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Foreword
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So, this is the sixth and final collection of short stories. Probably. No, definitely the last one. Unless I change my mind.

A lot of the stories share universes with the first five, so it’s best to read them in order. For example, there’s a story that’s a follow-up to “Magic Markers”, one that runs parallel to “Loaner”, one that bridges the “Cat Flap” and “Adrift” universes, and one that puts Dolores Crabtree up against Temporal Auditing.

About the title... I called this “Hex Code” because it’s the sixth book. I wish I’d considered that when I first started out. As it sits, “First Lines” is the second book, which is kind of confusing, to be honest. If I’d known I was going to write six books, I’m pretty sure I could’ve come up with titles that reflected the publishing order. Y’know, “First Lines”, “Double Helix”, “Hat Trick”, “Four Sight”, “Five Stars”, “Hex Code”. Or something. That would’ve been good. Oh well.

Oddly enough, this book does have a story named “Hat Trick”, as well as one called “Hex Code”. They’re both kind of dark, really. First up, though, is “Edge Condition”, which is much more fun, and has a ghost and a cat in it. Enjoy.
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Edge Condition
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The house was haunted, they said. So Jacob got them to knock five thousand off the asking price. Pretty sweet deal, overall.

Louise from Brody Realty had been pretty up front about the whole haunted thing. “Oh, yes,” she’d explained. “Six owners in the past two years. No one’s owned it for more than six months at a time, and most haven’t actually lived in it for more than a couple weeks.”

Apparently the original owner, Thelma Brittain, had died in the house. Nothing suspicious or violent or anything like that, just an old woman with a heart condition. Her children had the house cleaned out and put up for sale. And that was the end of it.

It was only after the new owners, Rosalyn and Tom Ayers, moved in that anyone noticed that something was not quite right with the house. Strange noises, voices seemingly coming from nowhere... Tom swore he saw Thelma appear in the kitchen one night. And things kept moving around on their own. Neither of them actually saw anything move, but a glass would somehow make its way out of the cabinet and into the kitchen sink overnight. Oddly, the poltergeist activity was almost entirely restricted to the kitchen and master bath, and only occurred at night.

Jacob heard all of this second hand from Louise. He wondered how exaggerated the stories had become after several retellings. On the other hand, each subsequent owner had similar stories to tell. The Fergusons, the Boons, the Tanakas, the Kauffmanns, the Kendricks...

If anything, the stories became more unbelievable with each change of ownership. Thea Kendrick claimed she actually had a conversation with the specter of Thelma Brittain. To be fair, the “conversation” consisted entirely of a single exchange in which Thelma looked up, said “What the fuck?” and Thea replied “Gwaaaaugh!” while backpedaling rapidly out of the bathroom.

Jacob wondered why a ghost would be sitting on a toilet in the first place. You’d think one of the few advantages of being dead would be never having to deal with inconvenient biological processes. Not that any of that mattered. He’d chalked up the whole thing to superstition, overactive imaginations, and people’s tendency to feed off each others’ stories.

It wasn’t until he’d been moved in for about three weeks that Jacob began to suspect that something about the house wasn’t quite right.

For those first three weeks, he found it easy to rationalize the little things. Footsteps in the middle of the night? Probably just the house settling. Disembodied voices? Imagination, or the neighbors talking too loud, or maybe someone driving by with a podcast turned up too high. Things moving around or disappearing overnight? He’d just forgotten where he’d put it down. Sure. That was all it was.

It helped that it always seemed to happen late at night, usually when he was asleep, or about to fall asleep. Obviously the stories from the previous owners were causing his mind to play tricks on itself. Obviously.

And that worked just fine, right up until Thursday night.

Thursday night he couldn’t get to sleep. Brain just wouldn’t shut down. Stupid brain.

Around 2:00am, he headed downstairs to take some melatonin. He wasn’t sure if the pills actually did anything useful or not. Maybe they did. Maybe it was just a placebo response. At this point, though, he really didn’t give a shit. He just needed to get a bit of sleep.

As he entered the kitchen, he found that someone had beat him to it. There, standing at the sink, was a woman filling a glass of water from the faucet.

“Excuse me,” Jacob said. Well, what was there to say? She looked like an ordinary person, getting an ordinary glass of water. OK, yes, she happened to be in his house, getting a drink from his sink.

On the other hand, she didn’t look like a ghost. For one thing, she seemed perfectly solid. Jacob had always assumed ghosts – not that ghosts actually existed or anything – would be a bit more translucent. Also, weren’t ghosts supposed to wear gowns or suits or something? The person in front of him – assuming it was a person – was dressed in a ratty old t-shirt, Batgirl boxers, and bear claw slippers. Seemed a bit undignified for someone who’s slipped off their mortal coil and crossed over to the ethereal plane – or whatever it was that dead people were supposed to do.

Despite this incongruity, the apparent ghost woman, upon hearing Jacob’s voice, turned toward him, gasped in surprise, dropped her glass and flickered out of existence. The entire span of time, from Jacob spotting the woman, to her disappearance, couldn’t have been much more than five seconds. It felt like much longer. He could remember every detail of the woman’s disappearance, how she appeared to blur, smear sideways, jitter up and down, then vanish, even though that part had only spanned a fraction of a second at most.

The glass she’d been holding bounced of the linoleum, splashing water everywhere. If it weren’t for that, Jacob could have believed he’d imagined it. If it weren’t for the fact that he was currently on his hands and knees, blotting up water with a wad of paper towels, he might have been able to convince himself that it was all just a trick of the light, or a waking dream, or... or... something. But, no, having to clean up after some clumsy ghost who’d spilled water all over the kitchen floor gave this whole incident an air of reality that was hard to ignore.

He put the glass in the sink, tossed the paper towels in the trash, and went into the den. He wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight anyway. Certainly not after all that. He sat down at the computer and searched for Thelma Brittain, starting with her obituary.

Definitely dead, then. Died at age 87. Heart failure. In her sleep, it said. How anyone would know that, given that she died alone in her own bed, struck Jacob as odd. Yes, she’d died in bed. Yes, the time of death was around 3:00am. So, fine, it was fairly likely Thelma was asleep sometime around when she died. But, was a massive heart attack the sort of thing you just slept through? You’d think the excruciating pain would wake you up. Most likely no one actually knew. Most likely “she died in her sleep” was a polite way of saying, “We have no idea what happened, or what she went through, and we feel a bit guilty about not being there for her in her final days. We were planning on visiting her, you know. At Thanksgiving, or maybe Christmas. We really were. And now it’s too late. So, she died in her sleep, OK? Let’s just move on.”

Thelma Brittain (née Garnier) lived a fairly ordinary life. Married Harold Brittain shortly after graduating college. Two kids, Richard and Donna. No grandkids.

Harold had died five years before Thelma. Both of her kids lived on the west coast. Jacob tried to imagine what that must have been like, living alone after sixty years of marriage. Kicking around an empty house, kids visiting when they could, no grandkids to spoil. And then... what? Just dying in your bed, with no one around to say goodbye to. Jacob found himself annoyed at the universe on her behalf.

There weren’t a lot of archived photos of Thelma. The obituary photo – her family actually shelled out the extra cash for a picture – did look a bit like the woman in the kitchen. It was hard to tell for sure. The newspaper photo was of a woman in her eighties, and the specter in the kitchen looked more like mid-twenties. But there was definitely more than a passing resemblance.

Was that what happened to people when they died? Did they revert to a form from their past? Jacob could see how that might happen, your mind drifts back to the good old days...

He shook his head. Now he was just assuming ghosts existed. One encounter with something he couldn’t immediately explain, and he was waxing all nostalgic about a ghost’s past life.

Jacob kept searching. He finally hit pay dirt when he looked up Thelma’s alma mater. Her obituary had mentioned she’d studied at Willow Falls University. As luck would have it, they had started digitizing their old yearbooks a few years back, and now had a searchable archive of the entire collection. Not bad for a small town school.

Right, 87 years, plus the two since her death... Jacob went through the calculations in his head. So, she graduated in, what, 1951 or 1952? Somewhere in there. There couldn’t be that many Thelma Garniers at one college...

“Holy shit...”

He stared at the photo. The hair was different – parted on the side and curled under at the sides, exactly like half of the other women in her graduating class – but the resemblance was undeniable. If the woman who’d appeared in his kitchen earlier this evening – this morning...

Oh god, it was already 5:30. He was going to be useless at work today. Best to wait until about 7:00, then call in sick.

But this woman... If she wasn’t actually Thelma Brittain, she had to be a close relative. Twin sister? It didn’t really matter. Someone who looked a hell of a lot like a twenty-something Thelma had appeared and then disappeared in his kitchen. There was no getting around it.

Who did you call about something like this? An exorcist? Ghost hunters?

Well, no one. Not at 5:30 in the morning. Not if you wanted to be taken seriously.

Jacob went upstairs, took a shower, shaved, brushed his teeth (ignoring the fact that his toothbrush wasn’t where he’d left it), came back downstairs, made a coffee, and waited for 7:00 to roll around. He VPNed into work just long enough to log a sick day on his calendar.

From 7:00 to 10:00, he tried to dig up more info about Thelma. There wasn’t much else that the obit hadn’t already covered. He found birth announcements for Richard and Donna in newspaper archives. A marriage certificate in the county records. Obits for her parents. Nothing really useful.

Not that any of it mattered. Well, it mattered to Thelma, apparently. Why else would she be sticking around? Ghosts were supposed to be people with unfinished business. Wasn’t that the explanation everyone kept throwing around? What possible unfinished business could Thelma Brittain have?

He was doing it again, assuming the house was haunted by a ghost. It was embarrassing how easily he slipped into that mindset, just because he’d seen something he couldn’t immediately explain. No, there had to be a more reasonable explanation.

It was late enough in the day now that he could safely call someone about this and not immediately get hung up on.

The phone rang for some time before Melissa picked up. “Hi Jacob. What’s up?”

“Did I catch you at a bad time?” he asked.

“Well, I had to duck out of an all-hands meeting to answer,” she replied. “So, no. Perfect timing, actually.”

Jacob smiled at that. “Glad to help. Look, you remember that incident you had last year, with your cat?”

Melissa lowered her voice. “You mean the one where an extradimensional portal opened in my living room, then Pickles turned into an amorphous floating fur blob, attacked it, and mysteriously disappeared for two days? Yeah, I kinda remember that.”

“Right. That,” Jacob replied. “So, I sort of had an incident last night, and I was wondering if you could get me in touch with the people who helped you out.”

Melissa snorted. “Well, I don’t know how much they actually helped, but I’ll see what I can do. You at work?”

“Nope,” Jacob said. “Took a sick day. Didn’t get a lot of sleep after the ghost showed up.”

“Ghost?” Melissa blurted. “You didn’t say this was about a ghost. Don’t tell me that house really is haunted.”

Jacob shrugged, realized Melissa couldn’t see him shrug, then shrugged again at that. “That’s what I want to find out. I mean, I don’t actually believe in ghosts, but I caught Thelma Brittain in the kitchen last night, trying to get a glass of water, so...”

“So you want someone to poke around a bit and figure out what’s really going on,” Melissa said, completing his thought. “Yeah, OK. I think I know who to call.”

“Great. But, y’know, no unlicensed nuclear accelerator backpacks, OK?” Jacob joked.

There was a long pause. “Not sure I can guarantee that, but I’ll ask.”

***
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Jacob spent the afternoon texting back and forth with Melissa, arranging for a visit. She’d gotten hold of someone named Charlie, who was apparently good at handling weird phenomena.

That evening, Jacob opened the front door to find Melissa, another woman (presumably Charlie), and Melissa’s cat.

“Hi,” Melissa said. “This is Charlie, and you already know Pickles.”

The cat was perched on Charlie’s right shoulder. Slung over the left was a large duffle bag.

“Hi.” Jacob pointed at the bag. “Nuclear accelerator?”

Charlie shook her head. “Nah. Haven’t carried one of those around since middle school.”

Jacob couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. “OK, well, come on in, then. Sorry about the mess. I really haven’t had much time to unpack.”

Once they were inside, Pickles leapt off Charlie’s shoulder and headed for the kitchen.

“Shouldn’t Pickles be on a leash or in a carrier or something?” Jacob asked.

Melissa sighed. “Ever since the incident last year, Pickles pretty much comes and goes as he pleases. Once he got the hang of disappearing and reappearing at will, trying to put him in a carrier was impossible. Not that it was exactly a picnic before that.”

Jacob cocked an eyebrow at her. “Your cat can teleport?”

“Not exactly,” Charlie interjected, following closely behind the cat. “He can do a sort of hyperdimensional rotation-translation-rotation maneuver that allows him to move around in three-space without having to move through it.”

She looked back at him, saw his dumbfounded expression, and added, “He’s a cat.”

Jacob turned to Melissa for help.

“Apparently cats have some sort of hyperdimensional existence that we mere humans can only guess at,” she explained. “Cats appear and disappear all the time. But Pickles has learned how to control it... a little. Also, cats are good at detecting spacetime anomalies, which is why we brought him along.”

“Beats a talking Great Dane, I suppose,” Jacob said, shaking his head. “So, you think Pickles can help figure out what’s going on?”

The cat was currently sniffing the baseboard next to the stove. He didn’t look particularly hyperdimensional or insightful.

Charlie regarded Pickles. “Maybe. He hasn’t picked up anything yet. I was expecting him to start staring at a wall in here. Cats are good at finding weak spots between parallel universes, and that’s as good an explanation as any for someone suddenly appearing in your kitchen. But, so far, no luck.”

“So, you’re going on the assumption that my kitchen is some sort of transdimensional portal into an alternate world where Thelma Brittain is sixty years younger than she was here, and she just happens to wander into this world in the middle of the night?”

Charlie shrugged. “That’s my first guess, yeah. You’d rather go with the whole ghost hypothesis?”

“Fair enough,” Jacob conceded. “You’re the expert, after all.”

He regarded this woman. Orange and black striped hair. Thick glasses decorated with skull patterned rims. A two-sizes-too-big sweatshirt with “I (heart) Anatomical Accuracy” printed on it, where the heart was an extremely detailed picture of an actual human heart. A red lace skirt mostly hidden by the oversized sweatshirt. Black leggings with a starscape print. Red hiking boots.

Presently, she was wandering around the kitchen, dangling a Marie Curie bobblehead figure from a length of fishing line.

“Not exactly state-of-the-art equipment, there,” Jacob observed.

Charlie huffed. “You don’t need fancy equipment if you know what you’re doing,” she retorted. “And if you don’t, all the equipment in the world won’t help you.”

She stopped her wanderings and looked up at him. “Did you know you can detect gravitational waves with two dollar-store laser pointers, a wine glass, a bottle of tonic water, and a block of Gruyere cheese?”

She resumed her wanderings, adding, “Well, you can’t but I can.”

Melissa interjected, “Charlie has two PhDs.”

“Three now,” Charlie corrected. “I collect them in my spare time.”

“Wow,” Jacob said. She couldn’t have been much past her early twenties. He thought back to her earlier middle school remark and shuddered. “So, what’s your day job?”

“Classified,” she replied simply.

She tossed the bobblehead back into the duffle bag, and knelt down to scritch Pickles’ head. “You said she only shows up at night?”

Jacob nodded. “Last night she showed up around 2:00am. No idea if that’s typical, though. I’ve only really seen her once.”

“Right,” Charlie said, pulling out her phone. “Looks like we’re in for a long night. Start making coffee. I’ll order some pizza. What’s everybody like?”

***
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Jacob woke to Melissa shaking him by the shoulder. He hadn’t remembered falling asleep.

“Someone just flushed a toilet upstairs,” she whispered.

Still half asleep, he replied, “That’s nice.”

He looked around. Everyone was downstairs, even Pickles, who was currently sniffing around one of the empty pizza boxes lying on the living room floor. “Who flushed the toilet?”

Melissa gave him a meaningful look.

“Right,” he said, cluing in. If it wasn’t Charlie, or Melissa, or Jacob, it had to be Thelma.

The stairs creaked. Charlie waved for their attention, put her finger to her lips, then motioned for them to move to the base of the stairs. They were in the living room. On the opposite side of the stairs was a hall leading back to the kitchen.

Thelma reached the bottom of the stairs, and turned left, away from the trio. They waited for her to pass, then followed her into the kitchen. Pickles seemed intent on tripping Jacob, winding his way between Jacob’s legs.

Thelma reached into the cupboard, pulled out a glass, filled it from the faucet, and drank it down.

After she set the glass on the counter, Charlie stepped forward and said, “Hello Thelma.”

Thelma jumped, turned toward them and said, “Whaaaaatttt the fuckkkkkkk?” just before flickering out of existence.

Jacob thought he saw something zip across the kitchen floor. Probably just a reflection.

“Holy crap, that was awesome!” Melissa exclaimed. “Did you see that? She disappeared, just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

“OK,” Charlie said. “At least now I know what we’re dealing with. She’s a drifter.”

Jacob laughed. “What, she’s a ghost who roams from town to town, drinking water and flushing toilets.”

Charlie shook her head. “Not that kind of drifter. And she’s definitely not a ghost. And probably not Thelma Brittain.”

“OK, let’s start with that last one,” Jacob said. “What makes you think she’s not Thelma? She certainly looks like her.”

Melissa jumped in. “Her clothes. There’s no way a woman who recently died at age 87 would ever, in her entire life, have worn a Katy Perry tour t-shirt and Batgirl boxers. She might look like Thelma did at that age, but it’s not her.”

“Unless she’s some alternate version of Thelma who was born about sixty years later,” Charlie added. “Of course, the chances of that alternate Thelma living in the same house seems a bit implausible...”

“OK, so, not our Thelma,” Jacob agreed. “And not a ghost, because...”

Charlie gestured to the kitchen. “She picked up a glass, filled it with water, and drank from it. Definitely a real live, solid human being.”

“And that leaves the ‘drifter’ thing,” Jacob prompted.

Charlie nodded enthusiastically. “Yep! It explains everything.”

“No. No, it really doesn’t,” Melissa pointed out. “Could you, oh, I don’t know, possibly fill us in on the definition of ‘drifter’ in this particular context?”

“Oh! Right right,” Charlie replied. “OK, so, you know how things kind of wobble around between adjacent timelines?”

“No,” Jacob answered. “But keep going.”

“Well, they do,” Charlie continued. “And, for the most part, it doesn’t really matter because nearby timelines are so close to being identical that you hardly notice. But sometimes, something slips across a whole bunch of timelines all at once, and the effect is noticeable.”

“Is that why my keys never seem to be where I left them?” Melissa asked.

“Probably not,” Charlie replied. “You’re probably just careless and forgetful. But for some people, it really is because they’ve slipped into a parallel timeline where they’d put their keys down somewhere else. Those people are called drifters. They drift across large numbers of timelines at once, causing all sorts of confusion, especially involving random or semi-random events. Misplaced keys, showing up at the wrong restaurant, board games involving dice...”

“And what makes you think this person, who probably isn’t Thelma Brittain, is one of these drifters?” Jacob asked.

Charlie waggled a finger in the air. “Her voice! That warble in her voice was a dead giveaway. It’s a side effect of a bunch of alternate versions of the speaker, all slightly out of sync with each other, passing through this timeline.”

She pulled out her phone. “And I know just who to call to help us with this.”

“Hold on,” Melissa interrupted. “First, it’s 2:30 in the morning. Second, you know an expert on these drifter people?”

Charlie grinned. “I know the expert on drifters. But, yeah, probably not a great idea to call her in the middle of the night. I’ll shoot her an email. She’ll definitely want to see this, though.”

“And third,” Melissa added, looking around, “where the fuck did my cat go?”

Jacob shrugged. “Last I saw, he was headed into the kitchen.”

Melissa rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Charlie, please tell me Pickles didn’t just slip into a parallel timeline.”

Charlie looked up from her phone. “Hmm? Oh, um, no idea. Wouldn’t put it past him. Cats are hyperdimensional beings, after all. Not entirely sure how many dimensions are spatial, and how many are temporal. Wouldn’t worry too much, though. He always seems to find his way home eventually.”

“Right,” Melissa sighed. She grabbed her jacket. “I guess I might as well head home and try to get some sleep. I’ll try running the can opener. That usually does the trick.”

“That’s the spirit,” Charlie said, collecting up her equipment. She turned to Jacob. “Same time tomorrow? Expect three for dinner.”

***
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This newcomer – the expert on drifters – stood in stark contrast to Charlie. Literally. When they showed up at the door, the two were standing side-by-side, with Melissa bringing up the rear. Where Charlie wore every color of the rainbow, she was dressed in monochrome: a slate gray jumpsuit with matching tactical boots. She carried a large satchel made from what appeared to be the same material as the jumpsuit. The overall effect put Jacob in mind of elite military operatives, or paid mercenaries.

“Jacob,” Charlie said, bouncing in excitement, “This is my friend, Hannah Connor. Hannah, this is Jacob.”

Hannah shook Jacob’s hand. “I hear you have a drifter. Any patterns in her appearances?”

Straight to work, then.

“Uh, yeah,” Jacob replied. “She seems to show up around 2:00am every night. Sometimes goes to the bathroom; sometimes comes down to the kitchen for a drink of water.”

Hannah nodded. “OK, that’s a little unusual. Drifting’s usually a bit more unpredictable than that. It’ll be interesting finding out what’s triggering the incidents.”

“You think there’s a trigger?” Melissa prompted, tossing a bundle of sleeping bags onto the living room floor.

“Right!” Charlie chimed in. “If there’s a specific time, chances are something’s setting it off. What sorts of things cause someone to drift?”

Hannah shook her head. “For me – for most of the parallel versions of me, at least – it was depersonalization disorder. My mind went for a walk, and took my body with it.”

“Right, right,” Charlie agreed. “But what would cause something like that at the same time every night?”

“Whoa. Back up a bit,” Jacob said. He turned to Hannah. “You’re a drifter? Talk about burying the lede. You could’ve mentioned that at some point, you know.”

Charlie grinned. “I told you she was the expert, didn’t I? She’s studied the phenomenon inside and out.”

“I had to,” Hannah pointed out. “It was problematic. I needed to control it.”

Charlie laughed. “Oh boy, did she! She caused some major weird shit. Versions of her popping in and out all over the place. Did you know only one version of yourself can be in any timeline at any given moment? So, there she was, pushing herself into random timelines, and pushing that version of herself into the next... She caused this whole chain-reaction thing. Caught the attention of the... the people I work for.”

“And that would be?” Jacob prompted.

“Classified,” Charlie and Hannah said in unison.

“Of course. How silly of me.” Jacob rolled his eyes. “And you recognized the symptoms of cross-time drifting because you’d seen the same thing in her.”

“Exactly!” Charlie replied cheerfully. “That whole voice warble thing tipped me off.”

Jacob turned to Hannah. “I haven’t heard anything like that in your voice. Only happens at certain times of the day?”

Hannah held up her left arm. On her wrist was something that looked like a wristwatch or a fitness tracker. She tapped a button on the side, and a display lit up, showing two identical rows of digits.

“This wristband,” she said, “keeps me anchored to one timeline. It constantly compares two sixty-four digit numbers: One stored in the wristband, one on a server in my lab. As long as they match, everything’s fine. If they don’t match, then it nudges me into nearby timelines until they do.”

Jacob stared at the wristband. “That thing can push you into parallel universes?”

“Yep,” Hannah replied. “Used to take me a full-body suit and a lab full of equipment, but Doctor Nibh... um, Charlie here helped me miniaturize it.”

“Before you ask,” Charlie interjected. “Classified.”

“You certainly have some interesting friends,” Jacob said to Melissa.

She shrugged. “You can thank Pickles for that, assuming he ever turns up again.”

“No sign of him, huh?” Jacob said.

Melissa shook her head. “Nothing yet. I guess he’ll find his way home eventually. He always does, usually when he gets hungry.”
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