tossed her long locks back. “Well that's a nice way to give a gal a compliment. Accepted. Let's see – where is a good place to start...”

III

NEVER, EVER, GET A job on a cruise liner or anything that floats on the water.

That's the last thing my Mama told me when I left home. I could get any other job I wanted, just not one near water.

Because that was the last they'd heard of my great-aunt Mary.

All we had left of her were clippings of reviews at the nightclubs she entertained at. Singing and dancing were her living – and she made a good living that way.

And that part runs in the family. Probably why I decided on coming out to the West Coast after I got out of high school.

Anyway, she sent us the adverts for her last job, which was headlining on a cruise ship. She was the main attraction every night.

But the last night out, New Year's Eve, she disappeared. She'd performed her last number and was out on the fantail taking pictures with the passengers, giving autographs.

Then she was gone.

No one saw her the rest of that night, or the next day when the ship docked. The investigation found no foul play.

I never knew her, as she died before I was born. My grandma said I looked just like her. Especially as I took up dancing and drama in school. Grandma liked me singing the old songs like Aunt Mary used to sing. But it would usually make her tear up.  We'd sit side by side at piano duets, playing those classics.

Mostly, I'd finish them off while she wiped her eyes. But she insisted that we play when I visited, since it somehow helped her with closure.

The funny thing is that those old songs were easier for me to play than some of the modern ones. Almost like I was channeling my great aunt or something.

Once Grandma passed on, they sold the house and the piano. I was busy with school plays and musicals, so I filled that gap with practice and performances.

But when I came out here, it was my fingers and brains that got me the jobs, not my hairstyle, legs, or curves. Much less my singing voice.

Typing. Accounting. Business administration.

Mom insisted I know those. She already knew I wasn't cut out for some stuffy college scene. I wanted to get out and see the world, not have to put up with grabby upperclassmen and social misanthropes who were there on their parent's dime.

So I saved up from my summer and after-school jobs, so I could take an extended vacation out here. While I was visiting, I floated some résumés around, and took some typing tests for job applications.

I never finished that vacation, but had my stuff shipped out here and fell into the job I got.

So, no, I haven't gone out and done any auditions. It's tempting, but I've also seen the lines of hopefuls out there. Most of them have years of experience over me, so I quickly found that there was more money made in the mundane work than the hit-and-miss process of auditions.

Plus, getting in on the ground floor with the Corp is exciting and has a lot of potential.

Feels like home there. Despite what people say about them.

- - - -
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OH, YOU'D LIKE IT THERE. People are so upbeat. And there are rules to keep people safe.

Now, sure, there are a lot of after-hours meetings and events we are required to attend.

What makes it so much better is that they have apartments for their staff, so we don't have the headaches of having to deal with all these landlords and other tenants and so on. Plus, they have their own security, so that's another reason to use their – our – own apartments.

And they often have buses organized to take us to these events, so that's another plus.

But mainly, I was in their typing pool until I got promoted to an assistant position. That's where it got me some perks. A better apartment, wardrobe allotment, and a better salary.

I'm good at my job and work extra to make sure I stay ahead of what's needed.

Sure, it's stressful. I keep up and keep ahead. So far, so good.

- - - -
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THE WINE?

Well, the next day after that election, my boss would be out for the day. A pair of sunglasses for “sunny L. A.” is a simple disguise for a hangover. But I had his office to myself. Answering phones, taking messages. Easy.

Premeditated drunk? No. Just – insurance. Because.

Look, anyone can figure that there was way too much riding on that election for everything to turn out like the media was claiming.

Besides, both my friend and I needed a break. Everything fell into place.

Yes, I got some looks at work. But dragging in once in a while after such a night – once in a long while – no one tracks that.

But that reminds me, there's an event tonight – busy? You should come, really.

IV

IT TURNED OUT THAT I had to miss that date.

Because after our last meeting, I wound up on a cloaked space ship orbiting the Earth. Right after I got free of a time loop.

And that's why I publish most of what I write as fiction. Because of that look on your face.

But I'm serious.

No, I was really with a gal. About your height, but long black hair.

It was her space ship.

There's that look again.

She rescued me because her grandfather and your great aunt had just  interrupted a time loop I'd been stuck in.

(Take another bite of that gooey bun I brought for you, Mary. It helps disguise incredulity.)

How they did it? I don't know exactly. That last time I left the diner, I wound up going down the sidewalk with that black-headed gal towing me by my elbow. Staying just ahead of some bad guy's following us. Her name is Sybil.

The reason I know it was a time loop is because I remembered all the iterations of it. All the conversations. Not much of a loop, actually. Because if you watch the movies on those, there's only one person supposed to be free from its effects. And in this case, it was supposed to be reversed. I wasn't supposed to remember the other iterations. But I did.

I talked to your aunt several times. Very nice lady. Looks exactly like you. Sensible, talented, adventurous.

- - - -

[image: ]


INSTEAD OF BEING ON Earth, I ended up helping Sybil solve a problem on that space ship of hers. Well, it was her own problem. Nothing technical or having to do with running that ship.

I helped her solve it by sorting out her story. Just like I'm someday going to meet that great aunt of yours again and help her solve hers – as a ghost.

No, I don't know how she got into that café. And until she told me who she was, I could swear I was talking to you.

Of course, what gave that loop away was the fact that everything was the same. Every time. And I couldn’t do anything except go out that door and come right back in through it. And start it all over. A puppet with other people pulling my strings. What they didn't count on was my remembering each of those iterations, not just the last one.

Because it was a time loop, like I said.

Yes, these gooey buns are great.

- - - -
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WHAT I WANTED TO TALK about was your story.

Because real life is sorted out by solving its mysteries. Some stories are more adventure, some more romance, but all of them have an unknown that pulls the story along.

We went over this the first time we met.

Who's your main character, your heroine? Yes, you, of course.

What's the problem you're trying to solve. No, it's more than just make a living. Let me make a guess – there's some sort of need for approval going on. And you want to be part of a group, feel in control of your own life for once, get some security. A big pay check, nice apartment, respect from the other typing pool gals.

But is that your real story?

Because a story has a “conflict”, which is a goal opposed. Have you stopped to find out what you really want out of life – what you'd like to do with your short time on this mud-ball?

Well, maybe you should.

- - - -
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OF COURSE ALL I'VE told you sounds like pure fiction. A lousy excuse for standing you up on a date, for not calling until today. And I'm sorry.

Real life is like that.

And being stuck in a time loop is no fun, either.

No, you don't have to believe me.

I just know that it happened. And it's a half-decent story. So I'll write it up as fiction and get it published. Speculative fiction covers it.

But putting a fiction label on it doesn't make it a lie.

No, I don't expect you to believe me.

But here's the thing: I know what I want to be doing 50 years from now. I'll still be churning out stories.

To be frank, that road you're on is a dead end. Good looks fade with time. Bodies can get heavier with time. Look ahead 40 years and figure how you'll look then, how you'll feel, what you'll be doing.

And look over the top execs in any company to see how long the average length of any executive's job is. That boss of yours – if he makes a major flub – there goes your own job. Your salary, your wardrobe account.

Your story, as I see it now, has a tragic ending. Because you're only playing out someone else's script – like that Corp Founder of yours. And that can never be your own story.

But I can't tell you what your real story could be. I can advise you only to watch out for swallowing the Kool-Aid of what passes for modern culture.

As to my own story, I've bounced around enough to know that I'm too square of a peg to fit in most of these round holes that are looking for job applicants.

I know writing gives me happiness, that one masterplot that all stories have in common. And I'm winning at my own story.

So I just need to keep going on this line.

But as for you? Well, you haven't defined your own story. Sorry, but it's true.

And until you define what really makes you happy, you're just playing a bit part as a minor character in someone else's story.

––––––––
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V

MARY LOOKED AT ME WITH those dark eyes, surrounded by all that long, gold, wavy hair. And I was lost in her eyes.

She then leaned forward and hugged me, which I returned. I never turn those down.

At last she let me go. “John, this isn't going to work, is it?”

“How do you mean?”

She pulled some papers out of her bag. “These are transfer papers for you to a job in Chicago. The Corp owns the company that owns the company you work for. I got my boss to pull some strings to get you these.”

“And why should I go there?”

“Because my boss got a promotion to their main HQ and wants me to go with him.”

She looked away, then back to me. “And because I'd like to have you there, with me.”

My hand felt the ring in my pocket through the denim. The one I'd picked out on the way here. Not exactly burning a hole, but...

“Mary, I'm honored. Really. But here's an alternate idea: you could come with me on the offer I'm thinking about taking.”

“What's that?”

“Tending someone's farm part time, so I can write the rest of the time.”

“You can't be serious.”

“It's a simple life. You could be happy there. You could figure out your own story there.”

“I'm happy already.”

“Mary, you're busy and doing a job your good at. That gives you satisfaction. Good jobs will do that.”

“And...?”

“That's not your story.”

“What's my 'story' have to do with being happy at my job?”

“Like I've told you before. Everyone has a story. Some people have several. Those stories revolve around their bliss – what they like to do most in life. And with your background in theater and music, I'd guess that's more where you're own story lies.”

“Like I said, it's not going to work. Can you see me starring in musicals staged in a cow pasture?”

We were both quiet for awhile. Looking anywhere but at each other.

She put those papers back in her bag. Looked at me with her sad eyes. Then patted my hand. “John, good luck with your writing.”

Mary kissed my cheek and stood, looking down the sidewalk that would take her back to her world. Then she walked away without turning back.

I watched her for awhile. And my heart seemed to grow heavier with each of her steps.

Until she at last disappeared among the other people walking there.

Otherwise, it was a typical L. A. day. Not overcast. Not clear. Not too cool or too hot. A tinge of car exhaust in the air. Sirens in the distance, somewhere.

I sighed. Then stood, and gathered up the remains of our gooey buns. On the way out of the park, I tossed those into a trash can.

When I passed by the pawn shop again, I returned the ring from my pocket.

They had a red English phone booth inside there. Classy.

What did they call it in that TV series? Oh – right.  A “Tardis”.

The coincidence of that concept helped one of my mouth corners turn up in a wry smile.

- - - -
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IT ONLY TOOK THE REST of the afternoon to pack all I had into a rental truck.

And three days to drive to that Midwest address.

By then, I seemed to be over the worst of it all.

VI

JOE MET ME WHEN I DROVE up in the rental truck.

Greeted me with a hearty handshake matched by a tanned face.

“John, good to meet you. Your tiny home cabin just arrived yesterday. She's all blocked up and set to go. Sybil said you might need some transport of your own – so she got you a rebuilt pickup. You can see its tailgate sticking out of the barn doorway over there.”

Joe fished out some keys and handed them to me.

“Oh, here's something else.”

He pulled a set of folded papers out of his back pocket.

“This is a bank account for you, and the papers for you to sign to get access. Sybil's already arranged a publishing contract for your books, and those are the advances she's already deposited for you.”

I checked over the papers, and they were all exactly as he described.

But of course, I didn't know what to say next.

Joe just smiled, like he knew what I was thinking.

He turned to leave, but stopped. “Almost forgot. Sybil wanted me to make sure to thank you again. You've already saved quite a few lives with – how did she put it? Oh, right – 'helping her re-write her story'.”

Joe shook my hand again. “I'm just glad to meet someone like you. Coming from Sybil, that's her highest praise.”

His tall form ambled down the driveway, until he stopped one more time.

Raising his voice a bit so I could hear him, “Just go ahead and get unpacked. We're the next driveway back the way you came. We'll help you return the rental, and then you can pick up some books on grazing cattle and fixing fences. My little Brigitte will be happy to see you and will have a home-cooked meal ready. She got a new recipe for apple pie she wants to try out on you. Hope you like ice cream on it.”

- - - -
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A FEW MONTHS LATER, I had the strangest dream about helping a lady with her problem, which turned out to be about why she was a ghost.

The next morning, two young women appeared outside my cabin.

The first one who appeared was Sal. She simply knocked on my door. When I shook her hand, I felt something very interesting, very warm. Different from how I felt about Mary. Very different. A feeling I could get used to.

She had blond hair, wore a light-colored suit.

Her sister made a more dramatic entrance, appearing in a cloud of choking smoke inside that cabin. She was dressed in all black from the hair on her head right down to her Timberline boot heels. She was called Jude. And almost as cute as Sal.

They both turned out to be spirit-guides – former ghosts themselves.

Why they were there and what we talked about was – well – another story...
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Empress Oracle
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BY S. H. MARPEL & J. R. Kruze

​

- - - -
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AS THE FLOATING MOUNTAIN-castle appeared, so did the land-killing desert grow.

China’s deserts had joined and were now expanding toward their coasts across the rest of China, making most all the inhabitants of that once great land into nomadic refugees.

Refugees that no nation-state would accept.

After a series of plagues started here and swept the world, the borders to neighboring countries were permanently closed. Who could blame them?
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