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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans - 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


Thanks to Rebekah for her sharp eyes, brilliant insight and active imagination.


- - - - 


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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“JOHN, I JUST MET A ghost who's dying.”

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

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

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

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

“Suicidal?”

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

“And you got this from one meeting?”

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

“5 minutes at a time?”

Carol nodded, and bowed her head.

I raised it with a gentle touch to her chin.

And saw a tear roll down her cheek. 

“Please, John. Help me help him – and her.”
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I DIDN'T OFTEN SEE Carol like this. In fact, never.

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

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

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

“Carol...”

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

She melted into them for a long hug between friends.

And I waited for her to speak. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So I waited as the soft cookie softened her.

“John...” 

But never finished that sentence. And looked downcast again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A ghost, dying?”

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

“How so?”

“His battery is running out.”

She had my complete attention now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And your ghost?”

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

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

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

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

Carol nodded.

“But it looks just fine.”

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

“And this tunnel and their excavation?”

Carol shrugged. 

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

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

“Where's the battery come in?”

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

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

“And re-charging it...”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And that's when Finn appears?”

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

“So how am I supposed to help?”

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

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

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

The dim light from inside the control room began pulsing.

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

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

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

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

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

“Finn, this is John – John, Finn.”

I nodded to Finn and he smiled wider.

“John, it's good to meet you.”

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

“She's fine. Her vitals are normal. I'll check
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