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Prologue





THIS COLLECTION OF beautiful ghostly tales is dedicated to the different women in my life who have supported me and assisted my career and my physical, mental and spiritual wellbeing over the years.

Many readers have written and emailed to me, wanting to know more about my road to success, my life and my characters. So, besides being a collection of short stories, Ghostwriting is an insight into how I became an author with a little help from my friends. In telling my readers a little about myself, those close to me and my inspiration for each tale I attempt to give you a glimpse of my creative process. I am constantly being asked, ‘Who is Tory Alexander? Where did her character come from?’ This book then, is also an insight into the women who contributed to making Tory Alexander the great gal she is.

Each of these fictional stories is a quest for the spiritual warrior that is inside every living being. The women to whom these stories are dedicated have, for as long as I have known them, striven to excel in their own fields of endeavour and have never given up on their dreams and aspirations, despite tremendous obstacles at times.

Why ghost stories? I am a huge fan of ghost stories and having had a few close encounters with the disembodied myself, I am a big believer in this phenomenon. I don’t see ghosts as clearly as some do, but I always know when there is a spectre lurking about.

So, let me begin my ghostly tales of fiction with a factual account of a haunting that was witnessed first-hand by yours truly.

 

Our House Ghost

THE HOUSE WHERE I grew up in the Sydney suburb of Carlingford became haunted during the twenty odd years we lived there. I say, ‘became haunted’, as there were never any odd occurrences until we renovated the room under the house which had previously been a junk cum kids playroom, and only enterable from the outside.

We turned this space into a bar/TV room with a cellar and a spa, and connected it to the lounge upstairs via a narrow, spiral staircase. I came to hate the staircase and the room downstairs, and would never go down there alone.


The first time I became aware of a presence in the house, we had just completed the extension. I was up late watching ‘Nightmoves’ on TV waiting for ‘The Police: Live in Concert’ to come on. Unfortunately, I was forced to sit through an hour of Joe Cocker live beforehand and the only thing that kept me awake was the distinct impression that I was being watched. I found my eyes drifting from the television to the new spiral staircase in the corner — I kept expecting someone to walk upstairs. It was the damnedest feeling, sensing a presence and being unable to see it. I was certain I heard and felt someone ascend the stairs. I was seventeen and knew little about the supernatural — although admittedly I had an interest in the subject even then.

Gradually, little things began happening. Cold spots in the downstairs room and in the upstairs hall mostly, but they did occur right throughout the house. Except for the kitchen — the kitchen was like a sanctuary, it always felt safe and warm.

I recall sometimes being left to babysit my brothers. After the boys had gone to bed, I would retreat to the kitchen to await my parents’ return. My focus was always on the hallway, watching for my invisible voyeur, who was there between me and the bathroom, watching, and waiting to vex me with cold spots and shivers should I make a dash to the loo.

We had a glass cabinet in the dining room that used to rattle any time someone walked past it; the floorboards in front of it creaked, too. I couldn’t count the times my brothers and I heard the ghost pacing the house.

There was a night when a group of us teenagers were watching a movie in the bar room. We all heard someone walking around upstairs. Our gallant boys went upstairs to check out the house, only to find all the doors and windows locked and nobody about. After deciding we’d been hearing things, we went back to the movie, whereupon the footsteps were again heard upstairs. This went on for most of the evening. Some of my friends had doubted my claim that we had a ghost in the house; none of them doubted it after that night. As for the ghost, I think it was his way of protesting to all the noisy teenagers in his space — and the bar room and cellar were definitely HIS space.

How did I know it was a he? Well, I’m coming to that.

The ghost was never close by when there was a strong male presence in the house. When my father moved out the episodes got worse, and my mother began to sense we had company as well.

It was around this time that I went to see my first clairvoyant. I did not mention the ghost to her; in fact, it hadn’t even occurred to me to speak of it. She knew all about what had been happening, all the same.

‘There are several ghosts where you live,’ she told me.


Several! I thought, horrified.

‘You feel very safe in the kitchen?’ she queried, and I nodded, nearly choking with shock. ‘Your nanna is there, watching out for you,’ she informed me.

My nanna had owned the house before my parents brought it, and she had spent much of her time in the sunny kitchen. Nanna and I had been extremely close prior to her death. I was six years old when she died.

‘And the other spirit?’ I ventured.

‘He has been disturbed and is disgruntled.’

More than this she could not tell me. She said that Carlingford would have been on the main route from Sydney to Parramatta in colonial days and that many people had met their deaths due to highwaymen in the area. She had a friend, living not far from me, whose young daughter was constantly seeing rows of convicts hanging over the back fence in the evening.

The spirit was trying to contact me, she said, and advised that I should try speaking with it, to see if I could help ease its frustration.

Had I not been so young and scared witless, I might have done some good for this lost soul, but I couldn’t bring myself to confront him. I was so young at the time that I wonder if I could have understood this disembodied spirit’s pain anyway? And being so inexperienced in occult doctrine, I might have done more harm than good.


No way, I decided, although the clairvoyant told me that the ghost could not harm me or stay in my presence if I did not wish it. Well, I did not wish it, but wishing didn’t make it go away.

I would bet you’ve never heard of someone being haunted whilst on the loo, but the one time I ever glimpsed our ghost that is exactly where I was. I was sitting there, looking about, as you do, when I felt the temperature drop and my skin began to prickle with the creepy pins and needles sensation that for me was an indication of the ghost’s presence. From out of the bathroom mirror a shadow was cast on the floor — a large, broad-shouldered man who was bald.

More than that I did not define. I lept off the loo, ran past the mirror, cupping my hands over my eyes to avoid seeing the presence I feared would be staring back at me. I ran to my bedroom where my boyfriend Dave (now my husband) was settling into bed. I must have been as pale as a sheet.

‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ were his exact words.

I moved out with David into a unit soon after that. The episodes with the ghost became more furious for those left behind. It was as if it protested at the family going their separate ways — perhaps it had been feeding off our energy? Whatever the reason, the ghost acted up every time someone moved away from the house.


The day my brother Steven moved out with his girlfriend, our youngest brother, Kyle, and Mick, Steve’s best mate, were in the bar room having a drink after packing the truck. The bottles on the glass shelves behind the bar began to rattle; Kyle and Mick didn’t need any more of an invitation to hotfoot it upstairs. This was why we hated the staircase, because whenever a weird occurrence happened in the bar room, the slim, steep spiral ascent was so damn difficult to navigate in a hurry. Kyle tripped on the top step and fell to the floor. He rolled over to see Mick racing up behind him, and a glass come flying up the staircase and curve in midair in order to hit Mick in the back of the head.

Mum put the house on the market not too long after this, but she did not escape without first having an encounter with our phantom which shed new light on the character of the entity I had for so long feared.

I did not learn about this encounter for many years afterward, when the family sat down one night and finally talked about all the experiences we’d had in the house at Carlingford.

My mother’s dad, whom we (the grandkids) simply called Father, was dying in hospital after a long fight with cancer. Mum had come home from the hospital to try and get some rest, and having asked the staff to call her if there was any change in Father’s condition, she slept on the large playpen lounge in our back room in order to be certain of hearing the telephone if it rang.

Mum woke before daylight from a disturbed sleep to find herself buried up to the neck in soil.

‘I could literally feel the dirt running through my fingers,’ she said, ‘the weight of the earth bearing down upon my chest making it difficult to breathe.’ And yet, she was very aware of still being in the back room. ‘I could see the walls, door, windows and curtains.’

Beside her stood a tall, early-colonial looking fellow leaning on a shovel. Despite her situation, Mum felt no fear of the man — she believes, in retrospect, that all the dirt piled on top of her was a means to pin her psyche down and hold her attention. The apparition never said a word, but Mum sensed that he was there to be a comfort to her — a warning bell for the day that was to follow.

She realised that her father had passed away, but having the message delivered by a ghost confirmed her belief in the soul. It was a comfort to know that, freed of his pain, her father’s spirit would endure to evolve in the great scheme of creation.

Thank you, she bade the spirit in her mind, but I no longer wish to be here. She willed herself to wake.

Daylight was streaming in through the large glass windows and the phone was ringing.

One of the hospital staff was calling to inform my mother that my grandfather had indeed passed away in the early hours of the morning. The announcement came as no shock to my mother, but rather she felt happy for her father’s release from the painful illness.

I asked Mum to describe the entity who had visited her that night. ‘Broad-shouldered, tall, middle-aged and bald.’

This was enough to convince me that I hadn’t been imagining things all those years before, for it was clearly the same spirit we had both seen.

I feel bad that I never attempted to befriend our house ghost and ease his pain, as he eased my mother’s. My mother, however, has completed courses in parapsychology and assisted other lost souls to free themselves from their self-induced limbo.

The experience taught me that the veil between the land of the living and the realm of the dead is very thin. If we dare to lift this flimsy sheath and see the wraiths that inhabit this world in which we live, then death is neither the end of the influence we can have on the lives of others, nor the end of the meaningful friendships we form on this earth.









Toni

My mother — the healer
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A Piece of Time














 



I THINK YOU only truly appreciate your mother once you become a parent yourself. I’m not just talking about the long and arduous labour, or the damage done to her body in order that you might be in the world — I am talking about the worry and anxiety that never ends. I adore my mum, if only for managing to keep me alive this long. Dad, too, but that’s another story.

My mother’s original name is Beryl-Ann, but she was christened Carol. Apparently, there is no saint by the name of Beryl-Ann, so the old priest performing the service refused to christen Mum until her parents rethought their choice. Mum ended up with Toni because her grandfather had expected her to be a boy.

My mother and myself began to explore esoteric thought at around the same time. I was getting married, Mum was getting divorced.

Just in case any readers might be mistaken in thinking that esoteric doctrine has something to do with the devil, the word esoteric simply means ‘withheld, not clear’. It is ancient wisdom, knowledge of the etheric world and its inhabitants; it teaches a belief in the soul-mind and the inner realms of the cosmos.

Mum and I have aided each other to unravel some of life’s mysteries during our many deep discussions about the secret mysteries of this planet, the nature of spirituality and mankind. Much of what we have theorised is hidden beneath the plot lines of my tales, but it is up to the reader to define their own boundary between fact and fiction.

Thanks to Mum I have come into contact with many psychics, channellers, healers, and even a few spirits. These experiences and connections have helped me to explore my view of the Otherworld and have given me an active insight into the world of the unexplained, which I find irresistibly intriguing these days.

My mother has completed several motivational and spiritual courses; has studied parapsychology, Bowen therapy and is a Reiki Master of some years. Recently she travelled to India to visit the Ashram of Sari Baba, whose teachings she devotes herself to following in every aspect of her life.

So, if any of you have ever wondered where I get my inspiration from, much of it comes from the experiences I have had in the company of my mother and her friends. Needless to say this group of people do wonders for my research and after speaking with them I never lack for story ideas.

It was one of Mum’s close friends, Lynny Rainbow (actress in ‘Number 96’ and countless other film, TV and theatre productions) who first read The Ancient Future and loved the manuscript so much that she sent it to a literary agent. This kind act was the defining moment of my career as a published writer, an event that never would have happened without the subtle guidance of my mother and her belief in my talent.

Ask anyone who knows my mum and they will tell you that she is as spiritually wise as she is kind and caring; it is healing just to be in her presence. From her I have learned what it is to love intelligently and think lovingly. Together we have discovered how to create our own reality, to see the wonder in life and the best in people.

 

‘A Piece of Time’ was originally a short story that I wrote to accompany a present that my mother was being given on her fiftieth birthday. The gift was an antique fob watch, and although this story has been dramatically altered from the original tale, the fob watch and general storyline remain the same.

The redraft of this tale happened when New Idea wanted a short fiction piece from me. They hoped to capture the younger audience with my tale, so the character that my mother had played in the original version reverted in years to a young modern version of my own mother. She would probably like me to mention here that she would never have her nose pierced, but besides this bit of creative licence, my character was pretty well spot on.

‘A Piece of Time’ appeared in New Idea, July 29, 2000.








A Piece of Time

[image: image]



A WEIGHTLESS SENSATION of euphoric peace liberated her entire being from the days of pain and struggle, whilst around her doctors and nurses shifted into a state of emergency. It was her body bleeding to death on the operating table below and yet she couldn’t bring herself to feel anything for the physical persona she’d left behind; it was nothing more than an outdated suit of clothes that she desired never to wear again.

‘She’s haemorrhaging,’ a nurse stated, shifting the grieving husband out of the way.

Christopher! She felt her husband’s panic and sense of betrayal. This was to be the happiest day of their lives — the birth of their first child.

‘What’s happening?’ he demanded to know, only to be ushered further out of the way. ‘Helen? Helen!’


The dread of their imminent separation drew her perception back toward her body and sent a sharp stabbing pain through her heart. He didn’t deserve to be abandoned with a new baby to raise alone. He was a tender, intelligent man, whom she would miss terribly.

No more! She pulled against her desire for the earthly pleasures her lover had bestowed upon her; she had done with her time amidst the uncomfortable constraints of matter.

The heart monitor changed in tone to alert all in the room to a pending disaster. ‘We’re losing her,’ the head nurse told everyone.

‘Get him out of here!’ the doctor ordered, referring to Christopher, as the staff made ready to try and resuscitate their patient.

In the corner, pushed out of the way and screaming for attention, was the child she had borne and would never hold. But not even the loss of that pleasure could induce her to give up her newly-acquired state of liberation and peace. Their association was not meant to be this time around, but she would watch after her boy’s interests and aid him through the tests this lifetime held in store for him.

As the doctors exhausted themselves trying to keep her with them, she followed her husband out into the corridor, where he had collapsed on to a seat.


He was clutching to his heart an old fob watch that had been her first gift to him and had rarely left his person since.

Eerie that she could hear every breath he took, the beating of his heart and the ticking of the fob watch pressed against his chest. The tick, tick, ticking of the watch seemed greatly amplified in comparison to his heartbeat and the sound became offensive to her senses. She willed the noise to cease!

Her husband was immediately alerted to the failure of the piece he clutched so tightly. In desperation, he opened the golden covering to view the watch face, which had stopped dead on the hour of one o’clock. The look of horror on his face indicated that he knew his wife had departed this world.

 

As Tani emerged from her doze, the first thing she became aware of was the tick, tick, ticking of the watch she clutched to her chest. In retrospect, and considering the dream she’d had, she realised that it had startled her awake. Her eyes opened and fell on the digital clock on her bedside table: it was 1.00 a.m.

‘Christ!’ She’d half scampered off the bed before she’d realised that all was well — she’d only had that bloody dream again. ‘Freaky.’ She tossed the fob watch on to the bed and held her arms around her chest to recover. The coincidence between the time she’d awoken and the time in her vision was just too spooky.


Chistopher, the handsome young widower in the vision, had clung to the same watch she now eyed from a distance. Tani considered whether the universe had perhaps cursed her with the taunting episodes for buying the watch on a frivolous whim.

In order to purchase the rare fob watch, Tani had dived into money she’d been saving to travel overseas. There were so many mysterious destinations and other cultures that Tani wanted to experience before a mortgage and family life got hold of her, as it had many of her friends. She would fly away from the mundane, she’d decided, which was probably why she had yet to meet Mr Right — Tani was convinced he awaited her abroad at some exotic destination.

It had been her romantic heart that had landed her in this disturbing situation. The fob watch had so lured her upon sighting it, as jewellery seldom had, that Tani imagined the timepiece and herself were destined for each other. She was not too sure she still thought so.

‘I don’t know what I was thinking,’ she said, as if it were the pointless waste of money that disturbed her and not the vivid dreams she’d had both times she had fallen asleep with the watch on her person. The other thing that was a little disturbing was that Tani had only wound the watch once since she’d purchased it two weeks ago, and it had yet to stop ticking. She retrieved the fob watch from amidst her bedding and placed it in its green velvet case, out of harm’s way. ‘I’ll just take it back first thing tomorrow,’ she resolved, as if she truly believed the solution would be that simple.

Flashes of the tragic circumstances unfolding in her dream recurred to taunt Tani and challenge her resolution when she returned her head to the pillow. It is not my business to chase up ghosts. She attempted to justify her decision, but it seemed her heart and sense of adventure were in distinct disagreement with her logical brain and better judgement.

 

Outside the antique dealership the next morning, which she passed every day, Tani waited patiently for the owner to arrive and open up.

All night a feeling of foreboding had been welling within her, and although her decision to return the timepiece looked like making her late for work, Tani couldn’t hold out until lunchtime to have this dilemma resolved.

She recognised the owner as he approached bearing a bunch of keys. All she received from him was a vaguely perturbed look, probably due to having a customer waiting to hassle him before he’d even had a chance to sip the coffee he’d purchased. Tani, sensing his mood, did her best to hang back and not rush the man, even though the hour of nine was imminent.


‘Can I help you?’ he inquired, seeming mildly appeased that she had at least waited for him to collect himself.

‘Yes.’ Tani snapped to attention, pulling the green velvet case from her bag. ‘You might remember I bought this here a couple of weeks back? I wish to return it.’

‘Do you have the receipt?’ he queried indifferently.

Tani had forgotten about that little detail. Still, she knew she’d shoved the slip of paper in the back compartment of her purse with all her other important receipts. ‘Sure do,’ she assured the frosty salesman. Opening her purse, she expected to find the docket staring her in the face, since it was so recent. ‘Hold on …’ Tani begged the man’s patience as she pulled a mound of little white papers on to the counter and proceeded to sort through them. ‘Oh … where could it have gotten to?’

‘No receipt, no refund,’ the owner concluded coldly, in a rather pompous English accent.

Tani could hardly believe the stand he was taking, and she smiled as she spoke her mind, not wanting to provoke a heated argument. ‘Surely you remember me? I came in several times to look at the watch before I decided to buy it.’

He glanced her over briefly. ‘No, I don’t remember you.’

Now either the old guy was going senile, or he was lying to her. ‘Then surely you recognise the watch. It is a very distinctive piece.’ She opened the case and held it up for him to view.

The gentleman looked down his nose at the rare item. ‘It is lovely,’ he commented, in a noncommittal fashion.

‘So you do recognise it?’ Tani prompted, desperate to speed things along.

‘No,’ he stated matter-of-factly.

Tani drew a deep breath, and opted for a different tack. ‘In that case, would you be interested in purchasing this lovely piece?’

The gentleman eyed Tani up and down again, this time taking in her all-black attire, complete with black leather jacket, short jet-black haircut and silver nose ring. ‘How do I know it’s not stolen?’

Tani rolled her eyes, thinking the answer was obvious. ‘Because you sold it to me! Where am I, in the twilight zone or something?’

‘Miss, if you have a drug problem that is your concern, not mine,’ he told her rudely and Tani’s jaw nearly hit the ground. ‘I have already told you that I have never seen you or this piece before and therefore I must bid you good day.’

Stepping out into the street, Tani truly felt as if she’d entered another dimension. The gentleman at the reputable dealership had always been very congenial to her, and she’d never imagined he would attack her personally. Surely he didn’t treat all of his customers this way? So she dressed in black quite a bit, but it wasn’t like her clothes were tatty, or that she wore dark make-up or appeared half out of it. How dare he make her feel inferior? She had a good mind to go in there and give him a piece of her mind, but where would that get her?

‘Just more infuriated than I am now, most likely.’ Tani exhaled heavily in the hope of ridding herself of some of her fury. Not only was she late for work, but she was stuck with the damn watch.

 

That night Tani made sure she left the watch inside its case, inside her bag, at the other end of her unit. She would sleep tonight and put this little problem behind her. In reality, she’d probably just created this whole scenario surrounding the timepiece to make her life seem more interesting.

 

The tick, tick, ticking that woke Tani was a rude shock to her system.

No, it can’t be, her semi-conscious brain reasoned, as she perceived that she was holding an item to her heart. As she reached for the bedside lamp, she broke into a panicked sweat already knowing what the light would disclose. The digital clock by the bed read 1.00 a.m. and Tani’s heart jumped into her throat. Even once the light was on she still felt trapped in the nightmare — the fob watch was in her hand. Deeply shocked, Tani placed the offending item aside and lay back down. I never sleepwalk! She mentally rejected the only rational explanation. The night air was freezing; if she had braved beyond her warm covers, she would have known about it. ‘Please, please, leave me alone!’ she sobbed into her pillow, weary from lack of sleep and even more frightened by the cause.

Tani didn’t have any close family she could discuss her problem with, and most of her friends were having babies, or had boyfriends and had lost interest in such esoteric mysteries.

‘I need professional advice,’ she reasoned, as she wiped away the fearful tears that escaped her eyes. ‘Tomorrow is Saturday, and I know one such professional.’ With this resolution the panic that had gripped Tani ebbed a little. She always looked forward to seeing her clairvoyant and, although it could be considered another frivolous waste of money, she felt confident that his advice would prove more beneficial than any doctor she went to visit at this stage.

 

Tani’s clairvoyant was a fairly hard man to see on short notice, but as she was a regular customer, Winter had managed to squeeze Tani in during his lunch break.

Winter wasn’t at all mystified or sceptical as Tani outlined what had transpired since she’d bought the watch; rather, he seemed to relate totally. ‘Well, what we seem to have here is a very personal case of psychometry. And you, my dear Tani, are the psychometrist.’

‘I’m the what?’ she queried, wide-eyed, stunned by his deduction.

‘Psychometry is when you handle an object and perceive information pertaining to the object’s history or previous owner,’ Winter explained. ‘I have for some time been a psychometrist myself, and yet all I can tell you about this piece is that it was made in England.’

‘How do you know that?’ Tani queried, mystified by his words.

‘It says so, here on the back,’ Winter pointed out with a cheeky grin. ‘Obviously, you are the one who is meant to figure out this mystery.’

‘But why me?’ she protested. ‘I’m not a psychic! If I were, I wouldn’t be here speaking with you.’

Winter held Tani’s hands to reassure her. ‘You’re obviously much more clairvoyant than you give yourself credit for. Use the information the watch has given you. Follow your intuition.’

‘What information? I have nothing to go on … not even a gut instinct.’ Tani appealed for more aid. ‘I cannot continue to endure this kind of sleep deprivation! I need to solve this thing quickly.’

‘Well, then …’ Winter cocked an eye to have a think about it. ‘Perhaps the fob watch has been lost, or stolen and it’s trying to get home.’

Tani couldn’t prevent the sarcastic smile from creeping across her lips. ‘Get outta here.’


‘Laugh if you will.’ His tone allowed that it might sound far-fetched. ‘But stranger things have happened. Sometimes ghosts have been known to attach themselves to objects.’

Tani glanced warily about her, finding the notion a little creepy.

Winter had another bite of his sandwich and reached for the morning paper that he had yet to read. ‘How long ago was it when you first noted the watch in the store window?’

‘Only a week or so before I bought it, and when I asked the jeweller about it, he said that he had only recently acquired it. Or at least that’s what he said back in that other dimension when he acknowledged my existence,’ Tani scoffed. ‘Why?’ She frowned curiously and moved around behind Winter to find that he was scanning the classifieds.

‘If the watch has been lost or stolen, the authorities might have inquired around at the local dealerships to see if it was flogged off to any of them,’ Winter theorised. ‘Your pompous friend might have been protecting the reputation of his business by denying he’d ever seen the piece.’

Tani considered this to be a fair explanation as to why the shopkeeper had displayed such an adverse reaction to her wanting to return it.

How do I know it’s not stolen? She recalled the antique dealer’s question. Perhaps it wasn’t his assessment of her character that had prompted his rudeness, but a recent scare the jeweller had experienced? ‘Interesting,’ she granted at last.

‘Lost, believed stolen, one small antique fob watch of great sentimental value to owner. Reward offered for any information that might lead to the recovery of this precious family heirloom.’ Winter slapped the paper in a triumphant fashion and Tani was so amazed that she kissed him.

‘Winter, you are a marvel!’ Tani gasped as she read the notice for herself.

‘Simple synchronicity.’ He shrugged off her praise. ‘A well-cherished item would have a strong psychic force attached. Such an item could only have been lost or stolen, so it stands to reason that someone is desperately looking to recover it.’

 

As she walked up to the gates of the huge mansion, Tani drooled a moment and allowed her imagination to run rampant concerning the man she was about to meet. He went by the name of Carl Hamden, which bothered her as the name of the handsome widower from her dreams had been Christopher. Then again, maybe this Carl person was looking for an entirely different watch and this little trip would prove to be naught but an unhappy coincidence and another dead end in her quest for a good night’s sleep?

‘Please let him be young, single and interesting.’ She pressed a button on the intercom panel and the gates parted wide.


Tani warily commenced her walk up the long, pristinely-kept paved driveway.

The large dwelling she approached was rather daunting, and she scaled the front steps to the pillared landing wondering if she should find the servant’s entrance, as she suddenly felt very aware of being underdressed.

‘Toni Cavanagh?’

‘Tani.’ She turned from checking out the architecture to discover that the man standing in the front doorway fitted at least one of her wishes. He appeared to be in his late twenties; not much older than she was. ‘Are you Carl Hamden?’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’ Carl shook her hand and invited her inside.

 

The young lord of the manor was staring at her timepiece with a blank, slightly perturbed expression on his face. ‘This is it! Thank Christ for that.’

Tani was confused; surely he couldn’t be the rightful owner. Carl didn’t sound as if he was attached to the watch at all. ‘That can’t be. I understood it belonged to a widower — by the name of Christopher?’ Tani voiced her true concern.

‘Christopher is my father —’ Carl responded automatically and then looked at her, dumbfounded. ‘Wait a moment, how could you know that?’

‘You’re the babe,’ she gasped under her breath.


‘Pardon.’ Carl frowned, confused by her comment and disturbed that his query was not being answered.

Tani suddenly became rather suspicious of the dashing young gent. What if he had sold the piece off on his father and intended to do it again? Carl had referred to his father in the present tense, so Tani figured that he was still alive. ‘I should like to place this in the palm of its rightful recipient, if it’s all the same to you.’

Carl’s sweet blue-grey eyes turned stormy. ‘You’re not another one of those bloody private detectives? Did Dad hire you?’

Due to the sarcasm in his voice, Tani couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. ‘I work in retail.’ She couldn’t help but smile at his far more intriguing misconception. ‘I acquired the watch purely by chance.’

‘You’ll have to forgive my rudeness.’ He was more at ease after her assurance. ‘The loss of this watch has caused a couple of rifts in this household. I apologise if I seem a little tense.’

Tani suddenly glimpsed through the young man’s cool front to a deep underlying sadness, but Carl forced a smile once more, his pleasant demeanour returning to mask any of his true feelings on the matter.

‘Forgive me.’ Tani felt awful for her assumption that his intentions were the worst. ‘Perhaps you should return the watch?’


‘No, no,’ he insisted, politely. ‘I feel sure that father dearest will wish to question you regarding how you came by his treasure.’ Carl was really struggling to remain civil. ‘Do follow me.’

As Tani followed Carl down the corridors of the grand old house, she dwelled on her vision, and the tick, tick, ticking of the watch inside the case she held alerted her to a small discrepancy. ‘Excuse me?’ She implored Carl’s patience and attention. ‘I know that it’s probably not my place to mention this, but … this watch wasn’t ticking when it left your father’s possession?’

Carl nearly fell over where he stood. ‘You’re absolutely right.’ The fact that she knew robbed him of further speech.

‘So, shouldn’t we try to stop it and reset it to one o’clock?’ Tani prompted a response from him, inwardly tickled that the young lord was observing her as if she were an angel or something — this being psychic business was kind of fun.

‘Nobody who does not know either my father or myself intimately could know that.’ Carl wanted to smile, but he was wary — she had to be misleading him somehow.

‘Your mother knows.’ Tani nearly choked on the words and yet she was compelled to say them. ‘She watches over you and has done so since the day you were born.’


The soft look of wonder left Carl’s face and his dark scowl returned. ‘My mother died the day I was born,’ he stated coldly.

Tani did not retract her claim, nor did her eyes waver from Carl’s face in the presence of his anger. ‘I know,’ she replied, holding up the watch that was the urgent concern. ‘Do you have a small screwdriver?’

Carl blinked, realising that he’d misunderstood her meaning, and what she’d truly been implying both confused and intrigued him. Now he didn’t know what to make of this mysterious woman dressed all in black. She looked rather like a witch, and in an odd way she was rather bewitching. ‘Sure thing.’ He let go his anger to see to her request.

 

In the large, darkened sitting room, an aging man sat in a plush chair by a roaring fire, his legs covered with a blanket. He stuck his head around the side of the padded armrest to view Tani and Carl as they entered.

‘Hello, welcome.’ He beckoned with his hand for Tani to join him. ‘You made it past security, I see.’ His eyes shot his son an accusing look.

Tani was in a daze, seeing the handsome young bachelor from her dreams in the old man she approached. She opened the green velvet case in her hand and held it out before her, as an offering.

‘You recovered it!’ The way Christopher took possession of the watch reflected how much the piece meant to him. ‘You did better than those damn detectives I hired. Most well done, my dear, most well done.’

‘It was an accident, truly.’ Tani didn’t want to make the hired help look bad. ‘I saw Carl’s ad in the paper.’ She went for the simple explanation.

‘Bah!’ The old man waved off his son’s efforts. ‘The only reason he posted that ad was so he could regain possession before I did, and flog the watch off again.’

‘For the umpteenth time, I did not flog it off,’ Carl lashed back in his own defence.

‘Yes, you did!’ Christopher shot back at him. ‘This watch marked the beginning and the end of my relationship with your mother.’ He waved the piece at his son. ‘You never forgave her for dying and leaving you with me.’

The look on Carl’s face implied that the accusation might be true, and thus Tani was swayed toward believing Christopher. Still, she quietly backed away, as this argument was none of her affair.

‘The most precious memento of Helen that I have.’ Christopher held the watch to his heart, momentarily appeased to hold it close. ‘And you had to take it away!’ he roared in conclusion.

Tani was glad to have retreated some distance as Carl seemed fit to explode.

‘No, father, I was supposed to be your most precious memento. Me!’ he hollered in spite. ‘It is you who has never forgiven me for killing her.’


Tani’s heart leapt into her throat, for she felt all the guilt that had been instilled in the young man. He’d truly been made to believe that he was responsible for his mother’s death.

‘Dear Gods!’ Tani spoke up, oblivious as to how out of place it was for her to do so. ‘Your mother died because it was her time and for no other reason.’

‘Tell him that.’ Carl directed her to his father, happy to have someone to back him up for a change.

‘As painful as it was to leave you both, Helen was gratified by death’s release. She’d done her time on this hellhole of a planet.’ Tani looked at Christopher. ‘And as pleasant as you made her time here, she dwells in a far more contented place where she still watches over you both.’ Tani’s enchanted spiel ended, and viewing the expression on the faces of both men, she was stumped as to what to say next. Thankfully, the large doors to the sitting room parted and in walked a middle-aged gentleman in a business suit.

‘Well, it’s a bit late for you show up, Detective Roberts,’ grumbled Christopher, holding up his prize. ‘This young lass here has already found it.’

‘Then you must be Tani Cavanagh, the one who purchased the fob watch a few weeks back from an antique dealer on Oxford Street?’ The detective made it known that he had been doing his job.

‘That’s right,’ Tani smiled, impressed.


‘It appears the store owner was deceived into purchasing the item from a usually credible supplier, one Prestige Jewellers —’

‘Which is where I took the watch to be cleaned,’ Carl pointed out.

‘To be flogged off,’ Christopher insisted.

‘Actually,’ the detective spoke up to set the story straight, ‘the watch was only in to be cleaned. Apparently a few items have gone missing from the jeweller in question, along with all their paperwork and computer records. Which is why it took so long for the store to identify missing items, and, indeed, to discover what became of your fob watch. It was only when the dealer on Oxford Street finally confessed to his oversight that we were able to piece together this much of the mystery. A new employee of Prestige Jewellers, who has been off on sick leave for a week, is now being sought for questioning.’

‘Well, hallelujah!’ Carl cried out. ‘Now that I have been proven innocent, I do believe I have a life to be getting on with. Thank you, Detective.’ Carl shook the man’s hand and then tipped his head to Tani. ‘And thank you, Miss Cavanagh.’ Carl turned on his heel and headed for the door. ‘I am greatly obliged to you both.’

‘Son!’

His father’s use of the word startled Carl to a halt, and he did an about-face to find Christopher had risen from his chair in appeal: ‘Please stay a moment.’

His father’s request was so humble and out of character that Carl nodded to agree.

‘That will be all for now, Detective.’ Christopher dismissed him. ‘And Miss Cavanagh, if you would be so kind as to wait in the next room, I would be greatly obliged.’

 

In the next room a small fire was being lit by one of the house staff, who offered to fetch Tani a cup of tea.

‘I could get used to this,’ she decided, sinking into a comfortable seat in front of the fire. She was feeling decidedly grand at having solved her mystery, and it was now painfully clear why the return of the watch had been so important. Carl and his father might have remained out of sorts for life had the matter remained unresolved. And what had she gotten out of all this? She’d discovered a whole other side to herself, a hidden and mysterious talent that may have remained dormant all her life. And even if her gift never arose from the depths of her psyche again, at least her dreams would be her own.

 

‘Miss Cavanagh?’

She was gently shaken from her deep and contented sleep to find both Carl and Christopher smiling down at her.


‘Oh dear.’ Tani raised herself from her slouched position. The quiet of the huge room and the soft crackling of the fire must have put her to sleep. Then it dawned on her that she remembered nothing of what she’d dreamt and that made Tani smile.

‘Sorry we kept you waiting so long.’ Christopher poured her a cup of tea. ‘It seems we are greatly in your debt, my dear, and have come to discuss the reward that Carl promised in his ad.’

‘Really, that’s unnecessary. I’d be happy to recoup the money I paid for it … so I can put it back in my travel fund, where it should have stayed in the first place.’

Carl was amused by her words. ‘Lucky for us that it didn’t.’

‘That’s something,’ Christopher said to Tani. ‘Where were you saving to go?’

Tani was stumped by the question. ‘I hadn’t decided … somewhere exotic.’ She took her best stab at an honest response.

‘In that case, when you’ve decided, you let me know,’ Christopher insisted. ‘I own an airline,’ he commented casually. ‘Carl, here, is our best pilot.’

Unaccustomed to receiving praise from his father, Carl had to query it. ‘You never told me you thought so.’

Christopher obviously regretted this failure. ‘There are many things I never told you … but that’s going to change,’ he stated resolutely, seeming high on life and at peace with the world.

‘You’re a pilot?’ Tani felt her heart melting in her chest. Finally, here was a man who fitted in with her scheme of what the future held in store.

Carl nodded to confirm her wonder. ‘That’s why I’m still single. Women always seem to want to nest … especially once they see this place!’

‘Not this little black duck,’ she assured him, figuring that Carl’s choice of vocation probably had a lot to do with escaping his father. ‘If I had the money, I’d just keep travelling forever.’

The way the two young people were smiling at each other made Christopher wonder if perhaps there wasn’t more karma behind his treasure going missing than just the airing of tension between Carl and himself. The aging father suddenly fancied that perhaps, one day, the fob watch would be returned to Tani’s possession by way of a family heirloom. The notion tickled Christopher’s fancy and he chuckled to himself, patting the timepiece that had been returned to his inside jacket pocket, next to his heart. Most well done, my dear, most well done.
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SUE WAS THREE when I met her and has been my dearest friend for the thirty-something years we have known each other since then. Every major event in my life she has witnessed, and in every endeavour and with every achievement she has been there to support me and hold my hand. She has accompanied me on many a wondrous journey both actual and imaginary. If not for her, my passion for storytelling wouldn’t have developed and may never have been realised. For ten years Sue was the only soul who knew of my talent.

I have made a point of letting my readers know about my D in English on my School Certificate. I can’t spell, I wouldn’t read, I was dyslexic and a rebel to boot.

Sue was the reason that I first put pen to paper, because when she went overseas, I had no one to tell my tales to and Sue had no one who could tell her stories. She rang to suggest that I try writing a story down and posting it to her. The tale was truly terrible and I didn’t write more than ten pages. Soon after, however, I wrote my first full-length manuscript, Everything We Know which became my first full-length film script (more about the films later).

As I underwent the transformation from storyteller to story writer, so did Sue transform from eager listener to frustrated reader. After browsing over the first sentence of my second serious manuscript, she said, ‘Better get me a red pen.’

Sue’s blood, sweat and tears are strewn throughout the pages of The Ancient Future, thanks to her battle to correct my spelling misconceptions and re-teach me the English language. She also taught me how to stick to the flow by making huge cuts to the text! The only reward for all her hard work was the good belly laughs some of my more creative spelling mistakes and Freudian slips have given her over the years. This is why The Ancient Future is dedicated to her.

After many years of working in the arts, Sue returned to university to complete courses in Visual Art and Earth Sciences where she achieved Distinctions in both.

Her studies have been put on hold for the moment. In December 2001 I attended the birth of Sue’s first child, a baby daughter who she named Madeleine. Now Sue has a whole new learning experience into which to channel her energies.


Sue never dreamt of being an editor, but she’s stuck with editing my work now. One day, when Sue finishes studying and parenting, and settles on a calling in life, I hope there will be an opportunity to return all the favours that she has done for me in my lifetime. She never doubted I could make it as an author, she never doubted that I could do anything! I’ve never doubted her either.

 

‘Ghostwriting’ was first published in June 2000, in an anthology entitled Mystery, Magic, Voodoo and the Holy Grail. My agent, Selwa Anthony, gave me the title and asked me to write a tale, but the story itself had been brewing for a long time before Selwa gave me the reason to pen it.

The idea was derived from one of my own worst fears — dying and leaving a manuscript unfinished. I imagined my restless ghost plaguing poor Sue to finish the manuscript.

With this in mind I really had to dedicate this story to Sue, even though she was not all that inspired by it on the first read. She said it was the radical mood swings of the heroine that annoyed her, but I know it was the subtle nightmare underlining the premise of the story that bothered her most.
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Stage One: Shock

AMY REALLY DIDN’T want to be at this wake. The question on everybody’s lips was, ‘Is the manuscript complete?’ Amy was the only living soul who knew the answer, and as that was common knowledge, she was doing her best to fade into the background. ‘No comment’ was the standard response recommended by Olivia Clairmond’s agent and solicitors, and Amy was happy to follow their advice.

Even as Olivia’s editor, Amy wasn’t entirely sure if the renowned author and spiritualist had finished her long-awaited novel, The Grail Seduction, before she’d unexpectedly up and died. Since finding her employer keeled over the box containing the precious manuscript, Amy hadn’t found the time to go searching for the missing summary chapter. Amy knew Olivia had been working on the conclusion, and she still felt confident of finding it amidst the paper jungle in the author’s office.

With a glass of red wine in hand, Amy was leaning comfortably in a quiet corner, partially hidden by a large palm tree. But even this extreme measure did not conceal her from Asta Martin’s hawk-eyes.

‘They’re like vultures,’ commented Asta, moving to share Amy’s hiding spot. ‘I don’t know how much longer we’re going to be able to keep them in suspense.’

Amy averted her eyes; now even Olivia’s agent was on her case. Wasn’t anybody here to actually grieve the passing of this great woman? True, Olivia had few close friends, mainly due to her constant travelling in the pursuit of knowledge. But her investigations into the nature of being and human awareness had inspired countless people the world over. Amy wasn’t too sure she believed everything Olivia put forward in her texts, but editing her work always gave Amy plenty of food for thought.

‘I’ll get to the search first thing in the morning, Asta, just like I promised.’

‘Amy, sweetie, I wasn’t having a go at you,’ Asta assured her. Taking up one of Amy’s hands and squeezing it, she smiled warmly. ‘You take all the time you need, I’ll keep the scavengers at bay.’

Amy returned Asta’s smile with one not quite so heartfelt.


Suddenly Amy’s eyes skipped to the door. Asta followed her gaze to discover the source of her distraction.

A young man, dressed in comfortable, colourful clothes, stood in the doorway. His beaming smile lit up the room as he entered, and an air of happiness and goodwill accompanied him into their midst.

‘That’s Olivia’s son, Liam,’ Asta observed. ‘Have you met?’

‘Briefly, before the service.’ Amy’s sights remained fixed on the young man as her smile warmed. ‘All these years I’ve worked for Olivia, and I never knew her son was so gorgeous. I saw pictures, but …’ Amy gave a shrug, motioning to Liam with a dumbfounded look on her face. ‘You can’t capture what he has on film. It has to be experienced firsthand.’

‘Much like his mother,’ Asta added.

‘He’s not married, is he?’ Amy couldn’t resist having a snoop, and Asta was sure to know.

A sympathetic frown wrinkled Asta’s brow. ‘Sadly, no.’ She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘I think he’s gay. Don’t quote me on that,’ Asta spoke openly once more, ‘but it’s more than likely.’

Amy wasn’t about to take that observation as gospel. ‘Is that what Olivia told you? Or do you say that because he’s a ballet dancer?’

‘No.’ Asta dropped her voice to a whisper again as she spied Liam heading their way. ‘It’s just that I’ve only ever seen him accompanied by men.’ Asta gave a firm nod, before turning to address Olivia’s son.

‘Liam, my sweet.’ Asta took hold of both his hands, then kissed his cheek. ‘You’re putting on such a brave front.’

‘It’s not a front,’ he informed her honestly, the large smile never leaving his face. Liam’s piercing ice-blue eyes turned Amy’s way. ‘Here’s the woman I’ve been looking for.’

Amy was pleasantly surprised to hear this.

‘I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to steal you away for a moment,’ he announced, taking hold of Amy’s hand.

Amy was wondering at this point if she’d fallen asleep in the corner and was dreaming up this marvellous little development in an otherwise miserable day.

‘Excuse us.’ Begging their leave with a slight bow for Asta’s benefit, Liam guided Amy out from behind the plant, and the way he did this made it seem as if they were going to tango, rather than walk from a room full of mourners. ‘After you.’ He motioned for Amy to take the lead.

Stage Two: Denial

In the huge library of Olivia’s mansion, Amy was greeted by afternoon tea for two.


‘I could get you a stiff drink, if you’d prefer.’ Liam had noted Amy’s bemused expression as he closed the door behind them.

‘No.’ She was quick to correct his misconception. ‘A cup of tea is exactly what I need.’ Amy, feeling herself going weak in the knees, took a seat on the lounge beside the box that contained Olivia’s manuscript. Not that Amy noticed the box. She was far more interested in this mysterious gypsy in flowing robes come to save her from this nightmare.

Everything about Liam was so completely unexpected, even the fact that Amy found him attractive. He was, you might say, too good-looking, too confident, too fit, too open — everything Amy usually found suspect in a man — but he also radiated a kind of presence that eliminated any doubt one might have about him. Amy felt Liam was quite genuinely too good to be true.

He must be gay, she decided, or some lucky woman would have snatched him up by now.

Liam took a seat on the lounge opposite her and poured the tea. ‘I have something that belongs to you,’ he said, gesturing toward the box.

‘What?’ Amy was horrified, knowing how much the manuscript was bound to fetch. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Did you happen to look at the box on the morning you found my mother?’ Liam inquired casually, as he placed Amy’s tea in front of her on the table.

‘Well …’ Amy considered the question rather odd. ‘No … I was not quite myself that day, I —’

‘Look at it now,’ Liam urged. ‘There, on the lid.’

In the place he indicated, Amy found her name scribbled, or at least part thereof. AMY FIN it said.

‘That is what Mother was writing when she died,’ Liam said. ‘The marker was still in her hand when the paramedics got here. Apparently she wanted you to have this manuscript.’

Amy was forced to laugh. ‘I really don’t think she valued my services that much.’ When she’d recovered from the shock of the suggestion, she adopted a more serious tone. ‘You’re the one entitled to all of Olivia’s royalties. She left them to you.’

‘But not this book,’ he corrected, ever so politely. ‘Or she would have scribbled my name on the box.’

Amy, still not convinced, shook her head.

‘Well, there is one other possibility, of course.’ Liam took a sip of his tea, stalling to give Amy a chance to realise what that other possibility was.

Amy simply shrugged so that Liam would come out with it.

‘Since you have yet to find the last chapter of the book, perhaps Mother was trying to write AMY FINISH — finish the manuscript?’

‘No!’ Amy stood, so panicked by the suggestion that she felt the urge to flee. ‘No way. I couldn’t possibly. Olivia was a spiritual guru.’ Amy raised a hand to the heavens, then dropped it heavily at her side. ‘I’m … I’m just her editor.’

‘Hey, time out.’ Liam had not expected Amy’s reaction to be this adverse and so he rose to calm her. ‘I thought that inside every editor there was a writer dying to get out. I didn’t mean to alarm you.’

Amy felt foolish then; she had overreacted.

The final chapter of Olivia’s damn book had felt like a looming curse ever since it had been discovered missing. Poor Liam was not to know he had voiced her deepest fear.

‘Well, I guess there’s no need to warn you that I’m prone to unexpected mood swings.’ She smiled, attempting humour, although it was true that her moods were somewhat erratic. She then seated herself.

‘It was just a thought I had, nothing more. I’m sure you’ll find the summary in Mother’s office somewhere.’ Liam returned to his seat and his tea. ‘And if you do, the manuscript belongs to you. If you don’t find the elusive chapter, then I suppose all rights revert to me, agreed?’

Amy was both disturbed and delighted by this proposal. ‘That doesn’t sound like a very good deal for you,’ she chuckled, thinking his line of reasoning absurd. ‘The rights revert to you anyway.’

‘What a cop-out.’ He shook his head, faking a disappointed expression. ‘Do you know what my mother’s greatest fear was? To die leaving a —’


‘Manuscript unfinished!’ Amy stood, enraged; that knowledge had been plaguing her too. ‘Right, that does it! I’m going to find that bloody chapter.’ She set off upstairs toward Olivia’s office.

Four hours later the wake was over, the mourners had departed and the missing chapter was still at large.

Tired and tormented, Amy rested her head on the desk, conceding defeat.

‘I’m sure it’s here somewhere, we’ve just got to keep looking.’ Liam tried to sound encouraging. ‘But not tonight, hey? Fortunately, the director of the production I was performing in managed to find a replacement for me at short notice, so I’m in Sydney for a couple of weeks. It will probably take me that long to get Mother’s affairs in order, so be my guest for as long as you need. I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for tomorrow and then you can edit it, hand it in and make yourself a killing. Sound good?’

Amy looked up at Liam in disbelief. Where did his never-ending supply of good cheer come from? He’d buried his mother this afternoon and yet he showed not a trace of grief. ‘Are you okay, Liam? You’re not one of those people who hide their negative emotions under a smokescreen of confidence and charisma, are you?’

Liam had to laugh at this. ‘What a question!’

Amy immediately wanted to retract it. ‘Sorry.’


‘I’m not suddenly going to spin out on you, if that’s what you mean.’

‘It isn’t,’ she assured him. ‘I just want to make sure that you’re okay with Olivia’s death.’

‘Of course I’m okay with it. She’s allowed to die, isn’t she?’

Amy was puzzled. ‘But won’t you miss her?’

Liam shrugged, casting his sights around the cluttered office. ‘She’s still hanging around.’

A chill came over Amy as he said this, and she noted how dimly lit the room was and how quiet.

‘She could never rest in peace with this final chapter unresolved.’ Liam noticed Amy was looking spooked. ‘Sorry, am I scaring you?’

‘A little,’ she confessed.

Liam clapped his hands together to dispel the eerie mood he’d created, and his beaming smile returned. ‘I haven’t put you off staying, have I? It seems silly for you to have to come back in the morning when you’re already here.’

Amy shied away from the idea. ‘I haven’t any clothes and —’

‘You can borrow mine,’ he insisted.

‘Are all your things so …’ she screwed up her nose, ‘bright?’

Liam nodded, figuring that Amy wore black all the time and that it wasn’t just a mourning thing. ‘You know what they say about people who feel the need to always wear black?’


Amy shook her head. ‘What do they say?’

‘They either have absolutely no idea where they’re at, or they have total command of their life … Which are you?’

After a thought Amy laughed. ‘I think I need to get some new clothes.’ Then, resigning herself to accepting his kind offer, she said, ‘Thank you, I will stay.’

Stage Three: Anger

After a late dinner and a couple of hours in Liam’s company, Amy was too full of food, drink and merriment to be bothered about Olivia’s ghost. She collapsed into bed around midnight and was asleep before her head hit the pillow.

The following morning Liam went into the city to attend classes, and Amy set to her quest. A cup of tea in hand, she climbed the stairs to Olivia’s office, located in the mansion’s large attic room.

Four equilateral triangles rose to form a pyramid structure in the ceiling. Due to this, the walls were of minimal height and so were the windows. Double French doors at one end allowed some natural light to penetrate the room. Through these, a little balcony overlooked the surrounding houses to the harbour and city beyond.

Amy opened the doors to air the room, and switched on the overhead light. She was of a mind to start at one end of the office and systematically sift her way through every little slip of paper until she found the pages she sought.

But as the hours passed, Amy’s optimism dwindled and the anxious feeling she’d had since Olivia’s death seethed in her stomach, twisting it into knots. By the time she’d sorted her way through to the desk, Amy was completely exasperated.

‘Goddamn it.’ The tears started to well. ‘Those pages have to be here.’ Frustrated, Amy reached the bottom of the paper pile on the desk and discarded the whole lot on to the floor. On the beautiful mahogany desk, now cleared of its clutter, Amy spied an irregularity in the lovely polished finish. Focusing more closely on the black marks, she realised it was marker scribble, much like that on the top of the box containing the manuscript. Amy began to tremble as she made out the jagged letters ‘ISH’.

 

Liam was struggling through the door, juggling his dance bag, keys and a couple of bags of groceries, when Amy came charging down the main staircase and began rummaging blindly through her handbag for her car keys.

‘What’s happened?’ Liam dropped everything to block her escape. ‘Are you all right?’

Amy did her best to avoid him, but when she couldn’t get past she backed up. ‘I’m being set up and I don’t want any part of it. Olivia would never have entrusted me to complete her greatest work! Hell, I couldn’t delete a comma without consulting her first. She hated the way I reworded her sentences and she never supported my aspirations to be a writer.’ Amy panted in the wake of her little outburst, taking a moment to get a grip. ‘Sorry, that had to be said … I feel better now.’

‘You didn’t find the conclusion, I take it?’ Liam attempted to guide her back toward the sitting room, but Amy would not be led.

‘I can’t do it, Liam. Not only is it impossible, it’s not right! This isn’t just some work of fantasy that you can guess the outcome of.’

‘You don’t have to justify your reasons to me, Amy,’ Liam assured her. ‘I’m sure Asta will find someone to finish the manuscript —’

‘You wouldn’t let her do that, would you?’ Amy was even more horrified by that notion.

Liam held up both palms as if to say, What choice do I have? ‘Mother’s ghost must be appeased.’ He retrieved his bags and headed for the kitchen.

‘Why don’t you do it?’ Amy trailed him. ‘You’re Olivia’s son, that would be appropriate.’

Liam offloaded his dance bag on to the kitchen floor, and his keys and groceries on to the servery bench. ‘I’m not a writer.’

‘Neither am I.’ Amy felt her reluctance diminishing by stating this.


Liam smiled a knowing smile. ‘But you aspire to be.’

‘A fiction writer. I am not enlightened with your mother’s insight and wisdom. In fact I can’t even get inspired by my own ideas.’

‘Have you read the manuscript?’ Liam began unpacking the contents of the bags on to the counter.

‘Parts of it,’ Amy replied warily, seeing where this line of conversation was leading. ‘Don’t say it!’

‘What?’ Liam smiled at being caught out. ‘What have you got to lose? You might even get inspired!’

Amy’s soft brown eyes narrowed as she looked at Liam in a new light. Her knight-cum-saviour image of him was dissolving rapidly; now he seemed more like the devil’s advocate, come to lead her straight into the depths of hell.

 

The Grail Seduction traced the spiritual mysteries and symbolism in the Grail legends from the early Vedic, Egyptian and classical myths from which the motif of these sacred vessels had derived, through to the Christian – Arthurian saga, and the Grail’s absorption into Rosicrucianism, alchemy and our modern world via Jung.

Amy became more and more engrossed, not by the subject matter so much as the red underscored sections of the handwritten text. These parts of the work were accompanied by notes — Olivia had been working on the conclusion.


Before Amy realised it she was in front of the photocopier, copying the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle she was to put together. Perhaps the challenge would not prove so nightmarish after all — there was certainly no harm in giving it a shot.

She piled all the photocopied pages together, returning the original manuscript to the box. As she did so, she found Olivia’s gold pen lying in the bottom of the carton. This was surprising, as the pen lived on a chain around Olivia’s neck and Amy had rather thought Olivia would have been buried with it. A smile graced Amy’s face as she held the golden pen up to the light, her dream of writing a bestseller wafting her away to a heavenly space.

She was snatched from fantasising about book launches, literary lunches and awards by the phone ringing. Amy set the pen aside on the desk to take the call. It was Olivia’s agent calling to see if she’d had any luck in finding the missing text.

‘I’ll call you, Asta, as soon as I have any word.’ Amy was trying to get rid of Asta quickly, so as to get on with the task at hand.

‘You know what we will have to do, if you can’t find it, don’t you?’

Asta’s query made Amy furious, sending her inspiration out the window and, in its place, her feeling of dread returned. ‘I’ll find it, Asta, and if I don’t, then you can do as you see fit. Goodbye.’ She hung up in her ear. As soon as the handset hit the receiver, Amy was filled with remorse. ‘There I go, again … Why do I allow people to push my buttons like that?’ Her eyes turned to all the pieces of paper that comprised her puzzle, and she gave a heavy sigh. ‘Now, how to get excited about this again?’

From the notes Olivia had made beside her text, it was obvious that she was far more disposed toward the alchemic perception of the Grail. This tradition referred to the Grail as ‘The Philosopher’s Stone’, which represented unification with God and was the mystical substance of self-transformation. Jung had explained the Grail quest as the search for truth and the real self, but alchemy was the art of attuning consciousness to higher states of awareness whereby direct contact with the divine was possible.

Amy switched on her computer to make some notes; she considered it her computer as Olivia never touched it. The spiritualist had denied having techno-fear; she claimed the computer interfered with her vibrational frequencies and she had placed a mass of crystals around it to absorb the excess electromagnetic radiation it emitted. Amy had suggested moving the work station to another room in the house, but Olivia preferred that they work together — probably so she could keep an eye on her.

‘It figures that you’d bloody well leave me on my own, just when I really need you,’ Amy scoffed, creating a new file on the computer for her notes on Olivia’s summations.


 

Liam hadn’t spied Amy since she’d disappeared into the office six hours ago, so he thought it best to go and check that she hadn’t done herself in.

Before he’d even ascended the attic stairs he could hear her stomping around, yelling curses at his mother.

‘If it wasn’t bad enough that you dropped dead before finishing this accursed thing. With your dying wish you ask me to do the impossible! Though, incidentally, I am not convinced you did.’ Suspicion mingled with her anger. ‘Asta wants this manuscript completed awfully bad —’

Liam gave a timid knock on the door.

‘Christ!’ Amy had forgotten all about Liam. She wiped the tears of frustration from her eyes with the sleeve of her jumper. There was no mirror in the office to check how dreadful she looked, so Amy grabbed a CD, but gazing at her reflection just made her want to burst into tears all over again. She slouched into her desk chair and grabbed a tissue to blow her nose. ‘Enter at your own risk.’

Liam suppressed his rosy demeanour as he walked inside to assess the damage.

Head bowed low, Amy’s face was hidden by her straight, dark brown hair which fell to just past her shoulders. She discarded her tissue and came out of hiding, turning her swollen, red eyes his way.


‘I’m going to burn it,’ she announced in jest, forcing a grin.

A look of empathy dulled Liam’s smile as he wandered over to give Amy’s shoulders a rub. ‘I’m sure it’s not that bad.’ Then he noticed the blank page on the computer screen. ‘Well, maybe it is …’

‘I made a whole pile of notes,’ Amy sniffled. ‘I thought it was going really well!’ Her tears began to build for a second coming. ‘But when it came down to the actual writing … it’s useless, it just won’t happen.’ She let the tears flow, and grabbed another tissue.

‘You’re in the wrong state of mind, that’s all.’ Liam crouched beside her and placed a comforting arm across her shoulders. ‘Take a break, have a bath, read your notes, get inspired! If writing is what you want to do with your life, then you have to learn to have fun with it. You can’t expect to do great work when you’re so tense.’ He resumed massaging Amy’s shoulders and a groan of painful pleasure escaped her lips. ‘This just won’t do at all.’ Liam pulled her up out of the chair. ‘Come on. Anything worth doing is worth doing well — you need a thorough working over.’

As Amy was still working on the assumption that Liam was gay, she couldn’t see any harm in it. ‘Any assistance would be greatly appreciated,’ and she placed herself in his hands.

An hour rolled around to find Amy feeling like a pile of jelly that had been spread across Liam’s bed. Her skin tingled from the stimulation of the massage, and her senses were reeling from the fragrant oil he’d used.

‘Did you know that creative energy and sexual energy stem from the same place?’ Liam stroked the fair, soft skin of Amy’s lower back. ‘The root chakra that is located behind your spleen.’

‘Is that right?’ She had no idea what he was babbling about and she didn’t really care.

‘Indeed. In both Hindu and Chinese alchemic traditions it was believed that one could achieve immortality and enlightenment through Tantric yoga … that is, intense sexual stimulation without succumbing to orgasm.’ Amy gave a semi-interested grunt in response, so Liam extended the length of his stroke to encompass her whole back. ‘They believed the generative organs were instruments of supreme magical power. And, if at the point of climax the energy can be controlled, orgasm is experienced in the mind and is absorbed into the system, granting an individual extra Chi, or life force. A glimpse, you might say, of your Holy Grail.’

With all this talk about sexual stimulation and the amazing sensations Liam was creating in her back, Amy was starting to feel rather aroused, liberated even. She gave half a laugh at his tutorial. ‘I should try it,’ she mumbled.

The feeling of lips pressing into the small of her back sent Amy’s senses reeling. And then she savoured another kiss higher up her spine, and then another. It wasn’t like her to succumb so easily, but she had no desire to stop him. Amy had had a gutful of feeling ordinary, useless and safe, she needed to feel desirable, reckless and extraordinary for a change.

Liam crawled up to lie beside her. He brushed the hair from her face, and looked her in the eyes.

She prised her eyelids open and smiled at him. ‘So you know something of this ancient path to transformation, do you?’

‘A practising master of the art,’ he assured her, his smile beaming even brighter than usual.

Amy turned to him, sliding her arms about his neck. ‘No wonder you’re so happy all the time.’

Stage Four: Taking Care of
 Unfinished Business

As the hours passed, Amy’s inhibitions took flight; making love to Liam was like a slow, fluent, emotive dance, which transcended the physical realm and led to a place where spirits met. Amy had never before experienced sex in an awe-inspiring way, but now that she’d plunged into the sacred depths of her sexuality, life would never be quite the same again.

The bed had a warm glow in the wake of their giant outpouring of emotion and energy, and Amy felt she would be quite happy to stay wrapped up in this bliss forever. She looked to Liam who was dozing beside her. ‘So, I gather you’re not gay.’


Liam would have laughed at this, had he not been so stuffed. ‘Who told you that? Asta?’ Amy nodded, and Liam rolled his eyes. ‘Asta thinks anyone over thirty who isn’t married is gay. I’m just never in one place long enough to commit to anyone, a permanent relationship just wouldn’t be fair on the other person.’ He closed his eyes, kissed her forehead and snuggled back in to go to sleep.

‘You’ve never considered settling down, then?’ Amy ventured.

‘And give up my reason for being? Never, that would be suicide,’ he yawned.

Amy eyes suddenly filled with tears. No, she scolded herself, don’t spoil this feeling by getting upset. Just accept it for the beautiful experience it is, and be happy in the hope that you may know such pleasure again before he leaves.

She smiled, cuddled up beside her wondrous lover, and closed her eyes.

In ancient India they developed a medicine they call Ayurvedic, ‘the wisdom of life’. They believed that from the union of the male and female principles arose an enlightened being. Amy’s eyes shot open. ‘Oh, my God!’ She scurried out of bed in search of a piece of paper and a pen.

‘What is it?’ Liam sat bolt upright.

‘It’s coming,’ she announced in a panic, pulling on one of Liam’s shirts that was lying about the room. ‘I have to get to the computer.’ She went to rush out the door, but then dashed back to kiss Liam. ‘No reason for alarm, go back to sleep.’ She bolted out the door.

Liam sat there bemused for a second before flopping back into the warm comfort of the bed.

 

Once Amy reached the office, she switched on the computer before she’d even switched on the light. ‘Come on, come on …’ She implored it to boot up faster. ‘Shit, it’s taking too long.’ Amy grabbed a piece of paper from the printer. Her eyes were lost in a frantic search for something to write with when she spied Olivia’s gold pen. ‘Perfect!’ She seated herself. ‘Let’s go.’

The next time Amy looked up the sun was rising. ‘Wow.’ She glanced at the computer to learn it was half past six in the morning. ‘Five hours? You’re kidding!’ She looked to the pages of text scattered on the desk before her and smiled broadly as she marvelled at her achievement. After piling the pages neatly, she had a stretch in preparation for reading her night’s work.

‘Is it safe to enter?’ Liam’s voice called from outside the door.

‘It most certainly is!’ she announced with glee.

Liam staggered in, balancing a large tray of spoils from the kitchen, complete with a pot of tea. ‘We forgot to eat last night,’ he explained, with a cheeky grin.


‘Who needs food!’ Amy threw her arms up in the air and had another satisfying stretch.

Liam, having offloaded the tray on the desk, took up Amy’s pages. ‘Is this it?’

Amy nodded, rather proud of herself; still, she couldn’t help but let a little doubt slip into her miracle. ‘It could be complete crap, of course …’

‘Can I read it?’ Liam headed to the lounge with the papers.

Amy curbed her first reaction, which was to protest; she let go of her doubt with a wave of her hand. ‘Sure. Tea?’ And she turned her attention to the tray.

She realised she wasn’t worried whether the chapter was good or not, or whether it got used or not, only that she’d done it and it felt good. For those five hours, she had been transcendent. It was as though she had merged with some higher being, and it was more compelling and awe-inspiring than any sexual relations ever could be, even considering her most recent encounter. And whilst wrapped up in this heavenly blanket of her soul, she had touched her dreams and made them manifest.

Stage Five: Depression

As he finished the final sentence, Liam turned the last page over. ‘This is really good.’ He sounded a little amazed.


Amy wandered in from the balcony where she’d been absorbing the early morning rays. ‘I owe it all to you, my magical gypsy.’ She took a seat beside him and lured him into a kiss.

‘Oh no.’ Liam wasn’t taking any of the credit, although he was amused by Amy’s image of him. ‘I just facilitated the process. You did this all on your own.’

‘I suppose I ought to read it.’ She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled it back off her face. ‘I have absolutely no idea what I wrote. It felt rather like I was in a trance, taking dictation from some unknown entity.’

Liam was intrigued. ‘That’s funny … I was going to say that I could almost swear my mother wrote this.’ By the look on Amy’s face, he could tell he’d put his foot in it.

She stood up, her elated state dwindling to depression in a matter of seconds. ‘Then perhaps it wasn’t me at all … perhaps I didn’t write this.’

‘I didn’t say that.’ Liam rose, holding out the pages before him. ‘Of course you wrote it, here’s the proof!’

She shook her head to reject his rationale. ‘You don’t really believe that. Olivia found a way to finish her damn book, at the expense of my aspirations … letting me think I had finally tapped into my creative flow, when in reality I was just being subservient to her will … Same old, same old, really.’ Amy wandered cross the room, shell-shocked; she didn’t know what to think or feel.

‘Come on, Amy. I know my mother was self-centered at times, but she would never purposely repress anyone’s creative aspirations when she spent her life encouraging people to follow their heart’s desires. Do you think I would be what I am if that were true? You’re just exhausted.’ Liam put down the pages to give her a hug, but he got waylaid by the shrilling of the phone.

As Amy watched Liam take the call, she witnessed the perfect world she’d been part of only minutes before, crumble down around her ears. It was Liam’s agent calling from New York. Apparently, Liam’s replacement had done himself an injury and they needed Liam to catch a flight back to the US asap.

As he had come to know a little of Amy’s temperament, Liam hung up the phone and turned to face her, both brows raised in apology. ‘That’s showbiz!’ he proclaimed light-heartedly.

All Amy could do was nod. She wanted to burst into tears, or rage at the very least! Still, judging from the way Liam was acting, that’s exactly what he was expecting her to do and she refused to be that predictable. ‘If I were to take up every spare second you’ve got before you leave, how long would we have?’

Liam’s smile became more sincere; he was grateful that Amy was not going to crumble on him. ‘You really are an extraordinary individual.’

Amy shrugged, trying not to crack a smile; she was rather astounded herself. ‘I couldn’t keep you from your one great love.’

‘You could for a little while.’ He strolled over to give her that hug.

For the euphoric experience making love to Liam was, Amy sure cried a lot: tears of sorrow, tears of elation, tears of confusion and release.

Liam was rather teary-eyed himself.

As the time fast approached when he must leave the warmth of Amy’s body, pack a bag and catch a plane, Liam was bemused to discover he was actually having second thoughts about leaving.

‘Perhaps I should call Frederick and tell him to find somebody to replace me?’ Liam expected Amy would be overjoyed by this suggestion and shower him with affectionate approval.

‘Don’t you dare!’ She pulled away from him to sit up. ‘I shan’t be held responsible for ruining your reputation and career, Liam Clairmond.’

‘Hold on a second,’ Liam was actually annoyed, which he hadn’t been in years. ‘I don’t think you understand. This never happens to me.’

‘What never happens?’ Amy’s heart was thumping in her chest from a mixture of annoyance and expectation.


He sat up next to her. ‘I want to stay. I can’t leave you at odds like this.’

Amy backed up off the bed. ‘I admit I’m going through a few changes, and you have been of amazing aid in that department, but I believe I can take it from here. I’m going to edit that chapter and then hand over Olivia’s completed manuscript to her agent, because that’s my job. Whether I wrote the conclusion is irrelevant … Olivia deserves to rest in peace. So you see,’ Amy threw her hands up in resolve, ‘there’s really no reason for you to stay.’

As Liam eyed her naked form, he raised his brows. ‘I beg to differ.’ He pulled Amy back on to the bed and rolled over to get on top of the situation. ‘There’ll be another flight later.’

 

When Liam carted his bags to the front door and opened it, Amy became a little disconcerted. ‘Aren’t you going to call a cab?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ll wander up to the taxi rank at the train station.’ The look of dismay on her face broke Liam’s heart. ‘Come here,’ he said softly, motioning her closer.

She had expected to have a least ten more minutes to build up her strength before his departure, but now that it was upon her, a fear of loss gripped her chest so tightly that she could barely breathe. She rushed to embrace Liam, savouring every last second she could spend close to him.


‘I know you’re going through hell, Amy,’ Liam said, stroking her head as she squeezed him. ‘But when the flames have died away, amidst the charred remains of your old self, you will find the woman of great sensuality, beauty, wonder and power that I have glimpsed these past few days.’

Amy’s heart leapt into her throat at his words. Her eyes immediately filled to overflowing.

‘My mystical phoenix,’ he called her, and with a gentle kiss of farewell, took up his bags and departed.

In a daze, Amy wandered into the misty rain. ‘Break a leg!’ she yelled after him. ‘And come back to me,’ she uttered to herself.

Liam turned around to walk backwards … ‘I’ll be back in four months, six months tops!’

Amy nodded, waved and blew him a kiss, knowing full well he would not return. After this show there would be another, then another, and so Liam would go on doing what he loved and was best at, whilst filling the lives of others with joy and inspiration along his merry way.

Once he had disappeared over the rise, Amy inhaled the cool, damp air. ‘Time to put the ghost to rest.’

Stage Six: Acceptance

As Amy typed the last paragraph into the computer she felt so removed from the text that she was convinced the work was that of Olivia’s ghost and not her own subconscious.

It is my understanding that the Grail is a gateway to the divine, a point of contact with the supernatural realm, which Jung called the ‘collective unconscious’. All information, imagination and inspiration flow from this source, through those who would follow their heart, their talent, their reason for being. I have known the transcendental time phenomenon, the sense of inner peace and profound awareness that is associated with the Grail experience: a realm of delights for the soul, which once sampled shall be forever craved.

Amy was almost in a trance by the time she finished typing the last sentence, and it gave her a rude shock to realise that the paragraph seemed incomplete, or at least not an apt ending for this work.

‘Oh, great.’ She threw her hands up, exasperated. ‘So we’re a sentence short now?’ A devilish smile crossed her face as she realised there would be a little of her in this book after all. ‘A profound summary sentence,’ she tapped her chin with her index finger, ‘now let me see … Ah!’ Her fingers hit the keys to take down her thoughts.

My investigations at an end, I realise that I have spent most of my life being seduced by a conundrum that I already understood — I held the essence of the Holy Grail in my hand the whole time, in the form of a golden pen.


Amy smiled. For the first time ever, she was sure that Olivia would approve of her addition.

 

‘There you go, the completed manuscript.’ Amy handed The Grail Seduction over to Asta, who gasped in awe.

‘Where did you find the missing chapter?’ Asta rushed straight to the lounge and sat down, discarding the bulk of the pages to skip straight to the conclusion.

‘In Olivia’s bedside table.’

Asta’s heart skipped a beat and her eyes narrowed as she looked over at Amy, undecided as to whether to believe her.

Asta had spoken with Olivia the night before her death and at that point her client had yet to put pen to paper on the conclusion. When Olivia died the following morning and the summary chapter was not to be found with the other pages, Asta had assumed the worst. She was the first to notice the AMY FIN scribbled on the top of the box, and had taken the liberty of preempting Olivia’s dying wish by writing ‘ISH’ on the desk.

The agent devoured the last few pages, tears filling her eyes as she read. ‘Fantastic!’ she decreed, piling the precious pages back in order. ‘It is everything it should be, and more. Good job, Amy, very well done.’

Amy was rather taken aback by the amount of credit Asta’s tone awarded her, and she wondered if Asta suspected her involvement. ‘Olivia was a great talent, and she will continue to inspire the masses from beyond the grave.’ Amy reached for her handbag.

‘So what shall you do now?’ Asta stood to prevent Amy’s escape. What if this young woman had written the brilliant conclusion? She wasn’t about to let potential like that escape her stables. ‘Any aspirations to write?’

Amy was a startled by the question, and the attention. ‘To tell you the truth, Asta, I’ve never seriously tried. Aspiring is one thing, doing is something else again. Still, if the muse ever does strike, you’ll be the first to know. Ah, make that the second,’ she decided, smiling briefly as Liam came to mind. ‘With any luck, I’ll be seeing you.’

As Asta watched Amy walk to the front door, she knew the truth behind the chapter. ‘I’ll look forward to reading your work,’ she said.

Stage Seven: Death and Rebirth

With the golden pen in hand, Amy spent two days staring at a blank piece of paper. At first Liam’s parting prophecy concerning her undiscovered potential kept her positive, then her faith began to wane. The nagging suggestion that the chapter had all been Olivia’s doing slowly reduced her newly-found esteem to the level it had been before she met Liam. On the third day Amy cracked.


She paced around her tiny unit, going insane from staring at the same four walls. Where was this woman of great sensuality, wonder and power Liam had spoken of?

She paused from her frenzied movement to observe herself in the bathroom mirror. All she saw was an average, sloppy-looking woman who needed a bath.

‘I’m so sick of you,’ she yelled at her reflection. ‘Sick of this place, this city, this whole fucking existence!’ The anger welled inside her, until she felt fit to explode. The love of her life had come and gone, along with the fiery ambition he had aroused in her briefly. ‘Right!’ She opened the cabinet and found herself some pills with a bit of kick.

With capsules overflowing from her mouth, Amy lent down toward the running tap. As the water seeped through the mass of pills, Liam’s voice sprang from her memory.

Take a break, have a bath, read your notes, get inspired!

Her mouth strained under the pressure of its growing load, but Amy struggled to refrain from swallowing.

If writing is what you want to do with your life, then you have to learn to have fun with it. You can’t expect to do great work when you’re so tense.

Amy spat the pills into the washbasin, digging out those that remained wedged in the far reaches of her mouth with her fingers. She looked back to her reflection, which appeared very different sporting a large smile. ‘There she is.’

 

After a few hours shopping, Amy’s attitude had made a significant adjustment for the better. She trundled in the door of her unit, dumping her spoils on to the kitchen table. From the shopping bags she pulled all her favourite food, a bottle of red wine, some incense, a CD of gypsy music and a pile of research books. Amy was tickled with enthusiasm as, from the last bag, she produced a rainbow-coloured peasant-style dress, with a full skirt and long draping sleeves trimmed with gold. The black clothing Amy was wearing was discarded in seconds and, slithering into the dress, she laced up the golden tie at the front which left her breasts spilling over the neckline. Amy rushed to the full-length mirror in her bedroom and squealed with delight as she danced around in front of it.

‘If only he could see me now.’ She halted to admire her reflection. ‘No matter,’ she decided. ‘I see myself.’

With a platter of food laid out before her, the wine poured, her books at the ready, Amy lit her incense and turned on the CD.

Once she was seated comfortably before the blank pad, Amy took up the golden pen and admired it a moment as she sipped her wine. Drawn in by the mystical tune that wafted through the room, Amy closed her eyes and allowed it to fill her being with a sense of exhilaration and anticipation.

When Amy’s eyes opened she lowered the pen to the paper. The Gypsy Road, she wrote. Amy went to write ‘by’ and hesitated as she reconsidered using her own name.

‘A ghostwriter?’ Amy kind of liked the idea of that, it had a bizarre kind of symmetry about it. The Gypsy Road, she mused, by … Then the right name dawned on her. Phoenix Finley. As she wrote the name something stirred deep inside her and words began spilling out on to the page. The dream of the gypsy shrouded her from the bleak reality, and her soul took flight on a journey of mystery, adventure and delight.

The next time Amy looked up, the afternoon had disappeared and lying scattered on the table in its wake were the first two chapters of her novel.

The realisation rushed through her like a cleansing wave, dispersing every fear, ache and worry.

Amy kissed the pen that was her Holy Grail, a cool smile of satisfaction forming on her lips. Contact.
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MY FIRST ATTEMPT at a film script never got off the ground, but it did score me a job working at a film studio in North Sydney. I didn’t do much of my own writing there, but I did get an inside look at the industry and it very much appealed to me. I felt at home at the studio. I got to rewrite other people’s scripts occasionally, and sometimes I even got to help aspiring artists like myself.

All the studio mail crossed my desk before it got to the producers. I filtered out any junk mail, filed the resumes and threw out the bills. On this particular day it was the resume of a young student editor I was looking at. On the first page of the resume was drawn a huge brain with wavy lines coming out of it. The caption below read, Help me, my brain is exploding! I smiled. This person had my attention and I turned the page wanting to know more.

I have been beating my head against a brick wall trying to gain some real editing experience.


As I read on, sympathising with how hard it was to get a break at doing what you are passionate about, I found myself walking into my boss’ office.

The studio was installing a small editing suite downstairs, so I figured they’d probably be looking for editors.

My boss looked the resume over. ‘I know this girl,’ he exclaimed with delight. ‘Give her a call. Get her in here.’

Our first telephone conversation was like having a conversation with myself, and funnily enough people were always mistaking Karen and me for each other on the phone. I believe Karen screeched for joy a few times when I told her to come see us about editing work, for she was being spared the fate of being a dental nurse — an occupation for which she proved creatively unsuited.

So, Karen began her life as a starving artist and came to work at the studio for peanuts. I think I’d be putting it mildly to say that Karen and I hit it off like a house on fire. She was just beginning to explore esoteric thought and the power of the mind, and my scripts were full of such doctrines.

In between my first manuscript, Everything We Know, and The Ancient Future, I wrote three and a half film scripts before I gave up on the film industry and decided to go back to writing books.

The last one and a half film scripts I wrote Karen had a real passion for, and still has. The completed (but never complete) film script was entitled Chairs. This title, like the film script itself, has changed many times and yet, to this day, it is still being referred to as Chairs, and after ten years it is still threatening to be made.

A wonderful pagan girl (Karena, film producer) has it under her wing and has taken it upon herself to fly with it — God speed!

I met this film producer through Karen, I might add, so what goes around comes around. If Chairs ever does get made, it will be dedicated to Karen, who has believed in the project for longer than anyone who has been associated with it, including myself. The other half a film script that Karen has never stopped bugging me about is Book of Dreams. Only five or so people ever read this unfinished story and not one of them has let up at me about completing it. Thus, I have began writing it as a manuscript and the characters are so delightful that I believe Book of Dreams will finally be released as a novel sometime soon. Whether it ever becomes a film remains to be seen.

After many years of thrashing it out as an assistant editor and many more years of editing documentaries and whatever other student film was going, Karen edited her first real television drama, and earned herself a nomination as Best Editor. The first feature film Karen edited just won best picture at the Berlin Film Festival. Go girl!


All through my writing career, Karen has been following my stories, chapter by chapter, eagerly anticipating the plot, laughing at the jokes and falling in love with the characters. The character of Katren in The Ancient Future Trilogy had a fair whack of Karen in her.

 

By the time I began penning ‘The Detox Factor’, I had already written three short ghost stories dedicated to friends and the seed for this book had been planted.

Karen is the kind of girl who would really appreciate being stuck in a ghost story, I thought. I also feel that I owe her a story for all her encouragement and feedback in the past, and just for being a most excellent friend.

And, just to make sure that Karen didn’t feel too freaked out whilst in spook land, I decided to send her in with another character — the most tough-as-guts woman I’ve ever known.

Here I must give special credit to a body building babe I had the joy of working with once. Her name is Mandy, and when I met her Tory Alexander was born. Mandy had been the female Australian body building champion twice and had represented Australia overseas. She took my esoteric beliefs and added philosophies like, ‘Get over it, mate,’ and ‘Fuck it, babe!’ Fuck everything, as a matter a fact, the ‘f’ word being far and away Mandy’s favourite. She had a presence that was larger and louder than your average male. Even when she wasn’t training and was a tiny size ten, she could intimidate any man who was stupid enough to piss her off. She might have lost a little of the muscle, but she never lost the attitude. My original story idea, to send a hero back to the Dark Age, changed … I would send a heroine, a woman like this woman, who could hold her own against the warriors of the time.

In real life, Mandy and Karen have never actually met, so it seems funny that they ended up in this story together — I feel sure the reader shall easily define which character is based on which woman.
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WARNING: Those strongly opposed to coarse language should probably skip to the next story.




1. The Resolution Binge

‘SO WE’RE AGREED then, we’ll do it.’ Shannon pushed for a commitment.

‘I gotta do something.’ Billie blew her nose ‘I’m dying here.’ She sniffled as she stuffed her tissue back into her pocket. Then, clinking her near-empty glass of bourbon against Shannon’s vodka, lime and lemonade, they downed their drinks to seal their pact.

‘We’ll get off it all … smokes, booze, coffee, junk food,’ Shannon vowed with great enthusiasm, which was easy to do whilst drunk and smoked out in a tiny pub.

‘Pills, trips, dope,’ Billie shot in.

‘All that, too,’ Shannon granted, considering Billie had a lot more vices than she did. ‘Meat, chocolate —’

‘Hey,’ Billie drew the line, ‘let’s not get too excited.’

The shocked expression on her friend’s face made Shannon laugh. ‘Perhaps giving up chocolate is a bit extreme.’

The thought of getting out of the city for a while had Shannon excited, and now they’d made a pact to get healthy that would double the benefit of this much needed break.

Shannon always felt guilty taking holidays. In the film industry, as soon as you took your finger off the pulse you risked missing out on work. But to hell with it, she’d decided. Her resume was looking fairly healthy, and having cut a couple of feature films of late, her bank account was in good shape too.

The mountains would not have been Shannon’s first pick for a holiday destination, but a friend-client of Billie’s was going overseas and leaving his secluded country retreat vacant for months. Why pay for a trip OS when there was great accommodation, free of charge, here at home. Personally, Shannon was going to miss the beach; she surfed every morning, religiously. Billie had consoled her with the news that their getaway had an indoor, heated pool, and Shannon had agreed that this would provide satisfactory compensation.

‘Can I buy either of you lovely ladies a drink?’ A cute but tipsy, wax-head leaned between them and yelled to be heard over the music.

Billie and Shannon, blonde, blue-eyed and fairly fit, always attracted male attention when they went out together. Even though they were of the same colouring and neither of them was very tall, they appeared to be a regular odd couple. Shannon was a little hippie-surfer chick, with crystal earrings, ankle chains, bracelets and bare feet — whenever she could get away with it. Billie, on the other hand, was more your baggy jeans, steel-cap boots, midriff singlet and leather jacket kind of girl.

Billie eyed the arm the surfer dude had placed over her shoulder and then looked back at him in disgust. ‘Did I give you permission to hang your pissed carcass over my person? No, I don’t think so.’ This was the polite version of what Billie said. In reality she managed to work the ‘f’ word into the sentence about four times.

‘I’m sorry,’ the guy smiled broadly and backed off, holding his hands up in truce.

‘You will be, if you touch me again.’ She managed the ‘f’ word only twice that time. Billie shrugged off his touch to remove her leather jacket and expose the rippling muscles of her upper body.


Billie was a body sculptor; she’d owned a gym in the inner city. She sculpted other people’s bodies for a living and made a pretty penny doing it.

‘Shit! She’s a guy.’ The wax-head aimed his joke at Shannon, as she seemed more obliging.

Billie served the surfer her evil eye. ‘You know, you’re really fuckin’ asking for it.’

In final appeal, he looked to Shannon, who smiled. ‘You’d better leave … she’s on steroids,’ she whispered from behind her hand. As he took the hint and departed, Shannon looked at Billie and slowly shook her head. ‘Such hostility!’

‘Well, he asked for it.’ Billie clicked her fingers to get the bartender’s attention.

‘No, he didn’t,’ Shannon stated determinedly. ‘He was just being nice.’

‘The nicest thing he did was fuck off.’ Billie tried whistling for the bartender, and scoring his attention she ordered another round.

‘Look, if you’re going to help me build up my bod,’ Shannon bargained, ‘then I’m going to teach you how to meditate.’

‘What the fuck for?’ Billie shoved Shannon’s glass down in front of her on the bar and receiving naught but a huge grin as a reply, Billie nodded to concede. ‘So you think I need a little softening up, eh? What the hell, I’ll give anything a whirl.’ She paid the barman for the drinks.

‘To our very good health,’ Shannon proposed.


‘Happy holidays, babe.’ Billie hit her glass against Shannon’s and they savoured their last taste of alcohol for the next six weeks.

2. Hungover

There had been much drunken debate about what foods they were or weren’t giving up, and in the end the girls decided to go their own way in that department.

The next morning they visited the huge supermarket near Shannon’s place and headed out of town with a carload of food, and a roof rack of luggage.

The sunglasses had been in constant employment. Shannon marvelled at Billie’s capacity to drive when she could barely manage to prise her eyelids open for more than seconds at a time. God knows what items of food she’d brought by mistake; it was hard to read labels with your eyes watering like taps.

‘You look like shit, babe,’ Billie commented over the top of her sunglasses, as she lit a smoke. ‘I’m the one with the flu. What’s your excuse?’

‘You did this to me,’ Shannon defended with a pout — a useless attempt to hide her guilty smile.

‘Take responsibility for your actions, miss,’ Billie lectured. ‘Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?’

Shannon waved the smoke away and gave a couple of token coughs to change the subject — the smell was making her feel sick, as she hadn’t ventured to eat anything yet. ‘I thought we were giving those things up?’

‘We haven’t got there yet,’ Billie justified. ‘Here, you want one?’ She held out her soft pack of cigarettes and a single smoke slid out ready for the taking.

Shannon merely shook her head and groaned. Something told her that Billie wasn’t too serious about their pledge, but she was determined to discover what life was like beyond the vices.

 

Their behinds were fairly well numbed by the time they climbed out of the car, but, beholding the old house that was to be their abode for the next month or so, they were not complaining.

‘Not bad, eh?’ Billie prompted, noting Shannon’s dropping jaw.

‘Does it come with its own butler or what?’ Shannon finally drew breath and laughed.

‘No.’ Billie looked a bit disappointed. ‘But a cleaner and a gardener come once a week.’

To one side of the house was a large glasshouse, positioned beautifully among the gardens. ‘A greenhouse.’ Shannon wondered what grew in there.

‘Sorry, no,’ Billie teased. ‘That’s the heated pool,’ she screeched with great excitement.

‘You’re shitting me?’ Shannon squealed when Billie nodded, and then held her head as it recovered from the pain of her sudden outburst.


‘Shall we investigate?’ Billie backed off in the direction of the glasshouse, jangling the keys.

‘Sure,’ replied Shannon, in a more staid manner.

Billie bounded down the garden path and Shannon could only envy her friend’s powers of recuperation. Billie drank far more than she had last night and had secured less sleep. Shannon had to figure that Billie’s body was just more adjusted to the abuse.

‘Well, holy shit, will you look at this!’ Billie exclaimed upon opening the French doors and viewing the huge swimming pool, which was a good length for swimming laps. ‘I’m going to feel like fucking Cleopatra swimming in that!’

Poolside was a quaint coffeehouse-style table with two chairs. On the table was an ice bucket containing a bottle of bubbly, and two champagne glasses were alongside.

Billie wandered over and read the note that was propped up in front of the ice bucket.

Take good care of my haven. And have a binge on me,

Love Simon.

PS — Try not to make too much noise, Billie, or you might disturb the ghosts. Booooo!

‘He’s so full of it.’ Billie had a quiet chuckle and handed the note to Shannon, who was still gaping, speechless, at the pool and gymnasium. Billie whipped the bottle from the ice bucket and discovering it was a vintage bottle of Moet, she changed her tune about their absent host. ‘I take it all back, Simon. You’re a total babe.’ She kissed the bottle and began unwrapping it.

‘What does he mean, ghosts?’ Shannon queried, rather disturbed by the message.

‘It’s a joke, darl … he’s having a go at the volume of my personality.’

‘Hey,’ Shannon frowned, as she noticed Billie was about to pop the cork on the bottle of booze. ‘We’re in detox, remember? We’ve definitely arrived now.’

Billie raised the bottle so that Shannon could view the label more clearly and when her friend smiled, tempted by the rare treat, Billie wrinkled her brow to plead, ‘We haven’t actually entered the house yet.’

‘Just one glass,’ Shannon proffered, removing Billie’s fingers from the bottle and taking it from her. ‘After we have something to eat.’

Billie followed Shannon and the bottle out of the pool-house. ‘But we can’t just let the rest of the bottle go to waste.’

‘Well, you’ll be on your own,’ Shannon turned back to inform her, hoping to guilt-trip Billie into behaving herself, but instead she caught her revelling.

Billie contained herself. ‘Damn shame.’

 

After lunch Billie took Shannon and the bottle of bubbly on an exploration of the house. It had seventeen rooms in all: a kitchen, a laundry, a pantry, a wine cellar, a dining room, a sitting room, a games/bar room, a sunroom, a study cum library, four bedrooms, three bathrooms and one dressing room. In addition there was the entrance foyer and hallways.

‘What does one guy do with all this room?’ Shannon shook her head, amazed. ‘I mean, he’s gay … it’s not like he’s planning to have a large family.’

‘Simon opens the place for bed and breakfast when it suits him, and the rest of the time, he throws parties.’ Billie topped up her champagne flute. ‘Are you happy with the Elizabethan bedroom?’

‘Oh quite.’ Shannon bunged on a posh accent. ‘And are you finding the playboy suite to your liking?’

‘Are you kidding?’ Billie bounced off the walls in an attempt to walk straight, as they headed down the hall toward the stairs. ‘I’ve got a fu-ah-cking hot tub at the end of my bed. I’m in heaven!’

Shannon loved the way Billie said the ‘f’ word, when she wasn’t saying it in anger; she put a half-laugh in the middle of the word, which made her pronunciation of the word truly inspiring.

‘I can always move to the Japanese suite tomorrow night,’ Billie added.

‘Or the sailor’s suite.’ Shannon did her best gay impersonation, which sent Billie into a fit of laughter.

Despite Simon’s outrageous themes, every room of the house was exquisitely decorated and immaculately tidy and clean — although Shannon feared that it wouldn’t stay that way for long with Billie in tenancy.

Shannon threw together a big pot of vegetable soup for dinner and Billie was completely off her face, having finished the bubbly. Billie had a minimal amount to eat, opting instead to smoke away her hunger, but Shannon slurped down a huge bowl of soup and mopped up the remains with fresh crusty bread.

They’d lit the fires in their rooms before dinner, so Shannon retired to a warm room aglow with golden firelight.

The bed was big, soft and regal and made her feel like a princess from a medieval tale. She fell asleep with images of heroic knights and lustful affairs playing in her imagination.

 

When Shannon woke it was not yet daylight. Why am I awake?

A knock on the front door answered her question.

She was about to raise her snug, sleepy carcass, when she heard Billie scampering down the stairs to answer it. From the top floor the footsteps rounded at the landing where Shannon’s room was located and, passing her doorway, the sound of scuffling feet continued on down the second flight of stairs and across the entrance foyer to the front door.


‘Who the hell calls at this hour?’ Shannon mumbled, pulling her silken feather quilt tighter around herself as she rolled over and went back to sleep.

 

By the time Billie wandered down the next morning, Shannon had already been for a walk, had a shower, eaten breakfast, read the paper and was presently engaged in doing some yoga stretches.

‘Good afternoon,’ said Shannon, upside down in a shoulder stand.

‘Is it?’ Billie scratched her head, looking rather blearier than she had the morning before. ‘I slept like a log,’ she emphasised and then yawned. ‘I don’t think I budged from the position I landed in all night.’ She made a move toward the kitchen.

‘Except for when you answered the door,’ Shannon corrected Billie’s oversight, dying to know who had come calling.

‘I never answered the door,’ Billie turned back to assure her. ‘Even if anyone knew we were here, who would call by in the wee hours? You must have dreamt it.’

Shannon fell out of her pose and sat up the right way. ‘Maybe you were so drunk that you don’t remember?’

‘When I am that pissed, I don’t get up to answer doors.’ Billie resumed her trek to the kitchen.

‘Then who the hell did?’ Shannon protested.


Billie came to a stop again, before she reached the kitchen. ‘You could have just dreamt that you woke.’

‘No, I’m sure I didn’t.’

‘How do you know, if you were asleep?’

‘But I wasn’t.’

Billie threw her arms up, not prepared to argue the issue before she was totally in her body. ‘Well, I was fast asleep, all night, and have absolutely no idea what you’re on about. Maybe the detox is getting to you? Nightmares are common you know.’ She disappeared into the kitchen.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, I’ve only been clean for a day!’ Shannon raised herself and gave chase into the kitchen.

‘Yes,’ Billie drew a deep breath to curb her edgy mood, ‘and you’re already driving me nuts. Want a smoke?’ She produced a carton from a box and proceeded to open a pack.

‘Billie! We said we’d try and do without, remember?’ Shannon would have welcomed a smoke right now and if she caught a whiff of one she’d be a goner.

‘You’re right.’ Billie relented and tossing the pack aside, she fetched a gold cigarette case from her handbag. ‘A joint then?’

‘Billie!’ Shannon sounded twice as disgusted.

‘Well, I can’t just stop everything at once,’ Billie defended. ‘I’m not a fucking saint!’

‘That’s totally cool.’ Shannon didn’t want to spoil their holiday and she was prepared to go it alone into the world of straightness, if need be. ‘Do me a favour and don’t offer me anything. I really want to get clean.’

‘You got it.’ Billie hurriedly lit her joint like a mischievous teenager and sucked back the smoke with great satisfaction. ‘Perhaps I can ditch the cigarettes this week and worry about pot next week?’

Shannon smiled in encouragement, very much doubting that either of her friend’s goals would truly be realised.

‘Freaking me out with your little fantasies first thing in the morning doesn’t help matters.’ Billie rooted through the cupboards and managed to find herself a coffee bag.

Now Shannon was frowning, unable to explain the vivid memory. ‘Sorry,’ she said after several moments of thought, ‘maybe my stimulant-free brain is having a meltdown under the stress.’

‘Better yours than mine, babe.’ Billie held up her steaming cup of black coffee in a toast to Shannon’s courage, and exhaled a large cloud of smoke before taking a long and obviously satisfying sip from her cup.

3. Withdrawal Symptoms

By bedtime that night Shannon had swept the unexplained episode to the back of her mind and, having thought little more of it, she drifted off to sleep as easily as she had the night before.

 

When she woke before dawn and realised the coincidence, a hot flush rushed to her face. A knock on the front door startled her heart into her throat, where its rapid pounding seemed greatly amplified to Shannon’s ears. The sound of footsteps on the stairs found her on her feet and scampering to the door; this time she would catch Billie sleepwalking and validate what she suspected had happened the night before.

Shannon swung open the door and stepped into the hall to view the stairs and the front doors below — she was chilled to the bone to see no one.

The footsteps continued across the entrance foyer floor, and the front door opened of its own accord.

The fear-induced heat that was rising in her body set Shannon’s surroundings into a spin and the floor suddenly rushed up to meet her trembling form.

 

‘Shannon! Babe?’ Billie was heard to appeal, and although she sounded far away at first, her voice soon seemed to be booming. ‘Wake up, will you? You’re freaking me out here!’

Shannon’s eyelids parted and she realised she was lying in the hall. ‘Did you hear it?’ She noted the thudding in her head as she gripped it between her hands.


‘Your head hitting the floor? Yeah, I heard it.’ Billie aided Shannon to an upright position.

‘No! The knock on the door,’ Shannon corrected, rather annoyed to have to outline the obvious. ‘You heard it, right?’ When Billie held the top of her nose, as if she were the one with the headache, Shannon knew what the response was going to be. ‘I heard footsteps on the stairs just like last night,’ she began to convey her story, ‘and expecting to find you sleepwalking, I ran into the hall. The footsteps were still resounding in my ears, I could feel the vibration from their contact with the wooden stairs but … nobody.’

Billie had her brow raised in a query. ‘But nobody, what?’

‘There!’ Shannon emphasised. ‘Nobody there. Get it? The front door opened by itself.’ She began to tremble and go into shock. ‘I don’t remember much after that. I guess I passed out.’

‘But, babe,’ Billie tried not to sound patronising, ‘the front door is locked, chained and bolted. I’ll show you.’

Shannon watched with bated breath as her friend dashed down to the front door, and turning the doorknob she pulled hard several times. ‘See … locked. The chain is still on.’ Billie pointed out the flaw in Shannon’s tale. ‘It’s the detox factor, I’m telling you.’ She climbed back up the stairs to reassure her bemused friend. ‘And just to prove it, I’ll bunk in with you tomorrow night.’

Shannon agreed it was a good idea; she couldn’t for the life of her explain what had happened in rational terms. She thought it better to keep an open mind and investigate further before crying ghost.

Billie left Shannon and dashed upstairs to check the time on the clock in the hall. ‘It’s ten to five,’ she advised on the way back down, ‘so tomorrow we’ll set an alarm to wake us at four-thirty and see what eventuates, okay? If there is a ghost hanging around, it had better not fuck with me.’

Shannon allowed Billie to help her to her feet and wandered back to bed in a daze. ‘So, going straight just sends you crazy,’ she scoffed and forced a laugh. ‘I’ve heard that.’

‘Maybe not.’ Billie tried to sound supportive. ‘Perhaps you’ve found one of Simon’s ghosts?’ She smiled in such a way that denied the possibility.

‘Sorry I woke you, Bill.’ Shannon didn’t feel like thrashing out theories right now. Her head hurt, she wanted to sleep.

 

The next day the girls threw themselves into a full-on work-out to avoid arguing and speculating about the adventure ahead. This was followed by a dip in the pool.

Shannon had planned to guide Billie through a meditation, but she was finding it impossible to sink into the exercise. Every time Shannon closed her eyes, she sensed that she was being watched and the sensation made her skin crawl.

‘Could we do this in the house?’ she suggested at last, unable to ignore the foreboding feeling any longer. ‘This space has the wrong ambience.’

‘How do you mean?’ Billie was disgruntled by the distraction, as she’d just started to relax into the visualisation exercise.

‘I think it’s …’ Shannon hesitated to say it, ‘spooky.’

‘Spooky!’ Billie could hardly believe Shannon’s impression. ‘Most would say it was exquisite or luxurious.’ She rose, to oblige her friend, shaking her head in disgust. ‘You’re not turning psychic on me, are you?’

‘No, just paranoid, probably.’ Shannon was grateful that they were leaving. Not even her early-morning delusions had made her feel as disturbed as she did right now.

 

When the alarm went off Billie was quick to shut it down. She’d placed the clock under her pillow to avoid waking Shannon and, peering through the darkness to the bed, Billie found her friend still sleeping like a baby.

Excellent, she thought. Now we’ll get to the bottom of this mystery.


Billie took the clock and placed it in the moonlight on the windowsill where she could read it, and then hid herself behind one of the long hanging drapes and waited.

At 4.44 a.m. Shannon suddenly sat upright. ‘Billie?’ She scampered out of bed and was both frustrated and horrified to find Billie absent. ‘Are you out there?’ She ran to the door. But hesitated to open it. ‘Are you hearing this?’

Billie came out from behind the curtain. ‘Hearing what?’

Shannon screamed and nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Holy shit. Billie, what are you doing over there? Quick!’ She urged her friend closer as she opened the door. ‘Even if you can’t hear the footsteps, you’ve got to be able to see the door opening. Hurry!’

Billie bolted into the hall with Shannon. They both stared hard at the entrance door, but it remained closed.

‘See,’ said Shannon, sounding relieved. ‘What did I tell you?’

‘What?’ Billie didn’t follow. ‘Nothing happened.’

Shannon’s jaw dropped as she turned to look Billie in the eye. ‘You swear you didn’t see or hear anything?’

‘There was nothing to see or hear!’ Billie raised her brow and then placed a hand on Shannon’s forehead to see if she had a fever.


Shannon’s eyes glazed over as she contemplated the implications of what they’d learned this night. ‘Maybe it does have something to do with the lack of stimulants in my body. That could explain why I perceive it and you don’t.’

‘Hey,’ Billie protested, finding her reasoning insulting. ‘There was nothing there.’

‘Yes, there was.’ Shannon looked Billie straight in the eye, more deadly serious than Billie had ever seen her.

Billie released a pained growling sound as she figured there was only one way to discover who was the deluded one in this affair. ‘Then, I shall go straight … damn it!’ She hated the idea, but once Billie committed herself to a cause she always saw it through.

Shannon smiled in deep appreciation. ‘And I’m going to the local library to see what I can find out about this house.’

‘You should start your search in Simon’s library,’ Billie suggested. ‘He’s so fanatical about this place that he’s probably documented the complete history already.’

‘Simon!’ Shannon clicked her fingers. ‘Now there’s an idea. How can we get hold of him?’

‘He’s out of contact, I’m afraid, although he’ll probably call to see how we’re settling in.’ Billie rethought this. ‘Or rather, how we like the place. He just loves feedback re his decorating schemes.’


‘Please God, let him have some idea of what I’m talking about,’ Shannon prayed. ‘’Cause, either he’s haunted, or I’m crazy.’ Shannon gave a heavy sigh on her way back to bed.

‘I sure hope it’s none of the above.’ Billie wandered upstairs to her own bed, considering it would be better for a sleep-in than the lounge in Shannon’s room. ‘See you at lunch.’

 

Back in bed, Shannon couldn’t sleep, not now that she knew she was the only one perceiving the episodes. She felt the need for a cigarette and the truth was that if she gave in and smoked, perhaps the mystery would just go away. This was another way to prove the detox theory, but she wouldn’t mention it to Billie, as it would do her friend good to cleanse her body on the inside, if only for a few days. If the ghost theory was correct, perhaps the spirit just had more of an affinity with her, and could will itself not to be seen by Billie. Then, no matter how straight Billie was, she would never see it.

‘Oh …’ Shannon droned in exasperation, ‘I don’t know!’

She’d always had an interest in the paranormal, but like many of her interests outside of cutting films, she hadn’t had a chance to really investigate and knew next to nothing about what was possible.

‘Simon’s library,’ she decided, pulling on her dressing gown and sheepskin boots. She’d start with the house history and find some books on parapsychology when she visited the local library later in the day.

4. Digging up the Dirt

By the time Billie rose, Shannon was nowhere to be found. A note in the kitchen explained that Shannon had taken the car into town. You were right about Simon’s interest in the house, the note granted.

On the table with the note was a large, beautifully bound book detailing the history of Heartley House, now better known as ‘Heartley B&B’.

With a fresh vegie juice, Billie sat down and began to flick through the book which was filled with handwritten letters, newspaper clippings, floor plans of the house, old legal documents, photographs and other memorabilia. Before she even realised it, Billie was engrossed.

A couple of glasses of juice later, Billie was still seated at the breakfast bar absorbed in the house history, when Shannon arrived home.

Shannon made her way through to the kitchen and then shook off the rain. ‘Wow, what an insightful day!’ She produced a pile of books from beneath her coat and offloaded them on the table ahead of removing her coat and hanging it up. She collapsed into a chair. ‘You found the house history, I see. Have you read the letter from Heartley’s first wife, Katlin? Tragic, isn’t it?’

‘That she was sold to a man she didn’t love and forced to move halfway across the world, away from the man she did love? Yeah, that’s pretty tragic, all right,’ Billie concurred in a tone that was rather more sullen than usual for her.

‘But then Katlin left him soon after she wrote that letter requesting to be buried back in Ireland next to her true love,’ Shannon informed her, having read the complete tale in the wee hours of the morning. ‘That’s probably why that letter was never sent off to her kindred in Ireland. Heartley probably figured she had run back home, anyway.’

‘Yeah, I’ve read all that early history, I’m into the 1950s now, after old Heartley croaked.’ Billie’s eyes suddenly lit up. ‘He built the pool, you know.’

‘I know,’ Shannon confirmed in an apprehensive whisper, her face paling. ‘They also found him dead in it. I told you it was creepy in there.’

‘Go figure,’ Billie scoffed at the scary truth. ‘The old geezer goes to great lengths to build a pool to keep him fit and healthy and in the end the exercise kills him.’

‘I didn’t read about any deaths occurring on the stairs,’ Shannon sighed, rather disappointed about that fact. ‘Or anything of note taking place on the staircase at all.’


‘He built that, too,’ Billie noted. ‘The house was only one level before Heartley and his wealth moved in.’

‘Yes.’ Shannon started sorting through the books she’d taken out of the library. ‘So whoever the ghost on the stairs is, they must have snuffed it after the completion of the staircase.’

‘Great,’ Billie moaned, ‘that only leaves us about ninety years of habitation to investigate.’

Shannon shrugged, unconcerned, pulling out a slim book on psychic self-defence. ‘The one thing I did discover was that a body free of toxins and acid foods, like meat, potato, flour and so forth, is more prone to psychic phenomena and out-of-body episodes.’

‘What is there left to eat for fuck’s sake?’ Billie wasn’t intending to commit to that kind of diet change — being a body builder she craved high-energy foods like chicken, fish and pasta.

‘Fruits, except the sweeter ones, veggies, except —’

‘The ones that taste good,’ Billie chided.

‘You’d still have your beloved rice,’ Shannon said, ‘only it would have to be unprocessed,’ she added, and Billie rolled her eyes, unimpressed. ‘There are soy products, tofu —’

‘Stop, stop, you’re making my stomach turn.’ Billie was stressing out, her face all shrivelled with disgust. ‘I’ll just stick with my juice farce, thanks. It seems to fall into the criteria. So, what else did you discover?’ she asked, before finishing off the juice in her glass.

‘I found out that psychic phenomena can be directional, meaning —’

‘Even though you can see the occurrence, if the spook doesn’t want me to see it, I won’t,’ Billie summarised. ‘I’m not a complete idiot, you know, I do know what directional means.’

Shannon pulled her head in, taken off guard by the overreaction. ‘Now who’s suffering from detox shock?’

‘Sorry.’ Billie realised she was venting frustration and mellowed immediately. ‘The truth is, you’re making me edgy with all this ghost talk, which makes me miss my vices all the more.’

Shannon could sympathise. She’d felt the same these past few days. ‘How about a work-out and a swim?’

‘Damn fine idea,’ Billie agreed. ‘That ought to get my mind off everything I’d rather be indulging in.’

 

After a strenuous workout, a bath, a healthy dinner, meditation, and more reading, both Shannon and Billie passed out on the floor in front of the fire in the lounge room.

Shannon woke shivering; the fire had gone out. Billie had pulled a blanket off the lounge and seemed peaceful enough curled up where she was. But the large Elizabethan-style four-poster bed in Shannon’s room seemed far more inviting to her stiff back and joints than the floor.

Shannon rose and wandering into the foyer in a daze headed for the stairs.

A knock on the door startled Shannon to full consciousness and she froze in her tracks. The second knock drew her attention to the door. Shannon wondered what she would find if she had the courage to open it, even though she knew she would not. She’d forgotten about the footsteps and they did not register in her petrified brain until they were nearly upon her. Shannon spun around to confront the spectre, expecting to catch a glimpse of the soul who was so obviously there.

A deathly cold wave of air swept over Shannon and swung her around to face the door.

She moved forward, and as she reached for the doorknob to open the door Shannon noted the old-fashioned attire she wore.

Looming in the doorway, his face red with rage, was old Heartley. In his hand was a letter, its wax seal broken; it was the letter from the album, the one that had never been sent.

‘You deceiving little whore!’ He grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her out on to the porch. ‘You are my wife, and I shall see to it that you are buried here, close to me.’

She screamed, resisting as her larger, fitter husband hauled her toward the pool-house.


 

The sobbing woke Billie. ‘What the —’ It took a moment to figure out that the television hadn’t been left on and that Shannon was not in sight. ‘Shannon, is that you?’

‘Yes,’ came a weak reply and a sniffle from the foyer.

Billie rose, realising it was the crazy hour. ‘What’s happening, babe?’ She approached Shannon who was crouched in the middle of the foyer with both arms wrapped around her legs.

Shannon slowly raised her eyes to Billie, and even with the lights dimmed low, it was easy to see her tear-stained face. ‘I just bore witness to a murder,’ she muttered in explanation.

‘What?’ Billie freaked, looking warily about for the evidence of her friend’s claim.

‘Old Heartley’s first wife didn’t run off on him,’ Shannon stated, barely able to contain her emotions. ‘He drowned her in the pool and buried her on the property.’ Billie was looking at her doubtfully, but Shannon continued despite this. ‘He found the letter, the one in the album. Katlin must have tried to send the letter off in secret, but obviously nothing got by Heartley. He knew his wife couldn’t swim, and that Katlin’s disdain of him was known to the community. So when he drowned her in the pool and then told everyone that she’d run off home, his story was all the more believable. The bastard buried her here to ensure she’d never rest in peace beside her beloved … even in death Heartley could still torment her. It’s sick,’ Shannon exclaimed at last. ‘Don’t you think that’s sick?’

Billie had both eyebrows raised in total amazement. ‘Either you’ve got a fantastic imagination or … you’re on to something? Can you prove any of what you claim?’

Shannon nodded. Her pretty blue eyes were red and swollen from crying and the blank, horrified expression on her face made her look as if she had been possessed. ‘I saw where he buried her.’

The colour drained from Billie’s face, and she was not easily spooked. ‘And so what if we find her? It’s not like we can take the guy to trial for murder.’

‘Don’t you see? We have to take Katlin back to Ireland and bury her in County … whatever it was in the letter.’

‘Now hold on a goddamn second,’ Billie felt compelled to protest. ‘There is no fucking way that I am flying to fucking Ireland with a goddamn fucking corpse in my luggage!’

‘Fine.’ Shannon stood. ‘I’ll do it myself.’ She moved to head upstairs, but Billie gripped her arm.

‘This is not your property, Shannon,’ she cautioned her. ‘If there are any corpses here, they belong to Simon.’


‘I’ll only dig in one tiny spot, and then I promise to clean up when I’m done. Satisfied?’ Shannon glared at her friend, and then realised they were having an argument. ‘Sorry. It was just so terrible to witness.’ Shannon tried to explain her irrational state. ‘He raped Katlin before he murdered her,’ she muttered, her jaw clenched to contain her disgust and anger. ‘But then, he probably abused her all of their married life. Perhaps, in the end, it was a relief for Katlin to know it would be the last time he’d impose himself upon her.’ Shannon looked away, lost in the memory of what she’d seen.

‘I’ll help you dig.’

Shannon looked up to find Billie appearing decidedly more determined, and Shannon smiled in appreciation.

‘If we find a skeleton,’ Billie proffered, ‘then we’ll decided what should be done about it.’

 

The next morning, with spades, a pick, a bucket and a wheelbarrow, Shannon and Billie set out from the pool-house to find Katlin’s last resting place. Billie pushed the barrow with all the gear in it and Shannon retraced Heartley’s criminal path.

‘Down past those rocks is a clearing surrounded by trees,’ Shannon advised, bounding off down the leaf strewn slope of clay and rock to see if she was correct.

Billie decided to take a break from pushing the barrow; if Shannon was leading them on a wild goose chase she’d save herself the chore of having to push the barrow back up the hill.

‘Fuck me!’

The words were alarming to Billie as Shannon rarely swore with any conviction. Billie left the barrow and headed off down the slope, through the trees and into the clearing. In the direction Shannon was looking was a tall sandstone rockface. There hadn’t been any rain for a few days and the bushland was dry as a bone, and yet on the tall rockface was a clear watermark forming the initials, KO.

Billie was awestruck. She came to a standstill next to Shannon.

‘You do see that?’ Shannon queried, without taking her eyes from it.

‘Oh, yeah,’ Billie confirmed. ‘But, ah, shouldn’t it be KH?’

‘Her maiden name was O’Connor,’ Shannon said, having a talent for remembering details. ‘And the man she loved was Timothy O’Mally.’ She shrugged not knowing to which name the ‘O’ referred. ‘The name Heartley never brought her much joy. I don’t blame her for not wanting to use it to identify herself.’

Shannon approached the rock wall, carefully stepping around one particular patch of ground, and Billie gathered that this was where Katlin was buried. Shannon touched the moisture on the wall that formed the letters and then tasted a droplet of the water.

‘Are you nuts?’ Billie stressed.

‘It’s salty,’ Shannon informed, ‘like tears.’ She looked at Billie, unable to explain the anomaly.

Billie’s eyes dropped to the nominated patch of earth. ‘Let’s get her out of there then.’

They’d only dug down a couple of feet when a pale piece of bone became apparent amid the rich, dark soil.

‘Oh, Billie.’ Shannon got the willies and jumped out of the hole. ‘What is it?’

‘Oh, great, leave me to check,’ Billie grumbled, having suspected that she’d get landed with the gruesome work. She grabbed a small spade and brush, and began digging around the object. It soon became fairly clear what it was. ‘It’s a skull.’ Billie sat back on her haunches once she was sure, and looked at Shannon, who was deathly white and looking as if she was going to be sick.

‘Ireland here we come,’ Shannon said flatly, praying to God that Billie would agree to go with her.

‘Looks that way.’ Billie caught Shannon’s eye and smiled. ‘Fuck it. Let’s go make some travel plans over a cup of real tea.’

Shannon nodded, and felt her dread of executing this task alone lift from her thoughts.

As they headed up the steep slope, Shannon became aware of the ghostly figure of a woman, attired in a long old-fashioned dress, making her way up the slope ahead of them. ‘Katlin?’ Shannon called out to her, startling Billie, who saw nothing bar the afternoon sun through the trees.

The woman turned back to Shannon and smiled before continuing on her trek toward the house.

Despite her efforts, Shannon didn’t manage to catch up to the spectre, who remained about ten metres ahead all the way back to the house. Once inside the small mansion, Shannon searched, but Katlin was nowhere to be found.

In the kitchen, Billie was making tea. ‘What the hell was that all about?’

‘It was nothing.’ Shannon sidestepped explaining further and sat down at the table to look through the house album again. She knew she’d come across an old black and white photo of Katlin in there the other day, but she hadn’t had a reason to take any real notice of the picture at the time.

On second viewing, Shannon saw a woman the same age as herself, fear clearly reflected in her expression. Katlin had long dark hair that fell to her waist, where it curled into ringlets. Her pretty, soulful eyes told a sad story, as they were filled with despair and anger. Katlin’s lush lips where pulled taut — to contain her rebellious protests, Shannon imagined.

Shannon wished she could have sat down with Katlin all that time ago; she would have talked her into leaving Heartley and defying her family. How sad that a true love had been lost forever, and how strange that after all this time, two women, much the same age as Katlin, had come along to aid her. Shannon had to wonder: if they’d all lived at the same time in history, would they have become friends? How nice to know that one could make good friends over a century after one’s death.

 

After a trip to the local travel agent to pick up brochures and maps, the evening was spent trying to locate the place in County Kerry where Katlin had once lived. To find the exact burial place of Katlin’s beloved Timothy O’Mally was going to take a bit of research, which they would do once they arrived in Ireland.

Today, their flight of fancy was still a bit unreal. However, neither woman had yet suggested that maybe they should forget the idea and go home.

Billie had undergone a huge shift in attitude. The situation had gone from being Shannon’s delusion to a very real scenario in which a heinous crime had been committed and gone unpunished.

Shannon ventured to ask Billie about her sudden conversion to the cause and for the first time since she’d met her, Shannon saw a look of regret on the warrior woman’s face.

‘I know what it feels like to be in a loveless relationship,’ she replied rather sombrely and without using the ‘f’ word once. ‘Be damned if I would allow anyone to be trapped in that hell for all eternity.’ She sniffed back a tear and forced a smile. ‘Old Man Heartley can just kiss my fucking arse!’

They would both sleep well tonight, they suspected. No footsteps or knocking on doors.

 

Someone was crying. Shannon didn’t want to wake. Was it Billie she could hear? She recalled Billie reminiscing on a loveless relationship the previous evening and, fearing that they’d opened a can of worms, Shannon forced herself to consciousness.

She wandered into the hall, rubbing her eyes and having a yawn. ‘Billie?’

It was Katlin seated on the stairs, and although her appearance was transparent and colourless, her features and dress were well defined and very like the photograph Shannon had been viewing earlier. Katlin had obviously died young, or rather, been murdered young. Tears were streaming down the young woman’s face, but unlike her image in the photograph, Katlin wore a huge smile.

‘What’s with all the tears?’ Billie appeared at the top of the stairs and halfway through her descent she stopped dead in her tracks, having spotted Katlin.

‘You can see her?’ Shannon whispered to her petrified friend.

Katlin was obviously following the conversation, as she turned in her seated position to view Billie.


Billie backed up a step. ‘Yep. What’s the story with all the tears? Isn’t she happy to be going home?’

Katlin turned back to view Shannon, the smile still broad on her face.

‘I believe she is crying tears of joy, Bill —’

A knock on the door startled Shannon and Billie witless for a second and Katlin vanished. Her path to Shannon now clear, Billie raced down to the landing to join her outside Shannon’s room. The knocking repeated and then just kept going.

‘Oh shit,’ Shannon mumbled, fearing they had stirred up old Heartley’s ghost too. ‘This has never happened before … the knocking always stopped after two rounds.’

‘But now there’s no spook to answer the door and make the other spook go away,’ Billie pointed out, just as horrified by the thought of confronting the murdering old bastard.

‘I’ll go,’ Shannon offered, but Billie pulled her back.

‘You can’t even bear to glimpse a buried skull,’ Billie chided. ‘I’ll go.’ She turned on the foyer light, using the switch which was on the wall halfway down the stairs. This seemed to break the ghostly tension a little and Billie charged toward the door, determined to kick Heartley’s head in. Through the keyhole she saw no one and the knocking had ceased. She unbolted the locks and opened the door slowly, preparing for Heartley’s ghost to burst in. She found Simon on the ground, searching through his bag. ‘Simon! You scared the shit out of us.’

‘Sorry, darling heart,’ he replied, with a large apologetic smile, ‘but I seem to have misplaced my keys.’

The girls breathed a sigh of relief, for they were very glad to see him.

 

Simon had undergone an unexpected split with the new man in his life and had abandoned his travel plans and returned home. He was delighted when he heard about what had been going on; a mysterious development in the history of Heartley B&B that he could document.

‘I had no idea. Well done, ladies,’ Simon exclaimed, rising from the kitchen table to get himself another coffee — the girls were both drinking juice. ‘You have my unreserved blessing to return Katlin to Ireland. I would consider it a great service to this house … in fact, I’ll even shout you both a business class airfare to Ireland. Sound fair?’

Shannon’s jaw nearly hit the ground. She was speechless. Billie, however, was more sceptical. ‘He’s just looking for a polite way of getting his house back,’ she commented to Shannon and then looked at Simon. ‘I would have left for a lot less … but I’ll take the trip thanks, babe.’

‘I do feel bad about doing you two out of a holiday,’ Simon confessed to Shannon, who shook her head to assure him that there were no hard feelings. ‘Although it doesn’t sound like you’ve been doing too much relaxing here.’

‘You said it!’ Billie emphasised as she rose from the table. ‘I’m just going to have a swim and then Simon can give me a hand to get Katlin out of the ground.’

Simon screwed up his nose, not overly thrilled at the suggestion.

‘Ah, don’t be such a girl.’ She whacked him on the back on her way past and nearly winded the poor fellow.

‘If only I had her balls,’ he sighed with envy.

5. Drying Out

Billie left her towel on a chair and approached the pool. Shannon was right about this glasshouse — light and airy as it was, it did feel distinctly creepy this morning. Perhaps the revelation of two deaths occurring in the pool had something to do with Billie’s newfound apprehension of the place.

On the verge of diving into the warm, inviting water, Billie’s skin began to prickle with pins and needles induced by fear, not cold.

‘I don’t think so.’ Billie stepped back from the edge, deciding to forgo her swim today. Every fibre of her being was warning her away from the water and it wasn’t like her to be aware of her intuitive voice.


‘Old man Heartley can just kiss my fucking arse!’ Billie’s words from the previous night came back to haunt her, as she copped a hard shove to the upper body and found herself headed for deep water.

 

‘I have a couple of friends who are quite psychic and they claimed that the house was definitely haunted,’ Simon explained, while he and Shannon walked down to the pool-house. They had decided to join Billie for a swim before executing their appalling chore. ‘Still, I’ve never been aware of the disturbances you have described … but then, I’ve never been sober for very long either.’

They could hear Billie splashing around as they neared the end of the pathway that led to the glassed-in pool.

‘Jeez, Billie sounds like she’s really getting serious about her swim.’ Simon opened the door and stood back allowing Shannon to enter first.

She strolled into the pool-house ahead of him. ‘Holy shit, Simon!’ Shannon found herself racing to the far end of the pool where Billie was struggling to keep her head above water. Due to all her surfing Shannon was a fairly powerful swimmer, but she stripped off her top layers of clothing to stop them from dragging her down.

Simon hit the water before Shannon did, and grabbing hold of Billie he was surprised to find some invisible force pulling her body down. ‘It’s like she’s weighted. I can’t get her to stay afloat,’ he spluttered, appealing to Shannon, who dived straight in.

She surfaced and grabbed one of Billie’s arms. ‘Drag her to the shallow water,’ she ordered, having determined the best course of action.

‘Let go, you murdering prick,’ Billie spluttered out as she was rolled on to her back and stretched between her friends and her unseen foe.

‘Help us, Billie,’ Shannon ordered, swallowing water as she heaved Billie’s weight behind her and struggled to find the floor of the pool.

‘I’m trying, goddamn it,’ Billie retorted sharply, fed up with playing games. ‘Let me go Heartley, you fuck, or I will dig up your bones and feed them to a pack of rabid dogs!’ she yelled defiantly at the water that threatened to suck her under.

Shannon and Simon suddenly found themselves surging forward. Moments later they were in the shallows, panting for breath and spitting out water.

‘Are you okay?’ Shannon turned her attention to Billie, now that she had her breath back.

‘A fucking ghost just tried to kill me!’ Billie rapidly waded to the end of the pool and climbed out. Simon and Shannon decided to do likewise. Billie didn’t sidetrack to get her towel. She just headed straight for the door.

‘Where are you going, Bill?’ Shannon raised herself out of the water and stood to wait for Simon.


‘The fucker pushed me in …’ Billie turned back to advise them not to hang about, but did not waver from her course. ‘If Heartley thinks he can intimidate me into leaving Katlin in the ground, he’s in for a rude shock!’ She shouted angrily into the glasshouse: ‘You’re dealing with twenty-first century women now, prick!’ She slammed the door on her way out and stormed off up the garden path.

‘She is really pissed,’ Simon commented, as he and Shannon made haste to put some distance between themselves and the pool-house.

 

Billie was like a woman possessed following the pool incident; now the vendetta was personal. She worked relentlessly to dig Katlin’s bones out of the ground and never flinched once from the gruesome chore.

The skeleton itself was pretty badly busted up, having been pushed into the hole in the ground feet first. Still, the threesome gradually laid out the fragments of Katlin’s remains beside the dig and kept searching until every little bone had been accounted for — if there was one thing Billie was intimately familiar with, it was human anatomy. The disjointed state of the skeleton was fortunate in so far as it all packed neatly into a suitcase.

Nobody ate very much at dinner that night, but Simon polished off a whole bottle of red wine on his own. Billie was neither drinking nor smoking, and nor would she until their mission was over.


‘What are you going to tell customs if they ask to check your bags?’ Simon queried, fearful for the girls.

‘I’ve thought about that.’ Shannon smiled for the first time since the pool incident this morning and dispersed a little of the gloom that had descended on them all. ‘I’m going to type up a fake order form on the film company letterhead that I’ve got lying around in my editing suite.’

‘You’re going to tell them it’s a prop for a film?’ Simon gaped at the idea, finding it so outrageous that it just might work.

‘Works for me, babe.’ Billie gave her hippie mate a wink. ‘But if they pull us up, I don’t know you,’ she added and then laughed at the look of desertion on Shannon’s face. ‘Oh, as if?’ Billie was offended that her friend would take the joke to heart. ‘You know I’d punch out the guards while you do a runner with the bones.’

Shannon laughed, as this was more like the truth. ‘You know, now I think about it, this is really exciting.’

Billie swallowed down another vegetable juice and slammed the glass down on the table. ‘Yep! I’ve never felt so alive in my whole goddamn life!’ Of course, Billie was very liberal with the ‘f’ word in this instance.

‘Well, getting Katlin back to her lover is one thing,’ Simon sighed, ‘but what am I going to do about the ghost in my pool? I’m sure as hell never going in there again.’ He went white with fear. ‘What if it comes up to the house?’

‘We’ve never encountered him in the house.’ Shannon was quick with the comforting thought.

‘If he comes up here I’ll kick his butt, just like I did this morning,’ Billie assured him, rubbing her fingers through her short bleached hairdo.

‘But what am I going to do when you leave?’ Simon was stressing out. ‘I could be murdered here and no one would be the wiser.’

‘Then come with us?’ Shannon proffered. ‘The Irish are experts on ghosts. I’m sure someone there can give us some good advice on how to be rid of one.’

The colour returned to Simon’s face and he stood. ‘Let’s do it.’

All the lights in the house began to flicker in unison. The temperature in the room plummeted, and all present could see the vapour of their breath.

Billie reached for her bag. ‘Keys, wallet and sunglasses, guys … everything else we can pick up on the way.’

‘Right you are,’ Simon agreed, launching himself into the search for said items, which were scattered around the kitchen.

Shannon crammed the album pertaining to the house’s history in her large pouch-like bag, and reached for the handle of the suitcase containing Katlin’s bones.


‘I’ll take that.’ Billie took the suitcase in hand. ‘The only way that Heartley gets this bag from me is if he pries it from my cold, dead fingers.’

All the doors in the house began opening and slamming closed in rapid motion, the noise of which was deafening.

‘Jesus Christ!’ Simon cried, shoving his wallet in the back pocket of his filthy jeans as he scampered back toward the girls.

‘Ah! The decaying bastard is full of piss and wind.’ Billie waved off the display as if it were nothing and headed for the back door with the suitcase. When she tried to exit, all the doors slammed closed and the back door refused to open.

‘F — k it!’ Billie kicked the stubborn item, frustrated that her brute strength would not open it.

Shannon went for a window, but once unlocked it began crashing up and down like a guillotine.

‘Here …’ Simon grabbed a small coffee table and swinging two of the legs outside he used the table and the other two legs to prop up the window which continued to pound down, though unable to break their brace. ‘Quick, let’s go!’ He helped Shannon out of the window. Billie clambered out on her own, dragging the suitcase with her.

No sooner had Simon jumped out on to the lawn than the tabletop split in two and one fragment came crashing down on top of him.

Both girls rushed to his side.


‘Simon, are you okay?’ Billie slapped him around the cheeks, but failed to raise any coherent response from the man beyond an, ‘Ahhhh?’

As kitchen items began flying out the window at them, Shannon and Billie were forced to move.

‘Take the bag.’ Billie handed Katlin’s remains over to Shannon, and scooping Simon over her shoulder, Billie headed for the car.

Katlin’s case and Simon got thrown in the back seat. Billie jumped into the driver’s seat, eager to get the car started, as the sky above rumbled, threatening rain.

‘Hurry, Billie,’ Shannon urged from the passenger seat, having never been so scared in all her born days. ‘I have a bad feeling —’

‘Yeah, me too,’ Billie said, hating to admit it. She turned the key in the ignition. ‘No, no!’ Billie tried to start it several times and slammed the wheel in frustration. ‘It always starts, first time, every time!’ In the rear vision mirror she spied old Heartley sitting in the back seat, smiling back at her. ‘F — k! Heartley’s in the car.’

Shannon turned and looked in the back seat, but saw nothing; she looked back at Billie, who was glaring into the rear vision mirror. ‘What’s he doing?’

‘The fuckwit is blowing me kisses.’ Billie, infuriated and ever more inspired, grabbed her bag and got out of the car.


Shannon followed suit. She pulled her mobile phone from her bag and checked it for a signal. ‘Shit!’ It was promptly returned to her bag. ‘Now what?’

‘Are you game to go back in the house?’ Billie questioned, as she spotted the wheelbarrow and moved to fetch it.

‘Absolutely not.’ Shannon was grateful that Billie was not seriously entertaining that notion either.

Once Simon was in the barrow, Shannon attempted to pull Katlin’s suitcase from the back seat, but it stuck fast. ‘Billie, I think Heartley’s sitting on it.’ When Billie grabbed hold as well, the suitcase gave a little, but it took considerable heaving to free the bag from the car and when it did come away, the force sent Shannon and Billie toppling backwards to the ground.

They didn’t waste any time in getting to their feet. Shannon pulled out the handle on the suitcase, set it on its wheels and started running for the gate at the end of the drive.

‘Go babe,’ Billie urged her, she herself taking up the handles of the wheelbarrow and forging ahead with it.

Rain had begun falling and the open gate banged in the wind.

As Shannon neared, a gale blew up that pounded the gate so hard against its foundations that it began to swing closed. ‘Don’t even think about it!’ she shouted, picking up her pace and willing herself to beat the gate to its locking. Shannon realised she wasn’t going to make it. ‘Help me, Katlin! Fight for your freedom, goddamn it. We’re not going to do it all for you.’

Just as the gate was about to slam closed in front of her, a gale blew up and forced it open again.

‘Way to go, girl!’ Shannon cheered as she sped out the gate and held it open for Billie to power on through.

‘We’re outta here!’ Billie cheered on the way down the road.

Before Shannon headed off after her, she pulled out her mobile to check for a signal. ‘All right!’ She suspected that Heartley’s ghost held no sway beyond the boundaries of his property, but then maybe the signal for her phone was just better at this location? Ghosts had filled up so much of her days lately that she didn’t want to start getting overly paranoid — despite how prone she might be to doing so, considering the display she’d just seen. The world without such phenomena seemed a million miles away now. Her view of life, death, the universe and everything had been dramatically altered forever.

As Simon wasn’t looking any closer to regaining consciousness, Shannon dialled for an ambulance.

 

The harsh hospital lighting brought Billie and Shannon back to reality, as did their damp, filthy clothes, soaked through by the time the ambulance had reached them.

Simon had been admitted to hospital with mild concussion. The doctors wanted to keep an eye on him overnight, but Shannon and Billie would be permitted to see their friend once he was settled in his room.

‘What have I done, Bill?’ Shannon whispered, although they were alone in the waiting room. ‘I have made Simon an outcast in his own home.’

‘Hey, you weren’t to know.’ Billie shrugged. ‘No one expects this kind of thing to happen. If I know Simon, he won’t blame you … he’ll just be happy that his spooks didn’t cut loose when he was alone in the house.’

‘Still, I shouldn’t mess with powers that I know nothing about.’ Shannon sank even further into her slouched position, feeling remorseful and responsible.

‘And how the hell do you learn about haunted houses?’ Billie scoffed at Shannon’s unfounded guilt trip.

‘I could have read more —’

‘Those books you brought home all stated that every haunting is unique,’ Billie argued. ‘At least you had the guts to investigate. And give us a little credit … we’ve solved a mystery that has been buried for nearly a century. If we’ve come this far, knowing nothing, then I’m pretty confident that we can find a cure for whatever ails Simon’s property.’


Shannon was so impressed by her friend’s attitude that she burst into a broad smile.

‘What?’ Billie was alarmed by Shannon’s sudden amusement.

‘You’re really amazing, you know that?’ Shannon began and Billie rolled her eyes.

‘F — k off.’

‘No, I mean it,’ Shannon persisted, over Billie’s denial. ‘You are the stuff that heroes are made of. I never could have done this without you.’ She couldn’t prevent tears from welling and her emotions choked her, restraining her from further speech.

‘Hey, it’s been a blast,’ Billie reassured her, guessing that Shannon was going into shock. ‘I’m off all the toxins and I’ve scored a free trip to Ireland … I’m a happy woman.’

‘If the offer of a free trip still stands,’ Shannon mused, realising Simon now had the expense of tidying up the interior of his beautiful house.

‘Are you kidding,’ Billie retorted. ‘Simon’s going to want a way to get Heartley out of his house.’

‘What if he tells us to put Katlin back in the ground?’ Shannon feared their effort might all come to naught. Billie looked rather concerned suddenly. She obviously hadn’t considered this turn of events.

‘I’m not taking her back there,’ Billie insisted. ‘I’ll beat Simon into submission if need be.’

‘You may see Mr Wexford now,’ a nurse entered to announce. The nurse regarded Billie warily, having caught her threat. ‘But you can only see him briefly, as he needs rest.’

 

‘My saviours!’ Simon held wide his arms to the girls, welcoming their entry into his private room.

‘You’ve got a tough head.’ Billie sat on the bed and gave him a squeeze.

‘We’re so sorry about the all the trouble and damage we’ve caused you,’ Shannon added, before Simon had the chance to award her his full attention.

‘How badly was the house damaged?’ he thought to inquire from Billie as they parted from their embrace.

‘We didn’t go back to find out,’ Billie advised him, ‘but Heartley had started throwing things about when we left.’

Simon roused an ironic smirk. ‘With any luck the bastard will burn the place down and then I’ll claim the whole thing as an insurance write-off.’

‘If we go to Ireland,’ Shannon began to skirt her way around the issue, ‘I feel sure we can —’

‘What do you mean “if”?’ Simon protested. ‘I’m counting on you two to go. I’m selling the house,’ he informed them, ‘whether or not you solve my little problem. But if you can find a way to rid the house of Heartley, my selling price might be a whole lot higher.’

‘We could try putting Katlin back in the ground … the disturbances might subside.’ Shannon was shy of suggesting this, but she felt, in all fairness to Simon, that she had to.

Simon had a brief think about the proposition. ‘I believe Katlin has suffered long enough for the inhumanity of man. So you’re taking her back to Ireland and I’m paying all your expenses, first-class all the way.’

Billie and Shannon’s cheering brought the nurse running. ‘I said he needed rest,’ she reprimanded them and then insisted they both leave.

‘Here, Simon.’ Billie tossed him her keys. ‘Stay at my place when they let you out.’

‘My knight in shining armour,’ Simon emphasised as he caught the keys. ‘Just keep all your receipts, ladies, and I’ll reimburse you.’ Simon waved and blew kisses while the girls were ushered out the door by the nurse.

6. A Ghost’s Chance

There wasn’t much choice but to pack light for Ireland, seeing as the girls had left most of their good warm clothes at the haunted house in the mountains. Shannon, being a bit of a hippie-surfer girl, didn’t have a hell of a lot of warm clothes anyway. What the hell, she’d decided, viewing her near-empty backpack, it’s a good excuse to go shopping.

Once packed, Billie and Shannon dropped by the editing studio where Shannon had been working on her last feature and there they typed up their fake order form.

‘I don’t know if this is going to work.’ Shannon looked over the printout, fearing that if they were exposed she’d never edit film in this country again.

‘Looks real to me.’ Billie snatched it from Shannon’s grasp, folded it and placed it in her top pocket. When Billie heard the weeping, she thought Shannon was overreacting. ‘Get over it, babe.’

‘It’s not me.’ Shannon turned to face Billie, dry-eyed. ‘Katlin?’

Billie and Shannon’s ears pricked up, and they looked about the room for the apparition.

On top of the suitcase containing her bones sat Katlin, weeping as quietly as possible as she held her hands over her heart in gratitude.

‘What’s the matter, Katlin?’ Shannon attempted to get their ghost communicating. ‘Can you tell me?’

As Billie and Shannon stared at the apparition, they could see her desperately trying to convey her views but alas they could not hear a word. Katlin kept pointing to her mouth and shaking her head. In the end, Katlin gave up trying to voice herself and frustrated, she vanished.

‘Why can we hear her crying and yet not hear her speak?’ Shannon frowned, perplexed.

From behind her came the sound of keys being tapped on the computer keyboard.


HEARTLEY CUT OUT MY TONGUE. I HOPE I SHALL BE REUNITED WITH MY VOICE ONCE MY SPIRIT IS AT PEACE.

‘What a prick!’ Billie’s apprehension was swept away by her anger, as they read the words on the screen.

HE DISCOVERED THAT I HAD TOLD SOME CLOSE FRIENDS ABOUT MY TRUE LOVE. I WAS NEVER LET OUT OF THE HOUSE AFTER THAT, NOR WAS I ALLOWED ANY VISITORS. NO ONE KNEW ABOUT MY MUTILATION, EXCEPT THE SERVANTS, WHO WERE PAID WELL TO KEEP QUIET ABOUT ME.

Shannon’s hand had come to cover her mouth; the thought of what this woman’s life must have been like made her want to be sick.

CLEARLY, I AM DEEPLY INDEBTED TO YOU BRAVE WOMEN, BUT I FEEL I CANNOT ASK YOU TO TAKE ANY MORE RISKS ON MY ACCOUNT. I AM AWAY FROM HEARTLEY’S TORMENT NOW. PLEASE LAY ME TO REST ANYWHERE AND SAVE YOURSELVES ANY FURTHER HARDSHIP.

‘No, no, no, Katlin.’ Shannon stood to voice her feelings. ‘You’ve endured too much to settle for such an anticlimax.’

‘I don’t think that we’re really Katlin’s main concern.’ Billie cocked an eye in challenge. ‘If you ask me she’s just shit scared of meeting her old flame again.’

The computer keys began clicking away again.

WHAT IF HE IS BURIED BESIDE HIS WIFE?

‘Do you know if Timothy married?’ Shannon asked.

NO

‘Well then, until we go investigate what happened to the man, you’ll never know,’ Shannon told her. ‘If it turns out he found true love elsewhere … then we’ll bury you at some other nice location.’

‘Yeah.’ Billie seconded that. ‘If we can be brave enough to get you this far, you can bloody well be brave enough to go the rest of the way.’

THANK YOU

Both women smiled at Katlin’s resolution. ‘You’re welcome,’ they chanted, followed by a mighty ‘Yahoo!’

 

The flight from Sydney to Dublin was long, but uneventful. They would be changing planes here, to catch a domestic airline to a smaller airport in County Kenny.

As they awaited their baggage at the luggage belt, Shannon had the horrid vision of the bag containing Katlin’s corpse ending up in Africa or somewhere. But the bag, which Shannon had covered in fragile stickers, with Katlin’s comfort in mind, was one of the first pieces out of the gate.


All the stickers were removed before approaching customs, as they did not want to attract any attention to the case. It was good that Shannon’s backpack was quite under-loaded, because it looked as if her main luggage was in the bag in question.

The customs man was pleasant enough, asking how long Shannon would be staying. He inquired whether she was in Ireland for business or a holiday. It was all going rather smoothly when he suddenly asked what was in Shannon’s suitcase.

If she told him clothes and then he opened the suitcase, she’d be in strife; if she told him the truth, she’d get arrested and possibly locked in an asylum. Thus, their fabrication seemed the best option.

Shannon leaned in close to give her answer. ‘An old rotting skeleton,’ she whispered, mysteriously.

The officer smiled, realising Shannon was having a go.

‘Well, that’s what we hope it looks like,’ Shannon announced cheerfully, as she pulled out her fake order form and handed it to the officer. ‘Do you want to have a look?’

Billie, who was next in line behind Shannon, began biting her nails as her friend made the offer.

‘You could give us your professional opinion?’ Shannon urged him to comply.

The officer laughed. ‘I don’t get many corpses through here,’ he advised sarcastically. ‘And films are so realistic these days, that it probably wouldn’t be much help.’

‘But aren’t you curious?’ Shannon pushed, feeling that every risk she took made her safer. Then, as the officer was beginning to look interested, she added, ‘You’re not planning on eating soon, are you?’

He seemed sceptical about her question.

‘Aw,’ she waved off the thought, ‘if you’ve got a good stomach, it shouldn’t put you off your food for too long.’

The officer rolled his eyes and placed the suitcase flat on the counter to open it up and take a look.

Shannon looked back toward Billie, who looked as if she might wet herself at any moment. Shannon said a silent prayer, then looked back to the officer as he closed the bag.

All the colour had drained from his face. ‘Looks pretty real to me.’

Shannon was tempted to bow her head in defeat, for she fully expected his next words to be, Follow me, please.

‘Your art department did a real good job.’

He handed Shannon back her order form and suitcase. ‘Have a great stay. Good luck with the film.’

No sooner was she through customs than Shannon’s knees went to jelly. What if the officer had called the production company to confirm the order? She could have been carted off to an Irish prison and stuck with terrorists for the rest of her life.


‘I am never doing anything like that again,’ she began mumbling over and over, under her breath.

‘That was so fucking great!’ Billie came bouncing over to pat Shannon on the back. ‘Apart from the fact that I nearly pissed myself several times!’

‘Shhh!’ Shannon encouraged her friend to keep her enthusiasm down to a low roar. ‘I’m having a panic attack right now. Have a little respect.’

‘But we’re home free,’ Billie grabbed both Shannon’s shoulders and shook hard. ‘You’re a total legend!’

 

Billie, Shannon and their bag of bones got a room in the city of Tarlee for the night, and planned to head to the town of Ballyheige on the morrow. Outside of Ballyheige lay the seaside properties where both Katlin and Timothy had grown up.

Before they left the film editing suite in Sydney, Katlin had informed Shannon and Billie, via the computer, that Timothy O’Mally’s family had owned their property forever and she suspected that he’d been laid to rest in the family cemetery situated thereon. So the plan was to head straight to the seaside property and see what they could discover.

As they drove down the road past Ballyheige, the sound of weeping was heard coming from the back seat. The girls guessed that they were getting close to Katlin’s home and that she was happy to see it.


They found the O’Mally property just where Katlin had said it would be, although some of the land must have been sold off over the years, as only a small farm was attached to the house now.

They knocked several times on the door of the large cottage, which was rather weatherbeaten and in need of some maintenance, but since there weren’t any cars parked in view they weren’t surprised when no one showed up to meet them.

‘I wonder if they’d mind us just having a quick look,’ Billie mumbled, able to see the fenced-off family plot from where they stood.

‘I’d mind.’ Shannon tried to discourage Billie, who had already begun to make tracks in the direction of the cemetery.

‘Look …’ Billie paused from her stride only long enough to justify her intent, ‘we’ve come all this way, and it’s just over there! I’m going to look … if it bothers you so much, then wait here and keep watch.’

As Shannon observed her friend head up the hill toward the fenced-off gravestones, her curiosity got the better of her and she ran to catch up to Billie.

They moved past the recent deaths in the O’Mally family and back a few generations.

‘Here he is,’ Billie exclaimed in delighted disbelief. ‘Timothy James O’Mally, born 1898, deceased 1938.’

‘Hey, that was the year after Katlin’s murder,’ Shannon noted aloud. There were no fond words on Timothy’s gravestone about him being a loving husband or father, so she looked to the next gravestone to see if it belonged to his spouse.

In the place of a name the grave only had the initials ‘KO’ engraved.

‘Holy shit,’ Billie muttered under her breath, both women shocked to their cores for a second. Then, snapping out of their daze, they grabbed each other in a hug and began dancing about.

‘This is such great news for Katlin.’ Shannon wiped the tears of joy from her eyes to read the rest of the inscription. ‘Born 1899, deceased 1937… that confirms it.’ She noted the years corresponded to the duration of Katlin’s life. ‘In fond memory of my lost love.’ Shannon choked on the last few words and would have burst into tears again had she not been startled by the cutting tone of a man’s voice.

‘Hey! This is private property.’

‘This should be interesting,’ Billie muttered aside to Shannon as they watched a young farmer approach.

‘Yeah,’ Shannon quietly agreed. ‘Please let me do the talking.’

‘No worries,’ Billie confirmed. ‘I sure as hell have no burning desire to explain what we’re doing here.’

‘Can I help you with something?’ the man asked, his hostility waning as he approached the girls.

His lovely accent put a smile on Shannon’s face. ‘Actually, and I know this is going to sound bizarre, but I’m hoping we might be able to be of service to your family … if you are still of the clan O’Mally, that is?’

‘This property was passed on to me via my family,’ he answered her question, seeming wary of where her tale might be leading.

‘See …’ Shannon paused to consider how to phrase this and figured the short explanation was probably the best. ‘We have the remains of KO.’ She pointed to the gravestone and the farmer’s jaw dropped.

‘You’re the fiery angels?’ he mumbled, confused.

Both women stood and blinked, neither knowing what to make of the query.

Upon seeing their reaction the young man waved off his own comment and gave a heavy sigh. ‘I suppose the folks in town already warned you that I’m mad.’

‘We bypassed town,’ Shannon informed him gently. He didn’t seem the slightest bit unbalanced in her opinion. If anything, he was almost too perceptive.

‘Then how did you know where to find my family home?’ Although he was puzzled, he seemed relieved that his reputation did not precede him in this instance.

‘KO told us where we’d find this place.’ Shannon wanted to cringe as she confessed this, fearing that now the farmer would think she was nuts.

He smiled and frowned at once, appearing to empathise with her predicament. ‘Perhaps a cup of tea is in order … whilst we get our wires uncrossed.’


 

The farmer’s name was Sean O’Mally. Timothy O’Mally had been his grandfather’s older brother.

‘There are lots of ghosts on this property, seeing as most of my ancestors are buried here.’ Sean didn’t feel too bad admitting as much after hearing some of Shannon’s tale. ‘But I only started seeing my great-uncle, Tim, in the last couple of weeks. Every time I wander past the cemetery, as I do often in the course of a day’s work, Timothy has been standing inside the cemetery fence yelling at me. “Welcome the fiery angels. They are bringing my love home.”’

‘The ghost didn’t come down to the house to bother you?’ Billie probed.

‘He can’t,’ Sean explained. ‘His spirit is confined to the patch of hallowed ground where he was buried.’

‘That’s interesting.’ Billie bit her lip a moment, thinking that, in that case, Heartley wasn’t buried on hallowed ground.

‘How did you know the ghost in question was your great-uncle Tim?’ Shannon had to wonder, as Timothy had died long before Sean was born.

Sean shrugged as though the answer was elementary. ‘I asked him. How did Katlin lead you here if you did not converse with her?’

‘We communicated via a PC screen,’ Shannon replied honestly, not considering how weird her response sounded until Sean burst out laughing.


‘A cyber-psychic. I like that.’ His amusement faded a little. ‘If the people in town think I’m nuts, heaven only knows what they’ll make of you.’

Billie sat at the table watching Shannon and Sean smile at each other, whereupon she realised it was time for her to make a quiet exit.

‘I thought everyone in Ireland believed in ghosts?’ Shannon queried the cause of Sean’s reputation.

‘Ah, yes, everyone has a ghost story to tell,’ he confirmed. ‘That’s good for tourism. But we don’t actually see them or associate with them. That’s not good for tourism.’ He delivered his words in a mocking tone and Shannon laughed, completely charmed.

 

By the time Shannon and Sean noticed Billie missing and chased her up, she was halfway through digging a grave.

‘I would have helped you with that,’ Sean advised her, as he and Shannon came to a stop close by.

‘Love waits for no one.’ Billie stopped and served the pair a peculiar smile.

‘You’re right.’ Sean climbed into the pit to take over the chore. ‘Katlin will be eager to be reunited with great-uncle Tim, no doubt.’

Who said I was talking about Katlin and Tim, Billie wanted to say, but she managed to bite her tongue. ‘All yours.’ She handed over the shovel and climbed out of the pit to stand beside Shannon. ‘I just love to watch a man work, don’t you?’

Shannon served Billie an evil eye and a jab in the ribs with her elbow for the comment; she knew what Billie was trying to imply. ‘I’ll get Katlin.’ Shannon headed off back to the car to avoid any other embarrassing remarks Billie might have in store.

Sure, Sean was attractive, with his windswept looks and enchanting conversation, but it was hardly like they had a chance in hell of forming a relationship. He was a farmer, living on the other side of the world. Shannon had worked damned hard to carve a name for herself in the Australian film industry and she would be leaving Ireland in a few days to return to that promising career. Why was Billie even bothering to try and play cupid?

‘This really sucks, Katlin,’ Shannon grouched as she pulled the bag of bones from the back seat of the car rather roughly. ‘Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for a man I relate to this well? And he bloody well lives as far from me as humanly possible.’ Shannon suddenly realised she was complaining about the same lot in life that Katlin had endured, and Shannon had only been heartbroken for an hour or so. ‘Sorry, Kat. My problems pale against yours, I know. Still, pretty soon, my friend, you’re not going to have a worry in the world.’

 


It was coming on to evening when Katlin was finally laid to rest, and her three saviours stood around staring at the grave as if expecting the dead woman to arise from the earth and thank them for their efforts.

‘Well,’ Shannon broke the silence. ‘I feel I should say a few words, since Katlin has been denied a decent burial until now.’ She glanced at Sean and smiled in appreciation. He could have been really difficult about this, untrusting and sceptical, but instead he’d been a prince. ‘No one I have ever known is more deserving of happiness than the woman who has brought us here today. May Katlin’s triumph of faith and her will to succeed, in this instance, bring her much fortune in her next life. May her love for this man, Timothy O’Mally, endure and be realised for many lifetimes to come.’

‘Amen,’ Billie seconded in the best ‘spiritual’ voice she could muster.

‘Amen,’ Sean echoed in a thick Irish brogue, his eyes fixed on Shannon.

In his deep blue eyes Shannon saw his feelings of empathy; her good deed for his family had touched him it seemed. His attraction to her plain for her to see, Shannon’s heart did a backflip into her throat.

‘Stay for dinner?’ he asked Shannon, although Sean’s gaze shifted to Billie to let her know she was invited as well.


‘I’d love to,’ Billie answered on her own behalf, as she began to back up toward the entrance to the tiny cemetery. ‘Hopefully, I’ll be back in time.’

‘Where are you going?’ Shannon struggled to keep the surprise and anxiousness out of her tone.

‘I wanted to check out a couple of things in town,’ Billie replied and Shannon did not query this, knowing her friend was just using the excuse to make herself scarce. ‘I’ll catch you guys later.’

Shannon waved. What else could she do without making her friend’s matchmaking attempt seem even more obvious?

‘I can see why my great-uncle referred to you two as fiery angels.’ Sean came to stand beside Shannon, and they watched Billie stride toward the hire car. ‘She’s really something.’

Shannon looked at Sean a little too quickly. She suddenly feared that perhaps she was the one who should have been making herself absent and her feelings must have been reflected in her face. When Shannon’s eyes met his, Sean smiled. ‘I’ve never met a woman who was so tough and yet so sensitive to the feelings of others.’

‘Katlin’s feelings, you mean?’ Shannon gulped, her heart sinking in her chest. Sean sounded in awe of her friend.

Sean simply shook his head and the smile didn’t leave his face as he headed off toward the house.


Shannon frowned, momentarily perplexed. ‘Great-uncle Tim’s feelings?’ she second-guessed before getting her hopes up.

Again Sean shook his head in the negative, without altering his course.

Shannon’s smile grew broad; she couldn’t help it. Sean was talking about his own feelings; the feelings he held for her. Oh God. She swallowed hard to supress tears of elation. If he was her elusive true love, the perfect mate she’d been searching for, why did their future seem so impossible? How could creation be so cruel?

Shannon turned to Katlin’s grave and noted that some flowers were needed, yet there weren’t any in sight that she could pick. ‘I suppose you had no way of knowing that this might happen,’ Shannon made the statement sound more like a question, ‘but you could have warned me good looks, charm and intelligence ran in the family.’ She whispered her frustrations, even though Sean was halfway to the house and well out of earshot.

Why, thank you.

Shannon felt a chill prickle the hairs on the back of her neck for the male voice was resounding inside her own head. She raised her eyes from the dirt and slowly looked about her.

In the last few glimmers of daylight that fell through a patch of trees and into the cemetery grounds she spied the vague outline of a young couple. Shannon recognised Katlin, but it was the man hugged close to her side who spoke.

Folks say the family resemblance between myself and my grandnephew is uncanny.

Shannon looked closer at the white, ghostly impression of the man set inside the golden rays of light to see a fellow who did mirror Sean’s characteristics in many respects. ‘The resemblance is uncanny,’ she granted, before her focus shifted to Katlin. ‘Does all fare well with you now?’

Katlin smiled and nodded as she gave Tim a squeeze.

When Katlin remained silent Shannon feared the woman’s tongue had not been returned to her as hoped, but she did not want to raise the sad issue just to satisfy her curiosity.

I owe you more than I can ever repay.

Shannon started to smile — this was a woman’s voice she heard in her mind now. It was an accent much like her own, only it was enriched with an Irish inflection.

I know how to rid Heartley House of its namesake.

‘Really?’ Shannon was stoked, ‘Katlin, we would be so grateful for that information.’

Three things you must do and in this order.

Shannon nodded, clearing her head of the crowd of questions she wanted to ask to be sure to get the instructions right.


Firstly, you must drain the pool.

‘Drain the pool? Why?’

Heartley’s violent death created for him a porthole between the land of the dead and the land of the living, through which he can project his restless spirit into the physical world and affect it. But the vortex is in the water itself … without water the porthole ceases to exist.

‘You know how your husband died then?’ Shannon hated to interrupt but her curiosity got the better of her.

It was my appearance at the poolside that caused his massive heart attack, Katlin confessed, with a cool smile of satisfaction. I watched with great pleasure as he drowned in the construction that he treasured more than any living soul. The smile slipped from her face. I didn’t realise that by facilitating his death and my revenge that I would be unleashing his horrid spirit on to the property to which my soul was bound. My marriage in death with him proved far longer and more torturous than our living days of hellish matrimony.

The whole story only made Shannon feel like a heel for her query. ‘Please forgive my morbid cur —’

You deserve to know what you have been party to. I feel that I’ve been punished for my part in this sordid affair and have now been rewarded with a new start. She looked into the eyes of her true love a moment, before looking back to Shannon. I forgive Heartley for his wrongs against me for I have no desire to inflict the same grief on him in the next life. That is why this next instruction is so important.

Shannon could tell Katlin wanted to say more about her life, but the daylight was fast fading and so were the apparitions; thus they had to stick with the topic most pressing. ‘I am listening.’

Heartley’s grave, which is on the property, must be fenced in and blessed by a priest.

Or a good psychic will also know the procedure for containing a spirit within a desired area, Timothy added.

But I wish Heartley to have flowers and kind wishes recited over his grave to speed his spirit on the way to its next life and free him from any karmic entanglements with me.

‘But he was a complete prick!’ Shannon couldn’t believe the woman’s compassion.

No, my friend, he was and still is a lost spirit, Katlin corrected. But he, like me, can find peace and go on to more beneficial pursuits.

‘If that is what you wish, Katlin, then it will be so,’ Shannon vowed, eyebrows raised as she pondered what nice things she could possibly dream up to say about Heartley. ‘And what was the third requirement for Heartley’s peaceful rest?’

Change the name of the house! Tim and Katlin announced at once, laughing as they waved farewell and darkness fell.


Suddenly, Shannon was very aware of being alone and in the middle of a gravesite. ‘Thanks guys,’ she whispered ahead of making for the gate in haste.

7. Banishing the Heart

The next morning Shannon awoke on the floor in front of the fire in Sean’s lounge room. The fire had gone out, but as she was snuggled in front of Sean and a large fluffy blanket covered them, Shannon didn’t lack for warmth.

They were fully dressed under their cover; nothing more than a kiss and a cuddle had taken place between them, although these brief interludes had proven the most inspiring moments in an evening that was filled with magic tales and intrigue. The relationship could have progressed further, and clearly they had wanted it to, but as they were both aware of Shannon’s imminent departure, neither wanted to put the other in an awkward predicament. And besides, they hadn’t stopped talking long enough to get more intimate.

Billie hadn’t showed up yet and Shannon hoped her friend hadn’t assumed too much and racked off to Australia without her. She removed Sean’s hand from her thigh, where it had been perched all night, and managed to slide out from underneath the cover without waking him.


Out through the windows at the front of the house, Shannon spied the hire car. Billie was not inside, however.

‘The grave.’ Shannon rugged up and headed outdoors.

 

In the cemetery, Billie was planting flowers. She’d covered the gravesites of the lovers with two colourful flowerbeds that met in the middle.

‘Oh, Billie!’ For some reason her friend’s sentimental gesture moved Shannon to tears. ‘What a beautiful thought.’

Billie pretended not to notice how over-emotional Shannon was this morning, for it had been expected. ‘Katlin liked it,’ she commented to Shannon, though remaining intent on her chore.

‘You’ve been chatting with Katlin then, have you?’ Shannon queried playfully, fully expecting that Billie was bullshitting her.

‘Yep,’ she glanced up at Shannon. ‘Katlin gave me a message for you.’

‘Did she now?’ Shannon tried not to sound sceptical, figuring that if she had a message for her, Katlin would have mentioned it yesterday.

Billie nodded, squinting to look at her friend, who was standing before the rising sun. ‘Katlin said you have to find a way back here, to Ireland.’

Shannon rolled her eyes, thinking Billie was now surely playing games, and so she moved on to more important issues. ‘Well, yesterday Katlin told me how we get rid of Heartley —’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Billie waved off the information. ‘Katlin told me her three-point plan, too.’

Shannon was shocked to her foundations. ‘You have spoken with Katlin.’

‘Yeah,’ Billie stressed. ‘Didn’t I just say that?’

Words escaped Shannon for a moment. Were even the ghosts out to torment her about Sean now?

‘Oh, I see.’ Billie stood, having completed her gardening. ‘You think I’m playing cupid and that I’m bullshitting you about Kat?’

Shannon nodded, considering that half of the statement was probably true.

‘All I did was piss off yesterday,’ Billie reminded her. ‘I didn’t tell you to get all cuddly with the guy. Do you think you’re just imagining how perfect he is for you? When even an unsentimental bitch like me can see you were meant for each other?’

‘How can you say that,’ Shannon blurted out the question with a good serve of anger accompanying it, ‘when my work is on the opposite side of the world to his?’

Billie just served Shannon a cool stare. ‘Get over it, babe. You could work around it if you wanted to.’ Billie shook her head at her friend’s pathetic protest and cast off her gardening gloves. ‘That’s the other thing Katlin said to tell you … “to obtain the things we truly love in life, we just have to work and wish a little fucking harder.”’ Billie headed for the house, annoyed that her friend could be so nonchalant about the fact she was falling in love. ‘I need some coffee … and a cigarette!’

‘No, Bill, please,’ Shannon appealed to her friend, ‘not until we see to Heartley.’

‘I said I needed coffee and a smoke. I didn’t say I was going to have them.’ Billie turned back, forcing a smile as she held her hands up in truce. ‘Juice will do for now.’

Shannon knew why Billie was perturbed. Neither one of them had been highly successful on the love front, and now here Shannon was passing up what could be her only decent crack at it. But Shannon’s work had been her primary desire for so long that it was scary to think of being divided between loves. Another day in Sean’s company and it would be impossible to make the choice between him and her career — she had to leave Ireland, and quickly.

 

All the way home Shannon’s thoughts lingered on the loveliness of the countryside she’d left behind. She hadn’t really taken the time to admire the lush, misty hills, the wild sea and the tall groves of trees during her stay, but now that she was headed back to Sydney, the enchanting landscape of Ireland played on her mind.

Anything to keep her from thinking about Sean and what he must have thought of their rather hasty farewell. Shannon had given him her phone number in Australia, in case he wanted to visit or just have a chat, but after the beautiful evening he had shown her, it seemed a rather inadequate thank you.

The business of taking care of Heartley kept the conversation off affairs of the heart and when the girls landed in Australia, they took their information straight to Simon, who was still residing at Billie’s place in the city.

Billie’s apartment was so spotlessly clean that it was barely recognisable, and Simon appeared much improved.

‘Well, perhaps I won’t have to sell after all,’ he concluded, upon hearing Billie and Shannon’s continuing ghostly tale and the solution to his problem contained therein. ‘I’ve always thought the pool-house would make a fine greenhouse,’ he decided flippantly. ‘Better still, pull the whole thing down and put in a tennis court.’

‘Do you know where Heartley is buried?’ Shannon quizzed.

‘I should. It’s marked by a bloody huge headstone.’ Simon clicked his fingers. ‘And … as I doubt we’ll get a priest on to my property, my psychic friends might be able to help us with a banishing ritual.’

‘It has to be beautiful,’ Shannon reminded him, although Billie appeared disturbed by Katlin’s request.

‘And so shall it be,’ Simon promised.


 

A couple of weeks of surfing every morning, and chasing up productions to work on, didn’t make the memory of Sean go away. It seemed he haunted Shannon more now than when she’d first arrived home.

In the car on the way up to Simon’s place, Shannon didn’t mention Sean. In fact, she didn’t speak much at all.

Simon drove up with them and, dying to see the progress that the builders had made on his new tennis court, he kept the conversation flowing, talking about his plans and concerns. Simon was also nursing a new sign for his house that read ‘Wexford B&B’, which he planned to hang as soon as the ritual was completed.

Upon arrival at the house and to Simon’s great relief, the damage to both his grounds, where the tennis court was having turf laid, and the interior of his house, trashed by Heartley, was minimal. Simon wouldn’t venture inside to investigate, however. He took Billie’s word for it.

A purple stretch limousine entered the drive and eventually stopped in front of the house. Billie and Shannon stood gaping as Simon urged the young, male chauffeur to open the door.

‘Isis! Jupiter! How wonderful of you to come,’ Simon exclaimed, as the chauffeur performed his duty and Simon greeted his guests.


A middle-aged couple emerged from the car, playing up their regal airs and graces. They were both attired in outlandish outfits made of satin and lace, that were both olde-worlde and yet modern and expensive at the same time. Isis’ outfit was entirely purple, Jupiter’s outfit entirely orange, and together they appeared incredibly exotic.

‘I’ve been telling you to put to rest the spirits in this house for ages, Simon,’ the silver-haired woman told him as she held Simon at arm’s length, before kissing both his cheeks. ‘I had to come and meet these wonderful girls of yours.’

As Isis’ eyes turned to Shannon and Billie, the girls looked at each other, sceptical of the psychic help Simon had hired.

‘Oh, I know how I must look to you both,’ Isis eyed the little hippie and the body builder as she approached, ‘and I wouldn’t expect either of you fiery angels to bear witness to this event without proof of my capabilities.’ She beckoned the two young women to accompany her on a little walk.

Intrigued, the girls followed.

Isis came to a stop once they were out of the earshot of the two men. The psychic turned to her sceptics and said with a smile, ‘I have a message for you.’ She directed her comments to Shannon. ‘You have to find a way back to Ireland, for to obtain the things you truly love in life you just have to work and wish a little harder.’


Both women’s jaws dropped.

‘That’s word for word almost.’ Shannon turned to Billie and hit her in the shoulder. ‘You told Simon about that!’

‘No, I did not!’ Billie reared up, insulted by the accusation, and looked at Isis, wary and annoyed with her. ‘I don’t know how she knows, but it didn’t come from me or Simon.’

‘That’s why I brought you both aside, as I was told that this information was for you two alone,’ Isis began explaining, but Billie interrupted.

‘Told by whom?’

‘I simply asked my spirit guides for a piece of information that would validate my expertise in your eyes,’ Isis said, but Billie began shaking her head to let the psychic know she wasn’t buying it.

‘She must be legit, Billie,’ Shannon reasoned. ‘If you didn’t tell Simon about Sean —’

‘Who is Sean?’ Isis asked, but came up with an answer before Billie or Shannon could reply. ‘Your future husband.’ Isis clicked her fingers in Shannon’s direction.

Shannon was completely floored by her claim; the extent of the conspiracy to make her feel guilty about Sean was unbelievable.

‘That’s a pretty standard guess,’ Billie scoffed.

‘You want to know more about him?’ Isis posed her challenge and although Billie wasn’t interested, Shannon jumped at the chance.


‘Go ahead, we’re listening.’

‘He’s a farmer,’ she began. ‘He is also very psychic and has an interest in the paranormal. He feels ostracised by those around him because of this.’ Isis gave a funny little chuckle, obviously relating to that plight. ‘He has a deep love of music and plays the fiddle.’

‘Does he?’ Shannon was delighted by the insight. ‘Come to think of it, I think he did mention something about having a string fixed on his instrument.’

Isis closed her eyes as she nodded and smiled, caught up in Shannon’s enchantment. ‘All you have to do is know what you want, child,’ she informed Shannon gently and then took up her hand and held it tight as if to instil in Shannon a sacred creed. ‘You don’t have to figure out how to make what you desire come to pass, neither do you have to worry about how you will fit this new man in around the rest of your life. All you have to know is that you want this man and that your career will not suffer for your love. In fact, it will prosper.’

Shannon choked on a lump wedged in her throat, for this woman knew her silent torment. ‘Will my career prosper?’ She asked, desperation sneaking into her query.

Isis shrugged. ‘If that is your will … it’s entirely up to you, or rather, your attitude. A few months ago you didn’t believe in ghosts. If you can embrace your own personal power as you have embraced your psychic knowledge, then …’ she gave a firm nod to reinforce her belief, ‘… a few months from now you will believe in true love.’

Shannon couldn’t prevent tears from welling, and glancing at Billie she noted that she was teary, too, for Isis’ claims rang so true. ‘How can you be so sure about the future?’ This was more an admiring statement than a question.

Again Isis shrugged. ‘It is easy to be blasé about the future once you realise that you create it.’ Isis smiled. ‘In my reality, for example, I know that you get the man and go on to great heights of success with your career. Is that what happens in your reality? We’ll see.’

Both Billie and Shannon had silent tears streaming down their faces now. ‘You make it sound so simple,’ Shannon wheezed and gave a sniffle, rummaging in her pocket for a tissue.

‘It is that simple.’ Isis emphasised the fact. ‘You have a strong will, as does this one,’ and she motioned to Billie who was looking a little more convinced with regard to Isis’ gifts. ‘Know what you want and your will shall grant your every wish in life … good or bad, unfortunately.’ The psychic gasped suddenly, which startled both Billie and Shannon. ‘Oh dear.’ Isis looked about her warily and then to the house.

‘What is it?’ Shannon began looking around also, although she had no idea what she was searching for.


‘Heartley’s spirit was at large when the porthole in the pool was sealed,’ she informed them.

‘How do you know that?’ Billie challenged. Then all the hairs on Billie’s arms and neck suddenly stood on end and she shivered as a cold rush of energy brushed past her. ‘Oh, crap, not again.’ She moved closer to Isis, suddenly very glad to have her on the team.

‘Time for games is at an end.’ Isis ushered them toward her car. ‘We’ll discuss our strategy inside.’

‘But I’ve seen Heartley get inside a car before,’ Billie stated for the record.

‘He won’t get inside this car.’ The psychic’s smile was very reassuring.

 

Midnight was the hour the ritual would take place, for this was the time of day for banishing magic to be performed. Isis had nominated the date for the ritual, as it was a waning moon and thus the time of the month for letting go of things.

At present a north wind was blowing, which aided any ritual involving the finishing, closing and separating of things. A west wind would also suit their purpose, for with it came an energy of cleansing and purification, love and gentleness. As an east wind brought new beginnings, change, intellect and communication, and the south wind promoted fire, passion and strength, these were both unsuitable: if the wind changed in either of these directions before they’d finished the ritual, it would have to be postponed to another day.

Between dusk and midnight they remained in the car, picking at a beautiful spread of finger food that Isis had brought along, as the psychic discussed what would unfold come the midnight hour.

All was quiet within the house until well after dark, when all of a sudden, every light in the house came on, and began flickering on and off in unison.

‘Oh, shit!’ Simon wanted to hide.

‘Ignore it,’ Isis instructed, paying the occurrence no heed herself. ‘He’s just trying to intimidate us.’

‘Well, it’s working,’ Simon muttered, and as he did, the front door of the house opened.

Out flew a lamp fixture, still flickering with light despite the fact that it was no longer connected to a power source. The heavy item was on a collision course with the car.

Simon, expecting the window to shatter on impact, ducked.

A metre from its target, an unseen force surrounding the car repelled the lamp which began circling the vehicle.

‘What the hell happened there?’ Billie couldn’t believe her eyes.

Isis was tickled by the warrior woman’s wonder. ‘All of life is but an interplay of energy and atoms.’

‘Oh,’ said Billie, not wanting to seem thick. What the fuck does that mean?


‘Here.’ Isis pulled out, from a compartment in the car door, a collection of small purple satin pouches on long purple cords, which smelt heavenly. ‘These are amulets, or spells if you like, that will protect you from any evil intent Heartley may try to inflict upon you. Breathe deep the healing aroma, for it will cleanse your spirit and thus you shall be protected.’ Isis placed one of the cords over Billie’s head so that the pouch hung down over her heart. ‘These are especially important for you two,’ she informed Billie and Shannon, ‘because you are both so highly psychic yourselves and therefore susceptible to attack.’

Billie had a chuckle at this, thinking the psychic was exaggerating as far as Billie herself was concerned.

‘What’s so funny?’ Isis queried in all seriousness. ‘In a few years you’ll be making a very good living from the craft.’

‘Bullshit!’ Billie’s smile was so broad that she couldn’t wipe it from her face, and was stunned to discover that she wanted to believe Isis. This little adventure had helped her to discover a whole new depth to life and she tried to imagine what a lifetime of such pursuits would do for the soul. She’d never even believed she had a soul before now.

‘It’s up to you, Billie,’ Isis replied, as she finished handing out the amulets.

‘Doesn’t Jupiter get one?’ Billie noticed he’d been bypassed.


Jupiter, being a mute, smiled at her concern and shook his head.

‘He is our channel,’ Isis explained on her partner’s behalf. ‘He shall draw Heartley back to the grave where his spirit belongs.’

 

At a quarter of the hour to midnight the party prepared to venture out.

The lamp had been joined in its flight around their vehicle by several household items, including a large metal toaster that Simon didn’t fancy copping in the head.

‘Trust me, my sweet,’ Isis appealed to Simon, her hand perched on the door handle. ‘He cannot harm you. He will try to frighten you, but it is an illusion. You make it real by believing Heartley’s deception.’

‘Then by rights,’ Shannon reasoned, ‘are we not reinforcing Heartley’s power by performing a ritual, as the act acknowledges his existence.’

‘Oh, Heartley’s spirit is real,’ Isis clarified, ‘it is his power in the physical world that is an illusion. What power Heartley had in this world died with him. Remember that and we shall fare well.’

‘Perhaps I should stay.’ Simon shied away from the challenge, having felt Heartley’s wrath before.

‘We need you for numbers.’ Shannon grabbed his hand to encourage him to be strong.

‘Yeah,’ Billie shoved his knee with hers. ‘You’re our west.’


Each member of their party had a designated direction to occupy during the ritual. West was Simon’s position; Billie was to be south, Shannon was to be east and Isis was to stand to the north, where the gate to the recently fenced-off grave site was located. Jupiter would stand atop the grave itself, and his psychic wellbeing was assured so long as his companions maintained their positions throughout the ritual.

Isis didn’t wait for Simon’s resolve to strengthen; she knew he would come to the party. She opened her door and stepped outside.

All the circling paraphernalia dropped to the ground instantly, and the house fell into darkness.

Shannon, Billie and Simon weren’t sure what was more unnerving, the paranormal episode or the still, dark silence that awaited them as they emerged from the warmth and protection of the luxurious car.

Heartley’s choice of resting place wasn’t too far from the house, but it seemed to take forever to reach it in the dark with only a couple of flashlights for guidance. The patch of property where the grave was located had become rather overgrown; it seemed Heartley’s descendants had not gone to any great lengths to make it accessible. Fortunately, the men Simon had hired to erect a fence around the grave had cleared some of the scrub from around the raised stone, which had been cemented into the top.


Jupiter walked straight in through the open iron gate and sat himself upon the tombstone.

‘How can we be sure that Heartley will come?’ Billie was not sceptical, just curious.

‘No disembodied spirit can resist an open medium … like moths to a flame they come.’ Isis gently urged Billie to take up her position.

‘But why can’t spirits resist him?’

‘Because in Jupiter lies the means to their true expression in the physical world,’ Isis explained quickly, eager to get on with it.

But how can a ghost express himself through a mute? Billie wanted to ask, but, feeling that she’d be pushing the friendship, she took up her position to the south of the gravesite.

Once everyone was in place, Isis began calling Heartley back to his grave and Jupiter’s head dropped forward as he concentrated on grounding himself.

A surge of wind swept into their presence from the direction of the house. It shot past each member of the outer circle before rushing into the gravesite through the open gate and colliding with Jupiter with such force that the impact nearly knocked him over.

Isis immediately ran to close the gate, but to the horror of the three people looking on, Jupiter stood up and raced across to prevent her closing it. Isis slammed the gate shut, and locked it as Jupiter rammed into the iron bars and gripped them to rattle the gate and check its sturdiness.


‘Give me the key, whore.’ Jupiter surprised Billie and Shannon when he spoke.

Isis had backed up beyond his reach. ‘Your escapades in the physical world are hereby curtailed, Edmond Heartley. You can return to the light that spawned you, or you can remain confined to this wee patch of ground for all eternity. The choice is yours.’

Jupiter was seething, and the angrier and more red-faced he became the higher he lifted off the ground, rising until his whole body drifted above the height of the fence.

Simon backed up a couple of paces. ‘He’s going to —’

‘He certainly is not,’ Isis snapped, ‘so don’t even suggest it. And don’t break the circle. That’s just what he wants.’

Jupiter floated over to the westerly side of the grave to taunt Simon. ‘Beat it, girl,’ Jupiter hissed. ‘You fags are all chickenshit.’

Simon’s expression hardened at the insult, and he resolved to stay put. He took two large steps forward to resume a position closer to the action. ‘But big, tough, abusive fellows like yourself really get me hot.’ Simon blew a kiss to Jupiter and served him a wink.

The spirit quickly changed position and headed south, toward Billie. ‘Well, if it isn’t my favourite victim.’

‘I kicked your arse —’


‘Billie, he’s coming after you because he knows you’re easily riled. Don’t touch him,’ Isis warned. ‘If you make contact with him through the bars, he’ll use you as an outlet to escape.’

‘Ah.’ Billie smiled with a new understanding. ‘Nice try, butthead, but I’m not biting.’

‘Be nice, Billie. We promised Katlin,’ Shannon reminded her.

‘Stupid, weak whore.’ Jupiter exaggerated every word as he headed east and into Shannon’s quarter.

‘She forgives you, Heartley,’ Shannon said tenderly. ‘You can stop being angry with yourself now, for she will seek no retribution in the next life. You have no need to fear moving on.’

‘She forgives me,’ Jupiter snarled. ‘The two-timing bitch scared me to death!’

‘And you butchered her slowly, you sick motherfu —’

‘Billie!’ Shannon appealed to her to refrain, and then looked back at Heartley. ‘Katlin never two-timed you, because she never loved you in the first place.’

‘Nor did my second wife,’ Heartley grumbled, ‘although she deceived me into thinking that she did love me.’ He sounded suddenly sad and betrayed.

‘None of it matters any more.’ Isis drew Jupiter’s attention. ‘Leave it in the past along with your guilt, fear, anger and greed. You can progress beyond this sorry state and be reborn —’

‘To live another loveless life?’ Jupiter snapped.


‘That would depend,’ Isis replied, surely, ‘on whether you are over that loveless experience, and whether you are ready to try loving others so that you might in turn be loved in a sincere, pure and respectful way.’

Jupiter was grumbling and was suddenly violently ill; to the uninformed it seemed as if he was rejecting Isis’ notion, but his reaction meant that he was considering her suggestion.

‘I was very cruel to her when I could not get her to love me,’ Jupiter gasped for air between words, ‘nor even tolerate my presence.’

‘But it wasn’t that you couldn’t win her heart.’ Shannon intervened in the proceedings as she had intimate knowledge of his plight. ‘The fact was, no man could have won her heart! How can you possibly expect to run and win a race that has already been won, the prize already claimed.’

‘I know, I know,’ he mumbled, reduced to tears. ‘But I punished her for her disdain toward me, which only made matters worse, and inside myself I became twisted by my desire to break her will. Was it any wonder that no one could truly love the monster I became?’

‘None of it matters any more,’ Isis repeated, more gently this time. ‘Let it go, Edmond. Forgive yourself. Resolve to do, and know, better and move on.’

Jupiter said nothing. He just nodded and lowered himself back into a seated position on the gravestone.


‘Turn now to the light that beckons you, Edmond,’ Isis instructed, ‘Go in peace, brother.’

‘Go in peace,’ Shannon, Billie and Simon repeated after Isis.

Air streamed out of Jupiter in all directions, causing his hair and attire to billow in its wake, then a near-transparent white vapour flowed out of the medium and down over the gravestone, into which it was absorbed.

Everyone maintained their positions as they awaited Jupiter’s return to reality. The man raised his head and served them all a large smile as he gave a thumbs up.

‘Simon,’ Isis announced, ‘your house has been returned to your possession.’

The announcement met with a mighty cheer from the banishing crew.

 

They all slept in the house that night without incident. Isis and Jupiter departed before Shannon and Billie rose. As Simon seemed to be quite at ease in the house, the two girls did not linger on after breakfast.

No one had much to say this morning. They were all still mentally digesting the incredible events of the previous night and were too preoccupied with their own thoughts to share them with the others.

Shannon gazed out of the window during the journey into town, back to life as she’d known it. Her mind was on Sean and what Isis had said about the power Shannon possessed for willing the man into her life. She certainly had nothing to lose by testing the theory, and resolved that she would see Sean again, and soon. They would be married and live happily and prosperously ever after. Billie’s rummaging through her own handbag interrupted Shannon from her daydreaming. ‘What are you doing?’ she queried, as Billie lit a smoke.

‘Isn’t it obvious.’ Billie inhaled deeply from the cigarette, and then blew out the smoke in a long and satisfied manner.

‘But what about your psychic career?’ Shannon fashioned her disappointment into a joke. Billie had been doing so well without all her vices!

Billie had another drag on the cigarette and then tossed it out the window. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I wouldn’t want to blow my calling in life.’ She laughed, still doubting the prophecy. ‘How about you?’ she sobered to inquire.

Shannon shrugged. ‘I’m choosing to have faith in Isis’s theory, so I’ll wait and see if I have as much willpower as she reckons I do.’

‘Fair enough,’ Billie granted, pulling up in front of Shannon’s house. ‘You’ll let me know if there’s any developments, won’t you?’ she encouraged, as Shannon climbed out.

‘Is that my phone?’ She listened hard. ‘Shit … gotta run, Bill. I’ll catch ya.’


 

By the time Shannon got inside, she only caught the tail end of the message.

‘So give me a call if you’re still interested.’ The message machine clicked off as the caller hung up.

Shannon immediately rewound the message, convinced it was work related.

‘Hi Shannon, it’s Penny from Starling Productions. You know that fantasy film we’ve been threatening to shoot in New Zealand … well, we’ve found a co-producer in the UK who is prepared to get involved, but we have to move the whole production to Ireland. Could mean departing within the fortnight, so give me a call if you’re still interested.’

Shannon could hardly breathe for the emotions that were vying for precedence over her thoughts. ‘Oh my God! Oh my God!’ She had to sit down. ‘Could I have created that?’ Shannon shook her head; surely it was just a happy coincidence. ‘No, no, no.’ She stopped that train of thought. ‘That is my old way of thinking. The new me accepts full responsibility for my future … so of course I made it happen. In fact, I can honestly say that I expected it to happen.’

The phone rang and startled Shannon out of her scattered wits. She picked up the receiver quickly, hoping it was the production company calling back.


‘Hello? Shannon speaking.’ She nearly dropped the receiver when she realised Sean was on the other end of the line.

‘I didn’t know whether I should call —’ he began, a little awkwardly.

‘This is so amazing!’ Shannon’s excitement shattered any doubt he might have had about her interest. ‘I was just this second thinking about you. Guess what? I’m coming back to Ireland.’
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I LEFT THE film studio to travel and get serious about my own film projects. I had big aspirations at that time, but they waned as the next year passed and I found myself no closer to getting a film on the screen.

Between losing faith in film production and commencing work on my first successful novel, I was forced to earn a living. And, as so many starving artists do, I got a job in retail sales.

I’d worked in a record store before; in fact, I’d worked for this same retail music chain before. I met many an aspiring artist among the staff and it got to be that my first question to anyone I’d not worked with before was, ‘So what do you really do?’

When I asked Claire this question, she gave me an exhausted look and mumbled, ‘I’m an actress,’ She stood there in anticipation of my next question being, ‘So what have you been in?’.

‘I sympathise,’ I replied. ‘I’m a writer.’


At that moment we recognised in each other a kindred spirit who had dreams and a life beyond the walls of retail sales.

Working with Claire made working in a record store bearable and when Mandy (the body builder) came to work with us, my paying job even became fun for a while.

Despite the great people and times we had, it killed my soul to know that whilst I was working full time for someone else, my own dreams were fading and I was turning into a moody, depressed person. I was beginning to be sucked into company politics and I hated that I was expected to give a damn about sales figures. There was this amazing story forming in my head, which I did not have the time to write and this frustrated me all the more.

Claire took a stand for her art before I did; she found herself an agent and headed off to the US to see if she couldn’t get serious about her craft and make some connections. Not that Claire wasn’t acting one hundred percent of the time, anyway. When asked to actually use her own voice and personality for a moment, it was not unknown for Claire to find herself at a loss.

I took holidays to try and deal with the fact that work was going to be even more depressing with Claire gone, and that in three years I hadn’t touched my film project or written anything new.


The amazing tale that had been brewing in my mind for many years finally got a look in. Those holidays I found my passion for storytelling once again. Still, I had decided not to waste the idea on a film script. This time, I would write a short story. That short story became The Ancient Future Trilogy, which eventually spawned a second trilogy, The Celestial Triad.

When I returned to work having written five amazing chapters of my first book, I was told that Mandy had resigned from her casual position at the store. She was going to design her own label of gym wear and was off to the US, with Claire, to buy fabric and scope the latest trends. I resigned my full-time position on the spot, and applied for her casual job. This was one of the most vital decisions of my career — I still had money coming in, but I had a whole lot more time to work on my writing and a whole lot less responsibility to the company. The career prospects really started looking up after that and I got happy and healthy in mind, body and spirit.

Claire returned from the US and found work in commercials, TV and theatre. She took acting classes and became a damned fine clapper loader on the side — for extra cash. She acted in a couple of short independent films the year before last, the first of which won Tropfest 2000, and the second was featured in the ‘best of the rest’ at the same festival. Next thing Claire knew, she’d been accepted to attend an acting school in New York.

Two days short of getting on the plane, Claire was diagnosed with cancer and was informed that she immediately faced six months of chemotherapy if she wished to live.

I have yet to mention Claire’s extraordinary beauty, of which she has always been annoyingly unaware. The next six months really tested this woman’s opinion of herself, and her beliefs, but never did she question her goal. Her ambition never suffered one iota for her illness. In fact, every second week (when therapy was not causing her to throw her guts up), Claire was still working on any production that she could work her treatments around.

Fortunately, the acting school in New York was kind enough to hold Claire’s position until the following year. The star herself got through the therapy and her cancer has gone into remission. A year to the day after Claire learnt of her illness, she climbed on a plane and flew off to New York. She returned to us, after the course, a completely changed woman, full of positivity and hope. She has just returned to the US to speak with a producer about a feature film.

Claire appreciates her own beauty and knows her power now, knowledge that is bound to be useful where Claire is headed.



Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

I’ll wonder about you from afar,

Until the day you shall be seen

upon the huge, silver screen.



Miss Claire-Bear McFlair inspired the character of Rhiannon in Masters of Reality, and the character of Zoe in the forthcoming Book of Dreams.

 

I had started writing ‘In the Limbo of Luxury’ even before Claire influenced the storyline and the tale became dedicated to her.

I dreamt up the story right in the middle of penning the second book of The Celestial Triad — being the fifth book of an ongoing series, the writing was heavy going. Every time I wrote a sentence I had to consider the text of the four epic books that had gone before it. For a brief, insane moment, writing seemed to be a chore and I didn’t know what to do about it.

Claire was staying over on the weekend I was having this crisis. I didn’t have writer’s block, I had something worse. I was bored with writing and although I was enjoying the story that was unfolding, it was just too hard. So much research was involved, so much history had to be considered. I craved a new tale, one that was entirely spontaneous and unexpected.


‘Write something just for the hell of it,’ Claire said, encouraging me to blow off my paying text and have a little fun.

I don’t normally like to concentrate on writing more than one tale at the one time, but ‘In the Limbo of Luxury’ taught me what a grave mistake that had been. This tale popped out in a couple of weeks and the book that I was contracted to write also fell out into my computer with more ease and joy than it had heretofore. I finished Tablet of Destinies well within deadline. Now I am twice as productive and if I were not, this book would not be here.

During the short time it took to pen this tale, Claire’s illness came to light.

From the moment I’d conceived of this tale I knew that it was to have a surprise ending. All my readers have come to expect a happy-ever-after tale, but this time my heroine was going to self-destruct and betray herself in the end.

Claire’s illness changed everything. She knew I was writing a story for her and I knew I could not run with the plot as it stood. So, my beautiful ghostly tragedy became a fight to save my character from the destructive path she’d set herself upon … and the plot did thicken!








In the Limbo
 of Luxury

[image: image]



IT WAS THE COLD that woke her. An icy film prevented her eyelids from opening and only with a concerted effort did they part to a squint.

The sun was up and its light reflected off the surrounding thick, white blanket with blinding intensity. The windscreen was shattered and snow from the rockface she’d careered into had cascaded down on to the smashed bonnet of her vehicle. The build-up of ice had piled in through the void in the shattered glass and was tumbling into her lap. Fortunately, the rockface had held firm on impact — she could have had worse than ice piled in her lap.


‘Oh Christ … I’m alive,’ Riane mumbled, as flashes of the accident replayed themselves with disturbing clarity.

It had been her fault. She shouldn’t have had those drinks with lunch, or at the least she could have considered staying the night at the little hotel, instead of pushing on into the highlands as evening fell, and in such dreadful weather. Listening to the locals tell ghost stories, time had got away with her. Intent on sticking to her holiday schedule, Riane wanted to make it to the coast this night and that meant braving the winding highland road.

‘Young women go missing on that road at night,’ the barman had told her, straight-faced and sombre.

‘And have done since before this village even existed.’ The local historian added his two cents’ worth. ‘Some bodies have been found in pieces at the base of mountain cliffs, or frozen stiff at ruins and sacred sites … others have never been found at all.’

‘And men have never gone missing, I suppose?’ Riane had scoffed at their obvious attempt to frighten her into taking a room for the night. When all the old blokes at the bar shook their heads in unison, perplexed by the mystery, Riane had been forced to restrain her laughter.

‘There are ghosts a-plenty wandering about out there and the mist plays tricks in the dark.’ The barman took a final stab at a night’s rental, and although his claim had, admittedly, sent a shiver up Riane’s spine, she had decided to press on. The old men had been more creepy than any old road at night, in her opinion.

If she had not allowed herself to be so drawn into their yarn spinning, she probably wouldn’t have imagined herself into this mess. Riane had been fiddling around trying to light a cigarette, when she’d glanced up to see the oncoming headlights. She’d swerved and got into this dire predicament to avoid hitting the oncoming car, which had swerved off into the rockface on the other side of the road and burst into flames.

‘What friggin’ car?’ she cursed, pushing down on the handle of her door, and with a great shove, it creaked open.

There was no debris on the other side of the road. Had she imagined the whole thing? Or had she crossed paths with one of the local ghosts?

Riane did her best not to panic when her legs wouldn’t move of their own accord. There was the hope that they were only numb from the blanket of snow that covered them. Using both her hands, she moved her legs one at a time by lifting them around into position. Her woollen gloves were soaked through and movement of her frozen limbs sent waves of pins and needles through the disturbed body parts. When her legs emerged from their burial free of mutilations, Riane was most relieved. Using the car as leverage, she pulled herself up to a standing position and was doubly pleased to discover that her spine hadn’t been damaged either, just chilled.

‘Yahoo!’ She jumped into the air to be sure everything was functioning correctly and was heartened to discover she was A-okay. ‘Dry clothes,’ she stammered aloud, in the hope of defrosting her face and stopping her teeth from chattering.

Her suitcase was in the undamaged boot of the car. The hatch door provided shelter from the falling snow while Riane stripped off her wet attire and pulled on as many layers as she could find and still move. The sandshoes she used while driving were replaced by her dry hiking boots and several pairs of woollen socks, which did wonders for defrosting her frozen feet and ankles; adding a woollen scarf, balaclava, beanie and dry leather gloves, Riane felt herself ready to go find some help.

These roads were not well used in the heart of the cold season. In fact, Riane hadn’t passed a single vehicle since she’d left the village yesterday before sunset. This made her encounter with the phantom car doubly strange, now that she was sober enough to consider it. In the split-second view she’d had of the vehicle, it had appeared to be some sort of vintage sports car.

‘Now who would take an old sports car out on these roads at this time of year?’ She found it hard to believe her own recollection.


According to her informants, everyone in these parts would be well dug in for winter, and if they weren’t going to find her, then Riane thought she’d best go and find them.

The contents of her bag had been scattered in the crash and then covered in snow, but Riane managed to dig out her purse, her passport, her cigarettes and lighter. She gave up hunting for her mobile phone and returned her frozen fingers to the warmth of her glove. ‘Damn thing’s probably dead or out of range anyway,’ she justified, managing to control her growing anxiety at not being able to locate her lifeline to civilisation. ‘If I just stick to the road, I’m bound to get where I’m going.’ She persuaded herself to ignore the ghost stories of the locals, which were replaying over and over in her mind as she set off on her trek.

 

Walking along the highland road was pleasant enough whilst the sun shone in the sky, and the views were spectacular.

Great mountains of white rose and fell all around her for as far as the eye could see. Riane could have been the one person alive on earth, for not a hint of civilisation intruded on the landscape — even the road could only be defined by the piles of snow that lined each side of it.

In the afternoon, storm clouds gathered, and the wind whipped up with an icy vengeance to make the journey more challenging. Neither a car nor another being had been spied all day, and there had been no sign to say that she was nearing the coast.

‘I should have stayed with the car … dug out my phone …’ She stammered out the words through her chattering teeth. ‘What the hell was I thinking!’ she screamed, hoping her anger might warm her and speed up her freezing limbs.

Thankfully, the open moorland of the high mountains had given way to a forest-lined road and the trees served to give her some shelter from the brewing storm. The day was fast becoming as dark as night; when night did descend it would be as black as pitch. Suddenly it wasn’t so hard to imagine how all those young women had gone missing — with no light to see by, Riane felt she could easily lose the road and wander off a cliff. If she stood still, she’d freeze to death!

‘Some great options you’ve left yourself. If someone doesn’t come along before nightfall, you’re stuffed!’ Riane forced herself to walk faster, although her legs were becoming less and less responsive. Her tears warmed her face momentarily before the wind chill factor froze them to ice. ‘I’m not ready to die yet,’ she mumbled. ‘I haven’t fathomed the meaning of life … or found true love, or figured out what the hell I’m supposed to be doing with my life! So what was it all for, if I never discover these things?’ She spoke aloud as if reasoning with God — whom she’d not contacted in many a year. ‘I’m a good person,’ she appealed, not sounding quite as positive about the statement as she would have liked. ‘Okay, so I’m a bit self-centred,’ she admitted. ‘And I’ve slept around a bit … so what? Can I help it that you gave me a weakness for tall, dark, foreign men?’

If the truth be known it was this weakness that had ultimately landed Riane in this predicament, because the reason she was so eager to stick to her holiday schedule was that, if she did, she would cross paths with a charming love interest that she’d met back in Edinburgh. Geoff was a tour guide and in two days time they could be reunited for a romantic highland interlude; or at least that’s how he’d described it.

‘No dirty weekend is worth this,’ she puffed, sickened by her own desire to be desired. ‘Goddamn it all!’ she hollered as she came to a standstill, for she could barely see the road in front of her any more — the sun was setting. ‘How many times do I have to have this same pathetic talk with myself … I do not need a man in my life to be complete!’ Riane ventured to pull her hand out of her glove for just long enough to retrieve a cigarette from her packet and light it. Sucking back the smoke and icy air through the woollen balaclava that almost covered her mouth was not as pleasing as expected. So, this is it … my last meaningful experience, she thought. ‘Don’t listen to me God, I’m full of shit … what I wouldn’t give for a hot bath, a good man and a bottle of port.’ Her request inspired a groan of delight as she pictured the scenario in her mind, although the warmth of her vision was but a haunting and fleeting tease to her in this grim reality. As she dragged on the cigarette again, Riane noted what appeared to be a parting in the trees across the way. ‘Is that a road, or a driveway even?’ Riane’s heart began beating madly in her chest as she scampered over to investigate. The daylight was nearly gone and the sky had begun rumbling.

There was most definitely a road cut through the trees. It has to lead somewhere, she reasoned in her mind, as her mouth was nearly frozen shut. What if it leads to a lookout? she cautioned herself. But the truth was, she just didn’t care any more. Rescue or death; whichever brought relief from the cold would be welcome.

Darkness descended and Riane whimpered quietly as she shuffled along the snow-covered track in the forest. Fortunately, the snow piled along each side of the clearway let her know when she was heading off course.

‘I think I’m headed the right way to becoming another ghost story in these parts.’ She attempted to amuse herself, but she was getting beyond hope, and was literally freezing to death. Her bleary eyes caught sight of a flicker of light, which quickly vanished again into darkness. ‘What was that?’ She moved back to check and found her eyes had not deceived her.

There was a light in the distance. The road she was following must not have been entirely straight, and thus the forest had blocked her view of the light source. ‘Oh, God, please make that light be coming from any form of shelter.’ Riane sped up her shuffle, hoping she wouldn’t die before she reached the only beacon in the harsh, black landscape.

Around a bend in the road, Riane was relieved of the worry of falling off a cliff, for lit up before her was a manor fit for a queen. ‘Oh, thank you, God,’ she cried when she found the gate unlocked.

‘Must be somebody home.’ She encouraged herself to keep going, although her legs were beginning to fail her. Next thing Riane knew, she was face down in the snow. ‘Get up!’ she cried. The rest was blissful and her body longed to take its repose. She raised her head to find the front door was within her sight. ‘Come on,’ she whimpered, when her body would not respond to her command and the wild winds whipped over her, covering her with icy flakes. ‘Fuck this,’ she hollered in the face of death and managed to roll on to her back. ‘I will not die here.’ Riane rolled on to all fours and staggered upright. ‘All right,’ she clapped her hands once to acknowledge her efforts, and then stumbled on all fours up the manor stairs. ‘I made it,’ she mumbled. She clung to the large doorknocker, exhausted from the effort. Her head was spinning as she began pounding the knocker against the solid timber doors, her enthusiasm waning after a couple of minutes.

She turned and leaned against the barrier, admiring how pretty the snow looked dancing around the gas lanterns that lit the pathway to the house. Riane didn’t notice that she’d slid to a seat on the ground and was only vaguely aware when the door opened and she dropped completely to the ground with a thud.

‘Good heavens … are you lost, girl?’ a blurry figure asked.

He was male, she could tell from the voice, which was rich with a Scottish accent. But Riane’s eyes would not focus; they wanted to sleep. ‘Save me,’ she appealed, as her mind seized control of her suffering and she blanked out.

 

Out through the windshield the night is dark and the falling snow looks like sparkling stars during a jump into hyper-space as the flakes lit by the headlights speed toward the vehicle.

Her hand rummages through her bag; she glances aside only for a moment.

Then, returning her eyes to the icy roadway, the headlights of the oncoming car blind her.

Both cars swerve violently and headlights illuminate the rockface for a second before impact.


After the deafening jolt, many minutes pass before the windscreen shatters.

A woman, as pale as the snow around her and dressed in a tattered wedding gown, is perched on the bonnet, peering inside at Riane. Her dark hair and hollow eyes command attention. ‘Men are deceivers,’ she hisses. ‘Cursed is the woman who trusts her heart to a man’s safekeeping.’

 

‘Huh!’ Riane woke with a start to find herself submerged in a warm tub and still dressed in her innermost layer of clothes. Her opulent surroundings were like something out of a fairytale. She’d never imagined a bath, or a bathroom, so grand or beautiful as the one she currently occupied.

‘Rest easy now.’

A hand touched one of her arms and she followed it up to discover a tall, dark-haired man, who was smiling broadly at her. ‘My name is Marcus MacCloud. It was my doorstep you stumbled upon and I have your welfare safe in hand.’

He was young and handsome, with the fresh, intelligent face of a member of the gentry. He was attired in warm, casual clothes of good quality, that were not too dressy, not too flash.

Riane smiled, amused that her greatest wish had been granted. She had the bath and a gorgeous man. ‘Now all I need is a glass of port,’ she joked to herself, half-delirious and believing she must have died and gone to heaven.

‘We have everything here.’ Marcus placed a port glass in her hand and filled it. ‘Go on. It will warm you on the inside.’ He encouraged Riane to drink, but all she could manage was to giggle hysterically.

However, a few sips did wonders in bringing Riane back to reality, and she relaxed upon realising that the fairytale was all true. ‘I’m sorry to have collapsed on your doorstep … I realise, in retrospect, that I should have stayed with my car until help came.’

‘I don’t know if you would have fared any better. Hereabouts, people don’t do a whole lot of travelling in the heart of winter,’ he explained, although Riane thought he was just trying to make her feel a little less like an idiot. ‘You’d be a tourist, I gather?’

Riane nodded, ashamed that it was so obvious. ‘Only a tourist could be so daft …’ She guessed what he was thinking.

‘Nay,’ he was amused by her view. ‘I can tell by the accent. What is it? American?’

‘It’s Australian, actually,’ she informed him, and Marcus gave a nod, sporting a vague expression of comprehension. ‘My name is Riane Wolfe and I’m greatly obliged to you Marcus, for dragging me back from death’s door.’ She held out a hand to him and he shook it.


‘My pleasure, Riane,’ he conceded. ‘After all, it’s not every day that death drops a beautiful woman at my door.’

Riane could hardly believe it — she was blushing like a schoolgirl. She knew she was attractive and, being well versed in the game of love, such a comment could usually have been easily brushed off or twisted to her best advantage, but in this instance she was too deeply flattered to play games and couldn’t think of a single witty response. His deep blue eyes were like magnets that seemed to stare right into her soul and she shivered violently.

‘I’m sorry,’ Marcus stood up, ‘that water must be rather cool by now. There are some dry clothes in the dressing room.’ He pointed through an archway, then backed up to the door. ‘The fire is on,’ he advised her, after a pause. ‘I’ll be back within the hour to see how you’re faring.’

‘Thank you!’ She stressed her appreciation, wanting to say more, but before the words would come he had gone.

 

Naked and submerged in a fresh hot bath, Riane felt one hundred percent improved, although a chill clung to her bones. All her digits seemed to be in working order and, surprisingly, free of frostbite. A bump on her head had bled streaks into her long, auburn hair, freshly dyed a deep shade only days before. Riane’s hair was naturally deep brown, but she liked a little more colour than God had granted. Nevertheless, Riane decided blood red was a tad outrageous and rubbed it out.

Though she was constantly told she was too skinny and that she ate like a bird, her lack of appetite had served her well today, as she was used to running on empty and a pack of cigarettes. A rumble from her stomach let her know that she was really hungry now though.

 

Dried and robed, Riane entered the dressing room where the fire was roaring in the fireplace and a tray of tea, sandwiches and cake awaited.

‘Make a wish,’ Riane muttered in quiet delight, and planted herself in front of the tray to partake of its bounty.

As she ate and took in the elegance of her saviour’s home, Riane began to fancy that perhaps destiny had led her to Marcus. After all, if she hadn’t crashed, she wouldn’t be in this fine predicament. Her good mood dissipated as the thought of the crash brought to mind the strange waif-like woman from her sleep who had warned her away from all men.

A shiver ran through Riane’s being and she wriggled her body as if shaking off the unwanted memory, for it clashed with the wonderful ‘Lady of the Manor’ visions she was having.

The door opening startled her.


‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ Marcus chuckled softly and immediately Riane felt safe and assured.

‘I had fancied that I’d be a ghost by now,’ Riane returned his warm smile. ‘I owe you my life.’ She nearly choked on the realisation and her eyes unexpectedly filled with tears.

‘You’d be going into shock then,’ he advised, placing a fresh pot of tea on the table and going down on one knee before her.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she brushed the streaming tears from her cheeks, ‘I don’t know why I’m crying like this.’

‘You’ve had a huge fright.’ Marcus’s accent exaggerated the fact, which made Riane giggle. Sliding up on to the lounge beside her, Marcus placed an arm across her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. ‘Give yourself a break, Riane.’

‘It’s just that I heard all these stupid ghost stories back in the last town about girls going missing on the highland road.’ Riane let her fears come pouring out. ‘I was so scared I was going to end up as one of them.’ She collapsed into tears once again, her face becoming buried in Marcus’ warm, woollen sweater.

‘Women haven’t gone missing in these parts since the last war,’ Marcus informed her gently, ‘and their deaths were not accidental, in the main, but suicides.’

Riane had stopped crying, intrigued by his version of the tale. ‘Why would they want to kill themselves? The war?’


He nodded. ‘Mostly. There are many seafarers around here … fishermen, navy men. For centuries, many have left these shores and not returned, leaving wives and lovers to despair for them. All the cliffs along the coast provide an easy release from love’s torment.’

‘Love’s ghosts,’ Riane concluded sadly, feeling for the women who had managed to catch a good man only to lose him to the sea. ‘That would explain why she was so dark on men.’ This information put a whole new slant on her ghoulish dream.

‘Who?’ Marcus queried politely, but Riane was still dwelling on the tale.

‘The locals said some of the women had been found at ruins and sacred sites?’ Riane recalled.

Marcus shrugged. ‘Different strokes for different folks.’

Riane raised her brow and, finished with that issue, she moved on to another of even greater interest to her. ‘So, Marcus MacCloud, do you live all the way out here in this huge house all by yourself?’

He shook his head. ‘My younger brother and his minions drop in from time to time. I had half expected to see him this evening, which was why all the lanterns out front were lit. Normally I wouldn’t have bothered.’

‘A happy coincidence,’ Riane joked, breathing a sigh of relief.


‘Indeed,’ he agreed, and the underlying expression on his face was engaging.

Riane’s heart stopped beating as she thought he would kiss her.

‘The tea.’ He remembered himself, and moved to pour it.

A true gentleman. Riane’s heart was set fluttering in her breast, making her short on breath. And he is pursuing me. The chill still had a grip on her bones, but that didn’t prevent her cheeks and heart from feeling like they were on fire.

She recognised that look of longing in his eyes, but there was an element of hesitation underlying his desire. Perhaps he’d been hurt before? ‘So,’ she broke the silence, ‘a young man of means, alone in the highlands in the dead of winter. Are you an artist of some kind?’

‘Good guess, but … no.’ Marcus poured her a fresh tea. ‘My younger brother, Jasper, got all the artistic talent. I run the family business.’

‘And what business are you in?’ Riane accepted the cup as he passed it to her.

‘Shipping,’ he explained in a word. He sounded as if he thought it wasn’t tremendously exciting.

‘So, you’re a bit of a seaman yourself then?’ she assumed.

‘Was.’ He forced a smile, and Riane decided that was not a good topic to pursue.

‘What does Jasper do?’


‘Jasper!’ Marcus seemed undecided as to whether he should scoff or laugh. ‘Jasper lives in a constant party. Heaven forbid that I should ever let him near the family’s business affairs. Better that he is left to do what he is most accomplished at … nothing.’

‘You don’t get along, I take it?’ Riane could see how the brothers might clash, as Marcus certainly wasn’t your wild party-animal type.

Marcus smiled warmly, which confused Riane. ‘Everyone likes Jasper. That is his one true talent, he’s irresistible.’

‘Must run in the family.’ Her flattery captured the lord’s full attention, as she knew it would and the cheekiness she felt was reflected in her smile.

‘You won’t think so once you meet my brother … he way outshines me, I’m afraid.’ Marcus seemed quite happy about the fact.

Riane sipped her tea to discover it was just to her taste.

‘White, no sugar … how did you know?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Marcus appeared to have forgotten himself. ‘Force of habit. That’s how I take it,’ he explained.

‘So we have something in common,’ Riane granted.

Marcus glanced at her quizzically, obviously reading more into her comment. ‘We are not so different as we might seem, Riane.’


There was that stare again: the one that made her feel as if she was drowning in a sea of formality and begged to know what her heart was really feeling. Not tonight however. As enchanting as Riane found Marcus, if she didn’t retire soon, she was going to jump straight in the deep end as she always did. You want him to think well of you, she lectured herself in her mind. Don’t blow this. ‘I’d like to think you’re right,’ she answered him at last, and then let slip a small ladylike yawn in the hope that he might direct her to a bed. ‘Sorry,’ she apologised, politely. ‘It’s not the company, just the mileage.’

‘That’s perfectly all right.’ Marcus raised himself. ‘It’s late and you’ve had quite a day. I have a room ready, if you’d like to follow me.’

Anywhere, Riane drooled on the quiet, suppressing a grin as she trailed him from the room, unable to resist admiring the rear view of his tall, slender form. This must be heaven, she decided, as it seemed that the man of her dreams had been plucked from her mind and made manifest.

 

A bright, full moon and a sky of stars light the roaring ocean beyond the dark outline of the cliff edge. A biting cold wind is ripping at her hair, freezing the features of her face as she watches.

Between her and the cliff edge, some distance away, is a lone, cloaked figure, silhouetted by the sparkling moonlight reflecting off the ocean. At first it is hard to tell if the figure is male or female, but the sound of weeping is carried on the wind. Casting aside the cloak, a waif in a white wedding dress walks toward the edge. Both the long white skirts of her gown and her long dark hair whip wildly about as she staggers with each step, overwhelmed by her grief.

‘You cannot come back from the dead,’ the bride screams. ‘I would never have married him had I known you lived! How am I to live in another man’s bed, whilst the one that I love sleeps alone, despising me as a fickle deceiver!’

As she observes the tormented bride, it suddenly dawns on her that the grieving female means to end her life. ‘No! Don’t do it! Life is too precious.’ She makes haste to prevent the disaster, but the woman does not acknowledge her call.

As the bride stands on the precipice, a foot poised in space, her dark eyes turn back. ‘Save yourself,’ the waif advises, then steps off the edge and plummets out of sight.

She stops short of the edge to look down upon love’s victim, to find herself standing on the rocks below looking down over the broken corpse. The waif’s face, pale as snow, transforms into her own and the wedding dress into the clothes she’d arrived at the manor in.

 


‘No! I’m safe now, I’m safe.’ Her eyes shot open, and the deafening sound of surf and wind subsided into the soothing crackling of an open fire. She was shivering violently and a cold sweat had saturated her bedclothes.

‘Riane?’ Marcus stuck his head in the door. When he spied her shivering form seated bolt upright in the bed he entered. ‘I heard you shouting,’ he explained as he neared and felt her forehead. ‘You’ve got a fever and a chill,’ he sounded concerned. ‘I’ll get you some fresh clothes,’ Marcus backed away, ‘and I’ll get the maid to get some fresh linen.’

‘No, Marcus, please, it’s so early.’ Riane did not want to be a nuisance.

‘She won’t mind,’ he assured her. ‘Old Marge is very devoted to her duty. In fact, she will be most insulted if I don’t wake her. And besides, you need some broth.’

‘Oh …’ Riane was touched by his kindness and the lovely way he made her feel so at home. ‘Will you marry me?’ she joked, running her hands through her hair, knowing she must look a fright.

‘Only if you get better,’ he retorted, in a fake lecturing manner. ‘Now get out of that wet bed and sit by the fire.’

As she settled herself in front of the roaring blaze, it suddenly struck her as odd that it should still be burning away so furiously. The logs were large, however, and perhaps it was a slow-burn type of wood.

‘I think my nightmares are giving me an overactive imagination.’ Her teeth chattered as she scoffed at her own paranoia. ‘Christ, it’s cold!’ She found it hard to believe that, so close to such an abundant heat source, so little of its effect could be felt. She gazed around the chamber. The walls were of stone; the floor was polished timber and adorned with lovely rugs. It all added up to being hard to warm in the heart of winter. The thing about open fireplaces was that most of the heat escaped up the chimney. She fed another couple of logs to the flames for good measure.

The door of her room opened and a woman of late middle age entered, clothes draped over her arm and carrying a tray of broth, bread and tea. She was dressed in a plain black dress that fell to the floor, and a white apron. Her grey hair was tied back in a bun. Riane thought she’d stepped back in time for a moment.

‘Here you go, missy.’ She set the tray down on the table by the fire. ‘I’m Marge,’ she informed Riane, warmly. ‘Anything you need, just ask me.’

‘Thank you so much, Marge, I’m Riane.’ She accepted the dry robe and pyjamas from the maid, and quickly changed. ‘I’m so, so sorry to have dragged you from your bed.’

‘Ah, fiddlesticks.’ Marge waved off the apology. ‘It wasn’t me beaten about by a storm last night and besides, I’ve been up for hours.’ She set to work stripping the bed.

Eccentric as she obviously was, Riane liked Marge from the outset. ‘So you take care of Marcus?’ She made conversation as she changed her clothes.

‘Aye. I’ve been taking care of both the masters since they were born. They are my life’s work.’ She had the smile of a proud mother upon her face.

‘Marcus has been too kind,’ Riane offered her assessment. ‘He is a great credit to you.’

‘Aye,’ Marge agreed, but as she fluffed the pillows of the bed, the smile slipped from her face. ‘I thought I’d lost him once … he went missing at sea.’ The maid shook her head, as if casting off the memory. ‘A terrible business that followed.’ She seemed disinclined to say more, but she had Riane curious now.

‘It must have been terrible for you,’ Riane sympathised, as she finished her quick change of clothes.

‘Oh, it wasn’t me it was terrible for.’ Marge brushed aside her own feelings and wandered over to talk more intimately with Riane. ‘Marcus was engaged at that time and believing that her intended had been killed, she married another. Marcus found his way home to us the very day of the wedding.’

Riane gasped as she heard the story, remembering the wild ramblings of the waif in her dream. ‘Please don’t say she killed herself rather than stay married to another man.’

Marge’s eyes opened wide and both women were startled by a knock on the door.

Marcus entered, his hands coming to rest on his hips when he saw the petrified look on their faces. ‘Sorry ladies, I didn’t mean to give you a fright. What have you two been discussing?’ His lighthearted tone carried a good deal of accusation.

‘Just girls’ talk.’ Marge winked at Riane. ‘Nothing that would interest you.’ Marge returned to her duty and finished making the bed before taking her leave.

Riane could feel the warm broth trickling down her insides and still she shivered with cold. ‘I just can’t seem to shake this frosty feeling.’ She did her best not to stutter as she spoke.

‘Well, that’s why they call it a chill.’ Marcus sat down behind her on the floor, and wrapping his arms and legs about her, hugged her tight.

‘Mmmm,’ she sighed, as she experienced the heat his body radiated, and there wasn’t anything sexual about the pleasure the body contact brought her. ‘You’re so warm,’ She turned and snuggled in. ‘Sorry,’ she apologised, realising how fresh she must seem, ‘you don’t mind if I just use you as a hot water bottle for a while, do you?’

‘Not at all,’ he encouraged, ‘use away.’

He sat and held her for what seemed an endless time. ‘That’s so much better.’ She dragged herself away from his embrace, feeling she’d imposed on him long enough. Huddled so close together as they were, Riane felt sure any other male would have taken advantage; the fact that Marcus hadn’t, had Riane a little confused. Maybe she’d misread his kindness and he wasn’t really attracted to her at all.

Once she found the courage to look him in the eye, the desire she saw there overwhelmed her and a moment later they were locked in a kiss, more meaningful than any encounter in her past.

‘Christ, I’m so sorry.’ Marcus was on his feet apologising, before Riane had even realised their lips had parted. ‘Here you are unwell, and I …’ He waved his arms about, annoyed at himself. ‘The last thing I want is for you to feel obliged to me. What I mean to say is —’

‘Obliged to you!’ Riane laughed off his fear. ‘I’ve been trying to figure how to work my way into your life since the second I met you. And my conviction had nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that you saved my life,’ she said bluntly to set the record straight. ‘Although the fact does obviously work to your favour, making you close to a prince in my eyes … but, what I am trying to say is,’ she took a deep breath, having gone so far out on a limb that she figured she might as well go all the way, ‘if you have the desire to warm these bones, they would dearly love to be warmed by you.’


With a tender smile of acceptance, Marcus picked Riane up and carried her to the bed, and robe and all he bundled her into the covers. ‘I make a great electric blanket, too,’ he commented as he climbed in beside her.

Riane was surprised when he didn’t disrobe. Instead, Marcus wrapped her up in his arms, stroked her hair and they just lay there, content to be still.

The warmth was utter bliss and working her hands into Marcus’ robe, Riane discovered a smooth chest as warm as a sun-baked stone. Her hands must have been freezing and yet he didn’t wince. ‘I’ve fallen under your spell, Marcus MacCloud,’ she yawned, as a deep sensation of comfort and safety sedated her. ‘Do with me what you will.’ Her body sank into a closer union with his and she drifted contentedly back off to sleep.

 

No nightmares were looming over Riane as she woke, just dreams of grand parties and intimate encounters by the fireplace. She was still curled up alongside her full-length body warmer, who had kept her snug as a bug during her relaxed slumber. Looking up, Riane discovered that Marcus was awake and wide-eyed. ‘Good morning,’ she smiled, elated by her circumstances. ‘I hope I haven’t kept you waiting long.’

He shook his head slowly, with a smile of contentment gracing his face. ‘Just a couple of hours.’


‘A couple of hours!’ Riane raised herself from him, embarrassed. ‘You could have slipped away, or woken me, honestly.’

‘I though you might be alarmed if you woke and found me absent,’ Marcus justified and he was right, she would have been.

Riane’s heart melted down into her stomach. ‘I think that’s the sweetest thing a guy has ever done for me.’ She moved to kiss his cheek, whereby Marcus turned his head and bequeathed a deeper reward. By the time their lips parted Riane was ready to strip off and see if she couldn’t detain Marcus in her bed for the rest of the day.

‘If what you say is true,’ he rose and clambered out of the covers, ‘then I ought to fare well.’

What do you mean, ought to? Riane thought as she watched Marcus pull his robe tight around himself and find his slippers. ‘I suppose you have work to do.’ She did her best not to sound disappointed by his sudden departure.

‘No, no,’ he assured her, as he rose from pulling on his slippers. ‘I’m going to chase up breakfast … or perhaps lunch,’ he decided as he considered the hour. ‘Won’t be long.’

 

As they’d slept late, it was well into the afternoon by the time Riane and Marcus had eaten, changed and begun a grand tour of the house.


The place was absolutely steeped in history: the walls were covered with the portraits of the great-great relatives of the family that spanned over four centuries. Priceless works of art, tapestries, suits of armour, ancient weaponry and antique treasures from abroad embellished every exquisite room in the manor. Marcus had a plentiful supply of historic tales to tell about royal visits and harbouring spies and rebels.

‘Do you have any ghosts?’ Riane asked, as they descended the main staircase into the grand hall, which opened on to the entrance foyer.

‘Every square inch of Scotland has a ghost,’ he replied, ‘and we’ve our fair share. Although,’ Marcus raised a finger to stress the point, ‘ours are all very congenial.’

‘Wow,’ Riane said, emphatically, ‘even the ghosts are hospitable.’ She was not spooked by Marcus’s claim, as she’d been by the old men’s tales at the pub, and she figured it must be all in the delivery. She didn’t find the house at all foreboding; in fact, just the opposite was true. ‘It’s all just beautiful, Marcus. You must be extremely proud.’

At that moment the front door burst open and in walked a dashing young gent dressed to the nines for a seventeenth-century engagement — white wig and all. In behind him came four young women, all dressed in ballgowns from differing periods of history. It was like something straight out of a delightful dream.

‘Jasper?’ Riane uttered aside to Marcus.

‘Got it in one,’ he confirmed, making greater haste down the stairs.

‘Ah … here he is, girls.’ Jasper spotted his brother and so headed his way. ‘But, hold everything, what have we here?’ Jasper sidestepped his brother and moved to meet Riane at the base of the stairway. ‘This is most unlike you, Marcus.’ Jasper shot a mischievously delighted look back at his brother, before kissing Riane’s hand. ‘Jasper MacCloud at your service, lovely lady.’ He took off his hat, which sported a huge feather, and then bowed low before her.

This one had the look of the devil in his lovely, bright baby blues, and whereas Marcus was tall and ruggedly handsome, Jasper was shorter, well-built and downright gorgeous to look at.

‘I’m charmed,’ Riane admitted, unable to contain her amused chuckles.

‘So what’s with the fancy dress?’ Marcus interrupted his brother’s routine.

‘Oh,’ Jasper gazed down at himself, ‘my other suit was at the cleaners.’ He chuckled at his own joke, which Riane found amusing, but Marcus rolled his eyes in mock despair. ‘No seriously … the girls thought we’d have a “come as your favourite ancestor party” this evening, and you’re both cordially invited.’ His cheeky smile drifted toward Riane.


‘That’s very kind.’ Riane didn’t know whether to take him seriously or not. ‘But I’m afraid my ballgown is at the cleaners.’

Jasper burst into laughter, finding her comeback amusing. ‘Not to worry. My girls will fix you up, won’t you, ladies?’ He waved them all over to join the conversation. ‘This is Arabella, Rochelle, Marion and Velvet.’ He finished the introductions with a good serve of enthusiasm.

‘I believe we can accommodate her, my lord.’ Velvet smiled, resting her head on Jasper’s shoulder, whilst the other three girls hung off him as well.

‘So, what do you say?’ Jasper put it to Riane, who in turn looked to Marcus, standing back out of the way of all the fabric.

‘Could be fun,’ he pondered aloud, noticing that his house guest clearly wanted to become part of Jasper’s fairytale charade.

A huge smile swept Riane’s face. ‘We accept,’ she was delighted to announce, and Jasper and his harem all cheered the resolution.

 

Marion, the strawberry-blonde with hair down to her knees, who was the very image of a Celtic princess, toyed with Riane’s hair. Meanwhile, Rochelle, the pouting brunette, did marvellous things with make-up. Velvet entered the room bearing a huge bundle, consisting of a dress and myriad accessories, slung over her shoulder.


‘Are we ready for me?’ Velvet queried, unloading her spoils on to the bed.

Velvet was Negro, full of grace, with long, wild, curly hair, and had a powerful presence. Her lovely, large eyes were slightly slanted and fiery brown in colour. Tall and slender, she was taller than the other girls, who all stood above six feet tall and thus towered over Jasper. The younger lord was only about five and a half feet in height, which also made him much shorter than Marcus.

‘Juuuust about,’ Rochelle replied, adding the last few touches to Riane’s orange-frosted lips.

‘Thanks for doing this,’ Riane said, as soon as she was freed from Rochelle’s attentions.

‘Think nothing of it,’ Marion insisted. ‘It’s fun to have someone new to toy with.’

‘Beats the hell out of playing with ourselves,’ Velvet gibed, and the other two girls agreed.

‘You’re all so beautiful, you don’t need any work,’ Riane said. ‘Me, I need work.’

‘Not much,’ Rochelle advised, directing Riane’s eyes to her reflection in the mirror.

The face of an angel stared her back and the transformation was so miraculous that she gasped.

All the frosty autumn colours that Rochelle had used put a soft focus on Riane’s features; it was a look she would never have dreamed would suit her so well. Her deep auburn hair had been piled into a bun laced with pearls, and perfect ringlets fell about her face and shoulders.

‘Oh yeah, you’re as ugly as sin,’ Velvet scoffed, waving their stunned subject forth. ‘Come on, Cinderella, time to get dressed for the ball.’

Riane was left completely naked as her wrap was removed from her body, but in this particular group of women it didn’t make her feel even slightly uncomfortable. A black corset was strapped on first and then black stockings attached. Velvet carefully laid out the bulky petticoat so that Riane could step into it, whereupon all three women helped her hoist up the massive garment and strap it on. The women assisted the evening gown, of midnight blue velvet, to slip over the hairdo, and then helped Riane slide her arms into the sleeves, tight to the arm and ending in a point at her middle finger.

‘Whoa, it’s heavy,’ Riane commented, as she took on the great weight.

‘It won’t feel so bad once we get you done up the front,’ Velvet assured her, and she began lacing the gown together with professional speed and confidence.

‘Um …’ Riane hesitated to mention the oversight. ‘No undies?’

All three girls smiled mischievously and shook their heads in the negative.

‘Perhaps we misconstrued the way you were eyeing off Master Marcus?’ Velvet queried suggestively.


‘No,’ Riane admitted, ‘you read me right, all right.’

The women were inspired to learn this, and snuggled in closer to Riane for some intimate girl’s talk.

‘Then definitely remain as you are,’ Rochelle, who had an amazing French accent and looked like a young Sophia Loren, advised, ‘and when he is holding you in his arms tonight, take hold of his hand and guide it underneath your skirts, up between your bare —’

‘Don’t lead her astray,’ Arabella interjected from her stationary position in a chair by the window, where she had seated herself when they’d come upstairs and been forgotten by the others. ‘Marcus doesn’t like the direct approach.’

‘No, my darling, he just didn’t like your direct approach,’ Velvet shot back, before returning her attention to Riane. ‘Pay her no mind. She’s just moody because you’ve done her out of a seduction.’

‘She’s always had a thing for Marcus,’ Marion added.

‘That isn’t true.’ Arabella looked back to the darkening landscape outside. ‘I was just trying to be helpful.’

Arabella was the lush, blonde, Hollywood starlet type — luscious red lips, huge breasts and a very shapely figure.


If her advances hadn’t inspired Marcus, Riane didn’t feel so confident about launching into a seduction. ‘Maybe Arabella is right.’

‘Ha!’ Velvet scoffed. ‘She never wears any knickers either.’

‘None of us do,’ Marion added, and all three women raised their skirts and then giggled at Riane’s shocked expression.

‘With Jasper, one always needs to be prepared,’ Rochelle enlightened.

‘Are you all with Jasper?’ Riane had to know, for the question had been plaguing her since they’d all arrived together.

‘Mm-hmm,’ Rochelle confirmed.

‘He must be some lover to keep you all happy.’ Riane smiled, although she couldn’t imagine sharing her man with three other women.

‘Unbelievable!’ Velvet stressed her expert opinion and Rochelle and Marion gave him sterling recommendations also.

‘Wouldn’t you agree, Arabella?’ Marion attempted to include her in the conversation.

‘Absolutely,’ she said flatly, ‘unbelievable.’ She turned toward the women and walked past them on her way to the door. ‘Isn’t it cold in here?’ She looked directly at Riane as she passed.

Marion, Rochelle and Velvet all disagreed.

‘You always find something to complain about,’ Marion sneered, obviously pleased to see that Arabella was leaving.

‘I feel the cold, you see,’ Arabella explained, her eyes still on the newcomer. ‘Do you, Riane?’

Her stare was as cold as iced water and the chill that had been dormant for most of the day began to make itself felt once more in Riane’s bones.

‘Pay her no mind,’ Velvet encouraged Riane, upon Arabella’s departure.

‘She’s just a jealous old cow who has to spoil everything,’ Marion said in a huff. ‘But we won’t let her,’ she resolved with a smile.

‘Let’s stoke up the fire,’ suggested Rochelle, leading Riane toward it to warm away the bleak mood Arabella had left in the room.

 

About an hour before dinner the girls left to doll themselves up for the evening and Riane found herself alone.

She was starting to miss Marcus’s company, and although she suspected that he would probably be dressing for dinner, she headed downstairs to see if she could find him.

Voices were emanating from the main drawing room and as she approached to make an entrance, her curiosity made her hesitate, for only Jasper and Marcus were within. Boys’ talk. The thought tempted her to lean closer to the door.


‘I didn’t do it on purpose, Jasper.’ Marcus was sounding quite insistent. ‘And don’t think this means I’m starting a harem. I’m not like you.’

‘If you don’t hurry up and claim her, you’re going to lose her,’ Jasper insisted, sounding rather amused at his brother’s disturbed mood. ‘I’m sure there’s somebody somewhere looking for her … babes like that always have boyfriends.’

‘I’m not going to entrap her,’ Marcus retorted.

‘What? You’re going to let slip the best stab you’ve had at happiness for eons!’ Jasper scoffed, thinking it pathetic. ‘I won’t let it happen. I’ll take care of it myself,’ he threatened.

‘Like hell you will.’ Marcus’ tone became angry, and Riane had to smile. ‘I like this woman, Jasper, and so help me God I shall never forgive you if you screw this up for me. I’ll do this my way.’

‘That’s what I like to see,’ Jasper responded, lightheartedly, ‘a bit of passion!’

‘Well, you’ll see more than a little passion if you bloody well interfere.’ Marcus’s anger dissipated.

‘All right, you’re on your own,’ Jasper conceded, ‘but you had better make good. I worry about you all alone in this huge house … it can’t be beneficial.’

As Riane quietly backed away from the door, she was startled to find herself colliding with an obstacle. Turning abruptly, she confronted Arabella.

‘Like a frozen little moth to the flame, aren’t you?’ Arabella smiled winningly as she took hold of both Riane’s hands and backed up to lead her away from the drawing room.

Goosebumps spread like wildfire over Riane’s skin and she began to shiver.

‘A hot-blooded male will ward away the cold,’ Arabella declared. ‘That’s what we all find most attractive about Jasper. He’s hot to trot.’ She winked at Riane and leaned in close to whisper: ‘I know you know what I mean … I should have listened to the white waif.’ The gorgeous blonde let go of Riane’s hands, and smiled as she departed, the long train of her white silken gown trailing along behind her.

Was she speaking about the ghost from my dream? Riane wondered. How did she know about her?

‘Riane?’

Startled again, Riane looked back to the drawing room door to find Marcus, bewitched.

‘I have died and found heaven.’ He placed a hand over his heart to reinforce the sincerity of his compliment.

Riane was thankful that the make-up hid how severely she blushed. ‘That has been my impression ever since I entered your realm, Marcus.’ She was drawn toward his admiring gaze, the fire in his eyes. ‘It’s a spell, isn’t it?’

‘What else but an enchantment could be so potent …’ he stopped just short of tasting her lips of peach ‘… so all-consuming.’


‘Great Scott!’ Jasper startled the life out of both of them. ‘A goddess in our midst.’ He took hold of Riane’s hand and led her into the drawing room. ‘Go and get dressed, Marcus. I shall keep your divine guest entertained until you get back.’

Marcus was clearly horrified by the idea. ‘Like hell —’

‘Are you going to take her with you?’ Jasper asked, raising his brow suggestively a couple of times. ‘There’s plenty of time until dinner.’

‘Jasper, please,’ Marcus appealed.

‘I’ll be fine here with Jasper,’ Riane assured him, although Marcus obviously thought her a slave to Jasper’s charm. ‘He seems the perfect gentleman to me.’

Jasper grinned broadly at his brother and gave one victorious nod.

‘And if he isn’t,’ Riane added, ‘I know a few fairly violent self-defence moves that ought to stabilise the situation without too much fuss.’

‘A modern woman … how … wonderful!’ The good humour slipped from Jasper’s face and Marcus gave a chuckle.

‘Try not to beat his pretty face too grievously,’ he bantered. ‘I’ll ask Marge to get the first-aid kit ready.’ Marcus’ amusement doubled as he left to change.

‘He’s special, isn’t he?’ Jasper’s comment had a cynical tone, as he moved to the bar trolley where a few bottles of champagne were on ice.


‘Yes, he is,’ Riane agreed, sincerely.

‘It makes me very happy to hear you say so,’ Jasper assured her, popping the cork on a bottle and pouring them both a glass. He then eyed her over and groaned as if tortured by her appearance. ‘My girls certainly enhanced your beauty to perfection. Marcus is to be envied indeed.’

Riane squirmed, aroused by his engaging compliments and the way his eyes undressed her, as indeed Marcus’s had — this seemed to be the only trait they had in common. And being super-aware of not wearing knickers wasn’t helping matters any. ‘Surely four women is enough, Jasper.’ She found herself a lounge chair to sit on, although her dress flowed over its arms.

Jasper smiled as he delivered her drink to her, almost as if he knew what was whirling around in her head. ‘None of them are complaining … so far as I’m aware.’ He held up his glass to toast Riane. ‘Here’s to your eternal good health and happiness.’

For some strange reason, she found the toast disturbing, or perhaps it was just the way he’d said it — as if he knew something she didn’t.

‘You don’t like my toast.’ Jasper seemed hurt and eager to save face. ‘Then how about, to a mighty excellent evening.’ He squatted playfully beside her chair. ‘With lots of drinking, feasting, merriment and love.’ He clinked his glass against hers, holding her gaze with his own bold, adoring stare.


As Riane swallowed the chilled champagne, she was burning from the tip of her crown to her pelvis — Jasper’s charisma was like being exposed to a raging furnace.

A hot-blooded male will ward away the cold. Arabella’s words came back to haunt her. He’s hot to trot.

Riane was tempted to retreat from the room to escape Jasper’s attention, but was saved the trouble when his girls arrived.

‘Ah … ladies.’ He rose and wandered off to kiss them all in turn.

‘Marcus is on his way down,’ Marion informed Jasper, when she’d been given her share of him. The Celtic maiden then headed toward Riane to report, ‘He’s wearing a kilt.’ She winked, excited for Riane, before whispering, ‘That seems to open up all kinds of possibilities to you.’

Riane had always thought herself rather risqué but these girls were shameless, and she had to admit that the expectation they were weaving around this seduction was extremely compelling.

 

Not in all her born days did Riane think that she would find a man wearing a kilt sexy, but Marcus’s aristocratic Scottish garb suited him very well.

It was a long tartan kilt that he wore, which fell to below the knee. It was mainly black in colour, with a thin weaving of dark green and white. A black suit jacket crossed and belted at the waist, and a basket-hilted broadsword in its scabbard hung at his side. All that could be seen of the white, pirate-style shirt beneath his coat was the stiff white collar that framed the lord’s handsome face. A tie prevented the garment from falling open.

Riane wasn’t too keen on the beret and was pleased when Marcus discarded it — having at least entered the party in full costume.

‘Are you a pirate this evening, Marcus?’ Rochelle asked, playfully.

‘Aye,’ he replied, allowing his gaze to wander until it fell upon Riane. ‘I’ve come in search of buried treasure.’

‘Ooooh!’ chorused Jasper and his girls in a suggestive strain.

The expensive champagne was having an effect on Riane, who smiled broadly at Marcus’s proposition. ‘You’ve come to the right place, lord … and well buried treasure it is,’ she joked, looking down upon the huge skirts of her dress.

‘It’s just a matter of knowing where to dig.’ Velvet nudged Marcus, as she served Riane a sly wink.

‘Perhaps a guide is what you need?’ Jasper moved to offer his services, whereby his older, larger brother moved him aside.

‘I’ll find my own way, if it’s all the same to you.’ Marcus held out his arm and escorted his lady fair into dinner.


Jasper, delighted to see his brother so enchanted, followed along behind, more than happy with his own lot.

 

In the grand dining room, warmed by a large open fire, Riane was treated to an evening of complete extravagance. It was as if she’d stepped out of her life and into a fairytale where wishes came true and everything was beautiful, trouble free and abundant.

Marcus’s attentive gaze had Riane sweating inside the heavy velvet dress. Still, her attire did make her feel decidedly goddess-like and very much the seductress. Her average-sized breasts were enhanced by the snug fit of the bodice, which squeezed her breasts together into an amazing cleavage — Riane felt that it could almost be considered false advertising. Every time she caught Marcus’s eyes straying to her neckline she couldn’t help but feel wonderful and desired. Tonight he would make love to her, of that Riane was certain.

Once the feasting had wound down to a nibble, and all the dessert bowls that had contained a rich chocolate cake with raspberry sauce and cream were pushed aside, a recital began.

Jasper opened the doors through to the music room, where he took a seat at the piano and began to play. Marion took up the harp, Velvet the cello, Rochelle the flute and Arabella began to sing in the voice of a diva. It was neither modern music they were performing, nor traditional, nor classical; it was a haunting, erotic pagan-sounding melody, casting the ambience of an otherworldly spell upon the evening and enhancing the olde-world romance of their masquerade.

‘Care to stretch your legs?’ Marcus rose from his seat and offered Riane his hand.

That’s a polite way of putting it, Riane thought as she stood, gracing Marcus with a warm smile of acceptance. ‘Shouldn’t we wait for the performance to end?’ She didn’t want to seem rude.

‘I don’t think you really want to catch the finale.’ Marcus motioned with his eyes toward the piano.

Riane, looking at the musicians, saw that Arabella had begun to disrobe as she sang her siren song to Jasper. Riane must have appeared a little shocked as her eyes quickly darted back to her host, because he smiled broadly and reassuringly.

‘I have arranged a less public place to conclude our evening if you would care to withdraw at this stage?’ He queried, already knowing her response.

 

The house contained a turret room with which Riane was unfamiliar, as her guided tour had been cut short by Jasper’s arrival.

The small fireplace therein had been lit and a drink trolley was positioned close by with tea, after-dinner spirits and sweet delights awaiting their selection. One half of the wall space in the round room was a giant bookcase, filled from floor to ceiling — the timber ceiling was at least two storeys high — with the literature of the ages. A giant ladder slid on a track around this part of the room to grant access to the wealth of knowledge. The most stunning feature of this exquisite room was the large bay window seat, completely circular and upholstered in deep red velvet.

‘This is my study,’ Marcus advised his awestruck guest. ‘It is my favourite room in the whole house.’

Riane struggled to keep herself from gasping, and from shedding tears of delight lest her make-up ran. ‘Oh Marcus … it’s absolutely beautiful!’

‘And is all the more so for your presence.’ He took up both her hands and stared deep into her eyes.

Riane was so overwhelmed by the romance of it all that she had almost stopped breathing. Dear God, let him kiss me, she cried inside, believing she would die from anticipation if he teased her any longer. His silence, and the distance between them, seemed suddenly too vast for her liking, and Riane rushed to close the gap, her lips sinking into a deep and blissful union with his. Marcus released her hands, whereupon his touch graced her body and made it tremble with the desire she felt. Riane barely noticed as Marcus backed her up to the bay window seat, but as she felt it behind her legs, she lowered herself on to it. His kiss trailed down her neck and toward her breasts, as the lord lowered himself on to his knees. His hands found their way up beneath her skirts to her lower legs. His fingers trailed up the outside of her legs all the way to her bare thighs. Riane released a pleasured groan, and as she fumbled to unlace the front of her dress for him, Marcus suddenly sank to the ground and disappeared beneath her skirt. Her legs were gently eased apart and his wet tongue and lips explored the in-between, heightening her pleasure to a state of sheer ecstasy. Using her hands as support, Riane leaned back to appreciate the surges of delight that rushed through her body in waves ever more intense. As she raced toward orgasm, Marcus suddenly emerged from beneath her dress, and noting the slack laces of her bodice, he pried the neckline apart to expose her breasts and make his mouth and fingers familiar with them.

‘Enter me, Marcus, please,’ she whispered, amid her delirium, ‘or I fear I shall surely die.’

Marcus’s attention diverted to her face, and as he positioned himself between her legs his erection made contact with the warm moistness of her pleasure. ‘The truth of the matter is, Riane, that just the opposite is true.’

She had never seen Marcus appear more serious, but perhaps this was just how he was when impassioned. ‘I would gladly die to have you inside of me,’ she replied, and she meant what she said. ‘Do it, with my blessing.’ She wrapped her legs around him and encouraged his penetration.

‘Oh god,’ he gasped, aroused and pained at once, as he refrained from entering her. ‘I love you, Riane,’ he swore, rather desperate about the fact. ‘So much so, that I will not deceive you into my fold.’ He withdrew from between her legs, but maintained the embrace.

‘No, Marcus, please!’ She begged him to continue. ‘I don’t care about anything else —’

‘Your life means something to you, I take it?’ he challenged. ‘This is, in reality, only a stolen moment of solace, Riane. The truth is, you are dying and I am already dead. To claim you now would be nothing short of murder.’

Was he speaking metaphorically? ‘What are you trying to say?’ Riane forced a smile in an attempt to be patient and understanding.

Marcus raised his hand and placed his palm against her forehead. Instantly, in a blinding flash, a biting frost gripped her body and chilled it to the bone.

 

The cloudy night sky above came into focus as it sprinkled snowflakes down upon her shivering form. Every inch of her prickled with the pain of the cold and every breath was an agonising experience.

There is still a chance to save yourself.

She heard Marcus’s voice in her mind and it sounded so distant it was frightening. I don’t understand. She could only think the words, for her mouth would not respond. Casting her gaze around her, it seemed that she was lying amid the ruins of a manor, at the front door to be exact. Then, looking down upon her person, Riane found that she was dressed in the gear that she had been wearing when she’d left her car. No! Please, Marcus, it isn’t true. Why are you torturing me like this?

I’m a one-way ticket to nowhere. To stay with me would condemn you to an eternity in limbo. There is still life left in you, Riane, and many more lives will follow this one, even if you fail to save yourself this time. But you must try … do not die of your own will.

Riane attempted to move her frozen carcass and was surprised when it showed signs of life, but in this bleak situation she could find nothing to motivate her to save herself. Even reflecting on her life in its entirety, there was nothing to compare with the bliss she was being encouraged to leave behind. None of her previous encounters had ever come close to rivalling the intensity of what she had come to feel for this man. If ghosts did not reincarnate, as Marcus was suggesting, then even in the next life she could not hope to find him again. Only in this twilight of her dying soul would she ever be able to be near him. She thought back over her time with Marcus and all the opportunities he’d had to make love to her — now she realised why he’d refrained.


I cannot ask you relinquish every life to come and all the children you will never have, for a never-changing existence, alone with me.

Do you even have to ask? Can’t you feel my heart’s resolve?

And the resolve of your head is once again overlooked. The white waif from her nightmares came to stand over Riane, looking down on her dying form with disappointment. Only now did she see the waif for the ghost she truly was, for her form was transparent and her words resounded through the inner space of Riane’s mind … How pathetic. So much for not needing a man in your life to feel complete.

‘Look who’s talking.’ Riane forced out the words, although they were muffled, as her mouth would barely move.

I’m trying to save your life! the spirit snarled, as if Riane was an idiot. I thought you might turn out to be smarter than the others. I keep warning you girls and you keep refusing to listen.

‘I should have listened to the white waif.’ Riane recalled what Arabella had said, realising that perhaps she hadn’t been trying to spook her, but rather warn her.

Don’t make the same mistake we’ve all made.

‘I’m not!’ she barked — now Riane’s mouth was working. ‘Your mistake was marrying a man you didn’t love, instead of holding true to the man you did.’


He was dead, the waif explained simply. I let go of that guilt long ago.

The statement did not sway Riane’s conviction. ‘Not even death will stop me from loving him … fear not, I will not make your mistake.’

My mistake, the waif defended, was loving another more than I valued my own life … sound familiar?

‘If you were so concerned about my welfare, then why the hell did you land me in this position in the first place?’ Riane grew frustrated with confronting the weakness in herself, which she always chose to ignore. ‘If you hadn’t caused me to crash —’

It was not I who forced you off the road, the waif informed her bluntly. Still, life is full of these little tests, Riane. We lost souls are not completely useless. It is our purpose to test the living. She became rather adamant. This is your chance to break free of the emotional treadmill that blinds you to finding your true calling in life. Will you take it? Or will you throw your entire future away to fulfil a fantasy? For dreams and destiny are not always the same?

‘You’re just trying to keep me away from the man with whom you are obsessed! And if you think I’m just going to nick off back into the land of the living and leave the love of my life to be taunted by the likes of you for all time, then I believe that you are seriously mistaken.’ Riane stretched out in her freezing blanket of snow and waited for Marcus to retrieve her.

I do still love him, despite our history, that is true … but I do not love him more than the future I forfeited in a moment of emotional turmoil. The sound of a dog barking in the distance made the ghost-bride smile. Fate seems to be on your side, Riane. It looks as though the land of the living has come for you.

The waif vanished and the sound of muffled voices in the distance struck the fear of God into Riane’s heart. ‘Please, Marcus,’ she begged, ‘take me now before they find me.’ Icy tears trickled over her frozen ears and she yearned to be returned to the warmth of his presence. Please don’t damn me to an eternity without you. She closed her eyes to conjure the image of his face, which filled her heart to overflowing as she remembered instances of his kindness and comfort. What do I have to do to prove my love to you? Must I, too, throw myself off a cliff? I will! So help me God, Marcus, if I survive this day I shall kill myself tomorrow and pray my damned soul can find it’s way back to you. Marcus! ‘Marcus!’

‘There she is!’ a voice called out in the distance as a flashlight was shone in her direction from beyond the old rusted gate. The light from another torch penetrated the branches of the trees that lined the curved drive leading up to the manor.


Their utterances became muffled, as Riane’s whole world slipped into slow motion. I don’t want to live, I don’t want to die … I’m already in limbo.

‘Quickly lad,’ instructed the voice, as the torchlight drew nearer. ‘She’s still alive.’

As she felt fingers pressing into her neck, Riane came to focus on the man hanging over her — it was the old historian who had warned her about driving the highland road at night. ‘How?’ she mumbled.

‘There’s not so many guest houses along this road,’ he explained, raising her up into a seated position. ‘When we called and you hadn’t arrived at any of them, we suspected the worst. And we are not the only ones looking for you … your boyfriend, Geoff, was also concerned when he never got your call.’

Riane had forgotten all about her dirty weekend in the highlands and now that she’d been reminded of what reality held in store she recoiled from the warmth of the old man’s body. ‘No!’ she cried. ‘Marcus!’

‘I thought the boyfriend’s name was Geoff,’ commented one of the other men who had reached her, and being a younger man than the historian, he swept Riane up into his arms.

She tried to resist being moved, but she had no strength to fight. ‘Marcus, please, Marcus …’

‘Who the hell is Marcus then?’ The young man made a move to carry the mumbling woman back to the road.


The old historian gazed around at the ruins, spooked. ‘A coincidence perhaps,’ the historian granted, as he walked beside the lad, ‘but the lord who last frequented this manor, early last century, went by the name of Marcus MacCloud.’

‘What happened to him?’ queried the young man and Riane’s ears pricked up.

‘He was reported lost at sea,’ the historian began, ‘and after being missing for several years, the woman he was to have married, Bethany McGlen, became betrothed to his younger brother, Jasper MacCloud … who was more of a playboy than a businessman by all accounts. On the night of the wedding, Marcus returned home, and remorseful because of her marriage vow to his brother, Bethany threw herself off the cliffs not far yonder.’ He pointed off into the darkness. ‘Grief-stricken, in a drunken stupor, Jasper took his automobile out for a spin, which ended in a fatal accident.’

It was Jasper who ran me off the road! Riane went into silent shock. It was Jasper who wed Marcus’s love in his stead! No wonder Marcus was paranoid that I would fall victim to his brother’s charms.

‘And Marcus?’ queried the young man. ‘What became of him?’

‘He locked himself up in this manor and slowly withered away to nothing. The maid, who raised both the MacCloud boys, also haunts this place. She lost her will to live once both her charges were dead, and poisoned herself in order to join them.’

‘Christ, that’s tragic,’ said the lad, and having reached the highland road, he piled Riane into the back seat of a car and covered her with several blankets.

‘These mountains are rich with such tragedies,’ commented the historian as he closed the car door. ‘Hence the abundance of lost souls who haunt the place, for ghosts are always victims of tragic deaths. Foreigners just refuse to be warned.’ He gazed in through the window at Riane. ‘We’d best get this young lass to some shelter, before she becomes another sad statistic.’

‘Leave me,’ she mumbled, although her plea was inaudible and with her next breath she fell unconscious.

 

The modest room in the Olde World Hotel was a grim contrast to the fairytale existence that had been denied her. The bed had an electric blanket, and a small radiator glowed brightly in one corner of the room, heating the air beyond. Effective as these heating arrangements were, they couldn’t hold a flame to feeling Marcus close. Vegetable broth warmed her empty belly and yet it seemed tasteless after the delights of the phantom realm. Here, in the real world, Riane had thought her delightful sojourn from reality would seem like nothing but a flight of romantic fancy; instead, it seemed like real life was the nightmare, and soon she would awake to find herself still wrapped up in her would-be lover’s arms.

‘Oh, please let me wake.’ She made a soft plea to God, Marcus, or whoever else might assist.

Riane had been doing her best to push aside everything that the waif had said to her, although some of the prophecy was already ringing true. She did feel liberated from the emotional treadmill so far as men were concerned: no man would ever live up to Marcus and if she couldn’t have him then she’d rather be alone. She had no desire to see Geoff again. As interesting and as attractive as she’d found him a week ago, the thought of making love to him now made her skin crawl — and he was a nice guy. In fact, his phoning around looking for her had probably saved her life.

‘Damn me for finally finding a man who actually gives a shit.’ She rolled her eyes thinking it was ironic: if it wasn’t for Geoff, she’d still be with Marcus.

So help me God, if I survive this day I shall kill myself tomorrow and pray my damned soul can find its way back to you. Her parting vow to Marcus presented itself as a way out of her dilemma.

‘Ghosts are always the victims of tragic deaths.’ She spoke aloud what the historian had said, and then scampered out of bed.


In the small en-suite bathroom, Riane searched the cupboards for pills, a razor blade, or anything that might help to end her life. There was not so much as a bottle of detergent, and she seriously doubted that eating a cake of soap would end her days.

‘Although it would be tragic,’ she mumbled, leaning in the doorway to consider her next move. ‘Time to check out,’ she decided, rushing to change into some clothes and gather her belongings.

 

‘You’re not going back up there alone are you, missy?’ The historian gaped at Riane over his half-consumed pint that was rested on the bar. ‘Your boyfriend is on his way down to see you. You must —’

‘I seriously doubt that.’ Riane politely cut him off.

‘But he seemed very concerned, I —’

‘Look,’ Riane became more adamant. ‘Geoff is not my boyfriend. My boyfriend is waiting for me … elsewhere.’ She was unable to prevent a smile of delight forming on her lips. ‘I am very grateful for all you’ve done for me, really I am, but the weather is fine and if you could tell me where I might find reliable transport, I shall be on my merry way.’

‘Mick, at the local petrol station, towed in your wreck,’ he grumbled, bemused by her persistence. ‘He’s an agent for a rent-a-car mob and reckons he can fix you up with something.’


‘You’ve made my millennium!’ Riane kissed the historian’s cheek. ‘Thanks again.’ She waved to all the patrons as she fled the pub as quickly as she was able.

‘Bloody tourists … never listen,’ the old historian grouched and finishing up his beer, he ordered another.

 

Riane chain-smoked for the entire drive, as if hoping the packet might live up to its claim and kill her. She considered it odd in retrospect that she hadn’t even thought about smoking during her stay at the manor. Still, her time there had been so blissful, that there hadn’t been any need to dull the stress or calm her nerves — unlike now.

‘Oh God, where is the friggin’ driveway?’ She began to fret that she might not find it, that Marcus had created another illusion to prevent her tracing her way back to him. ‘It has got to be along here somewhere.’ The area was very distinctive due to the light patch of forest — very rare in the highlands. ‘Come on, Marcus, don’t lock me out.’ Tears of desperation were forming when she spied the parting in the trees. ‘Yes!’ She steered into the driveway and followed it all the way to the manor gates.

Even the ruins of the house appeared enchanting as a light snow fell down to coat its grand remains.

As she entered through the gate her head filled with memories of ballgowns and music, feasting and finery, laughter and love. ‘God, I want to be back there.’ She drew a deep, resolute breath ahead of scaling the front steps and entering through the void where the front doors had once been.

Inside walls had collapsed, making the entire structure very unstable. All the finery had gone. Past all the rubble of the collapsed staircase and down the corridor of rising damp, the tower room of Marcus’ study still appeared to be intact, barring the windows, doors and furnishings that she recalled. The beautiful timber in the ceiling had also been ripped out, and thus Riane concluded that the place had been ransacked, rather than having fallen into ruin via natural causes.

‘A crying shame,’ she mumbled to herself, as she eyed over the cold remains of her nirvana. But, somewhere between life and death, the manor still existed untouched by the ravages of time, and Marcus still awaited her in this very room.

‘I told you I’d be back, and this time I’m staying until the end.’ Riane began to strip off her clothes. ‘My death will be no accident, it will be my will and therefore suicide.’ Having stripped off her outer layers, Riane began exposing bare skin. ‘I will be a ghost, if that’s what it takes to be with you.’

Having stipped to her underwear, Riane lay down on her discarded attire to await her certain death. Was this how Velvet, Rochelle, Marion and Arabella had been found? Were they the girls the historian had originally reported missing?


‘Of course they were.’ Her teeth chattered violently and she decided to refrain from speech. And now I shall become a ghost story in these parts. They will tell of how I was rescued from this place, only to return here and commit suicide the next day. She smiled as she recollected telling the local historian that she was off to meet her boyfriend. Maybe he would put two and two together and expand on her legend, to tell of how she’d fallen in love with the ghost of Marcus MacCloud and died to be with him.

The colder she felt, and the more pain, the broader she smiled. The sensation of a warm entity, the size of a man, bearing down upon her freezing form, startled her to delight. ‘Marcus, thank God.’

Guess again. Jasper’s naked ghost manifested to smile broadly at her. Marcus is not going to come. He’s wimped out on you, I’m afraid.

‘No, you’re lying!’ Riane scampered away, dragging her clothes along with her and as soon as she was clear of Jasper she dragged on a shirt and trousers.

That’s the way it is, sweet thing. He claims he loves you too much to condemn you. Jasper stretched out on the floor and began toying with his fully erect penis. But I can get you where you want to go, and unlike my brother, I’ve got a proven track record. He winked and flashed a cheeky grin.

‘I’m waiting for Marcus,’ she insisted.


Then you’re a dead woman. He forced a smile and sat up, cross-legged, leaving his penis to wave around aimlessly at attention. If Marcus was coming don’t you think he would have beaten me to you? And, quite frankly, I’ve got better things to do than to run around liberating frigid women in distress. Do you want out of the reincarnation loop, or not?

‘Well, quite frankly, we frigid women have got better things to do than be run off the road by sexually demented corpses.’ Riane folded her arms, defiantly.

So you figured it out, finally. Jasper smiled to confirm her statement. But you never would have met Marcus if I hadn’t, so no hard feelings, hey? We can still party.’

‘If you wanted to claim me, like you claimed those others girls, what was the point of letting me even meet Marcus?’ Riane protested.

I didn’t like to see him alone, and I had to make sure he liked you before I initiated you into our fold, Jasper explained. I knew Marcus wouldn’t have the guts to claim you himself, but once you’re with us, he’ll come round.

‘No, he won’t!’ Riane strongly disagreed. ‘He never came around after you took Bethany from him.’

He never got the chance … I went and killed myself and so did she!

‘But you’ve tried setting him up with a girl before, haven’t you?’ Riane was confident about this, although admittedly it was a theory. ‘You initiated Arabella with Marcus in mind, but he wouldn’t have a bar of her after she’d given herself to you.’

No … Jasper assured her, she just wasn’t his type is all. But this time I made sure you were to his liking, so I’m willing to take the risk if you are?

Riane rolled her eyes, as Jasper was impossible to try and talk round. ‘If Marcus wants me, he will come for me and I shall wait.’

Well, he’s a very moral lad, our Marcus. I daresay your wait will be in vain. Jasper gave her a despairing look and his smile became more sincere. And if you’re not claimed by Marcus or myself before you freeze to death in this hole, then, sadly, you’ll be on your own, my lovely. This, he motioned to the ruins around him, will be your home for all eternity, which you will spend in solitude. He gave her a wave and dissolved into the shadows of reality from whence he’d come.

 

The front wheel drive on the hire car was handling the slippery road conditions rather well. Still, the demister on the windshield wasn’t the best and thus Geoff grabbed a dirty T-shirt from his bag and gave the inside of the driver’s side window a wipe.

‘Not too much further to the village now,’ he said to himself, casting the wipe aside. ‘Shit!’

In the split second he’d taken his eyes off the road, a dark haired woman in white had suddenly appeared in his way.

Geoff swerved the car to miss her, and fully expecting to collide with a tree, he was surprised to find himself careering along a driveway.

By the time he regained control of the sliding vehicle and brought it to a stop, he was even more surprised to find another car parked outside the old ruins — perhaps it belonged to the woman he’d nearly hit?

Out of the car and gasping for breath to calm himself, Geoff ran back to the road to make sure the woman in white was unharmed, but she’d vanished without a trace. Even her footprints in the snow were absent. ‘Am I seeing things? This is too weird.’ He headed back to the cars; perhaps she’d sidetracked around him somehow and was back there.

Inside the car, Geoff found a handbag that looked vaguely familiar to him.

‘No wonder,’ he muttered, as he found Riane’s driver’s licence.

 

The rules of this suicide wish just seemed to get more and more complicated all the time. The absence of Marcus’s presence was his way of saying he wanted her to live. But surely he would claim her, if push came to shove, to save her from a grim eternal solitude?


What about how I feel about this? Don’t my wishes mean anything? She wanted to believe it was a test: that Marcus was just waiting until her final moments to claim her spirit to ensure she gave up life of her own will.

She hadn’t moved for a while and her breathing had become very shallow, as it hurt to take deep breaths of the icy air. In fact, it hurt to try to move. Please, Marcus, have mercy. I’m not leaving this place. I love you, only you and only ever you.

Riane was suddenly gripped by panic as it took several attempts for her to draw a tiny breath.

Call my name, lass, Jasper urged. You’re out of time and you know it.

Suddenly life seemed too precious to waste, damned in this harsh abode, but rather that than to become another of Jasper’s whores. Don’t let me be damned alone, my love. She no longer had the energy to fight the cold and fell unconscious, barely breathing.

 

The white waif stood on the moonlit cliff edge, gazing out over the site of her demise, her long dark hair and glistening white gown dancing in the temperate night wind.

The tall, dark man comes to stand at her side and they remain focused on the horizon. I want to thank you, Bethany, for helping get Riane out … she would have been lost if not for your intervention.


I did have more motive than just doing you a favour … I was hoping that Riane’s love might set us both free of this curse. Bethany dared to look at the cause of her torment and spiritual entrapment.

The lord hung his head as her words touched a sore point. I’m sorry I locked you out, Bethany. Fate dealt us a formidable hand, and if I could do it all again I’d have forgiven you long ago. Understand that at the time, my grief consumed me. I thought I’d never love again but I was wrong about that. Marcus looked her in the face for the first time since that dreadful day of his homecoming. I don’t blame you for marrying Jasper, neither do I hold you responsible for his death. Our actions were our own, and I hold no malice toward you.

Thank you, Marcus, and bless you for seeing reason, she said, deeply gratified by his forgiveness. It is our understanding and compassion that sets us free.

The two spirits of Bethany and Marcus began to glow as their bodies filled with light. Could freedom be so simple? Marcus was overjoyed, briefly, before panic set in. What will become of Jasper?

Jasper’s situation became more complicated when he decided to take advantage of those dying women. If he can sacrifice his own pleasure and take responsibility for his actions he, too, can resume his place in the higher scheme of things.


Marcus did not appear hopeful of this happening in the near future. Perhaps the girls will come to their senses and reject him, and then Jasper will be forced to find a way beyond his Limbo. The lord’s light-filled body was losing definition. And what of Riane … is love always to elude me?

All things in creation are connected. If you can fall in love with this woman a century after your death, then surely finding her again is not so improbable. God speed you, Marcus MacCloud.

And you, Bethany MacGlen.

The two figures on the hilltop had reduced to nothing more than two masses of pure white light that swooped off in different directions.

 

A rush of warmth, and then Riane became aware of a body pressed close alongside hers.

You’re going to be just fine, my love, Marcus whispered. And so am I. Thank you for making it so.

At the sound of his voice Riane’s eyes darted open, to find she was being hugged close to him. ‘I was scared you wouldn’t come for me.’

‘Well, if I hadn’t been diverted off the road, I might not have found you in time.’

Riane gasped and pulled away. She wasn’t in Marcus’s study; she was back in the hotel room and it was Geoff and not her love that held her.

‘No,’ she sobbed, thwarted in her attempt to end her life. ‘The dream was real then.’ She found herself smiling, although it meant she would never see Marcus again — not in this life, anyway.

‘You’ve just had a very close call.’ Geoff moved closer to embrace and comfort her. ‘It’s okay, Riane.’

‘No, it’s not okay!’ She pulled away from him, and felt a little dizzy as she stood up. ‘What is it with men that they feel we women need saving all the time?’

‘Riane! I had to revive you!’ Geoff informed her from a kneeling position on the bed. ‘That was some really scary shit you put me through up there.’

‘Oooh!’ Riane just wished he’d leave so that she didn’t have to try and explain herself. Still, Geoff had said something of interest. ‘You were diverted off the road?’

‘Ah, yes.’ Geoff scratched his head, hesitant to speak of it. ‘By an anaemic-looking bride.’ He sank back into a seated position on the bed, very perplexed about the memory. ‘Who vacated the scene without a trace.’

‘Bethany,’ she mumbled. ‘That’s what Marcus meant when he thanked her for helping me.’ Riane drifted into a reverie as she realised that if she’d had her way, Marcus would still be damned and her along with him. When she looked back to Geoff, he was staring at her as if she was some sort of alien.

‘What is going on with you?’ He sounded disappointed that she was no longer the same doting female he had met a week before. Obviously, he thought the rescue would make him the ultimate hero in her eyes. ‘I just took leave in the middle of a tour to drive down here and save your life. And then you act like I’m not even here.’

Riane raised both her hands to hold her head — what to do about Geoff? ‘To be perfectly honest with you, I don’t think you want to know what’s going on with me. Unless, of course, you’re interested in ghosts.’ Geoff’s eyes widened until Riane feared they would fall out of their sockets.

‘Riane! I’m a tour guide, so of course I’m interested in ghosts.’ He reached out and gently took hold of her hand to encourage her to take a seat on the bed.

‘I’m not talking about the folklore kind of ghosts.’ Riane withdrew to take a seat on a chair. ‘I’m talking about the kind of ghosts that run cars off the road.’

Geoff immediately understood that she was referring to his anaemic bride. ‘Such ghosts become the legends of folklore, my friend. You think I’m not going to recount that story on the next tour?’ He smiled warmly, despite being given the brush-off. ‘Are ghosts the reason you returned to the ruins?’ he queried, cautiously.

‘I’m interested to know more about them,’ Riane conceded, avoiding the need to recount her tale, for it seemed too personal to be passed on to tourists.

‘Well, there’s a department of parapsychology at Edinburgh University. Maybe you should go see them?’ he suggested.

Riane gave a half-laugh, as the idea had a real appeal. ‘Maybe I will.’ Bethany had predicted Riane would find her true calling in life … if lived out, that is. Perhaps parapsychology was it?

‘No offence, Riane, but you look as though you could use a few more hours rest.’ Geoff vacated the bed and made for the door, sensing that she needed time alone. ‘I’m going to stay the night, so, when you’re feeling recovered, should you feel like telling your tale to someone, come and find me. I promise I won’t think it absurd. After all, I saw Bethany, too.’ He smiled, sincerely.

‘Thanks for saving me,’ Riane blurted out before he closed the door behind himself. ‘I really was losing it and if it hadn’t been for you I could have made a disastrous error.’

Geoff seemed to appreciate that his efforts were finally being acknowledged. ‘You could return the favour by letting me buy you dinner.’

Riane really didn’t want to complicate her newly-restored life with a relationship right now, but Geoff wasn’t flirting with her in the same fashion as when last they had met. Maybe he had got the message and was simply interested in hearing about her ghosts. ‘Only if dinner is my shout,’ she said finally, deciding that she would only tell him enough to satisfy his curiosity.


‘Even better,’ he granted and with a wave, he let her be.

The bed looked terribly inviting, although it was not a huge, ornate four-poster. Riane slid under the covers and curled up in the centre. All alone is not so bad when you know you’ve got somewhere to go. A sudden rush of excitement passed through her as she thought about the future — about having a future. And, thanks to her, two other tortured souls had a future, too. How happy must they feel tonight? she delighted herself imagining, as she snuggled into sleep.

For the first time in her adult life, Riane was contented to be warmed by her own body heat.
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I MET LISA when I was still working in retail. She was employed at a coffee shop close by the record shop where I worked. As I drink copious amounts of tea every day, Lisa got to know me fairly quickly. Within days she was making my tea to taste and that made her a goddess in my eyes.

I could tell the second I laid eyes on Lisa that she was a ballet dancer. I think it was the long, thick blonde hair, plastered back off her face in an immaculately tidy bun that really gave her away. I had studied jazz and creative dance for ten years or so — pre the arrival of boys in my life — so I could recognise a dancer from a mile off. Lisa had the poise of movement, the turned-out walk and could be seen doing stretching exercises whenever she had a spare second.

Lisa soon joined the ‘wish to get out of retail and get famous club’ that Claire-Bear, Mandy and myself had secretly formed during our smoke breaks.


It was Lisa’s desire to make a living out of dancing. She was teaching at a ballet school at that time, but having never performed with a professional company she felt too inexperienced to really earn her keep teaching dance. She had also never experimented with any kind of dance outside of classical ballet and jazz. And with a full-time job keeping her on her feet all day, and teaching ballet classes after work on most weekdays and Saturday, Lisa had little spare time to pursue other aspirations.

Like Karen, Lisa always made time to come around to my place to listen to me read instalments of my stories. At the end of each reading session, Lisa always insisted on knowing what was going to happen next in the story. As I’d outline my vague idea to her, more of the story would reveal itself, and I was thankful for someone to bounce ideas off.

When Claire, Mandy and I all left our steady jobs to pursue our own goals, it wasn’t long before Lisa followed suit. But not one to do anything by halves, Lisa got rid of everything that wasn’t working in her life. She quit her job, broke off the relationship she was involved in, moved house and resigned most of her duties at the ballet school. She found a casual job that paid well, and was attending various classes at several dance companies.

Lisa first began dance lessons after she quit university, which in dance circles made her a very late bloomer. She envied me learning dance as a youngster, and feared her age would prevent her getting the professional experience she craved. Lisa’s dance style and technique improved ‘out of sight’ in the years that followed, as did her choreography for the jazz class she was teaching. Still she was not making any headway toward professional dance experience. It was around this time that Lisa’s mother unexpectedly died, which hit Lisa very hard. She was on the point of giving up on her dream and seeking full-time work again, when, out of the blue, one of her dance friends offered her the opportunity to perform in ‘Bodies’ a major contemporary recital that is held every year in Sydney.

I went to see the opening night performance, as Lisa was so sure she was going to blunder and disgrace herself. The tears of pride were absolutely rolling down my face as I watched her perform a flawless routine, whilst some of the better known dancers did make very obvious mistakes.

Afterwards, it was a very changed woman that I spoke with. Lisa had amazed herself, and now that she had lived her greatest dream, she was confident of creating her own reality from then on.

Through her mother’s death, and her dream being realised, Lisa was supported by a lovely fellow who had been hanging around waiting for Lisa to stop living dance a second and notice that he existed.


Soon after the big performance was over, Lisa fell in love with him, and one year later became pregnant with her first child, Chloe, who I am proud to say I aided to bring into the world in early July 2001. Lisa taught at several dance schools during her pregnancy, and is far more confident about teaching her craft these days. And although she has realised one of her dreams, to perform professionally, her greatest adventure (marriage and parenthood) is still unfolding.

A year after Chloe’s birth, Lisa is performing in the ‘Bodies’ recital once again.

Lisa inspired the character of Alma in The Ancient Future Trilogy and the character of Hannah in The Alchemist’s Key.

 

The dream of any young couple is to buy their own home, but you don’t always get told the whole story when purchasing a house. It’s only after you move in that you find out about the faulty electrical wiring, the white ants and that the stove has not been cleaned in a century! When you’re moving to a small town, it seems everyone knows more about your house than you do and no one bothers to say anything until the sale goes through.

The premise for ‘Curses’ came when I was reading a book of Irish ghost stories, and I came across a tale of a haunted house at Berren, Derrygarry. The story took place in the middle of the nineteenth century. This tale embraced a romance, a curse, a poltergeist and finally an exorcism … and even so, the haunting did not end there.
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Prologue

‘THE HOUSE WAS the home of Phillip McLevy, a well-to-do farmer, with a good wife and a young family. Their country lifestyle was idyllic until McLevy got involved with a local girl, who became pregnant and demanded that McLevy marry her. When he refused, the girl called upon the dark forces of nature to devise a curse that would avenge the wrong done her. McLevy was much relieved when the girl left the little country town to start a new life in America and was drowned at sea during the passage. The young farmer’s relief was short-lived however, when soon after, violent, unexplainable happenings began to take place in the house. The parish priest was called in to exorcise the unseen entity and after several hours of praying in every room of the house the priest emerged pale and shaken. He told McLevy that he’d managed to banish the spirit from the house, but that it was still present in the environs. The priest told McLevy never to extend on the foundations of the house or the troubled spirit would be back.

1. The Sale

‘Well, that’s a fascinating story, Mrs Hodson. No wonder this house has been on our books forever.’ Bert, the real estate agent, fixed his aging receptionist with a stern look that urged her to hold her tongue in future. ‘I hardly think such tall stories are going to aid young Steven here to sell the place.’ He turned to his junior. ‘Forget you ever heard that old myth,’ he instructed firmly. ‘This property is very specific to the Garretts’ needs, so just stick to the facts. Is that clear.’

Steven gulped and nodded. He needed the commission.

‘Good,’ Bert concluded. ‘The Garrett’s are very keen, so you ought to be able to sell this one with your eyes closed.’

The junior forced a smile. ‘I’ll do my best, sir.’

‘That’s the spirit.’ Bert gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder for reassurance. ‘I expect you’ll come back with a firm offer.’

 


True, the idea of moving so far away from cosmopolitan life was not thrilling, but Rhea was well used to uprooting herself to accompany Phillip all over the world on business trips. He was a technologist and as such a creative mind as his was always in great demand, Rhea had seen a lot of the world in their three years of marriage. However, this time their move promised to be more permanent. For the first time in Phillip’s career he was determined to develop his latest venture himself and had been given a substantial Government grant to do it.

‘So, what do you think?’ Phillip queried, smothering his own excitement.

Rhea had to admit that the old rundown cottage had potential, far more than the last four houses she’d renovated for their profit.

‘I think it’s a wreck,’ she replied, her glance drifting to the young real estate agent who was showing them the place. ‘The house is worthless … it’s only the huge acreage that makes the property even mildly interesting.’

Phillip smiled, knowing that she liked it. Her complaints were solely for the salesman’s benefit; she was about to negotiate the price of the property down rather considerably and he intended to help. ‘Not to mention the ancient electrical wiring and the archaic fuse box … there’s no earth leakage breaker, let alone any circuit breakers.’


‘None of these rooms will make a decent rehearsal space.’ Rhea placed hands on hips and turned circles. ‘There may not be much demand to teach dance out here, but I do need somewhere to do my choreography and to keep my technique up to scratch.’

‘I suppose there’s plenty of room to extend.’ Phillip pointed out the obvious and Rhea screwed up her nose — despite the fact that she loved renovating.

Steven tried not to cringe as the couple discussed ripping out walls and adding rooms. ‘Well, Mr and Mrs Garrett, the reserve price is negotiable,’ he proffered, hoping to hold the buyers’ interest.

Rhea chuckled at this, as if that fact was plainly obvious. ‘How long, did you say, has this place been on the market?’

Steven looked a little hesitant to reply. ‘About seventy years.’

‘Seventy years!’ Both Rhea and Phillip responded at once.

‘We’ve had a lot of drought out here,’ he explained. ‘The land is not good for farming.’ His spirits then seemed to lift somewhat. ‘But it does provide the perfect location for someone experimenting with a new form of solar energy retrieval and storage.’

Rhea looked at Phillip, annoyed that he’d let the cat out of the bag.


‘Well, I had to clear my development plans with council, hon,’ he defended. ‘I guess word gets around quick here.’

Steven nodded to agree that it did.

‘Well, something like two-thirds of Australia is land that is not good for farming.’ Rhea attempted to salvage the situation.

‘But here in Berrensborough, we have barren land that is relatively close to civilisation.’ The young real estate agent knew this was vital to the success of the project.

‘That is hardly something to be proud of,’ Rhea said scornfully, thinking that agriculture had probably done the damage in the first place.

‘Of course,’ Steven wanted to save face, ‘which is why having people like yourselves use this land for other purposes would be of great benefit to our community.’

Phillip could tell Rhea liked the salesman’s retort, as she now had a more pleasant demeanour.

‘Well, then,’ Phillip rubbed his hands together, eager to buy the place, ‘let us see if we can strike a deal that will be mutually beneficial to all.’

2. Making a Move

The Garretts managed to acquire the property for a very good price indeed — they were amazed how cheap the land was to buy. The house was in such a state of disrepair that it hardly figured in the negotiations. This left a huge surplus for Rhea to renovate with, and she wasted no time in having plans drawn up and submitted to council. She was pleased to have her own project to work on, as Phillip’s construction of a prototype was going to keep him amused on a full-time basis for at least the next six months.

The weather was a little hard to adjust to at first: hot, hot days and cool, cool nights, but the old fireplaces still worked well and the thick, stone walls kept the house pleasant enough during the midday hours. A swimming pool was to be the last addition to the house, once the renovations were done, and Rhea was counting the months.

Whilst they waited for council approval to extend, Rhea kept herself amused with renovating the interior of the existing house, and with every day that passed the place became a little more livable and comfortable. She and Phillip were very pleased with their new acquisition; the place had such a tranquil atmosphere and the peace and isolation was pure bliss after living in big cities.

Nevertheless, the couple was surprised by the local council’s speed in giving their renovation plans the stamp of approval.

The first room planned for construction was Rhea’s studio.


 

It was the week after construction had begun that Rhea first woke in the middle of the night, freezing cold, to find their feather quilt had been flung off the end of the bed. Phillip was still curled up fast asleep and shivering also.

‘Are you crazy?’ she grumbled at Phillip, who didn’t stir as she retrieved the bedclothes and covered them both up once more. The long days working in the fresh air and sunshine saw Phillip completely exhausted at their end, so Rhea was not really surprised that a response was not forthcoming. ‘He must have flung it off unconsciously.’ Rhea rolled her eyes unable to be mad at him and snuggled in to warm herself against her husband’s body heat.

 

‘Maybe my sunburn is getting to me,’ Phillip suggested after hearing Rhea’s complaint the following morning.

‘Well, do me a favour.’ Rhea came to stand at the kitchen door to address Phillip who was seated at the dining table waiting for his breakfast. ‘Leave my half of the covers be.’

Phillip forced a laugh to prevent an argument. ‘I honestly don’t remember flinging off the covers, hon. Still, I promise that next time I overheat when I’m dead to the world, I shall try and bear you in mind.’

Rhea knew he was having a go at her. ‘Well … we were both freezing. We could have caught our death.’ The sound of oil splattering everywhere snatched Rhea’s attention. ‘Shoot!’ She ran to remove the frying pan from the hot plate, using a tea towel to protect herself from being splattered.

‘Jesus, Rhea.’ Phillip entered the kitchen to see what the commotion was all about. ‘I don’t think you really need the plate up that high for eggs. If you don’t like the new kitchen you need only say so. You don’t have to burn it to the ground.’

‘I don’t understand it.’ She placed the pan aside on a cool plate. ‘It’s at the same temperature that I always cook eggs.’ She ventured closer to see the charcoal mess she’d made of the breakfast. ‘Maybe the old wiring doesn’t agree with the new stove?’

‘I’ll chase up that bloody electrician today,’ Phillip vowed, and seeing the state of his eggs he reached for the cupboard. ‘Cereal is looking real good.’

Rhea, rather put out, nodded to agree.

 

Rhea had designed the new extensions to run off both sides of the existing lounge room. Now that her studio was completed, the construction moved to the other side of the house and she was able to get some body work done.

She’d been stretching every day since they’d moved, but as space was limited, her routine had not been as beneficial to her fitness as she would have liked.


It was simply paradise to have such a big space to dance in once more. The new air conditioner had been installed, but had yet to be connected as they were still waiting for the electrician to show and commence rewiring the house; by midday the room temperature was rather steamy.

Next year they planned to return to the city having successfully proven the worth of Phillip’s prototype. Rhea would then resume teaching and performing, and she was currently planning classes. She was deeply engrossed in choreographing a piece when the atmosphere in the studio cooled considerably.

Rhea was rather enjoying the relief from the heat — mistakenly thinking that a cool change had come through — when the CD she was dancing to started skipping all over the place.

‘Damn,’ she grumbled, strolling over to contend with the problem. ‘I must have got grease on it.’ She pressed the eject button, but the CD continued to play; only now it had stuck and was sounding like a bad rap record.

Remember me, remember me, remember me, the recording repeated over and over.

‘Off.’ Rhea hit the Stop button several times, and in sheer frustration she bashed the player.

I want my due, I want my due, I want my due, the CD changed its tune.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Rhea pulled the plug and the machine shut down. ‘What is wrong with all our electrics today?’

After plugging the player back into the wall socket, Rhea was finally able to extract the CD and wandered back into the main house to find something to clean it with. It certainly didn’t look dirty.

Rhea was rather surprised by the warmth of the air she encountered in the lounge. ‘That’s odd.’

When she returned to the studio with her cleaned CD in hand, the drop in temperature was no longer apparent. ‘God, I must be imagining things.’ She shrugged off the incident and got back to work.

3. The Other Woman

The sound of teeth chattering woke Rhea, who discovered it was her own jaw stammering ten to the dozen. Again the bedclothes had been flung from the bed. As before, Phillip was curled up and still fast asleep, but the distance he’d flung the covers this time was truly unbelievable — they were halfway across the room!

‘Phillip.’ She nudged him.

‘Natalie?’ he mumbled, still asleep.

Rhea’s eyes were wide open now. ‘Who the hell is Natalie?’ She thumbed her husband hard.

‘What?’ He woke with a start. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Who the hell is Natalie?’ Rhea repeated her query.


‘What?’ grumbled Phillip. ‘I don’t know any Natalie.’ He went to pull the covers back over himself and was surprised when Rhea referred him to a spot halfway across the bedroom floor. ‘Is this your strange notion of revenge?’

‘I didn’t do it,’ Rhea defended, as Phillip headed over to retrieve the covers, ‘and if you don’t know anyone by the name of Natalie, then why did you mumble that name when I tried to wake you just now?’

‘I have no idea,’ he replied in a rather short tone of voice. He didn’t appreciate being interrogated in the wee hours when he was half asleep and freezing cold. ‘Can we please discuss this in the morning?’ Phillip rolled away from Rhea, pulling the covers around him and settling back down to sleep.

Rhea was in a huff by then and couldn’t go back to sleep. Why was he barking at her? She wasn’t the one uttering the name of another in her sleep.

She tossed and turned on this for a while, then Rhea realised she was being silly. Phillip was NOT having an affair. And even if he was that kind of man, which he wasn’t, there weren’t any women in the immediate area that he could have an affair with! Not to mention that assembling his prototype was eating up every spare minute Phillip had. Why he kept flinging off the bed covers was a mystery, but certainly not one worth losing sleep over; thus, Rhea found herself drifting back off into dreamland.


 

‘I don’t know any Natalie, I’ve never known a Natalie, and I’m not interested in ever knowing a Natalie,’ Phillip stated for the record as he poured himself some coffee.

‘That’s the conclusion I reached,’ Rhea confessed, pulling out the cereal. The stove was still acting up and a repairman had yet to show up to fix it.

‘Oh, hon.’ Phillip placed his mug aside and took his wife in hand for a hug. ‘You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted since the day we met, you know that.’

‘Well, I ought to.’ Rhea smiled to reassure him. ‘You sure pursued me long and patiently enough.’

‘Damn straight.’ Phillip kissed her. ‘I’m not about to blow all that hard work. You are my greatest investment and our marriage is far and away my greatest invention.’

‘Keep talking like that and you’re going to be late for work,’ Rhea warned, seductively.

As Phillip opened Rhea’s wraparound to expose her naked body, he sighed: ‘I do love being my own boss.’

In Rhea’s opinion, sex for breakfast was a fabulous way to start the day, and as the kitchen was about the only room in the house they hadn’t made love in, she was all for christening the space.

The proceedings heated up very quickly as they both knew they would have workmen on the doorstep any second and yet that knowledge only seemed to heighten the delight of the moment. Rhea was just teetering on pure bliss when the kitchen door slammed closed, and fearing they been sprung by the hired help, they brought their encounter to a grinding halt.

‘Who’s there?’ Phillip zipped up his trousers and went to investigate, leaving Rhea in the kitchen grinning with unfulfilled exhilaration. ‘Damn,’ she uttered. But it didn’t matter that the moment had been cut short; only that she felt confident about her marriage and filled with love.

‘There’s nobody here.’ Phillip returned, rather annoyed by the interruption. ‘It must have been the wind.’ He moved in close to Rhea.

Rhea glanced out the window at the motionless landscape, which could have been mistaken for a photograph. ‘What wind, honey?’

‘Forget the door,’ Phillip insisted, drawing Rhea in for a kiss. But, with the sound of a vehicle screeching to a stop outside, they were forced to concede it just wasn’t going to happen.

‘Tonight,’ Rhea suggested and Phillip agreed. ‘It’s high time we lit the fireplace in our bedroom … alongside which we could drink a little champagne perhaps?’

Phillip liked her thinking. ‘Picnic dinner in the bedroom sounds mighty fine.’

‘Done,’ Rhea granted with a kiss.

‘I’ve got a shed-load of winches for ya, Mr Garrett?’ The harsh voice of one of the workmen bellowed down the hall. ‘Where do ya want ’em?’

Phillip exhaled heavily as his responsibilities called him away. ‘Today’s going to seem a long day.’ He winked and left Rhea to it.

‘What about breakfast?’ she called after him.

‘Your love is all I need to sustain me …’ Phillip popped his head back in the door to exclaim in a corny fashion and found himself wearing the tea-towel.

 

The day was long and hot. Rhea worked in the main part of the house, detailing paintwork, as the studio was just too hot to dance in.

Toward evening, when the workmen had left and Phillip had yet to show for dinner, she wandered over to the construction site to advise him to pack it in for the day.

Rhea found him in his large work shed hovering around a forty-foot trailer without the prime mover attached. ‘I see your battery has arrived.’

‘Ain’t she a beaut?’ Phillip stopped fiddling with the gauges and switches to kiss his wife, then turned back to admire his storage system for the energy which would be generated from the solar fields he was building.

‘It’s gorgeous, hon,’ Rhea replied, trying to sound as enthusiastic as Phillip obviously was, but it just came out sounding condescending.

‘It is,’ Phillip said emphatically. ‘It will be able to supply four hundred and fifteen volts, at three hundred amps per cell.’

‘God, I just love it when you talk technical,’ Rhea teased, giving him a hug. She was excited for him.

‘Wait until I tell you how that translates into dollars.’ Phillip hugged her back.

‘Why don’t you tell me over dinner … in our room.’ She jogged his memory. ‘Or have you forgotten?’

‘Not even this little baby would make that engagement slip my mind,’ he assured her.

 

Phillip had managed to keep some energy in reserve and their evening by the fireplace was well spent doting upon each other.

That night, Rhea woke coughing and freezing, but it was smoke and not a chill that was irritating her throat.

The bed covers were far across the room in the smouldering embers of the fire and the fabric burst into flame before her eyes.

‘Phillip!’ Rhea shook him and he woke in a panic.

‘Is there a fire?’ he grumbled in jest, and then noted the smoke that was making him cough and splutter.

‘Yes.’ Rhea pointed to the burning bedclothes.


‘Holy smoke!’ Phillip grabbed the pitcher of water they kept by the bed and emptied the contents on to the flames, which subsequently died out. ‘How the hell did that happen?’

‘That’s what I’d like to know.’ Rhea flung open the windows to clear the smoke and the cold night air rushed over her already freezing form. ‘Sh … oot!’

‘Surely I couldn’t have flung the covers that far in my sleep,’ Phillip reasoned, before hunting down a jumper to put on.

Rhea wrapped her dressing gown tightly around her. ‘Well, if you couldn’t manage it, I certainly couldn’t.’

Phillip didn’t like the agitated and accusing tone in his wife’s voice. ‘So, it’s my fault?’

‘No,’ Rhea replied, realising this heated conversation was about to become a full-blown confrontation. ‘Don’t twist my words, Phillip. That’s not what I said.’

‘Well, if you didn’t do it and I didn’t do it, who did? A ghost?’ Phillip suggested with a good serve of sarcasm.

A sharp ping of fear beset Rhea’s body and the look on her face was enough of a response.

‘Hon, that was a joke.’ Phillip, seeing her fright, approached and hugged her. ‘There is no such thing as ghosts.’

‘Sure about that, are you?’ Rhea could tell by his tone that he wanted a better explanation and could not think of one.

‘Look,’ he took a deep breath and exhaled to give himself time to consider what he was about to suggest, ‘I’m sure Berrensborough has a local priest. Why don’t we get him over to bless the place?’

Rhea pulled away, unable to believe her own ears. ‘Phillip,’ she frowned, surprised at him.

‘Well,’ he blushed, feeling silly, ‘if it will make you feel better …’

‘We are both indifferent to religion, and none of that hocus-pocus will work unless you believe in it. We are more likely to believe a television monitor than a priest.’

‘Brilliant.’ Phillip smiled, thankful that his wife preferred science to superstition, just as he did.

Rhea placed her arms around her husband’s neck, pleased by their amicable mood. ‘Tomorrow night we’ll do a little film-making.’

4. Divine Intervention

In her studio, Rhea was taking advantage of the cool morning hours to get some work done. The electrician had yet to show his face and Phillip was threatening to rewire the house himself.

An hour into her routine, there was a distinct drop in temperature. Rhea could only conclude that there must have been a change in the weather; it would normally be getting warmer.

He’s mine now, He’s mine now, He’s mine now.

‘Ooooh!’ Rhea felt frustrated when her CD started acting up again. But, as she approached the player, it occurred to her that it had been the drop in temperature which preceded the previous problems with her CD player.

A sudden wave of fear beset Rhea’s body and she froze. She stared at the player, suddenly apprehensive of it, whereupon it switched off and startled the life out of her.

Another sound became apparent, a faint moaning. As the sound increased in volume it became obvious that this was the moan of a woman in the depths of pleasure. Someone is getting laid. Rhea’s fear left her as she crept closer to the wall behind which the encounter was taking place. I was under the impression we were paying those guys to work, thought Rhea, suspecting one of the workmen of inviting his girlfriend on to the job.

‘Oh, Phillip,’ the woman was heard to moan as her pleasure overwhelmed her.

Rhea gasped, her eyes filling with tears as she ran through the house, out the front door and around the side to see with her own eyes what was happening.

Nothing was going on there. Rhea heard Phillip off in the distance, where his large prototype was under construction, yelling instructions at workmen. ‘Oh, thank God!’ She turned back toward the house and was startled by a priest.

‘Apologies, Mrs Garrett, I didn’t mean to give you a fright.’ The young, fresh-faced man in black backed off a step. ‘You just ran straight past me. I thought you saw me.’

It wasn’t his sudden appearance that had Rhea spooked; it was more that Phillip and she had spoken of the local priest just last night. Rhea looked to the heavens, wary that the divine might be eavesdropping on their private conversations. ‘I’m sorry, Father …?’

‘Chuck,’ he informed her and Rhea had difficulty smothering her smirk. ‘Unfortunate, I know,’ the priest admitted, ‘but my surname is Scandinavian and too complicated for everyday usage.’

‘Well, do come in Father.’ Rhea decided to keep it simple and avoid the risk of bursting into laugher.

 

Rhea made some tea in a pot and arranged a variety of biscuits on a plate. These were neatly placed on a tray, with a jug of milk, the sugar bowl, teacups, saucers and spoons. Rhea had seen people entertain priests on TV and they always served tea in this fashion. ‘My husband and myself are fairly non-religious, Father. I fear your trip out here in this heat shall seem an awful waste of time.’

The priest was eyeing the large dining area and lounge room carefully, feeling a foreboding energy emanating from the new door in the far wall of the room. ‘Welcoming such constructive people to our region is a highly enjoyable endeavour, I assure you, Mrs Garrett.’

Rhea entered the dining room carrying her tray, and noticed the look on the priest’s face. ‘You’d normally just have a mug, right?’ She set the tray down on the coffee table, feeling embarrassed.

‘There’s nothing like tea in the pot though, is there?’ he said kindly.

Rhea hated to admit it, but Chuck seemed a genuinely nice fellow. He took the liberty of pouring.

‘Welcome to Berrensborough, Mrs Garrett.’ Chuck passed her a filled cup. ‘We wish your project much success.’

‘Thank you, Father.’ Rhea accepted his good wishes gracefully, although she found herself shouting over a sudden round of hammering. ‘All goes splendidly with construction at present,’ she assured him.

The priest noted that she frowned when she said this and waited for the hammering to stop before he spoke. ‘It’s good to have scientifically-minded people take on this property. You’re already dispelling that old local superstition.’

‘What superstition?’ Rhea was intrigued.

‘Has no one told you this house’s history?’

Rhea strained to hear Father Chuck as the hammering started up again. ‘What kind of a history?’ she shouted back, and decided she was sick of competing with the workmen, who were now using drills. ‘I’ll just tell them to take a coffee break.’ Rather than do any more yelling, Rhea walked out the back door and around the side to speak with the workmen in a dignified fashion.

 

Chuck was painfully aware of being alone in the house and his attention was again drawn to the new door. The forbidding presence that emanated from it seemed to double in intensity in an instant. No, he cautioned himself. I’ve heard the story and I am giving it false power. He breathed easy, having got a grip on his fear.

The handle on the new door turned, and slowly the door opened inward, whereupon the priest’s fear began rising anew.

A cold presence swept into the lounge room. Chuck felt it rush over him and noticed that a distinct smell of the sea was left in its wake. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and then the hairs on his head, down his arms, his back and legs. When the items on the tray before him began to vibrate, then to jump about, Chuck decided to pray. Only moments into his recitation, the priest felt a cold entity straddle his lap and pin him to the lounge with its weight.

Your name tells me your weakness, Father, a female voice whispered.

This startled the priest, as he heard the voice inside his mind, but felt a cold exhalation of breath against his ear as the words were spoken.

Your problem is emotion, I feel … it’s too liquid.

Chuck felt the pressure of a hand, maybe two, being placed upon his stomach region and as the pressure rose up between his ribs, Chuck felt suddenly nauseous. He was going to be violently ill.

The entity retreated and released him, whereby the priest ran out the front door and away from the house to be sick.

 

Rhea was surprised to find the lounge room empty. ‘Father?’ She looked into the kitchen, before heading out front to spy the priest some distance from the house. ‘Father!’ Rhea wondered why he was crouched over, but as the priest was made aware of her presence he headed straight for his car. ‘Is something amiss with you?’

He did not answer. He just started his car and tore off in a cloud of dust.

‘Was that a priest I just saw?’ Phillip strode across the dirt to join Rhea on the porch.

‘It was.’

‘Is throwing up on a property considered a blessing these days?’ Phillip thought the priest’s behaviour rather odd. ‘What did you do to the poor fellow?’

‘I didn’t realise he was being sick.’ Rhea began to chuckle, she knew it was cruel but her funny bone had been tickled. ‘Father Chuck.’ She managed to squeeze out an explanation for Phillip.

Phillip smiled, amused, though surprised. ‘That’s a bit cruel, hon.’

‘No!’ Rhea hit Phillip for thinking she would bad-mouth someone in such a way. ‘That is his name.’

‘Really?’ Phillip smothered his laughter with one hand. ‘You didn’t poison him?’

Rhea played up to the insult by swiping her husband’s shoulder again. ‘All he had was a few sips of tea. Maybe he has some sort of illness?’ she suggested, although the priest had appeared to be in fine health when he’d arrived.

Phillip grinned. ‘Well, with a name like Chuck …’

Rhea bit down on her grin. ‘Stop it. He must cop a lot of that, poor man.’

‘Perhaps he’d do better to change his name to something with less of a stigma attached,’ Phillip suggested. ‘Like …’

‘Phillip!’ Rhea cautioned.

‘Dick,’ he grinned, unable to help himself, ‘Or —’

Rhea clamped a hand over Phillip’s mouth; she was laughing too hard to hear any more.

 

That night Rhea woke up feeling cold, but not freezing, for she’d had the foresight to wear a warm tracksuit to bed. The bed was covered in something soft. Switching on the light Rhea found feathers everywhere.

‘What the …?’ Phillip woke, blinded by the light and curious about the feathers he was spitting out of his mouth.

Rhea scampered across the room to find their bedcover had been ripped to shreds, which explained where all the feathers had come from. She held the tattered remains up for Phillip to view.

‘Now that wasn’t me.’ Phillip pulled on something warm as he moved to inspect the shredded fabric.

Rhea shook her head to agree. ‘But whatever it was, we have it on film.’

They smiled at their own brilliance as Rhea handed over the feather-strewn cover and grabbed the video camera they had set up in their room.

Phillip hooked the camera up to the television, and fast-forwarded through a couple of hours of footage of them sleeping and they laughed at themselves in an unconscious state. Static on the picture intensified suddenly and then washed out the picture altogether.

‘What was that?’ Rhea gasped. Phillip rewound back to where the disturbance started and pressed play.

‘There.’ Rhea pointed to a dark shadow moving toward their bed.

‘That’s nothing,’ Phillip scoffed, until the shadow approached the camera and the picture began to break up. ‘Why are we getting ant races? Maybe the film is stuffed?’


When the picture returned, feathers were settling on the bed, the covers were gone, and Rhea awoke.

‘You were saying?’ Rhea looked at her husband, who was lost for words. ‘Tell me that that shadow, and our mysterious problem with bed covers, are unrelated?’

‘I don’t know what to think,’ he replied in all honesty, a bit bewildered by it all. ‘But I’d sure like to know why that priest left in such a hurry today.’

‘Well,’ Rhea exhaled heavily, trying not to be alarmist about the events of the last twenty-four hours, ‘as I’m going to have to go into town to buy us a new bed cover, perhaps I shall pay the good Father a visit.’

5. Thought Forms

Rhea bought two bed covers — just in case — and did some grocery shopping, then drove to the local church located at the top of the hill at the end of the main street.

The church itself was empty of people, so Rhea headed around to the private chambers at the rear.

The priest opened the door. He looked very pale, and upon seeing Rhea, he half-closed the door again. ‘Please, this is not a good time.’

This was the last thing Rhea expected a priest to say to anyone. ‘Did we do something to offend you?’ She didn’t understand; he seemed almost fearful of her.

‘No, nothing.’ Chuck hugged one hand to his stomach, covered his mouth with the other and ran off.

‘Father …’ Rhea wasn’t leaving before she got some answers. ‘Have you caught a bug? Can I get you anything?’

Rhea could hear him in the bathroom, being violently ill. She felt terrible trying to suck the priest for information, when he was obviously feeling so poorly, but this bedclothes phenomenon was getting worse by the night. What would this evening hold in store? Rhea didn’t even want to think about it until she had some idea of what they were dealing with.

The priest emerged from the bathroom wiping his face with a towel. ‘No, on all counts,’ he assured her. ‘But you must leave. I am expecting somebody.’

‘Please, Father …’ Rhea decided to throw herself on his mercy. Surely no priest could refuse that. ‘You said the other day that our house had a history. If you know anything about strange occurrences taking place there in the past, I need to know about it.’

‘You’ve experienced strange occurrences?’ He was immediately interested.

‘Oh, yeah.’ She emphasised her words by raising her brow. ‘And I believe you’ve experienced at least one instance yourself?’ She was guessing their dark shadow had given him a scare.


Before Chuck could respond, he rushed off to the bathroom to be sick again.

‘Sweet Jesus have mercy,’ he mumbled as he went, having had as much as he could stand. ‘I’ll never do something that stupid again, if Max would only get here.’

There was a knock at the door, which Rhea took the liberty of answering.

‘This is a pleasant surprise,’ said the round-faced, aging fellow, who sounded like he might have been English, although his speech was also tinged with an Australian accent. ‘I was expecting a sick priest,’ he explained.

‘You’re a doctor?’ Rhea backed up to let him in.

‘Of sorts,’ he replied on his way past. ‘The name’s Maxwell, but most Aussies call me Max.’ He shook her hand.

‘I’m Rhea Garrett.’ She returned the introduction. ‘We’ve recently bought —’

‘Yes, I know.’ He sounded intrigued, but as the priest sounded like he was dying, Max pointed to the bathroom to indicate he’d best go tend his patient. ‘What has been done to you, my lad?’

‘Mrs Garrett should leave,’ the priest insisted.

‘Why?’ Max reasoned. ‘I think she’ll need to hear the prognosis. Tell me what happened?’

Rhea didn’t enter the bathroom, but stood out in the hall listening to the priest’s story, and what she heard was deeply alarming.


‘I tried to protect myself with prayer, but it seemed to have no effect on the ghost whatsoever.’ Chuck panted in exhaustion, pleased to have managed to tell his tale without being sick again.

‘That’s because I suspect you weren’t dealing with a ghost, but rather a thought form,’ Max deduced.

‘What’s a thought form?’ Rhea finally stepped into the doorway, unable to curb her curiosity any longer.

‘A thought form is associated with psychic phenomena.’ Max, who was seated on the side of the bath, began his explanation. ‘It is a pocket of energy endowed with a degree of intelligence by its originator and with some of the originator’s personal qualities as well. That is why the presence seemed female to you.’ Max looked at the young priest, who was now drinking a herbal brew which Max had mixed up and was clutching a large crystal to his stomach which Max had also pulled out of his bag of tricks.

‘So, because the thought form presented itself as female to Father Chuck, we know a woman created it,’ Rhea summed up.

‘Actually, we know via the local legend that a scorned woman is the source of the trouble in that house,’ Max explained. ‘Does she not know this?’ He looked to the priest for an explanation. ‘That’s the whole reason you went up there in the first place. And I had told you not to go.’

‘I know.’ Chuck was frustrated by the fact. ‘But the entity caused me such a scare, I just had to get out of there. But, please,’ the priest encouraged his friend, ‘feel free to do the honours now.’

When Rhea had heard the tale, her first reaction was that of anger. ‘And the real estate agent didn’t see fit to mention that our house was cursed!’ She took a deep breath as she realised that their insurance probably wouldn’t cover damage resulting from thought forms. ‘This farmer’s name was Phillip, you said?’

Both Max and the priest nodded.

‘And the girl who cast the curse. Her name was …?’

This query made both men frown, but it was Max who had a stab at remembering. ‘N something. Nadine, Nicole … no.’

‘Natalie,’ Rhea suggested and Max clicked his fingers.

‘That’s it, Natalie … how did you know?’

Rhea just shook her head, her mind too busy processing the information to be bothered with an explanation. ‘So how does one exorcise a thought form?’

‘Oh, you don’t want to exorcise a thought form. That would only make it stronger, like Chuck’s prayer did,’ Max advised. ‘You need a very experienced psychic to return the energy back to its rightful sphere of activity.’

‘Where the hell am I going to find a psychic?’ Rhea baulked at the idea, until Chuck referred her to Max.

‘Oh, no.’ Max declined. ‘I don’t do that sort of thing any more.’

‘You’re a psychic?’ Rhea was shocked by this news, and stared at Chuck. ‘You’re a priest and you go to a psychic for healing?’

‘Yes.’ Chuck didn’t see what was wrong with that. ‘I wasn’t always a priest, you realise. I grew up in these parts and I know that Max is the greatest authority on psychic phenomena around, as he used to belong to one of those secret orders that studied occult matters.’

‘You’re a witch?’ Rhea was even more surprised. ‘I mean, a warlock?’

‘No, no.’ Max objected to the misconception and Chuck had a chuckle at his old friend’s expense. ‘I’m glad to see you’re feeling better,’ he snapped at the young priest, before turning back to address Rhea’s query. ‘When I was a century younger,’ he exaggerated, ‘I belonged to the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. The Order has done much investigation into occult and magical practices, which I found all very interesting, but also dangerous, and potentially damaging in the hands of those out for personal gain. As I felt many people in the Order were studying occult doctrine for the wrong reasons, I withdrew from their company and moved out here to Australia.’

Rhea was fascinated by the explanation, as Max seemed such an intelligent fellow and not at all the magician type. ‘So, if you can’t help me with this, Max, can you recommend someone who can?’

Max thought seriously a moment and then shook his head. ‘You see, you’ve got a couple of real big problems that prevent you from getting rid of this particularly nasty thought form. My advice is sell the place and move elsewhere.’

‘We can’t, we’ve invested too much.’ Rhea panicked, knowing this news would break her husband’s heart, not to mention the large hole it would leave in their bank account. ‘What are the problems?’ Rhea urged Max to tell her, although he seemed doubtful that she really would want to know. ‘Please.’

‘Well, for a start, the originator of the thought form is no longer living and as time on the inner planes functions differently to here, it’s going to be a little difficult to return the thought form to it’s rightful sphere of activity. Its source has transcended elsewhere.’

‘Oh.’ Rhea understood about half of what he’d said.

‘Secondly, since the way in which the curse was first banished from the house was crude and inappropriate —’

‘An exorcism,’ Chuck interjected for her information and Max grinned in gratitude. He had been trying to not offend the guest.

‘The thought form withdrew from the house as requested by the priest, only to spread out on to the property. You see, thought forms have no spirit, no inner knowing or connection to mass consciousness. Therefore, they do not understand human concepts of good and evil, of God or light. So it’s no good telling a thought form to return to God or hell, or to enter the light, if the originator did not believe in these things. Thought forms know only that which they were designed to do, that for which they were spawned. They cannot be reasoned with, as a ghost or a spirit can be. The priest did manage to make the thought form dormant, but it did not leave. You opened a doorway for the entity back to physical world expression when you extended your house.’

‘I wish someone had told us that before we renovated.’ Rhea was feeling really depressed now. ‘What was this thought form designed to do?’

‘Well, thought forms can be empowered by certain elements.’ Max considered her case. ‘Thanks to Chuck’s experience we know this thought form has a strong influence over liquids. It also had a sea water smell, you said?’ Max looked to the priest and he nodded. ‘Natalie drowned at sea so that smell seems to support our suspicions that she was the instigator of the thought form. It also suggests that she actually cast this particular thought form as she was dying, rather than it belonging to the curse that was cast on the house before Natalie left here for America.’

‘According to the tale, nothing weird did happen until after she drowned,’ Chuck informed them.

‘Tell us of your experiences, Rhea,’ Max invited. ‘They might give us a few more clues as to the nature of the beast, wherein we might find a weakness.’

Rhea was more than happy to spill her guts on the whole affair and when she cited every instance of strange phenomena that she was aware of, it sounded rather a lot. She left out the fact that Phillip and she were having sex when the door slammed in the kitchen; she merely said they were having a smooch.

‘Sounds like this female thought form might have a bit of a crush on your husband,’ Max suggested, and the priest nodded and agreed that most of the behaviour sounded as if it was jealousy-motivated.

Rhea gasped, covering her mouth with both hands and shaking her head, not wanting to accept this new explanation.

‘Or perhaps it thinks Phillip Garrett is Phillip McLevy,’ the priest suggested. ‘If the exorcism put it to sleep, wouldn’t the present just feel like the next day to the entity?’

‘Quite possibly.’ Chuck’s reasoning impressed Max, but he wanted to get back to the subject of elements. ‘The entity has a strong earth presence if it can move objects — like the bedclothes — and that would explain how it opens and closes doors with no accompanying wind.’

‘Because there was no wind felt when doors opened and closed, there can be no air element connected to the curse,’ Chuck explained for Rhea’s benefit.

‘Well, that makes perfect sense,’ Rhea reasoned. ‘If Natalie drowned at sea, then the one element she would have been short on would have been air.’

‘And fire,’ Chuck added.

Rhea nodded. ‘So does this information help us in our endeavour to be rid of this entity?’

Max thought hard about it and then cocked an eye at them. ‘I’d have to do some research,’ he stated, obviously not wanting to commit to the quest in a hurry.

‘Would you? Please,’ Rhea begged, using her large blue eyes to best advantage. ‘I’d be more than happy to pay you for your efforts.’

‘Of course.’ Max relented and forced a smile. ‘But for the time being, I advise you to be nice to the entity if it makes its presence felt. Don’t do anything to rile it.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Rhea said, emphatically, ‘I won’t.’

6. A Current Affair

When Rhea returned home, she was surprised to find the front door locked and that her key would not unlock it.

‘Goddamn it!’ she grumbled, giving the door a kick before she headed off around the house to the back door. ‘Why the hell is it locked anyway?’ The workmen had all gone for the day, but Phillip’s car was still in the carport. ‘Phillip!’ she called as loud as she was able. ‘Phillip!’ Rhea gave up, figuring he must be working on his construction.

On reaching the back door she was completely stunned to find that it would not open either. ‘This is ridiculous!’ she decided. They never locked this door.

She resigned herself to walking across the hot, dusty distance between the house and the construction site to find Phillip and see if he could explain why he’d locked everything — perhaps he’d thought it best because he was not close at hand to keep an eye on the house. Surely he hasn’t changed the locks?

‘That’s a bit paranoid,’ Rhea concluded. ‘Who the hell would be bothered travelling out here to commit a burglary?’

Phillip was not working on his solar project, nor was he in the huge shed. ‘Oh, damn.’ She grabbed herself a drink of water, before traipsing back to the house. ‘He’s got to be inside.’

She banged on the door, calling his name for several minutes, then, fed up with waiting, she went around peeking inside the windows to see if she could locate him.

Rhea was about to give up when, through the bathroom window, she spied Phillip’s feet; he was laid out on the laundry floor. ‘Phillip!’ She banged on the window. When she could raise no response from him, her fear for his wellbeing urged her to grab the closest hunk of timber and smash the bathroom window. She quickly cleaned away the excess glass and managed to hoist herself inside, only sustaining a couple of minor cuts in the process.

‘Oh, Jesus,’ she uttered upon finding he was unconscious. ‘Phillip?’ She slapped him around the face a bit, whereupon he stirred.

‘What?’ he grumbled, annoyed to wake up with a thumping headache. ‘What happened?’ he asked, realising where he was.

‘I was just about to ask you the same question?’ Rhea appealed. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yeah, I think so.’ He raised himself, with some help from Rhea, holding on to his aching head. But when Rhea touched the back of his neck he winced. ‘Ouch.’

‘You’ve got a bad bump back here.’ Rhea took a look at the area that was giving him grief. ‘Did you knock your head on something?’

‘No …’ He sounded uncertain about that and endeavoured to explain. ‘I was throwing my dirty clothes in the wash, when I thought I heard dripping water. I started looking about for a leak when I thought …’ He paused, smiled and shook his head.

‘You thought what?’ Rhea encouraged him to voice his observation.

‘I thought I smelt sea water,’ he shrugged, ‘and then my lights went out.’

Remembering that the priest had noted the same smell, Rhea’s jaw dropped.

‘Is something the matter?’ Phillip queried, noticing his wife’s stunned expression.

Rhea was not given the chance to respond. Her eyes had drifted back to the glass debris on the bathroom floor which had begun to vibrate on the tiles. ‘Watch out!’ She grabbed Phillip’s hand and made a break for the door. Splinters of glass shot forth and shattered against the laundry appliances, barely missing Phillip as he was dragged out the door, which Rhea slammed closed behind them.

The couple leant against the door, catching their breath after the close call, then Phillip turned to Rhea to inquire, ‘You saw the priest today?’

Rhea only nodded, her expression grave.

‘We’re haunted?’ He would have felt silly suggesting this, had he not been knocked unconscious by some unknown force and had he not seen glass take flight of its own accord.

‘No,’ she stated, cringing. ‘What we’ve got is much, much worse.’


 

No longer feeling comfortable in the house, Rhea led Phillip back out to his shed to convey what she had learnt — needless to say, Phillip was infuriated by the news.

‘Those fucking bastards!’ He looked around at his yet-to-be-realised project and kicked one of the huge tyres on the semi-trailer. ‘No wonder they were prepared to sell this place so cheap! What the hell are we going to do now?’

‘I don’t know,’ Rhea kept a civil tone, ‘but hopefully the Father’s friend, Max, will come up with a solution.’

‘And what if he doesn’t?’ Phillip shot back at her, realising his anger was misdirected, but unable to help himself. He was furious!

‘Hon —’ Rhea was about to try and reason with him, when the sound of a car arriving drew their attention. They headed outside to see the car screech to a halt, and the priest and Max climb out of the vehicle.

Rhea ran to greet them. ‘Am I ever glad to see you guys. Please tell me you have a solution.’

‘We may well do.’ Max smiled reassuringly. ‘But we’ll have a bit of a hunt ahead of us first.’

‘A hunt?’ Rhea frowned.

‘We need to brainstorm,’ Max advised. ‘Any chance of a cuppa?’

‘Sure,’ Rhea directed them toward the shed. ‘The house is a little angry this evening.’ She explained her choice of venue.

‘I thought you said you wouldn’t do anything to upset the entity,’ Chuck teased.

‘My husband beat me to it.’ Rhea motioned to Phillip and introduced the men on the way to the shed.

 

When Max heard about the latest occurrence, he was very pleased. ‘Well, perhaps our search won’t be as difficult as expected.’

‘How do you mean?’ Rhea sipped on her coffee, struggling to keep a steady hand. Just speaking about this afternoon’s misadventure had her nerves on edge.

‘Well, I discovered that this thought form could not have attached its “self” to this house, unless there was something left here by the instigator to draw it hither.’

‘The original curse,’ Rhea guessed.

‘Exactly,’ Max confirmed. ‘Even though the curse did not take effect when it was cast, the thought form arose during Natalie’s tragic death experience and it was drawn here by whatever voodoo charm had been first used to hex the house. All we have to do is discover this charm and remove it.’

‘And, as this entity draws its energy from a water and earth based source, Natalie must have left something pertaining to these elements inside the house somewhere.’


‘Could that have had something to do with the dripping I heard?’ Phillip wondered.

‘Well, the entity sure didn’t like you snooping around in the laundry this afternoon,’ Max confirmed Phillip’s suspicion, ‘so I’d say that’s a damn fine place to start looking.’

‘We might want to clear up the shattered glass,’ Rhea suggested, trying to make light of the horror.

‘If it means we get to keep the property, our lives and our sanity,’ Phillip reasoned, ‘it will be well worth a few scratches.’

‘I suggest we wait until morning before starting our search,’ said Max, ‘as the light will be better.’

‘Well,’ Rhea sighed in relief, not too keen on sleeping in the house anyway, ‘it’s a good thing I’ve got new blankets in the back of my car.’

 

In the first daylight hours they headed back to the house, their backs sore from the odd sleeping arrangements. The front door opened with ease and the three men headed straight for the laundry, whilst Rhea made coffee and laid out some food.

Phillip quickly cleaned up the splintered glass so that it could cause no more grief and as he swept the last of it away, he noted the dripping sound once more. ‘Hear that?’

Max frowned as he listened hard and then nodded.

‘Where’s it coming from?’ Phillip passed his dustpan full of glass splinters to Chuck who took them to the kitchen for disposal. Phillip checked the taps and connectors in the laundry and bathroom, but none were leaking. He turned to find Max down on all fours, with his ear to the timber floor in the laundry.

‘Listen here.’ He urged Phillip down. ‘Your ears are younger than mine.’

Phillip got down on his haunches, then hesitated. ‘Watch my back, will you?’ Max winked to indicate that he would, and Phillip placed his ear to the floor. ‘You’re right.’ He was excited by the fact and immediately headed outside to grab some tools.

Rhea was curious about all the noise and as she entered the laundry, bearing cups of coffee in hand, she nearly freaked out — her husband and Max were attempting to rip one of floorboards from the floor. ‘What are you doing?’

The floorboard gave way and cracked in half, whereupon the strong scent of sea water filled the room, the smell of which made everyone back away.

The smell swept past Rhea and into the house, and then all the doors slammed closed.

Everyone stood breathless a moment, waiting to see if the entity intended to retaliate further, but when all remained still and quiet, Max dared to speak.

‘I think we found its haunt.’

Once most of the floorboards had been ripped away, an old well was exposed.


‘Now what?’ Phillip stared down into the dark recess. ‘How are we going to dredge that? God knows how deep it goes and if Natalie threw some sort of voodoo hex down there it has probably disintegrated anyway.’

‘A bottle of water and some dirt might have done the trick if the right words were invoked,’ Max told them, remaining calm as he thought about the next step. ‘Do you have a water pump?’

Phillip smiled at the simplicity of what the old bloke was suggesting. ‘Will that work?’

Max shrugged. ‘We won’t know unless we give it a go.’

‘It’s got to be worth a try,’ Rhea seconded. She hated to think they’d destroyed the floor to no end.

‘I’ll rig it up.’ Phillip went to fetch the water pump.

‘I’ll give you hand.’ Chuck followed him outside.

‘So what shall we do with the water?’ Rhea quizzed Max. ‘If we let it flow on to the property won’t that release the entity into the great outdoors?’

Max shrugged. ‘I would tend to think that exposing the curse to the two elements it doesn’t have, air and fire,’ he motioned to the sun, ‘shall render it null and void.’

‘And if it doesn’t?’ Rhea ventured.

‘The way I see it … what have you got to lose?’ Max queried and Rhea saw his point.


 

Phillip dropped a hose into the well and ran another outside where the water could flow into the sun-parched earth. ‘Okay …’ He looked to everyone present as if asking if they were ready; secretly they were all worried that the entity would not take kindly to having its home disturbed. Nevertheless everyone gave Phillip the nod, and he flipped the switch on. The pump powered up and began sucking water out through the hose into the sunshine.

After a few moments when all seemed to be going swimmingly, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

‘You really think this is going to work?’ Phillip uttered aside to Max who raised both brows.

‘I —’ he began but noticed that the door to the laundry had crept open and the casing of the pump had started to spark. ‘I think something is amiss.’

Suddenly the pump blew a pressure valve, and when water started flowing into the casing of the pump, Phillip knew they were in trouble. ‘Move it!’ He grabbed Rhea and wrenched her out the back door. Max and Chuck exited quickly behind them as the pump exploded in a shower of sparks.

‘Shit!’ Phillip growled as the sparks and smoke subsided and the pump died a sad death. ‘So much for that idea.’

‘Um …’ Chuck was staring at the electrical cord that plugged the pump into the wall. ‘What is that?’ He pointed to a visible electrical charge that was moving slowly down the power cord and toward the electrical socket on the wall.

Phillip moved closer, having never seen anything like it in all his time as an electro-mechanical design engineer. ‘I have no idea.’ His first impulse was to rip the power cable out of the socket, or at least switch off the power point, but Rhea held him back.

‘Don’t touch it,’ she demanded, as it was obviously live and faulty.

In that moment of hesitation the strange electrical phenomenon disappeared into the wall.

‘Oh dear,’ mumbled Max, not wanting to alarm anyone with the thought he was having.

‘Oh dear, what?’ Phillip urged him to voice his woes.

‘I’m not entirely sure, but what if our watery entity has been empowered by the electrical charge and is now using the electrical system to transport itself to a safer abode elsewhere?’ Max suggested meekly.

‘But surely the surge guard will shut down the power once the charge reaches the meter box,’ Chuck posited, ‘and trap the entity in the electrical wiring of the house.’

‘Double shit!’ Phillip ran around to the side of the house to view the old meter box. ‘The electrician has yet to fit an earth leakage breaker,’ he explained his distress to the others as he ran. ‘There’s nothing to stop it from accessing the mains power, the local power plant, the rest of the town and beyond!’

‘Oh my God!’ mumbled Chuck, as he ran after Phillip with Rhea and Max in tow. ‘I know you probably think that the people of Berrensborough deserve whatever they get, having kept you in the dark, but if that thing gets loose in town, we’ll never pin it down. We have to stop it here.’

Sure enough the strange charge passed through the meter box and started heading down the wire that connected their property to the mains power.

‘Think of something, honey,’ Rhea begged. ‘You’re smart. Can’t you think of something?’

Phillip did not even respond; he was already racing to toward his work shed.

‘What’s he doing?’ Chuck quizzed Rhea, who looked even more worried now that her husband obviously had something in mind.

‘I don’t know.’ She ran after Phillip to find out.

Her husband emerged from the shed, strapping on a tool belt, and carrying a large leather strap and a very long ten-millimetre cable.

‘What are you going to do?’ Rhea pleaded, already knowing that whatever it was, it was dangerous and she didn’t want him to do it.

‘That’s a five-mil cable that the charge is running down.’ He pointed to the thinner cable running overhead, as he continued to make his way toward one of the more distant poles on the property. ‘So, if I clamp it off, I can redirect our friend down through this MCI cable and into this ten-mil cable.’

‘No,’ Rhea begged, ‘you’ll get fried!’

‘So long as I’m only touching wood, I’ll be fine.’ He kissed Rhea, and then passed the leather belt around himself and the power pole and then used the strap to climb the pole, carrying one end of the large cable up with him.

‘Careful!’ Rhea pleaded, biting her nails as he reached the top and began work.

The unknown entity was steadily moving along the power cable toward Phillip and as it inched forward Rhea feared for Phillip’s life. ‘It’s getting closer!’

‘I know, sweetheart. Don’t harass me.’

‘Um.’ Max hated to disturb the man when he was working. ‘Where are you planning on redirecting our friend to.’

Phillip clamped off the line, and realised that in his hurry to deal with the problem he’d screwed up. ‘Good point. Rhea, get the other end of that cable and plug it into one of the cells on the battery. And hurry!’

Rhea picked up the cable and ran with it. ‘Which cell?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he yelled back, ‘but once you see the charge enter the battery, and the amps rise, hit the knife switch and it should be trapped. Run!’ He glanced up to see the unknown entity hit the cable that was connected to the pole he was working on. He grabbed the plug of the ten-mil cable that he’d secured to his belt and went to plunge it into the MCI connector, but in his haste he lost his grip and the weighty cable dropped back to the ground.

Max and Chuck were both running with Rhea toward the shed.

‘Somebody!’ Phillip yelled. If he dropped down to the ground to retrieve the cable he’d never climb back up in time.

Chuck did an about-face and raced over to help Phillip.

‘Come on, Father, move your arse!’ Phillip sat holding the MCI connector that was about to be hit by their strange electrical surge and he didn’t really want to find out what would happen if it reached him and had nowhere to go.

Chuck, puffing and panting from his sprint, picked up the cable and began swinging it in a circular pattern, like a cowboy might swing a lasso.

‘We’ve got one shot at this Chuck. Make God proud!’ Phillip held out his left hand to catch the cable, whilst holding the MCI connector firmly in his right hand.

The priest let the cable fly up, right into Phillip’s awaiting grasp. ‘Yeehah!’ the priest exclaimed in relief.

The entity was nearly on top of Phillip. Although he was tempted to, he knew he should not rush. He pushed the connectors together until he heard a click and then pulled them slightly apart to be sure the connection was secure. As the charge reached the connector, he let go and slid down the pole.

‘Great work.’ Chuck slapped his shoulder.

Phillip felt this was no time for congratulations, as the charge had picked up speed and was now racing down the cable toward Rhea who was only just rounding the shed. ‘Holy Christ! It’s moving faster than it should be. Run, baby, run!’

As Rhea came to a stop in front of the battery, she spied the charge come round the corner of the shed and race up the cable toward her. Her fright nearly made her drop the cable, but they’d come too far to blow their chance of trapping this entity now. She let out a screech as she pushed the plug into a cell socket, and no sooner had she let go than the charge passed into the battery and the gauge on the cell suddenly rose to fifty amps.

Phillip came racing into the shed with Chuck hot on his heels. ‘Hit the knife switch, babe. Quickly, before it realises it has nowhere to go.’

Rhea threw the switch and everyone took a second to catch their breath.

‘Did we get it?’ Chuck queried. He could not relax until he knew.

Phillip checked the gauge and the amp reading indicated that they had indeed captured the beast. ‘It’s trapped in a lead casing.’ He unplugged the cable, just to be sure, and then kissed his horrified wife and held her close.

‘I’m so proud of you.’ Rhea squeezed her husband and collapsed into tears.

‘It’s all right, hon,’ he comforted her, ‘it’s over.’

‘So what happens to the entity now?’ Chuck wondered.

‘We remove all the connector plugs and wait for the battery to go flat.’ Phillip was fairly sure that that would be the end of that.

‘You are a brilliant man.’ Max smiled and held his hand out to shake Phillip’s and then Rhea’s hand. ‘And you are a very brave young woman.’

‘We couldn’t have done it without you.’ Rhea smiled broadly at the occult scholar.

‘And you, Father.’ Rhea looked across to the priest, who was quietly thanking God.

‘Yeah, Chuck, you did great.’ Phillip awarded the priest his due. ‘Where did you learn to swing a cable like that.’

‘Rodeo,’ he explained in a word, his response surprising the young couple. ‘Well, I wasn’t always a priest, you know.’
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THE WOMAN WHO, without doubt, has had the most profound effect on my career is Selwa. If everyone had someone like Selwa in their life, then we would all be successful, famous and oozing with confidence.

I had finished the first draft of The Ancient Future and had headed straight into an edit without thought for what I would do with the manuscript once I was happy with it. I had an inkling, or maybe just a secret hope, that the right person to help my book to publication would come along by the time it was complete.

As I mentioned earlier, it was my mother who first set me on my path to being a published author by passing my script to Lynny Rainbow, who in turn passed it on to Selwa.

The scenes in The Cosmic Logos that tell the tale of my road to finding an agent are as true as I can recall them. There was an author friend of Lynny’s, David Sale, who generously recommended me to Selwa — despite not knowing me from a bar of soap — and I thank him kindly for placing this last brick in the bridge that led me to finding an agent.

I must confess that at the time I didn’t even know there was such a thing as an author’s agent; along with most people, I just assumed that you sent your script off to a publisher and then waited a couple of years to get a response.

Before I heard back from Selwa about the manuscript, I was chatting with a friend, who just happened to have once worked as a sales rep for a major publishing house. When he heard that Selwa was reading my script he nearly did a backflip he was so excited. ‘She’s only the most influential agent there is to be had in this state and possibly this country!’

I smiled, quietly saying to myself, the Universe always provides.

It was the day of my tenth wedding anniversary when Selwa phoned me to change my life with the news that she loved my manuscript. Words cannot describe the wonder and awe I felt at that moment regarding the powers of creation, fate and destiny. After my misadventures in the film industry, I’d been suppressing an underlying fear that I’d been kidding myself about ever being able to write for a living. Selwa dismissed that fear for good, and guided me out of the murky regions of being an aspiring writer and into the magical realm of being a professional author.

And God knows there were many obstacles to overcome during this transition — finding a publisher; getting promotional photos; negotiating contracts; edits, edits and more edits; designing a jacket; launching and promoting the book. By the time the book hit the shelves I was very thankful to have discovered that there was such a thing as an author’s agent and that they are an absolute must-have if you want to get taken seriously and actually get published. Who, in their right mind, would want to negotiate all of the above alone and without any idea about what is a fair thing? Not this little black duck, that’s for sure!

My relationship with Selwa has gone far beyond the normal agent – author business dealings. I call her my fairy godmother as she is like a second mother to me. I have been privileged to see a side of this wonderful lady that very few people get to see. Most who have met Selwa professionally would probably consider her a rather charming, powerful and very focussed businesswoman, but she has a deeper, spiritual side that many may not be aware of.

Numerologically, the name Selwa belongs to a ‘Perceptive – Bewitching personality — a magnetic person with a keen sense of knowingness or sixth sense, who has the ability to attract others without trying and has many friends.’ Never a truer assessment was made. Selwa has on several occasions shown a rather uncanny psychic ability, as I know on a personal level — she successfully predicted the birth of Lisa’s first babe, Chloe, who was due the week after the Popular Writing Festival held at the NSW Writers’ Centre in Sydney. Having exhausted herself organising it, Selwa didn’t want me to miss the festival. As I had promised to be one of Lisa’s carers for the birth, I was concerned that my private and my professional life were set for conflict. Selwa, who had never met Lisa, told me there was nothing to worry about because the babe would be born the weekend before the festival, and I would be free for the festival. This would mean that the babe would be two weeks early and, silly me, I doubted the forecast. I should have known better, as late in the weekend before the festival, Chloe was born.

With her wonderful inner wisdom, Selwa has never attempted to suppress my esoteric style of writing. In fact, she has always done her best to encourage my research and private investigations into the greater mysteries, and into the exponents of these secrets present and past. And thus I am able to present such a book as this to my readers: something a little bit different, that might be a bit hard to categorise; a bit left of centre for some and food for thought for others.

So, you see, Selwa really is a fairy godmother with magical powers that are showered on all her authors to further the righteous cause of Australian popular fiction both here at home and abroad.

 

Originally I had planned to write Selwa into a computer-ghost story, as Selwa detests technology, but as I researched ‘The Lost Word’, the story took on a completely different slant.

As a young woman Selwa was a great traveller and quite the man-magnet. When I spoke to Selwa about her young bachelor days the character for this tale began to take form. I saw her as a rather self-assured and fearless adventurer, much like the Lara Croft character from Tomb Raider — without the guns. Selwa also detests violence.

In the past and present many archaeological expeditions looking for information about the secret mysteries have been funded by secret societies such as the Freemasons, Rosicrucians, Illuminati, druids, Gnostics, Hermetics, alchemists, and the personality of this character was bold enough to deal with such people. Thus, the search for ‘The Lost Word’ was conceived.

A special mention and thank you: The name of this character, Karita, was actually drawn from one of the regular contributors on my message board, who is currently in the UK investigating sacred sites there. Her name was so perfect for the character that I asked if I could use it and Karita kindly agreed.

With this character I feel I have captured the essence and allure of Selwa — the fearless, the psychic, the mediator, the creator and the adventurer. There is so much magic in this lady it seemed only fitting that her ghost story should lead her into realms otherworldly.








The Lost Word
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1. The Guardians of Secrets Past


Long ago, a doctrine was parted,

half was published, half was shrouded.

The truth was hidden underground,

by a Brotherhood, duty bound.




Crucibles, war and strife would pass,

before the hidden doctrine would surface.

Any clue as to the secrets lost,

must be pursued at any cost.



IN THE CHAPTER ROOM the Brotherhood gathered, as it had done regularly for centuries, to discuss issues of the world that were of interest to their secret organisation.


This evening it was a young, prominent art collector who had something to share with the Brotherhood. ‘Grand Master, fellow colleagues.’ He raised himself from a lush throne-like chair, which was positioned in a circular formation of thirteen chairs, twelve of like design, for only the Grand Master’s seat stood apart from the others in splendour. The art collector extracted a print from a large cylinder and carried it across the floor featuring the insignia of their order, and placed his offering in the hands of his superior. ‘This is a print of an original painting that an art dealer in Australia thought I might be interested in.’

The Grand Master, a business tycoon, opened it out and was immediately struck by the subject matter of the painting.

‘This piece was painted by one of our Australian brethren, Master Collector?’ he asked.

The art collector cocked an eyebrow, for this was the conundrum. ‘Neither the artist nor the dealer belongs to our order, Grand Master. The art dealer knows I have a passion for ancient symbolism and, although this piece is not antique, he thought the striking imagery might appeal.’

‘Indeed it does.’ The Grand Master had paled, and he passed the piece in question to his most trusted advisor, who was seated on his right.

‘Good heavens,’ uttered the historian as he viewed the work. ‘This is an almost exact replica of an illustration found among the tattered remains of the ancient scrolls, which we have recently unearthed?’ He looked at the art collector, his face shrouded in confusion and worry.

‘Indeed,’ the young art collector confirmed, and his restrained pleasure was in vast contrast to the mood of his older colleagues. ‘And only this copy of it is in full colour and is complete, the pillars being inscribed with hieroglyphs.’

‘Have you checked these glyphs against the original work?’ the Grand Master wondered out loud.

‘Yes, I have.’ The art collector paused a moment to heighten the suspense. ‘The glyphs on the pillars are exact in every detail.’

All present in the chamber gasped and whispered among themselves.

‘But … see here.’ The historian pointed to the archway that connected the two pillars in the picture. ‘There was nothing written here in the original.’

‘Yes, that is true, Master Historian,’ granted the art dealer. ‘But if you would be so kind as to translate this addition to the brethren, you might consider the message to have merit.’

The old historian adjusted the glasses on his nose and examined the tiny symbols depicted in the print. ‘Whosoever seeks The Lost Word …’ he read and then paused, stunned, as he looked up to his breathless colleagues to convey the rest, ‘… shall find it herein.’

The Grand Master appeared to be very perplexed by this. ‘Who is the artist? What is his name?’

‘Her name,’ the collector ventured, again shocking his entirely male audience, ‘is Karita Torelle.’

‘A woman!’ gasped the historian, outraged. ‘How can this be?’

‘Well, I have a theory,’ the art collector offered, and his superiors, eager to hear it, indicated he should proceed. ‘She could have found a copy of ancient texts that our excavations are currently unearthing both here in America and in Scotland. Or maybe we have the remains of a copy and this woman has found the original? The house in Sydney that this woman occupies was owned by one of our brethren early last century. His name was Tristan de Scott, and he rose through the ranks of our order before his insights into ancient doctrine made him of some interest to our brothers of the Inner Order.’

‘The Rosicrucians.’ the Grand Master stated and the young art collector nodded in confirmation.

‘Apparently, de Scott had started channelling information from a spirit claiming to be Francis Bacon, Roger Bacon, and Christian Rosencruz amongst other renowned forefathers of the society.’ And as you know there is speculation that Francis Bacon could well be the unknown creator of the original picture we have just unearthed in Scotland at the Rosslyn Chapel.’

‘I have read about this case.’ The Grand Master frowned as he recalled details. ‘I believe de Scott was blackballed from the RC and excommunicated from our order for disrespect to senior members.’

‘That is correct, Grand Master,’ the art dealer said, and although he knew his view might be frowned upon he voiced it nevertheless. ‘The senior members of that time had deemed de Scott’s channelling to be fraudulent, which perhaps might explain his condemning outbursts. However,’ he continued before anyone had the chance to counter his view, ‘if de Scott was channelling the identities he claimed he was, these famous brothers were likely to have seen the lost texts before they were hidden, and then lost.’

‘And you think de Scott is now somehow channelling through this girl?’ the old historian scoffed.

‘Well, de Scott was a rebel, and how better to offend the Brotherhood than to channel our sacred doctrine through a woman?’ suggested the collector. ‘There does seem to be a certain irony to that.’

‘De Scott was born in Scotland and perhaps he knew of, or even saw the text we have uncovered at Rosslyn, before he moved to Australia? Thus, it seems more likely …’ the Grand Master headed off an argument between the youngest and eldest members of the circle, ‘… that this woman has found whatever de Scott was referencing to get his information.’

Now the old historian was shaking his head, looking as if he was about to have heart failure. ‘Well, we’d better get someone down under to find out, quick smart!’ he snapped, at his wit’s end.

At a pat on the hand from the Grand Master, the historian calmed. ‘Go to Australia immediately, Master Collector. Buy this work and every copy or print ever made of it.’

The art collector nodded. He understood that money was not an issue in this case.

‘I shall inform the Imperator of the Inner Order of your findings and shall pass on to you any further instructions they may have via our network in Australia,’ the Grand Master concluded. ‘You have done well in bringing this emergency to our attention, Master Collector. Now, I trust you will head off a crisis by delivering this work into our hands … and the source of Ms Torelle’s inspiration as well. She must not be allowed to go public with this.’

The art collector nodded. ‘Fear not, dear members. I have already told the dealer that I plan to make a substantial offer and have asked him to withdraw from the marketplace all prints, copies and promotional material associated with the work. He assured me that this was unnecessary as he contacted me first and was awaiting my bid before promoting the work further.’

All in the room gave a sigh of relief, although the Grand Master was still wary. ‘Be very sure about that,’ he cautioned.

The collector gave a slight bow in parting. ‘I shall.’

2. For the Love of Spirit


In the twilight hours, when she lay sleeping,

a soul from yesteryear came creeping,

to whisper wisdom from another age

to splatter across her empty page.




No great harm could come of it,

he only ever wished her profit.

He knew the work would be recognised,

by those who saw through ancient eyes.



As the cab drove off, Karita turned to admire her house, the exterior of which she’d had cleaned during her absence. She noted that the two tall chimney stacks on the roof looked rather more pitted now than they had before they’d been cleaned. ‘I must get them painted,’ she decided.

The ringing of the phone urged her to haul her luggage on to the porch and she fumbled through her bag in haste to find the front door key. ‘Who could be calling me? Everyone knows I’m gone until the end of the month.’ She managed to unlock the door and in the middle of pulling the suitcase into her house, the phone ceased to ring. Karita was tempted to swear but resolved to wave it off. ‘I don’t feel like talking anyway.’ She flung the door closed.

Her mobile phone rang and startled the life out of her. Karita retrieved it from her pocket, annoyed to be so jumpy. ‘It’s the jet lag,’ she decided, flicking a button on her mobile. ‘You’ve found me,’ she announced.

Her art dealer, Aldo Azzi, was heard to cheer on the other end of the phone. ‘Just thought I’d take a chance. I was going to try email next. You’re home early. Didn’t you like the Middle East?’

Karita groaned, disenchanted by the question. ‘I don’t know why I bother travelling any more —’

‘Sorry, sweets, you’ll have to speak up,’ Aldo interrupted. ‘You know what my hearing is like.’

‘I said, I don’t know why I bother travelling any more … since I moved into this place, I am more inspired here than anywhere. Maybe I’m just intimidated by everything I’m absorbing when I travel?’

‘I think I’ve sold “The Lost Word”,’ Aldo announced as Karita had started mumbling again.

Karita gave an excited screech. It was one of her major pieces, which her dealer intended to sell for a small fortune.


‘Please, darling, my hearing.’ Aldo requested a little restraint from her.

‘Sorry, Aldo, I had to get that out. So, who is the interested party?’

‘An art collector from the US, who has a passion for Masonic symbolism,’ Aldo informed her, sounding impressed by his own efforts.

‘Why would a Mason be interested in my picture?’ Karita didn’t know anything about the society, except that it was all male.

‘I don’t know that he is a Mason.’ Aldo was quick to correct her misconception. ‘I only know he has a passion for their symbolism.’

Karita hadn’t really considered that her rather ethereal dreamlike work would interest such an audience. ‘And he has seen the painting?’

‘Yes, indeedee,’ Aldo assured her. ‘And get this, he wants to buy all the prints, copies and promotional material as well.’

‘What?’ Karita found this news rather disturbing. ‘Why? Does this mean that my amazing work will never be seen by anyone else?’

‘Some private collectors are weird like that,’ Aldo brushed aside her worries, ‘but I don’t think you’ll care once this gentleman makes a bid.’

‘A big spender, hey?’ Karita joked, and her amusement was momentarily choked as she sensed the great expectation in her dealer’s voice.


‘Let me put it to you this way. He’s just hopped on his private jet and is on his way to take collection as we speak.’

‘He’s that confident of buying it?’ Karita’s voice had gone all squeaky and weak.

‘Put the bubbly on ice, my precious,’ Aldo said confidently. ‘I trust you’ll make yourself available to meet with us this evening?’

‘Tonight?’ Karita came down from her cloud abruptly. ‘I feel like hell, Aldo. I’ve just travelled halfway around the world —’

‘So has he,’ Aldo pointed out. ‘So, around seven at the gallery should suit. Cheers, bella.’ He blew her a kiss and hung up.

‘I thought I was supposed to be calling the shots in this relationship.’ She clicked her phone closed and tossed it on to the lounge. ‘Well,’ Karita smiled as she thought about a large cash influx, ‘I suppose I should grab a nap then.’

The unpacking could wait until tomorrow and her large, familiar bed was so inviting. ‘Home!’ She took a running jump to land belly down upon her mattress and gave a deep, satisfied sigh as she snuggled in for a snooze.

 

Oh, but she was lovely — and home early too.

Karita had the look of a Middle Eastern beauty: dark eyes, olive skin and a mass of long, thick, black hair. To some extent, the western culture into which she’d been born was reflected in her strong independent nature and her highly stylish dress sense. Her small, slender frame leant itself to body-hugging attire, which heightened her trendy image — ‘as skinny as a rake’ was the in thing.

Did you miss me, Karita? Tristan asked as he floated alongside the sleeping female, who grinned in response to his question. Torture me with tales of the men you seduced in your travels. Did you meet anyone special this trip? Tristan hoped not; he hated the idea of a man moving into the house with them.

Karita, still in a deep, blissful sleep, slowly shook her head. ‘No,’ she mumbled, ‘they all manage to bore me senseless before they get anywhere near me.’

Tristan gave a delighted chuckle. Tell me all your news. The brothers have sent someone to acquire our picture, I hear?

‘Aldo isn’t sure the buyer is a Mason,’ Karita mumbled, unaware that she was having this conversation.

Oh, he is a Mason, sure enough, Tristan warranted. And he’ll pay handsomely for the picture, so make sure you hold out for his best offer … a million, at least!

Karita laughed out loud at this and nearly woke herself up.

I know you think I’m a naive, old has-been, but I know what I’m talking about in this case.


 

A knock on the door woke Karita.

Surprisingly enough she felt rather chipper after her short rest. The knock on the door was repeated, and as she was still fully dressed, Karita moved to answer it. ‘Yeah … who is it?’

No response.

‘Hello?’ Karita reached the door and hesitated to open it.

‘Are you Karita Torelle?’ a pleasant male voice responded.

‘Who wants to know?’ She looked through the peephole, but the fellow had his head down and she couldn’t see his face, only his shoulder-length light brown hair.

‘I’m interested in a picture you’ve painted,’ he explained without looking up. ‘The Lost Word.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Karita couldn’t believe it. ‘You’re the buyer?’ She opened the door at once, and although the man was not the jetsetting big spender she’d imagined, he seemed pleasant enough.

‘You don’t know me,’ he smiled, to reassure her. ‘My name is Logan de Scott.’

De Scott! Tristan was shocked by the visitor’s claim. Could it be?

‘Pleased to meet you,’ Karita was thankful that he’d introduced himself, as she’d forgotten to ask the buyer’s name when she’d discussed the sale earlier with Aldo. ‘Won’t you come in?’

Logan shook her hand and stepped inside, his eyes darting about the large house as if searching for something.

‘You’ll have to excuse the mess.’ Karita referred to her luggage, still piled in the lounge room. ‘I’ve just got back from OS.’ Then she noted Logan was looking at her artworks and not the state of her house. ‘The picture you’re interested in is at the gallery,’ she advised Logan, but his eyes continued to roam the house.

‘This house has a history,’ Logan explained, his roving eyes still at last.

He knows, Tristan feared.

‘Really?’ Karita wondered how a buyer from America would have knowledge of an obscure old house in Sydney, Australia? Now that she came to think about it, he didn’t sound American at all, but rather, as Australian as she was.

‘A rather infamous Mason once lived here,’ he advised.

No, don’t tell her! Tristan begged in vain.

‘A Mason!’ Karita was shocked at hearing the secret organisation mentioned twice in one day. Still, if this guy was a Mason himself, then that might explain his knowledge of the house. ‘How do you know this, Mr de Scott?’


He smiled, warily. ‘The man in question was my great-grandfather, Tristan de Scott.’

So … finally someone in my family will admit that I existed. Tristan was angry at being suddenly confronted by a long-lost great-grandson.

‘Oh, my God.’ Karita could hardly believe his claim. ‘What a coincidence?’

Logan’s smile, although well intentioned, seemed to be mocking her somehow; or maybe ‘testing her’ was a more accurate description. ‘My grandfather claimed to be the channel for a highly evolved planetary Master.’ He paused to gauge her reaction to the news.

Karita cringed, not knowing how to respond. ‘I had an aunt who thought she was Cleopatra,’ she commented sympathetically and Logan began to laugh.

‘The thing is,’ he became serious again, ‘it was believed that my great-grandfather was a fraud and that the secret knowledge he claimed to channel through this spirit was actually acquired from a very old, very valuable and very sought-after text … which may still be concealed in this very house.’

Logan took a step toward Karita, and the intense expression on his face caused a chill down her spine. A loud crash in her bedroom gave Karita an excuse to back away from the man. ‘Probably the damn cat,’ she explained, even though she didn’t have a cat, and ran quickly down the hall.


In her bedroom she took deep breaths to recover from the scare. Maybe she’d just imagined that expression on his face?

She noted a whole pile of things had been swept from her dressing table on to the wooden chair that sat in front of it; she didn’t understand how this had happened and right now she didn’t much care.

Don’t trust him, Karita, Tristan warned. Call the police.

‘He’s creepy.’ She decided she didn’t like being alone with Logan. ‘I’ll just tell him to meet me at the gallery to discuss this.’

Karita roused her courage to confront her guest once more and was spooked to find that he’d already departed.

‘Too weird,’ she decided, having checked all the rooms and closets.

I never thought they’d link you to me. Tristan regretted inspiring this girl with his knowledge. If they believe you have possession of the lost doctrine, as they believed I did, then you are in great danger. He cursed his desire to take revenge on the Masons and mock them from beyond the grave. He’d hoped that the order would recognise this woman for the exceptional channel she was and be forced to humble themselves before her and pay her to acquire the knowledge they sought. I should have known they’d suspect fraud before the simple truth.


3. The Oldest Tongue


Via Enoch, Hermes, Solomon and Hiram,

a sacred language was taught to man.

Its key word, the cause of a hundred wars,

was hidden far from any shore.




The ancient tongue passed through the ages

all the way down to modern sages.

This text was the key to find the expression,

that would grant mankind power over heaven.



Karita wasn’t that keen about meeting Logan again, but as Aldo was expecting her, she made herself presentable and drove down to the gallery. It felt wonderful to be driving her own car; she’d really missed her little MGB when she was overseas.

The gallery was in the inner city suburb of Paddington and had private off-street parking. Beside Aldo’s black SAAB was parked a white stretch limousine, and try as she might, Karita just couldn’t imagine Logan de Scott climbing out of the luxurious vehicle.

Inside the gallery, Karita found Aldo speaking with a very distinguished-looking gentleman, who was much more the buyer she had imagined. When Aldo had finished hugging her, he turned and introduced Karita to Preston Molay, the potential buyer.


Although Karita was relieved not to be dealing with Logan de Scott, she could feel the heat of her fear burning her up. What business had Logan de Scott had at her house today, if he was not the buyer? How did he know so much about her? And she’d been stupid enough to invite him into her house!

With these thoughts racing through her mind she accepted a cold glass of bubbly from Aldo and drank a toast to good business. The dealer then excused himself and went to his office to organise some paperwork, leaving Karita to entertain their client.

‘So, I hear you are fond of Masonic symbolism, Mr Molay.’ Karita made conversation, trying to ignore the lecture she was still giving herself in her head.

The blond-haired, blue-eyed businessman smiled and explained: ‘Symbolism is the language of the cosmos, enabling the soul-mind to communicate with its deepest essence. Masonic symbolism, in its highest forms, is spiritual architecture.’

Molay was just Karita’s type: rich, intelligent and charming. ‘I feel I touch my soul when I paint,’ she admitted, and then glanced at the painting that Molay was here to buy. ‘So you see Masonic symbolism in this piece?’

Molay laughed as if Karita was making a joke.

‘I’m serious. I know nothing about Masonry, thus —’


‘Nothing at all?’ Preston stopped laughing.

‘Well, how would I?’ she reasoned. ‘It’s boys only, isn’t it? I mean, men only,’ she corrected, in case her comment caused offence, but this only seemed to make her dig more obvious.

‘There are female chapters of the Masons too,’ he informed her, smiling. ‘I believe the organisation is called the Eastern Star.’

‘Never heard of them.’ Karita shrugged apologetically. ‘But then, I’ve never been one for organisations. In my personal experience, individual people are reasonable and open-minded, but put them in an organisation and they become mindless sheep.’

Preston nodded, obviously seeing her point but not necessarily agreeing with it. ‘But one man alone can accomplish very little. If he forms associations with other like-minded souls then they can achieve much more by pooling their resources.’

‘They can achieve more good,’ Karita granted, ‘or more damage. And a group of people hellbent on causing damage is much harder to reason with than just one man.’

Preston appeared not to know what to make of her argument. ‘Well, this is all very astounding,’ he commented, as he strolled closer to the painting in question, ‘for this piece is entirely composed of Masonic symbolism and I’d assumed that that was completely premeditated on your behalf.’


‘Well, I’m sorry to disappoint.’ Karita followed him. ‘Does this information detract from the appeal of the painting?’

‘No,’ he was fast to reassure her, ‘not at all. But it does make this work something of a puzzle.’

‘How so?’ Karita was flattered by the statement and intrigued. ‘What is it you see in there, Mr Molay?’

He was looking at her as if unsure whether she was testing him, lying to him or being entirely honest. Still, he resolved to smile, and stepped up to the painting to explain. ‘These two pillars covered in hieroglyphs that extend up both sides of the work, one of marble, one of brass … these are the Pillars of Enoch. On these sentinels are inscribed the history of creation, the principles of the arts and sciences, the doctrine of Freemasonry. These pillars were described by Soloman in ancient times, but sometime in the late sixteenth century an unknown artist and scribe drew a picture of these columns and added a curious inscription that gave the secret location of a precious treasure deposited in a subterranean vault.’

‘What precious treasure?’ Karita took the bait.

‘This is unknown, although in an accompanying text that was uncovered with this sixteenth-century work, it was said that a triangular plate of gold, on which was inscribed the ineffable name of God, the secret word of creation, would be needed to unlock the treasure.’


Karita gave a nervous laugh. He was deadly serious, but how could he be? ‘These hieroglyphs, as you call them, are just a bunch of shapes, lines, dots and dashes that I made up.’ She grinned, feeling he was pulling her leg. ‘I went out of my way to ensure they didn’t look like any ancient glyphs I’ve come across. You’re not going to tell me you can read my etchings … are you?’

Preston raised both brows at the challenge and moved closer to the work. ‘The forms we see in the physical are but crystallised sound,’ he read slowly, taking time to access all the glyphs carefully. ‘Complete control of future action … but is hindered —’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Karita pointed out.

‘Well, I can only see approximately one third of the column in your two-dimensional picture?’ Preston suggested. ‘Ever thought of doing sculpture?’ He was only half joking. ‘You see, it was also prophesied by this unknown sixteenth-century artist that his work depicted two engraved columns that had been hidden somewhere to be found at a later date by one enlightened enough to put the information contained thereon to good use. But, the columns have never been found, only a two-dimensional painting that discloses part of the text needed to find the treasure. Thus, to find the treasure, one needs to find these columns in order to find the triangular plate that will unlock the treasure and to discover the secret location of the treasure.’

‘You’re not kidding, are you?’ Karita didn’t know what to think.

Preston folded his arms, highly amused. ‘And you’re not kidding either. You really don’t know anything about the significance of this piece?’

‘No,’ Karita said in all seriousness before her nervous smile returned. ‘For me it was just a flight of fancy.’

Aldo was heard suppressing a delighted chuckle in the background, and both Karita and Preston looked to find the dealer had returned. ‘Shall we talk money, people?’

 

Karita’s first assessment of how she felt when she woke the next morning was — terrible! She’d drunk way too much champagne last night and she didn’t even remember getting home. She was not usually a heavy drinker, but then it wasn’t every day that one became a millionaire, or that one was pursued by one.

Preston Molay had turned out to be way too charming and she vaguely recollected being treated to more champagne in the back of his limousine. He must have dropped me home? That’s right!

‘He asked me to lunch!’ Karita’s excitement overtook her headache and she smiled broadly, rolling on to her back to check her bedside clock for the time. She found it was missing; the whole table had been knocked over. ‘Hold on.’ She noted the upheaval around her. ‘Is this home?’

Yes, this was her room. Karita sat up to have a better look around. These were her things, but — ‘What the hell happened?’ It looked as if a cyclone had ripped through every nook and cranny in her room. ‘Please don’t tell me the entire house looks this way.’ Karita reluctantly dragged herself up and out into the hall to take a look.

‘Shit!’ was all she could say as there wasn’t an item that had been left unturned. Then she noted all her electronic equipment was lying about in a mess. All her paintings had been ripped from the walls, but none had been stolen. ‘It doesn’t look like they took anything?’

Logan came back looking for the lost texts, Tristan advised her, sorry that he’d been unable to stop the intrusion, although he had managed to scare his great-grandson off before Logan found the precious treasure Tristan guarded. They didn’t find it a hundred years ago when they tortured me to death and they won’t find it now.

Karita gasped suddenly as she recollected Logan’s words from the day before. ‘A very old, valuable, sought-after text, which may still be concealed in this house! Damn it!’ She stomped her foot, angered. ‘I should have seen this coming. Damn.’ She stomped her foot again when she realised she couldn’t even remember if the place was like this when she staggered in last night. ‘Ouch.’ The impact of her stomping finally registered in her brain and her head began to throb. ‘Fine champagne never usually gives me a hangover.’ Still, her head was thumping and she felt urged to make haste to the bathroom; she was going to throw up.

Once the unpleasantness was over, Karita noted from her reflection in the mirror that she was still dressed in the clothes that she’d worn to the gallery. She tried to remember getting home last night, but the brain strain made her feel queasy again. The last thing she remembered was drinking in the limo. The thought of booze was enough — she was sick again.

‘So,’ Karita indignantly pulled herself up from driving the porcelain bus, ‘this is how it feels to be a millionaire.’

I’m sorry. Tristan considered his get-rich scheme for Karita had backfired rather badly, and instead of making her happy, as he’d wished, he’d placed her in grave danger. I suspect you were drugged.

‘Karita?’

Oh, my God! The distinctive accent of Preston Molay was enough to send Karita into another mild panic.

‘Miss Torelle! Are you all right?’ He sounded concerned, so she thought she ought to answer him.

‘I’ll be right out, Preston!’ They had got to a first name basis by the end of the evening.


‘Gee, I like what you’ve done with your place,’ he commented in a far calmer tone.

‘You like it?’ Karita desperately scrubbed her face clean. ‘It’s called post-espionage.’ She splashed her face with cool water and reached for the towel and her toothbrush.

‘What got stolen?’

Karita scrubbed furiously and spat. ‘Nothing that I can see.’ She rinsed her mouth, wiped her face and grabbed for her bathrobe.

‘I told you I should have come in last night,’ he stated, playfully.

Thank God you didn’t. Karita assumed he’d dropped her at the door, and was thankful not to have to ask how the evening had concluded.

‘No witty retort?’ Preston pressed.

Karita emerged from her bathroom tying on her robe. ‘But you see, you would have had nowhere to hang your hat, as it were,’ she joked, referring to the mess around them.

‘I never bother with hats.’ He grinned and Karita considered that he was far too handsome to contend with this early in the day.

‘Shouldn’t you have a hangover or something?’ She protested at his witty mood. ‘You drank just as much as I did.’ Karita headed for the kitchen to make coffee.

Preston followed. ‘So why would someone ransack your place if they didn’t steal anything?’


‘Oh, I know who did it,’ Karita announced in an agitated tone as she found the kettle, filled it with water and plugged it in. ‘This creep of a guy that came calling yesterday … Logan de Scott.’

‘De Scott?’ Preston’s interest was immediately struck. ‘Any relation to the Tristan de Scott who once owned this property?’

‘What is it … advertised somewhere?’ Karita realised her cups were smashed all over the floor.

‘No, no.’ Preston attempted to set her at ease on that count. ‘His was just a very special case in Masonic circles.’

She sighed, resigned to the fact that a cup of coffee would not be forthcoming, and grabbed her opportunity to ask, ‘And you move in such circles?’

‘I move through many circles,’ he grinned, ‘and there are circles within circles, believe me.’

‘And all these … circles, are interested in finding a certain text that they suspect Tristan de Scott was referencing.’ Karita stunned Preston with the comment, so much so that she felt suddenly wary of him. ‘The same text that they suspect I am referencing.’ Her anger overcame her fear when she realised that Preston was probably only seducing her to find out if the lost texts existed. ‘Please leave,’ Karita demanded, taking a step away from him.

‘I know what you’re thinking and it couldn’t be further from the truth.’ He was so calm it was infuriating.


‘I have to call the police anyway.’ Karita reached for her wall phone, to find it was no longer on the wall.

‘Of course, you’ll have to find the phone first,’ Preston commented timidly, to break the tension, and Karita began to laugh and then cry. This whole situation was absurd!

‘Look …’ Preston took her hands and suggested, ‘Why don’t you come out to my car and I’ll make you a cup of tea?’

Karita looked into his eyes. He seemed so sincere, but deep down in her gut she knew that she only wanted to believe him because he’d just written her a cheque for in excess of a million dollars. She slipped her hands from his grasp and stepped away. ‘Thanks all the same, but I’ll pass.’

Preston appeared to be perturbed that his charm wasn’t working. ‘You’re in grave danger, Karita. You have to let me help you. I know things you don’t.’

She was shocked by the claim, but resolved not to give in to her fear. ‘Such as?’ Karita folded her arms, delighted to have put him on the spot.

‘Well I could start by explaining the rest of your painting to you,’ he suggested.

Karita pondered her decision long and hard. ‘All right, I’ll let you make me a cup of coffee. But you can bring it to me inside my house.’

‘Not a problem,’ he agreed, sporting a large smile of relief.


 

Tristan didn’t like the American sitting so close to Karita, sipping coffee as they huddled to view a postcard-sized reproduction of her painting ‘The Lost Word’.

‘So, impress me.’ Karita prompted Preston to get on with it and stop flirting with her.

Yes, do get on with it, Tristan whispered in the visitor’s ear, wishing that he could make the intruder hear him. But he could not.

Karita only heard Tristan because she was open to such possibilities and more so when she was asleep. By day she was too distracted, but at night Tristan had Karita all to himself. There was only one way to make himself heard in the material world and that was to possess a physical body. Tristan knew this was very draining on a physical form, especially if the person who owned the body was not psychically adept.

‘The beautiful celestial building beyond the pillars of your picture is the House of the Holy Spirits,’ Preston began.

‘Spirits plural?’ Karita clarified that it wasn’t a slip of the tongue.

‘Yes. You see, it is believed that the true Rosicrucian Order consisted of a number of adepts who were no longer subject to the laws of humanity.’


‘The Rosicrucian order?’ Karita cocked an eyebrow. ‘They were connected to the Knights Templar, weren’t they?’

‘Sort of,’ Preston frowned, ‘but much Masonic doctrine was drawn from theirs.’

‘I’m seeing the connection now.’ Karita gestured for Preston to continue.

‘These adepts,’ he started awkwardly, feeling that she wasn’t taking him very seriously, ‘were considered to be superhuman and their temple existed in the spirit realm.’

‘And, let me guess,’ Karita preempted the punchline. ‘These guys guard the triangular plate of gold on which is inscribed the secret word of creation.’

‘Perhaps,’ Preston commented as if he had not considered that before.

‘So what does the solid, decorative altar-like stone in the etheric building represent?’

‘Masonic lodges lay cornerstones in new buildings. It is the first stone placed when the foundations are laid. You’ll note the marker is in the northeast corner, midway between darkness in the north,’ he pointed to the night sky at the top of her painting and then moved his finger to the right to point to the sunrise, ‘and the light in the east. This represents the place of non-judgement and union with a divine perspective.’

Not bad! Tristan was impressed. Still, you’ll never figure the connection to this house.


Karita was staring at the tiny reproduction of her painting, unsure as to whether to believe Preston’s account of what it meant. Then she noted how the tiny glyphs on her two pillars made them appear pitted when reduced to this size. Pitted! She had a sudden vision of the chimney stacks on the top of the house that she’d just had cleaned and tried not to gulp at her realisation.

‘Is something the matter?’ Preston queried, seeing clearly that something had clicked in her brain.

‘No,’ Karita smiled to curb her silent panic, ‘but I am wondering why you are telling me this. I don’t know anything about these secret texts you’re looking for. In fact, I’d never given the Masonic order a second thought before yesterday. I travel, yes, and I have admired many of the architectural and artistic feats to be found the world over, and of course they have subconsciously influenced me. But that is the extent of this mystery, I assure you.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ Preston announced, sitting back in his chair, now as wary of Karita as she was of him. ‘You see, I have seen the only pages of the historical text to survive through the past few centuries. It cannot be said for sure if these pages are an original text or if they are a copy, but I do know that you have some connection with these ancient documents.’ He pulled a sheet of folded paper from his pocket.

‘No, I don’t,’ Karita insisted, until she saw the old, tattered black and white etching that had been photocopied on to a piece of A4 paper. Her painting. Her jaw dropped. ‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Indeed,’ Preston agreed, ‘and now you see why I am having trouble believing you.’

Karita merely nodded, not knowing what to say.

‘Let me ask you this,’ Preston ventured. ‘If you knew nothing about this, then why did you call this piece “The Lost Word”?’

Karita released a giggle, unable to believe a simple misunderstanding had caused her so much trouble. ‘I didn’t call it “The Lost Word”. I called it “The Lost World”. Aldo heard me wrong and the picture got renamed. I didn’t have the heart to tell him about the mistake and “The Lost Word” seemed a more mysterious title for the piece, so I let it be. Aldo is a little sensitive about his hearing problem.’

‘I see,’ Preston said, his tone implying that she wasn’t being very helpful.

‘Look, what can I tell you? It’s the truth.’ She stood, a little fed up with being interrogated in her own home — especially considering the upheaval her home was in. ‘You have the painting and every copy that will ever be known to man.’ She handed back the postcard of her print and the photocopy on A4. ‘I can’t help you any further than I have. I believe our business is closed.’

Preston remained seated, as if he had no intention of going anywhere. ‘I believe you.’


‘Good.’ Karita was glad they’d established that. ‘Then would you please leave?’

‘I am still not convinced that you are in no way connected to these texts. You could be a channel,’ he suggested over Karita’s impending objection.

‘What?’ Karita was completely bemused by this suggestion. As she knew next to nothing about psychic phenomena, it was not a subject she could argue.

‘A channel for Tristan de Scott,’ Preston expanded on his theme, ‘who, I believe, still haunts this house.’

‘There’s no ghost here!’ Karita couldn’t contain her chuckles of amazement. ‘Now you’re really clutching at straws.’

Preston smiled at her mockery. ‘Would you mind if I brought a psychic channel along to investigate this house, just to be sure?’

Karita ceased to laugh. ‘Yes, I would mind! I’m telling you, there is no ghost in this house!’

‘I beg to differ.’ Logan de Scott entered through the open front door and today he sported a bandage around his head.

‘What are you doing here?’ Karita looked for a defensive weapon, but nothing suitable was handy.

‘I’m the psychic,’ Logan explained, looking at Preston.

‘You’re the bloody vandal,’ Karita accused.


‘I hardly touched anything,’ he informed her calmly. ‘It was your bloody ghost who did this.’ He motioned to the state of her house and then to his head. ‘And this!’

Karita’s panic was drowned by a numbing wave of shock. ‘You’re working together.’ She stated what was now obvious. ‘Well, that’s just perfect.’

‘We are here to help you,’ Preston insisted.

Karita wasn’t buying his charming reassurance. The hazy moments of the last few days were replaying in her mind and she was starting to see a scenario. ‘You drugged me last night,’ she accused Preston, ‘so that your buddy here could destroy my house unhindered. I don’t remember walking in, because I was carried in.’

She’s on to you, guys. Tristan smiled, proud of Karita. He had been wondering how Logan de Scott had come to be carrying Karita’s unconscious form last night. This was why Tristan had been unable to stop Logan from entering the house; he’d been forced to wait for the intruder to put Karita down.

Preston wasn’t denying her claim and a pang of fear resounded through Karita’s body as she realised the trouble she was in.

‘Don’t fly into a mad panic.’ Preston sat forward in his chair. ‘We just need you to help us solve this puzzle and then we’ll disappear to where we came from and you will never see us again.’


‘No one will ever see me again. That is more the plan, I think.’ Karita had seen too many spy movies where the informed witness usually ended up at the bottom of a river.

‘That depends on what we discover,’ Logan said, seemingly impartial to the outcome in that regard.

‘Logan, there is no need to unduly alarm Miss Torelle,’ Preston impressed on his colleague and then stood to address Karita. ‘Help us with this investigation and I shall personally see to your safety.’

‘Like you were seeing to my safety last night?’ she retorted with daggers in her eyes. She didn’t like being threatened in her own home. But before she could say more, Karita noted Logan de Scott having some kind of fit. ‘I think your friend might need help.’ She motioned to Logan.

Preston startled Karita when he pulled a gun from inside his jacket and stepped away from her to ask. ‘Logan? What is happening?’

The man appeared to be battling himself a moment and then calmed. ‘I am fine,’ Logan responded, and his voice had a weak Scottish accent that Karita had not detected before now.

‘Did you sense something?’ Preston queried him further.

‘Hard to say.’ Logan looked about and then started walking slowly around the room, as if scanning for vibrations.


Preston wondered about the psychic’s sudden swing in accent, but then, Logan was a bit eccentric. ‘You recalled something earlier,’ Preston turned his attention back to Karita, ‘when you were looking at your picture. What was it you were thinking?’

Karita folded her arms definitely. ‘I just got back from a stint in the Middle East. Do you really think a handgun is going to make me shudder with fear?’ she stalled.

Logan had a metal poker in hand and was coming up behind Preston with it. Whether this was a good sign for her, Karita didn’t care. Her plan was to wait for the strike and run.

A clean, hard blow to the back of the head brought Preston to the ground and Karita made a break for the door, but in her rush she tripped on her suitcase and ended up on the floor herself. She rolled over to see Logan standing over her.

‘What are you doing?’ she stammered, far more afraid of Logan than Preston.

‘Fear not, Karita.’ He held out a hand to help her up. ‘At present, Logan de Scott is as unconscious as the American fancy boy over there.’

His new accent made her smile, it was so lovely; and more chirpy and friendly. ‘How do you mean?’

Having aided her to her feet, he did not let go of her hand. ‘My name is Tristan de Scott, lass,’ and as she seemed confused, he clarified, ‘your resident ghost.’


Karita quickly withdrew her hand, and backed away from Logan, then tripped on an overturned standing lamp and blacked out when her head hit the hard timber floor.

4. Ghost Control


An error in an old translation,

caused a major misconception.

The millions spent on excavation

had been the bane of a nation.




X never ever marks the treasure,

that is the hallmark of human endeavour.

One word omitted would highlight this error,

and lead to the prize thought lost forever.



The surface on which she lay seemed not to be entirely stable; her body being tossed about was what woke Karita. The sound of a male grunting was most tedious and she opened her eyes to find Preston Molay, tied up and gagged on the bed beside her.

‘Oh, my God!’ She sprang from the bed to get away from him. ‘OUCH!’ Her head was absolutely splitting. When she was capable of conscious thought, she wondered why she hadn’t been tied up. ‘Where is Logan?’

Preston tried to mumble through the bandage but couldn’t make himself understood. Karita’s head hurt too much to listen to his babbling, so she dragged down his gag.

‘He’s possessed,’ Preston warned. ‘I don’t know where he is. Outside, maybe?’ As Karita went to pull the gag up again Preston managed to squeeze out. ‘He’s dangerous, Karita, you’ll need my —’

‘I don’t need anything from you.’ Just seeing Preston so defenceless and annoyed made Karita feel a whole lot better. Maybe she had misjudged Logan.

My name is Tristan de Scott, lass, your resident ghost. The last thing she had heard before blacking out came flooding back to stun her to a standstill. Preston meant Logan was possessed in a literal sense!

‘Oh, my God,’ she muttered to herself as she searched for a phone. Who the hell am I going to call? she wondered as she searched. The police? Hello, a lunatic who is possessed by my house ghost is threatening me and there’s a millionaire tied up in my bedroom. No, I think not. I could call Aldo … but he’ll only go to pieces —

Someone clambering about outside snatched Karita’s attention and she moved to a window to investigate.

It was Logan. He had her extension ladder out and was climbing up to the roof.

‘The chimney stacks!’ Karita panicked and for some strange reason she felt it was imperative that Logan didn’t discover what she now suspected was a grand and sacred treasure hidden on her roof. She hauled arse outside and stood, hands on hips, to yell up at him. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? I’ve called the police,’ she lied, nursing her throbbing head with one hand, ‘and they’re on their way.’

‘We haven’t got much time then,’ Logan retorted, impervious to her threat. ‘You’d best get up here and give me a hand.’

Karita suppressed her urge to laugh. ‘Do you think I’m insane? I wouldn’t climb up there with you if my life depended on it.’

‘Well, your life does depend on it, I’m afraid.’ He approached the chimney stacks and stood between them. ‘I died a century ago, so I don’t really have to worry too much in that regard.’ Logan took several paces backwards, squatted down and then held his right thumb up high as if getting his bearings on the landscape below.

Karita knew it was crazy, but suddenly she felt well disposed toward this man, as if she’d known him before; his accent was so familiar. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Well, the layout of the garden has changed somewhat since I saw it last … as has our fair city,’ he commented with a large smile, as he stood once more and gaped at the surrounding area.

Logan took a moment to absorb the sun, as if it were a new experience for him — or a simple delight that he’d not partaken of for a long time. He then drew in a deep lungful of air and appeared surprised when he nearly choked. Karita began to entertain the notion of Logan hosting a soul from the past far more seriously. Logan seemed convinced of it, anyway. ‘So, you’re up there to admire the view, is that right?’

‘Partly,’ he granted, getting over his coughing fit and dislodging one of the stacks from the roof.

‘Hey!’ Karita protested at his damaging her house any more than he had done.

‘When you take a closer look, I think you shall agree that these cannot remain here any longer … especially now that they have been cleaned. I had hoped that mankind might have grown up considerably in the last hundred years … but it seems to be womankind that has been doing all the growing.’

This man was definitely not the Logan de Scott that Karita had met yesterday. His manner, the way he moved and spoke — everything had changed. Karita did not flee when he brought the chimney stack down for her to peruse. As suspected, it was covered in the same hieroglyphs as those in her painting. ‘You did this, Tristan?’ She ventured to use the ghost’s given name to address the man.

Logan nodded, then shrugged and gave an easy smile. ‘I was just the humble scribe for the knowledge of those far greater than I.’


His voice made Karita’s heart flutter and his gaze, that had only yesterday disturbed her, gave her a warm, sensual feeling all through her body. ‘But how could a sixteenth century artist paint a picture of columns that you did not engrave until centuries afterwards?’ Karita frowned, confused.

‘’Tis possible,’ Tristan assured, ‘if my muse and the sixteenth-century artist were one and the same soul-mind.’

‘It is rumoured that I have been a muse for you.’ It was impossible not to feel embarrassed about their situation. ‘You’ve been living with me all these years?’

A broad smile crossed Logan’s face, which he appeared unable to smother. ‘It is not my fault I am bound to this house,’ he explained. ‘You’re the first tenant I’ve been able to converse with regularly —’

‘When have we conversed?’ Karita asked, curious.

Logan scratched his skull, feeling he might be in trouble here. ‘Every night, when you sleep,’ he confessed. ‘I tell you stories. You tell me all about your travels and your art … we discuss art quite a bit actually, and philosophy.’

Karita was gobsmacked a moment. ‘No wonder I feel like I know you.’ Her embarrassed smile was starting to make her face ache. ‘I sleep naked almost all the time.’

‘I know.’ Logan was really struggling to suppress that grin now. ‘But I never look.’


Karita smothered a screech in her hands and then took a deep breath to get a grip. ‘This is too weird.’

Logan shrugged. ‘I suspect it will only get weirder from here.’

Karita gathered her shattered sensibilities. ‘Well, weird is an improvement on threatened and scared, I guess.’

‘There could be more of that too, lass.’ He left the chimney stack with Karita and headed for the roof again to retrieve the other one.

‘Why don’t you just drop the stacks from the roof? That ought to destroy them.’ Karita presumed he wanted to get rid of them so they didn’t fall into the wrong hands.

‘I have some unfinished business to attend to.’ He climbed down the ladder with the other chimney stack.

‘How long can you run around in your great-grandson’s body?’ Karita was supporting her head in both hands, as she asked the awkward question.

‘Do you want me to fix that?’ Logan queried as he set the stack he carried down beside the other one.

‘What?’ Karita moaned, agitated by her pain.

‘Your head,’ he said. ‘Mind if I touch it?’

Karita squinted as she looked up at him, for the morning sun was at his back. ‘If it will mean stopping this throbbing, you can sever my head if need be.’


‘Shouldn’t need to take such drastic action.’

His large hand encompassed her entire crown, and as soon as his palm came to rest upon the trouble spot the relief was instant. A warm, bubbly energy poured through her and washed the pain clean away.

Tears filled her eyes; Karita couldn’t prevent them, for it felt as if she’d been touched by an angel. She had never been a very religious person; she expressed her spirituality through her art. Karita couldn’t say that she hadn’t believed in ghosts before this, she had just never given them much thought. Now she had been healed by one, who had gallantly found a way to return to the land of the living to defend her from a dangerous foe. True, he was the one who had landed her in this trouble, but how wonderful that he’d taken responsibility and was doing something to right the damage.

Her pain gone, Karita again looked up at Logan and was surprised to find that she saw another man superimposed upon his frame, highlighted by the rays of the sun. It was the long strands of fair, wavy hair, falling down over his shoulders and beyond, that first captured her attention, but the translucent man seemed to be of a slightly bigger build than Logan. Karita couldn’t make out the features of his face, but she imagined that Logan had inherited some of his comely looks from his great-grandfather — perhaps even those dimples on his cheeks. ‘That felt amazing,’ she said, overawed by the situation. ‘But you didn’t answer my question … how long have you got?’

‘As long as I can keep this mortal body awake.’ Tristan served her a confident wink. ‘As soon as I grow weary, Logan’s rested soul will knock me out of here and he will regain possession.’ Logan picked up the stacks and headed back inside with them.

‘Wow,’ Karita mumbled, her mind awash with possibilities and visions of adventure and mystery. A sudden chill swept over her, snatching away her lovely mood. ‘Tristan?’ She rounded the house and nearly had a fit when she entered the back door and saw Logan out cold, on the floor.

‘No, you don’t.’ Preston reached out from his hiding spot beside the doorway and grabbed hold of Karita’s wrist as she tried to flee. ‘We have what we need for the hunt,’ he motioned to the stacks Logan still clutched to his body, ‘so let us depart.’

‘What do you need me for?’ She pulled away, but one sharp tug found Karita in Preston’s embrace.

‘Protection from your muse,’ he replied.

Logan began grumbling as he came round. ‘What the hell happened?’ He looked down at the stacks he held under both arms and remembering nothing about them, he soon figured it out. ‘Help me out of the house, quickly.’

Preston, unable to hold Karita and aid Logan at the same time, turned to her to with an apologetic look on his face. ‘Sorry, sweetheart.’

He covered her nose and mouth with a mask and she struggled momentarily before everything blurred into dreamland.

 

After his last effort, Tristan did not have the strength to boot Logan out of his body a second time and as he watched Preston aid Logan back out to the car, all hope of saving Karita walked out the door with them. Or did it?

Preston had left Karita in the small laundry that led to the back door, but as this room also contained a toilet, both the interior and exterior doors could be locked from the inside.

Tristan made speed to the laundry and, once inside, summoned all his strength to will the room’s interior door closed. Fortunately, Preston had already shut and locked the exterior door. Unfortunately, the young art collector had re-entered the house in time to see the door close and was now racing down the hall to reclaim his hostage. Tristan focussed on the bolt, which he’d never attempted to move before. Come on … He strained to concentrate. He didn’t need to have it fully across; just the slightest movement would secure Karita’s safety. Merciful masters, forgive this fool a century of disdain and grant me the strength to save her.


Preston grabbed the doorknob and heard the bolt lock into place. ‘Damn you, de Scott!’ The art collector tugged at the heavy wooden door but it would not give. ‘Well, I have what I came for. You can keep the girl … for all the good it will do you. You, my friend, are dead! Best leave the womanising and treasure hunting to those of us still living.’

Tristan followed the irate American to the front door and watched him descend the front stairs and climb into his huge automobile. The entity sighed with relief as he watched the car drive away, then bowed his head in prayer. Thank you.

 

The late afternoon sun streaming in through the barred glass on the back door, and the trees beyond, woke Karita as it did a little dance upon her body. She was rather surprised to find herself on the laundry floor and flashes of earlier events bombarded her brain. She’d blacked out so many times today that her moments of consciousness were a bit of a jumble, but after a short period of consideration Karita figured that she should, by rights, be a hostage.

She peeled herself off the ground and moved to open the door to the house interior. She smiled broadly when she found it was bolted. ‘Tristan.’ Only he could have locked her in. Unbolting the door she entered the house in search of the man she couldn’t see. ‘You saved me from Molay.’ Her emotions choked her as she spoke.


But he’ll be back after he reads those glyphs. Tristan willed for her to hear him, but she did not. He was weary from his heroics and could not make his will felt.

‘Can you hear me?’ Karita asked, tears rolling down her face. ‘Are you all right?’

I am fine. Tristan gazed at her, feeling beholden to her. He loved it that she knew he existed. But then, I am not the one who has been knocked out three times in one day.

When there was no response, Karita smiled anyway in the hope that he could see and hear her. ‘It figures that I finally meet a man who intrigues me and he’s been dead for a hundred years.’ She sniffled and took a seat to ponder her situation.

Tristan gave a loud laugh, flattered. Where were you a hundred years ago? Nay, he rejected the fantasy, you would not have been the woman you are, back then … society would have squashed your spirit and suppressed your art. Tristan, considering the day’s events, had to conclude that society hadn’t changed that much. You have to get out of this house. If I had a way to tell you about the key that Preston Molay is sure to return to find, would I? Possessing the key would place you in more danger. Tristan took a seat, too. Why didn’t I take up the challenge a hundred years ago when I was told to? Because I was too busy feeling sorry for myself, that’s why. Tristan looked to Karita, whose tear-filled eyes were gazing about the house in search of him. I never loved anyone so well in life as I have you these last few years. I gave my life to protect the secrets entrusted to me, but I did not have the courage to utilise that knowledge when I could, and thus I damned myself to be a prisoner in this house. What I wouldn’t give to have my earthly vessel back. His brief time in Logan’s body was enough to make Tristan green with envy for the living. But he’d touched that beautiful dark-haired woman, which was more than he could have hoped for before this day. I should never have mused you into painting that work … I just wanted to make my presence felt in your life, in a beneficial way that would not scare you into retreat. Tristan scoffed at his efforts in retrospect. Well, I’ve made my presence felt all right … and placed you in mortal danger in the process. Tristan ceased his confession as Karita burst into tears. Oh, please lass, don’t cry. He felt guilty, because her misfortune was his fault entirely. She had been doing fine without him. I would give anything to undo the harm I’ve done.

‘Could it be that Tristan de Scott has finally come to his senses?’

Karita gasped when she heard a voice with a strange European accent, distinctly different to Tristan’s. A spiritual entity manifested in mid-air before her and assumed the form of a robed man with a jovial face. ‘Tris … tan?’ she stammered. The being was transparent and ghostlike, albeit illuminated, and it puzzled Karita that he could speak aloud whilst lacking a physical body.

‘No, no, Tristan is over there, pouring his heart out to you from the lounge,’ the spirit advised, motioning to where the ghost sat pining.

‘Really?’ Karita was so charmed by the information that all fear of the unknown was swept away. She would have thought that the sudden appearance of a spectre in the middle of her lounge room would scare the wits out of her! Yet she felt perfectly calm — calmer than she’d felt since she arrived home. This being had a very welcoming energy indeed.

‘I never lie,’ the visitor stated. ‘Now, I think the first thing we need to do is get you both functioning on the same plane of demonstration.’

‘Beg your pardon?’ Karita was amazed when tiny bubbles of light, in long slender streams, poured out of the visitor’s hands to gather around a form where Tristan was sitting. The swirling masses of light seemed to stick to the form, gradually making it more and more visible. As the substance of the body thickened, features became apparent; a young man, not much older than Karita, with long, fair, wavy hair that fell about his shoulders and beyond. ‘Tristan!’ She stood up, her heart pounding in her chest, for he was angelic to look at.


‘You see me?’ Tristan turned, awestruck, to the spirit who had made this possible. ‘How?’

‘Just a simple matter of stimulating the vibratory rate of the atoms of your etheric body, my friend.’

The penitent man fell to his knees before the spirit. ‘Master, you came … all these years … I thought you had disowned me.’

‘No, Tristan, it was you who disowned yourself,’ the spirit enlightened.

Tristan observed his subtle form fast filling with light. ‘Why do I glow thus?’

‘I think you know,’ the Master said, to avoid placing the man in an awkward predicament, but as Tristan merely frowned and shook his head, his expression imploring an answer, the spirit smiled warmly. ‘You finally opened your heart again. Thus, your subtle bodies are absorbing cosmic light once more.’

‘You were Tristan’s muse!’ Karita got a grip on what was happening.

The spirit nodded. ‘So when push comes to shove, this predicament was of my doing. I expected too much of Tristan too quickly,’ the spirit confessed and then gave a chuckle. ‘It has, in fact, taken him a hundred years to forgive me and decide to take up my challenge.’ The spirit’s expression became serious once more.

‘I know I must be a disappointment —’ Tristan began, but the spirit would not hear of it.


‘You were only human, Tristan. But by making your own choices as you did, I was forced to wait until you were prepared to understand your errors before I could allow you the opportunity to correct them.’

‘How can I correct things?’ Tristan motioned down to his glowing form. ‘I am bound to this damn house!’

The spirit waited patiently for Tristan to calm himself. ‘Well, it all depends on whether this young lady is prepared to help you complete your quest?’

‘Nay, ’tis too dangerous.’ Tristan rejected this option.

‘More dangerous than sitting around here waiting to be knocked off by the “Brotherhood”?’ Karita used her fingers to make quotation signs in the air. She was also rather irked that her hero considered her not up to the challenge. ‘Or do you have a problem with accepting a woman’s aid?’ She placed her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrows to await his response.

‘I didn’t mean … I meant …’ Tristan found himself tongue-tied. ‘I just don’t want to cause you any more harm than I already have done.’

‘Well, you’ve done a pretty fine job of protecting me so far.’ Her tone of voice had softened and had a slightly seductive edge to it. ‘And as I owe you my life, I think I can see my way clear to helping you out,’ Karita volunteered, turning to face the spirit. ‘What do we have to do?’


‘I do believe Tristan can fill you in on the details,’ the spirit advised her.

‘But my curse?’ Tristan appealed for more information.

‘Curses are illusory restrictions we place on ourselves, or allow others to place upon us,’ the spirit said. ‘You finally care about something more than you care about protecting the secrets of this house and wallowing in self-pity. You will move with that to which you are most devoted.’

Tristan dwelt on this, but dared not question the kindred spirit further for fear of really embarrassing himself.

‘Only your contact,’ the spirit nodded toward Karita, ‘will see and hear you, unless you wish it. But you can make your presence felt in the physical realm, Tristan, if you but focus your will. If all you do, you do from love, then no feat you undertake will drain your energy.’ The spirit’s form began to become obscure, and his voice to fade, but as he departed he addressed both Tristan and Karita. ‘With a pure heart and pure intentions you are as powerful as I AM.’ The Master vanished, leaving Karita and her ghost thunderstruck.

‘Who was that?’ Karita realised she hadn’t caught a name.

‘Just about every great thinker in the history of the Western world,’ Tristan informed her, dazed by this upturn in his fortunes.


Karita wasn’t sure she was ready to pursue that idea right now, but there was one point of interest she did have to mention. ‘Do you really care more about me than the missing word of creation?’

Tristan looked at her and formed a meek, embarrassed smile. ‘No one is more surprised than I,’ he assured her. ‘My life and my death add up to nearly a century and a half of self-pity. I didn’t think love existed in any form until you breezed into my house.’

‘But you must have loved someone for Logan to be here?’ The question had slipped out before Karita had considered how personal it was. She could tell by the look on Tristan’s face that the memory was hurtful. ‘I’m so sorry —’

Tristan held up a hand to stop her apology. ‘When I was labelled a fraud, she left me, taking our son with her. I never saw or heard from them again … not that I lived for very long after that. The men who labelled me a fraud knew it was a lie, and so came to this house to extract what information they could out of me.’

Karita was frozen in horror as the wounds from the torture began to manifest on Tristan’s beautiful angelic form.

‘I sat around feeling sorry for myself for too long, you see,’ he explained. ‘If I had taken what I knew and pursued my own claims, I could have proven myself legitimate. But I stewed in my misery too long and the Brotherhood came for me. I knew they’d torture the truth out of me in the end. I also knew that if I killed myself, then my spirit would haunt this house and protect the secrets I carefully hid away here. The world was not ready for what I knew then, and the world is not ready now.’

Karita felt so horrible for making him remember his past, that she thought she might be sick again. She must have paled, because the wounds suddenly vanished from Tristan’s form and he appeared to be very concerned for her.

‘I think you need to eat something, and quickly,’ he suggested. ‘We have digging to do and not much time before Molay returns for the rest of his treasure.’

‘The rest of his treasure?’ Karita eyes were wide open now.

 

Karita dug in a spot in the middle of a lovely bed of flowers, listening to Tristan outline their problems.

‘How do I know Molay shall return?’ He echoed her first query. ‘Because in the middle of a vital sentence I scratched out some glyphs so that the translation will read: “the gold plate is a treasure buried in a subterranean vault”. The sentence still makes sense without the missing word, and could just look like a scribe’s error.’ Tristan sounded like he was hoping for too much. ‘However, I doubt very much Molay will feel comfortable not knowing. He’ll bring Logan back, and if my great-grandson is worth his salt as a psychic, he will command me to obedience and ask me about the omission. What’s more, Molay will recognise the secret location of the subterranean vault as the Brotherhood have been excavating the site since the beginning of the nineteenth century.’

‘From where in the sentence was the word omitted?’ Karita was most curious.

‘Between the “is” and the “a”,’ he replied.

‘And the word was?’ Karita paused from her dig to be enlightened and Tristan smiled at his own cheek.

‘Near.’

Once Karita slotted the word in its rightful place, she grinned broadly. ‘Well, that changes the meaning somewhat.’

Tristan nodded to agree it did.

‘So why are we digging again?’ Karita wondered if she’d missed something.

‘Well, the glyphs also tell of a key, a triangular plate of gold, required to unlock the secret treasure, which is suspected to be kept in safekeeping in the House of the Holy Spirits. For it is commonly accepted that the treasure is ancient knowledge lost since the time of Solomon.’

Karita guessed the rest. ‘We are digging for this key.’ Tristan winked in confirmation.

‘So where is this subterranean vault located?’ She commenced shovelling once more.

‘On a small island off the coast of Nova Scotia.’

Karita was shocked to a standstill. She wore a large smile of disbelief as she raised her eyes and challenged him. ‘You’re kidding me?’


‘Well,’ Tristan shrugged, ‘you could dig a little slower and Preston shall arrive, claim the key and all the power of creation.’

‘I am not too sure I believe in this little treasure hunt you boys seem willing to die and kill for —’

‘You didn’t believe in ghosts until yesterday,’ Tristan retorted with humour.

‘I did,’ Karita defended, ‘kind of.’ She dug the shovel in deep, hit an obstruction and gasped; she had hoped they wouldn’t find anything.

From the dirt Karita pulled a small timber chest, locked tight by a large metal padlock. Tristan told her that the key to the lock was hidden beneath a floorboard in the house.

‘Can I open it?’ Karita was as much excited as she was frightened to have discovered the key to a treasure so sought after.

‘Once we’re on the island and not before,’ Tristan instructed. ‘You should retrieve the key to the chest and make haste to the nearest airport.’

‘Tristan?’ Karita cast her eyes down over herself. She was covered in dirt.

‘What? You look fabulous!’ He was serious, although there was a laugh in his voice, as he knew Karita would not see his view. ‘Just grab the bags you haven’t unpacked yet and find a hotel,’ he suggested.

Karita decided to take Tristan’s advice on board. ‘I’m able to use the Gold Card Lounge at the airport. I guess I can change there.’ She carried the weighty little chest toward the house. ‘I’ll call us a cab and we can get the key while we’re waiting.’

‘Sounds good.’ Tristan smiled, considering that any other woman would have told him to go hang. ‘Karita,’ he called after her and she turned back to see what the problem was. ‘You are truly extraordinary. Thank you.’

Karita had not felt so bashful since she was a teenager; men just didn’t say things like that any more. ‘Look who’s talking.’ She struggled with the weight of the chest, which suddenly became as light as a feather.

‘Allow me.’ Tristan encouraged her to let it go and as she did so, the chest was left floating in midair. ‘I am feeling much recovered,’ he explained.

5. Misconceptions of the Past


Ancient wisdom man pursues,

in a desperate search for clues.

But if the motive be for the self,

this doctrine is better left on a shelf.




Those who would lie, murder and cheat,

will their own purpose defeat.

To know the truth just look within,

for the answer is there and has always been.



Karita grabbed a quick shower at the airport, quick being the operative word. Tristan hassled her along, not because he feared being caught by Molay, but because he was so amazed to be out of his house that he objected to sitting in a room at the airport when there was so much to see outside.

Due to the number of people at the airport, Tristan floated high above everyone to avoid being walked through, which he found most disturbing. When that happened, Tristan would meld with that person and would momentarily be exposed to their memories, thoughts and feelings, which was incredibly off-putting in most cases.

On the plane, Tristan did the same thing, and Karita wondered if her fellow passengers thought her slightly loony, as she struggled for the entire trip to repress her fits of amusement caused by the poor ghost’s predicament.

They arrived on the south-eastern coast of Nova Scotia, Canada, at about 3 p.m. Karita hired a car at the airport and drove to a ferry that travelled to the island Tristan had pinpointed as the one housing the great subterranean vault, near which the gold plate inscribed with the ineffable name of God could be found.

Too excited and paranoid to sleep on the flight, Karita now found herself being lulled into a snooze by the gentle rocking of the ferry. She knew that the cool night air blowing over the bay would revive her, but she stayed in the hire car to prevent being seen by anyone.


‘We shall find you a bed.’ Tristan realised she needed to sleep after not having had any in the past 24 hours.

‘I’ll be okay.’ She closed her eyes, intending only to rest them for a moment.

‘You should really try and stay awake until we get to the island.’ Tristan’s voice sounded miles away.

‘Uh huh …’

 

‘Miss!’

Karita awoke to a noisy chorus of honking horns and the ferry’s master knocking at her window.

‘Miss, please start your engine and move off the ferry. You’re holding up all those behind you.’ The ferryman smiled as he said this, although his tone was not so accommodating.

She started the engine immediately. Here I was trying not to draw attention to myself … hah! ‘Sorry.’ She drove the car over the ramp and off on to the island. ‘Tristan, why didn’t you wake me?’ She looked to the passenger seat to find him absent. ‘Tristan?’ She pulled the car over to the side of the road, in order to check the back seat. ‘Tristan!’ She called rather more loudly when she could find no sign of him. Karita climbed out of the car to check outside.

‘Hello again, Miss Torelle.’


Karita felt something small and round dig into her back and froze with fear. She was spun around to find Logan standing there.

‘Where is the ghost?’

‘That’s a very good question,’ she retorted, rather annoyed that her hero had abandoned her to deal with this alone.

Preston walked forward from behind Logan to join their happy little reunion. ‘We know de Scott is no longer at the house in Australia, nor is the key spoken of in the glyphs carved on the chimney stacks procured from your roof.’

‘I don’t know anything about those texts, I told you before,’ Karita insisted.

‘Then why are you here?’ Preston challenged and Karita cringed; she’d walked right into that one. ‘Have another urge to go on holiday so soon?’ He pulled his gun from inside his jacket now that the ferry had left and taken any possible witnesses with it. He gave Logan an order: ‘Check her luggage.’

Logan nodded and immediately moved to do as he was told. A moment passed as he checked through the bags in the trunk of the car. ‘There’s an old chest here,’ Logan confirmed, ‘but it’s locked.’ He returned to question Karita about this. ‘Where is the key?’

‘Search me,’ she said spitefully, not too sure which of the men involved in this affair she was madder at.


‘If necessary.’ Logan moved as if to frisk her, but Preston held him at bay when he spotted a car approaching.

‘Follow us in our car,’ Preston instructed and Logan immediately headed off across the road to where they’d left their vehicle.

‘Get in!’ Preston dragged Karita around to the passenger door, and shoved her across into the driver’s seat and climbed in the passenger seat behind her. ‘Let’s drive,’ he instructed, aiming the gun in his lap in her direction.

 

What the hell am I doing here? Karita began to wonder on the quiet as she drove. What the hell was I thinking, following a ghost halfway round the world on some hocus pocus treasure hunt?

Unaware of the history of the dig, Karita had questioned Tristan on the drive down to the island about the reason the Brotherhood suspected that there was buried treasure in this particular spot. Apparently, the location had all the telltale signs.

Firstly, it was an island, which was the preferred location of pirates when it came to hiding treasure. Secondly, the lad who had found the site over two hundred years ago had noted a large round depression in the small clearing, over which hung a sturdy branch; attached to this branch was an old tackle block. What started out as three lads digging for buried treasure turned into a centuries-long excavation, due to the extraordinary defence system of the site. For soon after the dig commenced, flagstones, made of a type of slate not to be found on the island, were unearthed and there was a short drop into a shaft that contained more dirt. Differing platforms were found at ten-foot intervals during the major digs that followed, some of these platforms were constructed of ancient oak, and others of charcoal putty and stones. At 90 feet there was a stone inscribed with hieroglyphs that echoed the prophecy inscribed on Karita’s chimney stacks. This prophecy was known to the Brotherhood via a few surviving pages of the old texts … ‘The gold plate is a treasure buried in a subterranean vault.’

Karita had noted that this message did not contain the omitted word either, and she felt that this was a sign that Tristan was meant to find the treasure as nobody else would understand the message — the pit was just a distraction from the real treasure located somewhere nearby.

At 93 feet deep, the floor of the shaft began to turn to soft mud and overnight the pit filled with 60 feet of water. It was later discovered that the beach some 500 feet away from the dig was artificial. Examination showed that the original clay of the cove had been dug away and in its place were laid stones, covered by dead eel grass, which was in turn covered by coconut fibre and finally sand. Below this layer were five box drains that merged, well back from the coast, into a single tunnel that ran to the dig site. The filtering action of the coconut fibre and the eelgrass ensured that the drains never became clogged. The custodians of the site in the 1930s managed to block off the flood tunnel from the cove, only to discover more water pouring in from the opposite direction via a route from the south shore. Later that century, drilling indicated a possible cement vault at the 153-foot level.

At the present time the south end of the island was full of old shafts and it was increasingly hard to tell where the original dig located; only certain men knew — men like Preston Molay and Logan de Scott.

‘I really wish you would just tell us what you know, Karita.’ Preston broke the silence. ‘Why are you placing yourself in such danger? Because of de Scott’s ghost?’

‘I’ve been asking myself the same questions,’ Karita replied, carefully. It was in her interest to try and befriend Molay, but having seen Tristan confront his spiritual mentor, Karita knew in her heart that Tristan would not abandon this quest, for his eternal soul depended on it. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Shoot,’ Preston said cheerily, aiming the gun away from her to take the sting out of his pun.


‘What does the Brotherhood plan to do with this sacred knowledge you’re all seeking?’ Karita held a hand up to delay his response. ‘I know you’re going to say that you hope to be enlightened by the ancient insight, and that you plan to be the sacred guardians of the knowledge, as you have been training through the ages to do. But, if yourself and Logan de Scott are any indication of the kind of men that shall have this knowledge at their disposal, do you really need to ask me why I hesitate to share?’

Preston was clearly impressed by her answer and overwhelmed by her question. ‘Look, I know you have a very bad impression of me,’ he began, ‘but before this little fiasco began I was just an art collector —’

‘Just an art collector?’ Karita felt he was being too modest.

‘Well,’ he raised his eyebrows and smiled, ‘not just an art collector. But I had never touched a gun, let alone fired one! And for the record, I don’t agree with the conclusions that the Brotherhood drew in relation to Tristan de Scott’s case.’

Karita felt herself warming to Preston and immediately became wary.

‘I believe Tristan was a channel, much as his great-grandson is,’ Preston ventured. ‘Thus, one must consider that Tristan’s claim to be in touch with the Master entity behind a stream of great men who passed the secret doctrine down the ages could be true.’

Oh, how Karita wanted to tell him of her encounter with this great Master. How the Brotherhood would seethe if they discovered that this mighty being had appeared to a woman who was virtually ignorant of their doctrine. ‘Well, perhaps there’s hope for you yet.’ Karita skirted around the real issue.

 

It was plain to see that the dig site had once been quite a major affair. The hole in the ground, which extended down nearly a hundred feet, had claimed many lives in the past couple of centuries and even modern construction and reinforcement techniques had failed to make the dig shaft secure. This was why, for the present, the excavation had been abandoned.

‘Now, about the key to this chest,’ Preston asked, shining his torchlight on the locked item. Logan placed it at Karita’s feet and stepped away to let Preston handle the interrogation.

‘Once you have that key, I become another victim of this accursed hole in the ground … am I right?’ Karita asked, figuring that she had some defence.

‘Not at all,’ Preston assured her sweetly. ‘Your safety depends entirely on how cooperative you are prepared to be. The Brotherhood always rewards the faithful.’


‘That’s not what I’ve heard,’ Karita scoffed, as she watched Logan come up behind Preston and rap him over the head with the butt of a gun.

Karita squealed and jumped back as the art collector dropped to the ground at her feet. Logan dropped the gun and grabbed hold of both Karita’s wrists. ‘Sorry if I had you worried there, lass. I spied them lurking about the shore and needed to draw them in close.’

‘Tristan?’ replied a stupefied Karita.

‘Aye.’ He winked in reassurance.

‘You used me as bait?’ She wanted to make sure she understood him correctly, wrenching herself from his grip. When Tristan nodded, Karita punched him square in the jaw. ‘You had me scared shitless, you arsehole!’ She belted him again and finally felt satisfied. ‘That second one was for Logan.’ She shook her hand which ached from the impact; she’d never struck anyone before and that just went to show how rattled this whole adventure had made her.

‘I’ll be sure and pass it on.’ Tristan held up both hands in defence, in case Karita intended to hit him again. ‘Women have changed somewhat since my time.’ He dared to nurse his aching face when Karita backed away a little.

‘You’d better believe it, buster.’ Karita gave her body a slight shake, in an attempt to cast off her anger.


‘Well, if it makes you feel any better, I couldn’t take Logan over until I got him away from Molay, or the element of surprise would have been lost.’ He grinned, wiping the trickle of blood from the side of Logan’s mouth. ‘Our fearless leader here has saved us a lot of trouble, as he’s mapped out for us the location we seek on this old dig site.’ Logan reached into Preston’s suit jacket and pulled out the map.

‘That information was on the stacks, too?’ Karita regretted her little outburst, but did not admit it.

‘Aye,’ Tristan confirmed. ‘Although I must say I am impressed that Preston made the connection between those directions and this dig without knowing the omitted word. It means that I don’t have to bother translating the old doctrine.’ He opened the map to peruse it.

‘Good plan,’ Karita conceded finally, passing Tristan a tissue from her pocket. ‘Next time, tell me details before and not after the fact.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Tristan said ruefully, dabbing away the blood from his split lip. ‘I won’t make that mistake again.’

As Tristan eyed over Molay’s translation and calculations using the torch, Karita crouched down to check on the unconscious man.

When Tristan noticed the care she took in rolling Preston over and making him comfortable, he felt a twinge of jealousy. ‘Don’t bother mollycoddling the man. You are only going to be tying him to Logan here and dropping them both down that shaft.’

‘What!’ Karita stood to debate the issue. ‘That shaft is over a hundred feet deep!’

Logan shrugged.

‘And it floods at high tide!’ she added, enraged by his indifference. ‘How the hell are they supposed to swim if they’re tied up?’

‘That’s their problem,’ Tristan insisted. ‘They invited this fate when they threatened your life.’

‘I won’t do it!’ Karita stood firm and defiant.

‘Fine.’ Tristan handed her the map and the torch. ‘I’ll do it myself.’ He grabbed Molay and began dragging him toward the hole in the ground.

‘Don’t you do it.’ Karita began to panic, until it occurred to her how she might threaten the ghost. She began folding the map. ‘One more step and I’ll rip this map into confetti.’

Tristan stopped and dropped Molay. ‘Are you sweet on this lying thug, is that it?’

‘Are you jealous?’ Karita realised the true source of Tristan’s anger.

Stunned, Logan’s expression turned to that of a man betrayed. ‘I’d just like to see you live through this.’

‘But you’re not a murderer, Tristan.’ Karita appealed to his good nature.

Logan’s eyes filled with tears suddenly, for her claim was true enough. ‘I’d kill to save you.’


Karita softened her tone, touched by his concern.

‘I don’t doubt that your motive is in my best interests and maybe I am naive, but …’ Karita tucked the map into a pocket and approached Logan, ‘I’d rather die than have these men’s souls on my conscience for the rest of my days. And I’m sure that killing these men was not what your Master had in mind when he sent you on this quest.’

Logan began to tremble with the emotional distress Tristan felt. ‘They took everything from me.’ He looked down to direct his anger at Molay.

‘No!’ Karita grabbed his face and made him look into her eyes. ‘Not these men,’ she stressed, and unsure of how best to ease the ghost’s painful memories, she kissed him.

As their mouths melted softly together for the longest while, Karita felt all the tension and anger rush from Logan’s body. The gates to her heart, which had been closed for years due to lack of motivation, were suddenly flung wide open, and love, joy and happiness came flooding out.

Logan grinned as Karita pulled back, flushed and radiant. ‘A very convincing argument, I must say.’

Karita shrugged, rather overawed herself. ‘I excelled at debating when I was at school,’ she commented, unsure of how to explain her tactics.

‘I would warrant, you did, lass —’ With the sound of a gun being cocked, the smile dropped from Logan’s lips and their attention was drawn to the now conscious Preston Molay.

‘I know how you feel about Logan de Scott, Miss Torelle,’ Preston rose to his feet, the gun aimed at Karita, ‘so I am guessing your beloved ghost is having another possession session.’ As Molay shifted his aim to Logan, Karita jumped into the line of fire.

‘Were you lying to me about the gun, Preston?’ Karita appealed, scared out of her mind by her own heroics. She knew what Preston was thinking; with Logan dead there would be no body for Tristan to possess.

Preston mulled over the question, maintaining his aim. ‘No.’

‘Then put it away.’ Karita stared him down as she inched her way toward him. ‘The Brotherhood will ensure your worldly freedom if you kill us, but only you can ensure the freedom of your eternal soul.’

‘Stay.’ Preston backed up a step, and Karita froze. Clearly, Preston was in conflict with himself and she didn’t want to rush him into choosing unwisely.

‘The great Master who once worked through Tristan —’

‘Karita, no,’ Tristan interrupted, to caution her against disclosing anything about that entity.

‘I’ve met him,’ she boasted and Logan groaned in protest. ‘It’s all true, Preston … the afterlife, reincarnation, the House of the Spirits, all of it! But the treasure can only be found by the righteous,’ she emphasised and her point hit home this time. ‘From what I can tell of you and Tristan, you are both good men, who’ve kept bad company. If you could just stop seeing each other through the Brotherhood’s eyes, you might both realise that you can help each other.’ She lightened the tone of her lecture, as Preston lowered his aim. ‘I see no reason why we can’t all get what we want out of this.’

‘Sanest idea I’ve heard yet,’ Preston admitted, tucking his gun away.

‘We can’t take him along,’ Tristan objected. ‘Whatever we discover, mankind is not ready to know of it. The Master said so.’

‘From what I can tell of the Master … if he doesn’t want Preston to know or remember anything, then he won’t.’ Karita took a deep breath to contain her frustration. ‘Or perhaps, once made privy to divine inspiration, Preston will realise his colleagues are not ready.’ She approached Logan and removed the gun from his person. ‘What I guess I’m trying to say is that we have no right to judge a man we hardly know … so why don’t we leave those kinds of decisions to the powers that be, hey?’

‘I still don’t trust him,’ Tristan stated for the record.

Karita moved to Preston and held out a hand to request he hand his weapon over.


‘Well, I trust you.’ He cooperated, whereby Karita cast both guns into the deep shaft.

‘You,’ she gave Tristan the map and the torch, ‘give directions. And you,’ she directed Preston, ‘get the chest.’

6. House of the Holy


Long ago it was known that man could

do everything he conceived he would.

It was only man who changed the game,

by believing himself unworthy of gain.




The steadfast soul need never fear,

divine assistance is always near.

The Man clear of heart, soul and mind,

will transcend the ring-pass-not of time.



Fortunately, there were not too many obstructions en route, bar the dense scrub of the forest and the darkness of the moonless night. They were pacing out an old trail on a northerly bearing, which the legend claimed would lead them to a great marker of cold fire.

‘What the …?’ Tristan mumbled as he shone the torch over a boulder that lay directly in their path.

Karita stumbled out of the bush next, inspecting her clothes, which had become ragged on the way. She was disappointed to discover that she’d just ruined a perfectly good pair of trousers and a sweater. ‘What is fire-like about this?’ Karita threw her hands up in the air. ‘Cold, yes … great, certainly … but fire, gentlemen?’

‘Well, assuming this is the marker,’ Tristan advised, checking their instructions, ‘the map ends here, with a riddle.’

‘Let’s have it,’ Karita urged.

‘At the heart of the rose is a symbol,’ he read, ‘at the centre of which lies the House of the Holy.’

‘That’s very pretty.’ Karita was losing her patience. She was tired, dirty, hungry and seemingly lost! ‘What the hell is it supposed to mean?’

Tristan looked at her apologetically; he obviously had no idea.

‘Great!’ She looked at Preston, who’d been very quiet, to find him looking very pleased with himself. ‘Do you want to share your joy with the other children?’

‘I’d just like to state now, before I answer this little conundrum for you both, that I don’t have to.’ He aimed his point at Tristan. ‘So, I think this proves Karita’s theory that I am meant to be present, as without me your hunt would end here, unfruitfully.’

‘All right.’ Karita urged him to get on with it. ‘Your readiness to bequeath information is a credit to you.’


‘Only if the information proves correct,’ Tristan growled; he didn’t like being upstaged in front of the object of his desire.

Preston looked at Karita; he was out to impress. ‘You asked what is fire-like about this marker? This is one of six such boulders that are laid out in the shape of a cross that is almost nine hundred feet long. The element of fire is related to the south in all esoteric doctrine. I think we can safely assume that this stone represents the southern tip of the cross. Legend states that the boulders marked the final resting place of the Holy Grail.’

Karita wasn’t too sure what she thought about that and so looked at Logan to hear Tristan’s view.

‘The Grail is the Philosopher’s Stone, which is the key that unlocks the House of the Spirits to mankind,’ he mumbled. ‘This is one of the central teachings of the order of the Rose Cross …’

‘Yes …’ Preston encouraged Tristan’s train of thought.

‘We must look for the central boulder of this configuration,’ Tristan concluded.

‘Elementary,’ Preston warranted with good cheer.

‘But if there are six boulders, doesn’t that mean that there are two central boulders?’ Karita figured.

‘The Rose Cross was not a crucifix,’ Preston got in before Tristan could tell Karita, ‘but rather the same cross that is now used as the Red Cross symbol.’


‘Which way does the extra boulder lie?’ Tristan tested Preston’s knowledge.

‘To the west.’

‘So we head north and the next boulder should be the heart of the cross.’ Karita clapped her hands, eager to resume. ‘Thank you, Preston, that was very helpful.’ She nudged Logan to get Tristan to admit he’d been wrong about him. ‘Wasn’t it, Tristan?’

A grunt was all she got, as Tristan moved off to lead the hunt once more.

 

The next boulder looked no more remarkable than the last, but Tristan approached the huge obstruction to inspect it at close range with the torch.

‘Thank God!’ Preston entered the clearing and set down the heavy little chest. ‘Can we open this now?’

‘One moment.’ Tristan begged for Preston’s patience as he searched over the boulder’s surface for a particular marking. ‘It must be on the top,’ he concluded, unable to find what he was looking for. ‘Give me a leg up, will you?’ He motioned Preston closer.

‘Are you looking for a keyhole?’ Karita asked, thinking it rather farfetched, but then, so was this entire adventure.

As Preston struggled to hold the weight of his colleague, Tristan scanned the top surface of the boulder. ‘Indeed,’ he said, sounding satisfied and a little disbelieving. ‘It’s here … I’m nearly home.’

‘Fabulous,’ Preston lowered him back to the ground. ‘Now … the chest?’

Tristan approached Karita and held out a hand. ‘The key to the chest if you would, Miss Torelle.’

Karita pulled the band from the end of her long braid and as she unwound her hair, a large metal key, which had been concealed in the dark mass, was revealed.

Preston was impressed. ‘I would never have looked there.’

‘So, who is the superior sex?’ Tristan commented, as he took possession of the key. Karita grinned smugly at the compliment.

‘The Brotherhood might have done better to send one of the Sisterhood on this quest,’ Preston admitted, but plagued by a query he looked at Tristan. ‘I am wondering, de Scott … how did you come across this chest? Or were you the one who buried it?’

Tristan was amused by the question, surprised that it had not been raised before now. ‘I was not the one who buried it,’ he admitted. ‘It was in the ground hundreds of years before my house was ever built on the property.’

‘But that puts the date of the burial before Australia was even located by Europeans?’ Karita didn’t understand, and Preston was frowning as he struggled to accept the answer.


‘So, too, was this site constructed before recorded European occupation of this country,’ Tristan pointed out. ‘It was only after I started channelling the glyphs from the Master that I perceived the information about the treasure buried on my property,’ Tristan told them. ‘When I followed the detailed information pointing to where it had been buried and found the old chest, I realised that I was not going insane … I really was channelling a Master entity, and it was he who hid the treasure here.’

‘But how?’ Karita still didn’t comprehend.

‘A true Master needs nothing more than his will to travel anywhere in the universe, so an undiscovered country on the opposite side of the world would really not be too much of a feat,’ Tristan explained. ‘The Master hoped that by the time Australia was discovered mankind would be ready to unlock some of the ancient mysteries. When this proved not to be the case, the Master informed me of the treasure and requested that I return it to the House of the Spirits for sakekeeping until a later date.’

‘But you did not take up the quest at that time?’ Karita wondered why.

‘I thought the Master had been far too quick to judge the Brotherhood, who had me well within their power.’ The regret on Logan’s face reflected Tristan’s regrets. ‘I decided to tell them of my association with the Master and we all know how that turned out.

‘When I was disowned by my Chapter and my family, I felt angered by the position the Master had placed me in and I refused to aid him further. But, of course, I would never have been in that predicament if I had only done as the Master had asked in the first place … I just needed someone to blame, I guess. By the time I realised my life was under threat, it was too late to take up the quest. Instead, I died in torment and, trapped in that house, I became determined to protect its secrets from the Order which had ruined my life.’ Tristan took the key and crouched down in front of the small chest to open it.

‘No wonder you wanted to drop me down a hole.’ Preston was very sympathetic, suddenly. ‘I don’t expect the brothers have really matured that much since your time, Tristan.’ The entity inside Logan only grunted in response as Preston squatted down beside him, eager to see what the chest contained. ‘Did you open the chest when you first dug it up?’ he wondered.

‘I did,’ Tristan confirmed and then looked at Preston to grin broadly, ‘and I was amazed by what I found.’ He turned the key and the padlock fell open. Once he removed this, Karita edged closer, eager to see what was inside. Still, she kept a little distance between her and the men, not wanting to disturb the male bonding session taking place.


‘Behold, the Philosopher’s Stone.’ Tristan opened the chest and the sharp burst of golden light blinded all present momentarily. He then took the tall glass pyramid in hand. The pyramid had a frame of gold that extended past the base of the pyramid to become legs, forming a tripod. The metalwork was beautifully engraved with the ancient motif of the Rose Cross.

‘But that doesn’t look like a stone at all. Or a key,’ Karita mumbled, her eyes mesmerised by the light and the tiny sparkling particles that danced about within the confines of the glass.

‘The Philosopher’s Stone is what lays inside, lass,’ Tristan enlightened her. ‘Those tiny particles of gold you see are pure divine light … “the fountain of eternal life”.’

‘This is far more remarkable than the ancient doctrine that spoke of it,’ Preston said, completely overawed by the energies emanating from the piece. ‘You were right to keep this hidden.’

Actually, Tristan was surprised that Preston hadn’t snatched it from him by now. ‘Time to return it to the Master then.’

Preston nodded to agree, whereupon he and Tristan both stood up. A loud crack was heard, and as the ground gave way beneath them, both men dropped into the earth.

Karita was close enough and fast enough to grab Preston around the upper arm and stop his fall, but as he had hold of Tristan’s wrist which clutched the glowing source of wonder, Karita found herself struggling to hold the weight of the two men. She managed to drag Preston’s upper body out of the pit, and he got a foothold on a rotted piece of wood.

‘Karita, can you grab the the golden tripod from Logan?’ Preston strained to keep hold of Logan’s wrist, although his grip was slipping. The sound of the heavy chest hitting the bottom of the pit, made them all realise how deep the shaft was.

‘Not without letting you go, and if you lose your foothold …’ Karita knew there was only one way. ‘Drop the damn treasure, Tristan, and pull yourself up or your great-grandson is going die!’

‘If I drop the treasure, then I am cursed for all time,’ he protested. ‘I can’t take another century in limbo!’

‘I’m losing you, buddy.’ Preston couldn’t believe he was actually going to allow the priceless treasure to be destroyed. Preston could have let Logan go and grabbed the golden tripod that was the key to the House of the Holy Spirits, but he just couldn’t bring himself to put the acquisition of knowledge before a human life. ‘The first cause of the Masters is service, Tristan … no Master will commend you for murder.’

‘I have done my service,’ Tristan cried out stubbornly.


Karita was feeling torn up herself, although it was probably more from strain than sentiment. ‘With a pure heart and pure intentions you are as powerful as I AM, that’s what the Master said,’ Karita yelled out in desperation. ‘Damn it, Tristan, let your bloody curse go!’

In a moment of pure abandon, Tristan tossed the glowing jewel into the void and gripped hold of Preston’s hand. Karita aided Preston, who hauled Logan up behind him and all three adventurers collapsed on secure ground, puffing and moaning in the wake of the close call.

The key was heard smashing to smithereens at the bottom of the old shaft. Karita rolled over and propped her head on one hand to say reassuringly to the man who was occupying the body alongside her: ‘You did the right thing, Tristan … and even if the Master is not proud of you, I am.’ A kiss was his reward.

‘Miss Torelle … I didn’t know you cared,’ he replied with a grin.

Karita sat bolt upright, as it was not Tristan she’d kissed, but Logan. She could tell by his accent. ‘Where’s Tristan?’ She stood up, concerned for him.

‘Tristan?’ She called, as she turned in circles searching. ‘Tristan!’

 

The ghost tried to reassure her but his accomplice could no longer see him, or hear him, and Tristan feared that the powers-that-be had abandoned him once more. Then he noted a light-filled mist rising from the hole that had nearly claimed the lives of his company. Karita, Logan and Preston didn’t appear to be aware of the occurrence, so it had to be otherworldly.

Master? Tristan mumbled, as the mist suddenly split into four lines. They spread out in separate directions from the pit and, after some distance, the misty lines shot upwards to form huge, transparent, light-filled walls. The House of the Holy Spirits, he decided, as elaborate and impossible architecture began to take form within the light mass. The outside world almost vanished, replaced by a dreamlike place of great celestial majesty. Tristan could vaguely make out the forms of his colleagues still occupying their space in the physical world.

‘Tristan … please answer me?’ Karita begged. ‘I just need to know you’re okay.’

Tristan’s attention was drawn to the semi-circle of beings slowly manifesting before him. As with the Chapter of the Brotherhood to which he had once belonged, he saw twelve Masters, their identities concealed by the hoods of their robes. The central figure, whose face was open to view, Tristan recognised. ‘Master.’ He bowed his head reverently, most relieved to see him.

‘You finally got yourself here.’ The Master came forward to greet Tristan. ‘Selflessness will do it every time.’

‘But the Philosopher’s Stone was destroyed? I failed in my mission to return it to you for safekeeping?’ Tristan wondered why the Master was so pleased with him.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ the Master assured him, ‘I’d say our secret is safe enough now.’

‘So, I am to stay with you, my Master?’ Tristan approached the being, who was more spirit than body, eager to know if he had broken his curse.

‘Yes, Tristan.’ The Master was overjoyed to put Tristan’s soul to rest on that count. ‘But, part of you will remain in the physical world with Preston Molay.’

‘Do you refer to Karita?’ Tristan wondered if the Master was referring to the fact that he’d lost his heart to the woman.

The Lord shook his head, repressing his amusement at Tristan’s assumption. ‘When you cut yourself off from us, Tristan, having suffered much for the cause, we decided to send an incarnation of yourself to you. He would motivate you to complete your quest and by so doing, you would return to us. Meanwhile your current incarnation could aid in exposing the ancient knowledge that you were destined to bring to light in your lifetime as Tristan de Scott.’

Tristan approached the vague impression of Preston Molay, who was attempting to calm Karita in the wake of Tristan’s disappearance. ‘But why Preston?’ Tristan wondered. ‘Why not Logan, my great-grandson?’

‘Because Preston is the one who gets the girl,’ the Master replied cheekily, to shock his student.

‘What?’ Tristan felt a twinge of jealousy.

‘These things are planned very carefully … although even the best laid plans will go astray if wrong decisions are made by the individual,’ the Master tactfully explained. ‘Logan still bears the family stigma that the Brotherhood placed on your line over a century ago. Even though Logan inherited your psychic adeptness, he is still ruled by his negative ego. He can only channel information from the lower planes of awareness and thus has been of little use to us. Therefore, it was decided that it would be best to allow you to incarnate into a powerful family far removed from your curse. With no memory of that past shame, a shame you never deserved, you have become the wise and just man you were always destined to become.’

‘But how could my soul have incarnated, when I have been trapped in that house for a century?’ Tristan liked what he was hearing as it meant that all that time had not been wasted.

‘Only this small fragment of yourself has been trapped.’ The Master turned and motioned to one of the hooded beings amongst the Brotherhood. ‘The true essence of you never left us.’


The figure to whom the Master gestured dropped his hood. The being in question didn’t appear like Tristan or Preston, but had traces of both men in his form and face — as if he had fathered both men, which, of course, this soul had. Recognising himself in the Master before him, Tristan’s form broke up into light matter which was sucked back into its source. As Tristan’s soul-mind rejoined its higher self, the angelic being smiled serenely and with new and higher understanding, he stepped forward to speak with the Master further. ‘So Preston is to be your new channel, Master?’

‘Actually, I have recently taken a new apprentice who is working out rather nicely.’ The Master looked at Karita and smiled.

This was a revelation for Tristan. ‘So it was not I who mused Karita into painting “The Lost Word” at all, it was you?’

‘Actually,’ the Master corrected, ‘it was Karita herself.’

Another of the hooded figures in the circle of twelve revealed herself and Tristan smiled, recognising traces of the woman who had held his affection for the past few years in the Goddess-like woman who smiled serenely back at him.

‘Her future works will serve as a medium for many ancient memories and mysteries, and will trigger a higher awareness in those adepts ready to progress along the path of light.’


‘But who shall protect her from the Brotherhood if I am gone?’ Tristan was concerned by the news he was receiving.

‘But you are still with her.’ The Master motioned to Preston. ‘Our beloved brother shall see that her inspiring works are sold to those who will display them to the masses. And to assure her protection.’ The Master motioned to Logan de Scott, who was still seated on the ground recovering from having been possessed.

‘But didn’t you just say he’s run by his negative ego?’ Tristan knew that wasn’t good.

‘Not for long,’ the Master assured him. ‘Preston Molay has seen and heard enough to know that you were not a fraud and that the Brotherhood to which Logan belongs has known this all along. They have used the de Scott family stigma to keep him under their control, but once Logan discovers this, he will disassociate himself from them, reclaim his own personal power and become an excellent exponent of the righteous.’

Tristan’s heart and mind were set at rest by this knowledge and he suddenly felt an amazing clarity. ‘So, the ineffable name of God — the secret word of creation — is actually this state of perfect happiness and peace that cannot be described.’ He’d learnt all this before and was only now making sense of the doctrine that had been channelled to him over a century ago. ‘The triangular plate of gold on which this word is written is the higher triad of force that is the source of creation and the heart of all cosmic doctrine, the triad that ancients called Father, Mother, God, or Will – Power, Love – Wisdom, Adaptability – Intelligence. For if one achieves these qualities in life then the Philosopher’s Stone is theirs.’

The Master nodded surely. ‘So you see that you did not destroy the Philosopher’s Stone after all, just a physical means to cheat the proper process. You carried the essence of this substance in your being all along. These three will eventually come to the same conclusion and sweep away the old misconceptions of legend and myth, just as you were intended to do all that time ago.’

Tristan gave the Master a sideways glance, knowing he must have been a disappointment.

‘Better late than never,’ the Master smiled warmly to reassure him, ‘and you will aid me to aid them on this quest. Let it be thus.’ The Master slapped his hands together and all trace of the physical world faded into the ether.

7. The Story’s End?


The painting never reached the Grand Master,

for Preston fabricated a fire disaster.

As his tale was rather hard to believe,

Molay’s resignation was well received.





With his own better interests at heart,

Logan de Scott perfected his craft.

In order to serve the greater good,

he and Molay formed a public brotherhood.




And the lovely Karita tapped into creation,

to paint many a divine vision of beauty and revelation.

And her beloved ghost was never far away.

as soon after this adventure, Karita married Molay.



How’s that for a story? the ghost asked her sleeping presence.

‘Hmmm …’ Karita groaned with delight. ‘It was the best yet.’

 

Karita woke to a knock on the door, feeling rather chipper after her well-needed rest. The knock on the door was repeated, and as she was still fully dressed, Karita moved to answer it. ‘Yeah … who is it?’ She reached the door. ‘Hello.’

‘Are you Karita Torelle?’

‘Who wants to know?’ She looked through the peephole, but couldn’t see her caller’s face.

‘I’m interested in a picture you’ve painted,’ he explained. ‘The Lost Word.’

‘Oh, my God! You’re the buyer?’ Karita assumed. What time is it? Have I missed the meeting? She inwardly panicked, as she opened the door to find a man who was not at all what she’d imagined, but familiar somehow.

‘You don’t know me.’ He smiled. ‘My name is Logan de Scott.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Karita found herself smiling broadly with no idea why. ‘Won’t you come in?’










Epilogue



 








The Witches of
 Bungan Beach
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IN BETWEEN MY school years and the time I started to write, there was this reckless fun period of my life that I spent drifting between the music industry and the film industry. During this time I met many, many wonderful people (including my husband of seventeen years), but there were two girls in particular, who, along with my best friend, Sue, really helped me develop the foundations of the broad belief system I have today. They changed the way I perceived myself and the world around me and introduced me to many of the paths of esoteric investigation that would later so heavily influence my tales. Thus, I could hardly write a book such as this without acknowledging that vital time in my life and the role that the Witches played in it.

Sal — the rock ’n’ roll gal

My husband David was the lighting director for The Radiators for about five years and during this time Sally’s boyfriend was doing stage. Sally and I met at an end-of-tour roadie bash and we hit it off immediately! She was like a bright, bubbly bottle of champagne, definitely one of the most fun gals I’ve ever known … the term ‘party animal’ comes to mind and ‘deviate’, in the cheekiest, nicest possible way. I instantly felt like I’d known Sal forever and pretty soon we got to hanging out together on a regular basis.

Sal worked in the rock’n’roll business. She has tour-managed too many great Aussie acts to count, organied several music festivals and even had her own booking agency for a while — Cool Bananas. Sal was also one of the unsung forces who helped to propel The Wiggles to stardom.

We had just TOO much fun during this era, which lasted for over a decade. I won’t go into the details as I’d get us in WAY too much trouble (Sal breathes a sigh of relief).

Sue — continuity and film production

Now just to confuse things, I come to the second Sue who changed my life. Perhaps I shall call her ‘Wildly’, as that was a nickname I had for her at the time — in retrospect, this seems rather inappropriate as the nickname paints exactly the opposite picture to that of her true character.

I first met Wildly at Sal’s place. She wandered in through the door and I swear the atmosphere of the room changed from pleasant to serene with her entrance, and serene is the perfect word to describe this gal. I sat down with Sal, Sue and Wildly that afternoon and had the most amazing conversation of my life. I never really knew much about esoteric medicine, mystery or doctrine; the ‘New Age’ movement was only just taking off in a big way in this country. Still, anything mysterious or unexplained had always intrigued me, and these girls were full of it! Crystals, Past Lives, OBEs (Out of Body Experiences), Natural Remedies, the Power of the Mind … it was all too interesting. I know we didn’t touch on all those topics that afternoon, but we certainly touched on a few of them and over the years we began to explore and exchange information on all things esoteric. Without even realising it, I was shattering the old fear-based belief system imposed on me by a Catholic education and I slowly came to believe that the world was my oyster and that I could create my own reality — with a lot of help from the universe, of course. This realisation gave me the impetus to try writing down some of my daydreams.


It was Wildly who helped score me my first job in the film industry, at the film studio I mentioned earlier. It was also Wildly who showed me how to convert a handwritten manuscript into a properly formatted film script; she even suggested sending the completed script to the AFC for comment. So, while I finished writing the story, Wildly translated the manuscript into a film script and Sue, my editor, typed it up. The AFC reviewer crucified our efforts, and I was crushed, until …

Wildly rang me soon after to say she’d shown the script to a young producer who ran a film studio at North Sydney; my script had impressed him enough to offer me a job at the studio, and he wanted to develop my script. Well, as I was working as a cleaner at the time, the film industry had to be a step in the right direction. This was the first big break of my life (thanks Wildly, thanks Caggs, thanks girls!).

That first project went by the wayside, as I found myself whipping up scripts like there was no tomorrow. A couple of years later I wrote the aforementioned film script Chairs. The Traci Harding esoteric style of fantasy was born with this script; I found the magical combination that would make my tales unique. Sal, who was running a music agency, Wildly, who was dabbling in film producing, Sue, my editor, and I, formed a production company, ‘Bewitching Films’, and together we set out to make this project happen. And happen things did. Every time we got together and started talking about what we needed to do next, or who we needed to meet, it just happened.

This is, of course, why we were dubbed the Witches of Bungan Beach (Sal lived at Bungan, and this was where we gathered for our little meetings more often than not). The four of us were referred to as the inner sanctum, as we discovered that between us, all the elements were represented astrologically: Sal was a Fire sign; Sue was an Air sign; Wildly was Water; I was Earth. And over the years many others joined our little circle. Kath, Sandy, Angie, Kari, another Sue (this one was an artist) and all the aforementioned girls in this book have gathered for nights of magical conversation over fine food, tea, mead and, of course, CHOCOLATE! Wildly always finds the best chocolates. With friends like these one tends to feel rather privileged. We didn’t just want success, we expected it.

We compiled a full breakdown of costs in order to draw up a budget and proposal for Chairs. We went to the UK to cost that end of the production, so that the last figures could be put in place. Our carefully-costed film came to a little over the $20 million mark, which was to prove too rich for the Australian film industry to digest at that time.

The project got shelved. Wildly was in great demand to do continuity and thus kept getting offered great paying film shoots that often took her interstate and overseas. Sal became immersed up to her ears in the Wiggles and I took a job in record retail to pay some bills.

 

The Witches are spread out all over the place these days, although I do get to see them occasionally. So many wonderful women who have lent their magic to my life, aiding me to where I am and beyond.

 








 




For the gals,

who kept me sane,

who helped me explore the many mysteries of this world,

who proved to me that anything is possible,

who showed me what friendship means,

who helped me realise my dream.

I love you’s!

Thankx,

for everything.
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The Ancient Future:
 the Dark Age

The white light surrounded her, exuding from the ground within the circle. The mist rose towards the sky to form a billowing cloud. From within the largest stone a ball of blue light steadily made its way towards her.
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An Echo In Time:
 Atlantis

The narrow stairway inside the mountain led to a door, that opened onto a huge marble plateau. Upon this stood a stone circle, that consisted of nine of the largest hunks of polished crystal Tory had ever seen. A turbulent cloud erupted overhead, its core alive with electromagnetic activity.
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Masters of Reality:
 the Gathering

An enormous vortex spiralled above the earth, out beyond the orbit of the moon. Its centre was expanding to form a huge glowing corridor through the fabric of space. This brilliant mass shot forth thousands of glowing balls of light that proceeded to descend toward our planet.
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The Alchemist’s Key

Wade Ashby has just inherited his grandfather’s estate in England. The Baronage has a business, manor and large fortune. It’s the biggest break of his life — but Wade is inheriting a lot more than he bargained for …


ISBN 0 7322 6672 6

[image: image]

Chronicle of Ages

From deep within the earth there was a great rumble. The sky above clouded over and within moments the day had become as black as night. Red mist began spewing forth from the centre of the temple ruins at Lynn Cerrig Bach …
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Tablet of Destinies

The hazy light matter began whirling with hurricane intensity until it formed a perfect globe of light. Within the safety of the light-tube, his body levitated into the air and was spun around to face the activated mound. From this source, images began shooting around the inside of the Sensor-sphere.
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