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We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)
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IF I DIDN’T RESCUE him soon, I’d be worse than dead. Just another ghost. Again.

But... forever, this time.

Because he saved me once, and now it was my turn.

“Still waiting for him to show up?” Molly the waitress refilled my coffee without asking.

“How do you figure I’m waiting for anyone?” I frowned, puzzled how she knew.

“Because the way you’re nursing that pie ala mode says you care more for what’s coming in that door than you do for how that ice cream melts your pie to slush.”

I smiled at this and tried to spoon up some of the now-gooey mess to my mouth. “That obvious, Molly?”

“As obvious as my name tag. There’s just your one seat in here where you can see who’s coming in without them noticing you right off. So you can drop your eyeballs back to that pie real quick if they do.”

Molly pulled out a cloth from under the counter and pretended to clean a phantom spill. “Besides, I see you every week. Same place, same time. Hoping when you come in, disappointed when you leave.”

She then looked me in the eye.

“But don’t worry none. He’ll be along presently. Comes every week, just about now.”
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“BEN? WHAT IS IT NOW?”

His long face was more dour than usual, something that made him serious was very bad. That I knew from working with him over the past few months of my training at the Library.

Ben just nodded, and pulled out a small stack of books to hand them to me. Almost like he had spelled them out of thin air. And I wouldn’t put that past him.

I looked them over.

They were esoteric, of course. But seemed to deal with time travel and bending. Sure, there was his own treatise from what he’d learned after meeting Carol and Tess, our favorite time-benders. But a lot of “fiction” here as well. Which we all know from reading John’s books is that it's just another way to write factual occurrences, but in a more entertaining format.

“What’s all this about, Ben?”

He only nodded and walked away to the center of the Library, where that long mission-style, brown leather couch sat, along with its matching coffee table and opposing side chairs.

So I took the hint and quit asking questions. Just sat down to start reading.

When I looked up again, it was just to see Granger’s smiling face as she set down a large plate of brownies next to a platter that held a carafe of steaming beverage with mugs. Which smelled like café-mocha – double chocolate for me this afternoon. Meant they needed me to concentrate and study quickly.

I looked up to thank Granger, but she had already disappeared into the surrounding library stacks.

I poured myself a mug-full, took a brownie in the other hand, then sat back, crossed my legs beneath that knee-length gold-sequined flapper outfit I loved, and considered what I’d read to that point.

All of these books had a commonality of time loops.

Not my particular area of expertise.

Of course, I was still digesting all I’d been studying for the last few months. Ever since I had decided to go ahead and get that Ghost Hunter training so I could help more people (both ghosts and corporeal) with solving their mysteries.

And that meant I’d get to meet John occasionally for debriefing. Always a joy, with those rugged good looks of his...

I had to shake my head to get back to concentrating on what this mission was. Another brownie helped.

Then I saw the folder that I’d missed before – or someone had shifted it in under those books while I was engulfed in my reading.

It opened simply. My first mission.

First my heart went a-pattering, then it sank.

This one was do – or die.

A funny thing to say to a spirit-guide. Funny in a tragic sense.

Things had been happening that weren’t good. Our own staff gone missing. Cases being un-solved. The Library missing materials – whole shelves-full at once.

Then I saw the one picture that almost made my own heart stop.

It was a picture of my old ship, the U.S.S. Sea Quest. But the caption said it was taken just before that ship was towed to salvage.

And that date was before John, Sal, and Jude ever came to rescue me.

Meaning: I’d never become a spirit guide, gotten this training, joined the Ghost Hunters – and was probably now doomed to haunt a salvage yard as a ghost.

I closed the folder with a slap. Angry – just a bit.

No. I wasn’t going out that way.

I slipped my hand in without opening that folder again, and tore the top sheet off the inside cover.

That was the mission statement. And I read it closely.

Then looked up.

Someone familiar was phasing into place in front of me.

- - - -

[image: ]


“CAROL! GOOD TO SEE you!”

She was the second person I’d seen that day with a dour look.

“Sorry, Mary. Wish I could come with better news. Or time to talk. I’ve come to fetch you. And drop you off where I can, while I can.”

“Do I have time to change?”

“On our way – pick something West Coast, white collar clerical, mid-80’s or 90’s.”

I knew Carol and how much she liked to talk, even with her time-disjointed grammar. And she wasn’t. Every sentence clipped.

Something very serious was up.

She held out her hand. I stood, took that hand and held on for dear life.

Because both of our lives probably did depend on that grip, from what I read and how we were both reacting.

Then the library shelves, the couch and table and chairs, everything simply dissolved around us...
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WE SHIMMERED INTO PLACE right outside a diner. Looked like L.A. because of all the asphalt, cement, and palm trees. The diner had a lot of glass and chrome. And it was decorated for Christmas with plastic wreaths and synthetic ribbons.

The sky overhead was clear, with a tinge of smog between us, the sun, and the cloudless sky. Still a West Coast idea of what passed for morning out here.

Carol turned to me and smiled, then wrapped her arms around me to hug me in a bear grip that showed her relief and thankfulness.

Not uncomfortable, though. This was the old Carol I knew better.

She let up and pushed back to look at me, her arms on my shoulders.

“It’s been so long, Mary. You look great.” Carol’s smile was back, and the tenseness had dropped out of her voice.

I had to smile in return. “It’s good to see you, too. And thanks. Now, what is going on? What’s this all about?”

A slight frown crossed her forehead. “Now you and I are safe here. The others, well, not so much. Did you get through those books and the briefing file?”

I nodded. “Just barely.”

“I wish you’d had more time, but no one has that luxury anymore. Thing’s are unraveling.”

“How’s that?”

“You saw your old ship?”

“Sent to salvage, it said, Before John could rescue me.”

Carol nodded. “That’s the problem with most of the Ghost Hunter network. Every since John decided not to join. In fact, he never moved to that farm we all know and love.”

I was speechless, even though my jaw was open – nothing was coming out. So I closed it.

“Wait – how did that happen?”

Carol hiked a thumb over her shoulder at that diner. “Since he was trapped in there.”

- - - -
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“DOESN’T LOOK LIKE ANY trap.”

“No, and if I weren’t busy on another assignment, I’d be going in there instead of you.”

“Why do I rate this ‘honor’?”

“Because they trained you up even more than me. All the latest Ghost Hunter tricks and strategies, self-defense, and added a round of Rochelle’s Lazurai emergency first aid training at her nursing school-clinic.”

“Yea, I couldn’t figure why me for that – at best, I’m a spirit-guide...”

“But when you’re corporeal, the virus piggybacks on you to reach more beings.”

“So I can kill more unsuspecting people?”

“That’s a bit dramatic. The current generation of virus is completely benign. It just helps people achieve what they really want.”

“Only they have to really want it, like how many psychiatrists it takes to change a light bulb...”

Carol smiled at my old joke. “You got it, sis.”

“What’s the deal then – time loop and all?”

“This place used to be a middle-ground, a sanctuary between the two warring forces – us and the criminals who want to drag down any and all sentients back into slavery. Where we could do arbitrations, exchange prisoners, and the like.”

“But now it’s a time trap for John...”

“... and anyone who goes in there to help him from either side.”

“The criminals want to help him...”

“...decide not to become a Ghost Hunter.”

“So I’m our little representative to save that gorgeous hunk’s butt.”

Carol grinned. “Along with the rest of his gorgeous self.”

I grinned back. “So I’m doing this because why?”

“You have a grand-niece that met him once – just before he decided to get rid of city living and take up cattle-farming part-time. So he could follow his passion of fiction writing. Mysteries and such.”

She took my arm in hers and started walking us slowly toward the diner's front door.

“You’re going to replace your grand-niece as she’s a doppelganger for you. Cute, beautiful, smart.”

I stopped us. “That’s laying it on a bit thick, isn’t it?”

Carol just looked direct into my eyes. “Mary, when have I ever laid anything on thick – but don’t bring up how I schmooze John to make myself the exception to his born-and-bred gentlemanliness.”

I had to grin again. “Like that’s unique to any of us females who have had him alone in private for even a single moment.”

She looked up in the sky to consider, then back into mine. “You may have a point there.”

“OK, now I just need to set him up to decide to join the good guys.”

Carol nodded. Some sadness crept into her eyes again.

“So, you’re busy, huh?”

“Yeah, I’m in a time loop of my own – well, I didn’t create it, I just have to solve it. And save a couple of people who were trapped in there. Typical government experiment gone wrong. And Tess is off on the moon still cleaning up after that mess. At least their time-space-line isn’t affected, yet.”
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