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HERE'S SOMETHING THAT you can have laying around and pick up a short, simple read whenever you feel like it. All the major genre's represented, and their crossovers.

All short. Ready to give you escape for those odd moment you'd be bored to tears otherwise. Adventures that finish in minutes.

It's all speculative fiction – but the kind you rarely see these days. Stories that read differently every time you pick them up again. Ideas that might haunt you for awhile, making you think about the characters, their interactions, and how you would do in their shoes.

Last year, I assembled sample “readers” for each genre as a way to promote the various series and the new fiction authors writing for Living Sensical Press.

Most of these were standalone works, which were falling into the cracks around the publishing house. Many have since been included in other series and anthologies – as they were dusted off and followed up with other stories, even becoming their own series.

And several of these have follow – ups on the drawing boards even now, years later.

These are arranged by major genre, and include a series of fiction short stories just about the weird lives writers lead, and the truest speculative fiction – those who take you into strange worlds with mind – twisting concepts.

The point is to provide you with a huge book that you can keep on your coffee table, or your ereader/smartphone and pick up in the odd time where you'd like to escape (or be challenged) for a little while.

You don't need to read from front to back – feel free to skip around. And enjoy these in the spirit they were written.

Good Hunting!

Robert C. Worstell

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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SHORT STORIES FROM New Voices

by J. R. Kruze, C. C. Brower, R. L. Saunders, & S. H. Marpel

The Case of the Forever Cure

BY C. C. BROWER AND J. R. Kruze

I

IT’S HARD DETECTIVE work when you could only interview through thick glass while wearing a hazmat suit.

It’s worse when you’re trying to find out why someone is healing the terminally ill and being very successful at it.

Because since this one nurse took over, people had quit dying.

But the hospital wouldn’t let them out of quarantine. Until my investigation was complete.

No pressure.

The problem was how I was getting paid. All in cash, Random serial numbers, unmarked and used bills. Occasionally someone included a note, printed out by a laser printer on common paper stock. No fingerprints on anything. Completely anonymous.

And all I wanted was they stay off my back if they wanted to keep it that way.

Because this coin had two faces. Let me do my job finding what you asked me to, or I’d find out the flip side as well.

That was the message I sent the last time I got a note from them with advice on it. And no more notes since.

I told them three weeks. Period. I’d solve it or give them their money back. Minus expenses.

No notes since. And I had under a week left, with no leads. Yes, I was getting a bit nervous.

But I didn’t have to deal with perfectly healthy people who weren’t even allowed to talk to their family. Or me.

It all depended on this one head nurse named Cathy.

II

IT WASN’T ANY REAL surprise to me that these patients started getting better.

But my methods were unorthodox, and had been kept a secret for nearly half a century at this point. I was called in as a last resort by some very insistent, and very connected family of one of the patients.

And now he’s fine, but neither I or him or anyone else can talk to anyone outside.

Well, I’ve got this detective fellow named Johnson who somehow wangled a way into my over – booked schedule. 30 minutes a day. Uninterrupted. And that’s a miracle all on its own.

Typically, we are understaffed. And all volunteer. None of us were expected to ever return from the quarantine. But all their doctors and nurses had gotten ill as well, so they’d asked – no, begged for people to basically suicide in order to help these people live out their last days with some sort of dignity.

They got half the number they wanted, which was twice what they actually expected.

But they were city folks. Pretty cold and pessimistic. Hard to get a smile out of them.

And that was our secret weapon – infectious smiles. Works every time. Because you have to heal from the inside out, not just pile on more drugs and pills.

The main trouble was with the quarantine security equipment. The technicians to fix it were also sick. If that equipment failed before we got this outbreak under control, it would roll through all the population of this suburb and those beyond it like no plague before it. And the infected would spread it further, all within a few hours of contacting it. All innocent carriers.

What was worst, it left babies alone. The ones that needed help the most. That was why we were here, originally. To solve why the babies weren’t getting sick – and feed them and change them and cuddle them meanwhile.

But when the last of the nurses collapsed, we had to break into the worst areas and sacrifice ourselves. Because the walls were all glass, and we could see the entire ward from the maternity section. Damned if we were just going to stand there and watch them all die...

III

IN BETWEEN OUR TALKS, I had access to all their electronic reports, and all the medical files on the patients. Mainly because I was authorized by the CDC to snoop anywhere I needed to. This meant their families and their family’s lawyers were all purposely kept out of the loop. Privacy be damned if you knew you had a plague that could cripple civilization starting with everyone around you.

Of course, they made me sign huge stacks of non – disclosure agreements and bonds that would keep me in hock for the rest of my life, if not in prison.

The money was good, so I took it. All untraceable cash, but I told you that already. And I already made plans to disappear after this, since more than likely they’d make me disappear permanent – like, otherwise.

All those electronic reports didn’t give me much besides headaches. I was going over them for the fourth time. It wasn’t adding up.

Sure, you had the babies that didn’t get sick. But only when these student nurses and their barely graduated head nurse broke quarantine to take over was when the patients started getting better.

All I knew is that whatever they were doing wasn’t in these reports.

They were keeping something from me. But so were the people who hired me.

My daily half – hour was coming up. Just enough time to get into that damned hazmat suit again and go through decontamination just to get into the interview cubicle.

Maybe this time, I’d get something I could use. Like my gramma used to say, “Hope springs eternal.”

Whatever.

IV

“HEY CATHY, HOW’S IT going?”

“Fine, Detective Johnson, how’s the real world?”

“Call me Reg, OK?”

“OK, Reg – OK – how’s the real world” She smiled at her own joke. Something that lightened her tired face.

I had to smile at that, which just made hers wider. “At least you’ve got some time for humor, even if sleep is tight.”

“Sleep is always tight for nurses, but we make do.”

“Well, over to questions, then. I’ve been over and over your reports and I just don’t get it. How come you and your students don’t get sick from what your patients have?”

“We’ve been over this ground before, Reg. It’s our proprietary training and our faith in that training.”

“But you don’t seem to be doing anything different, other than you ignore safety protocols and do what seems to be normal nursing actions.”

“And we didn’t have time or the necessary suits available when we had to break quarantine to save the life of that nurse. After that, it’s of little consequence. We are still alive and that again goes back to our faith.”

That line of questioning was getting me nowhere, as usual. Science didn’t account for faith more than a placebo effect. “Your student nurses and you all come from very small towns, and it looks like you were all adopted.”

Her eyebrow raised. “That’s of no concern to you. Our methods could be taught to anyone. It might be that our students have more personal moral values than those found in larger metropolitan areas. Or maybe it goes to the love of our families, which again goes back to that ‘faith’ point you find so disturbing.”

I hadn’t realized my face gave away so much. “I don’t mean to question your faith...”

“Don’t you? Are you quite certain? You’ve almost done nothing but. And if it weren’t for those children, we wouldn’t be here and we shouldn’t be having these questions. And if whoever is paying you had an ounce of courage, they’d come right out and see this scene for themselves.” Her frown deepened as she leaned toward the glass.

“I’m sorry to offend you and I don’t...”

“Don’t give me that ‘sorry to offend’ crap! Just like those insane ‘Tolerance Edicts.’ All they’ve done has been to harass a lot of innocent people who just want to live the life they were given. A small minority few don’t have more rights than anyone else...”

“Cathy, Cathy, please. I’m sorry, OK? Sorry. You look much prettier when you aren’t upset, and I’m sure your job goes easier as well. How ‘Cagga and the Secessionists treat people should be none of our concern. How your nurses are actually curing your patients is all I want to find out.”

She calmed at this, a little bit. “I’m sorry, too, Reg. I’d prefer to be smiling more. These long hours have us all a bit on edge.”

“Is that singing something you do as part of your training?”

“Oh, well that singing is between us nurses. It’s not part of nurse training, but are just some hymns from my local church that seem to help everyone keep their spirits up.”

“I see from the video’s that some of the patients are singing along now. Most of them were unconscious when you went in there.”

She had to smile at this. “Yes, we’re finding that they have some healthy lungs in there. Probably good exercise for their Cardiod – pulmonary. Mr. Smith has an amazing baritone, and Clara – she insists we call her that – has a contralto good enough to sing a church solo.” She looked away. “I don’t know if you can hear it from there, but they just hit that chorus on ‘Little Brown Church in the Wild – wood’.” Cathy was nodding her head. “Singing helps everyone.”

At that point, the buzzer went off. I had minutes to get into decontamination before the interview area would be showered from overhead nozzles. It happened once before. Made talking impossible.

Cathy stood with graceful ease. “See you tomorrow.” She smiled and gave me a half – wave.

From that angle, I could see my own reflection and how impersonal and bureaucratic I looked.

I rose to leave, and she was already gone, her own door closing automatically behind her.

V

“HEY CATHY, DID HE ASK anything different today?” A blond student asked.

“No, Sue, just more of the same.”

“Mr. Smith wants to get out of bed today, insisting I let him or bring you to him so he can talk you into it.”

I just smiled at her. “I’m sure he’d love to ‘talk’ with me. With his hands where they shouldn’t go. Ever notice that I hold both of his hands when I’m near him?”

“More like I noticed that I need to start doing that myself. He’s very personal with his touches. Must be feeling a lot better.”

I shook my head, still smiling. “Give him a broom and have him start using his hands to clean up the store room. Just make sure those meds are locked up first. If he’s still frisky after that, he can pull some hot water and start mopping. Just not around the other patients where we have to walk. Use some ammonia in it, and he’ll be doing us all a favor with the smells in this place.”

Sue nodded and moved off.

I picked up the charts and found we had seemed to turn the corner for all of them. I remembered how my teacher, Rochelle, cautioned against optimism that we would be able to save all our patients all the time. “Only faith works miracles...” was her phrase for it. The rest of it was “...and trust in God to fix what humans screw up.” A bit sardonic for her, but it got the point across for us, especially now.

That reminded me to check the babies again. That’s what really kept us going around here. Some of them would be trying to walk if they were kept here much longer. Already most were into higher – walled beds they couldn’t climb over – yet.

Another reason to smile and hope.

Rochelle would be proud of us all – if we were ever allowed to call her...

VI

THAT NIGHT, ALARMS went off.

I jumped from my cot in the administration room and reached for a non – existent gun in a missing holster. Habit.

Lights were strobing and it took me minutes to figure out where the stupid off – switch was. I turned the lights to “On – Full” and saw the problem.

Our only remaining maintenance tech was out cold on the floor. I felt his head – fever. And foam coming out of his mouth.

Contagion.

So I did what I needed to do. I pulled him up in a fireman’s carry and went right through all the double doors I needed to so we were both in with Cathy, the nurses, and the other quarantined patients.

Cathy looked up and rushed toward me. Sue was already motioning me to an empty bed near the doors I’d just barged in through.

They both went to work taking his vitals and hooking up the monitors. I found a chair that was out of their way and dropped into it.

About then, the situation sank in. I was one of the walking dead, now. Maybe minutes before I got infected myself and into the same state as Carlos, our last tech in this death trap.

Cathy turned around and saw me, then gave me a sad smile. “No, it’s not that bad. Come with me.” She bent down and grabbed my hand, pulling me upright to follow her. I’d have sworn I was being pulled by a half – back from the line of scrimmage. So much power in such a small package.

She took me into the same room with the babies and over to where one was crying. Picking up the curly – headed tyke, she pushed him into my arms, putting a towel over one of my shoulders. “Walk him up and down the floor until he goes back to sleep. Then take another one that your alarms woke up and repeat the process. Your job is to get all these kids back to sleep. No, they are perfectly safe in your hands, and as long as you keep holding one, they’ll keep you from being infected any more than you already are.”

She winked at me. “So? Get walking. That’s your prescription.” Then spun on her heel to see how the new patient was doing.

I walked and walked the rest of that night. I got them all to quit crying after awhile, but it didn’t mean they didn’t want to be walked. One or more of them would be standing up in their crib looking at me with hopeful, round eyes. I’d always smile and start again.

I guess that was the point. Smiling was something to do with their method. And I had to have faith in their method. Or I’d be dead in days.

– – – – 
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ONE OF THE OTHER STUDENT nurses came in after a few hours and took over. Reg put down the last one he was carrying, who was too content to just lay down and sleep.

The nurse nodded at him to go outside. I met him as he came through the double doors.

“Time for your own check up. It looks like the ‘baby – cure’ did it’s job.” I looked at the towel on his shoulder and saw the drool that had leaked through to his shirt. “Congratulations, you are officially inoculated.”

He picked it up and folded the wet spot inside, then felt his shoulder. “That would be about right. Hey, how does that work? I should have come down like Carlos there hours ago.”

“It wasn’t their drool that inoculated you, it was touching them. We rotate all the nurses and myself through this duty once a day, and the rule is to not wear gloves, but only use bare hands. Kissing the occasional darling head is also permitted.” I had to smile at this, they were all just too cute.

I took his hand and led him into one of the two chairs next to our maintenance tech’s bed.

“How’s Carlos doing? Will he make it?” Reg asked, concerned.

“He’ll be OK, it will take a couple of days before he’ll do much but sleep it off.”

“What did you give him?”

“Just a simple saline solution. When he’s up to swallowing, we’ll get him onto something he’ll like.”

“Such as?”

“A home remedy of apple – cider vinegar and honey, plenty diluted. That will keep his electrolytes balanced until he gets over the hump of it. Good thing you got him here fast. Most of these patients were days or weeks with the wrong treatment, and is why they are taking so long to recover.”

“Treatment? You haven’t given him any pills or injections...”

“Because he won’t need any. We treat him by what you might call ‘laying on of hands.’ That works best and is the core of the therapy.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not.” She frowned a bit. “About this time, your professional skepticism comes in and we quit having a conversation, then I tell you to lay down and get some rest.”

“Sorry, I did read about what you’ve been doing to all these patients. It’s just as you said. The only thing you’ve had to do is to slowly get them off the meds they were on. That’s in all the reports. But I can see that none of your student nurses are wearing gloves at all. And not even face masks.”

“The worse thing you could catch in here would be the common cold. Way too sterile for me. I’d bring some plants in here, maybe some non – allergic flowers if I could. A therapy dog would be a great addition. But my ‘druthers’ don’t count for much. Maybe since our quarantine is gone, it might.”

I frowned at this. “No, it’s going to get worse. I’ve read up on the procedures. The next thing that is supposed to happen is to gas us all and seal us in. Eventually pour cement over the entire building.”

VII

IT WAS CATHY WHO HAD to sit down at that point. She shook her head. “I was afraid of that. Something my great – grandfather had to survive.”

I found another seat and dragged it over. “Your great – grandfather was encased in cement?”

Cathy looked up at me, and took my hand. “Sorry, I spoke out of turn. But I guess it’s a good as time as any to tell you. Ever heard of the Lazurai Project?”

I shook my head no.

“How about that terrorist bombing of a Cook County civilian hospital about 50 years ago?”

“Dirty bomb with chem warfare agents. Killed everyone. Huge tragedy.”

“Everyone except the babies. But they were changed by the chemicals and radiation. They became toxic to everyone they touched. And as they grew older, the chance of contagion grew, so that even being in a hazmat suit wouldn’t protect you. Those kids were raised in isolation from any adults and only had each other. Somehow, the government got them shipped to a remote desert location and put them into a dome. Some damned fool in Washington finally gave the order to kill them all as a solution. But none of their chemicals worked, not even their most deadly pathogens. So they finally just cemented the dome over.”

My mouth dropped open. Shocked was a slight description of what I was feeling.

“They’d been experimenting with them for years by then, and their families had already been told that they were dead. But puberty forced the government’s hand, as they now were extremely hazardous to the rest of humankind. People were getting sick and dying just being downwind. And so, the concrete. Problem was, the Lazurai kids could dissolve and absorb almost anything just with their hands. Even bullets and explosions didn’t stop them.”

“So, what happened to them?”

“They all escaped. And learned to deal with trackers that found them. Towns and cities evacuated when they found out a Lazurai was headed their way. Most of them suicided eventually, as they could no longer approach any other human. Occasionally, they found babies alive after their families had died, and raised those babies on their own, in secret. One of those babies was my grandfather. He then grew to become a teen ager and started roaming on his own, but was able to control his infectious ‘abilities’ and get near people – until they eventually found out. Getting attacked by others only made the Lazurai infect as self – defense. And then the government would get involved and they ‘d have to disappear again.” A tear formed at the corner of Cathy’s eye.

I truly felt sorry for those kids. And put my hand on Cathy’s where it lay on her chair arm.

She turned her hand over and held onto mine, looking me in the eyes with her own blue ones. “The story does have a happy ending. Those kids adopted other babies, and those babies also grew up and adopted. In each generation, the control over their abilities was improved. What you’re touching now is the hand of a fourth – generation Lazurai. As are all of these student – nurses, also.”

VIII

HE DIDN’T FLINCH AT that. Probably because we’d been talking for nearly three weeks by then, even though he had to wear that stupid, useless hazmat suit.

“So that all means that you and your students could dissolve concrete if you had to?”

I had to smile at this. “Well, yes. Of course, that would start an old hunt up all over again. And we’d all survive being gassed, even those kids in there. But a lot of these adults wouldn’t. It takes a long time to help an adult to change. Too many habits they’ve built in.”

Reg’s mind was racing. He was one of those “adults” now. He was looking off into space and I could see his eyes move as he considered various options. “How soon before Carlos is awake? Can you speed it up – I need to talk to him.”

“Now that you know, we can probably give him some advanced treatments and have him able to talk in maybe 15 minutes or so.” I rose and patted his shoulder so he stayed there. Nodding to Sue and another nearby nurse I motioned them over to the maintenance tech’s bed.

We put our hands on his exposed arms, closed our eyes and concentrated.

It didn’t take that quarter of an hour. He woke and saw us, then smiled.

Reg had stood to watch us and came closer. He started talking to Carlos in a quiet voice, explaining what had happened and asking him questions about protocols and other details.

We nurses all had our own duties to take care of, which now meant accelerating our treatments on everyone. Just in case.

IX

THE LAST ARMY TRUCK pulled out at dawn from the quarantine zone. The concrete pumpers and forms were already in place. A colonel signaled them to start. It took about two days to completely cover the building. The last dosage of gas had been given just hours before the concrete pumpers quit. By the time they cleaned out their equipment, it had been 48 hours.

A second chain link fence now surrounded the original and the buildings nearby were evacuated. Dozers and earth moving equipment were already in place to level all the nearby buildings for a block in all directions. Supplies for a third chain link fence to surround that perimeter were stacked on site, waiting for the demolition to complete. Typical government efficiency.

Cathy, Sue, Carlos and I were all on that last truck. Dressed in hazmat suits and accompanying the body bags, both small and large.

We were driven out to a large transport plane where another crew of haz – mat – suited government types carefully transferred the body bags and us into its open hatch. Two other cargo planes of the same type were nearby on that runway.

All the planes took off together. Not long after, a fourth identical plane rose up as ours started descending. It wasn’t too long before we lost sight of the three planes in the clouds that formed overhead.

Soon our plane touched down with bumps on a little – used airfield long enough to allow a landing for the big plane.

By then we had every one woken out of their trances and sitting on benches at each side of the plane’s hold. They had dressed before they left the medical compound, in the street clothes they came in or others from what was available. The babies were shared between the adults, and formula bottles appeared from supplies (warmed by the hands of one of the Lazurai student – nurses to body temperature.)

The ramp was lowered and we were met by a small group of people who ushered us into waiting buses.

We drove to an upscale hotel on the suburbs of ‘Cagga, well outside their city borders. The top two full floors had been rented in advance, sealed off from any access. The reason was to “debrief” the patients and tell them their options.

Most of them were going to have very long, healthy lives after this. They could return to their families if they wanted. Otherwise, officials would dutifully break the news of their death as delicately as possible.

Those who wanted to continue their treatment and training were allowed to select one of several small villages in various states for relocation.

The babies were returned to their parents with private schooling awarded up to and including college, all expenses paid. Orphans were accepted by the villages willingly.

Carlos returned to his own family, with the idea and promise of relocating them to one of the villages.

All were briefed that no one would believe their story about the existence of Lazurai. A more suitable explanation was that some very experimental techniques were employed that fortunately had a “miracle cure” result. But were too technical for laymen to understand or try to duplicate. A number was given them to a government phone which would only accept messages.

– – – – 
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CATHY AND I SAT IN an empty restaurant in the top of that hotel, enjoying a quiet dinner.

“I’d ask how this was all arranged, but I’m sure that I don’t need to know.”

“Well, I’ll tell you something as unbelievable as it is true. First, the government is very happy to cooperate with us. We are their worst enemy and best ally. Second, there is a guy named ‘Peter’ who knows something called ‘advanced mathematics of retrospective analysis’ which in short says that you can predict behavior and events if you understand history well enough. And he saw this particular problem coming. That infectious outbreak common to secessionist cities.” She speared a small piece of steak and chewed thoughtfully before continuing.

“It was his idea and financing to set up these nursing colleges in the Lazurai villages years before, then provide ‘volunteer’ teams into various hospital staffs at the appropriate time to stem off the worst contagion. A few of the larger cities in the Midwest already have been solved, although the best we can do for the coastal megalopolises is to convert it into a widespread ‘Legionnaire Disease’ outbreak. The result is that while it will still be a plague, the entire human race won’t be wiped out.”

I nearly dropped my fork at her casual explanation of a global epidemic. “You mean there is nothing we can do?”

Cathy shook her head and looked down at her plate.

I reached over and touched her hand with mine. The same hand that had saved countless lives, including mine.

She looked up again, bleary eyed, but smiling. “At least I got you out of this deal. I hear you decided to come to my village so we can continue our conversations.”

I had to smile in return. “The deal was no hazmat suits and way more than 30 minutes per day.”

She was grinning at that point. “You know, they have a wonderful view of the Illinois plains from here. Would you like to pick up your questions where we left off?”

We rose and walked to the balcony, through their glass doors, and held each other around our waists as we talked. For a very long time.

X – Sequel

IN A DISTANT ABANDONED government facility, an elevator creaked to a sub – sub – level and flickering fluorescent lights turned on bank by bank. They exposed a huge empty room with concrete walls. Around the walls at varying intervals were discolored patches in the shapes of humans, as if someone had outlined around them and colored inside.

The elevator opened and a man wearing a three – piece wool – blend suit emerged, along with a woman in skin – tight black leather. They carried nothing in their hands. No weapons of any kind.

Because they knew what they were up against, the challenge ahead of them.

Walking into the center of the room, the man cleared his throat.

“It’s time. You can come out now.”

One by one, at varying timings, a shape emerged from the walls in front of each human outline.

They each were forms of one of the four elements – dust, fire, air, or water. All were in motion, but none were moving beyond their spot.

The man and woman in the center of the room were silent, thinking, communicating with all present on a level far beyond what any typical human can sense or understand. After a long time, the couple took each other’s hand and bowed their heads.

At that, the elemental forms each shimmered, and disappeared.

When the last form had left, the couple turned back to the elevator and entered it, still holding hands as the doors closed. Distant rumblings took their elevator car back up to the surface.

Meanwhile the lights began turning out, one bank at a time. At last the room was dark as it had been for decades before.

The next phase in our planet’s evolution had begun.

The Case of a Cruising Phantom

BY S. H. MARPEL

I

ANOTHER BALMY NEW YEAR‘S eve on board a dinner cruise. A full capacity crowd. Dining and dancing and drinking.

Perfect for haunting and scaring and mayhem.

My type of evening these days. Ever since I died.

I almost wish they didn’t make so much money off me, but then, I’d never find the people who pushed me overboard unless I could advertise. And ghosts can’t exactly run an ad, I mean someone has to pay for it.

That was my exact point.

Someone needed to pay for it.

– – – – 
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ANOTHER COUPLE COMING along the upper deck, where there weren’t so many diners and waiters and crew to interrupt their privacy. They were young, and privileged, and care – free. Probably because someone else was picking up the tab.

Arm in arm, they walked, each holding a thin champagne flute glass half – filled with bubbly. He wasn’t fooling me. His was sparkling cider, while hers was the prime stuff. And she was a little more tipsy than she should be.

But her unsteadiness wasn’t fake. He really had to hold her up to keep them walking.

Something suspicious here. Wait – there’s a small pill container in his pocket. And some residue in the bottom of her flute. Not from the grapes...

“Just a little farther, dear.” He was smiling a very sweet, very fake smile at her.

“Thish isn’t like me, Ed. Two glasses shouldn’t have done this – thiss...” And her flute hit the deck to shatter. All the evidence now on the deck. The arm holding it was slack, and her head tilted down toward her chest.

Another couple suddenly came out of a cabin ahead. Ed swept his date up in an embrace, swirling her against the railing behind him, and supporting her head against his own while he kissed her neck.

Until the other couple had taken the nearby stairs down to the party below. His own flute then went seaward at that point, freeing up that hand for other work.

Letting her sag, Ed roughly held her tight around her waist and simply dragged her along the deck, trying each cabin door until he could find one that was left open. It didn’t take long – that couple who just left were unsuspecting accomplices this time.

Dragging her into the small cabin, he dropped her on the unmade and disheveled bed, its condition left from the departing couple’s activities there.

Of course I saw all of this, because I didn’t have to wait for an introduction to follow them. And they couldn’t see me, well not unless I wanted them to.

My name was Mary when I died. This cruise ship has been my home ever since.

And no one mistreats my guests in my own home.

This girl needed a doctor, fast.

And faster than that guy could get his tux undone – carefully, without popping buttons, of course. Because he would need it in good shape for his alibi.

I’d seen this tried before. And I knew about this happening because I could “feel” it in the air.

Time for some quick action.

Over the intercom, I gave an announcement to the ship’s doctor, copying the petite purser’s voice and using the code “bravo” and the cabin number.

That young Ed didn’t recognize the cabin number or the announcement, as he was too busy getting his tux off so he could have his way with the young girl.

So I decided to help him. The jacket came down over his shoulders, along with his shirt, turned inside out. His suspenders were in that mix somewhere as well. Only his hands were left in the inside – out sleeves, secured with his expensive cuff – links holding his cuffs tight around his wrists.

Then his trousers came loose and shoved themselves around his ankles, while his suspenders kept them mid calf, held securely under his cummerbund.

Time to make my appearance, right in front of him, inches from his face. “Hey, there big boy – what’s your rush?”

Ed’s eyes went wide. I was in my “dripping wet” outfit, which was pretty form – fitting, but came with pieces of seaweed artfully arranged in my hair.

I raised a dripping hand to his face, which then wet down his cheek as I caressed it. “Why the big hurry? Too hot for you in here?”

At that, I let go a small flash of fire right in front of his nose.

He tried to turn and step back at the same time. Of course, he went down, landing on the soft pile carpet. And I bent over him to apply a small pressure to his carotid until he lost consciousness. (I’m no fan of concussions.)

It didn’t take much to levitate the pill bottle out of his pocket, putting it on the small desk in the room. A little more difficult was re – integrating the girl’s champagne flute and the fluid that had been in it. (Nothing is truly lost in this universe, only transmuted. Anything could be returned to its original state if you took the time to learn how – and I’ve had plenty of time...)

When the doctor and his nurse arrived to the cabin, they could see instantly what had happened. Female on the bed, young stud on the floor, champagne and pills on the desk. They ignored the recovering Ed on the floor and went to treat and revive his “date” as she lay on the bed. She was going to be OK, now. But they called for a wheel chair and assistance to get her to the ship’s small infirmary.

“Poor” Ed was groggy and still unable to even sit up without assistance, due to his disarrayed clothing. He finally gave up and just lay there in his boxers and undershirt. Until the Master – at – arms arrived and helped him out of his predicament.

Busted.

For that is my unofficial job on this vessel. Whenever I’m not searching through the passengers to find the people who caused my early death those years ago, I was making sure that no young female passengers were taken advantage of.

And that meant the ship had an immaculate safety record. The one thing that kept it going all these years, long after it should have been decommissioned and scrapped.

But my job wasn’t done, and that meant the ship’s job wasn’t done. The ship continued promoting its “haunted cruises” and I would make my “mysterious” appearances now and then (especially “photo bombing” those “selfies” people would take.) With capacity crowds, there was always finances for retrofits and upgrades – as long as they didn’t change the historical features I was fond of.

And my own research into the ship’s passenger list to find my perpetrators was vastly improved when they got wi – fi on board. This meant I could do Internet research without having to leave the ship. Or even login to a computer. Being a ghost has its perks.

But I have to introduce you to Sal, Jude, and John now. Because if it weren’t for them, I’d still be haunting that one ship.

II

“SAL, JUDE, YOU’VE OUTDONE yourselves.” We were out for a late – afternoon and evening dinner cruise on the U.S.S. Sea Quest. It was December 31st. A balmy afternoon off the California coast. My two good – looking spirit guides were sunbathing on the deck chairs while I was in some casual beige slacks and Hawaiian flowered shirt (they insisted I “blend in” instead of my comfortable farm – work clothes.) Instead of my ball cap, they gave me a brimmed straw hat with a matching flowered band.

Of course, sunglasses all around. Like tourists, you know.

The girls actually went through several changes of swimsuits, whenever the decks would clear or no one was paying attention to them. Jude would stick to black, but the cuts and slits and amount of exposed skin would vary.

Sal started out in her typical ivory with gold trim, but then had to give herself a tan, as it was too close to her normal skin color. Appearing to wear nothing wasn’t the modest look she favored.

I was in between them, and amused by their banter as they swapped outfits. Some of it was a bit racy, so I won’t repeat a lot of it here. Yes, the girls had quite a vocabulary after being around for a few hundred years, and they could be very expressive and direct with each other. Even profane, in private.

Meanwhile, I was just having a difficult time just staying relaxed with these different outfit changes. For they were forever the same young twenty – somethings to me as when they became spirits, and I appreciated being their partner in these investigations for many reasons. This discussion and tryouts of swim suit styles being one.

At last, Sal had a medium tan she liked beneath her ivory and gold top, with a sarong over her lower half that matched my flowered shirt. Jude settled on a sculpted black top and long black sarong that would reveal and accent her pale goth legs. Her hair was tied up with a scarf in the same pattern of my shirt. Still, her lips and fingernails were dark, almost black, a goth fashion – statement that was unusual and arresting.

Sal and Jude adopted the same flowery accents as my shirt so that the other young men on board would stick with their dates, and not bother us. But wonder about the lucky stud sitting there between these two gorgeous young women.

We were here on business, after all.

This ship’s ghost was on our list, but wasn’t flagged as dangerous. That was quite an improvement over the assignments we’d had lately.

Sal touched my arm and smiled. “John, I’m so glad we could have all this time on a cruise. This is about as close as we get to a vacation.”

Jude turned over to us, “Not like we couldn’t take any amount of time we want, since time is always relative, but we picked out this one so we could have some time officially sanctioned to just dally for awhile.” Her own smile was infectious, and her dark sunglasses hid the obvious twinkle in her eyes that her voice gave away.

“I hate to break the ambiance, but that reminds me of why we are here.” It was hard keeping a serious face around these two, but I did my best. “What do we know about this ghost and her ship?”

As if on cue, the ship’s librarian rolled a small cart down the deck and stopped in front of us. Dressed in the ship’s uniform, a glance at his shoes showed the same Roman Caliga sandals that Ben always wore. He handed us each an thick folder of papers without a word, but a quiet smile and nod. Then trundled down the deck.

“Never far away from our own Library access, are we?” I said to no one particular.

We each bent to our books.

A ship’s steward, about the size of Granger, brought us double – chocolate brownies and iced tea on a tray. Also wordless, she slipped away after her delivery.

“And all the benefits that go with it.” Sal added.

Fortunately, the small tables in between the deck chairs allowed us to stow these treats and have free hands to turn the pages and study the background of our assignment.

Jude removed her sunglasses and disappeared them from her hand. She was frowning. “This is an odd one. She seems like she’s enjoying herself – and protecting, not harming anyone around her. No one has even had as much as a twisted ankle on board since her first appearance.”

Sal disappeared both her and my sunglasses, as they were getting in our way now. “The reports say her disappearance had no foul play reported with it. And she wasn’t found as missing until the ship docked. No one noticed she was missing at all.”

A person at the rail turned around to us, as if overhearing. She was platinum blond, with a flapper’s gray, sequined and beaded juliette – fringed dress, and hair style out of the ‘20’s – tight curls, short. “Because I wasn’t missed just added to the mystery. But we can review that over dinner. Table 12 is reserved for you. It’s by the windows on the port side. And yes, it was the table I had my last dinner at.” She smiled coyly, then shimmered into thin air.

While other people stood at the rail on either side of her, no one seemed to notice her or heard our conversation.

I closed my folder. “Apparently, we’ve just met Mary. She knows we are here.”

III

DINNER WAS JUST BEFORE sunset, and the shades were down on the windows both port and starboard, as the ship was making long circles in the calm sea, giving all diners alternating views of the far – distant harbor lights and the soon – coming sunset. The high clouds were already starting to redden as the Ghost Hunters found my Table 12.

Sal and Jude both adopted flapper outfits of their own. Jude’s was entirely a glittery black, a mini dress with a low front and revealing slits on the sides. Sal had opted for a more traditional modest neckline, below – knee dress of ivory and gold, glittering no less than Jude’s. Hers was open in the back. Both girls turned eyes as they entered.

John was in a simple black tux without all the restrictive fashion statements. A red tie with a matching red pocket – handkerchief was his only accent. At least his shiny shoes looked comfortable. The girls were dressed for fashion, John had opted for comfort.

There were four seats at our table. Not long after those three were seated, I shimmered in and filled the last chair with my most solid apparition. I was dressed the same as before and felt actually happy to see them. Their reputation for solving mysteries preceded them. I could use the help.

“Hello John, Jude, Sal. You are all looking splendid tonight.” The girls smiled in return, as did John. “This isn’t probably the way you are often received by the ghosts you work with. Yes, my name is Mary and I’m the phantom you’ve been sent to help.”

I signaled the waiter and he started his way over.

“We are a bit surprised by all this. And thanks for all your hospitality.” John was looked intently at me.

The waiter was at my elbow, pad and pen to hand. “Your order, miss?”

“We’ll have the special, all around. Extra bread sticks and some sparkling cider.”

The waiter nodded, collected the menus, and glided away.

“Joe is one of the best of this summer’s wait – staff. He’s trying to get an extra stash of income. Seems he’s met a good girl and wants to surprise her with a ring when they return for the fall semester.”

I looked after him a bit wistfully. “And I’m trying to help him with tips, anything I can.”

Jude leaned forward. “Don’t they recognize you?”

I sat back, amused. “Of course, they do, but as a regular cruise guest. I’m so real to them, they don’t connect my ghost version to this real one. All I have to watch is my entrances and exits. No sudden disappearing until I can round a corner somewhere.”

The cider arrived with the wine steward and he poured us each a flute of it, then glided away, leaving the bottle.

I sipped at mine, loving the taste.

It was Sal’s turn. “You are actually drinking this...”

“Sure, Sal. I long ago learned to appreciate the finer things around here.” I leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “Even the occasional steward or bus – boy, after hours.” I winked at John, just to put the girls more at ease. John just went a bit red behind his own flute of cider.

Jude almost laughed at this. Right down her alley. We could have some fun, her and I.

Sal raised an eyebrow, but twinkled in her eyes, so I knew we could be fast friends, too.

John was still a bit serious, though. “Not to spoil the mood, but I don’t understand what you’re still doing all this for. You have the run of the ship, they all think you’re a real passenger, and everything seems to be going great.”

At that I sighed, then took another sip. “John, you are exactly why I pulled some strings to get you here. As cute as you are (and Jude, you are so understated about his good looks) it’s your brilliance that I need. Tonight, we have a unique set of guests here. All relatives of the same people who were on board the night of my death.”

I gestured across the dining room. “I actually reserved the whole ship just to re – enact that cruise I was on that I never came back from.”

“One or more of these guests will be able to tell us who pushed me overboard and why.”

IV

JOHN’S CURIOSITY WAS tweaked. Just as he was about to ask her for details, two young men came up to our table. The dance music had started, and they eyes for each of my spirit guides. Jude and Sal were both flattered, and looked at me.

“Yes girls, go right ahead. I just want to borrow John for a little while. You two go and enjoy yourselves. These two boys won’t bite, but they may want to nibble a bit. Just look out for the slow numbers.” I winked, the girls smiled and nodded, then led their boys to the dance floor.

“John, if I may...” Taking my cue, he rose and helped me with my chair.

I took his hand and led him skilfully between the tables and around a bulkhead, where we shimmered out of existence.

To reappear on the fantail railing, with a view of the twinkling harbor lights just disappearing from view behind the ship.

“This is where it happened. Of course I’d had a few too many to remember accurately. The next thing I knew was swimming up to the surface, nearly out of air. Once I cleared my eyes of sea water, I saw the ship sailing merrily away, the sound of the dance band loud enough to nearly drown out the ship’s horn. Certainly too loud for anyone to hear a splash.”

I looked off at our wake, churning behind us. “And shortly after that, I got too tired...”

John didn’t interrupt our silence, which was gratifying. As Sal noted in her reports, a perfect gentleman.

“So, John, where do we begin?”

He frowned. “This is a really cold case. No witnesses, just distant relatives. The ship’s report was almost a vacuum of useful data.”

I tried to lighten the mood. “Oh don’t be so serious. This is just like the old ‘Murder, She Wrote’ series. You’re the detective author, and we have a dead victim. I know there was foul play...”

“But was there really? You said yourself that you had a few too many. Couldn’t you have just literally fallen overboard?”

“Look at me. I’m barely above 5 foot tall. These railings are the same type as they were then. At least four foot tall. Even if I tried to go between the rails, I’d have a hard time squeezing through. Here, let’s try to re – enact the scene. Go ahead and try to push me over. Don’t be shy, you can’t hurt me.”

John tried to lift me and I didn’t resist. But he found that he had to reach right down around my waist to get my center of gravity high enough. And he was red – faced from exertion by the time he gave up.

“What if you were standing with your feet on these rails? Say, half way up?”

I stood on those rails and my waist was above the top railing. He shoved me slightly and I went right over – but then hovered back up to stand flat on the deck again. “OK, that would have worked. But why would I stand on the railings, drunk or not? These are the same shoes I wore then. Slick soled, but I’d still need a lift to lose enough traction.”

John considered this. “This is still, excuse me, a ‘dead’ end. Without additional data, we can’t do much with this.”

I just smiled at him. “That’s why we have the relatives. You made a point in one of your earlier books. The soul isn’t a finite substance. It changes with interactions. Thoughts are as contagious as the flu – and that is just a matter of soul – sharing. I’ve got these relatives here – even the current ship’s Master – at – arms had a detective relative on board that evening. We can use them to ‘channel’ their distant relative’s thoughts and get the data we need.”

John gave a wry smile at this. “You know, this might work. But how do we get them all together to reenact the scene? They are all busy eating and dancing and having a great time.”

I smiled back. “Just wait. This song is the last just before the announcement. Shall we?” I held up my arms in dancing posture, and he moved into them. We then swayed to the last few bars of the song – of course, they played the chorus one extra time, just for me. It felt so good to dance again...

V

“ATTENTION, ATTENTION all passengers.” The announcement came over the ships intercom. “Tonight, we will re – enact and attempt to solve the mystery of ‘Misstep Mary’s’ disappearance. Please bring your dining and dancing partners to the fantail, where we will attempt to determine once and for all if Mary had an accident, or was the victim of foul play.”

Mary was grinning from ear to ear. “Isn’t this great? You don’t know what it took for me to arrange all this. I’ve been working at this for years. Of course, the ship’s PR officer, AKA ‘Port Captain’ is taking all the credit for it. And there will be photographers present and a few media – who also happen to be descendants of reporters who were shipboard that night.”

The crowd started filtering out to join us on the deck. I still had one arm around Mary from our dancing, and she grabbed my hand to keep it there.

Sal and Jude came with their own dance partners, also arm – in – arm. All smiling from ear to ear.

I sent the details of our discussion to both of my gals by closed thought to bring them up to date. Jude and Sal each nodded at me.

The ship’s captain took on the role of host for this event. “Ladies and gentlemen, ship’s guests and crew: Tonight our Port Captain has organized this first and, if we are successful, final re – enactment of ‘Misstep’ Mary’s final moments on our U. S. S. Sea Quest.”

He paused to ensure he had everyone’s attention. “Through extensive research into passenger lists and the sketchy details of what happened that night, we have invited each of you to sail with us as one of your distant relatives was present that night. We may ask you to play the part of that relative tonight, if you would be so kind.”

The captain smiled at the quiet comments that request started. He raised his hand to quiet them again. “As you know, most of you have received this as an all – expense – paid round trip, courtesy of a ‘phantom’ anonymous benefactor. Please just enjoy yourselves and join in our little ‘after – dinner detective’ entertainment. Let me turn this over to the Master – at – arms, whose great – grandfather was on board that night as a vacationing detective. Mr. Salvatore...”

The MAA then stepped up, holding a single sheet of paper in his hand. “Thank you captain. And thank you all for being here tonight. Let me read of the names of a dozen people who are our immediate ‘suspects’ for our drama tonight. If you’ll please step forward as your name is called...”

He read off that dozen names, and then gestured to Mary, who let go of my arm and stepped into the group, now formed a semi – circle in front of the MAA. “Marilyn has consented to play the part of Mary, as she is a direct descendant of our famous guest ghost.” The entire crowd applauded her. Mary was all smiles, and even a bit wistful at the recognition.

Unseen by any but myself, Sal, and Jude, Mary made a slight gesture as the applause died.

Everyone present except for we Ghost Hunters changed their posture, and their expressions at that moment.

We did in fact, have the original witnesses occupying their descendant’s bodies, all at the original scene of Mary’s accident – and there was doubt in every mind that it could well have been a crime instead. And one of them would be able to tell us for sure.

VI

I CLEARED MY THROAT to get everyone’s attention. “Thank you, Master at arms. Or shall we call you Detective Salvatore?” The MAA nodded a curt nod, his shoulders slumping to transform into a streetwise cop – turned – detective, just trying to enjoy a few hours of relaxation before he had to get back to the unsolved cases sitting on his desk.

“You all can call me Mary. From what I’ve been told of my great – grandaunt, she was very vibrant and caring, so probably knew most of you.” I heard some grumbling in the back, but most people were smiling and nodding.

“But let’s set the stage here. In those days, we had dancing here on the fantail, with tables and chairs around the edges. And plenty of champagne for everyone.”

The crew started bringing out tables and chairs, the waiters started circulating with full serving trays of champagne flutes. “Everything is now just as we have been able to determine from the photos of the time. Of course, for safety reasons, we’ll have to remove these tables before we get into port again. But for now, we are back in the time my great – grandaunt was still very much alive.”

I picked up a flute from a passing waiter and gestured to the tables with it. “Please feel free to take your places that you feel most comfortable being – the one where your distant relative most likely was..”

As the crowd rearranged themselves, I went direct to the detective, and grabbed his arm before he could move. I pulled him between two of the tables next to the railing. “Detective, I’d like you to meet John, a mystery writer. He has two lovely assistants...” Sal and Jude, as their dancing partners had gone elsewhere, moved toward John and I. Sal took John’s arm and Jude took the detective’s and squeezed it, to his obvious appreciation.

“They will be your assistants to find the clues we need about my – er – great grandaunt’s unfortunate demise.”

“Detective Salvatore” pulled out his bound notebook and a pen from his inside pocket, while Jude held onto his arm to help keep the MAA in character. “OK, if we have a crime scene, we have suspects.”

By now people in their “old persona’s” had spread out among the deck. Some had been dancing at the time, not necessarily with the ones they came with. Others had several flutes in their hands, either holding them for dancing partners or working to drown some sorrow they adopted from their persona.

The detective came over to the railing behind me. “So this is where we think it happened, eh?”

I nodded. “We just don’t know exactly how. John and I were trying to re – enact it, but I’m about the same size as my aunt, so I would have had to be thrown bodily over the railing. And all these witnesses would see that, even if half of them were dancing.”

The detective nodded. “But the railing would leave no marks of a struggle. So how did your aunt get over the railing? Your shoes aren’t meant for climbing. Was your aunt drinking at the time, or do we know?”

I nodded. “We can safely assume so. But even if inebriated, it would make the action of climbing that much harder to do. And it would also be more obvious.”

John interrupted at this point. “We have people around us, who feel they were there at the time. Perhaps they might be able to tell us what happened.”

The detective touched the brim of his naval cap. “Good point. Let’s make our rounds.”

VII

I HAD SAL STAND BACK away and keep watch over the other guest’s movements. The detective had a fairly loud voice, enough to be heard, so anyone getting a “guilty conscience” feeling might be needing a watchful eye if they tried to make a dash for it.

The nearest male got his first questions. “Sir, what do you say was your relation to Mary that evening?”

A nervous look. “I – I was her dancing partner just before she disappeared. But – but I just turned around and she was gone. I thought she left to use the facilities, honest. I looked for her the rest of the night.” And looking at Mary with a dream – filled expression, “You were the most wonderful dancer...”

The detective frowned. “No motive. Not a suspect.” He checked something off on his notepad.

“Ma’am?” He asked the lady holding onto his arm. She was frowning. “And did you have any relationship with the deceased?”

“Her? No. I was just trying to find Herbert here as we’d come all the way out here and he’s hardly taken me out on the floor once.”

“And where were you at the time of the incident?”

“I was coming over here to get Herbert. No, I didn’t see Mary. My eyes were on Herbert, but there wasn’t any other girl anywhere near him.”

“Thank you ma’am.” He wrote something down on his pad. Jude watched and sent to me [“motive, but clueless.”]

Everyone else was watching someone with a cellphone trying to take a picture, but having a hard time of it.

“Sir? What are you doing there?” The detective wasn’t any favor of nosy “press” busybodies.

“Oh, detective. At the time I was trying to take a picture of the group by the railing. And then I had an old box camera with a tripod and flashbulbs, so it took some time to set up.”

“Did you arrange the shot, who was where?”

“Yes, yes I did.”

“Please do that now. Is everyone present who was then?”

A medium – sized guy tried to ease out of the photo frame, and ran into Sal’s solid grip that stopped him in his tracks.

The detective noticed the action out of the corner of his eye and spun, nearly dislodging Jude’s grip on his arm. “You sir. Where do you think you are going? And why do you have to leave now?”

Sal’s grip tightened.

“I – I was just going to get some more bubbly.” Not nervous as much as caught out with no excuse.

“Were you part of this photo?”

“Well, as it turned out, no.”

“Then why are you trying to leave?”

“Because I don’t need no picture telling anyone I was ever here.” Sal’s grip became a steel vise, and he winced.

“Your relation to the deceased?”

He looked at Sal, who raised an eyebrow back. “I hated her guts. I thought we had something going, see – and I won that stuff bear for her at the carnival, but the next day she was out with some other guy. Then I catch her at this cruise by the end of the ship and so I wanted to have some words with her.”

The detective noted something, but Jude couldn’t read it as he had twisted away from her.

“Ma’am. Thanks for stopping this guy. Now if the two of you could move to where he was when the photo happened...” And Sal nodded to her guy, who shrugged and stepped back into his earlier position, Sal beside him and still holding his elbow, but less vice – like.

Salvatore turned back to the photographer. “Now, is everyone in position?”

“No, that girl – Mary – is way too short to be in front or behind. We must have all basketball jocks here. She’s gotta get up on something to be seen.”

The other guys in the photo moved a chair over for her so she could be just above their shoulders with her own head. Now Mary was standing where the railing was at her knees.

I pointed out to the detective, “Now that looks like it could have been an accident waiting to happen.”

But the detective only frowned. “No other dames in the picture. That’s odd.”

To the photographer, “Did you purposely leave out their dates? Good looking athletes like this should have tons of girls hanging off them.”

“Oh, yea, they are all over there, waiting. You see, Mary was the singer for the band and they all wanted a photo with her. A regular siren on the bandstand. Since we were running out of time, they agreed to pay for a group shot instead.”

The detective looked “over there” and saw a lot of frowning dates standing in a group not far away. He noted on his pad (as Jude sent to me) “jealous dames with motive – but no opportunity.”

Something was bothering me.

The ship’s horn blew at the clock striking midnight – and I looked at Mary.

She knew at least when it happened.

VIII

A SHORTISH GIRL PUSHED through the group of girls and sprinted down the passageway to the ship’s stairs. Jude shimmered from where she was standing and reappeared just as the girl was about to escape down the steps. They collided, but Jude knew how to hold her ground. The shorter girl ended up sitting down on the deck in her expensive dancing dress.

I stayed on my chair and watched as the detective and John moved quickly over to see what had happened. Everyone else stayed in character.

The photographer said “OK – cheese!” and got that chorus back. Right at that moment the guy Sal was holding bent over to pick up that something only he saw on the ground. Then the girls swarmed their guys to get their big New Year’s kiss.

When I turned to see what the guy was bending over for, I felt the chair move and went over the railing – deja vu.

But this time, I grabbed the railing and held on. Sal let go of the guy and reached over to get my hand to help me climb back up and over. Although we both knew this was more for show than being necessary.

“OK, EVERYONE – FREEZE!” Detective Salvatore bellowed out to the crowd and they stood stock still wherever they were. He wove his way through the guys and gals to the position where Mary had been standing. The chair was now overturned.

“Now, who saw what happened?” Nobody raised their hand, they all just stood there.

The detective was puzzled.

He knew as I did, that the perpetrator was in that crowd right in front of us.

He looked at John and Jude, who had brought the shortish girl back. John came forward and had a discussion with the detective I couldn’t hear.

Then John came over and started talking quietly to people one by one, and replacing them exactly where they were right after that horn blew. I set the chair upright again, and Sal stood next to me to hold on as I got back up.

We started it again from the top:

Guys and me in the in the shot, gals moved in. Angry guy reached down for the silver dollar. I look over.

And then what?

A big fat nothing.

Meaning it was plausible I got excited by the horn blast and just fell overboard?

Sorry. A person doesn’t become a ghost because of an accident, unless they have a whole lot more to live for. And if I didn’t, I might have suicided, and that sometimes makes ghosts – if they regret it enough.

But I didn’t suicide. And I had a temp singing job on the ship. But I was single, no kids, no big goals left undone. I could have died happy, knowing that I was a clumsy fool and got what I deserved for being tipsy on top of a chair next to that ship’s end railing at New Years.

Clumsy, though, I’m not. I remembered the shipboard dancing contests where I only got bested once – and that was when some pro’s came on and took over the judging of their own pro’s in the competition.

Sal was reading my mind of all these thoughts. And then she started counting heads. Numbers of guys, numbers of gals. Other than the jerk with the silver dollar, you had to include the shorter gal to make them even up for dancing.

Sal looked at the shorter gal, who was crying now.

Jude spoke to her quietly and she quit. A small guy from in front of my chair pushed through to comfort her.

The detective came over to see the shot that the photographer had taken on his smartphone. That small guy also wasn’t in the shot.

Then he went over to talk with the couple near Jude. They both nodded, and then came with him and Jude over to talk to me. I got off the chair again to meet them. We all went inside to the deserted dance floor to have a small talk.

John looked alarmed, but I shook my head at him and smiled to reassure him.

Then the double glass doors closed behind us.

IX

WHEN MARY LEFT, THE spell was broken. Everyone was milling around, confused.

The captain went over to a call box and got on the intercom – first to his bridge crew, and then to everyone on board. “Ready everyone? Five—Four—Three—Two—One! HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

The crowd roared, the couples kissed and “Auld Lang Synge” blared over the ship’s speakers.

Everyone broke out in grins, especially as the waiters brought even more free bubbly for everyone.

Eventually, they all went back inside and the band started up again. That shorter girl was in front, singing her heart out, while her boyfriend was watching from a nearby table, grinning from ear to ear.

Mary and Jude came back out with the Master – at – arms and Port Captain.

The MAA handed me the notebook. “I think you’ll need this for your story. Glad to solve that mystery once and for all. It’s almost too bad we solved that ghost story. It was great to have the publicity.”

I just shrugged and looked at Mary.

She smiled broadly. “Funny enough, the Port Captain has hired me as a permanent guest on board, since I have such a striking resemblance to my great grandaunt. He says that they had cameras capturing our entire performance from an upper deck. They tell him the footage was spectacular. Oh, he also asked me to tell you that they installed a safety net below that railing, just out of sight, so I was never in any danger. Of course, they could have told me...”

I did have a question, still. But before I could speak, Sal completed my thought.

“The singer you’re listening to had a great – grandmother on the ship who used to have the same job, but Mary was brought on as a guest celebrity and stayed on for that cruise. The singer – relative thought her job was in danger, but it wasn’t. Her boyfriend at the time simply gave the chair a good kick, when the horn blared, thinking she would fall to the deck and out of the picture.”

The MAA nodded. “That smartphone photo showed Mary in the process of falling, but the actual photo was taken before the horn went off, and has her in it. Mary has been gracious enough to forgive her boyfriend for overacting his part in this little drama.”

Mary came over and kissed the MAA on the cheek. “But you did a great job, too.”

He blushed slightly. “I guess it runs in the family. Well, thanks to all of you. Do come sail with us again.” He touched his visor in salute and moved off down the passageway.

Sal and Jude noticed that their erstwhile dance partners had returned. The gals winked at me and re – joined their young men for more dancing.

The fantail was now empty, except for Mary and me.

Mary turned toward me and put her arms around my neck, looking deep into my eyes. The moonlight was making her blond hair almost glow, and the sequins on her dress looked like she was surrounded by sparkles.

“I think you still own me one last dance.”

So we did, and I held her close for a long slow tune.

Well, maybe a couple.

– – – – 
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JUDE AND SAL AND I just shimmered in and started walking back to my cabin through the nearby pasture.

I was back into my usual outfit of work jeans and pocket t – shirt, while Jude was still wearing her flapper mini – skirt with sequins. Sal compromised and wore her off – white, gold – pin – striped jacket over her dancing dress. They each were barefoot, carrying their high – heeled shoes in their free hand – the one they didn’t have around my waist.

And I had my arm across their two backs, hands on their shoulders.

The moon was shining above and the fireflies were twinkling here and there. Owls were hoo – hooing, with the whippoorwills calling.

I just had to ask, “Are you two going to recruit Mary? She seems like a good asset.”

Sal spoke first. “Actually, there are a lot of ghosts on cruise ships. If there are more like Mary, we might be able to improve the safety standards of the industry. But that’s a lot of ifs.”

Jude chimed in. “Meanwhile, we are going to have to let Mary be Mary for awhile. She loves that boat and its crew. Now that they think she’s human, she’ll be able to do even more than before to help everyone. Even if she doesn’t take any of the Library’s training, she’ll be a great contact to have out there.

I just hugged them both. “Well we had a good time, didn’t we? You two just about wore out those young men. They looked glad to just be able to walk off the ship by the time we docked.”

Jude and Sal both looked at me. Without saying that I’d just set myself up for a whole string of jokes.

The each kissed me lightly and then shimmered away.

I just smiled and kept walking. This would turn out as a great story, even if no one ever thought it did happen that way.

The Case of the Walkaway Blues

BY J. R. KRUZE & S. H. Marpel

I

I CAME FOR THE PIE – to glue back together the pieces of my broken heart.

Comfort food. That’s why I got the ice cream on top.

Apple pie. Something wholesome. All – American. Innocent.

Like the innocence and beliefs in America I’d lost long ago.

Not just any ice cream. They stocked a special cinnamon – vanilla ice cream which turned their apple pie into a piece of heaven. One that gave meaning to the phrase “pie in the sky.”

Perfect for soaking the pain out of my soul, for mending the rips in my heart that the lies had left.

I hardly noticed the man who sat on the counter stool next to me. The place was packed this time of day, the usual lunch crowd. And their blue – plate special was nearly as good as their dessert.

But nothing mattered to me more than the ice cream in front of me. One small bite at a time. Getting all the comfort out of it I could.

“Is she having your famous apple pie a la mode? Please give me a slice just like hers.” The man spoke in a Midwestern accent, obviously not from around here. I only glanced at the sleeve of his tan corduroy jacket. While his hands were lined from use, their light tan showed he got outside to work. Might even be a visitor to the city.

My thoughts turned back to my ice cream. Even the term “city” brought back the anguish I’d only started realizing days before. When I found out the secret that had been hidden all this time.

It was worse than watching the election returns. That night, I drowned my sorrows in a full bottle of Chardonnay, along with a friend who came over to watch with me. She got the couch while I managed to drop fully – clothed onto my bed before losing consciousness.

The next morning we didn’t know what was worse – how our heads felt or that we had to go to work in that condition. I let her borrow a fresh blouse and slacks, the least I could do. But I saved that bottle. And it probably was the first step to uncovering the long list of lies that didn’t seem to quit.

Today, I was here again. A non – alcoholic way to keep the sorrows at bay. At least my regular few hours in the gym daily would take off the excess calories my emotions required.

“Isn’t this just the greatest dessert ever?” The stranger asked me. “I’ve heard about this all over town, and finally came to try it.”

I had to nod and smile briefly in agreement.

“I don’t mean to seem forward, but that smile makes your face look better.” He held his hand out. “Hi, I’m John.”

“Mary,” I said as I shook his hand. “And thanks for the kind word.”

“Anything to help a fellow traveler through this wild world we live in.” John replied.

“I could agree with ‘wild’ world. Even worse than the Old West. It was hard enough back then to find the law and get them to act, so scammers and criminals tended to get away with murder or worse.” I replied.

“You’re a Western fan?” John asked.

“Yes, my favorite is L’Amour, but I also go to Max Brand and Zane Grey. The classics generally are better than what’s come since. But I take a break now and then for a good mystery by Doyle or Chesterton.” I warmed to talking about my favorite diversions.

“It’s just too bad there aren’t more cross – over books. Good western mysteries are so hard to find. I have seen this in some of Brand’s books, and even L’Amour, but the mystery usually plays second – fiddle to the action. That even happens in the Western romances, though.” John replied between mouthfuls.

“You might want to slow down on that pie – two helpings are just going to add pounds you will have to work off.” I suggested.

John looked down at the next fork – full of pie, and set it down to halve it. “Thanks. You’ve got the better approach. Treat it as a delicacy, not as a main course. Time enough to enjoy the simple things.”

“True. It’s good to take time to sort things out instead of rushing into them all the time.” I sighed.

John continued on talking about books, “Most of the Western mysteries wound up on TV to get any real series of them. Like ‘Hec Ramsey’ and ‘McCloud’. But there just isn’t the same flavor as reading it in text.”

“You must like mysteries.” I mused.

“It’s my living. I do write other genres, and of course the best books have all three story structures in them. Mystery, Romance, and Action. But cozy mysteries and clean romances are my current best sellers. People seem to be looking for more light – hearted entertainment these days.” John replied.

“That’s what I like about Westerns. You don’t have all this ‘I’m a victim’ stuff out there. It was back in the days where there was still an American Dream that you could do something about.” I took another small bite to savor. I used a spoon instead of a fork, because the sauce was the secret and a fork left too much on the plate.

“You’re right there. Even when ‘Gunsmoke’ was still on the air, there was some understanding of what is right and wrong.” John replied. He saw my spoon option and tried it himself. The look on his face was priceless as he closed his eyes in delight.

“And probably goes back to your cozy mysteries and clean romance. Back in the ‘Gunsmoke’ days, you hardly even saw Matt Dillon and Kitty ever kiss. Different times.” I sighed again.

John noticed my glumness had returned. “What’s your favorite mystery?”

I had to take my time with that one. So I kept the spoon in my mouth upside down while I looked at the wall where it met the ceiling. “Well, that would be Doyle, I suppose. He wrote so many good ones. Probably “The Final Problem.” I replied at last.

“What made you choose that one?” John asked me.

“Of course Doyle always started out well, but what kept me going was how he pulled the idle strings of so many Holmes stories together to wrap up what he thought to be the death of his character.” I replied.

“Only to bring him back to life later.” John added. “Something the later movies all seem to take into account.”

I smiled slightly at that. John was taking my mind off my other matters. “You aren’t trying to cheer me up with all this talk of favorite books?”

John smiled. “Well, since it’s so obvious, yes. An odd habit of my old optimistic self. Sorry if that bothers you.”

“Not at all. It’s about the best I’ve felt in maybe years.” I replied.

“Years? What has been haunting you all that time?” John asked, then paused. “Oh, you don’t have to answer that. I don’t mean to pry, it’s just my writer’s nature.”

“What nature does a writer have that is prying?” I asked in return.

“A writer, or at least this writer, wants to know all about a character. Frequently one that is haunted has an unsolved mystery in their lives. Ghost stories are just another version of mysteries, along with riddles and detective stories. Carolyn Wells laid that out a century ago. Once you can start seeing the mystery, then the story starts writing itself, like any good story.” John explained.

“How does your prying – optimism solve personal hauntings?” I had to ask.

John replied,“It’s not the hauntings, but that the technical back end to mysteries, the ones writers use to build their stories. That’s what can be used to solve continuing mysteries and problems...”

II

“WAIT A MINUTE – PERSONAL problems are mysteries?” I protested, even not taking my next bite.

“Sure. If you knew everything about a problem there isn’t any mystery to it. In fact, that is one of the key ways that geniuses of all time have solved problems – to ask questions and define everything there is about a problem. Same rough idea that the detectives in mysteries use to solve cases.” John took another small bite to highlight his point.

“You’re saying these imaginary detectives, and their contrived actions are able to solve our modern problems – if Holmes showed up today and sat on the other side of you, you could give him problems like ‘Global Warming’ and he’d sort it out for you?” I was letting my ice cream melt and saturate the last of my pie at this point.

“More or less, yes. What I’m actually saying is that if you know how a mystery is written, you’ll be able to apply that to personal problems and solve them.” John then scraped the last of his own sauce and crumbs off his plate and pushed those few drops into his mouth, smiling at the final taste.

Eying my own saturated crust, I simply started to scrape this up and finish it off before it at least got as high as room temperature.

“Would you like some coffee? I’m having one.” John asked.

I nodded in reply, too busy working to enjoy the last drips of this incredible dessert.

John rolled ahead. “Any plot has a character with a problem in a setting. In most mysteries, the crime occurs at the beginning or before the beginning of the story itself. A crime is a non – optimum solution that has been made against the published laws. A simple mystery solves the problem by finding the hidden optimal solution. Detectives have to both solve the how – dun – it of the criminal, and also determine his motivation and prevent him from repeating the crime again. That concept can be applied to almost any life situation, if not all of them.”

“Almost? Like what would be exempt?” I asked.

The coffee arrived. John put honey in his. I put imitation cream in mine, with white sugar.

John sipped slightly and let it cool a bit on the saucer. “Mostly any exception has to do with miracles, or supernatural events. Ghost stories fall into this. But there’s a modern school that solves the incomplete actions ghosts have been trying to solve that they couldn’t while alive. And that brings them closer to the Western ideal that the story has to end up with a positive outcome.”

“So other than an act of God, we’re able to solve anything?” I summarized.

“Generally, yes. Of course an impossible problem is easy to set up. But the locked room murders have long been solved in fiction and in real life.” John sipped again and smiled. “Their coffee is almost as good as their pie.”

“OK, let’s test this. My problem is that I caught the media lying to me.” I tried my own coffee and now wished I’d had real cream and honey in it instead. Maybe the next cup, if our conversation lasted that long.

“Well, that’s not too much of a problem. They’ve been lying for years. Practically, the Hearst Yellow Journalism all but created the Spanish – American War. But it never really got better after that.” John took another quick sip. “The problem is not that the corporate news media lie, it’s that we get to believing what they say is true.”

I let that sink in for a bit. “So it’s more that they have been telling me something that I really wanted to believe, in a way that I would believe it.”

“Believing makes facts, as William James more or less said. When you believe in something enough, it starts creating that reality for you. In our day and age, it’s much simpler to figure that the mob all believes one way, so it must be true in fact. But facts have an odd way of being difficult to disguise when we have more eyeballs than ever on the same set of data.” John stopped and looked at me to make sure he wasn’t getting too far ahead.

I swallowed a mouthful of my cooling coffee. “Here’s where bias comes in. You want to believe so – and – so will get elected, so you cherry pick your data and then phrase it so it has to be true.”

“Sure. I only wish more fiction writers worked for the media sometimes. Because then at least we’d get decent entertainment out of it. Most of these news stories are the worst form of mysteries. They say ‘so – and – so horrible event just happened, and here’s what we know. But then the story ends. You never get a build up or a resolution to any of these stories. Especially since the courts draw this out for years before the last appeal is ever heard. Lousy entertainment. Just one car wreck after the next. ‘Thanks for visiting our show – hope you can make it tomorrow for more of the same...’” John sighed at this and shook his head. It’s no small wonder that the news channels and programs now crow about holding the top spot, when that title only means who lost the least viewers from the month before.” He now took a decent gulp of coffee. All his talking had let it cool way down.

“I’ve felt that myself – where I get so upset after watching the news that I want to do something bad, and those studies about social media being a cause of depression. That must be related to it.” I said.

“Well, there could be a lot of additional factors in it. And that’s not to say that you shouldn’t pick out the stories you want to follow and then stick to those. People will do that anyway. The line we are going down is that knowing how good mysteries are written will let you see how to solve problems in real life. The problem we were approaching is that a person wants to believe something is true and so it becomes true for them. The actual concrete facts won’t necessarily support what’s being said. Like the old Polynesians said, ‘Truth is as valuable as it is workable.’ That implies you test everything for yourself.” John drained his cup and signaled the waitress for another.

While she was coming, I also swallowed my last bit. Time to test that honey he used last time.

III

“THAT WAS EXACTLY THE point I ran into. I wanted to believe one side would win and when they didn’t, I got depressed. And then that side started finding all sorts of things bad with the guy who did win. But the media was spinning the data and slanting it so that their lies became presented as truth.” I stopped to let the waitress refill my cup and stirred honey into it as I watched it steam, just as John did to his.

“That’s exactly what a detective – mystery writer will do. The actual facts of the case are boring. Forensic science is incredibly dull and repetitious. So you leave out the boring parts and trim it down to just the key points that people want to hear. Uncle Tom’s Cabin was just like that. Not true at all. But people wanted to believe it was factual. Abolitionists were completely intolerant and forced the Southern states into a war they couldn’t win. Before that, everyone was mostly working to find a solution to the problem of slavery. We don’t need to go there – the point is that fiction is no better than any news reporting. Except that when it’s well done, you get some relief from the ‘real world’ for awhile. You know it’s all made up, and that’s what makes it fun. Good fiction will give you a good feeling – well, unless you’re reading tragedies or horror stories. But those are also emotions that get stirred up by fiction.” John paused to sip again.

That was my cue to jump in. “A good mystery, like a good romance, then has a pattern they follow to get the emotional result that reader’s expect.”

“Exactly. Westerns all follow a rough model, mainly that the hero wins in the end. Almost all good fiction has the lovers reconciled, the mystery solved, the evil is trumped by the good guys.” John said.

“So if you are getting a bad result from what you think is factual ‘news’ then maybe you’d be better off doing something else?” I asked.

“Certainly if you want to feel better. Ads don’t make you feel better, either. And a quarter of the time you are watching news, you are being interrupted by ads. Imagine how you would feel if out of a hundred page book, 25 of them were advertisements for stuff completely dis – related to the story?” John replied.

“Maybe getting my news off the Internet is a better idea.” I supposed.

“Only if you can test what they say. The next barrier is knowing what you are expecting.” John took another sip.

“Expecting? Oh – this is like knowing where the plot is heading.” I replied.

“Mostly. In that election, people so wanted their candidate to win that when she didn’t, they all got depressed. That was a bad story to them. And then people started running other stories like the election was falsified somehow and a fraud. But those new stories were more wishful thinking than anything else. So when those stories failed, they got even more depressed. And that let to more stories...” John trailed off.

“How does that solve the problem?” I asked

“Any author has to know what their character wants. And their flaws as well. Robert Cialdini chased back his own flaws to see how the store’s sales people told him made him buy stuff he really didn’t want. He narrowed it down to just six points in a book called ‘Influence’. And marketers seized on these as 6 points they could use to get people to do whatever they want.” John ticked these off on his fingers. “Like giving something away so you feel you’ve got to give something back – or buy something. Or getting you into the habit of buying a certain product. Social “proof” is another, which is where all these fake reviews come from. Smiling is a way people get you to buy from them, but that’s almost too obvious. Being an authority, or claiming someone else holds your opinion in regard.” Holding up the thumb of his other hand – “...and the tried and proven one – not enough to go around (a limited time offer.)”

“Do these work?” I asked.

“Just consider them. They are in every thing you buy. Pleasant waitresses get better tips. The front door has little stickers saying what credit cards are accepted here. Having only a single piece of cake left on display. Free samples of food with a discount coupon if you buy today – that’s a two – for. Look over your own habits and you’ll see how these are all ingrained.” John went back to his coffee while I thought this over.

“I can see you’re right in these. So they make what you say sound like it’s true?” I asked.

“Of course. You believe in the authority of that person and so what they say has to be true. But the kicker is what locks these in place.” John paused. Waiting for effect.

I nodded that he continue.

John put his cup down on the counter. “A guy named Levenson in the 50’s worked out that there were really only three or four elements that glued all these human foibles in as habits. Well before Cialdini worked his ‘Influence’ points out. Levenson said that the world revolved around needing or trying to escape from these: approval, control, and security. Singly and in combinations. You want approval for what you do, you’re trying to escape being controlled, and you wish you were more secure. And these three are especially show up in media and politics.”

I frowned at him. “But you mentioned a fourth...”

IV

“YES, THEY ARE ALL THREE based on fear, particularly the fear of losing one’s own identity. Some call this death, but there are other ways these days to completely change a person’s identity over time. Political parties often can get a person to do and say things they wouldn’t normally think of on their own. Mob psychology is a study just on those types of actions. You can see all three of those basic points there, as well as Cialdini’s six points leading up to that extreme behavior.” John returned to his coffee, but noticed this second cup was now running low. He frowned at the decision he was going to have to make.

“And I see that many of these are present now, in just your question of having a third cup. Are you asking yourself if it will keep you up tonight – or perhaps allow your inspiration to come more quickly? Will it throw you off your schedule – lose security? Or will that new story get you more income and approval from your editor or the buying public? John, this stuff is fascinating!” I was smiling now. Here was some tools I could use to sort out these problems.

John decided. He called over the waitress and asked for a large sweet tea to go. She asked him if he’d like a sweet bun to take the edge off that coffee and he agreed.

I raised an eyebrow at this – he saw it and smiled. “Yes, she used a sales tactic on me. And it will get her a bigger tip as a result. Even though I know I should get some extra walking in tonight, if only pacing my office while I work out a plot outline. You’re catching on quick to all this.”

“Yes I do think that this has some ‘workability’ to it.” But when I considered the amount of data I had to test now, I frowned again. “It just seems like ‘where do I start’ has raised its head.”

“Levenson used releasing, which is another way of just letting go. Like taking a deep breath and then letting it out. Often you’ll feel the body relax when you do. Something that doesn’t work is just like that – just let it go. Take one idea at a time and test it. If it doesn’t work, let it go. Just walk away from it.” The waitress brought his tea and the sweet bun in a small bag. John smiled at this, and leaned on the counter to pull out his wallet and pay the check. Of course, he told the waitress to keep the change.

When I turned to pay mine, I see he already had, leaving his mint for me as well. “So I’m supposed to do something for you now? Or should I just thank you and walk away?” I was smiling at him now.

John smiled in return. “Your smile is all the payment I could ever want. But if you do want to do something...” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a thin paperback. “Here, one of my recent stories. If you want, read it and go online to leave a review if you like it. Or not. Your choice.”

I accepted the book and looked it over. A western detective story. How quaint. “Or I could simply leave it here on the counter and walk away?”

“Sure. I would take that as a compliment as well.” He smiled. “Now to make this offer completely irresistible, I’ll autograph it for you.” He pulled out a pen, took the book from me and scribbled in the flyleaf, then handed it back. All smiles again. “Or – leave it and walk away.”

At that, he picked up his cup and bun, nodded to me and stood to leave. “Mary, it’s been quite an experience. You’ve given me another inspiration for a story that I have to get to my office before I forget the details of it. You’re a treasure. I do hope we can meet again some time.” He glanced outside. “Oh – there’s my bus. Thanks again.”

And he was out the door before I could say another word.

– – – – 
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BUT WHEN I OPENED TO the fly leaf and read what he wrote, it was obvious that we’d meet again. And now I had another reason to look forward to a follow – up conversation.

Because he wrote his phone number in there as well.

The Spirit Mountain Mystery

BY S. H. MARPEL & C. C. Brower

I

“SEEMS QUIET NOW.” STANDING on the empty plains under a red – sky morning that rolled out away from a torn and fractured Nevada desert mountain, it seemed pretty obvious. Quiet.

Of course, I soon wished I hadn’t said anything. Something like Finagle’s law. Not just that things will go wrong if they can, but also at the worst possible moment. And in the worst possible way.

A dust cloud soon swallowed us. Sal and Jude together had to put up and hold a force shield around us. And that’s pretty much all they could do, as that dust came with the force of a terrible wind. Something like a hurricane’s – and it came up within seconds of my speaking.

But then a pain seared through my stomach and quickly spread to my veins. A massive headache started in the next moment. All I could do was to clutch my stomach and roll into a ball on the ground.

Sal and Jude saw me and were frantic with alarm, but could do nothing without lowering the shield and watching us all blow away.

The last thing I remember seeing was someone walking through that hurricane right toward us – as if it was a calm day in those Midwest pastures I’d left a thousand miles away. She came right up and walked through Sal and Jude’s force shield like it wasn’t there. Just waltzed in and crouched over to have a look at me. Not a single red hair surrounding her pretty face was even moving. Big, dark green eyes looking into my soul. Did I mention her pretty face? Thought so.

As she put her hand on my forehead, everything went black.

At least the pain stopped...

– – – – 

[image: ]


WHEN I WOKE, I DIDN’T feel any pain. In fact I felt just fine.

“Glad to see you awake, sleepyhead. You certainly gave us some alarm. About three days worth.” Sal was sitting in the single ladder – back chair across the narrow room and by the side of a paneled door.

I seemed to be in some upper level of an old wood – framed saloon. The flowered wallpaper and wainscoting, the standalone wardrobe and low – boy dresser – they all matched that period. Of course, that was my writer training showing up. We had the two characters for this scene and the setting was just another part of the mystery.

“Last I remember was getting a gut – wrenching pain and headache. And now I wake up here.” Of course, I had to peek beneath the sheet and quilt as something felt odd. A one piece nightshirt. Comfortable, but different.

I looked into her gorgeous face again, appreciating what I had come so close to losing. “Has it really been three days?”

“Once we got you here, they had to work on you for awhile to get that sickness out of you. You just woke up today. When you started snoring the second day, I knew that it was just rest you needed. But now you are literally better than ever.” Sal rose and walked across the room in a few short steps to sit on the bed by me. This was the first time I’d ever seen her wear jeans, but they were still her favorite off – white. Over tan boots and matching leather belt with a silver conch buckle, she wore a gold – striped tan western – cut blouse tucked into them.

Very fetching. She still preferring her blond hair in a bun, with two ivory hair pins – some things never changed.

She patted my leg through the bed covers. “They say you are still going to need some rest, and a few more treatments.

“They?”

“Rochelle and Hami. They’re the ones who have been getting that illness out of you, or it’s more correct to say, changing your body to absorb it – as they describe what they did.”

I scooted up on the bed so I could sit against the iron bedstead. Sal rose to pull my pillow up behind me, and added the second pillow of the full – sized bed to it. Then she kissed my forehead as she returned to sit by my side. I could smell her signature violet scent. And it was good to have something familiar around me.

“You know you are just giving me more questions to ask.” I put my hand on top of hers, which she matched with her other hand on top of those two.

“I know. we’ve had some difficulty getting used to it. Of course, we had to hold off our questions until they had time to talk to us. We’d rather they saved your life than be bothered with our curious questions.”

At that point, a knock on the door interrupted out conversation. As it opened, I saw that same auburn – haired, hazel – eyed beauty who had walked through that hurricane and live force shield. She was holding a bed – tray of food on her hip while the other hand rested on the door knob.

“Morning, John. Glad to see you are back with the rest of us. I’m glad to meet you – something I couldn’t tell you while you were out of it.. We have a small collection of your mysteries downstairs in paperback that I enjoy re – reading from time to time. But I’ll save my questions about your obvious plot – holes for a later time.” She smiled at that tease. “Here’s some fruit and a breakfast burrito if you’re up to it.”

Sal rose to make room, moving over to the single window by the wardrobe. “John, this is Rochelle. And the food here is every bit as good as Granger’s. So you should feel right at home.”

I had to smile at this. “Rochelle – thanks for everything I’ve heard you’ve been doing for me. Of course, Sal just barely started answering my questions about what happened out there.”

Rochelle smiled and melted any resistance I still had. This would be an interesting convalescence. “All in due time.” She put the tray across my lap, then felt my forehead with her hand. Smooth, and soft, with a cedar scent.

“You’re making good progress. And you’ll probably want to get up and come downstairs today. All up to you. Some are more tired than others after this treatment, but you seem to live a more active life than most. Sal and Jude have been telling me your adventures – the details you left out of your books.” She smiled at this again. “But your fans and book critics will be downstairs whenever you’re ready. We’ll trade you our answers for yours.”

With a wink, she glided out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Sal was amused by her teasing. “Well, you meet your fans about everywhere these days. At least they seem to be all young and good – looking.”

She looked out through the window, distracted for a moment. Then turned back to me. “And that was Jude calling, right on cue. If you don’t make it down soon, we’ll all come up to visit. But I can tell you that what she brought up on that tray is nothing compared to the food downstairs. We’ve been eating like royalty down there – and you know how Jude and I love great food. See you soon, either way...” And shimmered out of view.

Of course, she was right. That breakfast burrito and fruit only made me realize how hungry I was. Moving the tray to the dresser top, I flipped the bedclothes off my legs and stood. Balance was fine. I felt fine. A few barefoot steps took me to the wardrobe, where a clean set of jeans, boots, a red and white plaid cowboy – cut shirt were all waiting for me.

As I dressed, the more I thought about things, the more I wanted to know. Like how I got here, where I was, and how Rochelle got me here, what “treatments I’d been having.”

And the answer to these and the rest, were after I turned that doorknob and entered the narrow hallway. Smelling the fragrant scents of home – cooked food as it wafted up the stairwell ahead of me.

– – – – 
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“I’VE NEVER LIKED VISITORS.” The spirit said to no one nearby. “I came here to disappear, but people keep finding me. Well, to hell with them. They never cared, they don’t now.”

The whirlwind of his form twisted in the middle of a vacant desert, just a dozen yards away from the sheer cliff side behind him. At his feet, little dust – devils spun off to ride small drafts out for a short distance and then dissipate back into the dust and air that formed them.

This wasn’t happiness he felt, but when he had his solitude, it was something that comforting to him. Something he had depended on for so long to be the same.

He only wanted quiet after all his disappointments. Humans had always disappointed him.

In the silence he could sleep, without dreams, without cares.

Alone.

The spirit sank back into his cliff side, the petroglyph he inhabited glowing momentarily as the rock absorbed his energy.

With no wind, the desert dust returned to coat the blank floor by the rock wall, leaving it again the featureless canvas it usually was.

II

“JOHN, I FOUND YOU BECAUSE I drove out that way. I just got a sense that I was needed out there, so I got in my beater truck and drove. Fortunately, you weren’t too far off what passes for roads around here. And I got there at the right time.” I took another sip of my lemonade and sat back in my own curved bentwood caboose chair. The dishes had been cleared from the round, four – legged table and we were now exchanging answers to the other’s questions.

The rest of the tables and long bar of that saloon were empty of customers. My friend Hami, one of the owners of this old wood building, was in back cleaning up our dishes, with a typical quiet clatter. We had the long room to ourselves from the glass front windows back to the staircase.

“But Rochelle, we had just arrived a minute before that. You had to start driving a half – hour or more before, from where they tell me your rescue happened.” John sipped his own lemonade, frowning.

“Oh that’s not uncommon. I was weeks getting to ‘Cagga before I first met Rick there and he flew in just a few hours before I arrived.” I saw John’s frown. “Oh, you’d call that Chicago in your space – time.”

“And that’s another thing – how are we not where we regularly are. We’ve cut across time and space before, but never winding up in what some people would call another universe with its own time – line.”

I had to smile at that. “It looks like you are a lot like me. You just go where you’re needed when your needed and hopefully can do something to help that situation when you get there. You never seem to know that you can, but you always do. That’s that trust scene. Your ‘Old Ben’ gives you your assignments and you go there. That’s the job.”

Sal and Jude nodded at that, for they had been doing those type of jobs for hundreds of years now. I was impressed with their work and I wish I knew more of their backstory, but right now there was that problem they’d been sent to investigate. And somehow, they needed my help. That’s why I we met out there. Seemed simple enough to me.

John had wrinkled his brow again – another question coming. “OK, I got that. Like knowing the weather is going to be roughly the same from year to year, but the season’s always change. Some worse, some better. One last point then, is this healing you’ve done for me going to leave any side – effects I should know about?”

I had to smile, it was a good question. “Other than continuing good health and a very long life, no. Since humans from your ‘universe’ are essentially the same as what we have around here, I don’t see you’re going to have any problems from what we did. If there are, just come back and we’ll fix them.”

“A very long life?”

“Well, we don’t know exactly how long that is. When we treat babies, they grow up until their mid 20’s like most humans, and then stay looking like that. The older adults we’ve treated stay the age they are then. Some old scars disappear, but most of the wrinkles don’t. (Of course, I’ve seen some ladies get rid of old ‘beauty marks’ they no longer wanted.)

“But this is all Lazurai stuff. And that’s only been going on for about a half – century in our world, and there are only a limited amount of cases to work with. Look up your cousin’s books, that Marpel. She’s written the most about this. But just don’t ask me how she’s getting stories from this universe to write in hers. Above my pay grade.”

John sat back and relaxed. I couldn’t tell him many more answers on that subject. It was a lot like asking Sal or Jude where their magic came from.

Sal brought us back to point. “I was curious about how you walked through those hurricane winds and our force – shield to get to us.”

I took another sip from my tall tumbler. The ice clinked in it as I set it down. “I was thinking about that. Because I didn’t at the time. I just knew that John was down and needed my help. So I reached in for him and met you two. Then told you where we needed to be and you brought us back here. The rest you know.”

“Where we come from, that shield is impenetrable. And Jude and I both depend on that.”

“You’d have to ask your ‘Ben’ for more research on that one. My idea is that its because we’re dealing with elementals here. Ask him to check into ‘sentient viruses’ as that might give him a clue.”

Jude leaned forward at that. “Elementals? Like sentient natural forces?”

“Sure – wind, earth, fire, water. And the fifth one is ‘thought’, but that is so common to everyone that it’s generally ignored. I think John mentioned it as ‘mental habits’ in one of his books – or one of his writing cousins maybe, I’m not sure. Again, Ben would know or know how to find out. I’m not the expert on these things, I just work with what I know how to do and go wherever I’m asked.”

John leaned to Sal for a short whisper. Then a short, wheeled library cart of book appeared behind him out of a shimmer. “These are a short set of books I asked Sal to get Ben to round up for us.”

Jude looked stunned for a moment, then looked to Sal and smiled again. At some point, I wanted to know how they were able to talk like that. It could be handy in my line of work.

Sal saw my look and explained, “Time is fluid, as is space. So I just sent Ben a message, and he rounded these up and sent them back to me. And yes, we can teach you about this ‘sending’ stuff. You do have magic here if you’ve got elementals and ‘sentient viruses’, so there’s no reason you can’t learn what we know. Most of it is practice. And a lot of faith in yourself – and those you work with.”

John nodded. “Some of what they do has rubbed of on me. But spirits and humans are different enough that I don’t bother to try more than being able to ‘send’ to them.” He then passed out some of the books.

I noticed that there were the modern fiction books about the Lazurai there, right along with all the ancient tomes.

Hami arrived at that moment with a smile and a plate of brownies, plus a tall glass pitcher of iced lemonade, and then glided away to her kitchen again.

We dug into our homework and treats.

– – – – 
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A BEATER PICKUP TRUCK drove in and parked out in front, pulling just off the blacktop road in front of our old saloon building.

We heard the driver’s door open and thud shut, that familiar clang of metal to me. That way my truck sounded and it must be Uncle Jean bringing it back.

Perfect timing.

A trim, fit, and gray – haired older man opened the screen door and stepped into the building.

“Hi, Rochelle.”

“Hi, Jean. Thanks for bringing my truck back. Want some lemonade? Hami made some brownies...”

“Well, I did have some other work to be doing, but if Hami made the brownies, I can’t turn them down. Mind if I join you?”

I shook my head. “Of course not. Drag up another chair next to me. It’s been too long since you’ve been able to visit.”

Jean got another of the bentwood “caboose” chairs and settled in next to me. Hami appeared with a fresh tumbler of lemonade for him and restocked our brownies. Then kissed Jean on his forehead as she left, raising a smile on his face.

“I was just thinking about that cyclone you all ran into. It might be an elemental. But I can see that’s what you’re studying here.” Jean picked up one of the thick hardbacks and leafed through it. “Just about what we know of them. There’s just one exception.”

The room was quiet, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Jean drew this out by taking a long drink from his lemonade, then reaching for one of the brownies.

“We’ve had a large number of these show up in the last couple of decades. And many more over recent months. All have been connected with local weather disturbances. There are some rumor that it’s another one of those government conspiracies. Others – and this is what I’ve been able to verify with my own research and investigations as well – say someone has just recently worked to fix something the government boys screwed up a very long time ago. The result is what we are calling ‘elementals’.”

I saw the connection, just as Jean said it. “You mean they might be the original Lazurai?”

III

I WAS DRINKING FROM my own lemonade and almost choked at Rochelle’s question. “Well, from what you told me, that would explain my getting sick when that storm showed up.”

Rochelle and Jean both nodded at this.

Sal started to piece what we were saying together. “So the original Lazurai didn’t ‘die’ when they moved into those rocks and buildings. And if they ‘woke up’, they then were able to transition to purer elemental forms rather than needing human bodies.”

Jean gave a lop – sided smile. “Yes, John, what you met out there might be one of those. We’d have to visit it again in daylight, but carefully. Otherwise, we’d get a repeat performance.”

“You’re saying that there should be some marking on the rock walls near where we were that could show where whoever it was sank into it?” This got me on the edge of my seat. I could see where this story was beginning to lead.

Rochelle frowned. “But the original Lazurai were dangerous to humans beyond belief. So I can’t see that you are going to be able to be there, even with our healing we’ve done so far.”

Jude looked at Sal and then to Rochelle. “But Sal and I didn’t have any effect from whatever that being was putting out.”

Rochelle smiled at the two of them. “Probably because your human form acts more like another spell. More spirit than actual flesh and blood. But I’m two generations away from them, so may have more ‘human’ in me as well, so I’m not sure that just because I’ve been ‘turned’ into a Lazurai that I’m completely immune. And likewise, we were there only minutes.

“Your human appearance ‘spell’ might leave you vulnerable to that degree. We also don’t have any experience in curing spirits of a possible Lazurai infection. While it might not be a problem, we all saw how hard it was to deal with those hurricane – force winds. All we know is that the three of us weren’t affected for that very short period of time.”

Sal and Jude nodded. There were too many variables to deal with like we had tried before.

Jean leaned over and put his hand on top of Rochelle’s. “Which means it’s over to me.”

Rochelle turned sad at this. “But there is so much unknown here. We might lose you, too.”

Jean just smiled. “Nothing I haven’t been through before. You know we can’t leave a danger out there for others to stumble on. And besides, if I could do it, then maybe someone else could, too.”

She smiled back to him, knowing that there was nothing she could do to change his mind.

– – – – 
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SAL AND JUDE PHASED us all into the desert, about a quarter – mile from where we showed up originally.

Rochelle and Jean were all smiles at that way of travel. She looked at him and then at Sal, “I could certainly get used to traveling like that. As much as I love my old beater pickup, the hours it takes to go anywhere still takes just as long on the way back.”

I brought binoculars, while Sal and Jude didn’t need them to see clearly that far away.

There was a shape on the nearby canyon wall, not a human shape, but some ancient Amerindian drawing that was faded and hard to make out.

Jean stepped away from the rest of us. “Time for me to get to work.” He phased into a human – sized shape of water, then evaporated. As we watched, soon a cyclone of water showed up by the canyon wall.

Nothing else did. So we waited.

After a while, Jean reappeared in his corporal form. Arms folded, facing the sheer rock wall. From here, I couldn’t see if he were talking at it.

At that point, a dust storm seemed to whip up and formed around him. What I could see of Jean still seemed to be the same. Someone standing in a storm of moving dust.

And then, he wasn’t.

What was there just appeared as some sort of local cyclone, spinning more densely and then smaller. It began taking shape as a shorter column of dust, solid enough to look almost like a concrete column of a bridge, but shorter.

Then someone stepped backwards from it, and seemed to be pushing with their arms to separate from that dust column. It was Jean.

Within seconds, that dust transformed into a near – human form itself. I could almost make out a head, shoulders, and torso from it.

Jean was standing cross – armed in front of it. And at an angle that put him facing away from us.

Sal and Jude were both concentrating to see if their remote sensing could pick up anything. Sal looked at Jude and then at me. “There is something going on over there between Jean and that dust form, but it isn’t human speech. I can only sense that some kind of talking is happening there.”

Just about then, the dust vanished. The petroglyph in the rock wall glowed for a moment.

Jean stood alone for a moment, just looking at that wall. Then vanished himself.

Only to reform as a water cloud next to us that soon became his human form. All smiles.

“Well that was a good first step,” Jean said at last. “I don’t have a lot of his back story, or even a name I can pronounce in English. But he is one of the original Lazurai.”

Turning to me, Jean smiled wistfully. “He did say he was sorry about your getting sick. But he’s glad you are better now.”

Looking at Rochelle, “He knows a bit about you, and is happy to know your progress. He wants you to come and talk to him, as he wants to learn from you. Both what you know of our condition and how you’ve learned to deal with it.”

Rochelle nodded to Jean. “I’d be honored to help him any way I can.”

Then she turned back to us Ghost Hunters. “This may take awhile. We’ll meet you back at Hami’s place.”

She took Jean’s hand and then put a wide grin on her face.

The two of them evaporated in front of us and re – solidified in front of that canyon wall.

Through my binoculars, I could see three shapes there. Forms that were indistinct, and then seemed to fuse into one single mass that was neither water nor dust. With an internal motion keeping all the particles moving.

I took the binoculars away from my eyes and let them hang from their strap around my neck.

I smiled at both Sal and Jude, taking their hands in mine.

Then we shimmered out of that scene.

IV

JEAN AND I TALKED WITH that entity for a good long while. I told him my life story and answered his many questions. Jean told of the changes he had made in order to live in a human form again. And that itself is a story for another time.

Eventually, our talking was complete. The being had many things to decide, but now knew that his lonely life could be over if he wanted. And the purpose for his own existence could be solved. It would be a journey for him, but one of freedom and choices instead of shunning, escape and unwitting destruction of those he once knew and loved.

Our job, for that time, was over. Both Jean and I agreed to visit this place again from time to time to just give him someone to “talk” to and compare notes with. He was very grateful for our attention and help.

We separated into our own forms. Jean and I as human, he as an Earth elemental.

He then faded into the petroglyph, just for now.

We all knew we’d be talking again, soon.

At that I took Jean’s hand and we evaporated...

– – – – 

[image: ]


JEAN THEN BROUGHT ME back to the front of Hami’s place, where we re – solidified into human form again.

I leaned forward and kissed Jean on the cheek.
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