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    To our very supportive fans: 


We write these only for you.


(Do see your bonuses waiting at the end of these stories...)
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From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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BY S. H. MARPEL
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TIME HAUNTED HER. IT didn't do what it was "supposed to" when she was around.

It ran forward, backwards, sideways. Sometimes time helped her solve her problems, sometimes it made them worse.

For a lovely young woman, you'd think there would be young men lined up to talk to her at any gathering. But she stayed away from them – perhaps to protect them from what was “haunting” her.

Two Ghost Hunters came to help her solve it. But she left with only the promise of returning “just in time” - and didn't

Or was this time-problem contagious? Were other people at risk because of her - or could she pass it onto her children?

Life didn't seem any more safe, just because you could bend time any way you wanted.

​

I

WHEN I SAW HER PICTURE in the briefing folder, I realized that I'd seen her before. 

Several times.

Always in the backgrounds of pictures, the quiet places, the eddies of any gathering. Smiling, pleasant, but not some avid conversationalist gabbing away with anyone they met.

Dressed plainly, to avoid attention. 

But she never seemed to age.

Of course, in women, this is usual. Men will get scarred and sun-burnt and develop a "chiseled" aspect to their face. Or gradually become more pudgy and rounded. Women seemed to be eternally young - until that one day where they “just appear” old, wrinkled, worn.

I seemed to remember this woman looking like this eternal youth when I was growing up, just a kid. Well, kinda remembered her – I thought so, anyway. 

It's only now, that she was pointed out to be my next client, that I took a professional interest in her. And started connecting the dots.

If she is haunting me, then this is personal.

Or is she haunted by herself somehow - cursed to live life forever while all the people she meets, knows, and loves wither away and die?

-
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"WHAT'S THE GOOD IN this one - when Sal and Jude get different assignments from me?" I was petulant. Unlike me at all. That outburst itself was a curious aspect to chase down.

Sitting in the center of the Library, on its familiar mission-style furniture. Shelves extending themselves in all directions from this center. The couch I was sitting on - in the center as Sal and Jude had trained me to expect – let me sink into its dark leather cushions, framed by solid wood arms. The same soft cushions and color as the two side chairs that sat on the opposite side of that the coffee table in between.

Ben had left me with a folder and a stack of books. My next assignment. 

Granger had left me with a plate of oatmeal-raisin cookies with nutmeg and cinnamon. (I think she's been comparing recipes with Hami.) And a tall, steaming carafe of spiced coffee with several mugs. That led me to believe I'd have company on this new assignment. 

Then I'd read the line of who this project was assigned to - just me. 

So I just spouted my frustrations out loud to no one - or so I'd thought.

Someone shimmered in, standing at one end of the coffee table. Long legs climbing up to what appeared to be a dancing leotard, while a short black jacket started at the curve of her hips. A jacket that opened to show more than just a hint of her femininity. That leotard was really a covering of tiny black feathers that hid all the details. To casual observation, anyway. And my eyes continued their sweep up to her face.

Harpy. 

Smiling, she tucked her wings more closely into the tailored slits in her jacket back. Then walked toward me to drop into the couch at one end. And leaned forward to kiss my cheek. 

I had to smile in turn. She knew how to cheer me up.

"If I didn't know better, I'd say someone was having their '7-year itch'."

I had to grin at that point. "Harpy, that's your particular species. Human males don't have that problem."

"But they do get lonely sometimes. You're missing your spirit guides."

"I guess that's obvious."

"So much so that I dropped everything to come see you."

"Everything?"

"Well, I was between projects, feeling a little bored, and what's better to do than tease you? So I jumped at the chance to have you to myself."

I chuckled at that. "Harpy, you know I love you - just as I love all the ladies in my life these days."

Harpy relaxed on the couch, her arm across the cushion behind me, legs crossed toward me, and leaning in to read the papers inside the open folder in my hands. "But somehow you are dissatisfied with your current and recent conditions." She nuzzled my neck with a light brush of her lips. "Maybe we should just take a few minutes for a quick 'vacation' at your cabin - or maybe a few hours or overnight in an exotic, remote, romantic setting would help. I know of some castles..."

"No, sorry. Of course I'd enjoy spending time with you. But I have this assignment to spend my time on right now."

She pouted her lower lip as a tease. "I was thinking of something a bit more active than just 'spending time'."

I closed the folder and used that freed hand to pat her knee. "Yes, I know all too well how active you can get. I had several bruises for weeks from the last time, as I remember."

She leaned closer to me, looking into my eyes just inches away. "I just wanted to make sure you know that it's a standing offer."

I pulled my hand back to open the folder again and forced my eyes and head to turn toward those papers. "That thought alone should keep me going for awhile." 

And tried to wipe the smile off my face to concentrate on the papers in the folder. Having someone that close, that familiar, and that enticing next to me was making it difficult. As well as the scent of wild roses and cedar she carried with her.

Harpy now cuddled right next to me, arm still around my shoulder. She turned her own eyes and head toward the folder, and used her other hand to close the front of her jacket - so I could focus on the folder contents better. Of course, that motion just distracted my eyes once again. 

"So - what's Ben got for you this time?"

"Something interesting. A time bender."

"Is that like Tess - able to move around in time and space?"

"Somewhat. But she doesn't have those organic tesseracts floating around her. And it seems that time maybe haunting her - or the other way around. I seem to recall meeting her before. Or just maybe having seen her without ever being introduced."

"Is that her picture?" 

"One of them. But look at the rest." I pulled them out and sat the folder flat and open on my lap, displaying the pictures side by side. "These photos are decades apart. She looks the same in all of them. Hasn't aged. She dresses so plain and simple that you hardly notice her in the photos. None of these photos have her in the foreground."

"Probably a good way to survive, if you're as long-lived as that."

"Or maybe she isn't living linear time like the rest of us - it says she's a time bender. So it might be that she is choosing which moments to appear in, and just spreading out a normal life-time over a long set of instances."

"Sounds like we'll have fun getting to the bottom of this."

I turned to Harpy. "Are you volunteering?"

She smiled, her perfect white teeth contrasting with her raven-black hair and eyes - small wonder so many men have been attracted to her through history.

I was almost lost for a moment, like listening to a siren.

Then she answered my question. "Only if  you can keep your attention on the job at hand. I do have some free time right now. Unless we first need to give you a little 'refresher' in how harpies and humans..."

I shuffled the photos and papers into a rough order and closed the folder. "Well, having some time on a project with you is always welcome." 

Looking over her closed jacket toward her legs where they touched mine, "Perhaps you might want to change into something a little less revealing - so at least I can keep my attention on the job at hand."

Harpy chuckled and sat away from me, crossing her legs in the opposite direction. A simple gesture gave her a black knit skirt that fell just over the top of her knee, but had an engaging slit at it's side. Also a black knit v-neck top underneath her jacket.

"Is this better for you, John?"

"How you girls do that is always fascinating to me. And you seem to have taken the stylings of both Sal and Jude in that outfit."

She pouted her lower lip again. "Everything has to be Sal and Jude?"

I leaned over and kissed her cheek. "No - just consider that I want to confirm a rain-check on your offer. Having you along would be great. After all, I could use some more Harpy mystery stories. You promised to tell me more about Ulysses..."

"...and I will, if you behave yourself - by being yourself. Not a stuffy writer or a boring cattle-farmer."

"Deal."

She stood at that, more of a smooth glide to vertical, and held out a hand. "Then it's time to get started."

I set the folder on the coffee table, and stood to take her petite hand in my wide one.

The room shimmered around us...

​

II

WE SHOWED UP ON AN outside terrace, running the length of a long home, where some sort of gathering or party was going on inside. We could see through the thin curtains inside, through nearly floor-to-ceiling windows. The terrace itself was built of old stones, large flagstones at the base, while flat field stone built the walls up to sitting height. Topping these were wide slate slabs that allowed flat seating. 

The landscape dropped off gradually below, where a small orchard of dwarf fruit trees dotted the small yard - just before larger native oaks and hickories took over at their edge and climbed
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