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      In 1993, when I was young lad of—ahem—years old, I attended my first Shore Leave and Farpoint science fiction conventions in Hunt Valley, Maryland. In addition to the celebrity guests, I had the honor of meeting several writers whose work I admired.

      I stood in line with my stack of Star Trek novels and comic books to be signed by such august wordsmiths as Peter David, Michael Jan Friedman, Robert Greenberger, Howard Weinstein, Steven H. Wilson, and others. While I was at it, I asked a lot of questions about writing and publishing and most of these fine gentlemen were all too happy to answer.

      At the time, I’d been churning out fan fiction as a training exercise to see if I had the chops to craft engaging stories. While those early efforts were far from perfect, people who read my work were impressed enough to publish it in various fanzines. As much as I enjoyed playing in the sandboxes of Star Trek, Star Wars, Indiana Jones, and other popular franchises, the goal was to graduate from fan fic someday and create my own worlds, populated with original characters and their adventures.

      That someday happened in 2007 when I was halfway through writing would become my first published novel, a paranormal mystery called Testing the Prisoner. By that time, self-publishing and small presses were beginning to flourish and Steven H. Wilson had self-published his first novel based on characters from his award-winning science fiction podcast series, The Arbiter Chronicles. At Farpoint that same year, I gave Steve an elevator pitch for Testing the Prisoner and he agreed to read it for potential publication through his new imprint, Firebringer Press.

      That novel was launched at Farpoint in 2010 along with my part-time writing career. Shore Leave brought me in as an author guest a few months later and I’ve had the honor of attending both cons, and many others, in that capacity ever since. Fast forward fifteen years and I started scribbling this introduction at Shore Leave 45 in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.

      At one of those early cons, Howard Weinstein said to me, “Once you hit twenty-five, time starts flying by.” How right you were, Howie. Decades pass. Memories accumulate. People come and go. At my age, they’re mostly going. Too many have already gone. As of this writing, it’s been six weeks since the brilliant and prolific Peter David left this world, a fact that even now is difficult for me to process.

      While I only have three published novels under my belt (a fourth is in progress), I’ve penned nearly three dozen short stories across multiple genres (with more on the way) and edited several anthologies for various publishers.

      This book is a compilation of most of those short stories. Why not all of them? Well, my first two were part of a shared world anthology series called ReDeus by Crazy 8 Press and are owned by that publisher in perpetuity, so I did not include them here. It should be noted that Crazy 8 Press was formed by Peter David, Michael Jan Friedman, Robert Greenberger, Aaron Rosenberg, Howard Weinstein, and Glenn Hauman. They’ve grown over the years and have added more writers to their stable.

      What if all of the ancient gods from every pantheon around the world returned in the 21st century? That was the premise of ReDeus, created by Bob Greenberger, Aaron Rosenberg, and Paul Kupperberg, all long established writers of media tie-in books, comics, and original works. I had a blast contributing to that series and am as grateful to Bob, Aaron, and Paul as I am to Steve Wilson for giving me my start in this wild and wacky business.

      I’ve also penned several science fiction and space opera stories that have been published in various anthologies and magazines over the years. Although I didn’t plan it this way, they ended up being set in the same distant (and fictionalized) region of our galaxy. Thus, I intend to release them in a separate collection in the near future.

      So those stories ain’t in this book, but let me tell you about the ones that are.

      This collection is comprised mostly of reprints, with two exceptions. “Man to Man” and my Sherlock Holmes tale, “The Five-Day Killer,” are presented here for the first time.

      I live on the East Coast of the United States and as an aspiring beach bum, I long ago developed an affinity for the Delaware coast. The stretch from Lewes to Fenwick Island is a local paradise to me and as it happens, there was a small niche publisher there called Cat & Mouse Press. They specialized in novels and anthologies set along the Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia (Delmarva) coasts. Four of the five beach stories in this collection were published in Cat & Mouse anthologies between 2016 and 2021 including “Tower Sixteen,” “Tapestry,” “The Celestials,” and “Where Do I Begin?”

      “Tower Sixteen” was published in Beach Nights and won second place in the 2016 Rehoboth Beach Reads contest sponsored by Cat & Mouse and one of the best indie bookshops around, Browseabout Books.

      My fifth Delaware beach story, “Pearl of Great Price,” was published in 2023 by Hawkshaw Press in their detective noir anthology, Hard-Boiled and Loaded with Sin (a title I had hoped to use for my autobiography, but I digress).

      One of the many features that captivates me about the Delaware coast is the system of WWII fire control towers that are featured in “Tower Sixteen” and “Pearl of Great Price.” The first one that opened to the public was Tower #7 near Fort Miles in Cape Henlopen State Park. Thanks to donations, Sussex County legislators, and the efforts of the Delaware Seashore Preservation Foundation, Tower #3 was restored and opened to the public in April 2023.

      I can’t visit “slower, lower Delaware” without climbing the spiral steps of both towers to take in the gorgeous views of the ocean and bay. The Delaware coast is a magical place that never fails to ease my stress and bring me peace, so I jumped at the chance to write stories set there.

      As a member of the Greater Lehigh Valley Writers Group in Pennsylvania, I'm honored to be part of the team that produces our biennial anthology every odd year. Our most recent volume, Writing a Wrong, was published in March 2025 and includes my paranormal mystery “Give Them Peace” starring psychic-medium Miranda Lorensen from my award-winning novels, Testing the Prisoner and By Your Side.

      That story, plus “Help Me Rise,” “Once More with Feeling,” and “Memory Lane Ain't What it Used to Be,” are all in this collection. I recently volunteered to spearhead the group's 2027 anthology.

      Ever since I was a kid, I've had a fondness for old-fashioned ghost stories and there is no shortage of them among these pages. In addition to the aforementioned “Tower Sixteen” and “Give Them Peace,” I've included “Bottom of the Hour” about a haunted car, “So Hungry...” about a haunted mesa in New Mexico, and “Burn After Writing,” dedicated to my one of my literary heroes, Harlan Ellison.

      But wait! There’s more. You’ll also get two tales about haunted pictures. “Photos from the Attic” deals with a box of cursed photographs while “Before She's Gone Forever” goes digital. The latter was nominated for a Pushcart Prize.

      “Where Halloween Never Ends” offers a unique twist on the haunted corn mazes that are so popular during the spooky season and “Don't Go Fussin' Over Me” could be considered a ghost story depending on the reliability of the protagonist’s point of view. I'll leave that up to you to decide.

      What happens when a fugitive, a priest, and a possessed teenager walk into a church? You get one of the darkest stories I ever wrote, “Break and Enter.”

      My one and only time travel yarn to date, “A Thorne in Time,” came about when editor and writer pal, Ann Stolinsky of Celestial Echo Press, invited me to contribute to Ruth and Ann's Guide to Time Travel in early 2024. Ann and her partner in crime, Ruth Littner, received enough solid submissions for two volumes. My story appears in volume one.

      The timing of Ann's invitation was impeccable. I'd been struggling with a bout of depression and anxiety for well over a year. During that time, I took a hiatus from writing new material to re-edit and self-publish a second edition of Testing the Prisoner and was starting to do the same for By Your Side. I had never written time travel before, but I don’t like to shy away from a challenge.

      Besides, when Celestial Echo Press started in 2019, I was busy with other projects and couldn’t make time to submit to their first two anthologies. Thus, I didn't want to let this third opportunity pass and disappoint Ann who was kind enough to invite me and six other writers as the headliners. So, I buckled down and ended up producing one of the best short stories of my career. “A Thorne in Time” went on to win first place in the 2025 Pennsylvania Press Club Communications Contest.

      Every October, I attend a writers retreat outside the small town of Ligonier, Pennsylvania nestled in the Laurel Highlands region of the Allegheny Mountains. I mentioned earlier that the Delaware coast is a magical place that brings me peace. Ligonier is another. The Mindful Writers Retreat is a small group of about 20 or so who gather at a lodge to spend a quiet five days immersed in writing, sharing meals, and hiking the trails. The autumn colors are glorious.

      The year before I joined in 2018, the group decided to produce an anthology of stories called Into the Woods. Since then, we’ve published five more, each with a unique theme and each supporting a different charity. I have stories in four out of those five books and included three of them in this collection—“Limited Time Offer,” “Where It’s Needed Most,” and “There’s A Certain Magic About This Place.”

      The fourth is a science fiction comedy called “See You Around the Cosmos, Sweet Cheeks!” and might end up in the SF collection I plan to publish later. Haven’t decided yet. Recently, the Mindful Writers announced a Halloween theme for our 2026 anthology and I’m already conjuring up a ghost story for it.

      The centerpiece to this book, “The Forest for the Trees,” is a mythology novelette set in 17th century Finland. It started life as one of three story ideas I pitched for Beyond Borders, the second installment in the aforementioned ReDeus series. The other two were a medical drama set in Ireland and a comedy that begins in the USA and travels to Luxembourg and France. The editors chose the comedy, which was the least developed idea, but turned out to be one my best stories. To be honest, I’m glad they didn’t take “The Forest for the Trees” because it works much better set in 1697 than in modern day.

      Later, I had occasion to write the Irish medical drama for an anthology called Elsewhere in the Middle of Eternity and after two or three working titles, I settled on the apropos “Life and Limb.” You’ll see why when you read it.

      Rounding out this collection are “My New Shiny,” a comedic urban fantasy about a warlock and a homeless man, and “Take a Cue from the Canine.” This story about a boy and his dog remains close to my heart six years after it was published and still chokes me up at the end.

      Thanks for letting me take you on this brief reminiscence. Here’s hoping for 15 more years of fun, frightening, and fantastic tales and maybe a second volume of this collection. I appreciate your support for small press and independent writers.

      
        
        Phil Giunta

        August  2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tower Sixteen

          

          Rehoboth Beach, Delaware - Summer 2006

        

      

    

    
      From atop the fire control towers, you could see forever. At least, that’s the way it had seemed to 23-year-old Reggie Prell during the Second World War. Back then, Corporal Prell had been assigned to Fort Miles, where the Army had constructed a series of observation towers to protect the Delaware Bay from incursion by German vessels.

      “Grandpa, is a battleship the same as a U-boat?”

      More than sixty years had passed since those days. Now, Reggie stared out through the horizontal slit in the tower wall alongside his son, Craig, and eight-year-old granddaughter, Hannah. Outside, densely packed evergreens, awash in August sunlight, eventually gave way to the calm blue waters of the bay in the distance.

      “No, a U-boat is a German submarine. The U stands for Unterseeboot, which means ‘undersea boat.’ Now, you see that other tower way over there?” Reggie pointed to the left and Hannah nodded. “These towers were built in pairs so we could triangulate the position of a ship out in the water and radio the coordinates back to base.”

      “You ever sink any ships, Grandpa?”

      Reggie chuckled. “No, they never made it this far. You want a better view? Let’s go to the top.”

      Craig lowered Hannah to the metal landing. “Are you sure you’re up to it in this heat, Dad?”

      “I’m eighty-four, boy. I’m not dead. Don’t need you henpeckin’ me. Got enough of that from your mother, God rest her soul. Now, fall in and forward march.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The top level of Observation Tower Seven in Cape Henlopen State Park allowed for a 360-degree view of the park and surrounding water. To their right, the white buildings and massive guns of Fort Miles were visible seventy-five feet below.

      Hannah waved down at her mother, Candace, before gripping the chain-link fence with both hands. “I wish Mommy could see this.”

      “You know Mommy’s scared of heights,” Craig said.

      Hannah pointed to the other tower they had seen earlier. “How many towers are there, Grandpa?”

      “There were fifteen along the Delaware coast and four in Jersey,” Reggie replied. “They tore down two in the Wildwoods years ago and there are only eleven left here.”

      “Thirteen,” Craig said. “Unlucky number.”

      “They were built to last, at most, twenty years, and here we are, sixty-one years later. Pretty damn lucky, I’d say.”

      “How many soldiers were in each tower, Grandpa?”

      Reggie shrugged. “About eight, give or take. Back in the day, there were no spiral steps. We had to climb a ladder all the way up and there was a wooden floor at every level. All those little windows near the bottom had glass in them.” He sighed. “About the only thing left now is the concrete.” Just a shell of their former selves.

      Reggie looked at Hannah. “You know how long it took to build each tower?”

      She shook her head.

      Reggie held up a bent, gnarled finger. “One week, start to finish. They’d pour all the concrete in a day and…” Reggie trailed off, staring down at Fort Miles. All of the buildings were gone, and in their places stood olive drab tents. Several men in World War II army uniforms hurried about. Still others were inspecting the guns.

      “Dad, are you OK?”

      Reggie frowned. “Must be some reenactment.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Reggie nodded toward the fort. “All those men in uniforms down there, and those tents are like the ones that were there before the buildings.”

      Craig followed Reggie’s gaze. “I only see a bunch of tourists taking pictures. Are you feeling all right? Maybe we should go back down. I think the heat and the walk up here might’ve been too much for you.”

      “I’m fine.” Reggie removed his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes. When he looked again, the buildings were back and the soldiers were gone, replaced by the usual strolling sightseers. “I know what I saw…”
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        * * *

      

      Although Reggie would never admit it, life had been lonely since Beverly died. They’d made a lot of friends after retiring to Rehoboth Beach, finally living in the house on Hickman Street that they’d rented out every summer for decades.

      Still, everyone else had heard all of Reggie’s army stories more than once. Certainly, his son and daughter-in-law were sick of them by now. His granddaughter, on the other hand, was a fresh audience and her enthusiasm helped fill the void left by the loss of his wife—the grandmother that Hannah never met.

      Of course, Reggie would never admit that, either. He had a cantankerous image to maintain.

      The sight of Hannah and Candace approaching from the shoreline snapped Reggie out of his reverie. With drenched bathing suits and matted hair, each was carrying a bucket filled with water. Hannah dropped to her knees in the sand just beyond the shadow of Reggie’s umbrella and emptied her bucket.

      Candace set hers down and reached for a towel from one of the empty beach chairs. “Making a castle?”

      Hannah shook her head. “A tower like the one we were in today with Grandpa.”

      With a smile, Craig looked over at his father. “See what you started?”

      Reggie grunted a brief acknowledgement but had become distracted by a young man sporting the khaki shirt and matching trousers of a World War II army summer service uniform. The soldier strode purposefully across the beach, and as he drew near, Reggie was able to attach a name to the face. That’s impossible.

      “Zeke?” Reggie struggled to his feet, keeping his gaze fixed on the soldier, noting the rank insignia of technician fifth grade on the upper sleeve of his shirt. “It is you.”

      The soldier didn’t weave around the horde of sunbathers and beach chairs in his way—he simply passed through them. Yet no one seemed to notice him, except for Reggie. The soldier disappeared behind a group of young people crowded under a canopy. Reggie waited, but the soldier never emerged.

      Craig raised an eyebrow. “What are you looking at, Dad? Cute little honey catch your eye?”

      Sidestepping Hannah’s pile of wet sand, Reggie started off across the beach. Craig shot up out of his chair and caught up with him easily. “Dad, where are you going?”

      Reggie didn’t reply. There was no time to explain and doing so would only cause Craig more concern about the state of his old man’s mind. Finally, they reached the canopy, but the soldier was nowhere to be found. A petite young blonde in a blue-and-white bikini stepped away from her friends and smiled as she looked from Reggie to Craig.

      “Hi! Lose something?”

      Possibly my sanity. Reggie looked right and left. “He was just here.”

      “Who?”

      Craig gently took Reggie by the arm. “No one, ma’am. I’m sorry to bother you. My father is just… having a moment.”

      “Gotcha. No worries. Have a good one, guys!”

      “Come on, Dad. Let’s head back to the house and get cleaned up for dinner.”

      This time, Reggie didn’t protest. Perhaps Craig had cause to be concerned.
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        * * *

      

      “Ever since Mom died, I’ve been worried about him,” Craig said. “I knew letting him live here alone was a bad idea. Seems like he’s declining fast.”

      “Maybe it’s time to consider a nursing home—one that’s closer to us.”

      “He won’t leave Rehoboth without a fight.”

      “Well, then, I’m sure we can find something for him around here.”

      In the hallway just outside his spare bedroom, Reggie leaned against the wall, listening to the exchange between his son and daughter-in-law. The door was ajar, allowing him to remain out of sight. It hadn’t been his intention to eavesdrop, but damn it, this was his home! No one had a right to conspire behind his back and make decisions about his life. There’s only one way I’m leavin’ this house⁠—

      “Grandpa, what are you doing?”

      Reggie spun to see Hannah standing behind him. “Don’t scare an old man like that,” he whispered. “I was just… heading downstairs.”

      “Can you tell me more stories about the army?”

      After a brief pause, Reggie smiled. “I can do better than that. I can show you.”

      Reggie found his old photo album and he and Hannah sat down at the dining room table. Hannah pointed to a picture of one soldier saluting another. “Is that you? You were skinny.”

      “Yep, that’s me as a corporal saluting one of my superior officers, Captain Trusten D. Lee.”

      Hannah raised her right hand to her forehead in a mock salute.

      “No, no. That looks like you’re shading your eyes from the sun. Let me show you a proper salute. Stand up and face me.”

      Reggie and Hannah rose from their seats and stood about four feet apart.

      “Straighten up, soldier. Shoulders back. Posture is critical to a proper salute. Start with your right arm straight at your side, hand flat, all fingers together. Now, raise your hand quickly to your brow like this.” Reggie snapped his hand up at a slant, index finger gently touching his eyebrow.

      Hannah mimicked the movement, albeit clumsily.

      “Your upper arm should be parallel to the ground and your forearm at a forty-five-degree angle, just like mine.”

      Hannah adjusted her arm accordingly.

      “Now, turn your hand so that neither the palm nor the back are visible.”

      Hannah twisted her hand back and forth a few times until she decided it was correct.

      “Better. Now drop your arm quickly to your side like this.” Reggie lowered his arm in one swift chopping motion.

      Hannah did likewise.

      “Very good. Might make a soldier out of you yet.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      Reggie turned to find Candace standing in the doorway. “Time for bed, Hannah, if you want to be rested up for Jungle Jim’s tomorrow.”

      “After Jungle Jim’s can we go see some more towers, Grandpa?”

      Reggie shrugged. “Sure, if your parents are OK with it. We can’t go inside the other ones, but we can see ’em. Maybe even walk up to a few of ’em.”
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        * * *

      

      Everyone was fast asleep by the time Reggie crept out of the house for his usual midnight stroll along the boardwalk. There were still plenty of night owls milling about, but as Reggie passed Rehoboth Avenue, their numbers dwindled. By the time he reached Olive Avenue, there was no sign of life at all. Even Obie’s outdoor patio was devoid of the usual party crowd.

      Reggie glanced over his shoulder and stopped, incredulous at the sight of a boardwalk utterly deserted. Where the hell did everyone go?

      Shivering against an unseasonably cool ocean breeze, he gazed up at the Edgewater House and over at the Boardwalk Plaza. The balconies were all empty. Lights are on, but no one’s home.

      Further north, from the direction of the Henlopen Hotel, the sound of heavy footfalls gave Reggie hope that he wasn’t entirely alone in the night.

      Under the boardwalk lights, a group of men jogged toward him. They formed two lines, leaving a gap between them. Even at this distance, it was clear they weren’t dressed for summer—but rather for a war that ended sixty years ago.

      He recognized the combat uniforms and M1 rifles slung over their shoulders. While Reggie’s mind screamed at him to get out of their way, his legs refused to budge.

      Four soldiers passed him on either side without so much as a nod.

      Reggie recognized the last man on the right as the same one from the beach. “Zeke? Zeke, it’s me, Reggie!”

      He reached out to grab Zeke’s arm, only to grip thin air. Reggie stared as the unit continued on—all but Zeke, who fell out of formation just long enough to give Reggie a casual salute before catching up with the others. Reggie felt another tremor in his chest, but there was no sea breeze this time.

      The men turned and vanished down Rehoboth Avenue. Reggie knew it would be useless to follow.

      “Grandpa?”

      Reggie’s frozen legs nearly buckled. “Hannah!”

      All around them, life returned to Rehoboth. Obie’s came alive with music and laughter. People chatted on balconies.    

      “Hannah, it’s after midnight. What are you doing out here?”

      “I followed you.”

      “Where are your parents?”

      “Asleep.”

      Reggie rubbed his forehead. “I need to sit down a moment.”

      He led Hannah to one of the white benches and they sat facing the beach. Reggie reached into the pocket of his cargo shorts. After looking around, he pulled out a metal flask and downed a quick snort.

      “What’s that?”

      “Scotch. Don’t tell your parents you saw me drinking this. They’re looking for any excuse to put me away.”

      “I won’t say a word. Why are you out so late, Grandpa?”

      “Oh, I sometimes take walks late at night when the air is cooler and the stars are out. We really should start heading back. If your parents find out you’re out here with me, we’ll both be in for it. On the way, I’ll tell you another story about the towers.”

      Reggie took her hand as they strolled along the boardwalk. “Do you remember how many were built here in Delaware?”

      “You said fifteen.”

      “Right, and the four in Jersey were numbered twenty-three through twenty-six.”

      “What happened to the numbers in between?”

      “Funny you should ask. Some of us in the battery used to joke that when we died someday, we’d all go to the big tower in the sky. From there, we would look out for the rest of our brothers-in-arms, keep them safe. After a while, we started calling that Tower Sixteen. It became sort of a code.

      “Over the past decade or so, many of the guys have… passed away. We ain’t getting any younger. The rest of us would see each other at the funerals and we’d say that Ben, or Dwight, or Paul, or… anyway, we’d say they went to Tower Sixteen and we’d all know what that meant.

      “I got a letter in the mail last week from a lady whose father served with me at Fort Miles. Zeke Watkins. He and I often worked the same shift in the tower. Anyway, Zeke died a month ago. His daughter even wrote in the letter that he went to Tower Sixteen.”

      Hannah squeezed his hand as they turned off the boardwalk onto Hickman Street. “I don’t want you to go away, Grandpa. Not to a nursing home or Tower Sixteen.”

      Reggie smiled. “Me neither.”

      They continued in silence until they neared the house.

      Reggie opened the storm door slowly, letting Hannah enter first. “All right let’s be quiet now. Don’t want to wake your parents.” He took one last glance toward the boardwalk but couldn’t see beyond the silhouettes of the eight soldiers standing shoulder-to-shoulder across the intersection.
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        * * *

      

      The following evening, after returning from dinner at Grotto Pizza, Candace ushered Hannah out to the backyard, leaving the men alone in the living room. Reggie knew immediately that something was amiss. His suspicions were confirmed when Craig motioned toward Reggie’s favorite easy chair.

      “Dad, do you have a minute to chat?”

      Reggie shrugged. “Where else am I going?” He lowered himself into the chair and settled in for what would undoubtedly be an uncomfortable conversation.

      “We’ve been concerned about you lately.”

      “So I noticed.” Reggie leaned forward. “Why don’t we get to the point, boy? You want to put me in a home because you think I’m losing my mind, especially after my behavior over the last few days. Well, I don’t blame you.”

      Craig stared at him for a moment. “I’m… glad you’re being reasonable about this. I’ve been worried about you living here by yourself these past nine years.”

      “And yet I’ve managed pretty damn well on my own. I have a lot of friends here in Rehoboth and we look after each other.”

      “But they can’t be with you twenty-four seven.” Craig waved toward the stairs to the second floor. “What if you fall down these steps—or worse, the basement steps—and crack your head open on the concrete floor?”

      Reggie held up his hands. “I’m not arguing, Craig. Every man should know his limits. Tell you what, how about I sleep on it tonight and we’ll discuss it again tomorrow—I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once again, Hannah waited until Grandpa reached the corner of Hickman and King Charles before setting off after him. This time, she wore sneakers instead of flip-flops and made sure to stay far back so he wouldn’t hear her.

      By the time she caught up with him, Grandpa was standing at the top of the closest ramp that led down to the beach. Hannah approached slowly, wondering what he was staring at.

      “Grandpa?”

      He turned, slowly this time, as if expecting her. That’s when she saw the concrete tower at the end of the beach looming above the crashing waves.

      Hannah stood beside him. “How did that get there?”

      “It’s the real reason I’ve been taking these late-night strolls. I’ve been waiting for it since I learned about Zeke, and now it’s finally come for me.”

      Hannah’s head snapped up to look at him with wide eyes. “Is that⁠—?”

      Grandpa nodded. “Maybe from there, I’ll find your grandma again.”

      “No!” Hannah shook her head and threw her arms around his waist. “You can’t go. I don’t want you to go!”

      “It’s OK, Hannah.”

      “No, it isn’t!” Tears clouded her eyes, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was keeping Grandpa here with her.

      He lowered himself to one knee and reached under his collar. He lifted a beaded chain over his head and held up two small metal plates. “These are my dog tags. I won’t need them where I’m going.” He slipped them over Hannah’s head. “Now, you tuck these under your shirt and keep me close to your heart and I’ll keep you close to mine. Always know that I’m looking out for you no matter where I am.”

      With that, Grandpa leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead before making his way down the ramp to the beach. Tears welled up in Hannah’s eyes as she ran after him, but the sight of the tower, something that once excited her, now filled her with dread. She stopped and watched as he walked toward it, then disappeared inside.
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        * * *

      

      Back at Grandpa’s house, Hannah found her mom standing outside. Tears streaked her face. “Hannah Prell, where have you been? We looked all over the place for you!”

      Hannah was nearly out of breath from running. “I was with… Grandpa on the beach. The tower… came for him.”

      Her mother shook her head and took Hannah into her arms. “Tower? No, sweetie, that’s impossible. You couldn’t have been with Grandpa. Your father went to check on him earlier and… God, I don’t know how to tell you this. Grandpa died in his sleep.”

      Hannah pulled back and shook her head. “No. Grandpa went into the tower with the other soldiers.”

      Her dad emerged from the house. “Girl, where have you⁠—?”

      “I’ll show you. The tower’s out there on the beach. Come on!” Hannah broke free of her mother’s grasp and ran back toward the boardwalk at full tilt.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah’s parents caught up with her at the end of the ramp. They peered in awe at the tower along the shoreline just as a group of soldiers filed out. As they lined up on either side of the door, Hannah counted eight of them. Then, a skinny young man with short brown hair stepped out of the tower. He wore an old-style army uniform, just like in Grandpa’s pictures.

      Hannah wiped her eyes and looked at his face. He wasn’t just one of the men from Grandpa’s pictures, he was⁠—

      “Grandpa?”

      Craig stepped onto the sand. “Dad?” He began running, with Hannah keeping pace beside him.

      “Grandpa!” Hannah stumbled as she neared the tower, falling to her knees in the sand.

      Grandpa stood over her. “On your feet, soldier. Straighten up. Shoulders back.” He raised his right hand sharply to his eyebrow. Hannah picked herself up and returned the salute, just like Grandpa had taught her. Then, he turned to his son. “I’m afraid a nursing home just ain’t for me, boy.”

      It was now Craig’s turn to cry. “Dad, wait…”

      “I’ll be sure to give your mother your love.” With one last smile, Corporal Reggie Prell turned and stepped into the tower.

      The other soldiers followed.

      The door closed.

      And, as Hannah saluted one final time, Tower Sixteen faded into the night.
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        * * *

      

      This story first appeared in Beach Nights (Cat & Mouse Press, October 2016).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Thorne in Time

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Garrett McNally straightened his tie as he marched along the concrete walkway that led from the driveway to the front of the sprawling Thorne Mansion. The weed-infested gardens and overgrown lawn clashed with his memory of the last time he stepped foot on this property twelve years ago. Every inch of the place had been immaculate then—a paradise at the edge of the city.

      Its luster had since faded and McNally couldn’t help but wonder if that began the moment he informed Robert and Emily Thorne that their daughter, Tanya, had been the latest victim of a serial killer at the tender age of twenty-two. Robert suffered a fatal stroke a few days later and Emily lost her battle with cancer six years after that. As far as McNally knew, Tanya’s twin sister Noreen still lived here, alone.

      He jogged up the steps to the portico where two dead plants in mold-covered cement pots flanked a weathered mahogany door in dire need of a cleaning and new finish. He rang the camera doorbell. A few seconds later, a form undulated in the frosted privacy glass before the door swung open. McNally had expected to be greeted by a woman in her mid-thirties, but Noreen’s salt and pepper hair, tired eyes, and drawn complexion lent her the appearance of someone much older.

      “Ms. Thorne. It’s been a long time.”

      “So long in fact that it’s Doctor Thorne now. Nice to see you again, Captain. Please, come in. I appreciate you driving all the way out here so soon after I called. Can I get you anything? Water, coffee…?”

      “No, thank you. I’m good. When you said you had new information regarding the Westside Slasher case, I cleared the rest of my day.”

      “Well, I hope to make it worth your time.” She closed the door behind him. “Let’s go to my office. So, how’s your daughter these days?”

      “Darla’s doing well. Joined a new law firm not too far from here. Still misses Tanya. Talks about her once in a while.”

      “They were closer than anyone realized back then.”

      She led him down a short hallway to a room with four large monitors mounted in a square formation above a cluttered desk. They were connected to a single laptop by a tangle of cables and adapters.

      Thorne tapped the space bar. Every screen lit up, each with a video file ready to play. “I must ask you to indulge me, Captain. Twelve years ago, the first victim of the Westside Slasher was Sarah Peretti. Do you recall his sixth and final victim?”

      “Of course.” McNally cocked his head. “It was your sister.”

      “Are you sure about that?” She grabbed the mouse and clicked the play button on the first screen. An anchorman with Channel 14 News shifted in his seat. “The sixth victim of the Westside Slasher has been identified as twenty-eight-year-old Mae Kaplan of Roycetown. Kaplan worked for MacHale Medical Center, just three blocks from where she was attacked and stabbed seven times. Police are⁠—”

      Thorne stopped the video.

      “That’s not right.” McNally frowned. “I don’t recognize that name and as the detective on the case, I remember every victim.”

      “What about this one?” Thorne launched the video on the second monitor.

      “The sixth victim of the Westside Slasher has been identified as twenty-one-year-old Hailey Mahlberg of Bartlett Village,” the same anchorman reported. “Mahlberg was a senior at Declan University⁠—”

      “Hailey Mahlberg was the third victim not the last one,” McNally said. “What is this?”

      “As I said, Captain, indulge me.” Thorne slid the mouse to the third screen and clicked play.

      “The sixth victim of the Westside Slasher has been identified as thirty-year-old Deb Webb, a mother of three and math teacher at Upper Carlton Middle School. Police are⁠—”

      “Are these deepfakes? Did you use AI to fabricate them?”

      “I don’t have access to that kind of technology.” Thorne folded her arms and leaned against the desk. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t use it to disrespect these women, especially since my sister was one of them. What you watched are three videos from three different timelines.”

      “Come again?”

      “I don’t have the tools to make deepfakes, Captain, but what if I had something that could help you stop the Westside Slasher before he claimed his first victim?”

      McNally snickered. “Like what, a time machine?”
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        * * *

      

      “A more accurate term would be time portal. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      In the center of Thorne’s sub-basement lab, McNally gaped at the gray metal arch that stood floor to ceiling. Several pairs of colored cables wrapped around its thick metal framework, terminating in scattered sockets where small green and amber lights pulsed and flashed. A shimmering, translucent field of pale blue filled the span beneath the arch. Across the room, four monitors were mounted on the wall above a long white counter, reminiscent of the office upstairs.

      McNally paced around the arch, examining every detail, before shooting a sidelong glance at Thorne. “You gotta be kiddin’ me.”

      “It’s no joke, Captain. Those videos I showed you were the result of my three failed attempts to save Tanya’s life in the past, which spawned three alternate timelines. Originally, she was the slasher’s second victim. Each time I traveled back, I managed to steer her out of harm’s way only for her to be murdered somewhere else a few days later. In the process, the list of victims always changed.”

      McNally rubbed his forehead as the reality of Thorne’s words set in. “So every move you made had a kind of butterfly effect.”

      “Right, but where you and everyone else remembers only the final sequence of murders—the current timeline—I remember all four timelines, perhaps because I was tethered to the time portal. The computers in the house are all connected to the arch, which allowed me to save the videos I showed you from each timeline.”

      “How long did it take you to build this?”

      “It was my father’s invention. He spent two decades designing it and working out the math before constructing the arch. All he wanted to do was explore history, but he died before the portal was finished. So, I dedicated the past twelve years to learning the science behind it and making a few upgrades.”

      “How does it work?”

      “I could show you fifty-five pages of equations.” From the pocket of her cardigan, Thorne produced a small device with a screen displaying several rows of icons, similar to a phone. Its edges glowed with the same blue light as the arch. “Or we could just take a trip.”

      “You control your time travels with that?”

      “Correct again. I leave through the arch and when I need to return, this handheld controller generates a portal back to it. I have two of these devices, should you decide to help me.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Regardless of the changes in the timelines, a few things remained the same. The first victim was always Sarah Peretti, you were the detective assigned to the case, the murders stopped after six, and the killer was never caught. Now we have the perfect opportunity to stop this bastard before he even gets started.”

      “You want me to go with you twelve years into the past and catch the Westside Slasher before he becomes the Westside Slasher?”

      “That about sums it up.”

      McNally laughed. “This is insane.”

      “Captain, when you came here twelve years ago to tell us that my sister had been murdered, I peppered you with questions about whether you had any suspects or witnesses or any leads at all. Do you remember what you told me?”

      “I couldn’t say much. It was an open investigation. Technically, it still is. But I believe I said I wouldn’t give up until I found the killer.”

      “I’m offering you that chance now, Captain. Please help me save my sister.”
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        * * *

      

      Dried leaves crunched underfoot as McNally and Thorne emerged from the arch into darkness. A short distance ahead, through a cluster of pine trees, lampposts illuminated a paved trail lined with the occasional park bench.

      McNally whirled in time to watch the arch and the lab fade into the night as if they had been nothing more than a mirage. He flexed his hands and shook his arms until the tingling subsided.

      “Sorry. Should’ve warned you about that,” Thorne said. “I got used to it by the third trip.”

      “Where are we… or should I say when?”

      “Cannon Park. October 11, 2012.” Thorne glanced at the controller. “It’s 9:03 p.m. Sarah Peretti will be killed nearby in about ten minutes. Let’s get to the trail. She should be here soon.”

      When they reached the edge of the tree line, McNally held up a hand. He waved Thorne back into the shadows as four chatty teens sauntered by. No sooner were they out of sight than Sarah hurried into view from the opposite direction. Once she passed, Thorne started after her.

      “Wait.” McNally gripped her hand. “Slow down. We’re a couple on an evening stroll.”

      After looking both ways, they crept onto the trail unseen and maintained a casual pace behind Sarah. The distant cacophony of city traffic, car horns, and street music meant that the park’s entrance was about a quarter mile around the next bend.

      “This is surreal,” McNally whispered. “Seeing her alive.”

      “Tell me about it. Stay sharp. Should be any second now.”

      McNally slid a hand inside his jacket, fingertips brushing the grip of his gun. Minutes passed as they rounded the bend. The park entrance was now in sight. Sarah quickened her pace and jogged up the short flight of steps to the street where she joined a group of people waiting at the corner bus stop. Thorne and McNally ambled out of the park and turned left.

      “Let’s hang out here and make sure she gets on the bus,” McNally said.

      “Do you think we scared the killer off by following her?”

      Thorne’s question was answered by a scream from the park.

      “Stay here.” McNally dashed back to the entrance and down the steps. He rounded the bend to find three people standing over a woman lying prone on the trail. Two others knelt beside her, hands pressing a jacket against her abdomen.

      “What’s going on here?” he called.

      “Some guy came out of the woods and jumped her.” A middle-aged man pointed toward the same tree line from which McNally and Thorne had emerged earlier. “Stabbed her a few times then took off that way. We called for an ambulance.”

      McNally reached for his badge, but hesitated. “Did you get a good look at him?”

      “Skinny dude, about six foot. Couldn’t see his face. He was wearing a dark hoodie.”

      “Goddammit! OK. I’ll meet the ambulance crew at the entrance and direct them this way. Keep pressure on her wounds.”

      Thorne met him at the bottom of the steps. “Sarah got on the bus. What happened?”

      “I think you were right. We scared him off long enough to save Sarah’s life, so he waited for the next lone woman to come along. Some people are helping her now. Ambulance is on the way. Her name is Kelly something… Kelly… Mueller. Shit. I see what you mean about parallel memories. Now, I recall both Sarah and Kelly as his first victims. The good news is that Kelly will survive, but nobody saw the guy’s face.”

      Thorne dropped onto a park bench. “I changed history again.”

      “No, we changed history. Question is, what do we do now?”

      “In the current timeline, his second victim was Abby LaRuthe.”

      “Right. She’ll be killed three days from now in the Harrison Street parking garage around 10:30 pm.”

      “Then that’s where we go next.”
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        * * *

      

      On the third level of the Harrison Street garage, Abby LaRuthe backed her SUV out of a parking space and turned out of sight down the exit ramp.

      McNally searched the area but found no hooded figures lurking between the cars or watching from the stairwell. “We didn’t scare him off this time, because he ain’t here.”

      “By saving Sarah, we altered the timeline,” Thorne said. “And his choice of victims is changing again. Abby was spared, but who’s next?”

      On the street below, whooping sirens and blaring horns drew near, echoing through the garage. Flashing red and blue lights reflected off darkened windows of nearby buildings. McNally and Thorne hurried to the edge of the parking deck as three police cars and an ambulance pushed through traffic.

      “Looks like they’re stopping near Declan University.” McNally nodded toward the exit. “Let’s get down there and see what’s happening.”

      No sooner had they emerged from the stairwell onto the street than McNally gasped. “Darla…”

      “Oh no, Captain. Your daughter⁠—”

      “She’s dead. He killed her instead of Abby. I remember now. Darla’s his new second victim!”

      He bolted down the street toward the campus. Thorne caught up with him weaving his way through a throng of onlookers gathered along the fence outside Declan’s administration building. In the adjacent parking lot, two men unloaded a gurney from an ambulance and rolled it up the walkway.

      “God, no. Please.” McNally turned away and slumped against the wrought iron fence. “Not my little girl. She’s all I have.”

      Thorne squeezed in beside him and spoke in a low voice. “Captain, listen to me. There’s nothing you can do for her here, but⁠—”

      “She was walking back from the gym to meet your sister. I remember her lying up there on top of the hill covered in blood after being stabbed seven times just like Abby LaRuthe in the parking garage before we changed history.”

      “I know, but if we could save Sarah, we can do the same for Darla.”

      McNally slammed the heel of his hand against the wrought iron picket. “Every time you try to save one, another dies.” He leaned toward her, his voice simmering. “All you’ve done with that damn time portal is leave a trail of bodies in your wake and now my daughter’s one of them.”

      “I never meant for that to happen and among your new memories you’ll note that my sister will be murdered two days from now, but we can stop all of this.” Thorne produced the handheld controller from her pocket. “The past isn’t written in stone.”

      McNally sighed. “I’d love to tell you where to shove that fuckin’ thing, but I don’t have a choice now. What’s your plan this time?”

      “We travel back a few hours. You call Darla and tell her whatever you can think of to keep her from leaving the gym. We’ll give this asshole a different target.”

      “Who?”

      Thorne cocked her head.

      “Hell no. I can’t let you do that. You’re a civilian.” McNally fixed his gaze on an unmarked sedan pulling into the parking lot. “I have a better idea. We go back and call in an anonymous tip that there’s a guy on campus with a knife, stalking women, but we’re gonna need backup, and I know just the guy who can help.”

      A moment later, Lieutenant Garrett McNally climbed out of the driver’s seat of the sedan and approached two uniformed cops chatting beside the ambulance. After a brief conversation, he charged off toward the administration building with the officers in tow.

      “Captain, we should minimize contact with our younger selves. That could lead to severe complications.”

      “Look, you might have figured out time travel, but when it comes to police work, we do things my way. You called me for help, so trust me to do my job—in the present and the past.”
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        * * *

      

      In the women’s locker room, Darla McNally pulled her buzzing phone from the side pocket of her gym bag and pressed the speaker button. “What’s up, Dad?”

      “So good to hear your voice, kiddo. Where are you now?”

      She finished buttoning her shirt and slipped on her jacket. “Heading out of the gym to meet Tanya. You OK, Dad? You sound upset.”

      “I need you to stay there. Do not leave the building.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’re putting the campus on lockdown. I’ll explain later. Just hang tight until you hear from me, okay?”

      “Will do. Be careful, Dad. Love you.”

      “Always. Love you, too.”

      Darla ended the call and started another. “Hey, babe. I’m gonna be late. My dad just called. The campus is going on lockdown. There’s some kind of security problem over here and I’m stuck in the gym until it’s over. So wherever you are, you might want to stay there for now.”

      “I’m walking across campus on my way to you,” Tanya said. “The closest building is Student Services. I’ll duck in there until⁠—”

      “Tanya, you broke up. Can you hear me? Tanya?”

      The only response was a muffled scream. 
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        * * *

      

      In the security office at Declan University, Lieutenant McNally addressed four campus guards and six plainclothes officers. The latter looked young enough to pass as students. 

      “We got an anonymous tip about a guy armed with a knife stalking women on campus,” McNally began. “From the description, we believe it’s the same guy who stabbed a woman multiple times in Cannon Park last week. Tall, thin, wearing a dark hoodie. That’s all we have to go on. We have some uniformed officers on the way to help with the search—excuse me."

      He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his buzzing phone. “Darla, you OK?”

      “Dad, I was just speaking with Tanya. She was walking across campus to meet me. I told her about the lockdown. She was going to wait it out in Student Services but then she screamed and the call cut off.”

      “We’re on our way there.”
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        * * *

      

      “That scream came from back here.” With Thorne by his side, Captain McNally charged around the corner of the Student Services Building. He leveled his gun at a hooded figure kneeling over a woman lying prone on the grass. The beam from Thorne’s flashlight glinted off the blade in the man’s raised hand.

      “Don’t do it!” McNally inched closer. “Toss the knife and put your hands on your head.”

      “Just another fuckin’ bitch that thinks she’s too good to talk to me.”

      “I don’t care. Toss the knife or I will put you down. You’re wanted on one count of attempted murder. Don’t make it two.”

      “The fuck you talkin’ about?”

      “We know you attacked a woman in Cannon Park last week.”

      “Fuck you both.” With that, the man leapt to his feet and bolted around the opposite corner of the building.

      “He’s getting away again!” Thorne started forward.

      McNally gripped her arm. “No, he isn’t. Eddie Merko, drug addict and psychopath, is about to collide with eight cops led by a young and dashing Lieutenant McNally. Wait for it… Wait for it.”

      “Stop!” A familiar voice shouted. “Drop the knife and get on your knees!”

      “It’s finally over.” McNally opened his jacket and tucked his gun back into its holster before turning his attention to the woman who was now curled up on her side, clutching her stomach. “Ma’am, are you OK? We’ll have an ambulance here soon.”

      Thorne knelt beside her, holding the flashlight at an angle that allowed her to see the woman’s face without blinding her. “Tanya! Oh my God. Are you⁠—”

      “I’m fine. Just… got the wind knocked out of me when he… slammed me to the ground.” She sat up with help from McNally. “Noreen? You look… different. What are you doing here?”

      “That’s a complicated story for another time.” She slipped an arm around her sister. “I’m just glad you’re alive.”

      “You and me both. That was the creep who tried to chat up Darla and me at the bar down the street a few nights ago. He got pissed when we asked him to leave us alone. Never imagined he’d stalk me here.” Tanya glanced up at McNally. “Do we know each other?”

      “Not yet, but we will soon.” He pulled the handheld controller from his jacket pocket. “Doctor, I shouldn’t be here when those cops show up, but I imagine you want to stay with your sister for a while?”

      “I’ll meet you back at the lab.”

      “What lab?” Tanya asked. “And when did you become a doctor?”

      “Which of these icons do I tap to get back to the arch?”

      “I locked your controller so only the blue button works,” Noreen said. “You’ll get back one hour after we left.”

      “Got it. I’m goin’ down the street to grab a beer first. See you two later.” No sooner had Captain McNally trudged off into the darkness than Lieutenant McNally arrived from the opposite direction with four cops in tow. “Are you ladies OK?”

      “Wait, you were just…” Tanya gaped at her sister. “Would someone please tell me what the hell is happening?”

      

      One Month Later

      With a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a gift bag in the other, McNally rang the doorbell at Thorne Mansion. On either side of the polished mahogany door, potted tiger lilies leaned toward the sun’s rays stretching across the portico. Surrounding the home, pristine gardens and a sprawling, manicured lawn completed the image of an estate restored to its former glory. A paradise at the edge of the city.

      McNally smiled at the sound of light music and laughter. Darla and Tanya’s fifth anniversary party was in full swing.

      Noreen Thorne stood in the open doorway, wine glass in hand. “About time you got here.”

      “Was that supposed to be a pun?” He held up the flowers. “These are for you.”

      “Thank you, Captain. They’re lovely. Come in and join the festivities. Would you like a beer?”

      “Just what the doctor ordered.”

      “Follow me, mon capitain.”

      “After what we’ve been through, you can call me Garrett.”

      “Only if you call me Noreen.”

      “Done. So, I’m curious.” Garrett lowered his voice as they stepped into the kitchen. Outside on the patio, Tanya and Darla sat with their backs to the house holding hands and chatting with friends. “Now that you saved your sister, what are your plans for the time portal?”

      “Not sure yet.” Noreen retrieved a bottle of beer from the fridge and handed it to him. “I’ll probably explore some interesting points in history. Why, you have something in mind?”

      “As it happens, I’ve been considering retirement,” McNally said. “But I ain’t one for sitting around. You and I make a good team, and there are plenty of other past murders we could prevent in this town, including several unsolved cases.”

      “So many lives to save.” Noreen tapped her wine glass against his bottle. “So much time.”
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        * * *

      

      This story first appeared in Ruth and Ann’s Guide to Time Travel (Celestial Echo Press, August 2024).
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