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We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -



From the editor: Several of the includes stories are part of a continuing series, and have subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included at the end of these just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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ELECTIONS HAVE CONSEQUENCES.

This saying is repeated often, and seldom fully understood. 

So this collection of pure fiction came into being, which explores the choices that politicians and those who manage them, and follow them. We can see the results of those choices in these fantastical worlds. Told through the lives of those affected, often as unintended effects on those lives. 

Because that is the best way to tell stories, to let them explore their own themes, by telling those stories through the fictional characters who “lived” them.

These seems too much harshness, too much insensitiveness to others in our current culture.  Even the word “intolerance” has been twisted to mean “you don't agree with me or my ideas, so...”

In these stories, good wins out. There are no true tragedies here, other than what lies beyond the main character's own stories.

There are bad consequences to treating people badly. Because the Golden Rule is one natural phenomenon that is inexorable – as you treat others is how you wind up treated. 

But we'll leave it at that. 

Because this thick anthology of stories was pulled from three years of short-fiction output. And stories are meant to be entertaining, not preachy. 

Each of these authors has grown in style and ability during that time. And the stories are not accumulated by their finesse, but by relevance.

Here you'll find satire, romance, adventure, and mystery – even redemption at times. All a quiet way to distract yourself from the too-serious world of elections, politicians, and governments run amuck.

Each is short, but easy to get through in small snippets of time. This is no over-arcing set of tales set in any epic world. Instead, these worlds are not too different from our own – or what that world could wind up being. 

In any world, while you don't always get the candidate you vote for, you always get the government you put up with.

Because elections do have consequences. Even in fiction.

Please enjoy.

Robert C. Worstell

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press

PS. You'll often find short “Book Universes Notes” added to the back of these stories. Because the characters here have been extracted from complex worlds that evolved around them. And you may want to pick up some earlier stories about them that explain some nuances in what they say and how they act. Just saying...
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BY S. H. MARPEL & R. L. Saunders

- - - -
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TWO TWIN BOYS WERE born one stormy night, while flying through the Bermuda Triangle.

One didn’t belong to this universe, the other did.

An easier entrance was made in Washington, D. C.

Just a test appearance. Because this man wanted to find his own doppelganger. Somewhere in Congress.

Around his finger was a thin dark ring with two stones on it - one red, and one blue. The ring was carved into the shape of a serpent eating its own tail. An ancient legend that foretold death before rebirth.

That ring had found the man.

Like the twin boys had found each other.

Regardless of the universes they belonged to.

These two sets of twins had different goals for being here. One set to save both universes, the other set sought to master and control everything possible - regardless of what had to be destroyed in the process.

Only one set could win - while the fate of both universes hung in the balance...

I

THE SMALL TWIN-ENGINE plane rocked in the sudden thunder storm, lightning flashed outside. Cabin lights flickered on and off. Along with the sky flashes exposing the passenger’s drawn faces to alternate pitch black and brilliant white.

Besides the pilot and the stewardess, the only occupants in the rocking craft were a man, his very pregnant wife, and an attending doctor.

In the midst of the thunder and whining engines, A cry rang out, then another.

Two young children entered this world inside that small airplane.

In the next minute, that craft pitched forward, pushing all the occupants against their seats. The husband and wife each holding tight onto one child each, while the doctor grasped his black medical bag to his chest with one hand, and the arm of his chair with the other – both hands white from a straining grip.

Seconds turned into eternity as the plane plummeted through the flashing clouds.

In the cockpit, the pilot was furiously working to level out the plane at least into a gliding pattern. All by brute force of his straining arms, legs, and back. At his side, strapped into the co-pilot seat, the stewardess was working through the re-start sequence to get the engines powered again, to get the hydraulics and electrical working once more.

With her practiced moves, any observer could see they had been through similar scenes before. Their quick, sure actions coming from repetitive training and sheer muscle-memory – despite the steep angle of descent and the continual rocking that shook the craft.

At last, the engines caught again, and lights flickered back on in the cabin. Thrusting the throttle full forward, the young woman in the co-pilot seat then helped the straining pilot pull back on the shared yoke of that plane, using the controls on her half of the small cockpit.

They got their too-rapid descent back under control only a few thousand feet above the storm-whipped waves. There the clouds left them as a retreating ceiling, and they were now below the cloud-to-cloud lightning. The rain had also quit – which gave the pilot and stewardess a clearer view. As the craft leveled out, the engines bit into head and side-winds – pulling them toward their nearest safe landing, still hundreds of miles away.

As the pilot pulled the throttle back to a more normal speed for the new conditions, the stewardess patted his shoulder. “I’d give you a kiss, lover, but I need to check on our guests.”

At that she unbuckled her seatbelt and made her way aft.

A smiling mother greeted her with the baby boy cradled in her arms.

The doctor was taking her pulse.

The husband was looking around the cabin – frantic.

The other baby was missing. But there was no trace the child ever existed – except in the memories of the three adults in that small cabin.

Memories that faded quickly, as part of the nightmare they had just escaped.

By the time that storm-worn plane landed in Miami, they each thought it had been only a dream – or a nightmare. And they didn’t talk with each other about what happened.

Because all the indicators of the woman’s pregnancy only indicated her carrying one child.

Despite giving birth to two while they flew through the Bermuda Triangle.

II

I FELT A PAIR OF ARMS embrace me across my back and the nuzzling kiss on my cheek. Good thing I’d already stopped walking in the pasture, taking the shade of a massive oak..

A familiar voice whispered in my ear. “Hi-ya, lover.”

“Sal, what a delightful surprise.”

She came around to my front and gave me another hug, resting her blond head on my chest. I was getting used to my personal spirit-guide arriving without notice, but that’s not to say I wasn’t startled at first.

I was wearing my typical red t-shirt, work jeans and boots, a ball cap and bandanna kerchief. She was in a tan v-necked t-shirt of her own and dark brown jeans, with sensible, but lightweight hiking boots.

She stood back from me and pulled a beige ball cap from her own hip pocket to cover her head and shade her eyes from the dappled sunlight that passed through the thin Spring foliage. Sal left her blond hair waving down her back. This outfit said that her visit was not any official Library assignment, but the comfortable choice of clothing was meant to assist her in helping me with something I needed.

That I didn’t know I needed.

She took my hand and we stood there for awhile, looking toward where the cows were grazing. The grass was still short, and I’d moved them once already today. You could hear them munching from here. In their world, they had everything they needed.

The spring leaves had just started coming out on the trees. And I was learning again which tree and bush species leaved-out earliest. Buckeyes and spice-bush were taking the green color of the grass up to mid-height on the mostly bare tree trunks. While the maple “blossoms” were an early indicator of the twirly-birds that would fall from their limbs in a few months. Soon the wild plum and crab apple blossoms would appear, along with the redbud blooms.

Walking calmed my mind and let the stories come to me.

“That and your stack of legal pads at the back of your writing table.”

I was still getting used to Sal listening into my thoughts as if I spoke them out loud.

I just nodded and smiled. “You’re a wonder, Sal. And I have to thank whoever I could for your finding me those years ago.”

She squeezed my hand. “It wasn’t just you needing me, it was both Jude and I needed you as well. You’re one out of a million-million, and we both still have need of your rare talents. All we did was to help you help us – and help all those many, many beings out there who needed your help.”

I shrugged. “Thanks. But I needed to help them as well.”

Sal pulled my arm around her back and leaned her head on my shoulder briefly. “You have such an interesting way of phrasing things. Turning the emphasis back toward helping others.”

Then she stopped, stood up straight, a bit away from me while close enough that we could hold hands – and looked into my eyes. “And that makes helping you even harder.”

“Not like I want to make anything difficult for you.”

“So just let any idea of ‘me’ go and tell me what story you’re writing now – then I can use your own tactic against you.”

“Tactic?”

“Like you deal with all the ghosts we’ve helped over the years. You get them to tell you their story, and prompt them where they leave out some clue which would resolve their mystery. Like any good mystery writer.”

My mind ran away for a bit with memories of all the mysteries we’d solved together.

Sal cleared her throat.

I looked down at her face. She had a small pout on her face, her cute lower lip saying that I needed to be talking, not just flying away with my thoughts.

“Oh, sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just start with the story you’re working on, and then we’ll peel out why you need to be writing it.”

I smiled at her and began.

“It has to do with mirror universes...”

III

I‘D SHOWN UP TO THE storefront in a brown sport jacket, stone-washed jeans, and a open collar perma-press button-down shirt – solid light blue, but faded.

The event was some volunteer activity for the U. S. House representative of this district.

Envelope stuffing was a simple task, and I took a spot on the end of the table, even though it meant getting up frequently to get supplies from the middle.

“Say you look familiar – no, that’s just too uncanny.”

Turning toward that female voice found a young brunette was studying my face.

“Uncanny? This mug has never been described like that.”

“No – I mean sure, you’re handsome and all, but – wait.” She reached over to pick up one of the brochures we were stuffing into envelopes, and flipped it to the backside.

Her sudden intake of breath prompted me to wonder what she was thinking.

She held the brochure up so she could study the picture on the back side and my face – glancing between them. “OK, sure, not uncanny. But you do look like him. Put you in a suit and comb your hair different and you’d be a dead-ringer.”

“So your saying I was ‘saved by the bell’?”

Her smile made her face even more attractive.

“No, although that’s a cute twist of a phrase. If you dressed up in a suit and combed your hair different, maybe got a trim, then you could pass for the guy we’re envelope stuffing for.”

I had to smile back. Her perky nose and open look were disarming. “I suppose the next thing you’re going to say is that we should go and get something to eat, maybe a drink.”

She gave a quiet laugh. “Like I’d even thought of using that as a pick-up line.”

I chuckled myself. “Well, how about a conversation starter?”

She relaxed at that idea. “Sure, I am hungry – and those ham and cheese sliders over on the buffet line go great with their sweet tea. Just to keep us fueled up so we can keep going on these long nights volunteering.”

“But at the same time, we’re encouraged not to bring them back to the stuffing table where incidental grease marks would wind up on what we’re stuffing.”

She nodded. “I’m Pat. And you are...?”

“Mike.”

“OK, Mike. Can I interest you in a dutch date at the free food buffet?”

“Sure, Pat. That would be my pleasure.”

- - - -
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IT WAS A LONG NIGHT. Even after we left the nearly endless stuffing tables to make our way to her apartment.

The reverse psychology of implying some young thing is trying to get you in bed tended to work well.

But Pat was right. I did look like the candidate.

That was exactly why I was there that night. And why I’d picked a spot where I would have to get up and move around so often, as well as being on the end where my profile would be visible to everyone.

Pat got up before I woke, and I could hear her in the other room. She was talking to someone. Since I didn’t hear the other voice, it had to be a phone call.

At last, she came back and snuggled beneath her cotton sheets and satin comforter to get next to me again.

“Thanks for keeping it all warm.”

“Well, at least on my side. But now that you’re here, we can work on warming up your side again.”

Pat kissed my neck and stroked by chest beneath the sheets.

“And thanks for last night.”

“What’s that phrase about politics making strange bedfellows?”

She hugged me close and wrapped her leg around one of mine. “You’re not strange at all.”

My arm was under her pillow and I used it to pull her close. “But bedfellows we are.”

She nuzzled closer to me and ran her hand across my stomach. “Say, Mike, what’s in your plans for today?”

I smiled. “Nothing much. You?”

“I’ve got the day off, it’s the weekend. So anything goes. Except the time I’d like to spend helping the campaign – they’re always looking for people to help out.”

I smiled, and she reached up to pull my head down to hers for a kiss that lasted awhile. And promised other things.

- - - -
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THE NEXT DAY, SHE STARTED taking me around and introducing me to all the key people who ran the local campaign for our Congressional Representative.

Before we left her place, she spent some time with a comb and some scissors to make my hair look like the candidate’s. And I shaved close, trimmed my sideburns to look like his.

It wasn’t too much surprise that I got double-takes and the occasional long look as if I weren’t just trying to fool them with an incognito surprise visit by the candidate himself.

Our last visit was to the PR guy. He took a photo of me when we first met and we had a talk. I told him a made-up story of moving from place to place and a series of foster homes, somehow getting a GED by distance education. Nothing that could be traced easily. My fake ID went along with everything I’d said.

He sent the photo to a few people and heard back by text and call while we were talking.

By the end of the interview, I had a job.

Off the books, of course.

Just making occasional non-speaking appearances.

You gotta start somewhere...

IV

IT WASN’T TOO SURPRISING when our twin boy brought his parents to visit one afternoon.

For their birthday party. It had become an annual event. Rob and Bob. More than identical twins, they were absolutely identical to each other. Because they came from other universes.

All that we figured out from the way he acted, how they finished each others sentences, loved exactly the same games and toys. Of course, our Rob went to visit their Bob occasionally as well. We just made sure he knew to tell us before he left. Worrying got tiresome.

There they all were, walking in the front gate of our little estate. (Real estate ventures had their side benefits.)

We introduced each other and then led them all to the main dining salon, where we had a nice dinner and cake and ice cream. Two cakes, one for each of them.

Then the boys scampered off to their play room and we parents all sat around in our comfy, deep chairs in the main living room. All around a cozy fireplace.

And we compared notes, finding out about each other.

He and I had the same name, Roger, and looked identical (no surprise there.) And as much as I love my wife, having two of her took some getting used to. Roger-1 noticed my reaction – which of course he was also experiencing.

Our wives (Hilda and Hilda-1) just looked at each other and chuckled slightly in amusement. I’m sure they shared exactly the same thought.

The difference was in how big Roger-1 and I thought. We were both planning to get into politics after “retiring” from our businesses. He lived in a smallish town and thought being the mayor was all he wanted.

I thought I’d push the envelope a bit higher and wider. President of the country, perhaps. Only eight years. Time enough to straighten some things out.

Roger-1 could understand where I was coming from, of course. And he could stay on as mayor almost indefinitely. Fixing things and making the best possible living conditions for everyone. I understood that. We were both heading out with the same intentions – just different scale.

So as much as the two worlds were populated with the same characters, their choices were different. That’s because we were individuals. And that’s how the universe – both universes – work. Choice is king over content.

- - - -
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WE MADE IT AN ANNUAL event. While we sometimes visited them, they mostly liked the vacation of coming to our little palace.

As long as they held their Bob’s hand, they could cross at will. Same for us going their by holding onto our Rob’s.

How those kids did that, we had no way of knowing. Something to do with that Bermuda Triangle. Yes, their Roger and Hilda had been traveling though that area at the same time. Just not a 20,000 feet. On a pitching boat, instead. About the same risk.

Roger-1 and Hilda-1 both also experienced both boys being born.

What we both had not experienced was whether anyone else had ever made that crossing before.

None of either of our spare-time research and Internet searches had ever really answered that question. Sure, there were the rare anecdotes and legends. But nobody who could really do that ever publicized it. If the worlds were so identical, what would be the advantage?

What, indeed...?

V

ONCE BACK FROM THE pasture walk, Sal made us each a mug of coffee with suitable dollops of honey in them. And we relaxed on the futon-couch.

She dressed us both in fresh t-shirts and sweatpants, thick wool-blend socks. Hers was tan over tan, I was red over gray. Some things never change. Thankfully.

Dusk was fast approaching. Not that this concerned us. The night was for canoodling. When we got to that, anyway.

“So, John, how does this ‘mirror’ universe stuff work, anyway?”

I smiled at Sal. “We both know that Tess already understands more about these than has ever been written. But it’s like the confusion between linear and simultaneous time. The idea of ‘mirror’ universes comes from thinking that there is only one identical opposite. People who move between them have an exact duplicate here as there. And those two think that there is only a single duplicate. You and I have seen Tess pull multiple versions of herself.”

“Like that concert she loves to attend over and over – with different outfits and hair-do’s.”

“More accurately, it’s like when she was pulling all those people from the Moon Base. Those were alternate versions of herself ‘borrowed’ from other universes, not just multiple versions of her ‘same’ self.”

“So how does knowing that affect solving the mystery?”

“Probably like a universal solvent. Once you can get your mind around there being an infinite possible number of parallel universes, then you’re freed from just having one other to travel to and from.”

“But how did they figure out how to travel to this one?”

I took another sip for emphasis. “That is the real mystery. The one we need to solve.”

“So, who do you talk to about this?”

“Ben got a future history sent back to him, and has narrowed it down to two individuals. One is a child in both universes, the other is a politician in both.”

Sal sputtered into her own coffee and made a sour look.

I gave her a wry grin in return. “Yeah, I know. Politicians are worse than evil witches and demon spawn. Same bad taste in your mouth and that slimy feeling that you can’t trust anything they told you – the one rare exception are those who only just got into it and haven’t been ‘turned’ or ‘infected’.”

Sal nodded and chuckled lightly. “So I suppose you talk to the kid first – much easier on your taste buds...”

I smiled and shook my head. “Sure, but I’ll have to find that politician pretty soon, too. Having two copies of the same one in the same universe could make their mistakes exponentially larger.”

Sal looked out the side cabin window, through the gathering darkness, and then turned back to me with a grin on her face and a twinkle in her eye. “I don’t supposed you have to run off and talk to these guys right now? I mean, maybe you have some time for ‘canoodling practice’?”

I grinned in return.

She made a gesture, and our coffees shifted to the table. With one smooth action, she was in my arms and smothering me with long kisses.

The lights dimmed in my tiny cabin and the futon expanded into its full size beneath us. Top sheet and comforter soon covered our forms as we lay on fluffed-up pillows and snuggled.

There are certain advantages to having a spirit-guide as a lover...

VI

IT WAS THAT RING THAT got me the job. That, and my own need to make a difference. To make something out of my life besides the disaster it had been in my own world.

No, this wasn’t my world to start with. But soon it would be entirely mine.

A few days in the Public Library and I found out all I wanted to know. Public Internet and all the back issues of magazines I could want. For free.

Gotta love Carnegie for setting all these up and the devotion of this U. S. Government to keeping things free.

My doppelganger wasn’t a known criminal with a record like me – he was an upstanding criminal that people looked up to. A politician.

Where I came from, I’d made more than a few enemies who saw to it that I was locked away for life.

Of course, I resented it. And prayed to every dark god and demon I could find for the opportunity I needed to escape and stay that way.

I’d stolen, I’d lied, I’d promised and not delivered. Scams, they said I was running. And my continuing record of these led them to conclude that I needed to be out of circulation for awhile. A very long while. And that one judge saw to it. That last one. The other judges had just set me up with a record.

My earlier escapes then just added to it.

I just knew I didn’t belong there. So I kept listening to the guys around me, and learned from their stories. They’d put me in something they called a Super-Max. But with good behavior, and a public-assigned lawyer I was transferred to something less stringent. (It helped that I could wrap her around my finger because she had a soft spot for the “wrongly punished”.) Where they put the white collar criminals. There I got to hear those stories and complete the education I needed. All I had to do was to not get violent. Plus learn to smile and nod while I calculated what it took to con the system.

There, the ring found me.

Some strange nightmare the night before – of a mirror world to this one, where someone who looked like me was able to run a legal con by being an elected representative. Once you got the con down, you were set for life. Getting a bunch of cronies to go to bat for you and people who wanted to make you rich as long as you voted their way. Corporate types who were running their own long con’s. Who hired slick people that knew the system inside and out, and got paid to ensure the elected officials knew their part and played it.

I didn’t believe it when I woke. That there was a world that crooked just waiting for me.

I felt it before I saw it. A burning sensation around my ring finger. I sat up in my bunk and looked at it. A dark ring with two glowing stones embedded in it on opposite sides. One dark blue, one a blood red. In between them on one side was carved a serpent’s head biting its own tail.

And it burned me.

So I grabbed it and tried to twist it off. All while wondering who had slipped it onto my finger in the middle of the night.

As I twisted it around, the walls dimmed and thinned.

My cel turned into a seedy motel room.

That was a shocker.

But the burning quit.

Until I twisted it again and put it back like it was the first time.

Now I was back in my cel again. It was the early morning in both – quiet, pitch black except for the night lights on my cel block and the street lights through the windows in my motel room.

It didn’t take me long to find out which one I preferred.

Since I didn’t show up with any suitcases, I left that room just before daybreak. Without anyone seeing me.

No ID to tell anyone who I was, or a way to get any job.

But I found the library, and started figuring things out. The bulletin board there was set up to help “homeless” people like me. Where the free food was, the free housing, all the handouts I could use.

So I used them they way they wanted me to. Just another con. But without strings. And got me some “day jobs” through a temp agency so I could have a nice place while I “got my life back together”. Of course, it meant that I had to speak their lingo and learn the con of living and getting “redeemed”.

And through that Internet, I learned how to get some papers that I paid for just so I had a background.

That same online connection showed me what my doppel’s identity was in this world. Someone respected. Playing the long con of being an elected official.

What I wanted to be – respected, lots of cash flow, and playing a long scam that had no real downside. Just working for constituents and lobbyists that wanted someone in office who would vote the way they wanted.

It was so precise that the scam was even studied in their universities - as “Political Science”. Of course, the jokes also ran around like it was an oxymoron like “military intelligence” or “ethical journalism”. But those opinions were from the people who lived the outside of that con. You see, there were various laws about how elected officials “needed” to act. And built-in sweet spots that the laws didn’t cover. Loopholes.

I studied their books and found out the in’s and out’s of this world and how to fit into it.

I’d long understood that I did my best when I was running a scam. So it only made sense that there was some place that I could live where scams were institutionalized. Like getting paid to play baseball. You followed their rules and milked your talent for all it was worth. And got insanely rich.

My lessons just built on what I knew before. Don’t try to improve a scam more than it was worth. There were rules for any con – find your place and stay in it. Look for the opportunity to move up when its right. And no one can catch you.

This guy had it.

And I looked just like him.

So that was the deal.

Getting hired by his re-election campaign was a first step. As his body double.

Smile and nod. Meanwhile look and listen and play the part. Figure out the framework you had to exist inside.

So I made appearances and shook a lot of hands, held poopy-diapered babies like I was going to kiss them. No grab-ass actions, no nuzzling or touching women who didn’t ask or consent to that form of attention. Stand smiling for a lot of photo’s. Go where I was supposed to go and meanwhile, stay out of the lime-light.

It meant I got an always-on Internet and a laptop wherever I was put up. And some nice hotels because I couldn’t be seen coming out of any dive. Plus, I got measured and fit for some great suits and clothes.

They also gave me lots of videos of his speeches and all the bills he’d proposed and signed onto. Since I was a good study, it didn’t take me long to exactly duplicate his moves and motions.

One day, it happened. And then there was no going back.

- - - -
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IT WAS A DREARY DAY, the sky was drizzling down rain, and umbrella’s were everywhere. As long as I was being “him” then someone else was holding my umbrella – so I had both hands free to shake someone else’s.

Some reporter came up while my minder was elsewhere. He shoved a recorder in my face and asked me one of his inane “gotcha” questions.

This time, I stopped and looked at him directly. “What’s your name? Who do you work for?”

“Peter Smedley of the Times.”

I nodded and smiled. “Well, Peter – would you like an exclusive interview?”

Peter smiled – and nodded.

I crooked my finger at him, looked around and spied a small room – hardly larger than a closet. But it had a door, and privacy.

We slipped in – and had a nice talk.

All off the record, of course.

But what came next surprised everyone...

VII

AT THE INAUGURATION, our doppelgangers attended – in disguise, of course.

Just as we attended Roger-1’s swearing in as Mayor.

Both Hilda’s couldn’t be prouder.

And both Rob and Bob had to put up with suits and ties when they’d rather be off playing.

Still, they each understood that this was important.

And they were both growing up fast. Well beyond elbow height now. All too soon they’d be into the “terrible teens” where there were changes beyond changes to who we knew as children. Not too soon after that, they’d be off to start their own families.

That always got a sigh from me when I thought of it.

Hilda only smiled – because to her that meant grandchildren, and starting over with the diapers and cute outfits and doting.

For me at least the next four years were going to be time-consuming. Leader of the free world and all that it brought with it.

As well as all the knives and weapons the other side could bring.

My concentration and focus had to be on bringing the economy back. My predecessor was a nice enough guy in person, but his background in some questionable philosophies didn’t give him anything to stand on while he was in office.

So things were a mess, and our nation wasn’t thought of very well out there. Budget cuts on what I considered the wrong thing had left us with a poor situation in military defense as well as social programs that mostly paid off his cronies and did nothing to build jobs for the people who had elected me.

And yes, there were some trade-offs with having to deal with political parties.

But my extreme success in Real Estate enabled me to finance most of my own campaign, not having to depend on corporate “investments” into my coffers.

That enabled me a certain amount of leeway.

But as I said, Caesar knew too well about there being “knives” out.

The opposition party certainly was loaded for bear by the time I’d arrived on that podium.

Investigations had already been started, committees assigned to dig up whatever dirt they could to make my political life miserable – and short.

One day my boy came in with a note that someone needed to see me. A couple, actually. And they wouldn’t be coming in through my own Secret Service entrances.

I talked to Rob, and he said they were really nice people. And that I could trust them.

When I showed the note to my Chief of Staff, he took a photo of it and forwarded it to both my Secret Service chief and my NSA chairman. It took only about as long as they needed to walk from their offices to mine before I saw them.

They both nodded and reassured me that if such visitors came just to see me, it was pretty important. Because the government had an unofficial truce with them – we stayed out of their way, and they did us big favors from time to time. And didn’t ask for anything in return except to be left alone.

Their little organization – well, it was assumed that they didn’t have a lot of people. They didn’t like being followed around, and had access to things like reading your thoughts at a distance or when they simply shook your hand.

Then there was that singular report of Air Force One making a forced landing at Area 51 and the then President finding himself inside a quonset hut in front of the top Pentagon brass – all of them sunk up to mid chest in the dirt floor of that hut, unable to move.

They said we’d started it by doing research on “their kind”. We all signed an unofficial truce – which was later “somehow” leaked out to the Internet for the conspirator-theorists to fuel their forums.

And there was the matter of all the files of Area 51 being held in duplicate somewhere. Not incriminating to me, but would make a mess of things if those files ever got out.

Every President since had kept that truce. We also shut down any research that went their way and kept them shut down in any other country where we heard of it.

(Those countries who didn’t listen to our persuasion and thought they could get away with such got their own visits. Which didn’t turn out well for them. I heard some of them were sunk up to their necks. And on occasion, their own secret files still tend to “show up” on the Internet...)

They didn’t really have a name. But they all talked about a Library that had been around before our country. Something that made the Masons and Knights of the Templar look like rank amateurs. Maybe closer to Atlantis, but that was all rumor.

Because you couldn’t be working for the government to also work for them.

Rob was in the room when all these staff came into brief me on these people.

That note was hand-written by one of them, someone named John.

When I recognized his name, I had to sit back.

I’d read his books. Fantasy-mysteries. And according to his fans, he only wrote true stories – but people wouldn’t believe them if he wrote them as non-fiction.

My next action was to scribble down a short note at the bottom of that piece of paper, extending him an active invitation – whenever it was convenient to them.

I handed it back to Rob – or tried to, anyway.

Because once Rob touched it, the paper disappeared.

Rob just grinned at me. “They’re nice folks dad. They don’t use doors – at least like we do.”

Then everyone in the room watched him scamper out and down the hall.

Everyone had seen the same thing, didn’t believe it, and didn’t have anything to say.

VIII

WE BROUGHT TESS ALONG with us, Sal and me.

Because she was our top expert in this area.

And we could then choose a time to meet with the President when not a lot of people would be around.

Sal shifted-in a piece of paper right onto his desk, on top of what he was working on, so we’d have his attention.

That gave him enough time to signal the people he needed to that we’d be arriving shortly – and that he wasn’t to be disturbed until we’d left.

Our only request was to have Rob there, as he’d vouch for us – and we needed to ask the President and his son some questions while they were in the same room.

- - - -
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THE ROOM LOOKED JUST like the movies. Drapes changed with every administration, but the twin couches and easy chairs reminded me of the Library layout. Except those were dark mahogany mission-style.

These were not as comfortable and had a lot of gold material on everything. Supposed to be impressive. Inspire awe and all that.

I always preferred green pastures and shady Midwest oaks, hickories, sycamores. Lots of grass. And my little writing cabin. Unpretentious. Homey.

I could fit all the furniture in that cabin into a corner of this office. And not even fill it half-way. Huge place – and a huge city beyond it. No cows within miles. And all the grass was cropped by machines that belched fumes, not natural gases. (Yes, contrary to popular belief, all their gases came out from their stomachs through their mouths, not their far ends. Meanwhile, the grasses surrounding those cows absorbed all those “greenhouse” gases and then some. As long as they are just eating grass in a pasture.)

I was wearing a tan corduroy jacket, out of deference, and a pair of denim slacks. (Yes, Sal picked them out. I just insisted on an open collar. And somewhere out of sight, I had a red-patterned bandanna folded inside a pocket.)

Sal was in her typical tan suit with gold pin-stripes. Her blond hair was wound into a tight bun and secured with two long ivory pins.

Tess was in one of her favorite outfits, the one where she had orange drapes flying around her, keeping her modest in ways only she knew how. Her red, nearly scarlet hair was wound in tight braids around her head. Bare footed, she seemed to barely touch the ground. A few multi-colored tessies moving about her head – mostly for accents.

The three of us made quite an entrance.

“Mr. President?”

He rose at our interruption. We were right on time, but he was probably expecting us to use the door. There was a tall, dark-suited man who tensed and started to put his left wrist toward his mouth while the other reached inside his suit under that arm.

The President spoke up, “Ted. It’s fine. You can leave me, I’ll be just fine.”

Ted relaxed, but didn’t turn to leave.

“Ted.”

At the look his President gave him, the dark-suited man had little recourse. He turned and quietly used the door to exit. That one which looked like part of the wall. Not that he wouldn’t be listening in.

- - - -
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THE PRESIDENT WAS THE first to speak, once he got his new guests all settled on his office’s gold-colored couches and easy chairs.

“This is great tea, Sal.”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

I had my usual coffee, two dollops of honey. Tess seemed to have chamomile. Sal got herself and our host green tea, with only a touch of honey.

She had spirited them all into our hands.

Since this World Leader already had experiences with a boy who has a twin playmate who visited from a different world, the arrival of a hot cup of tea out of thin air didn’t surprise him – much.

“All your skills aren’t talked about much.”

Sal smiled. “Because no one would believe them. Because they’d be thought of as insane, Mr. President?”

“Call me D.J.”

Sal’s smile turned to a grin, which he returned.

I had to quip. “That will make writing-out your story that much easier.”

D. J. smiled at me. “John, I haven’t had much time to catch up on your stories. I hear you help ghosts through your mystery-solving skills.”

I swallowed my mouthful of the delicious hot brew and lowered my mug. “More than a few of them. Plus these other beings I’ve met have opened my eyes, so I could expand my talents to help a few different types of people with mysteries they couldn’t solve.”

D. J. gave me a wry smile. “Like this mystery of my son.”

On cue, Rob entered through the office door. “Hi-ya, Dad.”

Rob came over and hugged his Dad, and thens at on a chair near his dad, where Sal spirited-in his own cup of what smelled like hot chocolate.

D. J. then returned us to topic. “So, John, what do you see is this mystery we are all caught up in?”

I looked over at Tess. “Can you explain the basics – I like your version better than mine.”

Tess smiled she looked at me, “Flatterer.” Her smile widened to a grin, then she turned to the President.

“You’ve seen your mirror-image, your doppleganger.”

The President nodded.

“Your son and his ‘doppel’ can move between both of your worlds,” Tess continued. “Each of them can take you there and back with them.”

Rob smiled with his chocolaty-ringed mouth.

“The simple explanation is that space and time are both simultaneous. You live in the Now. And your decisions take you in different directions from wherever you started.”

Rob’s smile broadened into his own grin, while his dad seemed confused.

Tess looked directly at the President and shook her head. “Don’t try to get it all at once. Just keep living your life and try looking at the possibilities. Test some of them for yourself. It all becomes quite amusing when you do.”

She cocked her head slightly with soft eyes. She knew he’d got the point.

He had a hand on the side of his face, and an amused look toward Tess. “Couldn’t be that simple.”

Tess just raised one eyebrow and looked at him in quiet.

“So there are lots more universes?” Rob asked her.

“Tons. But you’ve got two for now to play with. Most people only have one. Maybe with a little training, you can find more. That’s up to you.”

Rob and the President swapped glances.

I spoke again. “So the question is: what about your mystery – tell me the details of your story.”

IX

I WON THE ELECTION campaign an ally that night. Not that it took much, since the press depended on destruction to sell their papers. At least that was how they were all trained, so it worked to our advantage. They were like attack dogs on anyone who came up against us.

Strange bedfellows, indeed. Hard to tell who was whoring who with them by your side.

So I found myself being coached and briefed on what the real candidate, my doppelganger, was giving that day. And I was kept fairly close to him, so he could both attend late night functions and still be refreshed in the early morning following.

His wife and his mistress couldn’t tell us apart. Until I told each of them about the Ouroboros ring on my finger. Not what it did, only that it was where my wedding band should be, and I couldn’t remove it.

Both of those new women in my life loved to hear my stories. About the wild adventures I’d had. Of course, the upside to this is that both me and my “doppel” kept whoever we were with completely satisfied. All four of us could both cheat and be faithful at the same time. The women learned not to repeat my stories to my other version.

And they knew it was me because I developed the habit of showing my ring first thing when I met them. That always got a smile from them. Something about what my particular skills were when the lights went out. The trick for them was to keep our little secret – all in addition to the other secrets.

Since my/our mistress was on staff and met with my/our wife regularly, they actually became the best of friends under this arrangement. Double the pleasure, double the fun. All in being faithfully unfaithful.

- - - -
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THAT WASN’T THE ONLY set of secrets I was keeping from my double.

But I was pretty good at keeping the long con going. Practiced.

Eventually, I started giving his speeches for him. And taking long flights to distant cities with his staff. So we had quite a few talks about strategies for winning this election and what was going to happen after that.

Once the election was over, then I wasn’t going to be all that valuable around him. Also, most of his work was going to be in D. C. and having a perfect double could create problems. After all, it wasn’t like I could just be kept in a closet and rolled out when needed, like some robot.

Meaning, I was going to be out of a job. Or shipped off to some remote location and pulled back to D. C. or wherever for odd jobs, here and there.

That chafed me. So I started to put a little strategy of my own together.

You see, my double was the Minority Whip, second in line for his party in the House. And we had a good chance to take everything over again this time around. Meanwhile, the soon-to-be House Speaker – his boss – was on her last days, but didn’t know it. Over 80 now, and showing the stress of everything old age brought. She just didn’t know when to quit.

It was up to me to “educate” her on that point – then everything would be mine.

- - - -
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ELECTION EVE. WE WERE well ahead in the polls. And the state was handing us our usual landslide.

My mirror self sent for me, and it was just us two – alone. Pink slip time.

I hardly recall the conversation. His chief of staff had already briefed me.

I got a nice envelope of cash, and a plane ticket, and keys to a posh apartment upstate. Right in the middle of nowhere. Grow a beard, let my hair down, live the rural-suburban life style. Live on a retainer.

So I accepted the envelope and put it on the side table. Then shook his hand with both of mine. My left turned the ring on my right ring-finger half way around.

The room shifted to my old prison cell.

He stood back, shocked.

“What is all this?”

“Your new life.”

A quizzical face.

“You’re now getting the one I used to have. This is your new world.”

He walked around the tiny cell and then got incensed as he realized I was serious.

“YOU...”

I didn’t wait for the rest to come out. Because my hands were folded on top of each other. And I just turned the ring back.

The cell disappeared, along with my doppleganger.

I turned toward the table in the room I’d returned to, slipped the money-envelope into my jacket, then moved towards the door to open it.

Cheers and applause greeted me.

Along with a congratulatory phone call from my boss-lady, who was some hours away from winning her own. Just the difference in time zones.

As she hung up, I told my campaign manager to get me a direct flight to her own campaign headquarters.

Then I went to give the acceptance speech, even though only 60% of the votes were in – I was already being proclaimed the winner.

A fast limo to the airport, a faster plane ride to her city, another fast limo waited there to take me to her campaign headquarters.

The two of us were all smiles. I shook her hand with both of mine.

And she wound up in that same cell in that other universe. Along with my double, who put up no argument – since he was now on psychiatric drugs and in a straight-jacket.

- - - -
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RETURNING TO HER OFFICE suite, I opened the inner room’s door to greet her own stand-in.

One I’d hired as a body double with the thick make-up and extra padding she required to play that part. I arranged to have her standing by for this moment. That stand-in then made it appear as if the soon-to-be Majority Leader was leaving the celebration. We stood together for a bit, for photo’s – smiling and waving to the cheers and applause of staff. As an actress, she played the part to perfection.

She left in her limo for home. I left in mine for the airport again.

On their way to her mansion, she had them stop on the end of a bridge so she could “take in some night air”. She also staggered out with a bottle of champagne in hand, pretending to swig it with abandon as she made her unsteady way to the middle.

It was late, and there was little traffic.

But the headlines the next day were about her apparent suicide off that bridge. Her driver and those of the few passing cars were all witnesses to her “accidental” fall over the railing.

They never found the body – for the stand-in was also a stunt double from Hollywood. And was wearing a wet-suit underneath all that glittery garb and pancake makeup. There was a small scuba tank waiting for her under that bridge, along with fins and swim goggles. And a small boat to climb into, moored in the shadows several hundred feet downstream. An easy swim for her.

The governor took several days to appoint a replacement.

The stunt double by that time was out of the country, accessing a foreign bank account and knew the con. She needed to disappear and stay that way or – who knows – some accident might meet her.

I was now the heir-apparent.

And third in line for the Presidency – just in case anything “happened” to the two people ahead of me in that line.

X

THE MONTHS AFTER THAT election season kept flying by. As President, I had my hands full. And the House had changed hands in that election, so the other party had their hands full of daggers. Talk of impeachment and all manner of trumped-up charges happened.

That curious accidental death of the woman who would have been Speaker just gave control of her party in the House to her second-in-command.

Somehow, he got his troops in line and quashed their impeachment investigations. Even though he had a squad of freshmen who were trying to strong-arm him into it with their veiled threats and dissension.

I never found out (and wasn’t really interested) in how he either bribed or blackmailed them into submission.

He just pushed the usual line that he was there to serve his constituents and the nation, and the planks of his party’s platform.

Since they didn’t get the Senate to turn, the process became was simply rounds of bills that went nowhere, and the nation was happy to call for my head on one hand and have my back on the other side of the aisle. That’s the traditional way the public likes it – complain that nothing gets done, but at least they can wait out the next two years until they can put their own people in the right offices. Where hopefully they won’t mess things up too badly meanwhile. Progress and Resistance, checks and balances.

Most of these guys and gals had been around way too long to take this serious. The parties changed “control” like clockwork, in and out and back in again. And the people in office somehow got richer and richer the longer they stayed in office. All while they complained publicly about the influence of corporations and special interest groups, while they privately took “re-election donations” from those same people.

The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

I was working to get my second four-year hitch arranged.

And this new Speaker was calmer and seemed more sensible than the old one.

When I’d talk to him in private, I soon realized that this guy was at least honest about running a scam from his office. Something those freshmen needed to learn – but he said he was bringing them along while he kept up appearances by bad-mouthing me to the press.

No, of course I didn’t trust him. But I could at least predict his moves.

As far as I knew.

XI

“JOHN, THERE’S SOMETHING wrong.”

Tess was looking at a copy of the future history that Ben had been sent.

“This thing is way different from the last time I opened it.”

She, Sal and I were back at my farm, in the middle cabin with the bookshelves lining both sides and sitting around a big blond-wood pine table in the center. Ladder back chairs were our seats, with a few unfilled that stood at various places around the room. Just so we had plenty of space to spread out all the books and papers we were studying.

Sal was on my side of the table, within an arm’s length, while Tess was on the opposite side. Everyone was in t-shirts and sweatpants for comfort. The ladies had thick socks on, but I preferred the cool wood floor under my bare feet. They had tan t-shirts, I was in my usual red.

As comfortable we were with those books and binders and files, the research was making us more uncomfortable.

That shifting future history didn’t help.

There were supposed to be two dopplegangers loose in our space-time, both from the same alternate universe.

But we’d only accounted for one.

- - - -
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“JOHN, TELL ME WHAT‘S bothering you.” Sal had joined me out on another pasture walk. I had to check the cows twice a day to move them to a new paddock rotation as needed. Plus give them their scratchings and make sure they stayed familiar with me. A few were close to birthing, so I was keeping a close eye on their features and any sudden nervousness. All signs of a new life coming into our world.

My twice-daily walk was also an excuse to take a break from all that research.

I stopped us in the thin shade, taking Sal’s hand inside my elbow with both of mine.

That got her full attention.

“Sal, it’s the doppel problem.”

“We’ll find the other one, no reason to worry.”

I patted her hand and smiled into her uplifted face. It was framed in her long, loose blond hair that the slight Spring breeze made even more attractive.

“Yes, I know. We always pull out a solution, somehow. Tess is probably just waiting for us to get back to tell us how she already figured it out.”

Sal’s forehead wrinkled to match mine. “What else has you bothered then?”

“My books are either too successful or not successful enough.”

“Success is a problem?”

“More like that I’ll have to give up some or all of this great reclusiveness and privacy to do the promotion I need to make sales quota’s.”

She just shook her head and smiled. “Are you sure?”

I shrugged. “Looks that way.”

“How about the stipend you get every month just for Ghost Hunting?”

“Well, that keeps me going, covers all my needs and most my wants.”

“So?”

“Well, if money represents how I help people, and how many I help, then the book sales should be a lot higher – meaning that I need to go promote more, which is finding more people to help.”

Sal grinned, and then moved in against my side for a hug around my waist. “John, sometimes your logic is just too precise. Where’s the “fuzzy logic” guy I met those years ago?”

“Fuzzy logic?”

“Money is only a symbol, true – but you have to decide what it stands for. Have you ever thought that where you read the comparison of money to help was just to educate people who were stuck on money as the only thing that is important in life? I don’t think a symbol like money can be defined as ‘either/or’.”

I was watching her face as she turned it up to mine again, not loosening that warm hug of hers around my waist.

“John, you know that being rich doesn’t just mean money, right?”

I nodded. “Like health, peace of mind, enjoyable company, exciting adventures to explore from time to time.”

Sue smiled and nodded in return. “All the things you have around you right now. It’s not like you have to do Ghost Hunting all the time. You always have time to come back and get all the bovine affection you can stand.”

I gave her a squeeze at that joke. “I think I see where this is heading.”

“You better. Like those guys in government that are mostly there for control. They mostly equate money with control – people spend money on those politicians to increase their control. At least in this country, you can basically keep all the money you accumulate – not like other places where they lock you up and take all your money away at the same time.”

“OK, you don’t have to get all ‘news-journalist’ on me.”

Sal shifted her hug around to my front, so that we now faced each other. And her body warmth soon flooded in against mine. There’s a good reason cotton is my choice of fabric. Being able to feel curves and shapes through it is another.

“Oh, did I distract you?” Sal had an impish grin now, her eyes twinkling in mischief.

I was grinning myself. “No, you made your point very well. You are one of the riches in my life that I need to appreciate more.”

She stood on her toes to give me a short kiss on my lips. “I vote for more appreciation.”

“Here? Now?”

She just shook her head with a dreamy look in her eyes of possibilities. Then sighed. “Probably not. The grass stains would eventually wash out, but Tess is probably expecting us back without unnecessary delays.”

“Unnecessary?”

“OK, let’s call it unexpected.”

“Just as long as we don’t call it non-essential.”

I moved in for a long kiss.

When we came up for air, I discovered Sal had shifted us back to standing outside the middle cabin.

I also noticed, out of the corner of my eye, one of the front window curtains moving closed again. Tess knew we were back, and was trying to signal that she had some news for us. The good kind.

Sal had seen it, too. So we moved apart, and I opened the outside screen door to let my lover enter before me.

- - - -
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“SAL, JOHN, I THINK I’ve got it.”

We both sat on in our chairs our side of the table, holding hands for now while Tess explained her discovery. She was standing from the pacing she had been doing while waiting for our return. Inspired thinking sometimes gives excess energy.

“The trick is finding these mis-placed doppelgangers. But that is simple, because they don’t feel right.”

She looked at our blank faces while we waited for the punchline.

“Oh – I mean they don’t feel the same to me. Here – let me show you.”

She took my mug of coffee and cleared off a space in the center of the table to set it down. Then cleared a similar amount of space next to it.

Then a duplicate mug appeared, right down to the chip on one side of it’s lip.
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