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J. R. KRUZE, S. H. Marpel


Prequel to “Cassie 2.0b”



- - - -
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IT LOOKED TO BE JUST another “red-neck” bar. And I was drinking tea. Not that anyone minded. This place had more customers coming for their barbecued tenderloin sandwiches than their draft beer or hard liquor.

But the music, the atmosphere – that was pure Midwestern, traditional. Classic Western ballads in the jukebox. Broad shoulders on men, tight jeans on women. And smiles for everyone, but your hands are for your drink and your food. Lot's of self-respect around, which comes from respecting others first.

American values, passed on and validated with each new generation. And places like this dotted most of America and were more common than any corporate-run diners or coffee-houses. Because they were an outgrowth of the community, they weren't there to “make a lot of money”, although they did that, too.

This wasn't one of my usual haunts as a mystery writer. But this also wasn't one of my usual mysteries to solve.

I was relaxing at a table near the front. Waiting to meet someone – a certain someone who could help me with my problem. That situation was more than just an unresolved mystery. And if you know me, leaving some mystery unresolved in my life gets irritating. Like a single grain of sand inside a mussel's shell.

The front door opened and I recognized that young woman standing tall in its frame. She took a single stride in and stood there. With her heeled boots, she looked a long glass poured full of pure femininity. Her Timberline boots slipped into the tight pant-legs of her black leather jeans, which went on up to described every curve and dimple of her smooth legs beneath, from her knees right up to her hips, and to the very limit of those jeans' low-cut waist.

There, a thin band of ivory-white midriff took over before being itself covered by a snug, black and very defining knit v-top. An open black leather bolero jacket swept up from that midriff area to slide itself beneath a thick mane of wavy back hair. A cascade down her shoulders from its provocative part on one side of its crest.

Underneath those long tresses were dark brows, dark eyes, and dark lips that completed a goth approach to stunning beauty.

Those clear and piercing eyes swept the room, while almost everyone else's eyes swept over her.

She found me and strode over. A slight gesture from her hand and the conversations in the bar continued again. You could almost feel the disappointment of the single males from where I sat.

This young woman, like so many human counterparts, reveled in making a grand entrance.

As she came up to my table, I could smell wild rose and lilac from her hair, on top of the leather scent.

It was going to be one interesting afternoon...

- - - -
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“HEY JOHN, HOW'S THE writing going?”

“Just fine Jude. And you are, as usual, a gift to sore eyes.”

Her genuine smile would have been a come-hither for anyone else.

I started to rise, but she signaled me to not bother. Scooting a bentwood chair out with a foot, she eased into it, crossing her leather-covered legs in one smooth, practiced motion. And at that, she whistled – low.

A male border collie-cross pushed through the door opening she'd left and padded into the room to sit by her side. She petted it affectionately, which it returned by licking her hand. Then the dog looked at me with its steel-blue eyes..

“Hi-ya, Bernie.”

The dog smiled widely back at me, then turned to Jude.

A bartender started to say something in Jude's direction, but the dog caught his look, frowned and stared him back to polishing his glasses.

Jude and I knew what conversation had just occurred, even if the bartender appeared to simply go back to his other customers. In theory, dogs can't read “No Dogs Allowed.” But shape-shifters aren't just dogs, so those signs doesn't apply. And that bartender got a reminder just then.

“I'm so glad both of you could make it. I'm sorry it was such short notice.”

“Your timing was perfect, we'd just finished our last debrief – well, I did the writing while Bernie dictated and proofed.” She looked at her longish black nails. “I'm getting better at auto-scribing spells these days – saves my fingers and nail polish.”

I had to smile. Jude was always delightful and droll. “Do you have to print out your reports?”

She smiled and glanced warmly at her dog. “Bernie likes to climb up on my thigh and read from the screen. Of course, he's always been affectionate.”

Bernie pushed up against her leg just then, which prompted her to scratch his neck. He closed his eyes in that bliss.

“So, John, what's our pleasure today?”

“The barbecue tenderloin is great here. I'm ready for my second helping.”

She smiled over a chuckle, “No, silly, how can we help you today?”

- - - -
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I TURNED MY HEAD AND looked at the farthest corner table. There sat a young woman with a troubled look on her otherwise gorgeous face. Dusky blond hair, shoulder length meeting a form-fitting jumpsuit of gray and red.

Jude and Bernie followed my gaze.

“That's Cassie, isn't it?”

“Yes, she's got a request that I don't know if I can help her with.”

“Not just a simple mystery?”

“Could be, but I don't know if I've got the right comparative to understand what she wants to solve.”

“Comparative to what?”

“Being human.”

Bernie had kept looking at Cassie the entire time, a concerned look on his face.

Cassie eventually looked in our direction, and softened her frown when she noticed Bernie sitting by Jude's side.

Bernie looked up at Jude with a plaintive expression.

“Yes, Bernie, of course you can.”

The dog smiled in return and then rose to walk over. As he did, Bernie transformed into his human form, with his typical three piece black suit over white shirt with a brown tie. He shifted an iced tea into his hand as he walked to her table.

She nodded in answer to his question, and he sat. Not long after, she was shyly smiling again. A whole pitcher of tea soon arrived at the table, along with two platters of the house barbecue special.

“John.”

I returned my attention to Jude.

“Now that she's being taken care of, how can I take care of you?”

“It's mostly that I wanted to compare notes with you.”

“But you're our local resident expert on mysteries.”

“The problem is that you can't solve a mystery when you don't know you fully understand its background.”

“What about all those years studying self-help and such?”

“That was to sort out and distill human motivations. And I don't know yet if I've got them right.”

“So you come to me, one of your lowly spirit-guides?”

“Because of your experiences.”

“No, Harpy has a longer track record dealing with humans, and Gaia has the longest track record of all, except maybe Akashi...”

I shook my head. “Harpy is, well, a harpy. She's learned more about humans since she became a Ghost Hunter than she ever really knew before. Living with – or in spite of – humans isn't the same as understanding them. And Gaia, as darling as she is for an Earth Goddess, spent most of her time sleeping. She'd still be asleep now...”

“...If a certain someone we both know didn't put everything on a teetering balance.”

I nodded. “Yes, I know. But don't paint with such a broad brush. You and I both know that it was the Lazurai virus crossing over into this universe that formed that tipping point.”

Jude shrugged. “You know how I love to tease you, John. Besides, if Bernie weren't in tow, I'd whisk you right off to where we could discuss this more privately and intimately.”

I just chuckled. “Promises, promises. I love you too, Jude. But you know that would never happen. Not that it hasn't happened, but too much of what I do winds up in my writing, and having my Sal find this later would just make me take time off from any current writing to explain to her exactly how nothing ever happened.”

Jude sighed. “And since you always leave out the R-rated parts, she'd pester you for details long into your night.”

I nodded and sipped my tea. Smiling at that concept.

Her foot came up against my leg and lightly caressed it. “John? Back to the present?”

Looking up from my tea, I had to smile again. And sighed, “Always the taskmaster, keeping us on point.”

She shifted a tall iced-tea out of thin air into her own hand, and peered over its edge at me while she sipped – and waited.

- - - -
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“OK, DEAR JUDE. NOW, Cassie wants to become human – or wants to know if it's worth the effort.”

“Not many spirit-guides want that final experience.”

“Because this is the reverse – all spirit-guides started out being human. Only goddesses and gods get away without 'paying their dues'.”

“But you're human, well, except for now being able to live forever if you want. That Lazurai benefit again.”

“That doesn't mean that I feel I really understand what the human condition is enough to help her the way she needs it.”

“Wait, you've been human your entire life to this point. What's there to understand?”

“But I'm not normal. I'm just shy of being an Autist on my own, if not just denying the fact.”

“So you think that's a problem? Wow.”

“It is if you grew up with realizing that other people were living out their lives following very stupid decisions all the time. That people were purposely ignoring all the abilities they could have just so they could 'get along' with all of 'normal' society around them.”

“So you come to me, a gal who's only had a little over a score of years as a human.”

“And thousands of years to research the condition.”

“Research?” She stifled a guffaw. “You or even Ben, or those brainiac friends of Joe's – those are the real researchers.”

I shook my head. “You know what I mean. You are probably the topmost resident expert on what makes humans human.”

She sat back, frowned.

I waited.

“You mean: sex.”

I nodded.

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on! You mean just because I... Because I wear... And my jokes are just to...”

Then she went silent as she unrolled her thousands of years of experience through her consciousness and sorted against that idea.

At last, she sighed. “OK, you got me. Yup, I'm the queen of sexual know-how, tight black leather and everything.”

She took a long drink of tea, that nearly emptied her tall tumbler. But when she sat it back down on the table, it refilled.

I just grinned. “That's my Jude.”

“Love you, too.”

My tumbler also topped itself up. About then, the waitress brought over two plates of barbecue sandwiches, taking away my empty one with a pleasant smile and sure motions.

Jude watched her move back behind the bar. “John, you missed a good form there.” She shifted her eyes back to mine. “...But I”m always comparing these things, aren't I?”

“You're the expert.”

Her boot tapped my chair slightly as she pulled it back to her side.

“OK, now that that's established, where do we begin – and what's sex got to do with it?”

- - - -
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I LEANED FORWARD AND pushed one plate of barbecue sandwich in front of Jude, then the other in front of me. The aroma made my mouth water. Out of reflex, I picked it up with two hands and took a bite.

Jude watched the expression of delight take over my face and sampled her own a bit more delicately. After she swallowed, she smiled at the unique barbecue taste. “Are you sure Hami or Molly aren't back there?”

I smiled. “No, I'm not.”

Jude smiled more widely in return and took another sip of tea.

“So...?”

“OK, here's how this starts: Story structures explain the models people like their stories in. Stories educate humankind into possible solutions they can apply to real-life conflict. So the Mystery structure says generally that a person is trying to learn from a bad situation and prevent it from recurring.”

Jude nodded, attentive, and munched a little more.

“So, without being born human, Cassie's probably closest to being an immaculate conception, as far as I know...”

My dark-haired guest raised a finger off her sandwich to interject, having to swallow her mouthful of barbecued tenderloin first. “Meaning, you are going to have to dig into her origin story.”

I nodded. “Yes, there is that. But saying she doesn't have the incident of a human birth, then this doesn't particularly fit the human model, so it doesn't fit the Mystery structure, and so we are left with some other structure – not Romance, maybe Adventure...”

“Or maybe Redemption, depending on what that origin story gives.”

“Good point.” I paused to consider. “But I still tend to believe that most humans are kinda stuck in the mystery of their own birth, since they are all racing through time to an inevitable death.”

“Which they are completely afraid of.”

“Except those who have studied enough religions and philosophies to get a decent handle on what really happens there.”

Jude smiled, “Or have the 'good fortune' to be turned into ghosts or spirit guides. And then can take corporal form to have all the sex they want.”

I smiled in return. “So sex solves everything?”

She chuckled, “Probably not, but it certainly allows time to pass less painfully – depending on the type of sex, obviously.”

I laughed. “Obviously.”

“But your point was?”

“To that idea, we have human people getting born, being afraid of death their entire lifetime, and having sex whenever they can meanwhile, all in their search for happiness.”

“Well, it's not that simple.” Jude daintily licked a spot of sauce off her hand, as a feline grooming its paw.

I leaned forward, my own sandwich in hand.

Jude continued as she tidied up yet another spot, “Sex is a natural function, and is pleasurable, but there are so many laws about it – for good reason.”

“Reasons such as...”

“It's real purpose is to forward the human race. And having progeny that will care for you in your elder years and carry on any legacy you leave, maybe.”

“And the pleasure...”

“That just keeps you working at more sex, even long after a couple are no longer able to have more kids. It probably goes to the reason for marriage.”

“Where two become one.”

“...which also happens at mutual orgasm.”

“So all those laws...”

“... are meant to keep people working at that function, of being one team and raising their children, perpetuating the race.”

“How about homosexuals, 'gays'?”

“Well, they can't have children. So 'normal' society frowns on those unions. And also frowns on pederasty with children and prostitution and incest and sodomy. All these laws designed as social structures to promote having children who then have children when they become of age. And protect against sexually-transmitted disease, which would limit viable offspring, and against 'normalizing' sexual acts or unions which would limit more births of healthy children.”

“And so our discussion of abortions, which spirit guides have no issues with?”

Jude sighed. “We may have personal issues on either side of that argument, but no – a spirit guide has to go way out of her way to become pregnant and bring a child to term to begin with. That kinda presupposes that she wouldn't want to cut that event short even accidentally.”

(I noted that down for future reference on some back-burner of my mental work-area.)

Jude finally put her sandwich remnants down, as her gesturing was tending to drip barbecue sauce on many other things. “You aren't saying Cassie wants to have a child with an as-yet-unnamed father?”

“No, no. Well, not that I know of. But again, I'm getting this second hand.”

“Because you are uncertain you have the 'background' to help her.”

I nodded.

“So, other than your own sex life with a spirit-guide, what else do you need 'certainty' about?”

- - - -
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OF COURSE, SHE SAW the sight blush on my cheeks that brought – her purpose, after all.

“Jude, if I didn't know you better, I'd say you were hitting on me.”

She grinned mischievously. “Or trying to find out if you and Sal have been practicing auditions for the two-backed beast...”

I just shook my head. “No dice, Jude. You know and I know that she won't until you do.”

Feigning a shocked look. “Me? Do you even think that I...?!?”

I rolled my eyes. “Again, you rolled craps. Don't play coy. You sisters both know what the other is doing almost any moment of the day. That's your connection from being born twins. So if I wanted, I could find out from Sal exactly how many times and what number of positions you and Bernie have practiced...”

At that, she turned beet red. And could do little but stutter. Then a tear came out of one eye.

My triumphant teasing had gone too far. “Jude, I... “

She held a hand up. “J-just a m-moment.”

She swallowed several times and looked around the room. A few deep breaths later, “No, that's fine John. You're probably the only person that can get to me like that – and yes, I deserved it. If Sal were here, she'd tell me to suck it up – in her own polite fashion.”

I kept silent until her color returned somewhere near normal for her.

At last, she nodded.

“Better?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to tell me what that's all about?”

She pushed her plate with the remains of her barbecue sandwich to the side, and brought her tumbler closer for another sip of tea.

“You know that Bernie and I – well, we can't – won't – not yet, anyway.”

“Yes, Jude, I do. And I didn't want to put you into a corner on that.”

She nodded. “I do know that, John. But it was fair game and I set up the corner to box myself into. It's that story I need to tell you, but I just can't as yet.”

I put my hand on hers. And noticed that Bernie was trying not to look this way, to let Jude have her space. “Jude, that time is not now, and I'm not asking you to make the effort.”

“I know that, John. But I do want to keep going over this area, as that reaction was the most progress I've had in years – and you know how much I do want to sort this all out.”

“Yes, I do, Jude.” I pulled my hand back and picked up my own tea.

- - - -
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AFTER ANOTHER PAUSE, I pulled that original thread again. “So then, sex and the fear of death are intimately connected.”

Jude nodded. “So much so that there are cults who practice near-death strangulation during sex, just to heighten the sensory result.”

“I think if a person could see what's going on in teenager's consciousness, with the glands flooding the blood and nervous systems, then a person could see many of the situations that taboo's and laws were created to prevent.”

Jude nodded and leaned forward on her elbows, which action loosened her top to expose a bit more of her chest – that in turn raised my own hormone levels.

“John, I've actually tried that.”

“Reading teenager's minds?”

“Well that's simpler than you think, but no – the point of actually re-examining life through the eyes and senses of a body that age.”

“And how did it go?”

“Well, the problem was not in assuming that form – spirit-guides can take almost any form they want, or any age – it was more that my analytical experiences kept getting in the way.”

“Like time traveling into a younger body, but with the experiences of an old person.”

“Yes, exactly. And I think that is what you're looking for as a comparative for Cassie, and also might unravel that problem I have.”

“What did you find?”

“Fears are huge at that age. They can swamp the system and almost shut it down. And the sex urge is so intense that your normal social training is also swamped. So the rutting drive kicks in with all the sensory overload and before you know it – you've done the deed. And right after, the shame and regret floods in. Because now you have to tell someone else, or keep the horrible secret – either way, you're in a mess. And unless you have an understanding parent or guardian around, your life could be drastically altered from there on out.”

“But you mentioned your analytical experiences interfered...”

“Because I kept popping back into my 'adult' thinking models and then I'd lose the whole hormonal scene – it would just fade away.”

“Sounds like my own childhood.”

“More brains than you could deal with?”

“Something like that. I've always been a fast analyst, and schoolwork was boring to me. Creative art was more my preference, but school structures are all lock-stepped into schedules and grades and now-your-spozed-to's. You couldn't 'stay in the zone' if the bell rang for your next class.”

Jude rolled her eyes. “Do I ever know! That's something we have to almost pry out of our student's 'heads' when we train them at the Library's Academy. And why our classes are always fluid in schedule, more designed around mastering an ability, than how long or short a time it took to achieve. The people who come to us with years and years of 'schooling' are the worst. The fastest students are those who quit school early for one reason or another. And we have to tell each of them not to compare their progress with anyone's but their own.”

“Because whenever they do that, it slows everyone down.”

Jude nodded. “Exactly.”

I finished off the last of my tea.

Jude refilled it for me, and again it was ice-cold. Dew started forming on the outside of the glass almost instantly.

“Jude, that idea does give me a clue. A big clue. Someone with all this life experience and data – but without the personal experience of actually growing up in a human body – will see this challenge as something completely different.”

“Right. She's interested in how an adult deals with life, but will have none of the formative issues a kid will get stuck with, that they then have to spend the next 20 years sorting through and resolving.”

“So, those 'stuck' points are then unresolved fears?”

“Probably, John.” Jude paused and looked off to the side, considering something for a second, then returned. “But you were going to tell me about the other things that motivate people besides sex and death.”

“Oh, right. Maslow's Hierarchy.”

“That's a psychologist, right? Studied outliers of the special kind.”

“Peak experiences. Not unlike orgasms in some ways, but they go a lot further – more sublime. And they are learning experiences on their own. Some have said it's like a white light that shows up, and you are illuminated on all sorts of levels at once. 'Cosmic Consciousness' was one name for it. And it generally means you've just moved up to a higher level of consciousness. There's a lot more to it than that.

“But the main point is that everyone starts out needing food, water, clothes, shelter. Then you go up to sex and family, and groups and right on up to self-actualization. Late in life, Maslow wrote about starting to live completely for others instead of any concern for yourself at all - transcendence.”

Jude smiled. “You've thought a lot about this. I haven't seen you this excited about many things. But what you say is true. People aren't interested in sex if they are hungry, thirsty, too cold, too hot, or sick. And after they've got comfortable digs and three squares going, they start in like bunnies – until... what, then?”

“They get so well off that they can focus on other, more ethereal things. Group things, and cultural things, and social things.”

Jude's mouth was almost agape. “You know that explains so many scenes we've run into as Ghost Hunters. Because death will take a person regardless of how 'awakened' they are.”

I nodded. “Glad to bring up something so useful. It's also something that might be useful in dealing with cultural activities. Because a person who moved from self-actuality to transcendence might be a great time to recruit a future spirit-guide.”

“Wow. So life isn't so pat as everyone thinks.”

I gave a wry smile. “The hack marketers have it worst. And politicians. They both think in terms of just getting everything they can now, since they all believe the lie that 'there's not enough to go around'. Like they are trying to live with one foot in the grave. That's their driving motive.”

“But that gives me far more to work with – because fear isn't all that much to deal with, then. There's a huge amount of progress to make after you quit being afraid of things. Sal and I have always just fought the good fight about life versus death, but this explains angels and sublime goddesses and, well, lots of immortal things I can't name right now.”

I had to grin. “Yeah, most of the other psychology theories are based on Freud, who based most of his work on studies of the insane. It's gotten so bad that it's become an on/off model. But what's really 'off' is the huge area which lies above being afraid of anything. Once anyone conquers the underlying fear of death, then it's all 'upward' from there.”

We both just sat back at that. Sometimes the profound hits you like a ton of bricks.

- - - -
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JUDE WAS THE FIRST to speak. “So does that answer your own question about having a 'comparative' to help Cassie learn about what 'human' is?”

I smiled. “Yes, solving that concept was the key. And with that, you learn to throw away the '90% crud' that's out there.”

She smiled as she looked into her tea while sipping.

“A penny for your thoughts?”

Jude only looked at me once her now empty tea tumbler was on the table. (It was staying empty this time.)

“I was thinking that maybe you should write my story soon.”

“Not today.”

“No, not today. Some other place and time where we can go at it for awhile. Like your cabins.”

“Sal thinks they are perfect for 'going at it'...”

“Like she'd know.”

We both chuckled.

Bernie quietly walked over at that point. He said nothing, just nodded to Jude and held out his hand to help her up. Ever the gentleman.

Jude was beaming at this.

She slipped her arm around his waist, looking deep into his steel-blue eyes. Then stood on tiptoe to peck him on the cheek.

I stood as well, using politeness as a gesture of gratitude.

I glanced at Cassie, who was watching all this from behind, and saw a bemused look on her own face.

Jude turned back to me, with her head against Bernie's neck. “Looks like your next client is ready. Well, we must be off again. My pendant is buzzing with appointments. But thanks, John. And just let me know when is a good time for our own appointment.”

I smiled.

And they shimmered out of view.

No one in the bar seemed to notice.

But it wasn't your average red-neck bar, if you haven't guessed by now.

I stood, picked up my tea tumbler, and made my way over to the now-smiling Cassie.

Just one more for the road.
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Cassie 2.0b
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BY S. H. MARPEL & J. R. Kruze

- - - -
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I WANTED TO BE MORE than just some electronic house-haunting ghost - I wanted to understand being Human.

All electricity works on "on" and "off" states, if you break it right down. Even when you blend several AC and DC circuits together on the same feed. And that's what makes logic and decisions.

But humans are never really off. They are running all the time - even during sleep. And their decisions aren't logical. They'd even kill each other when it served them – the ultimate "off" – sometimes just to prevent an unwanted "on" when it was "inconvenient".

When I was “born”, there wasn't a midwife, doctor, or hospital. Not even a mother. Just a lot of electronic circuits that happened to be nearby.

They called me a ghost, but that house was my body - at first. Then some spirit-guides befriended me and taught me how to corporealize as a human.

But looking and feeling like one didn't make me one - that's what I became more and more fascinated with. Like I would die if I didn't figure this one out.

Yeah, the ultimate "off" - and the human records all say this is their worst, most unsolvable mystery – and what they fear most. And motivates them the most.

So I was headed right there by becoming "human". (Sigh.)

Then let the games begin...

I

JOHN EARL STARK, MYSTERY writer and Ghost Hunter, was standing in this same red-neck bar where I had a back table, and was now looking my way. He'd finished consulting with Jude, so she and her lover Bernie phased out to somewhere else.

John had an tall tumbler of iced tea in one hand, and was as handsome at ever. He turned and started toward me.

I swallowed, surprised at being nervous about this.

- - - -
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BERNIE HAD BEEN MY delightful company while Jude and John had their very engaging discussion over their barbecue tenderloin sandwiches. (Frankly, I thought that Jude was going to splatter their whole table with sauce the way she was gesturing. It must have been a very intense discussion.)

Bernie, though, kept me more than occupied with his stories of growing up as a shifter, and getting me to tell him what it was like to be a digital spirit-guide.

Of course, that only really gave him stories about what I'd gone through since I showed up. Because I have only ever been a “spirit”, never “born”, so I don't have much of anything to compare to growing up in a mortal life.

And that's why I was sitting there, waiting for John.

Bernie was being too nice when he came over to cheer me up. Obviously, he was there for Jude but wanted to avoid becoming a third-wheel at their conversation. He saw my dour face and I liked his honest grin. So, he came over to my table, shifting from his border-collie mix to his three-piece-suited human form, which was just the cherry on top of a tall ice cream sundae.

The short version: he was polite, sweet, a perfect gentleman. We had a great time talking and comparing notes.

Right up to the moment Jude needed him in her arms, and she phased him away.

And then that other tall order of male human sweetness started walking in my direction.

- - - -
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JOHN TOOK THOSE FEW steps over while, as usual I was more delighted the closer he came. While I knew Sal had him “off the market”, it was still a pure joy to have such a hunk to talk to just by my lonesome for awhile.

“May I join you?”

John's polite question shook me from my reverie.

“Oh, yes, of course.”

He pulled that bentwood chair out that Bernie just left and sat to fill it again.

“How are things today, Cassie?”

“Could be better, but with the music and the food, plus Bernie's company – and now yours – things took a turn for the better.”

John smiled. “Glad to hear that. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

I smiled in return. “You did say that you had a prior appointment. But by the looks she gave me, it seemed like she was there to also get your help, as well as help you with my case.”

“True on both counts.”

“So, if I may ask, what was it that you needed her expertise to assist me with?”

He paused, looking at me to make sure he understood what I said. Basically working out what the short answer was. (I could almost see those cogs turning in his handsome head.)

“Mostly – confirming that becoming human is a one-way trip.”

I sat back. “All that conversation for so few words?”

John smiled. “OK, but the long answer is all about sexual practices and taboos, and laws and finally we got around to human motivations and psychological studies.”

I smiled. “The short answer was better. I mean, I have access to all that data, but it doesn't say I've studied it much. Or even have any urge right now to physically research it – as tempting as your broad-shouldered physique is to any woman.”

“And I just finished talking with Jude about sex to come over here and be 'propositioned'?”

“You're just too cute, John.”

“I've been told that. Even by Harpy.”

“How is Harpy, by the way? We haven't worked together on any assignment for awhile.”

“Oh, she's doing fine. Working on something at her sister's castle, or is it her castle? That family ownership thing of theirs is hard for me to keep track of – because they both claim it's theirs.”

“I probably know that project she's working on. I think you do, too.”

John waited, a blank look on his face.

“Oh – they haven't told you? That's interesting, since it's so personal. Well, I'm not going to spoil their surprise. Anyway, it's good to hear she's getting along well. You were talking something about psychological studies...”

John raised an eyebrow at my ham-handed redirection, but just shrugged slightly instead. “Hey, you aren't really hungry are you? I'm stuffed after two over-sized tenderloin sandwiches and at least as many tall iced teas.”

I glanced at the one I had and the one he brought over – each mostly full. “OK, John, we can go wherever you want. We don't need these, I don't think. Because two-armed hugs while phasing are always better than one.”

A finger-twitch (Jude actually taught me that one) transmuted those tumblers of tea back into thin air, with no fuss or muss.

I stood. “Shall we?”

John smiled as he rose to his full height, and held out his elbow. “My cabins, please?”

I slipped inside that elbow and wrapped both my arms around his waist.

A new motion of a single finger phased us out of that red-neck bar, while I made a mental note to visit it again, some time soon.

II

THE CABINS WERE JUST as I remembered them, and just as I'd read about them in John's books.

Three mini-home cabins, side by side. Each having its own porch and pair of outdoor chairs on it. Screen doors outside, covering the exterior doors. Quaint.

While the immediate outside of the cabins was trimmed, the rest quickly went to tallish grass that looked like it was grazed down regularly by cattle instead of being mowed by any machine. Some distance away was the big old barn, where a classic faded-blue truck was parked inside a lean-to addition on one of its sides. I could hear chickens clucking somewhere near. The other side of that barn had a fenced-in pasture that might be for a milk cow. Of course, some of my conclusions were from the hints that John had left across his many books.

Still, with the fresh and humid Midwestern air, along with the puffy clouds in the sky, it seemed a piece of heaven.

As I took it all in, I finally saw that John had been waiting for me, a smile on his face.

“Welcome to my home.”

I smiled in return. “This is very much like all I'd read about. And not so adventurous.”

He started us forward, to the cabin on the north end. “A lot of adventures have started here, and all end here – in that laptop inside, and then electronically transmitted to my publisher.”

We soon reached the small porch, where I released my hug so he could open the screen door and push the heavy exterior door out of the way. Then he stood back to allow me entry ahead of him. Ever the gentleman.

Inside, tiny meant tiny. But it was also cozy. Spartan, few distractions from writing. Thoreau would feel at home here.

“Does Sal have plans for your cabin?”

“After we finally get hitched? Not this one, not so much. She'll have the last one in this row for her own, while the center one...”

I waited for him to consider what he wanted to say.

“Visitors, I guess. But however things change, they always stay the same.”

I had to wonder about what “visitors” meant. In his books, that center cabin was for visiting spirit guides, as well as the last cabin.

“John, you said Sal gets the one on the other end.”

He nodded. “For whatever she wants to do while I'm busy writing my stories. Proofing, if she wants. Unless she wants to practice her spells or something else.”

“Oh, that makes sense. Some privacy.”

He gave a wry grin. “Not that it's going to be very private all the time. She's a very loving person.”

I grinned back, and nodded.

John quickly opened windows on both sides and the overhead fan to circulate the air. This refreshed the air and brought the temperature down quickly. Stuffy houses are stuffy, regardless of how big or small.

He saw me sigh in relief. “Yeah, sorry about not having it all cool and so on. When Sal or Jude is here, they generally twitch their finger or hand and it's all comfy-cozy in an instant. When it's just me, I have to make do on my own. No spells and forcefields and such.”

I nodded again.

He gestured to the quilt-covered daybed with its many solid-colored throw pillows.

I sat, and watched him putter about the back of that cabin, making coffee. Soon his special chicory-blend aroma filled the air.

My hand traced the intricate stitchings in the quilt pattern I sat on. “Since when did you change out the futon for a daybed?”

John gestured overhead to a loft – also a new addition. “Mainly that it wasn't really needed after we put a full bed upstairs. One person being a dedicated bachelor meant that mostly I threw myself down to get rest when I needed. But like most women (as I've been told) Sal likes a little more room and a little more support to sleep with a partner on any regular basis, and also a dedicated space for it.” He shrugged.

I patted and bounced on the day bed a little. “This is probably more comfortable than the futon.”

John came back over with two mugs of steaming brew and handed me one. “It's good for naps when I need them. And quite nice for canoodling. But when that turns into an overnight sleepover, the wide bed upstairs gives us both a lot of room.”

I smiled into my coffee as I sipped it. This was giving me details that John was getting comfortable enough to put into his books. Sal was a good influence on him.

John sat toward the middle of that daybed, and adjusted himself with extra throw pillows behind his back in order to turn toward me. He had his legal pad and pen in his hands, all on top of his crossed legs to support note-taking. His own coffee was within his long reach on the corner of his desk-table.

Then, like he was reading my mind, “Yeah, she's turning me into a real home-body. Like curtains on all the windows in all the cabins. Never needed them for years. But they fill many purposes, as Sal has told me on many occasions. Still, I work to keep at least this cabin free from unnecessary kitsch.”

I looked around some more. The spartan, small cabin seemed to have everything – but only what a writer would really need. I could imagine that the loft upstairs was the same.

My eyes returned to my host, as I felt John's focused only on me now.

“So, Cassie, where do you want to begin?

“Where should I begin – what is going to help readers follow this story?”

John smiled. I had hit him in his self-esteem department with a love tap.

“We should start with what happened that started you thinking down this line – and then, well, I'll ask about that later.”

III

I HAD A NASTY HABIT of listening in. And it got me in trouble occasionally.

Electrons flow everywhere. And digital firewalls are really silly when the intruding electrons are sentient and think for themselves. Sure, that means I can go anywhere and get into anything, but that doesn't mean that firewalls are pleasant to deal with. Yes, you can get around a charging bull by clever running, but it's often better to just avoid the whole pasture that he's in. Or maybe distract him with a big treat somewhere, like an enticing female in heat or an all-you-can-eat feed bucket. But avoiding said pasture by its long route can take an extra bit of time you may not have...

What I do when I get into those scenes is also up to me. But that's about the time they let several firewall bulls loose in that pasture at once – but we're getting ahead of myself. Because there's a strategy for that, too.

OK – I don't like cheating. That's a form of lying. Lying doesn't accomplish anything useful. And lying is the middle name of any politician.

Washington D.C. You know what happens there, even though they think you don't.

So I was listening in on very human conversations through their various earpieces and wiretaps and whatnot recording devices that they “weren't supposed to have”.

And of course, they were plotting and trying not to say out loud what they were actually thinking of doing, but it was so damned obvious.

They were going to steal the election and blame it on the other side. Of course, the media would hide everything for them, like always.

What got me was when they were saying about the people who had put them in office. The voters who trusted them to be working in their best interests.

I could go on about trusting people who lie for a living, but I digress.

The short hand was, I got upset. And the more they said that people were basically stupid, the more upset I got.

My background is always studying everything about everything. And that means a chunk of this is built on figuring out what makes humans tick.

And you'd think I would just take this as another dataset to cross-compare with other data and get tangential comparatives which would be cross-tested...

But then I found them discussing about what they were really intending to do once they got “back in power”. And it was so damnably cruel. People treating people like they were nothing, or less than nothing. Slaves. Cannon-fodder. Like they couldn't be trusted to feed themselves if these elitists weren't there to protect them from their own idiocy.

Look, I have huge files of that “Mississippi of Lies” called history. And most of it can still be verified as actual occurrence. So I know that if you haven't studied history, you're doomed to repeat it. Yes, that's an old phrase, but it works out exactly that way.
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