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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans - 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


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


- - - -


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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"SOMETHING'S NOT RIGHT here," I stated the obvious.

"Looks like a trap," Sal returned.

Bernie heard it first and ran toward John.

That courageous dog knocked John down just as the incoming explosion hit. 

Sal got her shield up and I returned fire, giving them what they gave. 

Then it got quiet, too quiet.

I turned around. Sal had tears coming down her face, and she didn't dare to let go of her shield. Bernie and John were both down, twisted on the ground and blood showed on both Bernie's fur coat and John's jacket. Who's blood, I couldn't tell from here. 

Only a split-second look. Because more incoming explosives filled the air around that dome. 

"Jude?"

"Yes, Sal?"

"I've got to get these two out of here."

"Go ahead. I'll be with you shortly."

I felt them phase out. 

And then I let my anger out for real. 
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"YOU KNOW WHAT TO DO, then." An older man stated more as a statement than a question.

A young man nodded, then shifted into his canine form.

The older man held out a letter-sized sheet of paper for him. Carefully type-written instead of printed out – a formatted, single-spaced, and fully-justified document. 

The dog took it gingerly in his teeth.

Then turned to pad on his four feet toward the last cabin on the right, one where the lights were on and someone was home.

The woman turned to the elder man. "This is a big chance we're taking."

He nodded. "But not that we haven't seen coming."

"Are you certain about this?"

"Math never lies."

She chuckled. "Only old mathematicians." Her smile was bright in the moonlight.

He took her hand and faced her with his own smile. "Whenever you're ready, then."

The earth shuddered softly as the couple slipped down into it with a silent grace.

- - - -
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JOHN FELT SOMETHING out there. But he didn't worry about it. With Bernie standing guard, he knew any human soul approaching would be sensed before they could get within a hundred yards of his cabin. 

But what he felt wasn't human - or wasn't recently. And that is what got him up, out of his comfortable writing chair. 

Two steps and he was at the door. By reflex, he grabbed his ball-cap off the row of hooks near it.

The summer moon shone brightly. And showed a reflective glint off all light-colored surfaces. The black-and-white border collie Bernie opened his eyes at the silent opening of that cabin door. 

John just nodded at him. So Bernie rose on his four legs and sniffed the air. His ears perked to detect any sound out of the ordinary hoo-hoo's of owls and scurrying feet of night creatures.

"What do you sense, Bernie?" John's thoughts sent clearly to the dog, a talent he'd been refining with someone nearby who could help him master it.

"Nothing. What did you feel?" The black-white collie still was at alert, all senses tracking anything out of the ordinary.

"A once-human. Someone I've met before."  John looked first down the overgrown driveway and then to the cow-path trail some visitors liked to frequent.

Bernie started, pointing his hears and eyes down that path. Then he relaxed, and smiled as he began panting. "Yes, they seem familiar. Not that we've met, but they know you."

John relaxed, and came over to Bernie to scratch his back. And wait.

Soon the moonlight showed two female forms coming down that wide cow-path. One tall and dark, the other shorter and dressed in a white, long gown.  It would be some time before they got into enough light to make out their faces. 

The taller woman was supporting the girl in white as she having some difficulty walking. 

It wasn't Jude or Sal, thought John, as I'd recognize them by now - and they most often just shifted right inside the cabin or to the porch outside. Walking anywhere wasn't normal for them.

This mystery pair stopped for a moment, as the smaller woman dressed in white seemed to crumple slightly. The tall woman bent to support her for the minute she needed, then they both straightened and continued toward us.

John thought to turn on the porch light, but reconsidered. This nearly-full summer moon was more than enough, and the porch light would make everyone's eyesight limited if they did. Those two women were having enough trouble walking as it was, without having to peer at the path in front of them against the glare of the porch light.

John started walking forward to see if they needed assistance. Bernie followed a pace behind, out of courtesy and to set the visitors at ease - not everyone appreciates a dog running up to them in the night.

By the time John reached them, he hesitated in his step. He knew these two. He'd written their stories for them - or at least part of them.

"Ladies, how can I help you two tonight?"

Two smiles shown through the night. It was Sal and Jude's mom in a long dark dress, and Angie in the white gown and no wings – and who was very pregnant now.

John quickened his pace to come up on the other side of the Angie and share her support.

"John, I..."  A flood of thoughts crowded John's mind as Ma spoke those two words out loud.

"Ma, that's OK. This center cabin should have everything she needs."

Carefully, the three stepped onto the porch. John opened the screen door and pushed the inner door wide. Ma helped the Angie through the open doorway while John held the screen with one hand and his other grasped his pendant.

On cue, Granger shifted into view just off the porch, carrying her medical bag. Wasting no steps, she only paused to look up at John with a wistful and brief smile, as her free hand touched his on the screen. Then she was inside with the other two woman and the inner door shut firmly. 

John was about to mention that he had spare towels, and where to find hot water - but he knew that between Granger and Ma, they would "spirit up" anything they needed.

So he turned back to Bernie instead. 

The collie looked at him with a cocked head, no smile now, ready for anything he wanted.

"Well, Bernie, that's about it for now. Nothing a couple of bachelors could help those gals with, can we?"

Bernie just nodded and took a position outside that cabin on the ground - facing away from the cabin, and alert for anything that could possibly concern the visitors.

John just eased down onto one of the deck chairs on the cabin porch and waited. Nothing outside was going to bother the gals in that cabin.

Until at least the newborn made her entrance into the world.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

II

[image: ]


"IS IT SET?"

"Once you have the 'bait', then we seal up the dome and wait."

"Trigger, chemicals?" 

"Set."

"Are you sure that dome will keep her"

"Once she takes the bait, she's cooked. Her phasing won't work inside it."

Smiles and high-fives by all present.
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