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“JOHN, I JUST MET A ghost who’s dying.”

I raised one eyebrow, waiting for the punchline from my favorite time-bender.

“No, it’s not what you think. I haven’t gone off the deep end. The government made him into something they call a ghost.”

“Figure if the government’s involved, then it’s going to be screwed up... But a ghost – dying?”

“Running out of juice, actually. Kept alive on some sort of weird life support that he won’t fix to save himself.”

“Suicidal?”

“No, he says there’s another in worse shape than him. A girl detective – of sorts.”

“And you got this from one meeting?”

“No, he appears once a year for about 5 minutes – so I tracked him back. And I’ve been talking to him for decades now.”

“5 minutes at a time?”

Carol nodded, and bowed her head.

I raised it with a gentle touch to her chin.

And saw a tear roll down her cheek.

“Please, John. Help me help him – and her.”

I

I DIDN’T OFTEN SEE Carol like this. In fact, never.

Her eyes were hollow, her skin pasty, and she looked like she had slept in those clothes more than once. Not her ordinary tidy, perky self.

Unlike some other of my guests, Carol always knocked politely. So softly, sometimes she had to knock twice to get my attention.

This time, I rose at her first knock. Because there was some insistence in it this time. That’s when I got a good look at her.

“Carol...”

Her red-rimmed eyes met mine and I held out my arms.

She melted into them for a long hug between friends.

And I waited for her to speak.

But when she didn’t, “I’ve got some coffee I can warm up, and there’s some of Hami’s cookies left.”

Carol only looked up at me and nodded, then released me so she could drop onto the couch-bunk. I returned with the cookies after I’d poured this morning’s coffee into a pan on the hotplate and set the coffeemaker to run another batch. A second look at her face persuaded me that this might be a long story she wanted to tell.

But I hesitated to use my pendant to call anyone else. She didn’t look hurt, just – spent.

With a nibble at the edge of the raisin-oatmeal delight, she softened up. And was able to look into my eyes. “Hami’s cooking, even cold, is just what the doctor ordered.”

I had to smile. “I can get you another delivery of hot ones...”

“Not right now. I don’t think we can wait even that long.”

I sat down with the whole plate right next to her. She was in a serious mood.

So I waited as the soft cookie softened her.

“John...”

But never finished that sentence. And looked downcast again.

Her first cookie now gone, I brought the plate back over to offer her more.

Carol took another cookie, then cocked her head and scooped up the rest with her other hand. That hand slid them into a side pocket while she munched on her second.

I leaned away to slide the plate onto my writing desk.

She was still munching along with her dainty bites, even though it seemed like this was the first nourishment she’d had in days.

That cookie finished, her hand came over to hold one of mine as she swallowed. Her eyes met mine with a steady look.

“John. I’ll tell you this much – so you know I’m not just kidnapping you for my own use: I’ve met someone the government calls a ghost and he’s dying.”

“A ghost, dying?”

“More like he has only a few more appearances to live.”

“How so?”

“His battery is running out.”

She had my complete attention now.

Carol swallowed, then continued. “But worse than that, he’s there so he can protect his sister, who can’t leave.”

It didn’t’ take long to see that she needed my help. Right now.

I patted her hand, then stood to turn everything off in the cabin. Coffee could wait. On my way back to her, I leaned over and shut my laptop as well.

Holding out my hand, Carol grasped it and pulled herself up. She swung my arm over her shoulder while she slipped her other arm around my waist.

And we phased out of my small writer’s cabin.

- - - -
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...TO PHASE INTO A SMALL cavern of some kind with a tall, narrow, post-and-beam supported rubble-walled hallway leading out behind us. A single line of lights ended where the tunnel met the curved walls and ceiling of the small area we were in. A flat side we were facing looked to be some sort of glassed door that looked into a control booth. Hinged on a wide, aluminum door frame.

The rest of the small cavern beside it, and as surrounded us, seemed to be just piled gravel and rubble. Somehow fused into a static position, but looking like just touching it would make the entire room collapse again.

“You don’t have to worry about those walls, “ Carol said. “The force field that holds them into position is the same thing that holds that door sealed shut.”

“And your ghost?”

“His name is Finn. And he’s been trapped for a few decades. Only shows up for five minutes once a year.”

“How did the government know to bring you to him?”

“They’re the ones that contacted Ben originally. It was their earlier experiment that trapped Finn and his sister when the lab’s underground facilities imploded.”

I nodded toward the control room visible on the other side of that wide glassed door. “That lab?”

Carol nodded.

“But it looks just fine.”

“Because of that self-protecting shield. Finn’s also cleaned it up a lot. He’s had time enough to do it.”

“And this tunnel and their excavation?”

Carol shrugged.

I felt it in my arm over her shoulders, and through her arm around my waist.

“That’s all they could do for now. Those government types only recently – in our time, anyway – got enough money to reopen a shaft back down here from the surface and tunnel over this far. And they are afraid to excavate or tunnel more, since the shield isn’t holding anything else up beyond itself.”

“Where’s the battery come in?”

Carol put her head on my shoulder for some rest and comfort.

“Finn and the government both agree from his readings. When the battery runs out, the whole thing will collapse.”

“And re-charging it...”

“Can only be done if the shield is released on the door. And Finn won’t do that while his sister is still inside.”

“Because her existence is somehow connected to that shield.”

Carol raised her head to mine and looked up to nod, serious.

“She’ll cease to exist if they drop that shield even that much, as it’s also what keeps her alive, such as that life is right now.”

“And how does that affect his appearing once a year?”

“There’s a regenerative “telluric” circuit that runs on aggregating natural electrical voltage from the Earth. And once a year, it has enough juice stored up, in addition to what the shield needs, to pulse into existence for five minutes of our time.”

“And that’s when Finn appears?”

“Right. And internally, his sister has 24 hours to live in her own time-frame.”

“So how am I supposed to help?”

“I’m too wrapped up in this to think straight any more. I need your outside view of things to help sort this out.”

I gave her a hug. “Anything I can do for you, I will.”

Carol gave a faint smile. “Of course, that’s my John.”

The dim light from inside the control room began pulsing.

“Don’t get alarmed, John. Finn is ready to make an appearance. We should step back – mostly so you can see him clearly. He’s more like a hologram than actual.”

The pulsing became more rapid on an accelerating pace. Soon it was a steady brightness.

Carol removed her arm from round my waist and shrugged my arm off her shoulder when an apparition started forming.

About then, a tall naval officer appeared in front of us. Dress whites, ramrod straight and at attention.

“Carol!” Finn was smiling at her. “And you brought a visitor.”

“Finn, this is John – John, Finn.”

I nodded to Finn and he smiled wider.

“John, it’s good to meet you.”

Carol butted into these pleasantries. “Finn, how’s Erika?”

“She’s fine. Her vitals are normal. I’ll check into her time shortly to help her with her assignment.”

“How’s the battery and shield?”

He looked off to his side. “Looks as normal as it could be. Another few minutes of your time and it will be lousy. Same scene I’ve told you about. Slowly degrading as usual.”

“How much of ‘our time’ do you have left?”

His face lost its smile, as he calculated in his head. “About 8 visits, now.”

Carol’s face lost its own cheery aspect. “Have you figured out any way we could help you – how I could help you?”

Finn looked at her with care. “Carol, you’ve already helped me in so many ways. Just showing up to talk with me, just this little each time, once of your years in between.”

Carol’s eyes misted at this. I could see now where the red-rimmed effect came from.

Finn saw this, too. “No, don’t get all weepy on me. It won’t help.”

She swallowed and straightened her shoulders. “Right. Thanks. Now, what have you researched since I was last here?”

“Mostly about the shield again. Seeing if anything can be passed through it, like notes or a small device. But I can’t get get much more than a pebble to stay on that side. Or pull much more than that here.”

Finn frowned at this. “But now that you’re here, let’s try an experiment...”

He stuck his hand out and got as far as his wrist watch and appeared real enough to touch.

Carol almost instantly did, and her face lit up. “Finn, I can feel you’re pulse, your body heat!”

Finn was grinning ear to ear. “Wait – Carol, let go for a second.”

She did, and he removed his arm to take off his wrist watch, then stuck his hand and arm out to his elbow.

Carol grabbed his forearm, and Finn’s hand went along her own to then grasp her elbow.

Their faces were softened by the first human touch they’d shared in their decades of 5-minute talks.

Finn spoke and broke their quiet. “Carol, this is just so – I mean, if I could show you my side of this world you’d see so many things.”

Carol’s eyebrows went high on her forehead. “Of course!”

She turned to me, elated. “John, I know part of the solution. But we’re almost out of Finn’s time. Get back to Ben and tell him what you’ve seen. He’ll know what to do.”

Then she took a deep breath and took a leap of faith, pulling herself forward using Finn’s arm.

She wound up on Finn’s side, a hologram herself. He was holding onto her like there was going to be no tomorrow – as much as an officer and a gentleman could.

Then she waved at me – and they disappeared.

II

ONCE I WAS ON FINN‘S side, I hugged him tight. He held me with suitable respect until I let loose.

“Carol, you’re crazy! Now you’re stuck in here with me.”

“And Erika.”

“But why, you shouldn’t have...”

“Because I told you I work for some very key people out there. Not government types. People who care about people enough to risk their own lives to help them solve their problems.”

Finn shook his head and gave me a wry grin. “Well, the proof of the pudding...”

I stood on my toes and kissed him. “... is in the tasting.”

Now his grin was broad, his face a bit pink.

“Well, you do feel good, Carol. If we weren’t by ourselves, I’d say you were being a bit forward.”

I kissed his cheek, then. “OK, Finn, this ‘forward’ gal needs to meet the rest of your family.”

Arms around waists, we walked into the rest of the control room to face a panel with an observation window above it and several CRT displays that were active, monitoring her vitals. In a large observation window above them appeared a view of someone’s bedroom. It was dark inside, with some streetlights showing up outside its own street-facing windows.

“She’s still asleep, and can’t hear us. I have to enter her room before she can.” He gestured to a narrow door at the edge of that observation window.

“I go in through that door, which somehow she can’t see. All she sees is her own world.”

“So, Finn, if you entered now...”

“I’d probably scare her. She relies on that avatar – which is the body of a girl who she takes over for 24 hours. Her world becomes Erika’s reference points. I usually wait until she gets dressed and goes to work before I contact her.”

“Wait, Finn – is that a guy with her?”

He nodded, a dour look on his face. “The girls she winds up ‘inside’ often have lovers. But that’s not my sister’s choice, it’s whoever she’s ‘borrowed’ for that time.”

“And the reason she ‘borrows’ that gal’s body?”

“Is to solve some crime that’s about to happen or has happened.”

Finn gestured to a large green CRT centered and set flush in the control panels face. “This gives the details that the computer’s artificial intelligence has worked out about where she is and what she’s supposed to be solving.”

I read some of the long lines of text in their structured lines. “A murder?”

Finn shrugged. “We’ve had a few of those assignments. But you’ll see that Erika is a genius at solving them, too. I’m just her backup.”

“Backup?”

“As soon as we got you inside this control room, we moved onto her time-frame. Now time is moving according to this clock...” He pointed to a red digital readout about 4 inches tall in tiny red lights – and I was again reminded that all this experiment was started during the early Cold War era. Before flat-screens and smart phones. And the very fact that time was shut down for a year at a time had preserved all this ancient technology. Vacuum tubes and hardwired circuits built by hand no doubt. And probably why it needed so much power.

“So her day starts at midnight, and ends the following midnight.”

Finn nodded. “And I don’t want to wake her up without giving her the code word.”

I raised an eyebrow. He didn’t take the hint. “Such as...?”

“Erotika. It stands for ‘Evasive Re-Observant Time-shifting Kachina Administration’. And don’t get me going about the weird sense of humor the lead scientist had about things. Heck he’d still be patting her backside if she hadn’t ‘accidentally’ sprained his wrist one day. You don’t mess with Erika. Of course, she had to wait until nobody could see her do that to him. Just the times we lived in then. He never forgot it though.”

I just nodded. I’d known several cultures though history and how the relationships between male and female had changed.

Finn nodded back. “So that ‘code word’ says a lot. Our family name is Jones, which re-establishes me as family, instead of some new male in her life. So my first words to her are usually ‘Good morning, Erotika Jones’. Instant trust. Saves time.

“But the key point was to have something close to her real name. So the phrase acts as a mnemonic and triggers her training instantly.”

“So you wait and enter her world, and try to say ‘Erotika Jones’ to her as soon as possible.”

Finn shrugged. “Clumsy, but it works. If I slip and call her Erika, it won’t, since she is thinking up to that point that she’s whoever personality that she’s occupied. She gets frustrated and defensive. And then we waste precious time sorting that out.”

I looked out into the dark bedroom where sunrise was still some hours off.

“So what do you do until she wakes up?”

“Usually I get some cleaning done, or get out the manuals to do some more homework on how the system operates.”

“Isn’t it a bit embarrassing to see her, well...”

Finn shrugged. “Look – one, it’s not her body I’m seeing. Two, she’s my sister and I grew up protecting her, when she needed any. Three, I’m too professional to do anything except the mission I’m assigned. And if I allow either of us to go off the mission, it could endanger her life – or her sanity. Besides, she usually wears night clothes. Usually.

“Mostly I just look away until the view changes to a street view where she’s going to work or somewhere else. I even rigged up a light-alarm to tell me when her scene shifts. And meanwhile, just busy myself with learning all I can from the computer-screen read-outs.”

I took his hand. “Finn, it’s rare to find a true gentleman these days.”

He gave me a wry smile. “Well, it will be interesting to have you bring me up to speed on the cultural changes when we all get out of this.”

Feeling a flush on my face, I let go of his hand.

The room in front of us was still dark. We had a few of her hours left before Erika got up and he was needed.

“Alright Finn, where’s those manuals? Right now you can ‘bring me up to speed’ on the antique technology this place runs on.”

III

OF COURSE, HAVING SOMEONE like Carol enter my life was such a huge blessing. She’s who kept me sane all this time. I know that decades had passed since the explosion that trapped me and Erika here. For us, it had been a matter of maybe a month or so of days.

I still remember when it happened.

Erika is the bravest girl I’ve ever known. And I grew up with her tom-boy can-do attitudes. But while all the other girls were learning to bat their eyes to attract some boy they could flirt with, Erika was more likely to be up at bat and trying to attract the right fast ball that she could knock into the outfield.

Of course, it’s hell when you have to compete with your own sister at sports. Almost as bad as going out on a double date. Because I was a year older, I was supposed to be protecting her. I never told mom that I’d taught her the same judo holds and throws that Dad taught me.

Growing up so closely also meant we kept
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