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“I DON’T LIKE THIS, not one bit,” Jude said aloud once the shimmering stopped.

We were in a large room, typically murky. A dank, gray stone floor supported matching walls that soared to heights above us, disappearing into an impenetrable gloom overhead.

Jude was to one side, Sal on the other. I was the center target, as usual. (Sigh.)

“You two haven’t already been here before?” I asked.

“No, this is one of Ben’s list of specters we need to address. All we have a location and a star by the name. Ben’s memory gets foggy about some of these, and you can’t blame him after the second or third thousand on the list.” Sal said.

“No idea what the star is for?” I asked.

“Dangerous.” Jude replied.

“Oh, great.” I said

At that a specter appeared, all in a long white gown, two criss-crossed pearl-laden straps holding it on her light-colored shoulders, with dark hair styled above and off her shoulders,. The wide-cut, sweeping arms of her gown met in front where her two hands held a single short-stemmed red rose.

That was my cue. “Say, miss? Could you tell me where we are and what date it is?”

The misty, blank look came off her face at that point, and she focused on me.

“YOU! How dare you?!?” The specter was screaming at me. And then took a deep breath to start an even longer and louder wail of screaming. She looked to the dark ceiling and raised her arms over her head, separating her hands so that only one held the rose now. The screaming raised in volume until we all covered our ears to try to lower its extreme intensity.

Then the floor rumbled and caved in, dropping us all into another murky impenetrable gloom below us...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

II

[image: ]


WHEN WE SHIMMERED BACK in, we all landed on the padded exercise mat just a foot or so below us. Enough to almost twist an ankle.

None of us kept our balance on landing.

I sat up and put one arm out against that padded floor to help my head quit spinning.

Sal also sat up, holding her blond head in two hands, dressed in her typical off-white business suit with gold pinstripes. Her jacket had become unbuttoned, but otherwise, she looked like a model sitting there.

Jude just put her hands to her own head without doing more than putting one knee up to hold her own balance. Dressed  all in black, her knit top revealed her midriff, which showed as a white streak above her black jeans. Her bolero jacket parted widely, leaving the white skin exposed. Her long black hair spilled across the pad like paint out of a bucket, excepting only where she scrunched it next to her ears.

“That was just too loud,” Jude said.

“I’m surprised I have any hearing left,” Sal said.

“Well, it’s better that we also have our legs left. Whoever caught us with that shimmering has my thanks.” I said.

Jude raised one arm. “That would be me.”

“Remind me sometime that I owe you a kiss.” I said.

Both she and Sal smiled at that.

“Oh - you, too, Sal.” I teased.

Sal turned a little pink a that, proceeding to stand and straighten out her jacket, dust off her pants, and tuck a stray blond strand behind an ear. “Well, Jude, if you’re done laying around, it’s time to find that room we used to call the ‘missile silo’ and put it to use.” She walked over to Jude and took her arm to help her up.

Just as Jude was still brushing off her jeans, they shimmered out of view. And I heard some distant screaming as someone was falling, which then ended in muzzled laughter.

“Great,” I said to myself. “Forgot to get them to shift me back to the library before they...”

And I shimmered into the library to find Granger holding me tight in a hug.

“Oh, Hi Granger. Glad to see you, too.” I said.

Granger let up at that. “Well, it’s one way I can get some touchie-feeley time in.”

Ben was standing nearby and cleared his throat. At that, Granger let go of her hug completely and moved next to him. “I trust there was some research we could assist you with?” Ben asked.

“Hi-ya, Ben. Yes, thanks. Let’s start with Claude Bristol and William James, the stuff on belief. Anything Hill had on faith, plus peripheral studies that mention them. Fiction and non-fiction about ‘mind-over-matter’ being a learnable skill-set. Oh, yes - some of Granger's incredible double-chocolate brownies with sweet tea. The girls will be working up an appetite by the time they return.
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WITH MY FEET ON THE coffee-table, tall stacks of books on each side, I had almost worked through a half-plate of brownies myself when the girls dropped in. Literally.

They shimmered in through the ceiling and fell to just a foot off the couch on each side of me. Both had their legs crossed and leaning toward me, their arms a foot off the cushion on the back of the couch. Smiling and mussed from their practice, with a good glow to their immortal skins.

I didn’t react, much. At least I still held the brownie I’d been munching on and the book I was reading. (Although to be honest, I’d lost the exact line I was reading and my chain of thought.) “Impressive, ladies. You always know how to make an entrance. But do come down the rest of the way. I’m feeling too lazy today to get up and hand you each a brownie in celebration of your new skills.”

They slowly lowered to the couch.

Jude reached over and grabbed my face with both hands to plant a long kiss on my lips. “There, we’re even. And ooh, chocolate flavored.” She licked her lips with exaggerated delight. And then reached for the plate.

Sal reached around with one arm and twisted my head to face hers, putting a short peck on my lips. Looking me deep in the eyes, she said quietly, “Yes, chocolate does make kisses taste better.”

I blushed while she got her own brownie and a tall tumbler of tea in her other hand.

Of course I was smiling from ear to ear after that treatment, so I shut my book with my finger holding my page, and finished my own brownie while they wolfed a couple each, along with downing their tea and pouring a second round.

I just waited.

“You know, John, you never fail to amaze me with the new tricks we have to learn in order to keep up,” Jude said. She leaned in close to one ear and whispered, “And I love learning new tricks...”

“It might be Ben who’s working these new challenges for us. You’d think after all the training he’s put us through already that we would have figured some of this out before now,” Sal said.

“Or John was the inspiration we needed, as well as the ‘desperate times we live in.’” Jude added.

“With all humility, I vote for the latter,” I said. “The point is probably that you’ve been working through the simpler ones, but that new added factor we haven’t put our finger on has made the remaining ones even more difficult than before.”

“You aren’t saying that we have been running up against our own ‘Moriarty’?” Sal asked.

“I’m not saying one way or another what force is making these difficult. I just say that there seems to be a pattern here, and so far we have been able
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