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    To all our devoted fans:


We write these stories only for you.


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

      

    

The result of all these civil wars was complete destruction.

Maybe we should have taken a hint from all those wars we fought "over there" and the footage came back showing entire cities now only towering, shattered monoliths that stood in piles of rubble.

Uninhabited. uninhabitable.

Yet this one woman stayed there. This was her new home, she repeated stubbornly. She wasn't leaving. Even though it meant eventual death.

If the warring armies didn't come back to fight again, bombing the remains to gravel, she'd eventually just waste away.

But that was the way she wanted it. She at least could remember how all this used to be.

When it still was a "land of the brave, home of the free."
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"I CAN'T TAKE YOU CLOSER than this. She's ahead, over that hill."

I looked at the rugged set of rocks, with almost no soil on it. Trees were just skeletons, if they still stood. Plants were brown stalks where they peeked out of cracks toward always-overcast sky.

I looked at Tess, her strawberry blond hair streaming in the muggy wind. All her tessies flying around her without regard for the weather. "Can I ask you why you can't introduce me?"

"All my time-space jumping irritates her. Reminds her of other times, I imagine. Better times, I hope."

She looked down at the bundle I was carrying. "Sleeping roll, water jug. That's smart. You might be here awhile."

"Not hoping to. This is a strange one. Ben didn't have anything on her - other than some avatar-stories. Meaning she isn't a usual ghost – like those I started saving back when I was just getting started. Too bad Jude and Sal aren't here to help."

"I've checked it out. You'll be safe. She's harmless. Other than just trying to waste away out here. Of course, that's a problem for immortals. No matter how much you wish - you just wake up the next morning all over again."

"Like a really bad 'Groundhog Day'."

Tess just shrugged. She got the joke, but it didn't cheer her up any.

"OK, Tess. I've got my little amulet, so I'll call if I need anything. Of course, Ben and my gals will be tracking me anyway."

Her glum face wasn't typical. "'Your gals.' I bet that will make you 'Mr. Popular' when this job is over."

"I'm used to the ribbing. I'll get it anyway. Look - why don't you shift over to Hami's and talk it over with Jean? He's seen a lot worse than this one. And meanwhile, her burgers and fries will cheer you up. Have a chocolate shake on me. I hope to wrap this up soon, but like you pointed out, this bedroll might have to do for awhile."

She came over and hugged me. And tried to give me a comforting smile.

Then her tessies buzzed around her and she shimmered out of view.

I sighed.

And shoved the bedroll around to my back with it's string across my shoulder. Swishing the water around in the stainless water jug wasn't encouraging. A few day's supply wasn't in there.

Meaning it was over to me, now.

There was a thin trail up that rocky hillside. Between the bomb craters and rubble piles...

- - - -
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SHE WAS SITTING ON a flat, mostly level piece of concrete. Maybe a wall slab from some building that used to have a few stories. Or maybe a leftover basement floor thrown up by some explosion - and happened to land just right.

The woman was dressed in a faded set of coveralls, mostly gray, with redder streaks - both colors matching the rocks that surrounded her. Occasional frayed holes where there had been a puncture or tear.

As I got closer, I saw that her hair seemed sun-lightened from the darker brown at its base, but her face was smooth as if she'd never been in the sun. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, or at least weeping some. Right now, her eyes were dry. Sad.

"Hey."

She looked up at me. "Thought someone like you would be here one of these days. Sooner or later."

I just stood and waited. It took awhile. But this was her game, her scene to play.

"Pull up a rock."

I found something mostly flat - enough to sit on, anyway - and smiled at her.

She just shrugged and turned back to watch the sky. Overcast and a smoggy-red, as usual. For this world.

And it wasn't a world I'd ever seen or heard of before.

"Because it only exists due to me. It's my failure. The world I inherited after what happened."

I swallowed. And waited some more.

She just looked off at her results. Or what she called this place.

I'd never met a ghost who created her own nightmare - just to live in it instead of the real world.

She turned to me. "You know, you think a bit loud. Is that an always-on habit of yours or am I going to have to find somewhere far away in order to get any sleep tonight?"

"Sorry. Don't know what I can do to tone it down. But maybe it's the other way around. Like you want to hear someone else so much – to have a conversation -  something you want to say to someone."

That struck home to her. She just looked at me straight ahead.

And it was my turn to shrug. "And?"

She frowned and stood, then turned away. "And nothing. I don't need you, I don't need anyone. I've just got to live with what I created."

Then she started walking away, head down, kicking at the small rocks and pebbles in her path.

Of course I followed. 

Because that's my job-description...
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"YOU STILL HERE?"

She'd stopped. Not that she ran out of path to walk or rocks to kick.

"Of course. You sent for me. I wouldn't be here unless I was supposed to help somehow."

She tilted her head to the side. "You're John. Call me Meri."

I nodded.

Meri turned and started walking again.

It was wide enough for two abreast in this section. So I caught up to walk by her side.

"Been here long?"

"Almost since it started."

We walked in quiet, just the gravel crunching under our feet. There were no birds or insects here. No tall buildings for the any wind to whistle through. Humid, not dry. Overcast, not distinctive clouds. Reddish sky, permanent.

"Can I ask you how it started?"

"Sure, but don't expect me to answer."

"OK, that's fair. Let's take another approach. How about you tell me your story."

Meri stopped and turned toward me. "My story. Oh - that's right. You're a writer - and you collect stories. And publish them. For coin." She smiled with one corner of her mouth, the opposite eyebrow raised. "Sure, you want me to tell you. And what am I going to get out of it?"

I paused. For effect. To make this sink in:

"Whatever you most want out of life."

She peered in my eyes. "You're serious."

"Yeah - this is the other thing I do for a living, besides herding cows around their pastures."

Meri almost chuckled at that. "Sounds peaceful."

"Writing
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