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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 book...)


- - - -


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

      

    


- - - -
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​THE LAST I REMEMBERED of my childhood was being trapped in a stone chapel – our way out blocked by a wall of flame.

On the other side of those locked double doors were a mob of villagers with torches – ones I formerly thought of as friends.

Once those doors were broken in, none would enter. But a torch landed inside anyway.

Somehow, a wall of flame erupted at the entrance. Me and my sister looked at each other as if to say "that wasn't mine". Because we both learned that talent from our spirit-guide mother.

But being burned alive wasn't my worst fear.

Because I still had nightmares about how that boy and his father  mistreated me before this all started.

And how I'd responded in kind.

Actions I regretted now and would never forget...
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I OPENED THE CABIN door, not because of any knock, but because of a presence.

Jude was standing there, downcast. In a black sheath dress that came below her knees. Low-heeled pumps and hose. A small clutch purse in her hands. Her hair was straight and tied into a simple straight mane behind her head and down her back – held with a simple black ribbon. On her head was a small black pillbox cap, more resembling a 50's style than now.

Her mascara was smudged. She'd been crying.

I moved out of her way, gesturing her to come in.

She wound up in my arms instead, sobbing.

My arms encircled her waist and back in a loose hug, while her arms twisted around my neck and shoulders.

We just stood there until she finished, no matter how long it took.

At last, she backed up slightly, her bleary eyes looking into mine. She phased a white handkerchief into one hand to dab at her eyes. As she pulled her back, she noticed the dark smudges of makeup that came away with that white cloth.

A single gesture removed all her makeup and restored her hair to flowing full waves and loose down her back as usual. The rest of her body was now clothed in my flannel PJ's with their blue and white plaid patterns, and that accent of red wove into the plaid. Over-long sleeves and pants legs were well-cuffed to fit her shorter size.

She took one glance at her outfit and sighed, then settled into my side, under my arm and started us over the few steps to sit and enjoy on my day-bed/couch.

We sat back against those cushions for another long time. She only wanted to be held by someone.

I knew she would talk when she was ready.

- - - -
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“I JUST CAME FROM THE funeral of an old friend of mine,” Jude said at last.

One of my eyebrows went up before I could quash that reaction.

Jude only smiled. “Yes, I have other mortal friends besides you, darling friend of mine. Her name was Reba and she was our mentor. In fact, her advice ultimately led Sal and I to you.”

I smiled slightly.

“Well, yes, you should be amused. Her words weren't exactly this, but she implied that we needed a human male hunk to compliment our femininity – one that could deal with two very 'spirited' spirit-guides.”

My smile widened to a grin.

“That's my boy. John, you are always easy to amuse – almost as easy as you are on the eyes.”

I only nodded. There was more story to come, and I didn't need to be in the middle of it.

“No, you never heard of her because she insisted that she never meet our human male counterparts. Because our Ghost Hunter team depended on having that particular male-female interaction. And that male had to be able to cope with we two girls as a team, because Sal and I are inseparable, well, at least until recently.”

My smile faded.

Jude looked up at my face. “No, don't you assume anything, you lovable squeeze-bear. It's only when you introduced me to Bernie that made such a thing possible – after all our hundreds of years at this. But even that wouldn't have happened if you hadn't planted the seed much earlier.”

“Seed, what seed?” My quiet voice guided the conversation back to it's mystery.

“You and your books. Sal told you her side of our childhood, and you kept quietly nudging me to finish it up. And meanwhile, I read all about you and what you did for Harpy and Gaia, not to mention those four outer-space gals of 'Mysti & Co'.”

“Specifically?”

“You helped them find what Gaia calls 'balance' in their lives. Harpy was most interesting to me, as despite her powerful wings and razor-claws, she came to you when her 7-year-itch returned, so you could sire her babies.”

“Those three sisters – that story.”

Jude sat back a bit and looked into my eyes with her dark ones, smiling with mischief. “So they finally sprung the surprise on you.”

I smiled in return, “Gaia more so than Harpy.”

Jude just cuddled closer to me again and sighed. “And by your reaction, I'm glad that mystery of your three daughters out of those two mothers is over and solved.

“At least you and Sal can start on your own brood soon.”

I started at this. “We aren't even married yet.”

She reached up to lightly touch the tip of my nose with her slim index finger. “And you, being always the perfect gentleman, give her nothing to worry about in that department. But – your mind being so inquisitive and forward-thinking has no doubt already worked out how many little John-lets and little Sal-lets we are going to see running around this farm soon...”

Yes, my own face was now a bit pink – which was Jude's trademark.

At that, she looked up. “Hey, is that fresh-brewed coffee I smell?

The corner of my mouth quirked up at this conversation-changer. “Only about a half-hour old by now, if you call that fresh.”

“Hold out your hand, then.”

I did, and a warm mug phased in to fill it. Taking a sip, I tasted the sweet honey added to my taste.

Jude pulled her own arm from around my back and a mug filled her two hands. Her own sip brought a smile to her full lips, which were naturally red without her typical goth makeup. And just as pretty without additions as she was enticing with them.

At that, she settled back against me to enjoy my body heat, curling her legs up beneath her as if to stay in this comfortable position for days. She was a sight of comfort, with her two hands holding a mug, and smiling into it.

I entertained the thought right then that maybe we should just sit here awhile...

“Oh John, don't go there with your thoughts. You know as well as I do that you can't resist a good mystery. And besides, you've been waiting for me to tell you this for the longest time...”

I know she could feel my suppressed chuckle. And even though she was looking down into her own mug and inhaling the rich aroma, I could feel that small smile on her own face.
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AS I RECALL, SAL LEFT off her tale with Da receiving a royal position as “Keeper of the Royal Forest” from King John. And a nice account to draw on expenses as well as some funds for both of us girls.

It wasn't too long after that where we three wound up on the edge of a clearing, just across the ravine from the Forest. Coming toward us was some caravan of horse-drawn wagons, four of them. And no royal guards around, even though the drivers and livery were wearing royal signets. And the wagons were a bit too well outfitted for any local city or governor.

So I suspected that the royal guard were posted out of our sight and further down the road. To keep everyone else away so these wagons to approach us with some manner of privacy. Yes, there is privacy in open lands where it is miles before anyone else appears. (And yes, these fields were attended occasionally by harvesters and planters, but those seasons were not now.)

Eventually, the drivers brought their wagons around so that their backends all faced us. One of the attending livery dismounted and came to Da with a scroll.

Da unrolled and read it, then broke into a smile. He looked at the two of us girls, then nodded to the liveryman.

At that the young man smiled in return and saluted, then pivoted to whistle.

Men sprang into action and lowered the backs of those wagons to expose their contents. Inside were various ladies-in-waiting, all giggling to each other. And the backend panels lowered down with a set of steps inside that offered ready access into each interior. A couple of wagons held bolts of cloth behind the benches filled with what must be seamstresses. Another had small boots and shoes, the last was draped with a fine linen to cover its contents, and a trim woman inside its shade was differently attired than the others, in a delicate shift that would never protect her outside that wagon.

Sal and I looked at each other and giggled. We surmised that such a wagon held delicate items we'd never had to wear beneath our homespun dresses.
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