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“WELCOME TO THE WORLD of John Earl Stark. A wonder-filled world. Seriously.”

That first book started a huge continuing series which added various spirit-guides and even goddesses to the Library team that helps spirits solve their own mysteries. 

What you are about to read consists of 38 total stories written in the Ghost Hunter Series to date, all of 2018 and 2019, in chronological order as released.

These are pretty straight forward if you stick to reading them in sequence. So – that is what I recommend. Because they grow and evolve as new characters are added with their different abilities, while the earlier characters continue to evolve.

Before this time, this hasn't been possible – unless you get every single story as they were published. So you're extremely fortunate to be able to pick up the complete set for simple reading.

With the individual stories, I started including “Book Universes Notes” to bring readers up to date. And that practice is mostly unnecessary if you have the complete collection.

All you'd be missing are the various Easter eggs that I lay out inside these individual stories. (Sigh.)

What is included at the back is a character list – since there have also been some crossovers from other books and authors.

But you now can read it like a massive novel and keep your own notes.

Meanwhile, please enjoy these books in the order they were written, and watch the quality of the writing and the complication of the plots increase as both the stories and the writer evolve.

Of course, once you've been through them once, feel free to revisit your favorites. There's a funny feature written into these books: that they don't read the same way twice. Like they got re-written in between times. Because you've changed since you read them the first time.

You're welcome.

Thanks again for your interest. 

And – good hunting.

- - - -
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

August 15, 2019
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​​Ghost Hunters
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​​I


WELCOME TO THE WORLD of John Earl Stark. A wonder-filled world. Seriously.

It was another gloomy night and there I was, out on the pasture with dungarees stuffed into mudboots, arms and chest inside my chore jacket, and head covered by ball cap. Somewhere there had been a calf bawling and wouldn’t shut up enough to let me sleep. The tall grass and brush was making my walk tough. A stumble now and then. At least my feet were staying dry and warm. But the odd tree branch would catch my hat or whip my face from out of the dark.

I didn’t like tending cattle in the dark, but I’d forgotten any flashlight. My cedar staff in one of my leather-gloved hands was helping me find my way. The other was out in front to find those tree branches.

A thick root caught my boot, and my staff only helped slow my fall instead of keeping any balance.

Landing with my other hand out, and rolling to my shoulder kept my face out of the muddy ground. Knees were soaked through from cold mud instantly. And I was on my back where my long chore coat at least was keeping my butt and shoulders dry - for now.

So I rolled back over to knees and hands, using the staff to get myself back upright.

And saw the ghost.

Typical lightish form, almost like thick smoke that was holding together somehow.

“OK - who are you and what do you want?” I asked.

And a typical moan came back to me. This one wasn’t going to cooperate.

So I spoke again, “Look, you can talk. Use your English.”

“Well, you don’t have to be snippy.” was the reply.

“You saw me in the mud and you know it’s cold and wet out here. The only reason I’m out here and not in my warm, dry bed is because of some over-vocal calf. You didn’t have something to do with it?”

A short of shrug seemed to take place in that form. Slowly it morphed into something that looked like a body.

“Oh, sorry. Yes, that was me. Hope I didn’t cause it too much upset.” Another shrug. ”But I was told you could help me.”

“Me, help you? How about coming during the day time? Maybe in dry weather?” I snipped back.

“Again, my apologies. There just isn’t much time.” Now the face and body of the ghost showed. A younger girl, wearing a flowered sundress.

“OK, back up. Tell me your name and we’ll see.”

“I’m Amanda, or was. And I have to figure something out before they come and get me.” A tremble in her voice told her fear of whoever they were.

“Amanda, relax a bit. Focus on what you have to figure out. What can you tell me about it?”

“I don’t know if he loves me...” Her hands went up to her face and she started sobbing.

Not knowing how to console a ghost physically, I was forced to use my wits.

“Amanda. Listen to me. Focus on my voice. You’re here in the woods near a cow pasture. I’m here with you.” She quit sobbing and wiped the tears from her face, and sniffed.

“That’s a good girl. Now, you love someone and want to figure out if he still loves you, right?”

She nodded, her hands clasped in front of her chin, fingers interlocked.

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

“We were walking. I’d been writing in my diary and he surprised me. So we were walking back to the village. We stopped on a bridge over a creek. He got curious about the diary and tried to grab it from me. He finally got it and when I tried to get it back, I lost my balance and fell off the bridge.” She then started sobbing again, head in hands.

“Amanda. Look at me. There you go. Now, what can you recall after that?”

“I was looking down at my body in the creek and he had run down the bank to get it out of there, and then pulled it over to the bank and tried to push the water out of its lungs. But then he saw the blood on the back of my head and backed away. At that point he scrambled back up the bank and started running down the road away from me and the bridge. The last thing I remember is the diary laying open on the bridge by itself. I tried to pick it up and and couldn’t.” She was looking at me directly now, her grief was through, even though her teary eyes remained.

“So, he was trying to save your life, even though he put himself at risk to get you?”

Amanda nodded.

“Meaning that you meant quite a lot to him.”

She nodded again.

“And his running away was probably to get some help for you?”

She nodded and smiled.

“Does that answer your question?” I asked.

Amanda smiled. “Well, yes. I guess it does. Thanks.”

She looked off into the distance and a light brightened her face, coming from somewhere. She turned back and smiled at me again. “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

Then she stepped toward whatever light she was looking at. And vanished.

Then I woke up in my bed, completely dry. I sat up. Jacket was dry, hanging on the wall with my dungarees. Mud boots below them were also dry, no mud anywhere.

My knees and feet were dry and warm under the blankets.

I could use less dreams like that.

And I’d forgotten to ask who sent her to me - or who was after her...

​​II


I WAS JUST CLEANING up after breakfast when I met the two of them. Sure, they appeared like ghosts, but were something more. And when you don’t believe in ghosts that gives you a bit of a start. Or a bit of an edge.

Well, it’s not that I didn’t believe in ghosts, I just believed in life more. To me, ghosts were just another part of life. But that’s getting ahead of ourselves.

Anyway, I was cleaning up after breakfast,  A white Corelle plate, a ceramic mixing bowl, and cast-iron skillet. All I needed to prepare most meals. Meanwhile I was nursing a chipped white mug of coffee with two spoonfuls of honey in it.

This remote, minimalist, 96 square foot tiny-home cabin had everything I claimed to own in it. Well, except for a 20-year-old dark blue pickup truck that sat outside it, the one that took me to town every week or so.

Because the point was to write, and read, and write some more. No other distractions.

All the writing I could do, when I wasn’t checking the livestock and their fences, part of the deal for living here on this remote farmstead.

My needs were few. A Thoreau type of living.

There I was, standing at the basin I used for a sink, and had just rinsed off the last of the dishes, setting them out to air dry on a folded flour-sack dish cloth. I’d already wiped out the skillet with a paper towel and set it to cool.

It was then I heard the knock at my front door.

I started at that. I don’t get many visitors and usually hear a car or truck drive up. Even with the heavy outside door shut (which it wasn’t) I should have heard an engine wind-down, the gravel smooching under the tires, the vehicle door open and shut.

This visitor just showed up. Well, at least she knocked.

A measured average female voice came after that knock. “Hello. Hope I didn’t startle you too bad. At least I waited until after breakfast.”

“Excuse me, but who are you?”

“Oh, sorry. Call me Sal. I’m just here to ask you some questions. No, I’m not selling anything, but hope you are the one we’ve been looking for.”

I dried my hands on an old plaid wash towel and hung it on its wooden rung. Everything had a place around here. It had to. Not enough space to waste any.

The sunshine of the early morning was just peeping up for the day. It came from behind her through the door and windows on the East wall. Backlighting her. I could only see her form, wearing some sort of jacket and pants. All the screen door allowed me to to see with the glare.

“Hi Sal, I’m John. I’ll be out in a second.” I checked the room to make sure everything was back in place. The bed was made back into its usual couch. The tidied desk with the rolling swivel chair pushed in. The laptop, a legal pad, and pen were ready for use, as always. Otherwise, with my chore coat on its hook by the door, blue denim ball cap on top of it, and my boots below it, that was all this Thoreau cabin needed.

All was as it should be, predictable. Simple. Like the life I’d led for the past few years. Until now.

With a nice Spring day, it would be better to sit on the two chairs out front than invite a stranger into my tiny cabin. And I had two chairs outside. For one for a visitor, one for me, except on stormy days.

And where was that dog? She should have been barking. Bertie, my Labrador mix was always alert and protective. She’d gone out when I had first gotten up. Should have been barking.

“Coming out.” I announced to my visitor. (Didn’t want to hit her with the screen door, since it opened out.)

Sal moved back and stepped off the narrow porch back onto the gravel drive, over to one side to allow me to push the aluminum screen door open. I saw why the dog wasn’t barking. That visitor was scratching the dog’s head, right behind the ears, and the lolling tongue told me they were new friends. By that, Bertie told me this stranger wasn’t one, or didn’t need to be.

So I stuck out my hand. Sal grasped it with a firm grip and shook it. Her warm hands soft, and smallish compared to my calloused, over-sized mitts that were made more for farming than typing.

As she let go, I saw her jacket was part of a suit, and it matched her pants. An off-white, pin-striped with gold thread. Tailored to her trim form. Three matching off-white buttons, which left the jacket apart to show a white blouse that buttoned right up to her neck. Business attire.

Not like me, who wore my usual blue, worn cotton dungarees, red cotton pocket t-shirt under a grey sweatshirt. Thick gray wool-blend socks.

Her face was light-colored, surrounded by soft and curling blond-streaked brunette hair, which fell just below her shoulders. A smile lit her face, which had no freckles or tan, but not so light to tell that she’d been inside all the time. And no wrinkles to say she’d been outside much, either. All this in a glance, something we writers practice, getting details fast.

“Again, I’m sorry to come without notice, and hope I didn’t startle you too much.” She spoke again in that soothing tone, Not having to raise her voice.

“No, I was just finishing up, so it was a good point. Here, have a seat.” I motioned to the solid wood chairs that sat on each side of the door of that small porch. Toward the one closest to her on the right. I took the other on the left. On an 8-foot porch, that left just enough room for the door to open in between.

“How can I help you?” I asked.

She smiled a perfect smile. “Funny you should phrase it that way. But that’s just like you. We need your help to correct a little problem. It’s about Death.”

Death was both interesting and repelling at the same time. On a farm, you deal with Death as a constant companion, the constant stress to keep things as alive as you could all year round, but knowing the fact of dying was inevitable. Harvest was yearly, which meant living things died as scheduled.

I asked, “How could I help you with Death? Not yours, I hope.”

She smiled and looked out to the East, where the sun was higher now and gave a contrast to the long gravel drive up the hill. The grassy edges struggled to contain a pair of gravel driveway paths. Trees and shrubs started up a few yards from each side of that, just behind wooden fences built out of native oak poles laid up criss-crossed against steel t-bar posts. These fences snaked their way up the drive as a warning to cows they tried to hold in.

We both enjoyed the view. Death seemed the furthest away possible on a nice day like today.

Sal turned back towards me. “The problem you can help us solve doesn’t have to do with anything dying, the problems start with the ones that don’t want to fill their end of their bargain.”

“How could Death be a bargain?”

“Like everything, there are established forms and sequences. When living things die, then they should  move on. Nature then digests what was left behind. That’s the deal, the bargain.”

“You mentioned ‘we’?”

“Oh, of course. My associate should be here any second.”

As if on cue, there was a loud thump in the cabin. It sounded like some weight had dropped a few feet to the floor. Darkness filled the cabin, and seemed to flow out of the screens on the open windows and doors. Someone or something was coughing inside.

I jumped to my feet and reached to open the screen door. Sal met me there, and put her hand on mine. “Just wait a second. She likes to be dramatic. Let the dark settle out.”

With her warm touch, I kept my hand on the screen door handle. And waited, looking into her eyes for a signal.

At last the darkness quit flowing out and the coughing stopped. Sal nodded, and I opened the door.

​​III


THERE WAS A RAVEN-HAIRED beauty looking at me, one hand to her mouth as the tears welled in her dark-brown eyes. She wore a slinky, low v-cut, long-sleeved black dress that flowed to the floor and then some. Tall, dramatic collar. Long, wide sleeves showed with one arm holding her hand to her mouth and teary eyes. Thin eyebrows raised and forehead creased as if apologetic for casting a wrong spell.

Sal spoke. “This is Judeth. Or Jude, as she goes by these days.”

Jude took her free right hand and extended it my way. While wiping the tears from her eyes with the other. “Glad to meet you.” She coughed once more.

Sal frowned. “Jude, the coughing doesn’t seem to do well with all the darkness.”

Jude looked at her with still bleary eyes. “Yea, there’s work to do on the entrance. That darkness can suck the air out just when you need it most.”

The darkness had evaporated by then. We were all three now in the tiny cabin. Which had even less room with that many people standing there.

Sal noticed my discomfort. “John, Jude, it’s a beautiful day, let’s take this talk outside.” Looking at Jude’s dress she said, “And why don’t you change into something more appropriate. With sturdy shoes.”

Jude looked down at what she was wearing and raised her head with a thin smile. “Guess you’re right. Please excuse me.”

Jude then turned around and made a gesture I couldn’t see from behind her. The dress shrank around her legs and arms, retracting into itself. It formed into a black satin suit jacket over tight black flare-legged jeans. Her feet were now in black boots, visible only as toes just stuck out beneath the jeans in front.

Jude then turned back around. A black blouse, with high collar, but unbuttoned well down her chest, completed the outfit. Jude tugged down the cuffs of her shirt sleeves inside her jacket. All with a broad smile.

Looking direct to me, Jude asked, “How to you like it?”

I closed my dropped jaw, and stuttered out, “Looks good on you.”

“Thanks.” She said, pushing a stray lock behind an ear, while she continued to look deep into my eyes.

Sal interrupted. “I’ll be just outside. Jude, you coming?”

Jude curled her smile into a wistful grin. “Sure. John needs his boots and somewhere to put them on. We girls don’t need to crowd him so much.”

The two women left, and I could smell their different fragrances in the cabin. One of violets, the other of roses.

I sat on the bunk/couch and pulled my workbooks over, tugging my feet into them. Grabbing my ball cap and brown chore jacket, I was ready for an outdoor conference with these two ladies.

Outside, I saw that Jude now crouched in front of Bertie, who found another fast friend. Bertie’s tail was wagging and Jude had another wide smile on her face. Sal was standing nearby, with a wistful grin of her own.

Sal looked at me, “It’s like you have a little piece of heaven here.”  

I answered, “In the Spring, everything is fresh and green and alive. Heaven would be a good word for it. Especially now, with the young calves birthing and hatchlings of all types.”

“Let’s head out to the hill top,” I suggested. “The dew won’t be so heavy there.”

Passing through the open, faded red wooden gate, we entered the well-grazed pasture. While there were cow-paths we could use, they had cropped the grass so short over winter it was easy walking it three abreast. The new growth was still short enough to hold little dew. I thought of this in regard for my visitor’s long pants and city-type footwear.

We walked for a time in quiet as I saw these women were reveling in all this natural beauty. Like they didn’t get to enjoy this often. The farm has that effect on people. It’s why I came here to write.

My curiosity finally prompted me to speak, “OK, tell me who you really are and what you really need from me.”

Sal looked across at Jude, who was walking on the other side of me, both were smiling. “Well, if  you stop here we’ll give you the explanation you deserve.”

We stopped. The two girls moved to my front, facing me at a conversational distance. The sun to their backs gave more highlights to their hair. My ball cap visor kept the sun out of my eyes so I didn’t have to squint.

“John, we are not normal humans, in fact, we work for Death.”

​​IV


OK, THAT’S A BIT WEIRD. Working for Death. I had no reaction to this as I knew more was coming. No, they weren’t “regular humans.” Appearing out of nothing, and changing clothing wholesale, already got me over any idea of that.

Sal interrupted my thoughts. “Jude and I work together, as we have since Time was young. We help people move on after they die. And recently, we’ve been told that our methods haven’t been efficient enough.”

“You mean, there’s management running your operation?”

“In so many words, yes. There are laws and rules, ‘company policies’ within that metaphor, and we have to stick within those guidelines. Our ‘job description’ is helping our clients to stay within those guidelines. This is where you come in.”

“You’re going to either say I’m about to die, or become one of you?”

Jude smiled and cocked her head. “Not that we wouldn’t mind having a hunk like you around, but no. Neither of those options are on the table. Only regular humans can solve our ‘client’s’ problems.”

Sal continued. “The problem we are having is with our clients. Too many of them aren’t able to stick to the guidelines, and so don’t transition.”

I was catching on. “So you mean there’s a certain percentage of acceptable ‘ghosts’ and ‘specters’ and you’re ‘over quota’?”

“Exactly.” Sal and Jude looked at each other, relieved.

Jude said to Sal with a quiet voice, “I knew we picked out a good one this time.”

Sal just smiled more and turned my way. “So what questions do you have?”

I had dozens. “The first point is why should I accept this job? I already have two - writing and managing this place.”

“Because the way we operate, you won’t miss any time from either of them. We bring you back within minutes of leaving.  Here, let’s show you how that works.”

Sal and Jude took each other’s hands, and each took one of mine. The scenery shimmered and became the inside of the tiny cabin. We were just inside the door where there was enough space for all of us to fit.

Sal spoke first. “We don’t have to hold hands every time, but this cabin is so small, it helps us fit better when we arrive.” They then let go of my hands.

“Now, fill up your coffee mug.”

I’d brewed my coffee this morning and had emptied my first mug-full with breakfast. The coffee maker was in reach of my desk, the mug nearby. So I turned around, picked up the mug, and filled it up again. Then turned back to face them. The warm coffee inside the mug steamed with its thick aroma.

“OK, now put it down on your desk. You see the steam rising off of it?”

I nodded.

The women took my hands again. The cabin shimmered.

​​V


WHEN THE SHIMMERING cleared, we were in Griffith Park, Los Angeles. Its Observatory parking lot. All was almost pitched black outside the street lights and architectural lighting for the buildings. The moon was high in the sky, and the L. A.  streets twinkled through their own lights as they stretched off toward the ocean. Behind us, the mountains were dark and nearly invisible in their gloom.

While we could hear the sirens and street traffic, there was none around us, and the parking lot was bare of cars.

“This isn’t just early morning, is it?” I asked.

“No,” Sal said. “This is two weeks before we were in your cabin. That moon was a sliver on the horizon when we left your place and now it’s nearly full, high in the sky.”

Jude added, “Different place, a different time. Now, watch.”

An apparition shifted from a fog-like mist on the west side of the parking lot to take a near-solid form. It looked solid, real. Except there was something unreal about it. Maybe it was the staring eyes and the fact that its feet walked through the parking curbs instead of stepping over them.

The straight line it was walking didn’t deviate. And it was coming straight toward us.

“So this is one of your ghosts you need to deal with?” I asked,

“One of them. Not our worst.” Sal replied.

“Worst is what? This one is darned spooky. It would keep most people wondering for months of nightmares,"

“True enough. But there are ghosts who are far spookier, and more dangerous.”

The specter was a slight young girl, dressed in something out of the 50’s, it looked like. Sweater over a simple blouse. Full skirt below the knees, bobby-socks, and saddle-back black-and-white shoes.  Her face was blank, her eyes focused on something beyond us.

She got closer and never saw us or slowed down. She kept going, walking right on through us. I flinched, but the girls didn’t.

I turned around to see her dissolve right through the front wall of the Observatory tourist shop without slowing her pace.

Just then, Sal shouted, “Look out!”

I turned to look and there was some cosmic pinwheel-shaped rift in the sky. A few feet off the ground. Just where we had seen the girl appear. A red-orange fireball pushed out of it and shot right toward us.

Sal grabbed one of my hands at the same time Jude grabbed the other.

The view shimmered, just as the fireball was nearly on us...

​​VI


WE WERE BACK IN MY cabin again. It was daylight.

No fireball. No Griffith Park.

My mug of coffee still steamed on my desk.  The spring air was still wafting through my screen door and windows. A mockingbird was singing in a tree outside. While a momma cow lowed for her babe in a distant pasture.

I picked up the mug and sipped it. Still hot and sweet, with a dark mix of chicory and Brazilian beans.

“Ok, you proved your point. Time and space aren’t limits to you two.”

I rolled out my desk chair. “I need a seat. There’s a folding chair behind the door, or you can both use the couch.”

I sat. Sal pulled out the folding chair, another solid wood arrangement. She set it up and sat down on it, crossing her jean-covered legs in one smooth motion. Jude flounced onto the couch and felt the quilted comforter with her hand. Then reclined as her hand slid across, down to her elbow, and then back up to prop her head. And smiled again.

She presented a far more feminine a view than I needed.

Sal frowned at her, and Jude sat back up. “I couldn’t help it, sis. This is just a great comforter. We should get one.”

“So you can just get a certain someone under it?”

“Well, the thought had crossed my mind...”

I sipped my coffee in silence, smiling at these two. If we went into business, it would be a very interesting time, for sure. Their banter was amusing. I hadn’t talked this much in months, let alone with a matched pair of good-looking gals.

Sal looked at me. “So, what do you think?”

“Well, the transportation is fine. But you said there might be dangers. I take that fireball would have been the end of us?”

Jude said, “You, certainly. Us, not so much. But uncomfortable, for sure.”

Sal added. “Of course, there’s training you’ll need to do as part of it. Just to keep you safe.”

I nodded. “Safe is a good thing. But why do you want me and why me in particular?”

Sal answered, “It’s your unique skill set. You’re not just a writer, and not just a farmer. We’ve been reading your books and see there’s something else you have. You may not even know it.”

Jude added, “On top of your rugged good looks, you write detective stories. And this will give you a lot more stories. Because the reason each of these ghosts are still around is a mystery. To both them and everyone else...”

Sal jumped in. “Well, mostly everyone else. That fireball was a discouragement.”

“Like someone knew we were coming?” I asked.

“Exactly.” Sal replied. “That particular ghost is probably easy to solve, and so we visit her with potential hires. That was a booby-trap set to take us unaware. But since we’ve sprung that before, it wasn’t a real surprise.”

“Well, good you weren’t surprised. But I got quite a start out of it. Not like a day of writing.”

Jude said, “Just a start? Well, OK, what does it take to get you good and scared? Or even terrified?”

I took another sip of coffee and let that sink in. “Well, that’s not done with any ease these days. I’ve already lived a lot and recovered after many freak-outs. And dying itself isn’t even all that interesting a threat. Been there, done that. But you know my history.”

Sal said, “Yes, we’ve read one of your papers on ‘Erasing the Fear Aspect.’ Fascinating approach. Surviving major surgery with an out-of-body experience was another. And together with your fiction led us to find you.”

Jude leaned forward, elbow on the top knee of her crossed legs. “That’s a rare talent. Combat vets don’t even overcome that. It’s what makes PTSD. Repressed fears and anxieties. That’s why we want you to consider our offer.”

I smiled. “Offer? To go and decipher the background of ghosts? And face fireballs of death? I think maybe my life is simpler here.”

Sal nodded. “Of course it is. But consider how bored you’re getting these days. Your stories have been taking a lot more action into them, but the hero is just taking it in stride. Your main character is more often than not just sitting bored like Sherlock waiting for a remarkable case to appear and meanwhile practicing his violin.”

I agreed. “Yes, you have me there. All authors write themselves into their stories. The main character most times.”

Jude said, “Besides that, you’ve already passed many of the tests.”

I was puzzled. “Tests?”

Jude continued, “Remember that dream you had last night? The one about the girl and the bridge and her diary?”

I put the mug down on the desk before I could drop it. “Wait, all these weird dreams about ghosts lately - that was you two?”

Jude nodded. Then sat back against the couch pillows and hooked her hands together behind her head. “Of course, if you like being bored and want to miss out on all these great stories, well...”

Again, this was a more feminine view than I needed. And both these girls knew this. Sal had a wry grin on her face, watching Jude using her charms to get what she wanted.

I swiveled to Sal to take parts of my mind off the display. “Is there something else I’m supposed to get besides just story inspiration? Beside getting to see you two now and then? I don’t need more distraction from my writing - that’s why I’m out here.”

Sal smiled again at this. “Just think of that inspiration. You get to be Watson and Holmes all in one. Solve the case and then write it up. Regular weekly installments, new cases. Some tougher than others, none commonplace.”

I picked up my mug to sip my coffee again. “You both know I don’t need inspiration, my imagination is far more active than either of you could keep up with. That’s why I took up writing. Just to have an outlet.”

“And is why you moved out here, so you could settle your thoughts.” Sal agreed. “And we also know you’re bored stiff and want a little break now and then.”

“OK, you got me there.” I replied. “How about a salary? Or other income?”

“Just look up your online account. Check your email, you’ll see you’re already rewarded for the few minutes we’ve taken.”

The smartphone in my pocket buzzed, announcing an email arriving. Shifting to pull it out of a back pocket, I fished it out with my non-coffee-mug hand and thumbed up the display. “Four figures for a few minutes work. Not bad.”

“And that’s yours to keep or donate or anything you want.” Jude was now reclined on the comforter again, watching her fingers trace idle patterns on its surface.

I paused to admire the view. Jude looked up at me with one eyebrow raised above  twinkling eyes and a devilish grin.

I glanced back at Sal, who was also smiling. “So, life-threatening adventure and money. What else could a guy ask for?”

Jude opened her mouth, but Sal broke in, “There is still the training do. And you’ll have to satisfy us that you’re up for the job. You’ll get paid during the training...”

Jude interrupted. “Unless you die in the process...”

Sal frowned and continued, “But we won’t let that happen....”

Jude spoke again. “Not just because you’re so damned cute, but because we’ll be there to ensure we save that tight bum of yours before you get it into trouble.”

Sal’s cheeks reddened at that. “What Jude meant to say is that we take every precaution with our trainees. And we haven’t lost very many, but there are risks.”

I smiled at this. These two were making my life interesting, to be sure.

“OK, I’m in.”

The room shimmered. I had only enough time to put my coffee mug down before the desk disappeared...
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​​I


I DIDN’T SEE IT COMING, but that wasn’t unusual. But I didn’t expect the ghost to try for my neck. I felt more than I saw, which was only a smoky shimmering.

A quick shrug and a yell got it off, and it disappeared. I rubbed my neck thoughtfully. No scratches or punctures, just a gnawed feeling. Lucky this time.

My yell brought Sal and Jude running into the former living room of the empty old Victorian house they had brought me to. Worry crossed both of their faces.

“What happened? You OK?” Sal sputtered out.

“Sure, just something trying to clamp onto my neck. But it went away as soon as I yelled.”  I answered.

Jude cocked her head to the side. “Was it trying to take a bite out of you or just give you a hickey?”

Sal frowned. “I think we better get some research on this one. Time to get some data from the Librarians.” She nodded to Jude, then the room shimmered and disappeared.

​​II


THEY REAPPEARED IN a house that was floor to ceiling books, the living room had tall ceilings and the shelves covered everything right up to the top, with only enough space at the bottom to keep the books off the floor. Or at least away from the stacks of books which need to be re-filed, or didn’t have a space. And the shelves were crammed solid from side to side, with occasional smallish books wedged sideways above the vertical ones. The hallways that ran off away from this mass of book shelves also had shelves in them. And what I could see of the rooms beyond them were also book-lined.

I saw no overstuffed chairs or lounges here, like modern libraries, only solid ladder-back chairs around sturdy tables, whose legs themselves were crammed with books stacked in between. Between wasn’t much, here. The aisles between the shelves were barely enough for a smallish person to navigate, and only one at a time.

An old newspaper library flag-stand had been revived with maps and large parchments hanging from their poles. One tabletop had been placed on top of a horizontal gray set of map drawers nearby. More maps and parchments were piled thick on its top also.

With all these books and paper, of course the place smelled of old book store mustiness. And so quiet that even dropping pins would make no noise. There was a hardwood floor, but covered with strip rugs of an oriental pattern in between the tables, only leaving the barest spaces under the tables themselves.

Jude, Sal, and I arrived in its largest open space. And that made me only wonder again how they did that and never appeared inside something. As it was, I bumped into a table and nearly upset a pile of books on it while catching my balance.

A red tabby cat meowed and pushed against my leg for petting, which I obliged. Taking Sal and Jude in with one look, it quickly sprinted off between the under-table stacks to lose itself again in the forest of book holders.

“So Hermione is the first to welcome you.” A wrinkled, and weathered old man appeared at my elbow, holding out a gnarled hand as greeting. “You can call me Ben. My full name is too long and convoluted for pronunciation in English. You must be John, the new guy. Heard a bit about you.”

I shook his hand and found the grip to be a vise, but brief. That surprised me, but Ben seemed not to notice my reaction.

“Sal, Jude. Glad you could come by again. Don’t see enough of you around. Granger has some brownies she’s just baked. Heard you were coming.” Ben then shuffled off again before Sal or Jude could reply.

Jude spoke first. “John, that’s Old Ben, whose one of the Librarians. I’m afraid he’s more at home with books than people. That’s the most I’ve heard him say in years, at least all at once. Granger is the other half to this pair and she should be...”

“Right here. Hi John, Sal, Jude.” A similarly wizened and wrinkled form showed up literally at my elbow, her gray head hardly higher than that joint. She grabbed my arm there and pulled it against her face. “Ah, so soft, but so strong. Jude likes them this way, and so do I. But she’s able to get more use out of your qualities than I can these days. Still, one can dream.”

Her hand was squeezing my elbow and pushing her body against my arm. I moved it up and away from her grip, where she then started cuddling my waist with the side of her face against my hip.

“Granger, I think he has some questions for you. You might want to let up so he can remember what they are.” Sal spoke firmly.

Jude came up and took Granger’s free hand, pulling her away from my side, and putting her on the other side of a table, where her face was just higher than the table top. Granger folded her arms on the table and rested her chin on them, not taking her dream-filled eyes off me.

Jude returned to my side in the space Granger had filled, but not touching me. She tilted her head and whispered in my ear, “This is where I start to protect both your and my reputations. Don’t worry, I’ll be close by.”

I again smelled her rose fragrance and was pleased to have something in my nose besides musty books and old people. This also brought a slight smile to my lips, as meeting these two wizened Librarians was a bit much to take in at once.

Sal spoke. “Granger, it looks like we met a vampire ghost. What do you have for us?”

Granger replied, “Sal, you know we have to start with Ghost Hunting 101 before anything else.”

Sal nodded, with a smile.

Granger continued. “John, this won’t take long, but these points are just the tip of the iceberg.

“1. Ghosts are incomplete somehow. They want to finish something, or want to tell people something, or are confused about something. It’s your job to figure out what or why and help them find it. All without getting killed in the process.

“2. They don’t create energy, they harvest it. So their appearance requires energy to maintain. You have little time to talk with them before they exhaust themselves and have to go get some more. One of the reasons they appear and disappear.

“3. That energy is the dark kind. Sadness, Anger, Hate, Terror and Fear are the most common. This is why they have to work at harvesting. And they’ll try to make you angry or afraid in order to keep going. That’s the fuel they need.

“4. Love is a more powerful energy, but it will dissolve the reason they are here. Rational thought is related and usually an approach to get them turned toward what they loved in their last life. Universal solvent, if you can get them to access it.

“5. Ghosts can hurt you physically if you let them. Often this is throwing things at you, although some have been known to spontaneously explode or combust things they target. So don’t get in their way.”

I tried to absorb these rules as best I could, although Granger rattled them off like a literal TV talking head on a 30 second infomercial.

“So that’s why you won’t see ghosts around churches but will around graveyards?” I asked.

Granger nodded, as much as her arms and the tabletop would allow. “That’s right. Unless it’s a fire-and-brimstone preacher who is using fear to keep his congregation on the ‘straight and narrow’. The modern mega-churches with their emphasis on ‘loving one another as they would want to be loved’ aren’t usually haunted. Graveyards are usually full of grief or the recently departed, so they are like battery packs for the non-departed. Abandoned graveyards are empty of ghosts for the same reason.

Ben appeared right behind Granger and laid a hand on one of her elbows. “But rock bands and carnivals are even better. Chills, thrills, and threatened violence. And movie houses where they routinely show violent movies.”

That said, Ben looked at Sal and nodded his head to his right, glancing that way and then back to Sal. He disappeared in that direction.

Sal turned toward where he nodded and walked down one of the thin passages between tables away from the conversation.

Granger spoke to continue Ben’s thought. “Which brings up people being haunted and possessed. Politicians are prone to attracting ghosts that will change their personalities. Mostly due to the lies they have to tell. Government centers are most known for being haunted. The greed and narcissism are the core problems these people have as their Achilles heels. Easy to turn to their “dark side” as they are already going that direction.”

I added, “And the wisdom of Twain’s comment, ‘Politicians and babies should be changed often and for the same reason.’”

Both Jude and Granger smiled at that. Jude moved her hand up to hold the inside of my elbow, which Granger followed with her eyes.

“And we have a smart one.” Granger said.

“Quite clever and talented, too.” Jude said as I saw out of my peripheral view her turning to admire my profile.

“Not to interrupt this adoration, but here’s some answers to what we came here for.” Sal had come in quietly, but now dropped a small stack of books on the table in front of me. And I was more than happy to move toward them. This gave my arms something better to do than being pawed.

Old Ben came up with another short stack and piled them next to her stack. “These are for when you’ve finished those.” And he turned away to vanish behind a free-standing shelf behind yet another table.

I started opening the top book of Sal’s stack. A small puff of dust rose to bring the musty smell to my nose, which wrinkled in return.

“Check out the bookmarks we left for you, otherwise we’ll be days reading these.” Sal pointed to the ribbons and papers sticking out of the book’s top edge.

“Days and days...” said Granger, who had returned to her dreamy-eying of me.

Old Ben appeared at her elbow and cleared his throat. Granger looked up and frowned at him and then toddled off as he followed, both of them quickly out of sight and sound somewhere in the massive, book-cluttered room.

Jude came up on my right while Sal moved up to my left. Both were reading the pages I’d pulled open at the first bookmark. Again, the paired fragrances of roses and violets were relief.

“Here’s the key point.” Sal pointed out with her finger to one line on the page in front of me. “Vampiric apparitions are valence-negative in personality, taking on the aspect of an overwhelming entity from their former life.”

“Oh, like cults and abusers. That’s pretty common. Adverse mindset shifts.” I said. “And so people you meet after years will seem to be completely different people and won’t even act like they recognize you.”

Sal nodded. “Yes, that’s sad. We are the composite of our closest associates, friends, and family. Like a mass ‘mind meld’.”

“But it doesn’t have to be sad, it can be inspiring.” I said. “Just depends on who you allow to be around you. Change who you deal with all the time and it can be...”

“Even romantic.” Jude finished, returning her hand to the inside of my elbow.

Sal continued. “That may be true, but our work is in the people who go ‘dark’ during their lives instead. Those are the ones that are most likely to be turned into ‘vampires’ after death.”

“What about the neck-nipping?” I asked.

Jude smiled. “Oh, you mean the bad sort of neck-nipping...”

Sal frowned and pointed out the next bookmark. “This should cover your question.”

I turned the book pages to that mark and began reading down the page. “Oh, we’ve got ‘transference of legends into behavior.’”

Sal said, “Meaning that they’ve probably been being told tales as children or watching too many B-grade horror movies.”

Jude spoke up. “And so they think that they need to dramatize what was being done by acting like a vampire is supposed to. Some ghost biting your neck just shows that they haven’t been a ghost for very long, since the neck-biting part of that legend only got widespread in 19th century Europe.”

Sal added. “And popularized in horror flicks, which dates them to the 19-teens,mostly based on Bram Stoker’s work. To be accurate, it’s not always the neck, although that’s the most common way to get to a good vein.”

Jude broke in. “There are some better veins inside the thigh, for instance.”

Sal cleared her throat. “As I was saying, the ‘vamp’ you encountered is late 19th or into the 20th century, probably.”

I closed and picked up the book I was reading, then slipped out of the Jude’s arm. Turning toward one of the more open areas, I found an Arts and Crafts style chair with enough cushions to relax into. Where I could read without any physical interruptions. The chair had a matched twin, separated by a short end table and faced by a book-cluttered coffee table, all of the same design.

Sal brought over the first of the short stacks from the table and set it on the coffee table, moving some other books to make table space. Selecting another volume from that stack, she took the twin chair, sinking into the cushions and her own book.

Across the cluttered coffee table was a matching couch, with the style’s wide wooden arms. Jude brought the other stack of books and placed them on the coffee table, near its center, making a space for them. She then sat in the middle of the couch with her own selected book, drawing up her legs beneath her for support.

All was quiet in the big room, three students of ancient and modern history, reading up on vampiric ghosts. I could imagine how we could comfortably spend endless hours, even centuries here. I suspected that two of us probably had.

Granger and Ben soon padded in, each carrying a tray of tea and biscuits respectively, that they cleared a space on that cluttered coffee table for. They then shuffled off again to the quiet library depths.

Occasionally, the two returned with more books as the afternoon continued.

​​III


SOME HOURS LATER, THE coffee table was piled with books, all read or perused. I was looking off into space, digesting what I had studied. Sal looked up after reading her last page, closing her book on one of her fingers as yet another bookmark. Jude was nearly stretched out completely on the couch, her elbowed arm holding up her head as she idly leafed through a picture book of vampire graphics. Ben and Granger had cleared off the food and drink trays and were out of sight, but around somewhere, within earshot for requests.

Sal asked, “Well, John, any questions?”

“I don’t think so. Well, there is one - any fireballs this time?”

“Not that we know of. This particular ghost has been seen off and on for the last five decades. Some reports say she is dressed in a long gown from the 1800’s. Most only feel the neck bite and then black out, to wake much later.”

“Any idea what causes the blackout?”

“Might be their fear being siphoned off all at once, the emotional drain.”

“Were the blackouts common to both male and female victims?”

“Good point. Mostly male, but then there is a higher percentage of male victims, so that’s not conclusive.”

Jude spoke up. “Looks like fear or terror is the common scene. All of these were alone and surprised by a sudden attack. Any who didn’t black out reported being hit on the head by a heavy object, sometimes resulting in a knock-out.”

I mused on this. “So maybe I should wear a hardhat?”

Sal replied, “Only if you don’t want to find this ghost at all. It only attacks the weak and vulnerable, usually.”

“So I might not be a target at all.”

Jude replied, “Well, the ghost came after you once already, but we’re thinking that dressing you as a goth nerd might work better.”

“Now costumes are a part of this?”

Sal answered, “Think of it as Sherlock Holmes in one of his many disguises.”

At this, I sighed. “Well, OK.” Getting to my feet, I asked, “Well, are we ready then?”

Jude rose. “Probably as much as we’ll ever be.”

Old Ben and Granger quietly emerged and began taking the piles of books back to where they’d found them.

Sal was standing now. “So, we’re ready, then. Let’s go.”

The room shimmered and they disappeared.

​​IV


JUDE, SAL, AND I SHIMMERED into the old Victorian mansion again. Dark, gloomy, and the old vacant house smell was present. Just empty rooms, faded wallpaper, and dark wood wainscoting completed the somber scene. Only ambient light from the fading day lit the rooms at all. And it struggled to pierce the dirty and smudged windows.

I went back to the position I met her earlier. Sal nodded to Jude and they retreated to their former space in a room beyond this one to wait.

It didn’t take long.

I felt a breath of air near me, waited for a count of three and then quickly turned.

In front of him was an apparition, formless whitish smoke.

“May I ask you just what you think you are doing? I asked the form.

At that, the form stopped in mid-air, still whispering around as smoke tends to do.

I continued. “Well, go ahead, show yourself. Don’t be impolite. I’ve come to see you.”

A face appeared in the form. Female, blanched white, with narrow black eyebrows, red-lined eyes around dark pupils, and blood-red lips.

“Yoouuu... I’ve come for yoouuu...” The specter gasped.

“I’m touched, I really am. Hope you didn’t have to travel very far. I mean I wouldn’t want you to go out of your way just for me.” John said with sincerity.

This stopped the ghost, who looked startled by someone who wasn’t afraid, but seemed actually respectful. And talked to her like a person.

“Do you have a name? Or what should I call you?” I asked.

“...Becca. They used to call me Becca.” The specter gasped.

“OK, Becca. That’s a nice name. Do you have a body to match that pretty face of yours?”

The smoke-shape filled out below the face with an 18th-century dark dress, something out of a Dickens story. Her hair also appeared, a dusky red, swirling down below her shoulders and in constant motion like Medusa’s snakes.

“Well, Becca. Thanks. I’m honestly impressed. Now, how can I help you today?”

Becca was puzzled at this. Her eyebrows puckered into a frown, and her lips pouted. “Why aren’t you afraid? You’re supposed to be afraid.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. But I just came to talk with you, not to fall down in a swoon or anything. You see, I just came to hear your life story.”

“My life story? What? Are you being honest with me? No one has asked for my story ever. Why is my life story interesting to you?”

“Because you are interesting to me. Frankly, I think you are too fetching to have to sneak up on people aand bite them. Is it because you are too beautiful to scare them if you just asked politely?”

Becca frowned deeper at this. “You are being clever. Maybe too clever. Supposing I just bit you now and suck out your energy.”

“Well, mainly because you can’t. And you know it. I’m not afraid, I’m curious. I want to know how you do it and why. I want your life story. Truly. And I meant it when I said you look great.”

Becca smiled wistfully at this. “You are just flattering me to get what you want.”

“And is that a crime? I believe in being honest. To be frank, I wish I’d been around when you were still alive. We could have had some great talks. Maybe take in some movies. Gone on long walks around moonlit lakes. But that’s off the subject. Tell me about how it all started. What do you remember of how you died?”

Becca looked off in the distance above my head and to my left. “It wasn’t a good life. Hector had been criticizing me again, as usual. Nothing was good enough for him. We’d been married just a few years and I couldn’t do anything right. I felt tired all the time. And would dress up to be my prettiest when he came home. But he’d never say anything nice about my appearance. I’d make his favorite dishes and cook them exactly the way he wanted. All he had to say is how something was overdone or underdone or not seasoned right, or over seasoned. Never anything nice.”

Her eyes were misty and filling with tears.

“Then one night, I recognized the smell of his overcoat was a particular perfume. Not one of mine. I’d been to the shops that day to look for something that might appeal to him, and tried several out. So I recognized that new scent. That night when he came in, I... “ Becca looked off, distracted.

“Becca?”

Suddenly Becca’s face turned dark, she opened her mouth and fangs grew out rapidly, almost extending into her lower jaw. She moved toward me with a look of pure hatred - and then vanished into smoke.

I felt a force move right through me, a pinch on my neck as it did.

Sal and Jude came back into the room suddenly, both with shocked faces, staring at my neck like something was horribly wrong.

I touched my neck, and looked at my hand. From fingertips to wrist, it was covered in red.

​​V


THE ROOM SHIMMERED and resolved into a medical clinic. White walls, a single stainless operating table that held a thin white plastic pad covered by a thin white sheet. Stainless shelving with glass doors held bottles of medicine. A stainless rolling cart was nearby whose top held a narrow-lipped tray with stainless tools for patching humanoid conditions.

Sue and Jude were both white-faced and somber.

I was still holding my hand up in his vision, but now it was normal color, no trace of any red on it.

“Lay down on that.” ordered Sal as she pointed to the table. So I did, Sitting on it would raise me well above where they could work on me, so despite the discomfort, I obeyed.

Sal pulled on a pair of surgical gloves, making a snap as they fit into place. Jude turned on a bright light overhead and I shielded my eyes with my left hand, still holding might right up in the air for inspection. Same side as the “bite” I’d felt.

Sal turned my head over to the side. Jude had also put on gloves and now held my head in that position with one of them, the other grasping my right wrist.

They looked over my neck carefully, pushing and poking gently to see what had happened.

“Nothing there.” Sal said, sighing relief. Jude also relaxed, her grip on my head and wrist no longer rigid steel clamps. But both looked me over once more to be sure. Jude was looking directly into my eyes now.

“Looks like you survived this one. If she had actually gotten an artery going, we would have had just seconds to save your cute butt.’ Jude smiled at that. Her eyes sparkled again, which meant her world was back to normal.

Sal agreed. “We keep this room set up just for this. And luckily, we haven’t had to use it much.”

“‘Playing doctor’ isn’t our thing, and that would be unsanitary in here, anyway.” Jude smiled at her own joke.

“Well, then would you two doctors let me loose now? This table isn’t the most comfortable.” I asked.

“Just one thing.” Jude let go of my wrist and grabbed my face with both hands, and planted a short kiss right on my lips. “There. Kiss and make it all better.”

Sal cleared her throat. Jude released her hands and I turned to face Sal, to see her disapproving frown. “Let’s save that for our own time, shall we? I seem to recall we were in the middle of a case.”

Jude moved away from the table. I heard her take off her gloves with a snick as the plastic snapped back on itself.

Sal looked into my eyes with attention. “Doesn’t look like you even got surprised by that. No symptoms of shock. You’re good to go.” She then moved away from the table and snicked off her own gloves.

I sat up, touching my neck. “Thanks to your care, anyway. Nice to know you’ve thought this out.”

“Not our first rodeo.” Sal replied.

“Not by a long shot.” Jude added.

I slid down off the table and touched my neck again. “No mark, huh? So what was that?”

“Manifestation based on our own fears.” Sal said. “We were thinking that something like that might happen and so what we feared appeared for us.”

“That’s the trick to all these scenes.” Jude added. “It’s the observer syndrome. What you expect to see is what you will find. Like all Science experiments. All Astronomy. The four-minute mile. You have to think it’s possible for it to happen, and you find whatever you put your faith in.”

“Oh, that’s right out of metaphysics.” I said. “Even the old Beatitudes, ‘Seek and you will find.’”

Both women nodded. Sue spoke first, “‘What goes around comes around.’ ‘Nothing new that hasn’t already been written.’”

“That’s back to the old mindset stacking concept. Whatever you believe to be true and take action on will then show up as fact. William James type of stuff.” I said.

“We just have to work on getting you proofed up against these type of accidents. Obviously, you - and we - were open to the possibility of ghosts being able to affect you. So a vampire ghost would then be able to give you a bite.” Jude said.

“Which means we are still early on with this training. And that your training has to continue before we take on any of the more serious ones.” Sal added.

“That’s why we had a house that was completely empty of furniture? Nothing that could be thrown at me like a poltergeist?” I asked.

“Exactly.” Sal said.

“Wouldn’t want to have to give you stitches instead of kisses.” Jude added.

I looked at Jude. She continued, “And I’d rather give kisses over stitches any time.”

Sal asked, “If you two are finished mooning at each other, then let’s get back to the Library to sort this out.”

Jude was red-faced, but nodded in agreement.

I just grinned at the two of them. This job was going to be interesting, for sure.

Sal nodded to Jude. The room again shimmered.

​​VI


WHEN WE ARRIVED, IT was to a large, long exercise room. No books in sight anywhere.

We were standing on a solid wood floor next to a big padded mat, common to wrestling and competitions where someone could be thrown to the ground. The walls were lined with various equipment and weapons. Stacks of thicker foam mats were on one end, near portable pommel horses and balance beams. To the opposite end were an extensive array of hand-held weapons, with shining blades, sharp points, and always in pairs. Many smaller throwing knives and implements were displayed next to throwing targets and manikins.

The air was cool, and clean. There was a slight scent of sawdust, and oiled wood in it.

“I thought you said Library. No books here, obviously.” I observed.

“This is another room of the Library. Underneath the one we were in before.” Sal replied. “We’re here to practice. And you can practice many things here. Until you learn to teleport at will, just let us know when you want to practice something and we’ll bring you here.”

“Otherwise, my wide open pastures will probably do.” I added.

“Or your cabin.” Added Jude with a raised eyebrow.

Sal continued, “Jude get into position - I mean, over there in throwing distance.”

Jude nodded, disappearing. Then reappeared  about twenty feet away.

Sal turned to me. “You mentioned William James before. Can you recall that quote?”

“His quote is a long one, about ‘acting as if something is real and it will become real.’ Claude M. Bristol shortened it to ‘...faith becomes father to fact.’” I answered.

Sal nodded. “That is the exact point of transference. And why vampiric mythology continues. All superstitions are based on belief. And belief is always self-generated. The reason for all this study of vampiric legends was to simply debunk your beliefs. But you aren’t alone in this. Obviously, Jude and I still have some agreement with those ideas, or they wouldn’t have become fact for us. Or so that idea goes.”

Jude added, “To cure that, I’m going to go over there and start throwing things at you and you can spend time ducking or getting hit until you quit believing that these things can hit you.”

I protested, “Wait, you’re going to beat me up by throwing things at me until I decide to I don’t believe you can?”

Jude nodded. “That’s the gist of it.”

I had to close my opened mouth. These ladies were serious about this. That’s what I get for studying stuff and not testing it. Well, I guess there’s a time for everything. “OK. Anything else I should know?”

Sal said, “John, the ground rules are to take it simple at first. Jude isn’t going to throw sharpened stakes or daggers at you, but just the various apparitions you might run into from this vampire ghost. Your job is to make them vanish. And to the degree you quit believing that something is real, looking at it for exactly what it is, and believing in your own abilities, you’ll then be able to quit being hit with these things.”

Jude added, “And we will be helping you as well, since we have to believe that you can avoid getting hit. That you can make things vanish by your own beliefs.”

“So you two are going to practice believing in me?”

“That’s the point. Ready?”

“As ever.”

Then I got hit on the side of the head with something that felt like a thawed steak. And smelled like it.

“Ow.”

“Well, you said you were ready...”

“OK, Jude. Let’s try that again, but maybe something smaller?”

A meatball came flying my way, and I ducked. Only to find another one coming in low that I had to quickly jump back from. Which ran me into a third meatball as I was standing again.

I put my hand up. “Whoa. Can we cut this back a bit?” I tried to wipe off the bits and juice of that last one, only to find that I had to wipe my hands on my jeans. A white towel then struck my head, covering my face.

“Gee, Thanks.”

I used it and then stuck one end of it into a back pocket. Might be needing it later.

Jude was smiling.

“Glad you’re thinking this is so funny.”

“Oh come on. You have to admit it is, at least in a slapstick sort of way. OK, we’ll go back simple apparitions.”

Now a bat was furiously flying right at me. I put my hand out and it passed right through my hand and my head.

Another came right after that and I hardly flinched when it went through.

Then another and another, until I wasn’t flinching at all.

The next one looked entirely real and faster than the others, about double their size. But had a small red clown nose on it. I just had to laugh. It dissipated instead of flowing through.

Jude was smiling again. “Thought you’d like that hint. It was already larger than any usual bat and that should have given it away. But you're getting the point. It didn't even get into you. Let’s try again.”

And the afternoon went on (at least I thought it was an afternoon, since time was a bit odd these days.) Eventually no apparition Jude could throw at me had any effect. They passed through without me flinching, or dispersed before arriving.

At last, she called it quits. “OK Sal, your turn.”

Sal popped in where Jude had been standing.

And was replaced by Becca.

Wearing that same dark 18th-century dress with lace collars and tailored to fit her form. Swirling black Medusa hair about her head. Blood red lips. Everything I had seen just hours before.

My eyes didn’t want to believe that. “Becca?”

She started walking toward me. “Hector, I need you. I’ve always needed you. Like now as ever before. You know I can’t live without you...”

“Jude, where did Sal go? What is this?” Only Jude and Sal were both gone. I looked around the exercise room and there was only Becca and me.

Meanwhile, Becca had crossed half the distance between us and still coming with a steady pace.

“Hector? What’s wrong? Wait, you aren’t Hector,  you’re...” Her face went into a pure hate-filled look, with eyes blazing. Her body morphed back into smoke and started picking up speed. Her mouth gaped open and her teeth extended.

At that I started laughing. Big laughter, honestly thought this was funny.

Becca stopped at that point, looking confused. Then turned into smoke and disappeared.

Jude took her place, a few steps in front of me. I was still smiling.

She closed the distance with a few quick steps, then threw her arms around my neck, kissing me solidly. My arms found their way around her waist and back, if only for balance, which encouraged her to continue. As if she really needed any...

Finally, I pushed her away.

Jude still kept her wrists and hands around the back of my neck, smiling into my eyes.

“It’s all a matter of what you want to believe, isn’t it?”

At that, Jude morphed into  a smiling Sal, and then into a gap-faced, wizened Granger.

I pushed who or whatever it was away from me and took a few steps back, pulling the towel out of my pocket to wipe my mouth.

And Jude returned, standing where I was before.

Sal spoke, from a position by my elbow. “Well, we girls had to have some fun, didn’t we?”

“Point well taken.” I said.

And Sal gave me a peck on my cheek. Still smiling. But Jude still had the bigger smile.

They turned to look at each other and the room shimmered again.

​​VII


THE VICTORIAN HOUSE shimmered back into view. 

Like I had any choice in the matter.

Sal and Jude were both smiling, still. Even I had to admit that was a bit funny. So I smiled sheepishly myself.

Jude took Sal’s hand. “Act Three. We’ll be next door if you need us.” And they made their exit to wherever they were going to wait.

I didn’t have long myself, though. The smoky apparition showed again.

“Hi, Becca. Feeling better now?”

Becca showed only her face in dark smoky wisps. It was still angry, bloodshot eyes and gleaming fangs. “What do you want now?”

“I just wanted to find the rest of your story.” I answered cheerfully. “You were telling me about Hector and found he had been cheating on you. But you didn’t tell me the rest of the story. How did he handle it?”

Becca calmed down and became thoughtful again. Her full body appeared again. Her coloring returned to her normal human face. She pulled a white lace-edged handkerchief from one of her long sleeves and then brought to her chin, expecting to use it.

“Hector denied everything at first. And said I was hallucinating again, letting my imagination get the better of him. At that I reached up and pulled a blond hair off his collar. Pointing this out just made him go into a rage. He put both hands around my throat and pushed me back against the railing. He was talking incoherently at that point, repeating the different pet phrases he had used to criticize me before.”

She dabbed her eyes. “But this time, they had no effect on me. I stared him down. ‘Calm as a cucumber’ was probably the phrase that fit. I knew I had him. And he knew it, too. But he was pushing me against the stair railing so hard that we both heard it crack. His last words to me were, ‘I’ll be rid of you yet. You can’t continue to suck the blood out of my life. Begone!’ And then shoved me hard enough to break the railing and fall through the stairwell to the entryway below. I screamed as I fell.”

Becca’s eyes were clear now, looking down. “Then I saw myself on the floor, staring back as I had when I was on that landing. Hector took his time going down the stairs and went into the den on the ground floor. He came back with his his reading glasses in one hand and some papers in the other. He then calmly opened the front door to call out for help, like he had just discovered an accident.”

Looking back into my eyes, Becca continued. “So Hector was the vampire in this story, not me. I’d always blamed myself for how our relationship had turned out, but the only real mistake I’d made was having accepted him to begin with. He had been sucking the life out of me all along.”

At this she smiled. “You are such a nice young man. Whatever brought you here to talk to me?”

I answered. “Someone asked me to come and talk with you. They thought you might need someone to help you with your problems.”

Becca replied. “And that you did. Thank you. Very much.”

With that, she looked off into the distance, smiled even broader, and vanished. Despite the sun setting, the room brightened like clouds had parted. A rosy glow came in through the windows.

At that, Sal and Jude came in, smiling. They both hugged me.

And the room shimmered once more...

​​VIII


I FOUND MYSELF ALONE, back inside my cabin, standing next to my desk again. There was a hot cup of coffee steaming on it. Raising it to my lips, I again tasted my favorite chicory blend and the sweet honey taste.

The laptop chimed that an email had arrived. Pulling out my smartphone, I thumbed up the display with my free hand. Another payment for services rendered.

I smiled, and sat in my rolling chair. This was a story I needed to write while the details were fresh. Glancing up at the laptop screen corner, I saw that I had been returned as promised within seconds of leaving.

Smiling broader, I sat the cup down and turned to start typing. Then I noticed the small off-white envelope on top of my legal pad. There was no address on it, only my handwritten name. When I opened it, I found a hand-laid matching beige notepaper inside, folded over with the ragged edge out.

There was a kiss of lipstick there. And the words, “John, thanks. It’s been a great time. Looking forward to our next adventure.” It was signed “With love, Jude. And Sal.”

There was a smell of both roses and violets on the paper.

Still smiling, I returned the note to its envelope. And started typing...
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​​When Fireballs Collide
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​​I


AND THERE CAME ANOTHER one. 

BAM!

Right against the car we were crouched behind. We were stuck behind a red subcompact, a recent American model.  Here at the Los Angeles Observatory parking lot. The night was clear, a very rare occurrence, very unusual for this city of smoke and fog. The stars above mirroring the endless street and building lights that marched out to their California coast. But a clear sky didn't help our situation any.

Getting pummeled by red-orange fireballs behind this car couldn’t last forever. Especially since they smell of sulfur like a whole case of rotten eggs being broken at once.

Big, really huge fireballs had been coming at us for something like 15 minutes. Heat and stench. Coming one right after the last one.

The red car was shaking like it would never stop. It was going to need a paint job after this. If they could stand the smell to get it into the shop.

Jude and Sal were there with me. Hunkered down like I was. At least I was in my blue jeans and work boots, gray sweatshirt. Sal was in her regular tailored beige suit with gold pinstripes, low-heeled dress shoes. An outfit more ideal for turning heads on Rodeo Drive instead of crouching on dirty asphalt and gravel in a remote parking lot. Jude was at least better off in her black jeans and a tailored black leather jacket, with her clunky black Timberland boots. (OK, she likes black. And looks good in it.)

Admiring these two beauties wasn’t helping to get us out of this.

“Hey, can’t we just teleport out of here?” I asked, behind my sweatshirt sleeve covering my nose..

“If we were able to concentrate. Not when they are coming a few seconds apart,” said Sal.

“And it’s all I can do just to keep this car in one piece,” said Jude.

“Wait, that explains how there was suddenly this car appearing on an empty parking lot.” I replied.

“Just keep it quiet, so I can keep on keeping it there, in between those fireballs and us,” said Jude.

“With that noise, I’m surprised we can think at all,” I added.

“Wait. That’s it! It’s how we are thinking...” Sal said.

At that, Sal suddenly stood straight up and walked out away from the red car.

She shouted out, “Hey - you. Fireball Guy. Yeah, that’s you. Is that all you got? Really?”

And the fireballs started coming right at her - all in a row and streaming right at her, twice as many than were coming at us before.

But Sal just stood there.

And the fireballs passed right through her. She flinched at the first ones, but after a few of them she just stood there. Straight, tall, defiant. And started laughing. Complete glee.

I thought she’d lost it. But her actions gave Jude enough time to disappear the car and get us out of there.

The scene shimmered, like usual. Fireballs, parking lot, all it just disappeared.

​​II


AND WE SHOWED UP IN the Exercise Room, underneath the Library, somewhere. It was good to be back in the long room with its racks of sharp weapons on the walls, gymnastic equipment in the corners, stacks of tumbling mats beside them, the whole scene we’d been in before.

Jude and I standing about the same distance from Sal as we’d been in the parking lot. Sal was standing on the padded judo practice mat. And smiling like there was no tomorrow.

She threw her hands up in the air, shouting “It worked! All believing in action.”

Turning to us, she continued, smiling, “Just what we practiced last time. You were getting pummeled with steaks and meatballs last time we were here as I recall.”

“And then I got bat apparitions flying at me, until you brought out that vampire ghost,” I finished.

“That’s how we got you through that scene,” Sal said. “Turned out OK, didn’t it?”

I smiled. “No bites, and that ghost moved on. Sure.” I rubbed my neck again to be sure.

“OK, it’s time for me and Jude to practice. Jude - go over there, about the same distance as in that parking lot.”

Jude appeared at that spot. And Sal launched a fireball right at her. No warning.

Jude held up her hands and closed her eyes, but the fireball dissipated before it could land.

Sal was smiling. I was shocked.

So was Jude. “Sal, what were you thinking?”

Sal replied, “More like, what were you thinking? That ball wasn’t going to hit you, but you were certain it was. And that’s why we were all stuck behind that car on that parking lot. Because we trapped ourselves. We were so busy thinking of ourselves as victims that we couldn’t act. Feeling sorry, regretting our coming doom. Assuming ‘our time was up’, and so forth.”

I added, “So we couldn’t think about anything except defense. We were right where they wanted us. Afraid.”

Jude’s face went from shock to understanding. “Like those steaks and meatballs. They were only ‘real’ because John thought they were. The bats he didn’t think were real and so went through him. I think I get it now.”

She launched a fireball at Sal, who flinched, but let it through.

Then Sal launched another right back. Jude laughed this time, and it dissipated right in front of her, inches from her face. Then Sal launched two at Jude, and Jude returned three more.

I could see that this would take all day. Time for me to get back to something more useful. “Excuse me, ladies. EXCUSE ME!”

Both Sal and Jude were grinning from ear to ear, enjoying the most fun they’d had in a very long time. They both had one hand drawn back, ready to launch.

I held both of mine up. “Wait, wait. Leave me out of this for now. Could one of you send me to the Library? I need to read something.”

Sal said, “OK, bookworm. We’ll let you go - this time.”

She flicked her free hand, and the room shimmered - as I saw her launch another fireball, only to get one back in the face...

​​III


I ARRIVED TO THE SAFELY and quiet of the Library. Or so I thought. The tall shelves and their stacks of books still grew like trees from floor to ceiling, with familiar narrow walkways between their trunks. Every open space was either an oriental strip rug going somewhere, or another pile of books. How anyone found anything in here was a complete mystery to me.

Within a minute of arriving, Librarian Granger was again holding my arm against her face, holding tightly with both of her gnarled hands. She was looking up at me from my elbow where her head only reached. Her eyes were misty as usual when she tried to focus on me. “Something you need, John?”

I detached myself with some care and took a step back. “Good to see you again too, Granger. Could you get me a stack of the most popular fiction books on ghosts? And any review of popular movies about them? Thanks.”

She nodded with reluctant eyes and left me to my thoughts.

Shortly, both she and her partner Ben returned carrying stacks that went from below their waist to their nose and put them on the coffee table nearby.

“Thanks. Oh, hi-ya Ben. This will keep me occupied while the gals are busy playing.” I took a book from the top of one of the stacks and started leafing through it.

Ben spoke up. “Yes we could hear them from here. All those muffled explosions were alarming at first until we heard the loud laughter with them.”

Granger was standing there, eyeing me again like a lost puppy. Ben took her shoulder into his vise-like grip and ushered her away. Among the tall stacks, down the narrow passages between, going somewhere. They disappeared around a twist in the narrow aisles and took any sound with them.

I sat in the middle of the Arts and Crafts style couch to read. I would have put my feet on the coffee table, but there were too many books covering its top. So I relaxed by stretching my booted feet out below it.

And found myself left alone to study, along with the quiet booms and laughter seeping up from below.

- - - -
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I HAD READ THROUGH the first pile and just started on the second by the time they both showed up. 

Singed and smudged, smelling of sulfur and gunpowder, the two appeared on each side of me. The long couch held us with comfort, but close. Sal on my left. Jude on my right. And I was between, in the middle of a huge hug from both of them.

I saw their two brilliant smiles as I glanced between them.  Sal gave me a nice peck on my cheek. Jude freed one hand to pull my chin around to her face, only to plant a long kiss on my lips.

Sal cleared her throat. “Hey sis, don’t be so selfish.” At that, the lip-lock quit, and they both resumed their cuddling. I freed my arms to go around their soft shoulders and cuddle them both back.

“So why all this affection?” I asked, after a while.

Sal answered first, “Because you helped us so much.”

“And because you’re just plain sexy,” Jude added.

“Ladies, while I appreciate all this, could you now give me the long answer?” I asked.

Sal replied, “We’ve been running from fireballs for centuries. While we knew that we couldn’t be killed, they still hurt. But that hurting was all in our minds, in our thoughts, what we believed. When I stood up and took them, it just proved that ‘what you believe creates the fact.’ Our little experiment downstairs just proved it all over again.”

Jude added, “Boy you missed a good one. It got hot and furious there for a while. Lots of smoke and ash. Knocked a few things off the walls and blew a few things up.” She was grinning from ear to smudged ear.

Sal said, “But we cleaned it all up before we left to come and find you.”

She was looking at me with her blue-gray eyes, with soot smudges on her forehead and cheeks. Cute as could be.

Both of them.

So I squeezed them both in a hug. They cuddled in against my chest again.

“Oh, I was busy while you two were having fun.” I sat up and that caused them to do the same.

“Here, look at these. This just proves what we have been running up against. The popular fiction is all about how ghosts are completely mysterious and have no real solution. Like that silly stuff we ran into about vampires last time.” I handed them some books from the “read” stack.

“Look those over. You’ll see the plots are the same, mostly, and the authors say ghosts can’t be solved or figured out. They also have incredible powers. Even in the TV and movie versions. A few comedies, like ‘Topper’ and ‘Blithe Spirit’ take a different view of it, but all of them say that being a ghost is permanent. The idea of solving their problems didn’t appear much until the TV series ‘Ghost Whisperer’. There the heroine was busy always insisting people ‘move into the light’ and solving their mysteries when they didn’t.”

The girls were scanning through the books, picking up another when they’d finished the one they were on.

“And that tells us more of what we are up against,” I said.

“Wait, what does that have to do with our project?” Sal asked.

“Everything. Belief is cumulative,” I replied.

Jude said, “Oh, I think I see where this is going. Like the Salem Witch Trials. Mobs believe things and then they get more of them. Why people will become part of a lynch mob where no one would act like that on their own. No one would hang a relative or a cheating husband - well, not usually.”

Sal looked straight at her with questioning eyes.

I interrupted, “The deal is probably more that the ghosts believe this too. And whatever was launching fireballs at us set that up based on that whole mass belief-system. It’s one system that has existed all the time, through all our fiction. Right up from the earliest Greek writings, and before them to other religious texts.”

Sal asked, “Wait, entertainment and religion? How do these make people believe?”

I replied, “Because storytelling is how we get educated and evolve. Stories spread our beliefs to others. Stories confirm our motivations and how we think the world works. Religious texts record the most common beliefs and those beliefs which have proved out over time. People who don’t study religious texts then have to re-test and re-prove what was known and recorded eons ago. Popular fiction is the testing ground for these. And is probably why Hollywood is in such bad shape these days, as well as most of our cities. Too many ‘shirtsleeve agnostics’ who haven’t bothered to do their own homework and get properly educated. So our popular entertainment is exploring ideas that were disproved centuries back. Or are just feeding our emotions like crack cocaine to an addict.”

Jude said, “John, wait. Back up. We lived through all these times. I knew some of these writers. Nice guys and gals. But they weren’t working to educate people.”

I replied, “Weren’t they? Look at the Star Trek TV series. Those were morality plays, moral questions explored through the view-port of science fiction. First interracial kiss, and so on. The perennial-selling books all deal with key moral questions we all share. The cheap books are simply thrillers or mono-plot romances that are like eating candy. You want more, but they don’t really keep you going. The perennial-sellers deal with real problems and choices the vast majority of people have to deal with.”

Sal asked, “So you’re saying that we’re being pushed into believing things, but we also have our own unanswered questions?”

I answered, “From the data I have, there seem to be two sets of data. Our most ancient texts, which continue to sell well, are records of the stories that have been tested, the lessons that help us. Modern fiction is constant testing into other questions, or re-testing the old questions in new formats. The perennial-selling books, like the Bible and Tao and others, just show us what has been tested and works. These are common beliefs. The box office flops are more often not just badly written or produced, but make no ‘sense’ as they don’t take up anything we really want solved.”

Jude said, “And cult classics like ‘Rocky Horror Picture Show?’”

“...have some basic moral questions they ask and explore, even through their strange mixed-genre approach,” I answered.

All of us were silent for a bit at this. The girls started leafing through their books more carefully, checking to see if this added up. I picked up another off my to-read stack and did the same.

After a while, I said, “Look, I’m not saying that this is any gospel in itself, but that it can explain a few things. We took that datum from Claude Bristol’s work and solved both the vampire ghost problem and now the fireballs.”

Jude then stood up and stretched. “I’m hungry. All this talk makes my head feel like it’s being squeezed in a vice. The fireballs were fun, but they worked up an appetite.”

Sal also stood. “So we can digest all this over a nice chef’s salad and some tea. John, stand up or you’ll be falling down when we arrive.”

I had just enough time to scramble to my feet before the room shimmered into nothing.

​​IV


WE THEN ARRIVED AT a banquet hall. It was long and narrow, lit by several chandeliers at intervals along the ceiling. In the center was a long mahogany table with sturdy tall-backed chairs lining each side. Along its center, running the length, was a table runner, with short floral arrangements that appeared every few feet. Dwarf roses alternated with violets, complemented the neutral dark-green runner they stood on. Between these were simple salt and pepper holders, held by simple stainless metal hoops to a small pad beneath them.

Nearby, on one side of the room was a buffet every bit as long as the table that held a variety of food. Salads, roasted meats of all types, cheeses, vegetables, and breads - every type you could think of. On the other side of the room was a matching buffet that had all types and sorts of drinks, from wines and beers to clear water in pitchers and bottles as well as draft from kegs. Also teas, both hot and iced, in pitchers, bottles, and tall cans. That buffet also had a huge assortment of desserts, enticing and varied. Pies, cakes, sweet buns, you name it.

Jude and Sal went to the end of the food buffet first and loaded plates up with salads, meats, and vegetables. I got the makings for a poor-boy sandwich.

By the time I completed finding everything, I carried my plate down to one end where the women had already set theirs down. They were already returning from the drink and dessert bar.

We met at the end. Sal had gotten us all cans of sweetened iced tea while Jude had picked up a tray of various small cheesecakes.

The room was quiet for a while other than our eating.

At last, Sal asked between bites, “So how is all that going to help us handle the ghost of the L. A. Observatory?”

Jude spoke up, “I think that we can now fend off the fireballs while John deals with the ghost’s mystery.”

I had finished off my long sandwich and was sitting back sipping my tea and sampling a cheesecake square. “Our advantage is just as you two first pointed out when you recruited me. Every mystery has a solution. An open mind will find those solutions more easily than not. My background in detective stories gives me the edge as that’s a workable format.”

Sal finished her plate and pushed it away, picking up her own can of tea. “Well, that seems to be an approach we can use. Now that we have thrown away that other belief, I’m open to test some others as well.”

Jude had also finished her plate and a few of the cheesecake squares. Also her tea as well. She wiped her mouth with the cloth napkin and pushed back from the table, suppressing a burp. “So? When can we start?”

She and Sal stood at that. I took the cue to set down my own tea and stood to join them.

Sal gestured with her free hand and the room shimmered again.

​​V


AS WE ARRIVED, THE ghost of a girl was just appearing out of the fog and mist into a recognizable form. Sal looked to Jude, and she nodded. They disappeared, only to reappear about a dozen large paces on each side of that ghost, facing the direction she came from.

The ghost just continued with her blank stare, coming straight at me.

I walked to meet her this time, stepping out with my long pasture-covering pace.

When she saw this, she slowed her walking and showed a puzzled look on her face.

That’s what I was counting on. People usually hide or run from ghosts, few come right at them.

My next action really stopped her cold. I asked her, “Excuse me, but could you help me? I think you have a story to tell and I want to hear it.”

The ghost was clearly visible now. Blond hair, pulled back into a ponytail. An over-sized athlete’s Letter-jacket covered her shoulders and a pink sweater underneath was buttoned only at the top. That in turn covered a white frill-collared blouse buttoned up to her neck. Poodle skirt, bobby socks, and saddle-shoes finished the almost stereotypic look. Her red lips contrasted with her pale face and dark eyes and eyebrows.

I asked again, “You look like you’re going somewhere. All dressed up for a dance, I expect. I don’t want to keep you, but I’m writing a story for research into how teenagers live and wanted your view of this. You’ve been living OK and probably have your own story. Can you tell it to me?”

The honest flattery got her attention. She now looked at me like a person, and tilted her head to the side, with a raised eyebrow to match. “Why should I talk to you? It’s not like we’ve ever met before.”

I replied, “Oh, I’m sorry. My name is John and I write for a living. I write stories about people and their lives. What’s your name?”

She said, “My name’s Julie. And you’re right, I’m headed for a dance. My boyfriend is going to pick me up any second.”

I said, “Well, that’s great. I can walk with you if you’d like. And tell me all about yourself meanwhile.”

I fell in alongside her as we took a slower pace across the empty parking lot. She started to tell me her life’s story and got up to the point where she was going to meet her boyfriend. Then she stopped with a worried look crossing her face.

I asked, “Is there something about your boyfriend that’s got you worried?”

She replied, “Yeah, Bobbie’s been acting strange lately.”

I stayed silent, just looking at her with interest.

“He’s standoffish now. And said he’d be bringing my best friend Sally with him for our date. I thought we’d be able to ‘make out’ afterwards, but Sally’s house is right down the street from mine, so that doesn’t make sense. And I’m not interested in sharing Bobbie with anyone, even if it’s my best friend. And I’m certainly not going to be intimate with him in front of someone else looking on - or worse.” Her eyes began to tear.

She started walking away, on her earlier path. I went along with her, at her side.

I asked, “Do you think he’s being unfaithful?”

She pulled out a man’s handkerchief from a jacket pocket and dabbed her eyes. “I don’t want to think so. But he says that Sally and him are coming from the Library where they have been doing homework. And that doesn’t make sense. They wouldn’t be dressed that way to go to a dance. So something is funny here.”

I agreed. “Sure, that doesn’t make sense. Has Sally been helping him with his studies for a while?”

Julie nodded. “All semester. He doesn’t get math very well, but if he doesn’t keep his grades up, he’ll be off the team.”

I asked, “So they’ve been seeing each other during the week.”

She replied, “And on the weekends Sally and I have been going to the games to watch him play, then going out for malts afterwards. Then he’d drive us both home. But she’s started kissing him, right in front of me. He acts like it’s no big deal. And at first it was just on the cheek, but then she planted one on his lips and that’s when I started seeing red.” As if on cue, her eyes got a red tinge to them and her hand clenched the handkerchief while her eyebrows lowered.

“I’m beginning to think there is something going on. But Sally just says that it’s nothing. That Bobby is like a brother to her.”

“But you don’t kiss brothers on the lips,” I pointed out.

We stopped at that point, just in front of the closed-up wooden front visitor’s stand in the Observatory parking lot. The sky was gloomy

Julie looked me right in my eyes, and I could feel the burning from them. “That’s exactly right. There is something going on between them and I’m going to end it.”

She put her hand in the jacket pocket and pulled out a pocket knife.

“Bobby gave this to me so I could keep myself safe. I was scared after a horror movie we went to. He put his jacket over my shoulders and told me to use the knife if I ever felt threatened. That it would scare off anyone long enough for me to get help.”

She opened up the knife, and it clicked, locking into position. Then she held it up between us.  “I hope it helps me tonight. Should make them both tell me the truth.”

I asked, “And then what?”

Julie replied. “Dunno. I haven’t thought that through.”

“Julie, I’m not trying to tell you what to do. It seems like you might have some more thinking to do. Now, what if all this is true, and he’s going to break up with you to go with Sally? Is there anyone you can talk to about this?”

Julie thought for a moment. “Well, there is Danny. He’s always been nice to me, like he was always able to understand what I was going through.”

I asked, “Danny doesn’t have a girlfriend?”

“No,” said Julie, “I catch him looking at me sometimes. We make a nice foursome all together, but Sally and Danny just don’t seem to click.”

She thought on this for a bit. “You know, he might just be waiting for Bobby and I to break up. He’s been Bobbie’s friend for a while and has seen him with all his earlier girlfriends. And Danny and I almost got together before Bobby came along. So, yea, I could always talk to Danny.”

The redness was fading from her eyes.

I looked down at the knife and back up to her. “So maybe you don’t need that knife any more.”

She looked down and then pushed the catch to close the knife again, using both hands. Then put it back in the jacket pocket with a sigh. “Ok. that makes more sense. Thanks.”

Julie looked up again and smiled. “You know, I didn’t have to kill us all on the road that night. I could have lived happily ever after with Danny instead.”

Her face had color now, and she was bright. “And I don’t have to hang on to this anymore.” She took the jacket off and folded it, then dropped it to the ground. She then reached under her sweater collar for a thin stainless steel chain that held an athlete’s ring. She pulled the chain over her head and dropped it with its ring on top of the jacket.

“He can come by with his car and Sally and find all this here.”

She paused, looking down at the ring and the athletic jacket. They both started fading out and soon only the pavement beneath was visible.

Julie looked back up at me. “I’ve been sorry all these years about how that turned out. Do you think they will ever forgive me?”

I looked her straight in the eyes. “I think they already have. You can ask them yourself.”

Her face brightened, with a light coming from from the side that lightened it more. “I can see them there, in that light. Look, they are waving at me, telling me to come on.”

I smiled, “Well don’t let me keep you.”

She turned back to me, smiling. “I owe you some thanks.”

Then she turned and walked off toward that light, fading as she went.

Then another light came on, behind me. Leaving a hard shadow on the visitor's center front that I was facing.

This was the light I’d been expecting.

Fireball.

I dropped to the ground, and it roared overhead. Barely. Smashing against the front wall with a smacking thud. Sparks flying. The smell of scorched paint hanging in the air, along with sulphur stench.

​​VI


I TWISTED AROUND ON that pavement, and saw how Sal and Jude lightened up the scene even more with their own fireballs. They were firing right at that cosmic pinwheel shaped rift where the fireballs originated. And the rift was taking it badly. It had two targets that were now both firing back at it. While the rift could only target only one thing at a time. And the gal’s fireballs tended to explode when they hit something inside the rift. 

Those rift fireballs started coming through more erratically, while more of the gal’s fireballs were accurately hitting their mark, something beyond the rift. Something that wasn’t taking the attack very well.

Static lightning started illuminating the edges of the rift, curling around the edges like frosting on a donut. The fireballs weren’t even forming up at the edges any more. The lightning became brighter and wider until the whole it covered the rift entirely. And the whole rift vanished. A sonic boom sounded out, shaking the asphalt pavement and the trees nearby, setting off nearby car alarms at the homes below.

Then the sky was its normal overcast smog again. The L. A. street-lights still stretched to the ocean, and the usual sirens wailed as the police chased down criminal activity through the night.

Sal and Judy were grinning at me. Clearly the best time they’d had in a long while. I was smiling myself as we’d helped a ghost move along.  

As I started back across the parking lot, the two smiling gals arrived at my side, each taking an arm.

They fell in step with me, and the scene shimmered.

​​VII


I ARRIVED ALONE, WALKING in the pasture without missing a step. On a beaten cow path heading toward my tiny cabin.

The moonlit sky was clear and cool. Stars were twinkling overhead, along with the moving red lights of planes making their endless trips across Flyover Country.

The lights in my cabin were on, inviting me home.

And I had another story to write.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Ghost Exterminators Inc.
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(WITH THANKS AND APOLOGIES to Frank Burgess, this work is extended from his ideas.) 

​​I


SAL TRANSPORTED US to the Library in our usual shimmering fashion, appearing at one of the free spaces in that ordered, but untidy-looking main room. The shelves still seemed to grow from floor to ceiling like trees, casting shade on each other like a forest.

We found Jude was sitting on the Arts & Crafts styled couch, dressed all in black as usual with her booted and jeans-covered legs draped across the chair-matching coffee table. Stacks of books on all sides of her legs suggested she'd been reading for awhile. The librarians Granger and Ben had been bringing her more. A platter of large chocolate-raisin cookies and thick, rich brownies was on one side of her, a tall insulated stainless container on the floor beside her. Steam rose from the open port in its lid.

Jude looked up when she saw we'd finished shimmering. “Oh hi-ya John! Your idea about reading fiction to learn what not to do is a great one. It's fascinating to see what people and ghosts think they are supposed to act like. I've been reading along on this one about “Ghost Exterminators” and it's really cute. Of course, their theory is a bit off, but it's something to think about. You know, they may have based that “Ghost Busters” movie on it, although it was several decades earlier.” 

Jude moved her long legs to let me pass her on the far side. Sal meanwhile picked up the plate of treats and offered me one. I took a brownie and so did she, before perching that plate on one of the more stable book piles. 

Sal then reclined in the couch corner, against its arm. Her blonde hair and gold pin-striped beige suit was highlighted against the somber dark leather couch and Jude's black outfit. Sal nibbled her thick brownie with relish, particularly its cream-cheese frosting.

Jude continued, “I had Ben bring out a couple more copies of the book as I thought you'd like to see it.” 

She set her own book on her lap upside down, then picked up two copies and handed us one each. “They're tabbed for you.” Jude then grabbed another cookie, sat back and replaced her booted feet on the table. She took a big bite out of her cookie and picked up her own book. Jude brushed off the fallen crumbs and lost herself in reading again.

Granger arrived at that point with a lidded, stainless mug for both Sal and me. Granger also managed to have her fingers touch mine as she passed it over. Then Granger stood with misty eyes on me, stroking the hand I'd touched, until Ben came shortly after her and firmly led her back to other duties deep in the floor-to-ceiling stacks. 

I settled back with my thick brownie in one hand, a hot beverage nearby, and began reading my own copy.

​​II


I'D FIRST RUN INTO the idea of a ghost exterminator from a real estate agent. We happened to be in a used book store on Mission Street in San Francisco. We were both in the paranormal fiction section picking out something that would take our minds off things so we could sleep better at night. I was looking for short stories, as they don't sneak cliff-hangers in at the ends of chapter. I hated spending my night constantly wondering how the hero is going to get out of the next mess. Defeats the reason for reading to get to sleep, if you know what I mean.

Anyway, this guy and I both reached for the same book. And we collided, apologized, and I let him take it. It was a book on haunted houses.  Hopefully, there was another copy around, or more by that author, but I wasn't particular and I told him so. 

It was his offhand comment that stopped me dead in my tracks.

“There's one thing,” he said, “that affects city property here in a curious way. You know we have a good many murders here, and so a certain apartments attain a very sensational and undesirable reputation. These places are almost impossible to rent. You can hardly even get a decent family to take them rent-free. In San Fransisco we have a great many places said to be haunted. And that drives the price down, so that are frequently "flipped" and yet still remain for sale. They are simply losses on the books. Not even worth the cost of tearing down. (And actually that doesn't get rid of the problem. They'll even haunt the empty lot and the new construction.) But I've found a way to make them profitable again, and that has made me a nice fortune."

The subject of ghosts interested me as a amateur paranormal investigator. Most of the leads you get never pan out, as old houses were known to creak, and the imaginations of people in general run well ahead of their facts. So finding few actual cases of ghosts that could be documented kept me from ever turning it into a professional business. Just no money in it. 

Until I had met Bob and his stories of haunted buildings where ghosts were keeping rental apartment buildings unprofitable.

We had a little discussion there in the store. I already had a shopping bag of books I was going to take home, so he took the book in question and we paid the owner, then went next door to a coffee shop to continue our conversation.

Bob continued over his latte, "At first, I was in the red with these new purchases. Because there was no government requirement that you had to state there was any such infestation. However, the ex-renters would tell you with wide eyes what they had seen and heard. So these were dead timber on my hands until I happened to notice that some Japanese have no objections to spooks. So whenever I have found I have spooks in a new building I've bought, I just rent it to one of these families as a discount rate. After they've taken the curse off, I pay them an extra sum to find another apartment or house. Then I can finish the renovations and put it on the market again.”

He wasn't acting like he was bigoted or anything, just very common-sense. An old fellow, someone who was well-enough dressed to leave a good impression, but penny-conscious enough to get his fiction at discount prices. He introduced himself as Bob and gave me his business card. 

That short talk turned into hours as he told me various cases he'd needed to solve in order to turn around older apartment houses he'd picked up for pennies due to their infestation.

And he revealed that it was a certain sect of Japanese ancestor worship. Very obscure, but for some reason there was a growing population of these in the greater San Fransisco area. 

Eventually, the time was late and we both needed to trundle off to our respective homes. But Bob took back his business card and wrote on the back of it the phone of a certain Hoku Yamanochi. This was someone who was Bob's go-to contact for Ghost Exterminating

And that was the last time I met Bob in person, although he has used and recommended my services as a Ghost Exterminator several times since. Well, while I was still in that business...

​​III 


HOKU WAS AN INTERESTING fellow. Medium height, full black hair,  an affable smile with a warm handshake. He invited me to an apartment complex he had been hired for his extermination services. It seems that Hoku was an entrepreneur of his own, and didn't mind working on a wholesale basis to clean out a whole building, which was cheaper for the owner than finding renters. The buildings were usually vacant or nearly so, and costing their owners in taxes and necessary utility fees such that a month's worth of paying Hoku to provide his services was well worth the investment.

I met him at his latest assignment. He met me at the front door, unlocking them to let me in. As requested, I carried an overnight bag full of necessities. I also had a camera and recorder, as well as a journal for note-taking.

The general idea in business is that when you can marry your passion to profit, you'll earn the best income. Hoku had found his. My own interests in the paranormal might finally turn profitable if I was able to duplicate Hoku's methods. 

As Hoku gave me a tour of the building he was also very willing to share with me his whole lore of quasi-science. I call it this as Science, as we Occidentals use the term, only deals with the established laws of matter and sensation. Anything spiritual is usually derided as quackery. The Buddhistic philosophy, however, goes further.

According to its theories, the soul is sevenfold, consisting of different shells or envelopes—something like an onion—which are shed as life passes from the material to the spiritual state. The first, or lowest, of these is the corporeal body, which, after death, decays and perishes. 

Next the vital principle departs the body and dissipates like an odor. You may have smelled this yourself. This is different from the actual putrefaction, that sets in days later. This can be smelled nearly immediately after death. Less gross than this is the astral body. Immaterial, it is still near in consistency to matter. This astral shape, released from the body at death, remains for a while in its earthly environment. It still more or less maintains an imprint of the form which it inhabited.

It is this leftover from the past material personality, like a soft and translucent shell, that appears partly materialized as a ghost. It is not the soul that returns. To their beliefs the soul, which is immortal, is composed of the four higher spiritual essences that surround the ego. Those are then carried on into the next life. 

Because of this understanding, such astral bodies don't terrify the Buddhists, who know them only as shadows with no real volition. This particular Japanese sect had learned how to exterminate them.

Going upstairs, Hoku led our way to the largest suites. Hoku occupied one of the two bedrooms. He indicated the other was for me. The suite was well furnished, if a bit shabby from wear. Any rental which isn't earning income will not be one maintained in pristine condition. But the furniture seemed original to the building and quite study. And the suite was otherwise quite clean, with fresh linens.

It also contained a large fireplace, in working order with a complete set of old-fashioned pokers,tongs, and bellows needed for a fire, even though the evening was warm and the weather predicted balmy.

I returned to the central living area of our suite, finding Hoku had made us both herbal tea. He continued his explanations to me, as my large ears and honest interest was a welcome relief to him. Ghost extermination seemed to be a lonely profession. Hoku admitted that within his sect, there was some prejudice against making money from trapping  and removing what they considered to be natural phenomenon. However alarming these spooks seemed to Occidentals, his sect's rituals for dealing with these apparitions was part of their traditional beliefs. Not something they felt should be sold on the street corner or advertised in tabloids.

Due to my avid interest, Hoku confided the secret of his  success. One that had been discovered many generations ago. It consisted of a certain powder, when burnt in their presence, transforms them from semi-spiritual condition to an actual substance. The ghost precipitates into a material shape which can easily be disposed of. In a confined state it is allowed to disintegrate slowly while causing no further annoyance or upset to anyone.

Of course, this long-winded explanation only increased my  my curiosity and desire. Now I really wanted to see this Japanese method in action. It was not long before I had an opportunity. 

​​IV


THIS APARTMENT BUILDING had a reputation for being haunted, going back decades. The reason Hoku had been hired was due to a particularly revolting murder committed in this very apartment we were to sleep in that night. After the police had finished their examination, Hoku was employed by the owner to occupy it rent-free for a half-year. He was to deal with all ghosts he could find during that time. 

We talked late into the night, and finally each retired to our separate rooms. I was excited about this adventure, and hardly thought I'd be able to sleep, but finally I dozed off. 

- - - -
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SHORTLY AFTER MIDNIGHT, I was startled awake by terrifying groans followed by a blood-curdling shriek. It seemed to be coming from a large walk-in closet in my room. This was apparently where the murder had occurred.

I must confess that I had all the covers pulled over my head and was shivering with horror. This was when my Japanese friend entered, wearing a pair of flowered-silk pajamas. Hearing his voice I peeped forth. And saw him smiling reassuringly.

“You are some kind of a very foolish fellow,” he said to me. “I'll show you how to fix this!”

In his arm was a large jar, his hands holding three coffee mugs with large handles. Placing the jar on the floor, He took from his pocket three conical red candles, placed them each in its own coffee cup and lit them. Then, holding the three fuming cups by their handles in one hand, he walked to the closed closet door and opened it. 

The shrieks burst out on cue. I shuddered at his sudden act and the loud response. But he was quite calm.

Soon, I saw the wraith-like form of the recent victim dart from the closet. She first crawled under my bed and then ran about the room, trying to escape. Hoku pursued her by waving one cup in his hand and placing the others on the floor strategically. With patience and skilled movements, he was able to corral her much as an expert wrangler gets a balking steer to go exactly where he wants.

At last he had her cornered, and the specter was caught behind a surrounding curtain of odorous fumes. Slowly the figure grew more distinct. It assumed the consistency of a heavy vapor and shrank in volume as it condensed. 

Hoku now turned towards me, keeping an eye on his condensing specter. “Hurry. Bring me those fireplace bellows, quick!” he commanded.

I ran into the main living area and returned with the bellows from its fireplace. These he pressed flat. Then carefully inserting one “toe” of the ghost into the nozzle and opening the handles steadily, he sucked in a portion of the unfortunate woman's anatomy. Filling the bellows completely, he then squirted the vapor into the large jar on the floor, near the three smoldering coffee cups. Two more trips were necessary to withdraw the phantom completely from the corner and empty it into the jar. At last the transfer was finished. Hoku then pulled a lid from his pocket and screwed it tightly into place. The specter was securely contained, sealed inside the jar.

“In former times,” Hoku explained to me, “old priests sucked the ghost into their mouth and then spit him inside a vase with accuracy. This modern method is better for lungs and throat.”

“How long will this ghost keep?” I asked.

“Oh, about four, five hundred years, maybe,” was his reply. “The ghost is now changed from spirit to matter and so is subject to the natural laws of Science.”

“What are you going to do with her?” I asked.

“I'll send her to a Buddhist temple in Japan. An old priest uses these for certain high ceremonies,” he replied.

- - - -
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IT WAS NEARLY DAYBREAK by the time we had finished, so Hoku walked me down to the apartment front door after I'd repacked my overnight bag. 

As we shook hands, my mind was already racing with the practical ideas of the profit-making potentials of this operation and how it could be made more efficient.

Soon, I was on my way to the biggest business adventure I'd ever been part of before or since.

​V


AMAZED BY THIS DEMONSTRATION, my next desire was to obtain some of Hoku Yamanochi's ghost-powder and analyze it. Not too surprisingly, it could be simply attained in most oriental herb shops. I was able to access the UCSF campus laboratories, calling in a few favors. For a while it defied real analysis, but after several months of patient research, I discovered that the essential properties could be produced, by fusing of formaldehyde and hypophenyltrybrompropionic acid in an electrified vacuum. I named this mixture "formaldybrom" for short.

With a good amount of formaldybrom produced, I began a series of interesting experiments.

In order to find the habitat of ghosts in considerable numbers, I joined the American Society for Psychical Research. This enabled me to get access to their national database of verified haunted houses and locales.

Visiting these persistently, I was able to perfect my powder and prove it effective for capturing any ordinary house-broken phantom. For a while I was happy with simply securing these specters in jars as Hoku had shown me. Soon I wanted to study and classify them, preserving them for future reference.

As I got more practiced and confident, I started second phase, which was to make the entire process more efficient. 

I replaced fireside bellows first with a large bicycle pump, reconfigured to pull a vacuum. Eventually, I rebuilt the device with a larger cylinder and a compound lever that enabled me to inhale an entire ghost at a single stroke.

With this powerful instrument I was able to compress even an adult life-sized ghost into a two-quart stoppered jug. This contained a special one-way valve (patent pending) that prevented accidental escape of the specter. This also enabled me to deal with multiple specters appearing simultaneously or in rapid succession. I just had to be sure to carry enough bottles. As well, I installed a quick-release on the pump nozzle tubing to quickly move from one bottle to the next. 

All this worked fine on recently arrived specters. My success brought me more access to even older ghosts. But these didn't respond to my simple burning powders. The older ghosts were more tenuous. So they were able to simply able to pass through walls and escape with ease. 

I had to figure out to deal with these as well. A different approach was necessary.

Walking by my home, I saw one of these exterminator vans outside an apartment complex. The operator was in back with the rear doors open, suiting up with a back pack consisting of a pressurized cannister and a long hose with an adjustable regulating valve. Openly admiring his compact setup, he explained that electric or battery operated sprayers are heavier and more prone to breakage. He demonstrated how he could restore pressure using a simple lever-operated pump on the side. He was able to spray his insecticide for hours without stopping.

I thanked him and returned to my own apartment, exhilarated by this idea. A back pack with a high-compression tank on one side, balanced by a vacuum tank on the other would make the entire operation highly portable. A cannister at the bottom of the pressurized tank with the  formaldybrom, and a removable cannister below the other to store the vacuumed specter. Perfect. 

The pressurized air would distribute the mixture through the flexible tube with an adjustable nozzle, plus a hand-lever to give a variable pressure. By adjusting the valve on the tip, as well as the amount of gas released, I could accurately fire a wide or narrow spray with near pin-point accuracy. Attaching a shoulder harness,  anyone carry this easily through doorways and into any situation they could normally stand in. 

Now I had a portable one-person Ghost Exterminator prototype. 

While my experiments had been mostly for research, and paid for by donations from grateful clients, I began to see there a large commercial interest. The more success I had, the more traffic was being sent my way. For the moment, I had a near monopoly on ghost exterminating. Franchise opportunities came to my mind, with recurring passive income streams, if I could perfect this system.

With a small business loan, I organized a small factory where these devices could be manufactured by hand and tested. Patents were taken out and security installed. Of course, the powder was a trade secret, but any material where this was described was copyrighted and the brand names trademarked long before I started to advertise in earnest.

I soon was licensing franchise owners to start their own services. They were brought in for training in the basement of our facility, below the assembly line. Field trips were made to various in-state locations to prove the student's abilities before certification. Their operating license required them to purchase needed equipment and supplies only through me. My finances became more than flush.

And their success only created more demand. 

One brand extension was the "Ghost-Grenade", which was able to be use by any home owner. It could be used by any untrained person, and was recommended for homes and businesses to prepare against unwelcome accidental specter infestation. 

Along with this grenade came instructions for removal of the specter. While an ordinary broom with a sizable dustbin could remove any congealed specter, it was recommended that they buy both a Ghost Vacuum and sealed Ghost Receiver. After several en-route breakages (that shipping companies did not appreciate) we moved to a reusable stainless container, which was then sanctioned by these same companies. Their seals of approval also allowed us to increase the profit margins dramatically.

The world was beginning to become safe from unwanted spectral infestations. (Or so said our advertisements.)

Soon, though, there started to be a shortage of ghosts in the U.S. My inventions were simply too effective. I had to reduce my factory to part-time hours as the demand dropped. Our training had almost stopped, and many franchisees had begun to even return their equipment and supplies for refunds. 

Inquiries to England and Europe to expand our ghost sources found a surprising cultural difference. While there were many more hauntings known around the various castles and ancient homes, these were viewed as an asset. They actually improved the value of the property on resale if verified. My devices and approach was actually resented. After many impolite responses, I decided to go back to my research drawing board.

But when studying this problem, I saw that it was still a situation of supply and demand. U.S. homes and businesses didn't want their ghosts, while Europeans and the British preferred verifiable ghosts. 

It then hit me. This would solve both problems if I could marry the two. If I could solve this, I would reverse my income scene for good. Essentially, I had to turn my deficits into assets.

​​VI 


I NEXT WENT DOWN TO look over my supply of ghosts, all categorized and labeled. These now took up most of the basement storage area. 

The problem was that the ghosts were stored in a state of decaying suspended animation. If they got loose,they would eventually decompress themselves and take up their earlier aspects. But the decompression was an uncertain affair. It might take weeks or months or longer. With some accidents in our storage, we had specters around that basement that were still reassuming their original form a couple of years after their release. 

I allowed these loose ghosts to be watched as a research activity, knowing that they could recaptured simply if they ever became bothersome again.

My problem was how to speed this decompression up. I essentially had the problem of producing "Instant Ghost" from the many specters we had captured. The same ones taking valuable space under our factory. We needed a "haunt while you wait" product. One that could be deployed for seasonal applications, such as the temporary Halloween rental, or permanent long-term infestation of any castle or particular building. 

(A side note I made to myself was to get a lawyer to draw up a release form to indemnify us against any use of said ghost as "pay back" for imagined wrongs. I could see us tied up in divorce proceedings and as an interested party in civil disputes otherwise.)

The solution came to me without an appointment or warning. One of the graduate students I'd worked with to develop the original formaldybrom had gone onto a project which was studying the radioactive contamination of San Francisco.

He came in because of the absence of radiation around my building.

The student was here to find out what I was doing that was removing radiation from the area. He told me that just taking a few paces in any direction from the building walls would send his Geiger counter up to normal for that area. But inside the building, it was completely inactive.

This was easy to detect as the block the building was in generally had higher radiation activity than others. The warehouse was on Treasure Island, which was earlier used for decommissioning ships that were exposed to radiation during World War II. This student was mapping out the radiation, funded by the U. S. Navy as part of its clean up efforts.

So he was surveying by grids and kept finding this anomaly near my warehouse. He brought his most sensitive portable Geiger counter to see if he could narrow down the source. Or “anti-source” for its lack of radiation.

I agreed, if I could follow. Since he knew I dealt in ghosts, he was more than happy to have someone accompany him around the nearly deserted and shuttered warehouse.

Soon, he found that radiation was more absent at one end of the structure, and most absent nearest the floor. When he looked at me and asked if the building had a basement, my eyes went wide. I recalled some of my own graduate studies in radium and unstable isotopes. 

This student had a time catching up with me as I threw open the doors and charged downstairs into the basement. 

Without lights, that end of the basement had an odd greenish glow to it. And that showed what I suspected. But I asked him if he had a test sample of radioactive material to check his Geiger counter. He pulled out a lead-lined envelope that had a tiny vial of uranium, itself lead coated except for a single exposed glass window. 

His Geiger counter pinned on the high end when it got near that  sample's window. 

I suggested he put the vial near the shelves of ghosts and test it again. The jar nearest seemed to glow more brightly as he conducted the test. His Geiger counter barely registered. 

Most of the radiation was being absorbed by the denatured ghost material. 

While we looked at each other in surprise, something swooped down on us. It was one of the first escaped ghosts from an accidental spill  years before. The ghost had reformed almost entirely and was now active once more. 

Fortunately, I had a portable back pack on hand for just this emergency, and quickly had the ghost back into containment. Even the, its appearance in the jar show that it was far from calm about being re-imprisoned.

The graduate student was excited about finding an absorptive property for radiation. I was excited about finding a substance that would re-energize my ghosts.

There, in that basement, he told me about another project that the Navy wanted to test. It was to find substances that would make their radiation removal more cost-effective.

And so I soon became a recipient of government grant monies in return for the use of my captured ghost supplies.

I was now funded again for further ghost extermination research.

​​VII


AFTER SOME MONTHS, research showed that freshly-captured ghosts were more effective at absorbing radiation than our oldest captives, some of whom barely absorbed anything beyond radon (which was another potentially profitable outlet for used ghosts to solve basement issues for real estate agents.) 

But I had a finite supply at best, and the Navy wanted what I had for their own uses, under the terms of the grant. I would only get a small annual stipend for their "rental."

I wasn't deterred. These tests shows that the more recent ghosts, once irradiated, would then be able to near instantly recompose themselves. And while some Navy scientists thought they might be able to be weaponized, their tests with the older ghosts resulted in little more than slow, self-mobile sludge. So they dropped that research route.

On my own tests, I was able to release and recapture the irradiated ghosts over and over with predictable results.

I could now move into the instant haunting business!

The next problem to solve was getting a fresh supply of ghosts. In the last few years, I had almost exhausted the entire database of the Psychical Research Society. And my requests for ghost exterminating had decreased markedly, so I had next to no leads coming in. 

But I wasn't going to get anywhere if I didn't think really big ideas. Getting ghosts by the ones and twos would simply eat up the finances necessary to acquire them. A zero-sum game, no profit in it.

I needed a mass capture operation. 

Days of research in the libraries around San Francisco didn't result in any stories of massive ghost infestations. However, one day looking through back magazine articles, I found an old volume of Blackwood's Magazine. It contained an interesting article about the battle of Waterloo. The report stated that every year, on the anniversary of the celebrated victory, spectral squadrons were seen by the peasants charging battalions of ghostly grenadiers. Here was my opportunity.

I had a month before the date occurred again. Applying for project funds based on my earlier success wasn't successful through conventional banks. However I did find private investors who were willing to take near-majority interest in my company in return for financing. 

Calling in my best machinists and chemists, I converted and shipped large containers to Belgium calculated to hold the massive amount of specters that recurred each year like clockwork.

Close to the fatal ditch which engulfed Napoleon's cavalry I stationed a corps of hired locals provided with portable ghost exterminator spray systems,  ready to enfilade the famous sunken road. 

I stationed myself with a with a four-inch nozzle, directly in the path the advancing squadron took.

It was a fine, clear night, lighted, at first, by a slice of new moon. As the hour approached, that moon turned dark and the sky was black except for the pale illumination of the stars. 

I have seen many ghosts in my time—ghosts in garden and garret, at noon, at dusk, at dawn. I've seen phantoms fanciful, and specters sad and spectacular—but I've never  seen such an impressive sight as this nighttime charge of cuirassiers, galloping in goblin glory to their time-honored doom. 

From a distance, the French reserves presented the appearance of a nebulous mass, like a low-lying cloud or fog-bank. Faintly luminous, shot with fluorescent gleams. As the squadron came nearer in its desperate charge, the separate forms of the troopers shaped themselves, and the galloping guardsmen grew ghastly with supernatural splendor.

Although I knew them to be immaterial and without mass or weight, I became terrified at their approach. They were so realistic, I was afraid of being to be swept under the hoofs of the nightmares they rode. 

I started to run, but in another instant they were upon me, my reaction and only defense was to turn on my stream of formaldybrom, shut my eyes, and pray.

Right then I was overwhelmed in a cloud-burst of wild warlike wraiths.

​​VIII


THE COLUMN SWEPT PAST me, over the bank, plunging to its historic fate. The cut was piled full of frenzied, scrambling specters, as rank after rank swept down into the horrid gut. 

At last the ditch swarmed full of writhing forms and the carnage was dire.

My assistants with the extinguishers stood firm even while unnerved by the sight. Standing there by courage alone, they directed simultaneous streams of formaldybrom into the struggling mass of phantoms. 

Soon the mass was distilled down to a large pool at the bottom of that ditch.

As soon as I could again think straight, I started the vacuum pumps to fill the huge storage tanks. Quickly, we started containing the heavy vapor. Luckily the night was calm, and I was enabled to fill a dozen cylinders with the precipitated ghosts. 

Separating the individual forms was impossible, so that men and horses were mingled in a horrible mixture of fricasseed spirits. 

I intended to later empty the specter soup into a large storage tank, like those used for massive petroleum storage. This would allow the separate specters enough space to reform according to the laws of spiritual cohesion.

Unfortunately, new events killed this plan before it started. 

I had just arrived in New York, before transport for these these tanks of specters could be arranged back to San Francisco. A new client contacted me with an order so large and vital that there was no time for me to segregate the captured calvary. I did find that there were empty buildings that were large enough to hold these specter containers safely in Ridgewood, Queens. A former processing plant there had been disposing radioactive Thorium down its drains, so a lot of free radiation was available. And also empty buildings when their owners and renters found out about the Thorium underneath them.

This new client (who shall remain unnamed for legal reasons) was on the spot and needed my immediate assistance. 

He had just finished construction of a new sanitarium near some medicinal springs in the Catskills. The last finishes were completed and he had been advertising. All his new rooms were booked. 

Unfortunately, it was on the site of a once-famous summer hotel that had burned to the ground filled with guests. Over a hundred lives were lost.

Just before they were opening to their first patients, they discovered that the place was haunted with the fire victims. So much so that providing their residents with a calm environment for rest and relaxation was impossible.

The client had been referred based on my West Coast successes in ghost extermination. He asked me to make his building and property fit for convalescents. Immediately.

Since there were so many ghosts involved, I offered a bulk discount of 40%. While the price was still in five-figures for this service, he agreed immediately.

We were able to complete the sanatorium job in a week, using local labor and the equipment from the Waterloo site (of course, securing and modifying new containing tanks.) Out of this, I I secured one hundred and two superior spectral specimens. And I immediately places ads and issued a press release that put them up for sale or temporary rental for hauntings. 

While I was very happy at this outcome, things soon turned sour. This sanitarium owner discovered a copy of the press release and then demanded a rebate equal to what I was selling the specters for. Of course, his original discount took this into account and I was already in the hole for the labor and new tanks. 

I replied with these facts, stating that the entire original amount was now due. I expected payment immediately.

The client refused and said that he was within his rights and would rather take it to civil court. His letter was insulting. Even the Pied Piper of Hamblin had not been treated this badly.

Of course, his non-payment compounded with court and lawyer fees would bankrupt my business. 

I was determined to resolve this. Pacing my nervous tension off by walking the streets of New York, I saw a number of dump trucks lined up to back fill an excavation. This gave me a new idea to force his action. 

​​IX 


I SECURED A NUMBER of nondescript rental trucks and had the tanks of both the Waterloo operation and the sanatarium's earlier-removed spooks driven to a site nearest the new sanitarium. They were hidden off the property on back roads nearby.

As a humanitarian gesture, I returned to the sanitarium in person to demand payment. And was ejected from the premises, marched off the property itself by two rather burly men in black suits.

While I was leaving, I happened to notice that the building was filled up with patients. Pasty-white ladies were seated in white wicker chairs on the piazza. Frail-looking anemic girls occupied the corridor benches and viewed me with sunken eyes as I passed. The sanitarium almost bulged at its seams with nervous wrecks that the least disturbance would panic.

Grimly, I frowned as I suppressed all my feelings of mercy and kindness as I made my way on foot to the truck parking area without being seen by witnesses.

The plan would be executed as conceived.

- - - -
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THAT NIGHT WAS BLACK with an ominous overcast sky. It was fitting weather for the pandemonium I was about to loose. 

At ten o'clock, I headed the convoy of trucks to the service entrance, taking the route slowly to avoid alarming the night staff or any security detail. The drivers and I were dressed in dark gray overalls with matching ballcaps as any sanitarium supplies driver would wear. These trucks were driven as close to the building as possible without having to back up (and alert the staff with the back-up alarms.)

Quietly opening the sliding back ends of the trucks, we unrolled long lengths of large diameter flexible tubing. These sections were attached to a spigot on each of the tanks and then inserted through the easily-opened ground floor sashes. (In these rural areas, unlocked windows were more common than not.) 

All was silent as we did this. All was still dark, with no moon or stars, and no street or architectural lighting to reveal us.  

At midnight everything was ready. There was no turning back now.

​​X


I GAVE THE SIGNAL, and my assistants ran from tank to tank, opening the stopcocks. With a hiss like escaping steam the huge vessels emptied themselves. Clouds of vapor seemed to vomit from the tubes. When this mist contacted the free air, it coagulated into strange shapes like the white of an egg does when dropped into boiling water. 

The rooms became instantly filled with dismembered shades of men and horses seeking wildly to unite themselves with their proper parts. 

Legs ran down the corridors, seeking their respective trunks. Arms writhed wildly reaching for missing bodies. Heads rolled along randomly in search of their necks.

Horses' tails and hoofs whisked and hurried in quest of equine ownership. And when the horse itself reorganized, the spectral steeds galloped around to find their riders.

It was pure cacophony inside the sanitarium. Quite opposite of the rest and quiet it's patients had paid and signed up for.

My own eyes were wide as I clutched the window sill. If I could have done anything about this, I would have stopped this riot of wraiths. It was more awful than I had predicted, but was already too late. 

Through the house, I soon heard the screams of awakened and distracted patients. 

In another moment, the front door of the hotel was burst open. 

Peeking around the building corner, I saw a mob of hysterical women in expensive nightgowns rushed out upon the lawn, and huddled in shrieking groups.

I had the presence of mind to order my men to pull the hoses and drive off quickly, taking different routes. 

In one of these trucks, I also fled with its driver into the night. Riding as a passenger, I found my reflection in that truck's side mirror. I saw the horror etched into my own face matched those of the huddling women we left behind.

- - - -
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WHEN OUR TRUCKS RETURNED to the Queens staging area, most of the men had regained some composure. Although their faces were still pale and greenish. They each quickly removed the tanks and tubing, dumping them wherever they could in the yard. Each drove off in high gear to return the rentals. None asked for their own pay for that evening.

Now we all had the stuff of our own nightmares to live with from this day forward. If we could find sleep at all...

​​XI


I GOT OUT OF THE GHOST exterminator business after that. The remaining captured specters were sold to the U. S. Navy in return for a single lump sum.  Their intelligence department bought my patents and trademarks as part of the deal, taking over the rent of my warehouse and all my manufacturing tools. I saw that they sealed it so no one else could enter what had become a secure government facility.

Finally, I drove off in my worn old car with a remaining single portable unit, a small supply of formaldybrom, and a handful of collection jars in the trunk. Just in case of self-defense.

Napoleon's men dissipated with the light of day, as did their horses. It's said that they resumed the next year in Belgium as before. 

The hundred and two specters from the sanitarium resumed their own duties as before.

That client never paid, and I didn't press for payment after what I had seen that night. In any case, his brand-new sanitarium closed permanently after that, having been open for business a single day.

- - - -

[image: ]


IT WAS LITTLE COMFORT to me to know that one hundred nervous invalids were completely restored to health by means of the terrific shock which I administered. 
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​​The Haunted Ghost
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​​I


WHEN I WOKE UP, THERE was someone behind me. Right behind me. The soft breathing on your back that only a sleeping woman can make. 

She was curled up like a spoon behind me. Her knees behind mine and that made her head nestle just between my shoulder-blades. I felt her breathing through my cotton t-shirt and her warmth seeping from her legs through the grey sweat pants I wore this time of year.

The room was warm, pleasantly so. Spring had come, but still got cold enough at night to keep the windows shut. And the heavy outside door was shut as well. The cabin was so small and weather-tight that two bodies kept the room warmish. Warmer than I did on my own. And multiple comforters preserved that heat. I hadn’t changed out to lighter blankets yet. That would happen when I started keeping windows open to get the cabin cool, instead of keeping it warm.

Her arm was across my waist, underneath my own arm. Reaching back to touch her gently, not wanting to wake her and spoil this good morning surprise, I touched her hip and found she was wearing nothing. More surprise for me. 

Too many more good surprises like that and the excitement would start affecting me in ways I wasn’t prepared for.

Because I’d moved out to this remote site to remove distractions from my life, to study the human condition from afar. Not intimately.

Who was this woman, how did she get here without waking me, what did she want? Those were the questions I had. For now, though, I still relished the quiet, warm, early farm morning. 

At that thought of mine, she stirred, raising her head. “Good morning, sunshine.”

It was Jude. And now I made out the smell of roses from her hair.

“And a good morning to you. Don’t move. You can probably tell this cot wasn’t made for two,” I replied. She was between me and the other half of the couch-futon as it rose up the wall. The warning for her not to move was more for my benefit.
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