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OF COURSE, WHEN YOU talk to your readers, you find out that they have many questions.

My typical response is to send out some of the earlier stories my authors have written in order to answer them.

Often, these stories were standalones and have fallen “into the stacks” and never made it as part of a series anywhere.

That was the case with several of these romances.

All our authors write romance into the books, in one way or another. Because most people like (or will tolerate a little) romantic interest.

For those who like a lot of it, this anthology is assembled.

What you don't see here is the “Universe Notes” which tie the stories into longer story arcs where the universes these books take place in have evolved.

So – sorry, these books may raise more questions.

Of course, in that case, just check in the back to find other stories by these authors which will (hopefully) answer those questions and resolve certain story arcs.

This second anthology of this series was collated from the works that followed the first. Again, to help the Romance fan to see how love truly does make the world go 'round – and is the universal solvent for many things.

It also tends to who that two heads are better than one – and couples rule when solving mysteries and dealing with adventure.

Here is then a big tome of Romance that you can curl up to over a long weekend and binge-read.

Of course, all these short stories can also just be fit into your commutes and odd moments where you need to escape for awhile.

Please enjoy. Because that's what they were written for.

PS. I've included the original title story, as an anchor for this anthology, as it was for the first.

- - - -
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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On Love’s Edge
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BY J. R. KRUZE

- - - -
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I OFTEN COME OUT TO the end of the dock on nights like tonight. Where the sky and the water seemed to meet at the edge of nothing. Both reflected each other so well that it never seemed like one ended or the other began.

This was when sky and water formed a perfect union, a marriage of two souls so deep that they didn’t exist without the other.

All I felt was the passion of the last time we were together. And the aches of those times we had since spent apart.

But the wild thing was that we had never met...

- - - -
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THE STARS AND THE SKY opened up that evening and we simply talked from our souls over an endless distance, it seemed.

But for all I knew, he could be just on the shore of the pond opposite, just beyond the myst, standing there among the trees, just watching. A slight smile on his lips. As if the whole thing was a joke or a pun, or some sort of clean and harmless limerick.

“I never saw a purple cow, I never hope to see one...”

Life didn’t have to be difficult, it didn’t have to be hard. Love seemed to make things just meet and match and fit. One of those wooden puzzles that are hard as hell to figure out if you never saw them put together, but you never want to take them apart if you did see them that way. The wonder was how they were built at all.

I would send my love out to him from the end of that pier, that long dock, and I’d feel the response instantaneously. Like there was no time or space, just love.

- - - -
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I WROTE HER SHORT STORIES with no plot. Just some character doing something or saying something that didn’t have to go anywhere. I could see her face in my mind’s eye – twinkling eyes of her own, all hazel-blue and full of laughter. She gets the point immediately. She sees that the story could only be short like that, because it didn’t have to be long at all.

A pooh-bear story. No adults present. No judgment of what was wrong or right. It just was. And fun, always.

That was the joke that came up when we’d talk in my mind, when she would seem to come and sit beside me as I wrote - tip-tapping out the story on the worn keys that had seen so much adventure through my fingertips.

And now were simply writing a love story out of the motes of stars and water and cloud. A story that simply flew across the sky, the endless distance and resounded in a massive orchestral chord.

Love is like that. It doesn’t depend on money or being somewhere, or having fine things around you. It means that you care for each other so deeply you just become the other. Finishing sentences, walking hand in hand without bothering to sweat from discomfort, because it is the most natural thing you can do.

Even though you’ve never met in body, you know she’s out there and she is always sending her love to you. Even when you are upset and quarreling with yourself or some character you are writing out of whole cloth.

- - - -
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I WROTE TO HIM AND of him as I crafted my stories. And often could simply just look out into space as my fingers typed away. We would be of one mind. A proofreading soul looking over my shoulder or through my eyes at the scenes as they shone through the page.

I was his female voice, he was my masculine influence. Together, as yin and yang, we wrote perfect stories in any genre - in every genre.

Any action had a romantic interest, had a mystery, had thrills and horrors and pure distraction from the world and all its difficulties.

A woman knows when a woman is writing, as a guy knows that somebody out there is probably sitting in a corner of a bar with a laptop - or a coffee shop - and is cranking out another adventure he would always like to take.

When it’s time to hear from the guy, it’s all brusque and cheeky and direct. While when the girl is talking, there is care and support and softness, the subtle hints of things unsaid.

Of course, it’s also true when the characters are together in a scene. He writes the descriptions of the guy and then I’ll come into write all about the gal.

He drags his fingers through his thick mane to force it rudely out of his eyes. Should have gotten that hair cut a month ago when I first thought of it. But it was one story after another and then four weeks were suddenly gone. How was a guy supposed to keep track of such things.

When I read through these words, I could almost see the plaid flannel he wears in winter as he types away, knowing that he didn’t want to bother with getting his hair cut or running trimmers over his chin more than once a week – because he was “supposed to be writing, dammit.”

And when I wrote the descriptions of the girl, she was always tenderly brushing an errant lock off her forehead and behind an ear. When lost for inspiration, she would twist the end of a strand around her finger and look off into the sky beyond the walls of her own room to a mystical place of lavender clouds and light brown tree trunks just starting to turn gold for the fall yet to come.

There was a difference about actions, descriptions, conclusions.

Male and female, yin and yang on the same page.

Both of us typing away from the same two pair of hands.

He was writing in his remote farm cabin, I was in a high room on a small and sturdy table set into a corner and by a window.

Yet we were as close together as if born twins.

- - - -
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WHEN WE WRITE THE LOVE scenes, it can get really bad. No, there’s no on-page sex, but the teasing and touching leaves us both moist with expectations. Often I would take a long walk to clear my mind, especially if I had to get the character out of some dire situation – and this cuddling was just a short break in the action before he jumps back into solving things.

Or maybe he has an angel who shifts in from another universe wearing little, just to tease him. And might wind up in his bed when he wakes in the middle of the night, kissing and caressing him, but then gone by morning – a complete dream, except it was so very real.

There are few ways for release at that point, even in rolling over.

Often it’s the only decent thing to do is to get up, turn the lights on and type out the story that’s been racketing around my brain, or mind, or whatever you want to call it.

Romances are best when they are brief. But that’s not love talking, that’s coming from the hard-tack life of building things, of organizing things to run better, it’s from herding your animals through pastures and fixing the fence when some storm drops another dead branch heavy onto it, crushing and twisting the fence so any calf will take that opportunity to show the other calves and their moms the fastest way out to new grass.

And the herd will act as a single beast does - they turn and twist and go the other way. Herd as you like, you cannot make them come back out of a new pasture to go into an old one. Once you go back to get the others, then the first bunch start back through.

So you just change your temporary polywire fence to at least keep them in that new small spot with a nice, potent shock on it to remind them why they are where they are. And when they all go out for water, you shut them back again and roll up that temporary fence once more. Or maybe you then let them into a larger space out there, now that you’ve been able to adjust the size of temporary pasture to their use.

But that’s a guy thing. Hot sweaty days where you have to get them back in anyway, and after all that walking, to get some rolled wire and a tin bucket with a sturdy wire handle that holds all the fasteners you could need. Along with that set of fencing pliers that can cut and twist and hammer all in one tool, so you don’t have to take three with you.

The sweat doesn’t go away, but some days need two bandannas – one around your forehead to keep it from stinging your eyes, the other around your neck to keep the biting cow-flies and mosquitoes away, to cool your neck on the back of it, regardless that the heat outside is not too much difference from inside. And the worst days where it’s much hotter outside than in.

Either way, you have to keep going and doing and fixing until it’s done. The cursing that no one hears out deep in the woods – where the fencing is the weakest to hold and the toughest to get tight again. Where the stagnant water in the creek and the ditches just keeps the air humid and dank. Where’s that damned wind when you need it?

That’s a guy’s job to do. I’ve heard women discuss it, but always talk as if they have help with them. A guy will go off and do it by himself and rarely say anything when he gets back except that, sure – it was hot.

- - - -
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IN THOSE TIMES, I WISH I was there to help him. Not that I’m strong like him, or could help much. But just to be there and help him. Somehow.

Actually, even if he won’t admit it, I am. I’m the reason he takes those breaks and looks around to see if someone is in earshot of his cussing. Or when he gives his cows a scratch just where they want it, and leans up against their bellies full of this year’s grass and their next Spring calf. Those brief moments when he feels something that is nurturing and that quiet warmth that flows through his fingers.

Like the love you feel when a dog wants your petting. When they interrupt your typing to tell you that it’s time for another break. Because you’ve been at it way too long and are working way too hard for something so simple. That your word count is way down, and getting another cool drink from the fridge (maybe with a snack) would bring your speed back and give your muses a chance to re-charge.

- - - -
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LOVE IS ALL AROUND, you just have to ask for it.

But sometimes it comes even without asking.

That’s when you simply have to let Love find you and flow over its edge back to you.

All you’ve invested in everything, in your writing, in your fencing, in your job – it can come back, compounded with interest.

Because you deserve it.

All this I see from my own quiet little desk, where the room is painted in a rose-pink, with ruffled curtains pulled back from tiny windows that rattle when the wind moves them, propped open to let slight breezes come and go.

I think at those times that you are here and moving those curtains as you climb in the window, shifting through the glass and screen like it wasn’t there. Come behind me and wrap your strong arms around me just to cuddle. Your stubbly face scratches my own, and I can smell where you’ve been out there today. Even though you’ve changed your shirt and run water through your hair and combed it roughly away. I can smell the rust, and dog, and cow on your hands. I see where the brambles have scratched you again, and feel the iron in your muscles where they are sore, the bruises from having the hammer slip in your sweaty hands.

And yet I can also feel the smile on your face as you hold me.

You’ve come to tell me to take a break with you. We can sit on the veranda in the shade and feel the breeze while we chat about nothing and tease each other with senseless jokes or just enjoy the quiet of that time of day.

Finally, I rise and you rise and we go back at it. You phase out to that world of yours with your cluttered desk filled with stacks of books, and a second screen, plus other computers just to research in. How you put your feet up on a makeshift stool just to anchor yourself into a typing mode to crank out your stories.

Mine, I like to persuade my stories to uncoil themselves onto my pages, to breathe life into them. I can feel them steaming from my bust in a quiet heat as they come to life on the page. I can hear their voices, their discussions. For I’m only here, just outside of that conversation, listening in and making quiet notes.

- - - -
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WHILE MY STORIES RAM through my head-mind like a moving picture in front of me. I can almost hear the projector flickery-flick as the celluloid strip is pulled and wound through, over the hot light to project the moving pictures against a bare wall where they can’t escape before I see them.

The action moves. The hero’s only reaction is how he stands and does nothing, but should be. Because something has happened to the woman he loves and he can do nothing. Raise an eyebrow, perhaps. But the long shot – where you see him just standing there, his face in shadow – speaks more than if you had a closeup on his craggy features.

That’s how he shows his love. By moving when he’s supposed to, by defending against uncounted dangers, by standing still when he has nothing better to do. Or simply slamming the door on his way back out the the fields so he won’t say something he would regret later.

Even the slamming door is a statement he regrets. But he loses himself in his work and lets the emotions flow out of his hands through the fencing, through his trudging boots into the hard-packed ground. Stomping isn’t worth the effort. Stalking off miles, maybe.

Or, if the snow is heavy on the ground, the wind too bitter cold, then he gets a fire into the old cast-iron stove in the machine shed and clears off the work bench to fix something. Or several somethings. And when he’s fixed or rebuilt, or torn apart to save what he can out of them. And his mind is clear again, then he can come back into the house.

Quiet, respectful.

She’s made you another pot of coffee and some cookies.

But doesn’t expect you to talk. And she looks for some signals from you that you wouldn’t mind her sitting close to you.

And she doesn’t say anything, because whatever ticked you off is gone now.

She smiles and kisses you lightly. Then goes upstairs to her little room with the short ceiling you bump your head on.

You go to your own cluttered, crowded space with the tall shelves stacked and cross-stacked with books by long-dead authors. The ones you pull down every now and then to read for a bit when inspiration doesn’t come. Styles you hate, styles you love. Plots with holes in them. English from earlier ages that inspire you not to duplicate their twisting and convoluted torture of English, but the phrase turns and the descriptions, or the scene shifts that keep you in the story regardless.

- - - -
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I LIKE TO COME DOWN when he’s worked all that angst out of his system and put a few thousand words down on the page.

I can see his shoulders are relaxed and he wants just to keep going because he wants to make a word count – or more probably that he’s gotten the characters into a real mess and wants to get them out of it before he leaves them for the night.

I know he won’t be long, though. So I walk with enough noise not to startle him and lightly brush my hand across his broad shoulders without saying anything.

My clothes have already changed to nothing but a long flannel gown. And he can smell the scent of my hair as I’ve let it down.

No words are needed.

In the bed, I’ll push my pillows up behind me and pick up that novel I’ve been slowly getting through each night, a bit and piece of it at a time. Often several stories stacked up on the nightstand. So I can be in Arabia, or Punxsutawney, or Abilene. And lose myself in the hers and shes of times long past or never-were.

He’s got his own night stand, but will as often read from a phablet, having a spare with the same set of books on it, or different ones.

But he’ll change into his sweatpants and t-shirt before he slips in from his side.

If we feel like it, we’ll make love. If not, we just enjoy each other’s company for awhile before sleep.

And waking in the middle of the night may have inspiration, may not. But the night will be filled with love.

Even though we’ve never met in person. And we don’t know where each other’s home is.

We meet at love’s edge. Where our stories intertwine, and nestle like spoons.
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When Cats Ruled

[image: ]




BY S. H. MARPEL

- - - -
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TWO SCIENTISTS BROKE time - trying to travel in it.

If they weren't so cute, I don't think I'd be as forgiving.

Still, they have no clue what they just invented.

In these days of overnight express delivery, they could make a fortune. And the same device could deliver ticking bombs to any government building or office building anywhere. Instantaneously.

You'd think these scientists would have learned something after the Manhattan Project. And Nagasaki. And Chernobyl. And the Twin Towers.

Nope. All these two young knuckleheads were trying to do was to prove the impossible was possible - and get some more funding to do it.

I just can't tell them that what they were testing was the most destructive invention in history, I'd have to show them. Or they'd never believe me.

And that's when it really got involved - and personally dangerous.

I

"JOHN, I'M GOING TO need your help - or we're going to lose some Ghost Hunters."

It was Mysti. And this was odd, since she embodied control over all thought - and so, the entire universe as it was created. Fixing things only by mind was her specialty.

"How could I, a simple mystery writer with a farming day job possibly help you?"

She rolled her eyes and shrugged. Which would be funny, if it didn't make her even more attractive. Her red-blond hair hung straight to her shoulders where it broke out in large curls. The shrug just made everything bounce again.

"Ahem."

"Oh, sorry. You transfixed me again."

"Still using the 'red-blooded male' excuse?"

I smiled. Busted. "Of course. And you are still using the 'women need to be treated just like any other person' when you completely make me lose all train of thought because you're so fascinatingly pretty."

Mysti smiled. "OK, you got me there. And thank you for the compliment. Next time, I'll come disguised as an old crone and play the ageism card."

My turn to shrug. "It doesn't matter. Men deservedly get the short end of the stick, and it seems to have always been that way."

Her smile turned into a grin. "Just as long as we have our little understanding."

"So, you asked for help."

"That I did. Hermione and Tess seem determined to get them and their boyfriends stuck in Ancient Egypt where I can't help them."

I was stuck for words at that point. Too much information. "Wait. Hermione and Tess have boyfriends?"

"Right - or will shortly."

"And those boyfriends can travel in time."

"Right."

"They are time-benders?"

"No, they're egg-head scientists."

"So they built a time machine."

"Bingo."

"And they meet their boyfriends back in Ancient Egypt?"

"Right again."

"But can't get back, because...?"

"Because their time machine disappears."

"Disappears?"

"Stolen."

"But Hermione and Tess don't need a time machine."

"Except this one has crippled their native abilities."

"By...?"

"Confusing our time-benders' ideas of simultaneous time with linear time."

"Can that be done? Really? Isn't the senior principle that 'thoughts create reality'?"

"Well, more accurately, it's 'the world is what you think it is'."

"So they've been hypnotized?"

"You mean brain-washed?"

"ToeMAYto, ToeMAHto."

"Well, these guys are pretty cute."

"Ahh - the other shoe drops. Meaning: they can leave them there, but think they can't, because they don't want to lose them - and they would since the scientists can't travel with them because those cutie-pie boyfriends don't believe in simultaneous time, only linear."

"Move to the head of the class."

"So, what do you need my help for - oh, wait. You said 'we're going to lose some Ghost Hunters.'"

"Right." Mysti frowned. I'd hit her logic with a round-house punch.

"Meaning, they aren't the only ones who have been dented in the 'thoughts-become-things' department."

And of course, I was so intent on our discussion that we were still standing in the doorway to my small cabin, just after I opened the front door, which was just after she knocked on it.

It was still early morning, and the early spring still had some too-cool nights left. The light was behind her, outlining her in gold - as I said before, tended to transfix my thinking at times due to my male genetics working against my mental processes. (Why Mysti and these other Ghost Hunter gals insisted on being so breathtakingly beautiful – well, I was still getting used to it as one of the perks from this job...)

A chance breeze reminded me that the fragrance of my chicory roast-blend had filled the room since I brewed it, and I'd just stirred honey into my own mug when she knocked on my cabin door. My nose then brought my manners into action.

"Please come in. Would you like some coffee? Fresh brewed?"

Mysti smiled. "Now that would be nice. The dew out here has soaked my shoes and I could use some warming up."

I stood to the side and gestured her in. "Mi casa and all that."

She swept in with a grace and a quiet, subdued chuckle. And sat on the edge of my bunk/couch. (It was made up as a couch right then.)

"John, I love what you haven't done with the place. Good to know that some things never change."

I'd closed the outside door to keep what was left of the cabin's warmth, then moved toward my coffeemaker, pushing my swivel chair in under the small desk as I slid between her and the desk. Only a few steps to anywhere in this tiny space.

Soon I came back with a mug of coffee for her, then picked up my own. It was cooled from being piping hot, but not cold. Easier to sip it and not worry about burning anything. So I could concentrate on how to help her with those mental problems she was trying to solve.

I unfolded and sat in the wood "visitor's chair" I kept behind the door.

Mysti just smiled at me over her own mug. Her green eyes almost glowing. Her lips full and inviting.

And the only reason I know she wasn't in my mind causing these alluring effects was because she needed my help. That meant I had control over my own mental processes, despite the fact that she could take over any number of minds and have them think anything she wanted.

So I smiled back, looking directly into her evergreen eyes. At that, she had to look away, a sudden pink glow to her cheeks. Whatever she just thought was personal to her.

This was going to be an interesting and rewarding morning. Very interesting and quite rewarding.

II

TESS HAD SHOWED UP in the Library, bedraggled in a well-used, gray-and-red jumpsuit covered with smudges of what looked like coal dust from having to sleep in some ancient tunnel. She started pacing from one end of the long mission-style coffee table between us to the other.

Her hair was disheveled. And her tiny multi-colored organic tesseracts she called “tessies” were flying erratic patterns around her head. Worse than houseflies that hovered around - well, anything fragrant left uncovered.

"Just slow down, Tess, wait. Tell me what's going on."

The red-haired time-bender stopped directly in front of me, almost staring at me through her intense gaze.

“They've done it. And I can't help them any more.”

“Done what, help them with what?”

“Those two nitwits, those adorable two knuckle-headed geniuses have broken time!”

"Wait - two adorable, knuckle-headed geniuses broke time?"

Tess just stared at me. "Didn't I just say that?"

"You mean boyfriends of yours?"

"Yes, I mean, no, I mean could be, but..." She smacked a fist into her palm. "And they are just so, just - obtuse - about things!" One fist gripped the other with whitened knuckles.

This was serious.

I patted the dark leather cushion on the mission-style couch next to where I sat.

"Tess. Come - sit down here and relax a bit."

Tess stepped around the coffee table and flounced down. Still holding one fist tightly with the other.

I reached around her shoulders with my right arm and gave her a slight hug. Then took my other hand to try to push her forehead's hair strands out of her eyes and back behind her ears. While her tessies kept plucking them out and moving those strands back out again. "Take some deep breaths, cousin. Relax. And then start from the top. Whenever you feel ready."

Tess was on her third deep breath when Granger softly ambled in with a platter of brownies that also held a carafe of what smelled like café-mocha.

I leaned in to make a spot for her platter on the coffee table, but the piles of books slid aside on their own - and re-stacked themselves without losing their order. Leaving plenty of room for that platter. Granger also didn't seem to gesture before my own platter of biscuits rearranged themselves artfully around those brownies, while my cup and saucer transmogrified into a steamy mug of chocolate-laced coffee.

In all those hundreds of years as the library's cat. I'd gotten used to many things. But Granger's spells were uncommon - and said as much about how she cared for Tess as any of us.

With a nod to me and a quiet worried look toward Tess, the empty biscuit platter levitated to her hands, as she turned to start ambling back. Into the endless Library stacks toward wherever her kitchen could be in those depths.

Tess had calmed a little by now. There was a second full mug on that platter, and I handed it to her with my left hand. I'd given up trying to do anything with her hair, since fighting against her tessies was fruitless. Calming her would calm her tessies.

After a couple of sips, the multi-colored tessies calmed. I got a brownie into her other hand meanwhile. A few nibbles then made those whirling light-patterns rounder and gentler. The lines on Tess's forehead eased and some color seemed to come back into her pale face.

"Thanks, Hermione. Sorry about that entrance. Sorry about everything."

I just smiled back at her. "Cousin, you know we'd do anything for you. Especially me."

Tess just shrugged, and then looked down. She noticed the state of her jumpsuit and frowned. The tessies got busy "dry cleaning" them without any chemicals. And they got her hair woven back into her usual peasant style, with no wisps of hair unaccounted for. Pristine.

Tess looked herself over from where she sat and relaxed her face. "That's better." Then sank back into the dark leather couch cushions to sip and nibble in quiet as she thought things through before talking again.

I gave her another slight hug and then pulled my arm back to get one of those brownies for myself, along with my mug that now had the fragrant café-mocha in it. Then re-crossed my legs and tugged my own short, tiger-stripe knit skirt straight and smooth.

All while I waited for Tess to speak. I didn't wait long, but she could have taken all day, as far as I was concerned.

"So, I found someone for you. And one for me. Hope you like him. But..." Her eyes moistened and the worry lines started to return.

"But?"

"They are both so darned smart and yet so very dumb at the same time. When they get started arguing, it's like I'm not even in the room. And of course they almost talk in equations when they get going, so I'm lost in a few seconds. But I'd just finally gotten him to put his arm around my waist - then he had to walk over to the chalkboard to make his point and needed his arm free to do it..."

I had to smile at this. Love does strange things. A couple of uber-geeks would make this even more frustrating.

Tess turned toward me, her hazel eyes intent. "The worst thing is that they've broken time. I had to walk three blocks before I could bend time like normal and make my way back here. Even then, I didn't wind up where I wanted to and wound up in some old moon tunnels. Once I got my bearings back, I came here.

I nodded at her mug and glanced at her brownie.

She got the point and bit off another chew again. The worry lines eased once more. Then softened more after she washed it down.

"So this guy's cute?"

Tess smiled and blushed. "Very. And smart. And has studied time for most of his life."

"So you two have a lot in common?"

She nodded. "Of course I try to correct his assumptions about time, and he thinks I've got it all wrong, so I have tread lightly. But he's very patient with me." Then she frowned. "The problem is with his math. It shouldn't work, but it does."

"Does what?"

"Bends time. Completely out of shape." Tess took a ragged bite of brownie and flooded it with a gulp from her mug.

"And so they've got some machine?"

Tess nodded again, and swallowed carefully. "It's not anywhere near full power and I already can't phase in around them." Then she smiled. "Bart says he likes it when I 'glow' from the hot weather outside. At least they keep their lab cool."

"Bart's his name?"

"No, that's the one for you. Mine is called Ernst." A slight smile came to her face. "Bart teases Ernst. That 'glow' comment was an innuendo about Ernst getting me in the sack."

My eyebrow raised.

Tess frowned. "No, he hasn't. He's so polite that even getting him to put his arm around me was a major breakthrough."

"So this Bart is the frisky one?"

Tess rolled her eyes. "You wouldn't believe it if I told you that the conversation around the office never gets above PG rating. Like I said - innuendo. And it's taken me awhile to even understand that much. Ernst has had to translate a bit of this for me when I get him alone in a crowded coffee shop."

I suppressed a chuckle. "Alone in a... I take it that's the equivalent of having a chaperon?"

Tess smiled for the first time. "Cha-ching! You should have seen his face turn beet red when I 'accidentally' touched his knee."

"Oh, I'm shocked - so forward of you."

It was Tess's turn to chuckle. "Hermione - you're a doll. You've seen much worse than this. And probably the only person besides John who I could tell this to without someone making a barbed comment at my expense."

I nodded. "Sal would be understanding. But Jude would be laughing out loud about now. Still, I'm surprised you're going through all this trouble."

"Hermie, this is serious stuff for me. I've never tried to do anything like this before. I was always fixated on just finding my way back home. And then your work along this line inspired me to find a beau."

"I think you asked Akashi something about a 'true love' if I heard right."

Tess smiled and looked off into the distance. "Yes, I did use that phrase. Along with 'soul-mate'."

"And...?"

"Well, I'm prepared to be disappointed. But when I found my calculations going off, I had to investigate what was causing it all. And found these two really cute young scientists as the source of it."

"Really cute?"

A touch of red came to her cheeks. "Yes. Really. Wait until you see them. Ready?"

She stood at that and held out her hand.

I stood. And smoothed out the wrinkles in my dress again – just for good measure.

"Oh you look perfect. Like usual. They're going to go ga-ga over you. As if I needed any competition." Tess smiled and shrugged.

Then the Library shimmered around us...

III

AFTER OUR “COFFEE-KLATCH” was over, Mysti and I moved to the center cabin that held my mini-version of the Library.

I was shocked when I opened the door. Not because my infrequent visitors rearranged things – they do that all the time. The center solid wood table and six ladder-back chairs were still there. But there seemed to be even more shelves than last time. And now a solid, paneled door on the far wall.

Mysti almost bumped into me from behind as I stopped stock still just inside the doorway, staring.

Then she moved around me, and I could hear a chuckle.

"Nobody's told you about this improvement. It's still in beta, actually. But Hami thought it up. They were watching some old Earth movies from your space-time. And one was about a toy store that had a door with a little dial at its side. When you turned that dial, you got different spaces show up when you opened it."

I saw the dial next to the door on that far wall. Not little. Big enough for my mitts to turn it and read the dial.

"You see, getting stuff to Hami's has always needed one of us spell-casting types to make things work. And then Hami has to put everything in pasteboard containers and re-recyclable bags. Then the food gets cool or warm where it shouldn't, and Hami likes to arrange things artfully on a platter - you know how she is."

"So you put a door in the back of this cabin that goes to..."

"All the highlights, the usual places - maybe not for you, but for us. And it's big enough that Hami can bring a wide platter through in one fell swoop."

"Right from her saloon-restaurant in another time-space."

"Or, you can go directly to the Library. And Granger can come here to deliver her own famous brownies - or do medical checkups on your female emergency patients."

I remembered Harpy and Carol, plus that little pixie...

"Go ahead. Try it out."

So I walked forward and noticed the dial said "Spare Bedroom". I opened it and there was another small cabin on the other side, with a queen-sized bed in it. Patchwork coverlet of browns and reds, two matching side tables with lamps. Frilly curtains over the windows on each side, with a slowly-rotating fan on the ceiling. Then I closed the door.

Mysti was at my elbow, where she had been looking in with me. "Just so you can still host guests here – just like when I first visited you. Plenty of room for visitors while you still keep your own privacy – and still keeping room enough for them to tell you their back-stories as usual."

"I didn't see anything in back of this cabin when we came over."

"And you won't. Different time-space."

I continued to turn the dial with the door closed. "There's some other interesting labels on it, and some blank ones."

"That's the 'beta' part. Ben said it wasn't hard to set up, but tweaking it would be necessary. So figure that some of those blank spaces will fill up as they're needed."

"And why is Gaia's Place on there?"

"Well, you've visited there more than once from here. Go over your own stories and see where else you've traveled to more than once from here - meaning more than on just one assignment."

"Gaia's OK with that?"

"It was her idea. You know she's got a soft spot for you – and still checks on your 'balance' from time to time."

"And there are still some stories she owes me."

I turned to Mysti and almost lost myself in her eyes again. "But we're here for you and your mystery this time."

She shrugged. "And I thought we were going to Hami's for some delectable snacks."

Taking my hand, she pulled me over to the table. "Have a seat. Let me see what books you have here."

While I sat in one of the ladder-back chairs, she looked over the shelves as I watched her. Still a work of art herself. And I was still wondering about the stories she hasn't told me when I heard her clear her throat.

"Oh, guess I was in some sort of reverie."

Mysti smiled. "Well, at least I know it wasn't about my backside - your eyes were glazed and pointed toward those upper shelves and didn't change when I turned around."

Of course, that made me look her over again. And wish I hadn't. Work of art, as I said.

She sat down with a "thunk" to break the spell this time. "It's been that long?"

I had to smile. "You must have been talking to the gals again."

"And you know we only tease you because we all love you. Don't think that the girls don't compare notes when you're not around."

"Don't I know. It's bad enough when I'm with several of you at once, I can only imagine what tales you swap when you're all alone together..."

And it was Mysti's turn to blush. "Touché."

I reached over and picked up one of the books, reading it's cover. "So – you've got a problem with our time-bender gals."

A frown crossed her face. "More than I've run into before."

Mysti had pulled a lot of books down while I was lost in my thoughts. Looking them over, I saw she was missing one. And that meant some others.

"Mysti, these are a good selection. And worth reviewing. But we're going to need some others." I moved to get up, but stopped as I heard the dial click next to the "beta" door and saw it open.

Ben came through that inner cabin with a new stack of old books in his arms. Dressed in his usual brown monk robe and Roman sandals, he set the book stack on that closest end of the table, nodded to each of us with his quiet smile, then turned and left again.

The door clicked shut behind him with no other noise.

"That's going to take some getting used to."

Mysti smiled. "It's that pendant around your neck."

"Well, I hope it's not on all the time."

She chuckled, "Well, if you're doing something you want kept private, you can always take it off and leave it in here - or somewhere you can find it again."

I just shook my head and sighed. "Nope, I just can't win at anything around here. But at least I get some great stories out of it."

Mysti put her hand on mine. "And we all appreciate how you keep them all PG-rated. Well, the other gals do - I can read between the lines better than most."

At that comment, I only smiled while I extracted my hand and turned to the new pile of books Ben had left.

"Here's the one I was thinking of. You may have run across this before. Or maybe not - it's one out of our Earth's more suppressed times."

Now I had her interest. Because Mysti was born somewhere out in the stars, and her story (as much as she's told me) was of a savant who quickly learned everything anyone could teach her - often within just being in their presence for a few minutes. And while she had the entirety of Ben's Library, and was welcome to talk with Akashi any time, it was still the same problem: sheer knowledge didn't result in understanding.

So this is why she came to me. She had studied far more than me, but I understood more in certain areas through my background research for my writing.

Like this usual scene between she and I. As much as we teased each other, it was our mutual respect that tied us. Plus my non-fiction white papers on practical comparative analysis. All that and the fact that I'd saved her life when no one else could.

So I opened the book and leafed through it. "What you want starts about here," I turned the book to her and pointed, "and goes on for about five pages or so."

Mysti grabbed it out of my hands and started reading...

IV

TESS HAD TO DRESS US to fit these boys' ideas. When she said they were "PG" I didn't really get the concept.

"We're finance inspectors. Geeks like geeks. Like attracts like. Here."

Tess handed me a pair of over-sized glasses. "They're stage glasses - clear glass with no refraction. A slight UV coating, but that's to keep the glare down. Geeks think glasses make women more intelligent - or at least seem like that."

I looked down. "Dark, long suits. Pants, not even dresses. Wow."

Tess just smiled. "Makes them feel secure. Look, these guys hardly even dated during high school. And I had to ask Hami about how it was when she went to school as a teenager. Her Chaz came in on that conversation and confirmed it. Lots of hormones going around. They had a few geek types in their own small graduating class. Those would rather play video games than go to dances. Real wall-flowers. The most exciting thing they did was attend science fairs."

I only frowned. "Almost all of that went over my head. Remember, I've been happy as just a library cat for the last couple hundred years. But there was a spirit-girl I had to trail once - and she died as a teenager to turn ghost. So I got updated somewhat during that assignment. Maybe that's an advantage here. If it's strange to both of us..."

"OK, Hermie, here's a pop quiz if they ask: where did you go to school?"

"A private one. Girls only. Very strict. No dating. Suited me because I only wanted to study accounting."

"Why accounting?"

"Because I like math, and there wasn't any real science there."

"Nice. That should solve that problem. These guys like a girl that's better with numbers than they are. They are theoretical physicists - and hate doing ledgers filled with where they spent the money. Ask them about their shoe box - you'll love their reaction."

I smiled at the idea of having this “secret button” to push.

- - - -

[image: ]


THE WALK OF A FEW BLOCKS wasn't long. Certainly I was in good enough shape. It also allowed me to get used to these flats. I started out in heels, but quickly shifted them down once I found how truly uncomfortable it was to balance on spikes. And no one was going to notice the shape of my legs in slacks, anyway.

The reception was quiet. A couple of aluminum-framed glass doors, a nondescript reception desk where the receptionist sat on a high stool or stood if she'd rather.

Wore glasses. Blond hair wrapped in a tight bun. Dressed in a dark suit jacket. Probably wore slacks like us.

Other than our red hair, you would think we were all three were poured out of the same mold. Non-threatening. Played by the rules. Trying to fit in to disappear.

The receptionist indicated the sign-in log with a practiced gesture. So Tess and I both did.

"Hello again, Ms. Serract. And this is?" She turned the reception log around to read it.

I stuck out my hand. "I'm Ms. Serract's boss."

She shook it with a limp, dry grasp. "Glad to meet you Ms. Bastet."

I held her hand for a second longer and looked into her eyes. She seemed familiar somehow. But I let her hand go, as I couldn't be sure.

"The gentlemen are in their lab, as usual. If you need anything, just ring down and I'll see what I can do." She gestured toward the double set of elevators.

Tess and I both nodded and smiled slightly, gripping our thin binders close. Tess led the way to the elevators, I followed. And felt the receptionist's eyes on my back as we waited for the doors to open.

Once we entered, turned, and were waiting on the elevator again - I now saw no one at the reception desk.

- - - -
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ALL THE HALLS AND THEIR doors looked the same. The experiments and studies behind them were each different. On this floor, it seemed the space requirements were small - or had several doors to each room for no known reason.

Tess led us to room 442b and knocked. A faint call said, "Come in - it's open."

As we entered, a young man was sitting at his desk, waiting. On seeing Tess, he smiled and waved.

Just at that moment, another young man of about the same age, opened a door from an inner room. He asked the first, "Are you still married?"

The first young man replied, "Yes."

Then the second young man went back into his inner room and shut the door. The first young man at the desk mimed to Tess as he gestured to the clock and held up his hand with five outstretched fingers. Then quickly composed himself into the same position we saw him at first.

The inner door opened again, and the second man again emerged. He asked the first again, "Are you still married?"

The first young man replied again, "Yes."

The second young man again turned to return to his inner door when he saw the two of us in his peripheral vision and stopped.

“Tess – er, Ms. Serract. Good to see you again.” He held out his hand toward me. “I'm Bart.”

I took his hand to shake it and looked into the clearest blue-gray eyes I'd seen in centuries.

He turned slightly and gestured to his accomplice. “That's Ernst.”

Then he looked down.

I'd forgotten to let go of his hand, as I was memorizing his features and wondered what god had blessed him so. His parents must have made many sacrifices.

He shook my hand again – which woke me up, so I let go.

Both our hands were sweaty by then.

Tess cleared her throat.

That was my cue. “Yes, I'm Hermi – er, you can call me Ms. Bastet.”

Ernst stood up and came around his desk to shake my hand, and then Tess's - which he lingered on before dropping it. Or perhaps they both did.

I turned to his partner in crime. “Well Bart, please bring me up to speed. Ms. Serract has briefed me on your financial statements – or lack of them – but please tell me what you're trying to do with all these grant monies.”

Bart stumbled at first, then closed his eyes and swallowed. Like he was having trouble concentrating.

When he opened them, he immediately turned to face the inner room. “That's the control center. It's an over-large closet with minimal control dials and self-sustaining equipment to test our phase-inducing temporal-space distortion theory. The rest of the office has room for a file cabinet and a mirror version of that equipment that is conventionally powered.

Ernst added, “Meaning that it's plugged into the wall.”

I frowned to Bart as if this explanation was confusing. And saw that he had broken out into a nervous sweat, even with all this air conditioning.

“Bart, just relax. We're not here to shut down your project. From what Ms. Serract has told me, this seems very promising. And we aren't going to bill you for getting your paperwork in order – just because the project is so promising.

“But Tess didn't clue me into what actually makes this work – what these two sets of equipment are actually doing.”

Bart relaxed and got excited with that encouragement. “Ms. Bastet...”

“Please – call me Hermie.”

Bart swallowed again and took on a brighter shade of pink in his cheeks. “Hermie, the problem we are tackling is quite revolutionary. We posit that all the historical reference to time had the wrong paradigm. The predominant theory is that time moves like rail cars on a track. Of course, that makes it nearly impossible to do time-travel as you'd have to run and jump from car to car to go forward or backward in time.

“Our framework says that time actually stands still, but space moves around it. You still can't go anywhere but right here where you are – but you can move to different time-spaces where the reality is different.”

I nodded, and looked at Tess. She and Ernst were following along, while taking sly glances at each other. They were standing a fraction of an inch apart and the tension in that minute space was something I could feel from here.

At least Bart was further away – but he was having a difficult time staying focused. Having his eyes on mine was just one of the safer places to keep them. But I could tell that, like me, it was similar to falling into a deep whirlpool.

So I took the next leap. “How is your equipment in there,” pointing into the closet, “telling you what you're seeing out here?”

Bart took a step toward the controls inside – and I quickly followed before he could realize what that would mean. “These dials can be set to control what we see outside.”

By this point, I'd squeezed in behind him and we didn't have the luxury of having a fraction of an inch between us. So he wasn't able to turn but slightly without increasing the pressure of our touching.

He swallowed again before continuing. “The two pieces of equipment are in only radio communication. They are each recording several parameters of what we call physical reality – the exact time, based on an internal atomic clock, and the various changes of temperature and humidity of the room out there compared to what it is in here.”

“Can you show me an example?”

Bart brightened as a kid showing off his new Christmas toy. “Sure! Now we just close this door... And turn this knob slightly...”

I put my hand on his shoulder to peer over it. And Bart tensed as he realized he'd just sprung a trap on himself. But continued with his explanation, as the only way he'd be able to free himself.

“...and this then changes the space outside. So we open the door...”

Which action made his arm brush across my front side, and a blush show on the cheek closest to me.

A stronger push than usual made the door spring open, where we could see Ernst again sitting at his desk. An uncomfortable position, since Tess had one her hands on his shoulder – resulting in a slight smile on her face, but a worried look on his.

I spoke softly into his ear to not startle him, “We heard you say something, ask a question to him...”

Bart swallowed again, visibly perspiring now in the small space – despite the cool air conditioning vent directly above us.

“I – I asked him, 'Are you still married?”

“Why that question?”

“Because in this reality, he still is.”

Tess face fell at that answer, and her hand dropped from his shoulder.

Ernst's head lowered as he looked to his desktop and the notes on it.

V

MYSTI WAS A FAST READER. I'd hardly finished looking over the other stacked titles on the table top when she blurted out, “Wait – if these notes are right, there are three types of time.”

I smiled at her. Glad to be able to share my discovery with someone who could utilize it. All things taken into account, any philosophy (literally the appreciation of applied workability) wasn't useful until it could be put to a test.

“OK, tell me how you got there.”

“Here's the quote:

“On the bodily plane we perceive through the senses in limited time and space, conditioned by the past (memory) and the future (anticipation). The result is ignorance, egoism, frustration, and the experience of pleasure and pain. On the soul plane we feel and think in extended space and time, gaining knowledge, true individuality, hope, and illuminated ecstasy. On the spiritual plane, all space is here and all time is now. There is nothing to gain and nothing to experience. This is the plane of realization.”

“So that says most people can only sense Now, which is conditioned by their memory and their hopes or, in some cases, goals. The author calls this the body plane. And that's probably between 90 and 99% of humans on this planet.

“Then on a 'soul plane' there is extended space and time. And this is probably closer to what Tess, Carol, and Hermione are experiencing.

“That 'realization plane' is where Akashi lives. Where all space is here and all time is now – and he knows everything that can be known.”

I sat back in my chair, always amazed at Mysti's ability to grasp understandings out of thin air.

“Of course, that's in complete conflict with Newtonian ideas of absolute and relative time.” I said this as more a hint at her, like fish food cast to a fish near the surface.

Snapping at the bait, her eyes shown with excitement. “Sure, Newton said time was relative to what we measure around us, like clocks and sundials, which are both dependent on the motion of the earth around our sun. But then Einstein also said that space can't be absolute and that light itself might be variable.”

I had to smile again. “Of course there's that banned TED talk where the speaker says scientists were caught 'adjusting' their speed of light calculations to make sure light was a constant – or their calculations would be thrown off everywhere.”

“Another huge paradigm shift would occur. But Star has already told us there is communication between stars with their immense local ideas of time. So such variances would be like adjusting to one of their wavelengths going by – after receiving not so much as even a part of one consonant or vowel in a single sentence.”

“As if human conventional wisdom ever got anything right.”

“And maybe why you are in a cabin on a remote farm and seldom even access the Internet out here.”

“Just to check my royalty statements and see if I can order more supplies like backup drives.”

“Or red t-shirts, jeans, ball caps.”

“There is that, but Tess made some for me that wash out pretty good and show no signs of wearing. One complaint is that when they catch on barbed wire, don't pull -because the barbed wire is going to break sooner than that cloth will tear.”

“Did it?”

“Nope. I had to take the shirt off to untangle it.”

“That would have been a sight.”

“Sure, and if you had been there – well, you girls talk enough about me already, besides...”

Mysti just waited, hoping I'd give something else away.

I smiled. “You know, you girls have almost the same, identical cute look on your faces when you're trying to act innocent...”

She nodded and then looked back to her book, trying to cover up a grin.

“Besides, Mysti, you still haven't correlated quantum physics and their 'non-local' phenomenon.”

That got her to look up – open-mouthed with wide eyes. And her mind was whirring on this idea – I could almost hear the wheels turning from where I sat...

VI

IN THE NEXT MOMENT, Bart took a swift step to exit that tiny room inside their office.

I felt the air conditioning vent start to cool and dry the front of my blouse from his nervous sweats - something both welcome and unwanted. Among other feelings.

Bart moved over to Ernst's desk to review his partner's notes, a plausible action to cover both of their own feelings at that time.

From where I could stand, the back of Bart's shirt was soaked, as well as Ernst's pits. The two of them were are real pair around women – easy to read in their nervousness.

However, Tess' face was going a bit darker and here eyes were forming a glare.

“Bart, wait.”

He turned back to me, his face now splotched from unexpected emotions.

“You didn't explain this other dial – and why it's measured in degrees.”

“Oh, that is one we don't touch,” he said off-hand. Then dropped his eyes back to the papers. “Degrees are in the Earth's compass.”

“So the dial next to that in minutes would specify longitude.”

Bart looked up at me curiously. “Yes. And why we keep them taped down.”

“So you can't accidentally wind up somewhere else.”

“That we couldn't get back from.”

Tess' face softened, her mouth dropped open for a bit. Then: “You silly boys.”

The room went still.

Both Bart and Ernst looked up at her with surprise – and awe – as they now knew she understood the magnitude of what they'd been up to. This was no simple post-graduate school science project.

- - - -
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THE CAFÉ-MOCHA'S AND brownies at their local coffee-shop were nowhere as good as Granger's, but we all enjoyed them anyway. That diner was within the few-block's radius of their laboratory's time-distortion event, so neither Tess or I could simply solve the food quality problem with a quick blink to either the Library or Hami's – their best would just have to do.

Neither of these two young scientists were ready for the truth. So we had to clue them in.

Bart was first to broach the elephant in the room into our small talk.

“Neither of you are really accountants, then.”

I looked at Tess. She shrugged.

“No, not really.”

“There is no 'really' in that statement, is there?”

“Right again.”

“So who are you?”

“She really is Tess, my full name is Hermione.”

“At least you were telling that much of the truth.”

“Here's the other part – if it were up to us, we'd shut your experiment down.”

Shocked faces appeared on these two guys.

“Because you're messing with stuff that is more dangerous than the Manhattan Project.”

Bart tried to defend, “There's no radiation involved, no explosive...”

“No, you two have worked out a way to transport anything anywhere, and potentially to any time. Meaning any weapon that already exists could appear anywhere. And just like those egg-heads at Los Alamos, you never thought to develop a defense against it.”

I was starting to get livid at their naiveté. So irresponsible. So very human – as if I hadn't seen this over and over through history.

And I took off my fake glasses, then unbuttoned the collar of my blouse to get some breathing room.

Bart and Ernst flushed as they watched my hand move.

My eyes rolled. “You two really don't get out much, do you?”

They looked at each other and then to Tess – as if she was going to defend them.

Tess had cooled by now. To ice. “Don't even get me started, guys. Hermione is right. Your best bet is to lock that thing down and destroy it and all your notes.”

Ernst tried to interject, probably not a smooth move. “Oh Tess, you don't understand – that's our life's work...”

If Tess' eyes were lasers, he would have been crisped to ashes.

“Don't 'Oh, Tess' me! You have no clue, or are pretending not to care. You really have no right to say anything after leading me along all that time and already being married to someone else!”

Her raised voice attracted many eyes in the crowded coffee house.

I noticed the secretary at their office was sitting at a side table by the coffee shop wall. Well, tongues will wag now.

Silence at our table seemed to diffuse their looks. Ernst didn't know where to look. He had no escape, no words to say.

Bart turned to me for help diffusing this scene. “Yes, I can see that you're right. But we are on the verge of a breakthrough...”

“Bud, you're on the verge of a broken nose.”

Bart shut his mouth before he could say anything else.

“You and I are going to do another experiment, Bart. But don't worry, you're physically safe from being damaged. Why I'm promising to not just take you somewhere and lock you up is probably because in the short time I've known you, I've developed a soft spot.”

I stood.

“Come with me, Bart. It's time you got a lesson in what your machine is capable of.”

He didn't move. His face was as white as the clean parts of his pocket protector.

I leaned slightly toward him and whispered, “Now.”

He jumped up like someone ignited a rocket under his tail.

While his chair fell over like a gantry crane at lift-off.

- - - -
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THEIR OFFICE LOOKED the same as we had left it. Simple, to keep the control factor uniform. As if time stood still here.

Tess was again standing behind Ernst, who was sitting pale at his desk, keeping his hands in sight and motionless. No sense tempting fate, I figured. She was a factor he couldn't control – so he was safer doing nothing.

Bart and I were standing outside the open door to that inner room.

I turned to him, straight and tall in my flats. And looked him directly eye to eye.

“Bart, who was the first girl who ever mortally embarrassed you?”

“It was a teacher that I had a crush on, named Mrs. Stevens.”

“And you stayed away from women every since?”

Bart just nodded.

“OK, just stand there – don't move.”

I got in the inner room, closed the door and twitched the top knob by intuition.

Then opened the door.

“Did you ever have a crush on Mrs. Stevens?”

Bart was shocked. “No, never.”

In front of them I changed into my more comfortable and more usual outfit. Tiger-striped knit one-piece with long sleeves. Ending halfway up my thighs, and slit down in front only long enough to still keep everything in, but with plenty of breathing room.

Stepping out of the tiny room, I reached Bart to grab the front of his shirt and his tie, then pulled him toward me. “Now, come with me.”

I turned him around and backed him into that tiny room, turning to shut the door behind us.

Then I ripped off the tape on those two lower dials and set them for somewhere very familiar.

Nothing felt like it changed.

So I opened the door and stepped out.

- - - -
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GLEAMING MARBLE FLOORS of orange-red, matching my outfit. Dark onyx walls behind towering columns, accented with bands of polished bronze.

The crowd of people in that chamber, wearing tunics of thin white fabric. All of them dropped to their knees and bowed their head at my appearance.

I quickly morphed my outfit into that of royalty, with my own long bejeweled skirt, and wearing headgear that made my head resemble that of a black cat. I retained the tiger-stripe colors, of course.

I turned to Bart. He was blanching again.

“Now don't go and faint on me. You are now elevated to royal consort.”

I winked at him. “Welcome to my world – the one that was.”

VII

WE'D OPTED FOR A PLATTER of Hami's toll-house cookies and her iced coffee.

And yes, it was good to see her again, if just for that very short visit. She smiled knowingly to hand me the platter with it's carafe. Then sidled over to peck a kiss on my cheek.

As I turned back, Mysti was grinning from ear to ear – and waved at Hami while she closed the door behind me.

In the very short time we were gone, another stack of books had appeared on the table top.

Mysti poured us both a large tumbler, then picked up the top of that book stack and sat down in one of the ladder-backed chairs to start reading, munching a cookie as she did.

I smiled, happy with this new arrangement for researching. And picked up the next book off that stack to sit in my own chair - to read, munch, and sip.

- - - -
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“OH, THAT WAS WHAT YOU were talking about. That self-improvement background of yours.”

Mysti was beaming again. All her worries about Tess and Hermione were pushed somewhere far away for the moment. She loved to learn, especially when they turned her whole world upside down.

She at last sat back in her chair after snagging yet another cookie. “You know that these concepts are highly poo-pooed by all the 'authorities'.”

“Oh, like that's something new to me. You're the one who had Akashi as a teacher. And I'm surrounded by spirit-guides, goddesses, and elementals – while employed to help ghosts resolve their own personal mysteries. Don't get me started on magic doors where I can get take-out cookies and iced coffee from a saloon in the Nevada desert a couple thousand miles away.”

I put a bookmark in a paperback that stubbornly refused to lay flat and open, then reached for my tumbler and another cookie of my own.

“Why do you think I have to publish this all as fiction?”

“Probably to avoid arguments with, well, 'thick-headed' people?”

I just nodded. “Of course, I'd never call them that.”

“Not to their face.”

“No, not at all. What did we start all this conversation with this morning – oh, right - 'The world is what you think it is'?”

Mysti smiled at that. “Another brilliant interpretation of that concept. So self-help-ish of you.”

“Because their world is literally what they think it is. As far as they're concerned, they're absolutely right. Letting them believe as they wish is a concept that may be even politically correct...”

Mysti rolled her eyes at that joke. “As if anything could ever be PC. Someone would always become 'offended' and deride you as “something-or-other-ist.”

“So – what do you think about non-local applications of remote sensing?”

Mysti smiled. “My honest opinion is that its death has been highly exaggerated.”

“Well, that's good, because it may be your only hope of saving them.”

“Something like 'you can look, but don't touch anything'?”

I just nodded.

“You do know you just opened another candy store for me to get lost in.”

I shrugged. “What are friends for? I mean, you always look good covered in chocolate.”

Mysti was too lost in thought to hear my tease. Not that it was one of my best. Those words hung by themselves in the room, as Mysti dived into her reading and left me alone to consider the idea.

And study the art of her face and form in the quiet little library cabin.

VIII

TESS TOWED HER ERNST through that narrow door in the next second. And stopped right behind us.

Once she recognized the new room design, her tessies got busy changing hers and the two young men's outfits into something more appropriate. Then cued them all to take a knee and bow their own heads.

Just to avoid a scene. Kneeling and bowing before goddesses isn't limited to athletic competitions.

Tess whispered to the other two, “I'll explain in a minute...”

I addressed the crowd and thanked them for their devotion. Then asked them for some privacy.

The crowd quickly and quietly removed themselves.

And we stood as equals again, even if unusually dressed.

“Well, guys, how do you like Ancient Egypt?.”

Bart was the first to speak. “You're a goddess!”

I had to smile. “Sure. Of course this isn't just another location by trial and error – this is when you really know how to do time travel. We are really back in time – and it feels good to be home.”

Tess just smiled. “Maybe for you – but you had it good here. Life expectancy for normal humans isn't what it could be. And life other than living as royalty could get pretty hazardous, since the court system is a bit rigged.”

“The courts are always rigged. My opinion, anyway. It's good to have a lot of cash to throw around when you need to. Royal treasury, you know. And it helps if that judge can have an accident, like a mysterious disappearance...”

“You didn't...”

“No, but I can be very convincing. Nobody ever wanted to test a goddess. I have had some people try to prove I wasn't immortal – but I'm a light sleeper. And know several forms of self-defense.”

Bart and Ernst still were in shock. And still cute.

“Look, boys. Now you know better. Still think you created something worthwhile? Or we can just wait a hundred years or so and see if that doesn't affect your logic circuits.”

They both shook their heads no. Being both right and wrong at the same time tends to leave young men tongue-tied.

Lesson learned. Time to get back.

I turned and opened the door we'd all come through.

For a moment, I saw the now-familiar closet.

Then that scene faded to show me only the stone wall interior of a simple storage room. Circa Ancient Egypt.

IX

“OK, START FIGURING out how to take all this apart without breaking anything. The power's off to this room until you can tell me it's completely disconnected from the mains.”

“You – get that file cabinet out of here. And you – empty that desk into file boxes. Every scrap of paper has to follow that file cabinet into the truck.”

The former secretary gestured and her outfit returned to something more fitting. A short, straight, black kilt, bare feet and legs, with a black halter covering her top while leaving her arms bare. Her skin took on a wizened aspect, and her face had long-past seasons now etched into it. Her blond hair turned dark brown-black and was now rakish, spiky in parts. Long, dry, and straw-like in others.

A gesture caused the door to that inner room to vanish. One sharp look from her eyes made the equipment lose its power, the lights fading on its surface and the control panel.

“Gentlemen, you are on the clock. In 15 minutes we need to make this room look like they had never been there. Make it happen or face my wrath.”

She strode out of the room and no one looked at her passing. They were too busy moving things into boxes and onto wheeled dollies.

X

I SHUT THE DOOR, AND opened it again. Went inside, checked all the walls.

Closed it again. Checked the door. Opened it once more.

Still no time machine.

I looked to Tess.

She looked to me and then the other two young men.

Then her tessies appeared again, but were flying agitated patterns.

“Nope, Hermie.”

I tried shifting. Nothing.

Stuck in Ancient Egypt. With two very human men we'd dragged with us.

Could be worse.

But a long time before the Ghost Hunter Library ever got created.

Meaning: we were on our own, eons before any help could ever come.

- - - -
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“GOT 'EM!” MYSTI WAS triumphant. “Only took three tries.”

“So you know when and where they are.” I carefully put down my tumbler of ice coffee on the table top. I didn't want to spill any in our excitement.

“Yup. Now I just have to figure out how to get them to listen to the wavelength I'm on...”
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A World Gone Reverse
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BY J. R. KRUZE AND S. H. Marpel

- - - -
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WHEN THE HAMBURGERS all disappeared, along with the buns I was warming, I thought I was seeing things.

But when my spatula went through the cast-iron grill top - I had to let it go out of reflex. No way was I going after it - I'd been burned too many times.

It wasn't like I had a choice after that. Because the grill itself dropped out through the bottom of the rolling coach we were cooking out of that summer.

I looked up at Hami, my order-taker, business partner, and lover - only to see her fall through the floor as well. A look of shock and trying to say something, but frozen in time.

Then the coach disappeared, and I fell with it - but only as far as the pavement it used to be parked on. I could see the asphalt beneath my feet at least.

Until it turned to some sort of foamy waves lapping on a beach I'd never seen before. Green hard sand. Green water.

And a long white line that went down this beach like it was some sort of dual-lane highway going nowhere...

I

I SAW CHAZ DROP HIS spatula and watched it go through the top of his grill. Then his grill dropped through the floor of the catering truck. The refrigerator and cabinets were next.

I yelled his name, but nothing came out. Something to do with the fact that I was next. And the last I saw of Chaz was his shocked face as he tried to reach for my hand, but I slipped beneath the floor of that truck and everything went black.

He was my lover, my everything, and now - like the rest of the catering truck – he was gone.

II

I HEARD HAMI YELL SOMETHING, but I couldn't make it out. Because my attention was on the stainless spatula in my hand that was sinking through the cast-iron top of the grill. So I let it go before I got burnt by that grill. Something I didn't want to experience just to save a steel burger flipper.

There wasn't any hole in that grill surface - it was like the thing just dropped right through it. And next went all the burgers and the buns warming on the back. Of course, I didn't have anything in my hands to stop them. Hot grease wasn't anything else I wanted to feel. But I was too busy watching them sink to save even a single bun.

Soon the grill top was completely blank and black. Still hot. So I started turning down the flame underneath - until I couldn't reach the knobs, because the entire grill was sinking.

Then I remembered Hami yelling something. Turning to her gave me just enough time to see her sink through that truck's floor. I tried running to grab her, but just missed her hand, as her face slipped beneath the floor.

Everything shifted at that, and I had to keep my balance. Because the whole truck then slipped beneath the ground. And I was left standing.

But it wasn't where we had set up that day. There was no crowd waiting with orders for us, or anyone else. Or any other buildings.

Just a stretch of hard-packed, green pavement, with a long dashed line heading straight down it. And waves. Green waves that smelled of ocean, and lapped at my feet and across the surface of that green highway I was standing on.

Not too hot a day, especially now I was away from that grill. Or, it was away from me. Hazy light of sorts. Even though it was a deep blue sky overhead. Dark enough that I could see stars shining.

We'd only been set up for a few hours, and were setting up for a county fair outside a small town in the middle of the desert. So I should have had a pale bleached-blue sky with a blazing sun nearly straight over head.

Now it was some dusk of a day with no sunset, in a place I knew nothing about and had never been before - with everything I knew and loved gone without any trace.

"Well, this sucks." Out loud. With no one to hear it.

The road went right up the "beach" to what should have been north according to where we parked the truck earlier. But that “beach” just went on and on. No mountains, no hills. Just flat and green. Pavement and water. Even the waves were flat.

When I turned to what should be “south”, I could see some shimmery round thing lit up in the distance.

So I shrugged and started walking toward it. What the hell. Nothing better to do.

III

MY BUM HURT FROM LANDING on it. At least I was on the dirt, and not the asphalt. Out in front of our old saloon-turned-restaurant. Same old sign above the metal awning, "Hami & Chaz - Sandwiches, Etc." In that old Western scrolling letters on its north side. Permanent shade. But I was squinting since I was sitting in the sun instead.

Instant hot again. But not like I wasn't used to it.

Hearing thumps land around me got me up and running for the building's porch and its screen door. Chaz's spatula was laying between my jean-covered legs, the burgers and buns all in neat lines to my right.

It was the big thump of the grill arriving that got me moving. Because it landed too close to my hand. I wasn't sticking around to see if my luck would hold for anything coming next.

Once I got to the wood frame that held up the awning, I paused out of breath to see what else had come down.

The coach itself was rocking on its suspension after arriving. But around it were all the other cabinets and supplies, spread out like some inventory - or like a clock repairman was taking it apart to fix something. Keeping track of every single item.

And it wasn't long before things quit appearing. Even the condiments showed up. All separate from one another, but at least the ketchup and mustard were still in their bottles. Same for the milk and ice cream.

I almost went out to get those out of the sun, but stopped to pause for a little bit - just to make sure.

Instead, I turned to peer through the screen door and check out the saloon. Everything was just as normal, the fans rotating on the high ceiling. Lights off, bentwood "caboose" chairs pushed up around the round wood tables, floor swept, everything tidy and in it's place.

So far, so good.

Turning around, I gingerly stepped over to where the refrigerator content had arrived. Along the way, I picked up a large, sturdy cardboard box that used to be under the counter. That box held most of the coldest stuff with ease.

But I was still spooked, so didn't stick around to double-check for anything else I could pick up for that haul - but just quick-stepped out of there and back onto the porch, through the screen door and into my familiar kitchen at the back of the long front room.

Inside my kitchen I could relax a bit. Nothing had changed since we left that morning. The big industrial refrigerator-freezers held the food I'd brought in just fine. And reminded me I needed to stock up - once all this weird day was over.

Thinking about that, I touched the gold-streaked turquoise pendant that hung on a leather thong around my neck and thought of Jean. He's always the first one to call if something went weird. And my next thought was why Chaz hadn't used his own pendant to call me.

Hope nothing had happened to him.

That single thought got me sprinting back out through the front and around the food coach's front, up in the open doors to the now completely empty interior. The worry lines eased a bit, only a bit, when I saw there wasn't any blood on the floor. Only the tiny holes where the grill and cabinets used to be screwed and bolted down.

So what happened to him?

A throat-clearing behind me made me whirl. It was Jean. At the front door. Trying to not startle me. He had worry lines on his own forehead, but these melted into a wide smile he put on - just to set me at ease.

He came up the steps and I took the fast couple of steps needed to fall into his welcome arms, this old friend and uncle and mentor. Someone Chaz and I both knew since we learned to walk. I loved his comfort hugs. From his beefy arms and wide hands. I could smell the desert dust and wind on him as I put my red head next to his gray one.

Jean just patted my back and held me, waiting for me to say something.

While tears rolled out of my eyes and soaked his shirt collar, small sobs shook me from my heart outward.

IV

NO MATTER WHO I THOUGHT of through that pendant, no one was answering. Not Hami, not Jean, not any of the Lazurai, and no one at the Library. I couldn't get anyone to contact me, let alone come to help me with this scene.

I was almost up to that shimmery circle now. It looked like something out of a Sci-Fi movie. Or maybe out of one of those Virtual Reality games where you ported to some other section of the game.

It just stood there, tempting me. Taunting me.

The bottom third of its gray metal edge was sunk into the green sand. Somehow, the water covered its edges on each side, so just maybe it could be "dialed" in from somewhere else. But for now, it was stuck in its shimmery mode, just beckoning me to take a trip through it.

Not so fast.

Looking around, I found a smallish green pebble and chucked it through with a sidearm pitch. And not too soon after had to duck as it came zinging back through.

So I just stood there and waited. If that was automatic, then there was no sense stepping into it. If some person threw it back, then I'd get something else coming through any time now.

Which prompted me to step to the side. My flat-bottomed white boat-shoe tennies were already soaked, so moving to ankle deep water was nothing. At least the water was cool - but not cold. This was some sort of sub-tropic scene. Like maybe San Diego or something.

Still, it was darkening now. And no place to lay down to sleep tonight unless I wanted to wake up looking like a prune tomorrow due to the thin water that lay over almost everything here.

Didn't have to wait long. Some note inside a plastic bag, attached to a weight of some sort arrived. Landing just barely beyond the edge of the circle's shimmer.

I slowly stepped toward it. Not wanting someone or something to grab me from beyond the short distance from the bag to that mystery beyond. Bent down, crouched, and managed to grab it before scooting a dozen feet away. Just out of reach, I hoped.

Then opened up the plastic bag. It had been tied on to some sort of small wooden chunk, kinda rounded off like it had been weathered. A piece of walnut or something.

As I pulled out the note and began unfolding it, I was only hoping I could read whatever language it was written in.

And my eyes opened wide when I found I could...

V

JEAN PERSUADED ME TO go cook something. Comfort food is from the cooking as much as most people think it's from the eating. And so I thought to make John Earl Stark's favorite - a farm-cheese folded sort of pan-bread thing. Fast, easy, simple. Little to clean up. But that's his writer's cabin. Bachelor living. One burner. No stove.

Of course, I'm playing with his "recipe" as I can, and so I've moved his farm-cheese into the center as a filling instead of mixed all together. (Of course, I use cottage cheese, since I don't always have farm-fresh whole milk, and thin out the buckwheat crust so it will fold easier without breaking - in theory.) So it's kind of a egg-rich folded pancake sandwich with a cheese filling.

But John's not fancy on names for things, since what he learned about cooking was since he started writing - meaning that he looks up the names for things when he needs them for his writing and picks up some ideas of how to make them. Then he keeps writing.

His preference for so much cinnamon is his own, though.

Anyway, it's a fast dish to make, and doesn't take a lot of special ingredients or special handling. But it took my mind off of losing Chaz for a little while.

Then watching Jean's face as he bit into his half was another treat in itself.

Like these men never before had a woman cook for them. Bachelors were always amusing to watch.

I remembered Chaz eating my cooking that first night we were on the road together with Jean. And he lit up with surprise from seeing what I could cook in the back of that same food truck. Then turned to Jean to ask him what he was supposed to do since I was that good.

That always made me smile. Chaz was so good at his casual, off-hand compliments. But like Jean said, no one is faster than Chaz at flipping burgers and cranking them out for a long line of customers that doesn't want to stop.

A tear rolled down my cheek again.

Jean looked up from his chewing, and put his big hand over mine on the table. "I didn't tell you I arranged someone to work on that food truck for you."

"I thought I'd heard someone out here talking with you."

About then, the screen door opened, and footsteps brought in a visitor.

She came in wearing a loose off-white blouse, tucked into a tan knee-length skirt, her light brown hair pulled back with a dark brown bandeau to hold it. A modest, confident smile on a face that was plain and simple. Very little make-up, just accents. Her brown moc-toed slip-ons made little sound as she stepped toward us on the tongue-and-groove wood floor.

"OK, Jean, I think I've got it all right now. She's good to test on the road."

"Hami, meet Carol. She's agreed to help by testing some of her skills."

I put down my fork and smiled a welcome to her. "Glad to meet you, Carol. Not someone I'd take for a mechanic."

"Her smile widened. More of like a hands-off fixer-upper. But really, I just rearrange time continuum's."

I stopped everything and just tried to figure out what that had to do with putting a food truck back together from parts laying all over the paved and graveled road out front.

"She means to say is that she pulled another version from somewhere else to replace all those parts out there."

Carol tilted her head at that. "An easy way of thinking about it is that I copy/pasted it over the top of what we had outside. The all-together version replaced all the various pieces scattered outside."

"Oh, I get it now. Say, want some coffee? It's still hot."

"Sure. But I'll have to run in a bit. There's some time-places I'm supposed to be shortly." She stepped forward and pulled out a bentwood chair for herself. And a thick china mug filled with a dark roast, and sweetened with honey, was soon warming her hands.

Her beaming smile told me how it hit the spot.

"If you want, I can make you breakfast like this - it'd only take a few minutes..."

"Thanks, Hami, but this mug will do me fine. Jean tells me so often to take some time for myself and just relax a bit more. Maybe I can, now that all my trainings are done."

"Your Dean Rochelle told me about you. Being the first dual-enrolled student in her nursing school and also Old Ben's Academy must have been quite a workload."

Carol sipped her cup again before answering. "She's is a wonder. I think I really got the most out of Mysti's guest lectures, though. That helped me get a good base to stack everything on. And Tess was a complete hoot. She enjoyed having someone around as company and family, even if we're just remotely related."

Jean spoke up. "Well thanks for all your work. I'd never known all those parts would take up that amount of space."

"Well, I'm just glad you got in touch with me when you did. I needed to relax a bit and try out some theories I'd been running up against. Anyway, she's all back together - and I didn't even break a nail doing it."

Jean and I chuckled at that joke.

At that, Carol put down her mug, and eased out to one side of her chair. "Thanks for the great coffee. And I do have to 'make some time' to come back and sample that great-smelling breakfast. No wonder Jean keeps so well-fed if he's checking in on you all the time."

I had to smile, and patted Jean's hand. "It's always good to see friends. And now that we've met, I hope you visit more often."

Carol nodded. "Count on it. I'd like another place I could call home."

Taking a couple of steps back from the table, she raised her hand to the turquoise-and-gold pendant around her neck, then stopped.

"Oh, one thing: don't worry about Chaz - he'll be just fine. Really. Maybe I'm not supposed to tell you even that, but I hope it's enough."
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