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CHAPTER ONE
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The Files

Mira set down the long chrome box and sighed. Inside lay Bill’s last words. The stark, sterile metal glistened in the vault’s reflected light, making it feel like a tomb. It seemed a betrayal to search her deceased husband’s files for clues to save her fiancée, especially since Jeff was once Bill’s FBI partner. Bill passed away more than ten years ago, so she knew such feelings made no sense, but that didn’t make them go away.

The black vinyl cracked as Mira lifted out the satchel. A decade locked in a dry bank vault left the material inflexible and easily broken. Her heart had become the same until Jeff softened it. No one and nothing would take him from her.

Gently, she slipped the pouch into the quilted bag hanging from her shoulder and slid the safe deposit box into its black hole like returning a coffin to its crypt, empty of its contents. With her wet red eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses, Mira hoped to hide her face from the cameras. Who knows what access the spooks had? Spooks. Mira let out a dry laugh. Her problems with the so-called spooks began with her gift. She wondered if the ability to Astral project, to leave her body as a ghost at will, was, in reality, a curse.

A loud beep sounded as Mira pressed the unlock button on the truck’s key. With the quilted bag hidden behind the backseat, she opened the driver’s side door and scanned her surroundings. A young mother in a blue skirt and red coat sat on a nearby bench wrestling a squirming toddler. An elderly couple were being pulled down the sidewalk by a frisky dachshund; while a middle-aged man wearing a long gray jacket and work boots scraped the bank steps free of melting ice. Everyone and everything seemed normal, but could a trained agent be watching? Kneeling over the seat, she reached down and lifted an identical quilted bag from the back floor, placing it on the seat.

The Winter weather was unusually warm, making for a dreary drive home to Marsh Creek. As she stopped to turn onto Route 6, a black sedan pulled up behind her and Mira’s heart raced. She breathed a sigh as it turned in the opposite direction. Staying under the speed limit was unusual for her, but she didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention. 

A metallic purple truck wasn’t the best choice to drive if I wanted to go unnoticed, she thought. 

With both hands clamped to the steering wheel, she glanced into the rear-view mirror every few seconds, her nerves tingling each time a car pulled close behind. Worry for Jeff and the unknown contents of Bill’s satchel tensed her neck muscles causing a pounding headache. 

Twenty miles more and I’ll be home free, thought Mira stopping for construction work. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel while waiting for the flagger to turn the sign from stop to slow. Glancing off into the woods, she teared up thinking about Jeff.

Suddenly, Mira heard a loud click and the passenger side door swung open. She turned to see a gun barrel.

“Where are they?”

“Where’s what?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Mrs. Hawkings. Where are your husband’s files?”

“What do you want with his papers?”

“Knock it off. Where are they?”

Mira’s head twitched. “Right there.”

“Lift it to the front.”

“Okay.”

Mira stretched around and swung the quilted bag forward, dropping it next to the gunman. A second gunman peered through the open door, putting Mira in his sights, while the first guy pulled a shiny black vinyl satchel from the sack, unzipped it, and slid out a stack of manila folders. He fingered through them, scowled, and pressed his gun to Mira’s head.

“Are you playing games with me? Where are the files your husband stole?”

Mira cringed and squinted.

“Wha... what are you talking about?”

The man screamed, “Where are the files?”

Mira shook as she shouted back, “These are the only files I have; Bill’s birth certificate, insurance policies, and military records.”

The men glanced at each other and lowered their weapons. Mira opened her eyes. The man in the front seat pulled a card from his pocket and handed it to her. It contained only a telephone number.

“Listen carefully. If you find files marked Top Secret, you are to call this number and whatever you do, do not open the files. It’s a matter of national security.”

Mira’s eyes bugged out, and all she could do was nod in agreement. The two men exited her truck, removed the orange cones blocking the road and waved her on. A mile or so away, a weight lifted from Mira’s shoulders and her muscles relaxed as she sent a telepathic message to Robin.

“Everything went as planned. I’ll be home in less than thirty minutes, so put on a pot of coffee.”

“So, you were being followed,” said Robin.

​
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CHAPTER TWO
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Swatted

As Mira’s truck approached Marsh Creek, she thought back to the morning, and how everything went all to hell. A loud bang and their apartment’s ancient panel door, no match for a battering ram, broke in four pieces. Jeff lay beside her sound asleep when the crash, followed by shouting, caused them to spring up in bed. 

Before they had time to wake, a SWAT team brandishing high-powered assault rifles burst into their bedroom, screaming.

“Hands on heads and on the floor.”

Red dots wandering the walls came to rest on their foreheads. Not waiting for their groggy victims to respond, they jerked Mira and Jeff off the bed slamming them face down. 

Heavy boots pressed down on their backs while their arms were wrenched back and wrists strangled together with zip ties. The weights lifted, allowing them to breathe, and they were hoisted each to their own bedside.

“What’s going on?” screamed Jeff. “Mira. Did they hurt you? If you’ve hurt her, I will...”

Jeff clenched his teeth and glared. Trying to stand he folded in pain when the butt of a rifle was thrust into his abdomen.

Mira yelled, “Leave him alone! You don’t know who you’re messing with... I...”

Jeff cut her off, gasping, “... no, Mira, stop. I’m okay. Just gotta catch my breath. Are you alright?”

“They didn’t hurt me. I’m... just scared.” 

The agent holding his assault weapon to Jeff’s head spoke.

“Jeffery Borden, you are under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Johnathan Robert Taggart.” 

As he read Miranda, Mira sent out a telepathic message to Robin. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. These goons tied my hands behind my back, and all I’m wearing is a baby-doll nightie. They’re enjoying the view.”

“Is everything funny to you?”

“No, but it beats getting weirded out. This stuff’s not new to me. By the way, what’s going on?”

“They claim Jeff murdered someone. The name was John Taggart. Sounds like the NSA clown Jeff gave files to... Bellinger’s files on the Ghost Spy Project.” 

Their attackers wore all black assault gear, without insignia, and face masks that only showed their eyes. The goon standing in front of Jeff lowered his weapon and clicked a button on the communicator on his left shoulder.

“All clear. Take the women downstairs and lock Borden in my cruiser while we search the apartment.”

“Hey,” Mira yelled. “I’m only wearing a nightgown, and I’m sure Robin’s not dressed in much more. Let us cover up, or do you perverts just want an eyeful?”

He clicked the radio button once more. “Wrap a blanket around the ladies.”

“Thanks,” said Mira in a less than sincere tone. 

The black-clad figures led Robin, Jeff, and Mira through the apartment and down the stairs. At the bottom of the steps, two other officers jerked Jeff towards the front glass doors leading to the sidewalk. The right door hung cockeyed on its hinges. 

“Jeff,” Mira yelled. Her eyes filled with fear as she tried to rush forward. The guard holding her arm yanked her back.

“Don’t worry, Mira. It’s some kind of mistake. I’ll straightened it out.”

Led inside the studio, the women were commanded to sit on the floor. With the blankets surrounding them like a hideout, they pressed their heads together. Mira sent a mind message to Robin. 

“Once they get Jeff settled, I’ll ghost out to talk to him.” 

“Okay. I’ll keep you safe.” 

After securing Jeff in a cruiser, the two thugs headed upstairs, while two others stood at attention by the studio entrance. Mira closed her eyes and ghosted, reappearing next to Jeff. 

“What’s going on?” 

Jeff sighed and looked over at Mira’s ghost form. 

“Taggart showed up at my office the day after Christmas with a gun pointed at my head and made it clear he’d come for you and Robin.” 

“Did you... kill him?” 

“No. I took his gun, tied him, gagged him, and drove him out to the abandoned cabin on Canada Run to put a little fear into him, that’s all. When I left him, he was alive.” 

“Another secret?” 

“I know... I promised no more secrets. But I didn’t want to worry you.” 

“Look, we’ll have time to argue later. Right now, what’s really going on?” 

“If Taggart’s dead, someone else did it and they’re trying to pin it on me. I’ll wager the NSA’s behind it and it’s about the GS Project. If true, these goons are gonna make me disappear.” 

“No. No. We’re getting married. I can’t lose you.” 
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