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I WANTED TO BE MORE than just some electronic house-haunting ghost - I wanted to understand being Human.

All electricity works on "on" and "off" states, if you break it right down. Even when you blend several AC and DC circuits together on the same feed. And that's what makes logic and decisions.

But humans are never really off. They are running all the time - even during sleep. And their decisions aren't logical. They'd even kill each other when it served them – the ultimate "off" – sometimes just to prevent an unwanted "on" when it was "inconvenient".

When I was “born”, there wasn't a midwife, doctor, or hospital. Not even a mother. Just a lot of electronic circuits that happened to be nearby.

They called me a ghost, but that house was my body - at first. Then some spirit-guides befriended me and taught me how to corporealize as a human.

But looking and feeling like one didn't make me one - that's what I became more and more fascinated with. Like I would die if I didn't figure this one out.

Yeah, the ultimate "off" - and the human records all say this is their worst, most unsolvable mystery – and what they fear most. And motivates them the most.

So I was headed right there by becoming "human". (Sigh.)

Then let the games begin...
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JOHN EARL STARK, MYSTERY writer and Ghost Hunter, was standing in this same red-neck bar where I had a back table, and was now looking my way.  He'd finished consulting with Jude, so she and her lover Bernie phased out to somewhere else.

John had an tall tumbler of iced tea in one hand, and was as handsome at ever. He turned and started toward me.

I swallowed, surprised at being nervous about this.

- - - -
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BERNIE HAD BEEN MY delightful company while Jude and John had their very engaging discussion over their barbecue tenderloin sandwiches. (Frankly, I thought that Jude was going to splatter their whole table with sauce the way she was gesturing. It must have been a very intense discussion.)

Bernie, though, kept me more than occupied with his stories of growing up as a shifter, and getting me to tell him what it was like to be a digital spirit-guide.

Of course, that only really gave him stories about what I'd gone through since I showed up. Because I have only ever been a “spirit”, never “born”, so I don't have much of anything to compare to growing up in a mortal life.

And that's why I was sitting there, waiting for John.

Bernie was being too nice when he came over to cheer me up. Obviously, he was there for Jude but wanted to avoid becoming a third-wheel at their conversation. He saw my dour face and I liked his honest grin. So, he came over to my table, shifting from his border-collie mix to his three-piece-suited human form, which was just the cherry on top of a tall ice cream sundae.

The short version: he was polite, sweet, a perfect gentleman. We had a great time talking and comparing notes.

Right up to the moment Jude needed him in her arms, and she phased him away.

And then that other tall order of male human sweetness started walking in my direction.

- - - -
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JOHN TOOK THOSE FEW steps over while, as usual I was more delighted the closer he came. While I knew Sal had him “off the market”, it was still a pure joy to have such a hunk to talk to just by my  lonesome for awhile.

“May I join you?”

John's polite question shook me from my reverie.

“Oh, yes, of course.”

He pulled that bentwood chair out that Bernie just left and sat to fill it again.

“How are things today, Cassie?”

“Could be better, but with the music and the food, plus Bernie's company – and now yours – things took a turn for the better.”

John smiled. “Glad to hear that. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

I smiled in return. “You did say that you had a prior appointment. But  by the looks she gave me, it seemed like she was there to also get your help, as well as help you with my case.”

“True on both counts.”

“So, if I may ask, what was it that you needed her expertise to assist me with?”

He paused, looking at me to make sure he understood what I said. Basically working out what the short answer was. (I could almost see those cogs turning in his handsome head.)

“Mostly – confirming that becoming human is a one-way trip.”

I sat back. “All that conversation for so few words?”

John smiled. “OK, but the long answer is all about sexual practices and taboos, and laws and finally we got around to human motivations and psychological studies.”

I smiled. “The short answer was better. I mean, I have access to all that data, but it doesn't say I've studied it much. Or even have any urge right now to physically research it – as tempting as your broad-shouldered physique is to any woman.”

“And I just finished talking with Jude about sex to come over here and be 'propositioned'?”

“You're just too cute, John.”

“I've been told that. Even by Harpy.”

“How is Harpy, by the way? We haven't worked together on any assignment for awhile.”

“Oh, she's doing fine. Working on something at her sister's castle, or is it her castle? That family ownership thing of theirs is hard for me to keep track of – because they both claim it's theirs.”

“I probably know that project she's working on. I think you do, too.”

John waited, a blank look on his face.

“Oh – they haven't told you? That's interesting, since it's so personal. Well, I'm not going to spoil their surprise. Anyway, it's good to hear she's getting along well. You were talking something about psychological studies...”

John raised an eyebrow at my ham-handed redirection, but just shrugged slightly instead. “Hey, you aren't really hungry are you? I'm stuffed after two over-sized tenderloin sandwiches and at least as many tall iced teas.”

I glanced at the one I had and the one he brought over – each mostly full. “OK, John, we can go wherever you want. We don't need these, I don't think. Because two-armed hugs while phasing are always better than one.”

A finger-twitch (Jude actually taught me that one) transmuted those tumblers of tea back into thin air, with no fuss or muss.

I stood. “Shall we?”

John smiled as he rose to his full height, and held out his elbow. “My cabins, please?”

I slipped inside that elbow and wrapped both my arms around his waist.

A new motion of a single finger phased us out of that red-neck bar, while I made a mental note to visit it again, some time soon.
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THE CABINS WERE JUST as I remembered them, and just as I'd read about them in John's books.

Three mini-home cabins, side by side. Each having its own porch and pair of outdoor chairs on it. Screen doors outside, covering the exterior doors. Quaint.

While the immediate outside of the cabins was trimmed, the rest quickly went to tallish grass that looked like it was grazed down regularly by cattle instead of being mowed by any machine. Some distance away was the big old barn, where a classic faded-blue truck was parked inside a lean-to addition on one of its sides. I could hear chickens clucking somewhere near. The other side of that barn had a fenced-in pasture that might be for a milk cow. Of course, some of my conclusions were from the hints that John had left across his many books.

Still, with the fresh and humid Midwestern air, along with the puffy clouds in the sky, it seemed a piece of heaven.

As I took it all in, I finally saw that John had been waiting for me, a smile on his face.

“Welcome to my home.”

I smiled in return. “This is very much like all I'd read about. And not so adventurous.”

He started us forward, to the cabin on the north end. “A lot of adventures have started here, and all end here – in that laptop inside, and then electronically transmitted to my publisher.”

We soon reached the small porch, where I released my
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