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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the book...)


- - - -



From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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SHE MET ME AT MY CABIN door. She knocked. I opened.

And then she was in my arms, smothering me with kisses.

I recognized that scent, that hair, those lips.

"Mary, I..."

She put a finger on my lips. "Shhhh..."

The cabin porch shimmered around us - and disappeared.

What replaced it was the scenery of a crater lake, with steep sides, an unnatural circular symmetry. The hulks of shipping barges and fishing craft grounded out on its shores. We stood on a narrow sand spit, in the light of a overcast sun that shown as only a tiny burning disk.

The sunken basin reeked of rotting fish, rust, and spilled oil.

"Welcome to my home, John – the one you condemned me to."
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THE NIGHT WAS QUIET. No more than usual. Crickets fiddling their ancient tune. The occasional hoo-hoo of an owl. Rustling small feet as the coons and possums sought their own meals, or eluded being someone else's.

I wasn't paying attention. For the muses were playing their movies in my head, another story to recall from someone else's life experiences.

Sock feet and sweatshirt were the only unusual changes from my usual attire. The fall evening air was cool, a welcome difference from all the heat of summer. The windows of my tiny-home cabin were cracked open at the bottom, to keep the air fresh, but most of the warmth inside.

My own attention was on writing the words as I knew them to be, usting only the best  choices. Readers wanted to sense, to be transported, to live the vicarious lives of these characters. Only the right words would help them do that...

A knock sounded at my door. Loud. Insistent. Repeating.

Frowning, I stood – wondering who it could possibly be at this late hour.

The solid exterior door held no peephole. This wasn't New York or any city where I needed multiple locks and chains against intruders. This was the Midwest. No one lived within at least a quarter mile from me. And usually drove pickups or noisy side-by-side utility vehicles to get from here to there – well, other than those of us who walked our pastures.

The darkness and lack of noise said it wasn't someone who traveled by vehicle. My next choice was one of my familiar spirit-guides – and a half-smile came to my face at this prospect.

As I opened the door, the interior lights extinguished. Before I could try the switches by the door frame, someone came in and wrapped her arms around me. The kiss, the perfume were familiar somehow.

I was pushed backwards over to my day-bed-couch, where the back of my legs folded when they met its resistance.

She and I fell backwards into it – well, she was on top of me anyway, and her lips were still seeking mine.

Quickly, she grasped the bottom of my sweatshirt, pulling it and my t-shirt over my head, just to my wrists, where those clothes wadded up around my hands there.

Next, she skinned off my cotton shorts past my sock feet.

“Hey, what...”

“Shhh...” the unknown, but familiar woman cautioned me as she stood and cast something to the other end of my tiny-home cabin, where it clattered against the end wall.

Then she moved to the wall with the door she'd entered through, only a couple of steps. To grab and toss my dungarees and chore coat on top of my bare stomach and chest. “Get dressed.”

I heard my chore boots clump on the floor next to the day-bed.

Then I sat up, pulling my t-shirt and sweatshirt back down. I stood to step into my jeans, and pushed my sock feet into my boots. Then felt for my jacket. All these clothes so familiar to me that dressing was too simple, and my eyes needed no lights to guide my fingers over my waist button and jeans zipper, as well as my sturdy belt. Not after wearing this near-uniform for years, changing into it twice-daily for pasture walks.

Her scent pervaded the room, replacing the clean cotton I just re-dressed in. I tried to place it, but again was interrupted in my thoughts.

Her hands reached for mine once I had the jacket on, pulling me up and into her arms again. Where the kisses returned.

The moon outside was waning, half-way to darkness, so there was little light coming in through the small windows of the cabin.

She hugged me tight, her long hair enfolding me in its softness.

And then I felt that too-familiar feeling when the world around you phases from what you know to what you don't know...

- - - -
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IT WAS THE FULL DAYLIGHT under an overcast sky that told me we were in also in a different time, as well as space from where we started.

She backed from me by shoving away with her arms, but holding me by her hands on my shoulders.

And now I knew that scent, that hair, those lips.

It was Mary, the young woman who had left me so long ago before I came back to the Midwest. One of the reasons I came to this farm. To write my stories, to heal.
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“JOHN'S DISAPPEARED.” I felt like warmed over pig-slop. And probably looked it. I didn't care. The one person I cared most about, even more than my own sister, was missing. I'd looked everywhere for him. Everywhere that he'd been, or we'd been.

And right now, I could only think about that.

Jude took my shoulder. Her look made me stop.

“Sal, you've got to get yourself together. Going all ratty isn't going to help find him. You're going to distract other people into worrying about you. Your hair – get that nice blond bun of your tightened up or let it run long. Clean up that suit of yours – it looks like a giraffe skin with all those splotches on it.”

Jude knew how to get her point across, especially to me. So I tweaked a finger to spell them right. And in the next instant I was back to looking myself – but not feeling like myself.

“Thanks for the hard love, Jude.”

She came up and hugged me – like the sister I'd known all the time since we became spirit guides so long ago.

We were standing just inside the middle cabin at John's farm. The two of us were alone for now, but it was more than likely we'd have company soon. Because John going missing had everyone available in the search. It was global at this point, and we were hoping it didn't have to go cross-universe. At least he wasn't at Hami's.

Jude and Bernie took the home watch while I was away looking at other probable places. So if he turned up or someone dropped off a ransom note, there would be someone here. Bernie was probably even now outside standing guard in his canine form – since his smell and hearing went a lot further in that form.

“Jude, did you get any news from Ben on that pendant I found?”

On cue, the door at the end of the cabin opened and Ben entered, with the little sitting-cat-goddess statue, which Mysti had built as a projector when Hermione was trapped back in Egypt. We left it in that form, with its sitting-cat body, green gem eyes, and black polished finish. Because it was its own reminder of how we never leave our own behind.

Ben cleared his throat. “I was able to decode the pendant recordings to just before John was taken. Yes, it was his.” But he put a finger up to put off answering any questions as the cat's eyes started projecting the 3D image onto the door, just in front of the now-closed door in its back wall.

At first, it was the lit cabin. John was typing at his cabin as usual.

Ben commented here, “He wears his pendant beneath his shirt most of the time, so it was difficult to get a clear image and sound.”

A knock sounded at the door – insistent, repeated, and loud.

As John got up to open the door, the room went dark.

A female form was visible against the outside ambiance of the night sky.

Ben, again, “Fortunately, that door was left open and gave us a tiny amount of lighting.”

The woman merged against John's chest and kissing ensured.

John's was shoved to the day-bed-couch, which was evident by the sound of its springs and the sight of the cabin ceiling behind the woman on top of him.

His shirts were pulled over his head, but the images were jumbled at that point, since the woman had pulled the pendant with them.

Once the pendant hit the ground, it landed on it's side, but kept recording from the back of the room where it landed.

The woman was back-lit, and had long hair that seemed blond or light-colored from this angle. She'd pulled John's shorts off and then reached behind her to get  his chore coat and dungarees, throwing those at him. She also reached for his boots and tossed them near his feet.

John dressed and rose once his boots were on.

“No ball cap.” I muttered.

Ben froze the scene shortly after the mystery woman took his hand.

He zoomed the stilled projection in on her face at that point. “We were able to work with the other images from this short sequence in order to put a composite reconstruction together.”

It was a long, wavy-haired blond.

“Mary!” Jude and I both said together.

Ben nodded, frowning. “Except our Mary has been on assignment when this happened and is still there. She just checked in again before I came here. Her own pendant accounts for her being on her project the whole time.”

At that point, Molly came in the door with a tray of food for us, probably from Hami's. She squinted as she walked through the 3D projection and put it on the table, stepping to the side to look back at the greenish image.

“That's Mary.”

I shook my head, “No, that just looks like her.”

Molly gave a sad smile. “Because it's her niece, Mary. We were both in the Walkaway Diner for that assignment – she was the original Mary, and her Aunt was the one that stayed for the loop.”
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