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AN OLD CLOCK TOWER, with an unsolved death - that the ghost still haunted.

Once a year she appeared. Right on the calendar date of her death. Not that she wasn't also seen during the day, some rumors said, but that was a real person. A flesh version.

Who was also haunted by the mysterious death.

The mystery was who pushed the young woman - or did she simply slip? Why the lights in the upper bell tower - and why three of them? Too many for a single person to carry...

For hundreds of years, the clock never moved - frozen at the time of her death, it was said.

The bell still tolled once a year. Two minuted before her anniversary - of dying.

I

"AND WHY DID BEN SAY this ghost was on the list? Seems pretty slight, since she only haunts the tower, doesn't harm anyone else..."

"Someone got him interested in this. And gave him access to a stack of arcane references if he would help out on this little mystery."

"I didn't think Ben could be bribed."

"More like the list is 'flexible', as he tells it.”

I sighed. "Well, it's not like we couldn't use a vacation. I've gotten pretty used to saving the world and such, but getting back to just saving individual ghosts would be a nice break."

"Careful what you wish - you may get more than you bargained for."

I took the last few steps and grasped the iron handle to the thick door. Just pushing down the thumb-catch when I felt it a sudden push at me from the side...
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THE NEXT THING I KNEW, I was falling from the three-story tall clock tower, down past the granite cliffs at its base, gaining speed as I rushed toward the rocks and spiky-looking pine trees below.

Of course, Jude caught me in time - and shimmered us to some flat space that opened off the steep path back on top of the craggy cliff.

It took awhile to get my breath back. "I don't think this ghost is particularly harmless."

"Not to other ghosts, anyway. And you would have been one pretty fast." Jude hugged me close to her, as much for my own comfort as hers. "But I like you in the human form too much to let that happen - any time soon."

I certainly didn't mind holding her. Especially while my heart was still racing.

"Sal didn't say much to me about that urgent business of hers." Jude found the spot between my shoulder blades and started rubbing it, with a slight scratching of her nails. "Not that we couldn't use some more 'alone' time now and then."

I was starting to relax a bit, but didn't mind holding on just a little more. "Sal just told me that we could handle this on our own - not a big deal."

Jude rested her head on my shoulder for a bit, but then thought better and pushed away. "We'd better get moving again. I think just walking would be smarter. Like two humans - to see if she's got any other tricks for us."

She took my hand to lead me on along the dark trail. I would have appreciated a flashlight or lantern, but as a spirit-guide Jude needed no extra light to clearly see that thin winding path where any human would see only pitch black.

Her touch also reminded me of other things. "You know, I think you should start telling me some of your origin stories - how you got that way."

She turned her face to me briefly, and then returned to scouting out the trail. "The part where I died, or all the sexy bits I keep teasing you with."

To myself, I smiled, and it came out in my voice. "Both, I suppose. Not that I'm supposing that you were... when you..."

Jude laughed at that, a trill in the quiet early morning darkness - more like a song bird. "John, you're a devil - but I suppose I've earned that. And soon I may have some stories for you. But a lady never tells - until she's good and ready."

I held my silence and only smiled. That was an opening for a quip that would have distracted both of us. And I was being careful to follow the clues that her arm and firm grip were telling me about the trail in front of us. Any mis-step could again send me flying.

At last she relented and put a small globe of light in the palm of her other hand and elevated it so I could see. Then let go of my hand, slow and gradual.

We were standing at the base of the tower again, a clearing only a few steps upward to the tower door. When I'd put my hand on that door handle before was just the cue to have me flying off to a sheer death below.

With Jude's overhead light, I found the flashlight I'd dropped. Of course, no amount of tapping or clicking made it work again. In daylight, I'd check to see if anything was broken - or was it just "spelled" out of working order.

"This time, let me slink in there and check things out before you touch that door again. Meanwhile, just sit down, if you would, so I don't have to worry about you tripping or getting pushed while I can't see you."

The care these girls had for me I always appreciated. And Jude's use of the term "worry" revealed more about her attachment for me than I'd know before.

So I sat, and tried to blank my mind to just sensing the land and elements around us.

Jude phased through the door and walls to start reconnoitering.

It wasn't long before a body phased right next to me on that stone step. The scent of  piney woods, cedars, and junipers wafted to me. Feminine – as a man who worked outside would also smell of dirt and sweat. But this wasn't Jude. Or Sal. It was a physical-form woman who appreciated how her scent could affect a man.

"Hi."

"Hello. I'm John. Do you have a name?"

"They used to call me Meg when I was alive."

"Glad to meet you Meg."

"I hope you won't hold it against me - that shoving you off the cliff thing. A reflex move."

"Well it was a surprise, but at least it wasn't fatal."

"Yes, you seem like such a nice person. And your protector is inside poking around that old clock tower while I'm out here talking to you."

I smiled at her frank approach. "Do you mind if we just talk?"

"Not if you don't trigger one of my reflexes. I don't think she wants to have to come out and find you dead somehow."

"No, I don't think she'd get over it very easily. So I won't ask you tricky questions. I mostly just come along to hear the stories of people like you. I'm a writer, and always curious."

I couldn't see her expression in the dark, but I felt her want to open up to me in her voice. "What else do you do in that 'mostly' line of business you have here with people like me?"

"Well, we sometimes help 'people like you' to figure out how come and why they are still around. Sometimes they are stuck in some time loop, and sometimes have been mistreated. Some want revenge, and some want answers - or just someone to listen to them."

"I guess I'm a little bit of all of them. So, where do you want to start?"

"Would it bother you if we wait until Jude comes back?"

"Oh, that's your protector's name. It's a nice one."

"Thanks. She'd like to hear that."

And then Meg paused. Seeming to hesitate. "Can I ask you a favor?"

"Sure."

"Could I hold your hand while we wait? I don't mean to seem forward, but I was listening to you two as you came up the walk - and I'm sorry to intrude on your privacy - but it's been quite a long time here by myself, so..."

"Of course you can. Just as long as you don't mind my flinch."

She put her hand on the inside my arm at first, and I found out that her touch was warm - which was surprising. And I tried not to react, but relax instead.

Her other hand came across in front of her and rested on the top of my hand. Again, warm.

"Meg, you've been up here for quite some time, but with a physical body like that, you also have been able to get down into the village below."

I could feel her nod in reply.

"So you've practiced taking physical form - or have you read some books in this area as well, perhaps a mentor?"

"I did most all of the practicing on my own. Mainly with the wildlife. That's a whole story in itself, as the main reason they get spooked from ghosts is because they can feel the human presence, but can't see, hear, or smell it. Once I was able to make a form, then the next thing was being able to lead them to food, or bring it to them. The better my form was, the more they got used to me.

"But it was years before I tried showing up to anyone in the village. I had to learn speaking all over again. Of course, it helped that I could simply listen in on what they were saying."

"So the village isn't part of why you're still hanging around this old clock tower?"

"Doesn't seem to be. My memory gets hazy more than a few decades back."

My vision must have gotten used to the dark. Because I saw her then look up.

"Your protector is returning." Then she turned around and gave me a peck on my cheek. "We'll be in touch."

She shimmered out of view, just as Jude shimmered in, with a glow ball in one hand.

II

JUDE HAD A SLIGHT SMILE on her face. "Hope I didn't interrupt or miss anything."

"Were you able to overhear much?"

"A little." Jude sent the glow ball over our heads, while the earliest of light started appearing in the eastern sky. Then she came across in front of me and sat on my other side, leaving Meg's spot empty. "I'm sure she's overhearing more from us. Not that I mind."

She took my elbow with one of her hands, the other resting on top of my own hand on that side.

Patting her hand with my other, I asked, "So, what did you discover?" And looked at her face to catch the subtle nuances.

She shrugged. "As clock towers go, it's pretty much rudimentary. There's no living quarters inside, so it's closest to just being an annual haunting. No clues as to what happened or why.

"Well, we have the rest of today and tonight before her next scheduled appearance. Which might be another reason her case was shoved to the front of the line."

"Maybe. What did you get her to tell you?"

"First, her name is Meg. And it wasn't that I had to work hard at getting her to talk. She can take human form, very human. And has been visiting the village down below - in that form. Why she is stuck here is still a mystery to her. Memory problems, she says. That would fit in with a simple ghost case. But the spirit side of this has me second-guessing my hunches."

Jude studied my face as she asked her next question. "But what did you think of Meg, the girl herself?"

"Quite nice, well mannered, even caring. She seemed sorry for nearly killing me. Said it was reflex. And her touch was warm, much like yours is now.  She's taught herself how to manifest as human - just like you taught yourself. I think the three of you would get along pretty good."

"Three of us?"

"Sal, too. She reminds me a lot of Sal - all common sense and reserved. While she's a lot like you in other ways."

Jude just looked at me with eyebrow raised, waiting.

"Kinda forward, very open in a personal way. Charming, like you."

Jude smiled. "You old slicker. You certainly know how to find your way inside a woman's heart, even if they are a woman spirit."

I suppressed a chuckle, and put my other hand on top of hers and squeezed it. "Those are the best kind - but please don't tell my other human girl-friends that."

Jude feigned surprise. "Oh you don't just flirt with us spirit types? I'm shocked that you would lower yourself..." And then hugged my arm as payment for that compliment, anyway.

"Of course, both of you know the other one is listening, so what choice do I have?"

"And so, leave us both second-guessing yoru true intentions. Reminds me that we have more than a few games of chess incomplete."

"Well, at least we finish up our hands of poker."

"Only because there's too much mystery in it to leave until one of us wins."

I looked off into the coming sunrise. "You know what - I think we ought to take a couple of rooms in the local village if we can find them. Meg might feel more at ease if she could visit with us in the village."

Jude squeezed my arm again as she looked into my eyes again and smiled. "And I through you were too much of a prude for threesomes."

I just shook my head at her. "That's the Jude I know and love. But you know I never answer that question, even if insinuated."

Jude got up and pulled me to my own feet. "Which is why Sal and I tell everyone you are a perfect gentleman. It chases the skanky ones away."

We now had enough light to enjoy walking down the narrow trail back to the village. Appreciating being each other's company, even if it wasn't all side-by-side.

And I almost got her to tell me one of her personal stories as we walked.

III

"I DIDN'T THINK THESE old remote European villages had bed-and-breakfasts. Times are changing." Jude flounced onto the quilt-covered bed. She'd exchanged her black leathers for looser-fit jeans and a more modest black-and-gray frilly blouse that didn't expose so much deep neckline as usual. Her leather jacket was replaced with  a wool-blendjacket – still in black, still tailored sharply to her form.

"I'm sure the local young men aren't as delighted with you being out of tight leather." I teased her.

"Oh, this is mostly for their girlfriends, mothers, and aunts. If we're going to have to be here for a few days, I don't want them all getting their hackles up for some 'hussy' who's 'invading their turf'."

"And not just a little bit for Meg?"

"A little bit. Leather can be a bit intimidating. And I'd really like to meet her without appearing to be any threat."

A knock at the door seemed to be perfect timing.

I walked over and opened it - to of course find Meg standing there. She was wearing a green patterned vest over a sheer long-sleeved top, both tailored and cut to reveal an ample bust. While a long plaid skirt in dark autumn tones brought out the color of her russet-brown hair, braided and coiled around her head in a local folk style.

Jude rose off the bed, as I invited Meg into the room by gesture.

Meg held out her hand to Jude. "So glad to meet you in person. From what I've overheard, we seem to have a lot in common."

Jude smiled warmly as she shook Meg's hand. "As long as you don't try to kill John again, we should get along great."

Meg smiled at the joke. "Yes, I should apologize to you as well. But now I know that you're both here to help me, I'll try to be more polite."

Jude's smile turned into a grin. "C'mere, doll - give me a hug."

The two girls hugged like old friends. And that brought some extra moisture to my eyes. Why, I don't know. They were both way older than me, even though each seemed barely beyond their teenage years, while the years of sun and weather from my farming day job had left me far more rugged.

At last they stood back from each other, with smiles. Then turned to me, each putting one of their arms around my waist.

"Ladies, I'm touched."

Meg was first to speak. "Yes, we could feel it from over there." Then she stood back a bit from both of us. "So, how do you think we should start?"

Jude spoke up. "How about we set the local tongues wagging? A nice lunch in front of everyone, just the three of us. You're a mystery, but less than the two of us..."

I interrupted. "As fun as that would be, and I hate to spoil your mood, but I'd like to talk with Meg about what she knows and remembers. And if you'll recall, that can get a bit dangerous at times to local scenery and passer-by's. Much less, I don't want their ears burning trying to overhear what we are talking about - figurative burning, I mean."

Jude stood back, arms akimbo on her hips. "Alright, let's compromise." She made a gesture and a packed lunch basket appeared in front of her, suspended in mid-air.

"John, this is for you."

I reached forward to take the basket.

Meg looked at Jude with a wry smile. "Would you permit me to escort John down the stairs? They aren't wide enough for three, and you can pretend you are visiting royalty, as John is doing all the heavy lifting."

Jude brightened at the idea, and changed her jeans into a long flouncy black skirt with gray highlight trim. She swirled it with one hand, while holding the other hand out regally as it suddenly sported more silver and white-gold rings - to match the appearance of several necklaces around her neck, that flowed low into her décolletage.

Meg's smile turned into a grin. "Just perfect, your highness. And you must show me how you do that, some day."

"Well, ladies, I suppose we should be going. I think I saw a perfect picnic spot on our way in, if the local flocks will allow us onto their pastures."

With another flounce, Jude lifted her chin and announced, "As if they would dare to - or get a chance to even object. I can be very persuasive." And a practiced gesture seemed to ensure she had already notified the local flocks.

Our small parade made its way downstairs and out to the street, where we walked three abreast down their main avenue. The two young women to each side of me, their arms in mine, while I held the basket in front of me with both hands.

At least their touch (and the looks from the locals) made up for the clumsy way I had to hold that basket - until we got far enough out of town that Jude could send it on ahead to wait for us. Then they got arms around my waist and I got two gorgeous pair of shoulders to hold onto.

With smiles on all our faces.

IV

ALL SANDWICHES GONE, we were finishing off the massive plate of raisin-oatmeal cookies with the multiple refills of sweet tea. The red-and-white checkered cloth we sat on expanded to our needs, and the pasture grasses were fluffy and soft beneath it. All under the shade of a massive oak tree that grew far enough from the road, to not be heard, yet near enough to be seen by any traffic on that rural lane.

"OK, Meg, what can you tell us about your scene?"

"John, it's mostly that the earliest I can remember is waking up dead - at the foot of that craggy cliff below the clock tower. Three lights behind that clock face. Then I'd fade out. And only remembered each instance after that - every year at the same time. Dark mornings, 2 minutes after 3 am. Once a year."

She looked off into space for a bit. "Then one early morning, I simply decided that I'd had enough of this and walked back up that path to find only the clock tower and no answer to why I ended up where I did. Just like Jude saw - empty, dusty, and the clock stopped just when I died."

"Did you get anything from talking or listening to the villagers?"

"They ignore the subject most of the year, and I try to stay away from the tower otherwise, so their smart-alec children don't have accidents from my 'reflex actions.' Because I look out for them, it's become safer up there than most other parts of the forest between the village and that clock tower. Funny enough, it's become some sort of love-trials for the local couples. Or an excuse to become more 'willing' when you know your supposed to be 'scared and vulnerable' -  and no one else is going to come all that way to interrupt your private tryst."
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