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THE FIRST COLLECTION of our short stories for 2019 continue in our tradition of mysteries and speculative fiction. This contains the first quarter's work from a couple of our authors.

And ongoing credit is given to our fans who gave us story ideas.

A World Gone Reverse tells the second installment of a time bender's journey, and her escaping the black SUV types trying to capture her. 

Erotika Jones make her debut as a sexy female detective who occupies a new identity each time – and only 24 hours to solve the crime. Before all evidence and witnesses disappear.

A Dog Named Kat employs a talking canine to help a girl resolve her mother's death.

The Girl Who Saved Tomorrow brings up the alternate history record of a female genius-type engineer who is enlisted by a time-jumping savant – with just 12 hours left to save the world.

The Faith of Jude spotlights a member of the Ghost Hunters team as she battles a group of artificial intelligences in a courtroom – for the fate of humanity.

A Very Thin Line is the third installment of Carol the time bender (you met her above) and takes the fight for her and all her friends to the government types who have been chasing her.

Dark Lazurai tells the story of two original Lazurai, saving the life of one who has become uncontrollably radioactive.

As usual, we present these bi-monthly to collect all our published stories in nice anthologies so you can keep updated with our author's book universes as they develop.

Feel free to share these with your friends.

And be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the last story, as these parables are based on strange secrets hidden in plain site. And that makes these books read differently every time.

Do enjoy.

- - - -
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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A World Gone Reverse
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BY J. R. KRUZE AND S. H. Marpel


Thanks for the great story ideas from Sherry Davis and Karin Krige.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

​

I

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

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

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

​

II

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

​

III

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So far, so good.

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

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

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

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

Hope nothing had happened to him.

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

So what happened to him?

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

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

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

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

​

IV

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

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

It just stood there, tempting me. Taunting me. 

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

Not so fast. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

​

V

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A tear rolled down my cheek again. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her beaming smile told me how it hit the spot.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jean and I chuckled at that joke. 

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

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

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

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

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

Carol smiled wide again, then shimmered out of our view.

Jean smiled over his own coffee.

I shook my head. "It never gets quiet around here. I've got people popping in all the time, it seems. Or someone wants 'take-out' to feed an army on the moon. Literally. Not that I mind. But it seemed so nice of you to bring that old food truck around and let Chaz and I just go off and do some simple cooking again."

Jean looked over at me. "Yes, and I hope we'll get you both back to it soon."

Both of us looked into our own coffee mugs, thinking our own thoughts down that line.

​

VI

THE NOTE IN THE PLASTIC bag was in English. "Chaz. Need your help. Please come on over. Explain when you get here. Carol. PS. Hami is fine."

I had just two questions: who's this Carol and did I have much of any other choice at this point?

Looking around didn't give me any answers. Green sand, green water. Only this shimmering circle sitting in the middle of nowhere. And my soaked boat shoes getting a little uncomfortable now. 

So I just walked over and stepped through that shimmering blue, heart racing.

- - - -
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AND CAME OUT ON THE other side, in some forested glade. A little clearing, a few stones in it. Looked like oaks and hickories from where I grew up, that little Midwest village. Except we had a lot more pastures around. 

That shimmering circle stood on a little stone platform this time, just a few feet higher than the grassy ground around it. Like those Sci-Fi movies I used to watch.

Out a dozen paces from that stone platform stood a young woman. Dressed in a loose off-white blouse, tucked into a tan knee-length skirt. Smiling face surrounded by light brown hair pulled back with a dark brown elastic band of some sort to hold it. Only wearing some brown moc-toed slip-ons in the short grass. Not exactly dressed for walking in woods and fields.

She walked toward me, a confident step. But not threatening. I walked down the steps onto a dusty patch, one that lay right in front of the stone platform steps.

The woman held out her small hand. "Hi Chaz, I'm Carol. Glad to finally meet you."

I gave her a tentative smile in return as I shook that hand. "I suppose you can explain all this?"

"Kinda. At least our parts of it, anyway. Oh, this should vouch for me..." She held out a key chain to me - one with no keys on it. Just a green fake rabbit's foot with a couple of poker chips threaded onto a brassy chain.

"That's part of the food truck. I suppose you know about the rest of it?"

Carol's smile widened. "Sure. I just got it all together again. Here." 

And she handed me the key-chain, which I pocketed in my blue jeans. 

"Oh, we should get going. We're being watched out here in the open. It'll be harder for them to track us under those trees." And led off down a thin path cut into the grass by other use.

I followed, of course. A dozen questions already forming, but her pace was quick even in her flat-soled shoes. Keeping up in a single file didn't make for any conversation. 

Once we were under the trees and back a bit from the opening, she stopped right next to a massive oak. It had a trunk bigger than both of us standing sideways. Probably the point, if you're looking to keep away from prying eyes. And we were standing with that trunk between us and the open glade we'd left.

"OK, now for your many questions. I'm a friend of Jean's, and got enough treatments from Betty that I'm more Lazurai like you than a normal human. On top of that I criss-cross time and space, which is how I was able to fix your food truck again. And yes, I 'just' left Hami and told her you were fine. But I can't bring her here or you there. Because there are some people who know about me - and you, her, and Jean, probably a few others you know."

I frowned at all this, trying to make sense of it. 

Carol looked off into space, as if she was hearing something - or figuring something out. Then looked directly into my eyes with her brown ones. "OK, we do have a few moments for some questions - but only a few."

"Hami wasn't hurt?" 

Carol shook her head no.

"Jean's with her?"

Carol nodded yes.

"The truck is fine - I presume it's with them, too."

Carol nodded yes.

"These people who are watching us know you can criss-cross time?"

Carol frowned. "Yes. And they want to figure out how I do it. But I can't explain it much more than that it's some sort of genetic gift that shows up for one in a billion. So if they catch me, they'll dissect both of us, right down to our genetic make-up."

She glanced around. "And that winds up all the time we have for questions. Please follow me. Keep as close as you can, but don't trip me up as I have to concentrate. Take my hand so I can keep you with me. We're going to move backward in time while they are moving forward. And if we don't run across their trail, then we'll be able to escape them."

I closed my hand around hers and she led off. The trail was narrow, but we did OK. I was having to concentrate on her walking and staying off her heels. But we made good progress.

Too soon, she stopped short. And I almost stumbled into her, but not quite.

She looked around at me, raising her other hand so I could follow where she was pointing. 

Two tall fellows, dressed in long red cloaks were walking in the green woods at an angle to us. One behind the other. The front one was looking into some sort of equipment in his hands. 

Carol whispered to me, "How's your transmutation?"

I shook my head.

"Can you sink into the ground like Jean?"

I just shrugged. "I suppose. Not something I've practiced."

Carol smiled at me. "Well I have, and now you're going to get some experience  in it."

She turned around with a sudden motion and hugged me close to her, while my arms went right around her waist in reflex, as well to regain my balance.

Then we sank into the ground as it closed around us...

​

VII

AFTER THE DISHES WERE done, Jean and I went out to check out the food truck. I opened up and checked every cabinet and door inside. Jean went around the outside to check the tires and look underneath, as well as checking out the outside storage compartments. I heard the generator start up and shut down after a minute or so. Then Jean was back inside, and sat in the driver's air seat.

He started up the engine, found it ran as smooth as ever, so  turned it off again. "Yup, everything is here except the key-chain. I suppose that's missing for a reason."

"And everything is the same inside as before, except there's no food or paper or plastic-ware. Like it just came off the lot."

"That maybe where she actually got it from. She's pretty resourceful."

I leaned up against the order counter. "Any idea where Chaz might be?"

Jean got up out of the driver's seat and sat on the broad dashboard away from any knobs or controls. "I can't contact him for some reason. He's somewhere that the pendants don't work - which is a new one for me. I can sense anyone else I tried to contact - and did contact a few of them. But no one's heard anything about him good or bad."

"So there's no leads to follow to track him down?"

"No, but we've got the word out. I was hoping Carol would give us some idea, but the only thing she's told me is what you heard - that Chaz is going to be just fine. Of course she can't tell us anything that is about to happen, so that vague reassurance is probably bending the line, even for her."

I just looked at the narrow floor of the food truck. Reassured or not, being without Chaz is never easy for me. And the food truck was just reminding me of how close we'd become since our first summer job together with Jean.

"Hami, maybe we should do another road trip. The saloon will be fine for awhile, and I need to see how the engine is running over the road."

"Just a joy ride, or did you have something in mind?"

Jean smiled. "Actually, there's a little festival going on just down the road. And another food truck is probably just what they need. At least, it's what we need. Helping someone else is a great way to get your mind off things."

I gave a wry smile at that. Comfort cooking makes for great comfort food.

"OK, Jean. Pull it up around back and we'll stock her up again. Might have to pull in somewhere to get some extra burgers, cheese and buns. But milk and ice cream are in good supply in my saloon kitchen as well as ketchup, mustard, and the condiments. I'll go up and make sure everything is still shut off upstairs, and put the heavy front door shut to keep the desert dust from blowing in while we're gone."

- - - -
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BEFORE LONG, WE WERE on our way down black top that passed for a state highway in front of the saloon. We were headed east, the sun at our backs. Jean was driving, the radio on low. I was sitting in the bus seat behind him, with the latest Ghost Hunter anthology. It was a simple way to catch up with what everyone else we knew was doing. Without any too-racy or dull parts.

After a half-hour driving on the long, straight roads, Jean turned off the radio and cleared his throat. 

I dog-eared the page I was on and look up at the mirror over his head. "Yes?"

"There's someone been behind us for awhile. Same distance. Not even enough sense to get a beater truck or a four-wheel drive. Just a black SUV. With no real dust on it."

"Meaning?"

"Someone is following us."

​

VIII

FINALLY CAROL AND I stopped sinking. The ground around us was more rock and clay than anything else. But breathable to us Lazurai, just like it was air. It was a weird sensation, because I'd only heard about it before - and now I was doing it.

"It's OK Chaz, you can let go now. You'll be fine on your own since you made it this far."

I dropped my arms and stepped back. "I guess that's a relief." 

"As far as I know, they can't track us down here. Now we have time to answer all the rest of your questions. But we have to keep walking. I'll teach you how to glide down here, and we'll make better time than on the surface."

Gliding was kinda like cross-country skiing. Your arms swung out in front to keep your balance, and you took long strides with each step. A lot like roller or ice skating. I had to trust her to lead us. Mostly it seemed we were following a particular rock seam. But I didn't have time to look around much, as we picked up speed quickly.
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