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THIS THIRD CANON IN the long-running Ghost Hunters series collects the next four anthologies – 9, 10, 11, and 12.

As typical, Book Universe Notes were in each of these anthologies for that collection. In this book, they have been moved under a single heading at the end, below the last story. Yes, that's a trade-off, but enables the reader to simply push right through. Know that if you have a question about a character or incident (because you've somehow picked up with collection without reading the earlier ones, perhaps) then you'll find at least a link of where to find that question answered.

So it's then obvious that you should collect this entire series of canons to have them all. And yes, the stories are continuing. Once there are four total anthologies more, then a fourth canon will be produced, etc.

Still, these are a lot of fun to read in series or individually. The themes and ideas are particular and peculiar to these authors. And you'll soon see why they are called parables instead of just more throwaway fiction short stories.

We'll leave you then to enjoy these in the sequence they were written and published.

Dr. Robert C. Worstell

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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BY S. H. MARPEL

Sequel to “Felicity” and “When Death Died”

- - - -
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“WELL, THIS IS CURIOUS - I’ve only got papers that say to take one of you.”

My two latest deaths stood in front of me.

“The other is supposed to keep on living. But here you both are.”

Neither spoke to volunteer which was which.

“So, you both intend to keep on living, in spite of my orders to take one of you.”

Silence signaled assent.

“You know that no one has ever cheated Death. Just because you have some spirit-guides looking out for you doesn’t mean I won’t end up with one - or even both of you.”

I tapped a long, bony finger.

“Or maybe all four of you, just to make it completely fair. Because the more those two gals are working to keep you both alive, the more they are just making a bargain with me.”

The two men standing there looked at each other.

Then turned to me and shrugged. At the same time, like they’d rehearsed it.

“Alrighty, then. The Game is on. Let’s see who can beat Death and keep living. It’s like always - all or nothing.

“And I never lose...”

I

JUDE AND I GOT RUSHED in here again last night.

Because both our boys slipped under again. Flat-lining like before.

Rochelle kept telling us we two sisters were doing great at nursing them, that there was nothing anyone else could do any better. But now each of us had only one duty right now – and that was to save the guy we were “assigned” to.

We knew Rochelle had never seen anything like this before. Sure, she’d had people just give up and die on her. Especially when she couldn’t get to them in time. Even after she’d brought them back to life once or twice or more.

But under the care of a Lazurai healer, body death is extremely rare.

Sure, they both had serious wounds when they came in. But those had all been patched. And there were only faint lines now where the jagged cuts had been repaired. In time, there wouldn’t even be any scars to show. The surgery here was expert.

Yet this was the third time both of us had to come in and stop the slide.

And once we did, it left us both exhausted. Of course, it didn’t help that we were either sleeping on hallway couches or a nearby wheeled gurney just to be on call.

At least we had plenty of towels around to sob into when it got to be too much.

- - - -
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MY SISTER AND I WERE spirit-guides, not used to being healers.

We’d seen it done, been around to help, even held oozing pads on bloody wounds with our own hands while rushing the injured to an operating room.

This was different. Much.

Rochelle explained it as simply as she could. I was somehow connected to John on an intimate basis, and Jude was connected to Bernie. And just as Jude and I were both connected to each other, there was some connection between Bernie and John as well.

So it wasn’t just any healer that could come in and “fix” what was wrong. Not with our two boys.

Rochelle had talked to Ben and he’d been researching everything he could find on this area – everything the Library and his network could find.

But nothing more, really, than the way she had explained it.

And I felt it somewhere inside me as well. I’d give my eternal life to save John. Just as Jude would for Bernie – even though she’d known him less than a day before he wound up here near-death.

The one thing we knew about Bernie is his background as a shifter. Most of the time, he’d prefer being a border collie. And that breed was known to not just defend but care for their charge as if they were one with them.

And John would give anything to anyone to help them solve their life-problem.

The math on that was pretty clear: we four were in on this to the end. Either alive or dead, but preferably all alive.

II

OF COURSE, THE DAY didn’t start out anything like it ended.

I was outside, enjoying the sun on a nice day. Guarding John’s cabin like usual. Being a dog, like usual. Like I was more used to.

Life was good.

Then these two nice-looking young ladies appeared out of nowhere.

I was on my feet and barking immediately.

But they both smiled – and I recognized them from my briefing: these were Jude and Sal. The spirit-guides who had recruiting John into the Ghost Hunters.

So I wagged my tail and came up to the blond one – that would be Sal – who I let pet me after I got her scent for ID purposes.

Then her black-haired sister who was dressed in form-fitting black leather made a joke. Something about how I was “well-equipped” as a guard dog. So I sidled up to her side and sent a quip back – about the tightness of those leather pants was sure to please those men she attracted with them.

Jude, of course, turned beet red – especially after I shifted into human form in my usual three-piece suit, and shook her hand in human form.

It was then I noticed something. Special. Some connection I couldn’t put my finger on, even though our fingers were definitely touching. Longer than just a casual shake.

I’d taken this job to guard and defend John, and also help him anyway I could – even proof-reading his books for “oopsies”.

But here was another person that I’d knew I’d lay down my life for – or I felt that way. Even though I was under no obligation to.

Puzzled, I shifted back to canine form and let John know that he had guests.

Of course, I still grinned at my joke. While watching Sal double over in laughter as Jude got her own medicine.

And I was a little embarrassed for her myself. Apparently, her off-color jokes were a habit with her. Not that she wasn’t funny. But that type of humor can be inappropriate at times. And Sal, as her fraternal twin sister, had seemed to put up with Jude’s brand of humor for a while now. Centuries, maybe?

- - - -
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ANYWAY, TOO SOON, THEY had told John of a little “reconnaissance” job they all needed to do, and John insisted I come along (as I would have myself.)

The problem was pretty apparent to us all when we arrived. Nothing was as they had been told.

I heard it before anyone else. And knew it was coming straight for John. So I knocked him to the ground.

Most of that fireball missed John and I.

Most.

The rest left us both singed and bleeding on the ground.

Sal put up a shield, Jude started firing back. They’d been this route before. But they didn’t count on us getting hit.

Jude took over shield duties so Sal could take the two of us out of there.

And we wound up at Rochelle’s clinic.

- - - -
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NO, I NEVER “WOKE UP”. But I felt Jude there, that same connection. I was in human form. And her hand on my heart and head told me more about her than I even wanted to know.

We’d become one at that point.

I’d heard about this happening in shifting-canine breeds. Some call it “bonding”. Where there is such a connection that only death can break it. The deepest type of love you can feel, that anyone could feel.

Not that I was ready for it. Love at first touch and all that.

It also didn’t mean I wasn’t responsible to take care of and defend John from anything. Because he was my charge, my duty.

Of course, that left me conflicted. The simple point was that I needed to defend both of them. From anyone or anything.

Now it was just figuring out who was after us, and how I was going to defend anyone from being laid out in a clinic, unconscious.

III

IF IT WEREN’T SUCH a good story, I’d be alarmed.

I’d heard and written so many really good ones (not because I’m such a good writer, but when the story is that good – anyone could.)

And I’d been in several bad scrapes where one or more of the gals I’d helped out earlier came to bat for me and helped me solve it.

The one who had helped me most was Sal. So it was no small wonder that she was here by my side, using her talents to keep this body going.

When her hands were on my heart and head, I felt completely safe and secure.

Now, don’t get me wrong – her sister is just as easy on the eyes as she was, and was usually tempting me to do or say something that I’d regret later. And my teen-age years where I’d fall for those temptations were well behind me.

At least some of the reason I came out to that rural location was to simply write, to get away from some of those feminine distractions. So I could just sort things out.

Some of those things were the old relationships I’d had that didn’t work out.

To my surprise, one day these two very fine-looking women came to visit me. And recruited me to be a Ghost Hunter. Of course, it didn’t hurt that they were dressed to the nines and were great huggers and kissers. Any red-blooded male would respond to that treatment.

But more important was the chance to help people solve their mysteries. And be able to write up these stories afterward.

The first was more important to me than the second, but since a guy’s gotta eat – having some stories that people would pay you for could keep my stomach full and my truck in repair. Plus the occasional new set of blue jeans and t-shirts when the old ones got too worn out.

Anyway, here I was in Rochelle’s clinic on a bed in her Emergency Ward. All put back together, but nowhere to go.

I couldn’t even send my thoughts out to Sal to thank her.

But when she had her hands on me, I was pretty sure she knew how I felt about her.

I could sense Jude nearby, connected to Bernie.

I read Sal’s thoughts about bringing us both here as bloody messes. (She really doesn’t like having to deal with blood – especially not her co-workers.)

But there was something else in her thoughts and feelings, too. Something deeper, a real connection that seemed immortal. Sure, she’s a spirit-guide. I’d also gotten my own Lazurai healing, so it wasn’t off the table that I could live forever if I really wanted. Provided I had a reason.

And here she was, giving me that reason.

Of course, I’d never run into this before. Not as some self-trained Midwestern mystery writer. Born in a small podunk town and bumming around for my early years from place to place. Expecting a fairly normal human life. Wife, maybe. Kids, maybe. Job and home enough to keep care of them.

Sooner or later death would claim me.

But immortal love? That was something I never saw in my own cards.

IV

THE FOURTH TIME BERNIE went “under” and I had to rush in here to treat him, I got a sense of something else.

No, I had no problem working with him. In fact, I kinda enjoyed being around him. Make that “really enjoyed” – if it weren’t so drastic.

Probably the worst possible situation to be in. But when he pushed up against my leg that first day and looked at me with his blue doggy eyes, I knew he was special.

Not just because he was a shifter – and was my face red when I found that out. (It didn’t help that I complimented his “equipment” just before that – figuring that, well, he was a dog, after all, and dogs like to... Well, you know.)

Then Rochelle assigned me to him and I found out why.

That touch to his heart and head. We became one. And it scared me a little bit, but also kinda melted something inside me I’d been hanging onto. I didn’t know what it was, but it was gone now.

And even though he was on that Emergency Room bed with all sorts of beepers and sensors attached, I thought he was one of the most handsome fellows I’d ever met. On top of that, he was funny. My type of guy.

So there I was, and this was the fourth time I’d come in there when both he and John had crashed. Sal and I rush in and bring them back - again.

If you ever try something like that, be warned: it makes you hungry and tired. Like a couple of cheese-burgers worth. Maybe an inch-thick sirloin. Real gnawing hunger – not a salad-type twinge.

Of course, I don’t have to eat as a spirit-guide. But I was eating for two of us now – me and Bernie. He needed the sustenance and I needed something solid to bite into and swallow. Protein shakes, too. Solids.

That fourth time. (OK, OK, I’m getting to it.)

I could feel something else there.

So I just hung on for a few seconds after Bernie was stable again. I felt his connection to John, which was his duty. That was fine, and his connection to me. And that was great – we’ll get to that later. Sal on the other side of me was also connected to me, and I can always feel John around. It’s one of these deep, rich – OK, we’ll leave that until later, too.

What alarmed me was something else.

It was something I’d felt that day when John buried our friend Bertie – his old guard dog.

We walked with him for awhile back to his cabin. And I got him some coffee – just shifted his mug-full into his hand.

And that day I didn’t say anything. Because Bertie meant a lot to both Sal and I as well. If I started to talk, I’d start to cry, and then sob his shirt wet as he held us both. That would just make him feel worse.

So Sal did all the talking for us.

But before I left, I felt what I feel now.

Death.

And that’s got me pissed now.

Death had just better look out. If either of these boys went south, he was going to pay. Big time.

V

“YOU KNOW YOU TWO ARE getting tedious. You come, you go, but you never stay here or stay away.”

The two young men in front of me stood silent.

“Nothing to say for yourself? Look – same deal as last time. One of you tell me who’s supposed to stay and I’ll let the other one go.”

The room reeked of quiet.

“You both know it only gets worse from here on out. Both of those gals lose a little bit every time you come down here. They’ve even taking up eating extra protein just to keep up with the drain.”

I rapped my fingers on this black stone throne that I keep for just such receptions.

“Spirit-guides don’t need to eat! Think it through. Both of you are being so selfish. Like I said earlier, keep it up and I’ll have all four of you down here.”

I looked out into space and smiled, to add some theatrics to this – like I was doing some figures in my balance sheet.

Then I looked at the two of them and leaned forward. “Look, I’m only supposed to get one, not four. But I’ll take four just as easy. You two decide. You’ve got a few more chances left. I won’t say how many. But both of you have played cards with me before – you know the game.”

VI

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE all-white rooms. You’ve seen them. Movies have them when you just want to make a point by having two characters talk to each other.

Me, I hate writing them. You know that’s going to be a short scene. Nothing to do there, just dialog. Or a monologue like this one.

Sal showed up then.

And ran into my arms to give me a hug and a deep, long kiss.

Finally, she broke off - “John – you’re... Wait.”

She looked around. “What is this?”

I squeezed her again. “Sal, it’s so good to see you and feel you again. But we’re just in some sort of purgatory or a waiting room.”

“A waiting room for what or who?”

“Death. He’s around here somewhere.”

“He?”

“OK, you remember from last time we met, just after Bertie passed. He was dressed like he could be either – and really, really fat. Playing the victim card was how I described it.”

Sal’s hand came to her face as she suppressed a giggle, just not the smile.

“I remember that pompous...” She looked around as if he could hear her. “...Person.”

“Ass is my term. But I don’t mince many. Writers have that license.”

“What’s the deal then, John?”

“The ‘deal’ is that I’m not being fair to you. Every time I crash, it’s taking something out of you. But Bernie is stubborn and wants to defend me and protect me at all costs. That’s his border collie thing. And when he does, then it takes a toll on Jude. If we both keep being stubborn – selfish is the word that ‘person’ used – then all four of us will be his fodder.”

“So is he here for both of you?”

“No, and not you nor Jude. Just one of us. But he won’t tell either of us who that is.”

“Sounds typical, from what I read of your other book.”

“Yeah, likes to play high-stakes poker.”

“So?”

“So, we’re here and he’s probably listening in. But I’m going to give you where to find the solutions you need. Death doesn’t read anyway, and even if he got that other book right now, he wouldn’t be able to figure it out in time. That other book, right?”

Sal nodded.

“Now, we all have to sort this out together, and that’s above my pay grade on how to get us all into a room like this.”

“Don’t worry, John. Jude and I can cover that. It’s not like we haven’t had you in worse scenes than this before. A certain lighthouse on the prairie comes to mind...”

I just shook my head. “I’d rather not go there.”

Still, we both smiled at that.

Sal came forward and we hugged. I kissed her cheek.

Then the room shifted around us...

VII

JOHN’S MONITORS CAME alive again. He was back from flat-lining.

Sal looked over to me, her face drawn. Her eyes were blurry and red-rimmed, hollow.

“Jude, we’ve got work to do.” Then she straightened her shoulders, back to being all business.

“Sal, what...?”

“No time to explain. We need John’s book on death – the one where we were all choked up in the opening chapter.”

I nodded, my eyes wide.

“Yes, that one. And I’ll tell you more on our way to the clinic library. The boys will be fine while we’re gone – trust me.”

She turned and almost sprinted out of the room. I did my best to round the bed without knocking anything or anyone over to catch up.

“OK, JUDE – YOU GOT it now?”

I nodded. She and I were between the two beds. She had her hands on both Bernie and John’s heads. I had my hands on both their hearts.

Then, as if on cue. they both flat-lined.

VIII

SAL WAS ALMOST SMOTHERING me, and Jude wasn’t giving Bernie much room, either. And kisses were pelting our faces.

Of course, we were back in that white space.

“Ladies, please – remember, back in the real world we are both flat-lined. I don’t suppose you had a chance to brief Rochelle so she doesn’t freak out?”

Sal nodded. “I did think that far ahead, but I’m glad you checked.”

I just smiled at her cheekiness. “OK, yes Death is listening in, but he knows we need to sort this out.”

Jude raised her hand – the one not still holding onto Bernie’s shoulder.

“Yes?”

“Which one of you were on his list?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

That surprised her.

“The question is, really, what do you need our help with, Jude?”

Now she was puzzled.

“John, I...”

Sal spoke up. “Jude, think. Why is it that neither of us has had a steady boyfriend – and no cute quips. The truth, please.”

“Because you’re always hovering over me like a mother hen.”

“And that is because...”

“My odd sense of humor...”

“...would get you into bed faster than scat with the nearest red-blooded male – and then...”

“...I usually freaked out.” Jude’s face was downcast.

Bernie patted her hand in his shoulder, then held it.

Sal spoke in a soft voice to her. “Meaning there’s a story you should have told John long ago. The second half of our own story.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Jude pouted. “Don’t give me that eyebrow of your’s John. We both have started this several times, but I was the one who either took it off into an R-rated version, or found some excuse to quit talking about it.”

Sal added, “And we all know you don’t do R-rated anything.”

“Well, not under my own pen name.” I added.

Sal punched my arm.

“OK, I deserved that, but it’s just a bad habit – from having to deal with Jude’s humor.”

Sal smiled and kissed my cheek. “Well, I’ll help you with your habit, if...”

Bernie spoke up. “...if Jude will let me help her with hers.”

Jude put both arms around his waist and leaned her head over to look close into his eyes.

“You’d do that for me? You do know that habits can be hard to break.”

“But Jude, as I recall, you are the one who said I came well-equipped.”

Jude’s face turned beet red. “Touché.”

I butted in. “Alright. That’s the scene then. I go and talk to Death. Alone.”

Shocked faces all around.

“Oh come on, now. Let me explain: Bernie, you can’t protect me from Death. You have to protect Jude. Jude – you have to take care of Bernie and get him back again. Right now, he’s flat-lined on a bed up there somewhere.”

I turned to Sal and put a finger on her lips.

“Sal, we have a lot of talking to do. But the same goes for you. There’s nothing you can do down here. I know how to play the kind of poker game that Death deals. If and when I come back, you’re going to need to be the first one welcoming me back to the land of the living. No one else can. OK?”

Sal took my finger down and leaned in to give me a very long, deep kiss.

She said with a quiet, firm voice, “Know then, that this is one promise I’m holding you to. Try to break this one and there are a few favors I can call in that will make you regret it – dead or not.”

I nodded, serious. Then kissed her nose.

Standing back from her, I gave them all a wave.

“Wish me luck.”

IX

SAME OLD DEATH. SAME dull theatrics in that dark throne he sat on.

“Hiya Death – surprised?”

“Kinda, but not really. You’ve always been smart.”

“Still am.”

“For now.”

“Forever.”

“Says you. This isn’t any poker game. You came here on your own. Your name wasn’t on the list, but you volunteered.”

“Wait, just back up. There’s still a hole card I have to play.”

“Such as – no, wait...”

“Right. The one thing you can’t take the life out of. The one thing that can’t die. It’s the Story. It comes to life anytime someone reads it or writes it again.”

Death slapped his forehead. “Ooh, I fell for it again.”

“That you did.”

“But if you write this story up, then it will wreck everything!”

“Oh, go and think that through. Just for once. You know all my stories are written and published as fiction on purpose...”

“...because no one would believe them to be true life events.”

“Exactly. Now, who would even be disposed to possibly figure that these might be true?”

“Mystery writers.”

“Really?!?”

“No, come to think it through, there would be only those that read fantasy-mysteries as fact.”

“Which comes to...?”

Death looked up and did some calculations. “Oh, maybe five – six tops.”

“Right.”

Death came off his throne and extended a bony hand to me.

“John, as usual, it’s been a unique pleasure.”

I shook his hand. “And you have a standing invite to bring some of your friends and sharpen your poker skills any time you want.”

While it wasn’t the most pleasant sight to see, Death smiled at that.

“Deal.”

X

I SAT UP.

Sal hugged me so hard I could hardly breathe.

Bernie was on the other bed having a similar problem with Jude.

Once Sal quit kissing me enough that I could talk, I did take that breath.

By then Rochelle and some of her nurses had come in to the Emergency room.

“Well, look who’s back among the living. We were hoping you weren’t trying practice flat-lining again. That long beep can get annoying after awhile.” (Of course, she was smiling at me.)

“Sorry Rochelle. Guess this is one for the books.”

“And we can hardly wait to read it. But I guess we should get out of here so you can get dressed.”

She herded her nurses out in front of her, with extended arms, then shut the door behind them.

I was busy peeling off the sensors, as was Bernie. Jude was assisting him.

Sal just looked into my eyes, direct. “So, how did Death take it?”

“Wasn’t happy about it, but we shook.”

“You made a deal with Death?”

“He couldn’t refuse the offer. Besides, I know he doesn’t read – but he also knows that a story can’t die. If it wasn’t me, then somebody else would write it to life later. At least he knows how I would write him up.”

I pulled Sal to me and gave her a slight hug.

“Yes, of course there’s details. But you can proof it for me – all three of you actually. I think we’ve got a great partnership in the works now.”

Sal put a finger on my lips. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

I moved her hand, but held onto it. “No Sal – I have to write this one before I start the first work on Jude’s. But perhaps we should let Jude tell her more ‘randy’ version to Bernie first and get it out of her system. Then the PG version can come out in print.”

Jude nodded to Bernie, then enveloped him in a long kiss. Other than trying to keep his balance, Bernie didn’t seem to mind.

But that was all I could see while Sal was doing the same to me.
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BY S. H. MARPEL
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WALKING DOWN A DARK, wet, gritty highway - barefoot, feverish, and in only a nightgown.

At least the storm had quit.

Now if I could get my chattering teeth to stop, it would help – maybe.

A string of cars on the side of the road gave only a promise of help. Some of their lights on. No one inside. I noticed a broken window and an empty baby basket.

Draped over it was a knit shawl. Around my shoulders helped warm me, a bit. Not that it made me think clearer. Socks and shoes might have helped. Not the extra diapers or home-study course lessons left in that baby crib.

By those car lights I saw a city limit sign. Trudging that direction on pain-numbed feet, I soon saw lights ahead.

While my eyesight was blurry, my ears still picked out the wail of a crying babe.

So I hurried, despite my torn feet and shivering.

In that building’s front yard, tripping over toys - that didn’t help.

Once inside, I reached the source of the wailing and found why it was so loud.

Two babies.

I then realized we three souls had one thing in common.

None of us knew why we were there.

I

I WOKE UP NOT REMEMBERING much of how I got here, where I was, or who I used to be.

There were two babies, one on each side of me, who were sleeping soundly. All of us in a big bed that was soft and warm.

My hair and white muslin nightgown were drenched. Like I’d been out in the rain with them. Even soaked the sheets a bit.

But the babies were both dry.

I could hardly move from where I was, since the top sheet and quilted patchwork comforter had been tucked in around all of us so tight.

A little work at loosening these from under the babies allowed me to carefully scoot up a bit to more of a lounging position. The extra pillows helped me not have to go all the way to vertical and wake up those cherub-faced infants on each side of me.

At least I could take in the room.

It was simple, bare of any decorations. Wallpaper ran from ceiling to floor, in a faded floral pattern. One double-hung window let in filtered light through thin white curtains. Other than the bed, the biggest thing in it was a double-wide crib. And a wide rocking chair sat on the floor between that and the bed I was in. Other than a couple of side-tables, the only other furniture in here was a matching dresser. It and its mirror stood opposite the foot of my bed. Two doors stood in the wall as bookends to that dresser. One had to be the entrance to this room. What lay behind either of them I’d only know when I got up.

But simply trying to sit up showed how weak I was. And how sore I seemed to be everywhere. Especially my legs and feet. Rubbing one sole on my shin quickly told me that I shouldn’t do that again. It felt like the bottom skin had been sandpapered off and was barely healed. I could feel the rough scabs and also the pain of those ragged cuts.

This new position did put my face visible in that mirror, a tiny image at its bottom above the frame.

That image had long and wavy black hair, in need of brushing and combing, as well as a good wash. The dark rings under my eyes told me I probably went through hell in the last few days.

Being alive, at least, was a plus.

A stirring next to me brought me back to these two tykes on either side. They were both going to be red-heads. And you can’t tell me any baby isn’t the cutest darling in the world at that time of their life. I couldn’t tell you how I knew about raising babies, but “cute” is too obvious.

Habit or not, I tucked the blanket in again on each side of me to make sure they were comfy and secure.

If I woke up without any memories, I at least was in good company. These two had none or few yet themselves.

Then I heard steps come up the hallway. I’d soon find which door led out. But the question of who was coming in made my heart race a bit.

- - - -
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“HEY, THERE, SLEEPY-head. How are you feeling this morning? Brought you something.”

The voice behind that fast patter was a sandy-headed hunk. Tall, wide-shouldered, and a freckled-nose smile that calmed my heart.

He held a tray on one hip with his right hand, since his left opened the door. That door to the right of the dresser.

On the tray was a bowl, its spoon and napkin, plus a short cup. This became obvious as he swung that tray back around to hold it in both hands again. After he got the door shut once more.

“Thought you might be hungry.” That heart-melting smile again.

“A bit.” I nodded.

“I’m Arthur, by the way.” He set the tray down on my lap carefully, even though the cup and bowl were only a little over half-full each, to keep whatever was in there just where it was supposed to stay.

Arthur sat on the front edge of the rocker seat and looked the babies over closely. “They seem to be doing nicely now. Last night it was a trial getting them quiet. Food, change, some walking and cuddling finally did the trick.”

I was just watching how his eyes twinkled when he talked about caring for them.

He looked at me and I could see his interest glow in those hazel eyes. A gal could get lost in those. “Of course, you were the biggest help, and I wanted to thank you for coming in when you did. I thought I’d be back before they woke up, but rounding up some formula took longer than I thought.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just started spooning the soup into my mouth. And found out how hungry I was. Delicious. Split-pea. Warmed just enough. And some orange-spice tea that kept the warmth coming.

“This is good, Arthur. Thanks.”

He just smiled again, took the tray while I held the cup, and relaxed back into my pillows.

Walking that tray over to the dresser, he turned and leaned against it. “I don’t think I let you answer when I came in – how are you feeling this morning?”

‘Better, I guess.” I touched my hair on my right side and tried to get my fingers through a snarl there. “Guess I look a mess.”

Arthur smiled. “Darling, you look just fine. Especially what you’ve been through.”

A frown crossed his face, and he stood to turn toward the dresser. Pulling the top drawer out a bit, he found a brush and comb inside. By the rattling, it sounded like nothing else was in there.

A few steps and he came forward to place them on the bed by my leg, below the babe on that side. “Whenever you feel like it. I’ll see if I can’t find you a hand mirror. You probably don’t want to get up very soon.” The rocker seat edge took his weight again.

I nodded. “Can you tell me how I got here or where I came from?”

Arthur looked down, and just shook his head before returning his eyes to mine. “Not much. I found you in that rocker, soaked to the skin with only a knitted shawl around you and the two babies. You were singing them to sleep and they had just closed their eyes over their too-cute smiles. I just waited inside the doorway.”

He reached over and tucked in the nearest baby from his side. “You fell asleep yourself right after that. Somehow, I figured out how to get both of them and you moved into that bed so you could warm up yourself. Sometime in the night, your fever broke, by the looks of it. When you came in you were burning up and shivering.”

That made sense of waking up soaked. “The babies didn’t wake?”

Arthur shrugged. “Yeah, they did. But when you’re holding them, or I am, they don’t get bothered. But I think they like you best.”

“Are they mine, yours, or ours?”

His face went a bit pink. “That’s a bit complicated. I found them, and then you showed up with them here. So they aren’t either of ours, but they are both of ours the way they act.”

“So we aren’t...?”

“No.”

I crossed my legs and discovered that the damp nightgown was all I was wearing. That made my own face turn a bit pink. And prompted me to pull the sheet a bit higher across my chest. “Well, I owe you thanks for taking care of me.”

“It’s just part of the thanks I owe you for taking such good care of these babes. Oh – I found some clothes about your size. They’re clean and dry. I put them in the second drawer down. The bathroom is down the hall, but don’t feel like you have to get up until you do. It’s better that you rest.”

I nodded and handed him the cup. He placed it on the nearest bedside table.

Then I carefully scooted back down under the sheet and comforter. Not to disturb the babies.

“That soup and tea were good. Thanks.”

“You’re very welcome.”

After a quiet pause, he rose and walked over to the dresser for the tray. Then turned back to me.

“Oh, do you have a name I can call you?”

I thought a bit. Because only one name came to mind, but I wasn’t sure it was mine. “Molly. You can call me Molly.”

Arthur smiled again. “That’s a nice name. Fits you. OK, Molly, I’m going to see what else I can find in this empty town. I won’t be gone long. But I’ll leave you to get some more sleep.”

I looked from side to side at these sleeping babes.

Pictures of love, wherever they came from. Closed eyes and the hint of a smile on their faces.

And soon my own heavy eyelids pulled dark curtain over everything again.

II

FEEDING BABIES IS A great time to talk.

Because the two of you are sitting there and have both hands busy until she’s got the bottle empty and it’s time for you to walk and burp her.

“Arthur, what are their names?

“Hami and Rochelle.”

“Hami?”

“There was a Bible study guide in her baby basket about Hammurabi. And if there’s any justice for an abandoned baby in the back seat of a car – well, the name stuck with me.”

Molly worked at her poker face to disguise her reaction to my choice. “And Rochelle?”

“I named her after my aunt Shelly. There’s a wild rose bush that grows out of her grave. Rose plus Shelly...”

That she smiled at. “Seems appropriate. How do you tell these two apart?”

“Hami has lighter hair, and her nose is perkier.”

That made her chuckle. “I can see that now. Thanks.”

We both just cuddled and made goofy faces for awhile – at the kids, that is.

“Molly, how are you feeling today?”

“Kinda funny, but all those flu symptoms have gone, and even my sore feet have healed.”

I was surprised at this.

She held up one foot at me so I could see it from where I sat on the bed.

“Yeah, you’re right.” I looked down at Hami in my arms and then back at her. “Didn’t the shoes I get fit? I’m concerned about you going barefoot after that fever.”

She smiled. “You’re sweet, Arthur. I take off my socks when I nap, as my feet sweat. But set your mind at rest. I always wear socks and shoes outside.”

I nodded, still concerned about her, but I looked back down at Hami.

After a few quiet moments, Molly asked, “Can I ask you about your own parents?”

I looked up at her and smiled. “Sure. I was adopted myself. And my adoptive parents raised me in a library. It was the only one in town, which was in an abandoned village like this one.”

“Being raised in a library must have been fun.”

“Sure. Kinda spooky, though, because there wasn’t any electricity in the town. So after dark, all those shelves full of books became places where spooks and ghosties hung out.”

“Seriously?”

I grinned. “No, of course not. But you wanted to get your bedtime reading picked out well ahead of sundown, as trying to read a Dewey-decimal number by candle is a real pain.”

“What kind of reading did you like?”

“I liked the action-adventures, mostly. But like my dad, I also had some construction and repair manuals to get through. Like my mom, I liked gardening and cooking books.”

“Well, that explains your delicious split-pea soup. And I think I put on a few pounds in the last couple of days alone.” Molly smiled.

I smiled back. “Well, thanks. I work at it. Cooking is a lot like engineering to me – or maybe a combination with chemistry. You put things together in the right arrangement and it works. Of course, my mom’s cooking is a lot better – she told me the reason is that she put love in everything she baked or prepared.”

Molly nodded at that. “She’s got that right.”

“How about you – have you been able to remember anything else?”

“I get snatches in my dreams, sometimes during naps. Nothing that really makes sense yet.”

She looked down at Rochelle, who’d finished her bottle and was smiling back.

“Does she seem larger? And she’s focused on me. Last night, she didn’t hardly have her eyes open.”

“It’s the virus.”

“Virus?”

“My parents caught it when they were only babies. The scientists who raised them with the others in their maternity ward – they called it the Lazurai virus. Only babies survived it. Highly infectious. And those infected babies grow rapidly until about the equivalent age of 12.”

“Infectious? Were you infected?”

“Sure. Anyone who meets one of them would catch it.”

Molly went wide-eyed. “So that means you could give someone else that virus.”

“Not always, apparently.”

“How so?”

I tried to look comforting. Especially as she was still holding Rochelle. “Because you’d be dead by now.”

III

TOBY SHOWED UP THE next day. He was Arthur’s friend. Grew up together. So I guess they were in the same town.

That’s about all the explanation I got. Right after that, Arthur went off with him to the town’s garage. The one with the fuel pumps out front.

One good thing about this town is that the power was still connected. For now. How long it would stay on, I didn’t know. You’d think the power company would turn the deserted towns off. Unless they didn’t know it was empty?

I had the kiddie watch. No longer babes, they were in a big play pen in the main room. Toys inside, they could pull themselves up to stand on the side bars as they wanted. And their mutual red hair was just long enough for them to pull on, too. So I had to watch for their curiosity. So far, they played nice with each other.

But as these kids grew so fast, so did my own questions about this “Lazurai virus” stuff. Arthur tried to answer my questions, but those explanations just prompted more questions.

Like, if the virus killed people, then why was I still alive? If Arthur could selectively give the virus to certain people, then why did he infect the babies? And then, could those babies later give that virus to me?

All I knew is that I woke up again every morning, only remembering back to that first day I woke here. Like every day was a birthday for me. That meant I was five birthdays old at this point. Five awake days. Happy birthday to me.

Useful enough for now. I could live that way if I have to. And it looks like I have to.

- - - -
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TOBY SHOWING UP AT least gave both Arthur and I a break. Arthur already been through every house in this small town, and pulled whatever food they had to this one. With his friend in town, he could get out of this house and away from my endless questions.

This house seemed to be a day care center before – when this town had kids and parents. Some folded clothes of all sizes in the closets. Food for kids from everything starting with babies and going up to where they could eat “adult” food. Cribs, playpens, toys of all kinds for different ages. Even some shoes and socks of all different sizes. And plenty of children’s books.

Those books are what Hami and Rochelle liked the most. They weren’t talking yet, but they loved to listen to me or Arthur talk. Soaked in every word. And they loved to hear that lullaby I sang them the first night, or so Arthur told me. Anyway, I remembered a lullaby and those kids would stop whatever they were doing to listen. And since I always sang it when they should be sleeping, it usually had that effect. Even now as toddlers:




Sleep my child and peace attend thee,

All through the night

Guardian angels God will send thee,

All through the night

Soft the drowsy hours are creeping

Hill and vale in slumber steeping,

I my loving vigil keeping

All through the night.



While the moon her watch is keeping

All through the night

While the weary world is sleeping

All through the night

O’er thy spirit gently stealing

Visions of delight revealing

Breathes a pure and holy feeling

All through the night.





I’d been looking out the window at the garage where Toby and Arthur had gone. And sang it absent-mindedly to myself.

When the kids got quiet, I turned around – they had each curled up on the play pen floor, sleeping. Perfect angels, as usual.

If I didn’t know better, they had grown while I’d been looking out the window. But my “knowing better” was suspect – since I didn’t remember what I was supposed to know, and these children were growing faster than a “normal” child could. But that was based on what? My intuition of what child-raising was supposed to be?

Other than some first-aid books, there weren’t any child-raising texts in this house. We’d both looked. Arthur has pulled all the books from the other houses in town and put them on high shelves out of reach of these kids. But where we could both reach them.

Mental note: those lower shelves will need to be emptied or removed in a couple of days when these kids start climbing everything. So my “intuition” told me again.

IV

THE TOW-TRUCK DIDN‘T have anything missing. A couple of gallons of gas, a little oil, and all the other fluids topped up – all while we had a charger on its battery.

Then it roared to life. Toby could do that with machines. So we left it warming up to make sure it didn’t overheat for some reason.

The garage door was open. While inside, the cool temperature from the concrete floor and solid walls was the same as the air outside. But those fumes weren’t good to breathe – and smelled that way.

We were outside, listening to its rumble as the tow-truck idled.

“We need to check all the pneumatics and chain-connections.”

Toby was right. He nodded.

“As soon as it warms up, then.”

Toby nodded again.

“Hey, what’s up? You never just don’t talk unless something has you torqued.”

“It’s her, Arthur.”

“Molly?”

“Yeah.”

“What about her?”

“How long do you think she has?”

“Dunno.”

“Days, weeks, hours?”

“Dunno.”

“What’d you tell her?”

“Maybe the virus is selective.”

“Selective! Seriously?!?”

I just nodded, looking at Tory with a sideways glance.

“You’re hooked on her, aren’t you, Arthur?”

I just looked down and nodded.

Then, another voice spoke, clear in the morning air.

“So, Tory, is it days, weeks, or hours until what exactly happens?”

We both turned around to see Molly standing there.

V

ARTHUR LOOKED TO BOTH sides of me. “Where are...?”

“Don’t worry, Arthur. They’re in the yard, inside that fence, with all those toys.”

He sighed with relief. “We’d better get back. You don’t know what trouble they can get into at that age.”

“Wait.” I turned to Toby. “What did you mean days, weeks, hours?”

Toby shrugged. “Usually anyone who meets one of us is dead by now.”

“Dead?”

“Yeah, that virus is a killer.”

“So why am I still around?”

Toby shrugged and looked at Arthur. “What happened when you found her?”

“She found me, actually. Or, she found the babies. Then I found her. Asleep.”

Toby said, “Wait – she found the babies, but after you found those babies.”

Arthur nodded.

“That means something else happened. Something inside those kids.”

- - - -
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THE TWO KIDS WERE FINE. Arthur was holding Hami and I had Rochelle. Each on a hip. They were that big now, way too heavy to hold in either of our arms for very long.

They weren’t in any trouble. They were both smiles and happy. Bigger little girls now.

No, I don’t know how their clothes grew, too. I’d put them both in jeans, sneakers and t-shirts when they went out to play. Figuring those were the easiest to clean. They were still wearing the same outfits. Some smudges on them, but nothing serious. Those jeans and t-shirts were just longer, but fit to their size.

Rochelle smiled at me, reached up and touched my face.

And my mind went calm. Very calm.

Then I knew.

She’d healed me that first night.

And now I was a Lazurai, too.

VI

“SO, NOTHING LIKE THIS has ever happened before?”

Molly and I were watching the kids play in the yard. We were sitting in an outdoor bench swing.

“No, Molly. This is something new. Nothing my parents told me was possible. Nothing they ever saw happen before.”

We just watched the kids play. Hami was making mud pies. Rochelle was petting a stray cat that had found it’s way into the yard.

“Wait, Arthur – your Dad studied engineering and your Mom studied anything besides cooking and gardening?”

“Dad also studied all the advanced sciences he could. Mom would keep some of the weirder spiritual stuff around. And you should have heard them compare notes. Sometimes I could hear them laughing and carrying on. No clue what they were talking about.”

“Did they ever tell you about these conversations?”

I just smiled. “Sometimes. They’d make a joke about things, and then would have to explain it to me. Most of the time, I still didn’t get it.”

“Anything about healing?”

I shook my head no.

“Arthur, think. Anything at all?”

I just stopped and thought. For a second the world drifted away, then...

“Mutation.”

“What?”

“Viruses mutate.”

“Meaning?”

I looked at her into her eyes. “They also said this was a sentient virus, one that learned from its host. So I think I may have changed its mind.”

Molly took my hand. “What did you do to make that happen?”

“What I thought when I found you. I knew the kids would be fine, but when I heard your lullaby -

Soft the drowsy hours are creeping

Hill and vale in slumber steeping,

I my loving vigil keeping

All through the night.

“I knew you needed to live, to be safe. Because I needed your help with these babies. Someone to keep a loving vigil all through the night.”

Molly’s eyes went soft and she squeezed my hand. “Just so I could help you...”

“Sure, I know a lot but, I don’t know everything. And here you showed up, singing that lullaby. You got them both asleep, even though it wore you out. That’s when I knew I had to help you live.”

She put her head on my shoulder.

And we just rocked in that cool afternoon as our kids played in that yard.

- - - -
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THE GIRLS WERE RUNNING around now, bringing us stuff and giggling.

Molly and I liked to come to this bench swing to watch them play. But now the kids were allowed to run out of the yard – just as long as they didn’t get out of our sight.

Hami liked to bring us mud-pie tarts that looked delicious, all golden-brown. At first, they were the same grit and taste as the mud they started out from. But I took her into our bakery and made some from scratch – and she watched the whole time. Once the rack of them had cooled, she tried one and her eyes went wide with understanding.

So now her pies come out perfect. While transmutation is now in her makeup, she should be an amazing cook and baker on her own – one of these days soon.

Hami already helps out Molly in her restaurant next door. That’s Molly’s passion these days. Like my bakery, we want things ready for any visitors. And the girls both help her keep it clean, as well as my bakery.

Rochelle doesn’t cook like her sister. And Hami teases her about “burning water”.

But if she can’t be found, we know where she’ll be. Right down the street at the old Vet clinic.

She keeps an “open door” policy for the local stray cats and dogs. First come, first served. They might go in with a limp or a crooked tail, but come out sleek and grinning. I’ve even seem some wildlife go there. But if anything big comes into town, she somehow has them go around back where she can deal with them outside. Yes, even bears – but those are usually by appointment. It seems she’s the only vet in the area. And especially the only one that heals by touch.

- - - -
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TOBY DROVE OFF IN THE tow truck days ago. To where, he didn’t say, only that he’d be back.

We just didn’t expect what he brought back with him.

That afternoon, he rolled back into town, with two other people in that cab.

Behind him rolled in a small yellow school bus. Packed with people.

Of course, Molly and I rose and called the girls in as we all walked to meet them.

Once they stopped, Toby swung out of that cab on his side, and so did his guests on the other.

Of course, I ran up and gave those last two my biggest hugs.

“Molly? Here are my Dad and Mom.”

Another set of big hugs.

By the time they were done, there was a huge crowd of people surrounding us. They’d come off the bus and were all smiles now. Many of them I knew.

Molly went and greeted each of them to introduce herself, while Rochelle took each person’s hand and looked into their eyes, smiling.

Hami went with me to lead them over to Molly’s restaurant. Some good home cooking after a road trip is always welcome.

Hami was serving appetizers from out of our adjoining bakery, while Molly started pots and pans with fixings going in the back. Rochelle was handing out menu’s and hostessing.

I didn’t have much to do right now except smile. My Dad was on one of my sides and my Mom on the other.

Toby came up as the last of our guests had entered.

“Well, Toby, did you ask them or do I get to?”

He just smiled and nodded at me. “Mostly, I was talking to them on the way over about this town and how it would be a perfect place for all our friends to live.”

All three of them were smiling at that idea.

“Dad, Mom, I’m so glad you were both able to come. Because you see that chapel down the road? There’s going to be a wedding soon. Maybe right after the meal. We only needed a pastor, a best man, and someone to give the bride away. But Toby outdid himself.”

More hugs, along with tears of joy.

The two babes were getting parents – a family.

As Molly would say, a perfect birthday celebration. About ten days old and counting.

VII

ARTHUR WAS GONE WHEN I finally woke up.

I called it “finally” but that’s because my nightmares had been getting worse, and waking me up all through the night.

The girls were big enough to sleep in their own room now, but Arthur was my comfort during those bad dreams.

Being too tired to feel or hear him get up, was more my own lack of sleep than anything wrong between us.

He was such a catch, and so devoted.

When I got up to dress, I saw in the mirror those dark hollows under my eyes. And that told me something had to change.

- - - -
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I FOUND THEM AT THE restaurant. My restaurant. Sitting together for breakfast. All smiling and talking about family things, I imagined. Once I got through the front door with that dinging bell over it, they all looked up at me with those smiles, and I relaxed. Coming over to sit with them, Arthur got up to help me with my chair – not that he had to, but that’s always appreciated.

Arthur’s dad spoke first. “Molly, I think it’s time we told you about the Lazurai history, as short as it is. All we know about how this is affecting you and the children.”

Arthur put his hand on mine. “Darling, those bad dreams could be from your life before you first woke up here. Your memories may be coming back.”

I tensed. “Meaning that the recurring vision of my home blowing up might have me to blame for it?”
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THE NIGHTMARES GALLOPED roughshod through my dreamscapes. Every night, every nap.

Not that I could do a lot about them. They were always the same ones.

During my sleep-interrupted nights, they were waking my husband and even the children sometimes.

That morning, I woke up alone in our bed.

When I did sleep, it was always a hard one - nothing could wake me. His rising to work, and getting his own breakfast without me - that fueled my discontent.

Dressing this morning, I saw the dark circles under my eyes and resolved - something had to be done. Today.

Why those nightmares kept coming had something to do with my amnesia.

If those were my memories, I only wished the first ones weren’t about my childhood home exploding in flame.

Along with the idea I somehow caused all that...

I

ARTHUR WAS GONE WHEN I woke up.

Out of habit, I looked over at the large calendar I’d hung on a nail in the far wall. It was my 45th birthday. There had been forty-five days since I woke up here, without any past. I was supposed to be dead. But was very much alive.

There were two things I was happy about that morning, even though my face wore a frown.

The first was waking up alive once more.

The other was being surrounded by the real world and not a recurring nightmare.

My dreams had become more and more depressing and violent.

The girls were big enough to sleep in their own room now. So my husband Arthur was the only one I interrupted now with my thrashing and yelling.

He wasn’t in bed with me now.

But I could hardly tell where he had slept, since the covers and sheets were all tossed and tangled. Pillows, too. A veritable storm had hit that quiet room.

A storm that seemed to quit only when I was awake.

Rising to dress, I looked at myself in the dresser mirror.

Dark circled eyes stared back at me. Disheveled, long black wavy hair. A fright mask, for sure.

Meaning – I had to do something to fix this. My life couldn’t get much worse, as I felt like I had nothing to lose.

Except for our two beautiful kids, and my loving, devoted husband. Between them, they’d saved my life and given me something to live for.

For them, and for me, something needed to change. Today.

- - - -
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I FOUND MY HUSBAND Arthur at the restaurant. My restaurant. Sitting with his parents, Jim and Sandy, all together for breakfast. All smiling and talking about family things, I imagined. Once I got through the glassed front door with that dinging bell over it, they all looked up at me with their bright smiles, and I relaxed.

I was surrounded by love, which pushed my worries to the back of my mind.

Coming over to sit with them, Arthur got up to help me with my chair – not that he had to, but that’s always appreciated.

Some weeks ago, he’d quit asking me about how I slept. Probably because he knew. His holding me in his strong arms and against his broad chest was one of the only ways I could get to sleep again.

Arthur’s dad spoke first. “Molly, I think it’s time we told you about the Lazurai history, as short as it is. Something in that might explain what might be affecting your dreams.”

Arthur put his hand on mine. “Darling, those bad dreams could be from your life before you first woke up here. Your memories may be coming back.”

I tensed. “Meaning that one particular recurring vision of my home blowing up and me to blame for it?”

At least now it was all in the open.

I just shrugged and looked down at my place setting. Everything laid out in precise order. But the plate, like my memory, was empty.

Arthur’s mom tried to help. “Molly, you know we’re here for you...”

I looked into her emerald green eyes. “Sandy, I appreciate that. And you’ve all been so helpful to me. And all I want is to help you in return as part of your family. It’s just those dreams are so – extreme.”

Sandy looked to her husband, Jim. He met her eyes with a glance, then looked to Arthur, then to me. “Molly, we know that. And so we think it’s time for you to find out the reason for those dreams.”

Jim’s eyes were a deep blue, and I could see how his mother had fallen for him. A very kind blue.

Arthur squeezed my hand. “My parents said they’d care for Hami and Rochelle so we could take a road trip.”

I turned to him. “Road trip? I don’t need a vacation!”

Of course that outburst gave all of them pained looks.

“Well, yes, I’m tense, but I work that out in the kitchen with new recipes...”

“Darling, it’s not about your stress, it’s a way to find out where and when all those nightmares are coming from.”

- - - -
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ROCHELLE AND HAMI TOOK it well.

They’d grown so fast. Up to my shoulder now. But then, Sandy had explained a lot about how the virus affected growth rates. Fast at first, and then slowing down when they were still pre-teens. At that point, they would start getting a very balanced education. Book-learning, of course, and also hands-on apprenticing from the adults around them. Any craft or trade they wanted, and often Lazurai children chose several.

As explained by that old saying, “No one school has all the teachers.”

Also, kids are curious by nature and are wired to learn more than one discipline. The point was to let them try out all sorts of things until they found what they really liked,

Of course Hami already had fallen into cooking and baking. Hami was teaching me things now, and going through all the cookbooks she could find. Literally trying every single recipe until she mastered it in all its variations.

Rochelle was a healer and practicing on pets and wild animals for now. For cuts and scrapes, the kids would run down to her “clinic” and come back with hardly a scratch showing. Rochelle would often find me after breakfast and ease the tension in my mind by just taking my hand with hers.

Both of them were amazing successes.

Sandy and Jim had started a library from all the books available in that town, adding on to the old one-room school house with another wing. One that seemed to be ever growing inside with more packed book shelves squeezed in every time I visited.

Our kids loved their grandparents and it was mutual. They were getting the best care possible. And lapping it up.

- - - -
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ARTHUR BORROWED HIS friend Toby’s tow-truck and loaded it up with everything we’d need.

We both hugged everyone who came to see us off, starting and ending with our kids and Arthur’s parents.

Then we started out.

Arthur wanted to visit his old home first. Near where his parents found him abandoned as a baby.

II

THE LIBRARY WHERE ARTHUR grew up still stood there, a big two-story brick building, all sealed against the weather. Arthur got us in and took me on a tour. It was
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