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1

Something In The Air

1. Wednesday, 15th October, 1969 – Jacksonville, Florida

So the whole thing started when Gabriel Serapis – love of my

life and tall, dark and handsome to my short, dark and average

– got himself shot and left for dead right before my eyes…

Yeek, enough of the melodramatics already.

It was early evening in downtown Jacksonville. We’d just been

to Tallahassee, at the moratorium to end the Vietnamwar – us

being such everlovin’ peacenik doves – and had driven home

high on hope and optimism, singing Give Peace A Chance, Get

Together, People Gotta Be Free, and every other relevant song

we could think of. It was already dark when we arrived, so we

ate a takeout dinner amongst the rainbow of neon lights, then

chilled at our favourite bar.

Wemust’ve made everyone so sick, holding hands and gazing

into each other’s eyes while ‘Girl from Ipanema’ drifted lan-

guidly through the smoky air. For once, I didn’t care. I was with

my favourite person in the whole world. Someone who laughed

at my wise cracks and accepted me just as I was, who’s melting
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brown eyes I could get lost in so easily.

We finished ourMai Tais and Gabe went to the bar for another

round. That’s when the trouble started, with a loud southern

drawl.

“Hey! You pushin’ in, raghead?”

I looked up to see Gabe stumbling backwards out of the crush

around the bar. A great bear of a man wearing a cowboy shirt,

blue jeans and fancy western boots loomed nearby, thrusting a

ruddy face and sandy moustache at him. I couldn’t hear Gabe’s

reply, but knowing him, it was most likely something oh-so

polite and, of course, completely useless.

I leapt up and hurried towards them. If this good ol’ boy was

going to cause trouble, he’d have to cause it for both of us.

“What you say? You wanna drink? Ain’t they got none back in

ol’ Araby?”

The guy laughed heartily. Gabe faltered, wearing that uptight

smile he resorted

to when nervous. As I reached him, he tried to steer me away.

“Yeah, go back where you came from, camel jockey!” theman

sneered.

I was incensed.

“What the hell’s his hang up?”

“He’s spoiling for a fight, I guess. Let’s just split, okay?”

“No way! That’s not cool!”

“Yeah, I know. I’m a real flake, aren’t I Ange?”

“So just hang tough and tune him out.”

“But he’s enormous! And he’s fixing to trash me, in case you

hadn’t noticed.”

I glanced at the guy. He’d leaned back against the bar,

crushing a massive fist into his other hand as he eyeballed us. I

had to concede that Gabe had a point.
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“Well, call the fuzz!”

“Now who’s uncool? Look, let’s just cut out and find some-

where else to hang, okay?”

My face burned. I should’ve just chilled out, but I was so

hacked off I couldn’t resist a parting shot. As Gabe turned for

the door, I narrowed my eyes on the man and flipped him the

bird.

“Eat dirt, you sheet-wearing redneck scuzz!”

The smirk slid off his face as it flushed a darker shade of

beetroot. He huffed indignantly, then came at us bellowing

like a wounded bull. Man, we bailed out of there big time – well,

Gabe bailed, dragging me along with him. I was plenty ticked

off that he chose to run instead of putting his muscles to good

use. And I ached to have another go at the guy.

Until I noticed he had friends. Three other checked-shirt-

blue-jean-boot-wearing hicks with identical expressions and

bad attitudes were right on his heels. So you knowwhat? If I’d

had any idea a Convention of Racist Rednecks had convened in

Jacksonville that week, I sure would’ve suggested we did our

drinking at home.

We hurtled through the door to the parking lot. Our pursuers

were momentarily held up as the door swung shut in their

faces, giving us enough time to get into Gabe’s flame-red

Pontiac Firebird, which he’d jokingly dubbed The Phoenix. As

he fumbled to get the key into the ignition, the four men burst

from the building and strode towards us.

“Far out!” Gabe said, groping around on the floor.

“What?”

“Keys went south…”

He stiffened as the Chief Redneck strutted up to the car with

something black andmetallic in his hand. He used it to smash
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the driver’s side window, sending chips and shards of glass

everywhere.

“Have you flipped your wig?” Gabe cried, shielding his face

with his arms. “Just cool it, already!”

“Got you now, raghead! And your foul-mouthed bitch!”

He hawked and spat, and time stood still as Gabe and I stared

down the barrel of the revolver he levelled at us.

“In the name of Jesus Christ,” he intoned, “I’m gonna put you

back in your place, you filthy ape!”

“No!” I shrieked.

Noise exploded through the car, echoing thunderously in

my skull. Blood spattered everywhere as the bullet smashed

into Gabe’s head. In the confusion of the moment, explosions

seemed to go off all around us. My lungs were sucked dry of air,

and I fought to gasp a breath and scream.

Drawing another ragged breath, I tore my seatbelt off so I

could try to help Gabe. I’d be damned if I was going to just sit

there screaming like some chick in a horror flick while the only

real love I’d ever known bled to death.

As I leaned over him, he rasped in a shallow breath, his black

hair slick with blood, his eyes pleading. I glanced at the bozo.

The man stared back in horrified astonishment. The revolver

was now a smoking, twisted wreck, its barrel peeled apart like

a banana skin. His fingers still grasped the grip of the gun, but

they were blackened and charred, like the flesh had been burned

right off them.

One of his cohorts, a short, wizened-looking old fellow with a

face like a gnome, whistled to him before disappearing into the

shadows at the edge of the parking lot. The other two followed,

the injured bozo stumbling after them, clutching his burnt hand.

“Hey!” I called out. “Don’t let those guys get away!”
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But the couple of bystanders who appeared once it was safe

were more concerned about helping me with Gabe than follow-

ing the men. One ran to ring for an ambulance and the police,

whilst another helped me to make Gabe more comfortable and

staunch the flow of blood. He’d lost consciousness, and I was

desperate to help him.

The rest was a blur – flashing lights, sirens, Gabe being lifted

onto a gurney and put in an ambulance. Uniformed officers who

picked their way across shattered glass from the shop fronts. A

nearby hydrant eruptedmasses ofwater into the air, causingfire

fighters to struggle as they wrestled it off. Babbling onlookers

crowded around, and had to be moved along.

It was so unreal, like I’d been suddenly plucked up and thrust

into the Twilight Zone. I barely took it in, and answered

the police officer’s questions obediently, numbly. They were

confused by the large amount of damage to the area, but I knew

only of what had happened inside the car. Then I was whisked

off to the nearest hospital, checked over, and left to sit and wait

for the next storm to break.

2.

“Miss Jones?”

I raisedmy head. It throbbedwith themother of all headaches.

I tried to not move it any more than necessary as I met the

doctor’s eyes through the dark bangs of my bobbed hair.

“Our top surgeon, Doctor Jay Scott, is operating onMr Serapis.

Has his family been informed?”

“Yes,” I croaked, thinking back to a call I’d made once I’d

hunted down the payphone in the hospital’s foyer. “They’re

chartering a flight down from New York. They should be here
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very soon.”

“It’s a really difficult situation,” he said. “I’m afraid it could

still go either way. Doctor Scott will be able to give you a better

idea once he’s finished.”

I was grateful for theman’s compassion. As he walked away, I

found I ached for that compassion, for a human touch, anyone’s.

The feeling hurt inside my ribs, and my eyes burned as tears

finally came. A torrent burst out, from a place deep inside that I

usually denied existence to.

When I could cry nomore, I went back to the payphone to ring

my mother. Predictably enough, she wasn’t home. So I rang

my older sister, Karen, who lived in L.A. with her husband and

young son.

Karen and I were tight. We’d beenmilitary brats, dragged to

various bases around theU.S. by our patriotic elders. Karenmade

heaps of friends during our fragmented childhood, and kept a

list of pen pals from all over the States. I didn’t. Playing nice

with a different set of children every couple of years did zilch

for my self-esteem and sense of stability, and I’d kept mostly

to myself.

Not much had changed. Karen had always been the anchor in

mymessy life – part bigger sister, part mother, and best buddy.

Everyone, everywhere we went, loved her. I could’ve been real

jealous and torn-up over that, but I loved her too.

Karen answered the phone on the third ring. I nearly teared

up again when I heard her voice. Then I told her the news.

“Oh no!” she gasped. “Is he – is he…”

“They’re operating now to get the bullet out,” I quavered,

fighting to keep control. “I’m so scared, Karen! I don’t wanna

lose him!”

“Oh Ange… Do you want me to fly over?”
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A little flame of hope leapt up in my heart. Karen was the one

person who could truly soothe me, who I could talk to about

anything. But I knew she was going through a bad patch with

her husband, Eric, so it seemed best to swallow down that flame

of hope and be practical.

“Gee, I’d love that. But don’t worry – I’m gonna ask Mama.

Besides, I wouldn’t want to cause any problems between you

and Eric.”

“No, it’s okay. We’re doing great, honestly.”

I bit my tongue. What I thought of Eric had long ago crossed

the border from simple dislike to plain contempt based on

certain truths about his character. However, I couldn’t bear

to hurt Karen bymaking her themeat in a hostile sandwich. And

I was truly concerned that hermarriage wouldn’t last a weekend

of them being on opposite sides of L.A., let alone a week or more

on opposite sides of the continent.

“Right, no biggie, then. And I’m sorry to get all heavy on you.

I’ll be fine once Mama gets here.”

“If you’re sure. But if anything else happens, you don’t get a

say. Newt and I will be over there on the first flight.”

I couldn’t help but grin. When Karen and Eric named their

son Newton, I’d coined the shorter version of his name. Karen

thought it was cute. Eric didn’t.

“Okay,” I conceded. “Karen… you’re the best sis ever!”

I returned to thewaiting roomand sat down, trying not to look

at the spots of blood on my jeans and shirt. Gabe’s blood. I’d

already visited the hospital bathroom andwashedmy hands and

arms, but I still longed to scrubmyself clean under a steaming

hot shower with tonnes of medicated soap and a stiff brush.

Doubts bombarded me as I thought back over the night’s

events. Was all of this mess my fault? If I’d just left like Gabe
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wanted to instead of getting tee’d off and hurling insults at the

bozo, would we now be blissfully asleep in our bed? Or had the

guy been determined to make trouble for us nomatter what?

I wished I’d told Karenmy thoughts. But I was scared. Voicing

mydoubtswouldmake themmore real, and then I’d have to face

them openly. And without Karen actually by my side, I wasn’t

sure I could handle where that might take me.

“Angela?”

A tearful voice echoed down the corridor, and I looked up. I’d

never liked my full first name, and normally encouraged people

to just call me Ange. On pain of death. But I figured this was an

exception I had to make.

Gabe’s familymoved towardsme as if in a dream. His parents,

originally from Egypt but now citizens of the United States,

his sister and brother, all wore the same haunted, half-dazed

expression.

This was going to be a serious downer.

“Mrs Serapis,” I replied, and stood up.

Zahra Serapis tookmy hands, fresh tears running down her

face. Usually the trimmest and best-dressed of women, her

tailored beige pant suit was crinkled from the flight, something

as out-of-place as her current lack of make-up and jewellery.

“Tell us everything,” she pleaded as we sank onto the chairs

lining the corridor.

Her husband, Abasi, daughter Sagira and eldest son, Adio, also

sat. I hesitated as I got a closer look at them all.

Abasi lookedboneweary, like hehadn’t slept in days insteadof

the three hours since my phone call. Adio’s face was a mixture

of concern and anger, and, I thought as I met his dark eyes,

barely concealed fear. Sagira’s eyes were red and swollen from

crying, but otherwise she looked like a fashion model in her
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short designer Rajah dress and flipped bob.

“Gabe and I were out having a drink,” I started.

“Alcohol,” Adio muttered with distaste.

“Hey, cool it, okay? It was just a couple of little drinks to relax.

Well, this guy started making trouble for Gabe, so we left. He

followed us out to the car park and – shot Gabe in the head.”

Zahra and Sagira cried out.

“But why?” Abasi croaked.

I hated to tell them it was an act of racism. I never was the

most tactful person. I tried to put it delicately.

“He thought Gabe wasn’t – well, American enough to share a

bar with him.”

Zahra fell against her husband, sobbing loudly. Yup, that’s

me, delicate to the end. I sighed, and noticed the mutinous look

on Adio’s face.

“Yeah, crazy isn’t it?” I said. “I’d never even seen that guy

around here before. I sure hope the police caught up with him.”

Adio looked away. Tears slid down Abasi’s face as he held

Zahra. Sagira sobbed against her father’s shoulder. I felt

terrible.

“The surgeon should be here soon to tell us how the operation

went,” I said, hoping that would help.

The only change was that Adio got up to pace the corridor.

Too proud to cry, I thought, trying to admire his strength. But I

couldn’t quite pull it off. There was something about Adio that

left me cold.

No one felt like small talk after that. We sat in silence,

waiting for news in the kind of stunned shock that I remembered

happening after President Kennedy was assassinated. As we

waited, I couldn’t help but think about the relationship that

meant most to me in my life.
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Gabe and I hadmet just over a year before, when I startedwork

at the Jacksonville Veterinary Clinic as an animal nurse. Gabe

had been there for a year, after studying and working as a junior

vet in California. As soon as we laid eyes on each other, I felt

an incredible spark of attraction. And he felt it too, ‘cos we’d

enjoyed every moment of each other’s company since.

With our complimentary career paths, it felt likewewere fated

to meet. I’d made the decision before finishing Junior High that

I wanted to work with animals rather than with people. By then

I’d reached the conclusion that most humans had rather less to

recommend them than the average cat or dog.

And by the time I started work at the clinic, I was already

keen to return to college to study ethology, the field of animal

behaviour. I started to get a reputation as a bit of an animal

psychologist…

Don’t laugh.

There are so many sweet, innocent animals who’ve been

totally screwedupby their owners. I informed themore ignorant

of them that overfeeding Poopsy is not good for her physical or

mental well-being, or that locking great big Growler in a tiny

yard all day with nomental stimulation or exercise makes him

aggressive, or that Fluffy pees on your cushions because she

doesn’t like your current squeeze.

Come to think of it, I often don’t either. Animals are so smart.

I foundmyself touching my pendant as I thought about Gabe.

Besides our careers, we shared an interest in Egypt, as we both

had Egyptian heritage. On our recent one year anniversary,

we’d bought each other gifts that signified our bond. I’d given

Gabe a golden ankh, which symbolises life, and wasn’t radically

different to the little gold crosshe’dwornwhenwefirstmet. The

pendant he gave me was a red jasper tyet, which looks similar
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to an ankh but with the arms folded down.

“It’s also called the knot of Isis,” he’d said as he fastened the

leather cord aroundmy neck. “So I couldn’t think of anything

more appropriate…”

He turnedme around and kissed my forehead.

“…because you are my goddess…”

It all seemed so sappy and overly romantic now, in the light

of what had just happened. I closed my eyes to pray – to I don’t

know what god or goddess – that Gabe would make it through

the operation alive.

3.

“Ange?”

I awoke as Sagira touchedmy shoulder. She looked impossibly

fresh, her shiny dark flipped bob brushed and her dress neat. I

marvelled at her andwondered brieflywhat sort ofmess I looked

like in my blood-spotted jeans and knit tee-shirt.

Doctor Scott approached, accompanied by another surgeon

who had assisted him. The dark circles under his eyes gave him

the air of a man who had just spent the evening engaged in

making life-and-death decisions instead of sleeping.

“Itmay be touch and go for awhile,” he saidwearily, brushing

a hand over the grey haze of stubble on his chin. “Luckily, the

bullet didn’t penetrate very far because of the shallow angle of

entry. But Gabriel fell into a coma while we worked on him, and

we can’t say when he’ll regain consciousness. Hopefully while

he sleeps, his brain will be busy repairing itself.”

“So he’ll recover?” Abasi asked hopefully.

Doctor Scott paused.

“The surgery itself went well,” he said, “but Gabe has some
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damage that only time can heal. He’ll likely remain stable while

he’s in a coma, but I think you should prepare yourselves for

the possibility that he may not wake up, or that there may be

permanent damage when he does.”

Zahra sobbed against Abasi’s chest, and he held her tightly

as he stared at the surgeon in horror. Sagira hugged them

both, her tears flowing freely, and I foundmyself continuously

swallowing a stubborn lump in my throat. Adio alone had no

reaction, beyond a tightening of his jaw.

Strangely enough, I didn’t feel grief any more, although I was

aware of it lurking close to the surface. Oh no. What I felt more

than anything at this news was anger – pure, red-hot, totally

righteous anger. Like, how could this freakin’ happen? How

could someone just walk up to another person and shoot to kill,

based on nothing more than skin colour! What was wrong with

the world? This was America, God damn it! Things like this

simply shouldn’t happen.

But they did. All the time. The news headlines constantly

screamed at us that there were more murders in Jacksonville

than anywhere else in Florida. Not to mention all the violence

that had sprouted from student protests, civil right’s extremists,

and pretty much anyone with a militant attitude and an axe to

grind, despite the example set by people like Doctor King. But

then, look what had happened to him. It was enough to make

you wonder if maybe the hippies were onto something after all.

Thoughts tumbled through my head as I comforted Sagira.

Was religion to blame? The guy had cited Jesus as he aimed the

gun at Gabe. Such an irony – if only he’d asked, he would have

found that Gabe, named for one of the most famous angels, had

been brought up in a Christian household.

Or perhaps he only used religion as an excuse to air his
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prejudices, and a convenient cover to conceal his real beliefs.

Plenty of people did, especially in the south. Maybe he wasn’t a

Christian at all. My brain was scrambled just thinking about it,

but I had to understand.

I compared it to animal behaviour. If you mistreat a dog or

cat for long enough, eventually it will bite. Maybe not you, the

abuser, but some innocent party. So perhaps this loser had been

raised in a household where he was abused, or had witnessed

his family abusing others and getting away with it. But that still

wasn’t a reason to gun an innocent person down!

These thoughts swirled around my head long after Doctor

Scott had left. He’d reassured us that Gabe’s prognosis looked

hopeful, and that he was receiving the best care available.

The police foundme again, though it was close to midnight

by then, and asked somemore questions, hoping I’d seen some-

thing to explain the shattered glass and exploding fire hydrant.

I told them I hadn’t, and they eventually left, promising, like

General MacArthur, that they would return.

After a while we were allowed into Gabe’s private room for a

fewminutes, to watch his chest rise and fall with the pumping

of the ventilator as he slept. His head was heavily bandaged, his

usually tanned complexion a sickly grey.

The nurse suggested we go home and try to get some sleep,

saying we would be notified if there was any change. But the

thought of leaving Gabe was unbearable, so we trooped out and

silently took up residence in the nearest waiting room.

4.

I managed to get hold of Mama on the phone aroundmidday on

Thursday.
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“What do you mean Gabe’s hurt?” she drawled in the an-

noying southern-belle accent she affected to impress her lady

friends and church group. “You need to be a little more explicit,

darlin’. I’m not a mind-reader, you know.”

I took a deep breath, determined not to let her silly manner-

isms get to me.

“Mama, Gabe was shot last night. He’s in hospital.”

“Shot? Youmean with a gun?”

“Yes, he was shot in the head. He’s had surgery, but now he’s

in a coma and we don’t know what’s going to happen.”

She gasped. I felt a mean little stab of gratification that she

was at last truly concerned.

“Oh darlin, how dreadful! It’s just the worse timing imagin-

able!”

“Timing?”

“Yes, darlin’. You were driving over for the fund-raising ball

Friday night, remember? You were both going to stay here, at

Niceville, for the weekend.”

“Gabe’s in a coma and you’re worried about us missing some

stupid ball? Mama, he could die!”

“Alright, darlin’, I get it’s serious. You always were so

melodramatic, that’s all.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Well, it’s not just any little ol’ ball, you know. It’s the first

time I’ve been entrusted with such an important function for

the S.P.D.A.D.P., and you did promise that you and Gabe would

come to support me…”

I sighed. Frankly, I could care less about the wretched ball. Or

the evenmore wretched S.P.D.A.D.P. – supposedly the Society

for the Prevention of Discrimination Against Displaced Persons,

which provided Mama and her churchy friends ample opportu-
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nity to play at being model citizens and mix with people that

impressed them – businessmen, politicians, doctors, lawyers –

and their wives. Et cetera.

Needless to say, my own charitable instincts differed signifi-

cantly to Mama’s.

“Angela? Are you alright? Have Gabe’s parents come down?”

“Yes – his whole family’s here. And I needmine.”

“Of course darlin’. You must be devastated. I can’t come

straight away – as you know, I’m the hostess for the ball, and

they simply can’t do without me. But after that I’ll be right over

there quicker than you can wink, I promise.”

“That’s great,” I said, unable to muster much enthusiasm.

“Okay, let me know what time you’ll get here.”

“Of course, darlin’. I will.”

Somehowthe thoughtofmymother comingdidn’t provide the

comfort I’d hoped for. But then, she’d never exactly generated

stability.

My mother – Patsy – was a total ditz. She existed purely

for shopping, trips to the hairdresser to maintain her Marilyn

Monroe look-a-like bob, her churchy lady friends, and her

stupid ‘charity’. She’d had a haphazard way of rearing children,

and she seemed eternally surprised upon entering our house to

find two young girls expecting her to performmagical,motherly

duties of which she only seemed to have a vague idea.

Our father, Ronald, had managed to fulfil some of the func-

tions that were so out of Mama’s realm of experience, like

making pancakes for breakfast on weekends and reading us

bedtime stories when we were little. But he wasn’t always there

because of his work for the air force, and we’d often had to fend

for ourselves.

Darkly good looking (and I mean like Omar Sharif) with
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Egyptian andWelsh heritage, dad had always been steady and

reliable – until he came home from ‘Nam in ‘66 after taking a

Vietcong bullet in his chest. I didn’t even get a chance to see him

after he got back. As soon as his wound healed, he took off up

north with some free-lovin’, flower power chick half his age.

We hadn’t really talked since.

I was so glad that Gabe had a nice family and stable parents. I

respected Zahra Serapis, and was comfortable with the thought

of her as mymother-in-law.

We eventually got taxis back to my apartment, stopping on

the way to grab a takeaway Indian banquet for dinner. After

eating, I took to the bathroom to wash properly, and spent ages

scrubbingmyself all over. I finally emerged, tingling and fresh,

but still hankering to go back in and scour everything again.

I let Gabe’s parents have my double bed – a little luxury I’d

invested in on finding myself with a serious boyfriend. I was

sure they’d speculate about the thingsGabe and I haddone there,

but I was too tired to care. So we’d had sex. Big deal. (Well, it

actually was to me. He was the best thing I could imagine in or

out of bed. They could think what they liked.)

Sagira and I squeezed onto the two vintage chaise lounges

in my lounge room that I’d inherited from my grandmother.

Although they looked super cool with their patterned chintz and

gleaming woodwork, they sure were hell to sleep on.

But I suspectweweremore comfortable thanAdio, who tossed

and turnedonanestmadeupof every cushion I owned, arranged

on the loungeroom floor. I’m totally surprised he stuck with us

for the whole night instead of finding a comfy room in amotel

somewhere.

Friday crawled by. Eating, sleeping, sitting with Gabe, sitting

at home. Again, I had to convince the cops – who’d impounded
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Gabe’s car and gone over it with a fine-toothed forensic comb,

to no avail – that I knew nothing about the excess damage at the

crime scene. I even had to dodge a reporter or two! The Serapis

familymoved to an up-marketmotel nearer to the hospital, and

we visited Gabe morning and evening.

We sat and talked, and read to him from the daily paper,

despite that he seemed oblivious to everything. The doctors had

told us to talk to him, as it might stimulate his brain. We tried to

sound happy and normal to encourage him to heal, despite the

strainwe felt. Sometimes Zahra burst into tears, sobbing quietly

into her handkerchief. Abasi sat silently and stared into space,

and Adio paced, looking sullen. I wondered if he was thinking

of revenge. I certainly had.

Sagira and I just tried to relax andbeourselves. Itwasprobably

easier for us, as we found hope in doing little things for him. But

it wasn’t easy to see the rest of his family suffering.

Mama arrived at the Jacksonville International Airport on

Saturdaymorning, complete with a ridiculously huge suitcase.

I’m sure I nearly ruptured something as I carried it out to the

car and hoisted it into the boot. I imagined it was crammedwith

a dozen pairs of stilettos, enough clothes to fit out a fashion

parade, and a hundred scarves – her latest fad.

As I started the car, the radio bounced to life, screaming out

CrosstownTrafficby JimiHendrix. Mama immediately switched

the channel to find somethingmore mundane. Cue the song I

hated more than any other in the whole history of music.

“Oh listen!” Mama said, delighted. “It’s your song.”

I groaned. ‘Angela Jones’ by some cat called Johnny Ferguson

had come out only a couple of months before my sixteenth

birthday. Hearing it made me want to barf. Of course, some

people seemed quite happy when a song came out that had their
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name in it. I was not one of those people. Not just because it

used the full version of my first name that I already despised by

the time I was two. But to then pair it with my surname seemed

a cruel joke. One that some people wouldn’t let me forget.

Once home, I related the whole horrible story of Gabe’s

shooting again.

“Sweetheart,” Mama crooned, swamping me in the stench

of her latest designer perfume as she embraced me. “What a

terrible thing to happen! I’m so sorry!”

This was an uncharacteristic display of sympathy. She really

wasn’t the huggy,motherly type, after all. But at thatmoment it

didn’t matter. I hugged her too, and foundmyself holding back

tears.

“Thanks Mama. I’m really glad you’re here.”

“Darlin’, why don’t you go and wash your face and put on

some fresh clothes, and we’ll go out shoe shopping. How does

that sound?”

I declined. I appreciated that she was making an enormous

effort to be sympathetic and cheer me up, but shoe shopping

was the last thing I felt like doing. And I had a rotten track record

of finding anything I liked, especially in the types of stores that

mymother frequented. So she left to ‘run some errands’, which

likely involved the boutique district. I lay downwith a throbbing

headache and tried not to think.

I was unsuccessful.

A new thought crystallised in mymind. I’d suffered the guilt,

grief, and anger, and they still lurked close to the surface. But

now I also felt a cold, hard resolve to put things right. There was

too much evil in the world. The peaceful neo-pagan spiritual

beliefs I’d fostered didn’t console me. But they gave me one

heck of an idea.
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If our supposedly great God was just going to sit by and let

people rape, pillage, kill, and steal (and let’s face it, we’ve been

doing it for millennia without learning from our mistakes),

thenmaybe it was time to join the counter-culture, give it the

boot, and find a new ideal that would support world peace and

harmony.

Well, why not? After all, conventional petitioning for divine

intervention didn’t appear to help, considering the amount of

disaster we humans suffered. Granted, we generatedmuch of

that disaster ourselves. But what if some other force could be

found to bring enlightenment and peace to earth? To act on our

behalf and kick some immortal cosmic ass to get things working

better?

Considering the countless numbers of gods, goddesses, and

god-itsworshipped sincehumankind’s origin,mymindboggled

overwhich deity or deities to ask, let alonehow to convince them

to help us. From what I knew, many had considered humans

to be playthings for their amusement. And then there was the

creeping question of the karmic consequences for messing with

the grand scheme of things on that scale…

I’d just about exhausted my options for this crazy idea and

dismissed it when something happened that put it right back

before my eyes in glowing neon letters a hundred feet high.
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She’s a Rainbow

1. Saturday 18th October 1969 – Jacksonville, Florida

I’d rung the veterinary clinic the day after the shooting and

talked to the owner, who was also the head veterinary surgeon.

He kindly allowed me a month’s leave, the situation being so

traumatic. But as I nursed my throbbing head, he rang to ask if

I’d come in and sign some forms. With nothing better to do, I

drove to the clinic. And yeah, I switched back to my favourite

radio station on the way.

As I left through thewaiting room, the scent of patchoulimade

me look around. I noticed a friend of mine sitting nearby. To

be honest, she was difficult not to notice, in faded purple jeans,

tie-dyed t-shirt, tonnes of beads and bangles, and a rainbow-

coloured scarf holding back a wild tumble of black hair from her

golden brown face. It was Amy Zamora, who I’d had natural and

spiritual therapies with – until being distracted by Gabe.

I smiled andnodded towards the door. She got up and followed

me out to the parking lot.

“Amy!” I said, giving her a hug.
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“Ange, honey,” she replied, her familiar husky voice sending

waves of comfort throughme. “Long time no see. How are you?”

“I’ve been better.”

She gazed at me with piercing eyes.

“You’ve had a tragedy,” she said. “Just recently.”

“Holymoley! I almost forgot how good you are at that,” I said

with a laugh.

She flashed a grin.

“You’ve hardly been to see me in the last year. What’s going

on with you, girl?”

I sighed.

“It’s a long story. Can I come over and tell you some time?”

“Sure, honey. I’m freeWednesdaymorning, if that suits you.”

“That’s fine. I’ll call before I come.”

“You still got my number? Here…”

She took a small stack of cheaply printed handbills from her

beaded bag and gave me one.

“Thanks Amy. I’m glad I ran into you. And here of all places!”

“Yeah, my neighbour’s cat had kittens and I gave her a lift so

the vet could check them out. They should be done anyminute.”

“Okay, then. See youWednesday.”

We parted company, Amy re-entering the clinic as I got in my

car. I felt a lot happier as I eased out into the traffic, especially

when Incense & Peppermints came on the radio. The upbeat

song liftedmy spirits evenmore– until I got home and returned

to my dreary existence of apartment to hospital, hospital to

apartment.

Over the next couple of days, Mama continued her attempt to

cheer me up in her ditzy, careless way, takingme out to lunch

and shopping, a movie, and for drives in my caddy – really hers

and dad’s old car, a classic black 1959 Cadillac Eldorado Bairritz
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convertible they’d passed on to me when I left home. I loved it.

In a world where cars were getting more andmore compact, it

was big, bold, and kind of bad-ass. I thought myself extremely

lucky. They’d almost bought an Edsel instead.

Of course, we silently battled overwhich radio station to listen

to every time we got in the car, and I tried not to get too upset

when I found myself suffering Frank Sinatra or Bing Crosby.

Shemeant well, but I so wished that Karen was there to really

sympathise and give me her support and strength.

And now I had another option. The meeting with Amy played

onmymind, especially the super timing of it. She was exactly

the person I needed to talk to, and she’d magically, mystically

turned up exactly when I needed her.

I read her handbill over and over. Amy taught meditation,

and used crystals, tarot, palmistry and herbal medicines. She

also gave readings and locatedmissing objects and people. I’d

come across others making such claims, but most of them were

crazies or outright shuckers. Amy, I knew, was the real McCoy.

Gabe’s condition remained the same, and Mama made her

excuses and left on Tuesday. I hardlyminded, as I was now freed

up to visit Amy, andhave a good talkwith someone I knewwould

be able to help me straighten out the mess in my head.

Tuesday night I visited the hospital as usual. I hadn’t planned

to tell Gabe’s family about Amy – what with them being devout

Christians, Iwas sure they’dflip out. But I’d grown close enough

to Sagira to wonder how genuine her faith was, as she seemed

dismissive of religion.

“So, have you guys found a church to go to here?” I asked as

we took the elevator down to the hospital cafeteria for a coffee

break.

“We’re going to an orthodox church a couple of blocks away,”
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she answered. “It’s deadly dull, but it’s what my parents and

Adio like.”

“Not you?”

“I have trouble believing in all that stuff,” she said quietly.

“They’d be horrified to hear me say that, but it just doesn’t ring

true to me. The teachings of Jesus – yes, I can accept those, but

the rest of it – and the way they preach. It just feels all wrong.”

“Hey, me too,” I said. “And my parents were only Sunday

Christians at best.”

“I just don’t think you need to go to a church to worship,”

Sagira continued. “And there’s so much they don’t talk about –

like people with psychic gifts, and nature spirits and auras and

stuff. Like they don’t exist, or if they do, it’s something evil.”

“I’m going to see a friend who’s a psychic tomorrow. Wanna

come?”

Sagira’s eyes lit up.

“Yes, I’d love to! But don’t say a word to my parents or Adio –

they’d kill me!”

2. Wednesday 22nd October, 1969

I picked up Sagira the nextmorning and drove to Amy’s place. It

was in a poorer part of town, but the house was well-kept with

garden beds and trees around it. Tie-dyed curtains in rainbow

colours hung at the windows, and wind chimes swayed and

tinkled in the trees. Amy answered atmy knock, smilingwarmly

when she sawme.

“Amy, this is Sagira,” I said. “Do youmind if she sits in?”

“That’s fine, honey,” Amy said, showing us in. “Would you

like something to drink?”

The fragrant scent of patchouli followed Amy as she bustled
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about, getting us glasses of home-made iced herbal tea, and

then seating us around a small oval table in her consulting room

at the front of the house. I told her about Gabe and the shooting.

I told her about the hydrant erupting, the windows shattering,

the chaos and confusion, the police, the ambulance, the hospital.

I told her about Gabe’s family andmymother’s visit. And I told

her about the crazy thoughts I’d had.

“Hey, you didn’t tell me that,” Sagira said when I stopped.

“Well, how cracked does it sound?” I asked.

A wry smile crossed Amy’s face.

“Hmmm, I always thought there was more to you than meets

the eye. I have some suspicions, but I’ll need to ask some

questions to confirm them.”

“Shoot,” I said, then groaned at my poor choice of word.

“Okay. But firstly, the stuff that happened when Gabe was

shot? I believe that was your psychic awakening, although you

didn’t know it at the time. Your conscious mind was in shock,

but inside, you knew exactly what to do to save yourself and

Gabe.”

“So why did it go Looney Tunes onme? I only needed to stop

the gun from firing, not turn the place into a demolition site.”

“Perhaps you’d never consciously accessed these powers be-

fore. You probably had little control over what was happening.”

“If I did, I sure would’ve trashed that guy who shot Gabe.”

“Depends on your focus. You were looking straight at the

gun, weren’t you? So your subconscious mind said ‘stop the

gun’, not ‘stop the guy’. And because you didn’t know how to

control the power yet, you sent outmuchmore than was needed.

Has anything like that ever happened to you before? In your

childhood, maybe?”

“Sort of,” I said. “I always kind of knew when bad weather
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was coming, or who was about to ring or knock on the door. I

used to joke about it with my sister and dad, but not in front of

Mama because it kind of freaked her out. I never talked about it

at school either, in case the other kids thought I was some kind

of freaky weirdo.”

“So you felt you had to suppress it much of the time?” Amy

asked.

“Yeah, it was a bummer. Then when I hit thirteen, my dad

got transferred to the Eglin Air Force Base, and we moved to

Niceville, over in the pan handle. God, can you believe that – an

actual town actually called Niceville?”

“Sounds… nice,” Amy said.

“More like Squaresville,” I said with a groan. “It’s always the

way with these military towns.”

“But youmust have been proud of him,” Sagira said.

“Oh yeah,” I said with a mock salute. “Giving selflessly of

himself – and his family – to make America a better place.”

Sagira giggled, and Amy smiled.

“Anyway,” I continued, “at school there I made friends

with Jody. We were both outsiders, so we got on really well.

We’d huddle between classes and make plans to explore the

abandoned house at the edge of town, or decide what we were

going to do for Halloween. We had so much fun, until…”

I swallowed. The memories that flooded my mind were not

pleasant.

“What happened?” Amy prompted.

“Jody was raped and left for dead. She survived, but… She was

never the same again. It was like she turned inwards, and left

only a shadow of herself to deal with the outside world.”

Pity filled Sagira’s eyes as she squeezedmy arm.

“Go on,” said Amy.
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“I was horrified. Sad. Angry. Disgusted. I swore if I ever found

the scumwho did it, I’d kick his sorry ass to Albuquerque and

back and dump his broken body right in Choctawhatchee Bay.

Actually, I took a kind of grim delight in imaginingmyself doing

just that.”

“I can imagine,” said Sagira.

“Yeah, but then a bodywas found, floating in Choctawhatchee

Bay right near where we lived. They never identified it – he was

pretty beat up and starting to decompose. But I was completely

certain that he was the guy. After what I’d imagined doing, I

was really freaked out.”

“Ah,” said Amy, nodding. “That’s interesting. Is there

anything else?”

“Yeah, that’s when I started having those nightmares you

helped me with.”

“Poor you,” said Sagira sympathetically. “What kind of

nightmares?”

“Well,” I said reluctantly, “I’d be in the dark, looking for

someone. When I first had the dreams it was Jody, but later on it

switched to Karen. I’d call and call, and finally I’d see her, tied

up and screaming for help. I’d go to rescue her, but then I’d be

attacked by these shadowy creatures that were controlled by a

monster with a weird animal head. I could fight them off for a

while, but they always got me in the end.”

I shuddered. It’d been a long time since I’d thought about any

of this.

“That sounds horrible!” Sagira said with a shudder. “How

did you cope?”

“Ha!” I laughed humourlessly. “I just tried to pretend it

wasn’t happening. Which didn’t help. I was getting no sleep, I

was upset and snappy with people, and weird stuff happened
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aroundme. Like if I was angry a pane of glasswould crack, or the

plants near me would blacken and shrivel. I didn’t understand

it, and I didn’t like it, but I didn’t have a clue what to do about

it.”

“What did your family make of it all?” Sagira asked.

“Mama thought I was crazy. Sent me to a shrink. Kids at

school called me ‘the prophet of doom’, ‘cos I always seemed to

knowwhen bad newswas coming. And after the bodywas found,

there were rumours I’d somehow been involved in his death.

I was shocked anyone would think that, but I didn’t bother to

disillusion them.”

“Unreal!” said Sagira. “That must have been the pits!”

“Yeah,” I replied. “It was. But I didn’t just sit around, getting

unglued. I quit gymnastics and took self-defence lessons. I

guess I felt I had a lot to prove. Everyone at school avoidedme

like the plague and people in town literally crossed the street

when they saw me coming. I told myself I didn’t care, that I

was being realistic andmaking sure I could protect myself so I’d

never become a victim like Jody.”

“So how did you cope with all this?” Amy asked.

“Well, I’d always been a tomboy. As soon aswemoved to some

new town, I’d go out exploring onmy bike, and I’d find all the

trees that wereworth climbing. I was lucky at Niceville – there’s

a great big old sycamore right in the front yard. So I’d climb up

there to get away from everyone, and spend hours just reading.”

I chuckled to myself.

“Karen always thought I climbed up too high. She’d order

me down, but I’d pull faces at her fromway up in the branches,

and there was nothing she could do about it. But… after what

happened to Jody I’d just hear her out and then skulk off

somewhere else to be alone. It’s incredible she still loved me
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after all that.”

“That’s what sisters are for,” Sagira said, squeezingmy arm.

“I know, but she had so much to put up with because of me.

Like when people said horrid things to her because she was my

sister. And when I scared off her boyfriend because I didn’t like

him. And then when I wished all the other contestants in the

local beauty queen pageant would fall ill so Karen could win…

Well, I hadn’t expected it to really work!”

Sagira laughed, and Amy smiled.

“But you know what? After that I kind of learned my lesson. I

didn’t meddle in anyone’s life and expected no one tomeddle

in mine. I stopped going to the shrink Mama sent me to, and

I started learning about meditation. Then when I moved to

Jacksonville, I decided to find someone who could teach me

properly, and that was a big help. The nightmares eventually

went away, and I got on with life.”

“Glad to hear it,” Amy said. “So nothing out of the ordinary

has happened since youmoved to Jacksonville?”

“Well, one thing,” I said with a self-conscious grin. “I met

Gabe.”

“And then this incident took place?” Amy said.

“Yeah,” I answered, my brief moment of happiness gone.

“Actually, it’s kind of strange I didn’t see it coming. Considering

everything else.”

I shuddered as I recalled that night once more, but found, to

my relief, that thememories didn’t hurt quite as much now. I

felt that talking it all out had clarified a lot for me. Many things

now made more sense, including what happened to the guy I

believed was Jody’s rapist.

“Fromwhat you’ve told me,” said Amy, “I think I understand

what happened. You’ve unknowingly accessed those powers in
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the past, so when you needed them this time, they were there.

Remember learning in your science class at school that energy

cannot be created or destroyed, only transferred from one form

to another?”

“Sure.”

“Well, that excess energyhad togosomewhere. So it grounded

itself harmlessly in the surrounding environment.”

“Harmlessly, huh? How am I going to tell the cops that?”

“Well, gee,” Amy said with a smile. “I guess they’ll have to

write it offas anunsolvedmystery. Sohowaboutwedoa reading,

see if we can get some information that can help you?”

3.

Amy lit a dark blue candle at one side of the table, then studied

me through half-closed eyes. Finally she handedme a deck of

tarot cards.

“Give them a shuffle,” she said. “Then cut them and we’ll see

what they reveal.”

I did so, and she gathered the deck up and dealt three rows

of three cards. I’d played with a friend’s tarot cards a couple of

times, but knew little of theirmeanings and subtleties. However,

when I saw which card had come up first, I couldn’t help but

smile. It was the Knight of Cups – Gabe for sure.

“Ah, a romantic partner – perhaps a soul mate,” Amy said,

then tapped the next card, the Tower. “And a sudden, unex-

pected event in your lives.”

I swallowed hard as I saw Gabe laying in his hospital bed.

“This,” she said, pointing to the Nine of Swords, “tells me

that this eventwas very distressing, traumatic even. And there’s

something else…”
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Amy gazed at me piercingly.

“Guilt? You feel responsible in some way?”

“I think I might have – well, provoked the guy.”

Sagira gasped, the colour draining fromher face. I was kind of

shocked myself. How could the cards be so accurate? Amy tilted

her head, as if listening to someone speaking from beyond our

dimension.

“Yes, a nasty business. Something not quite right there.”

She turned back to me.

“Ange,” she said, “I’m getting a strong sense of predestina-

tion. I think it would have unfolded the same way no matter

what you did or didn’t do.”

I frowned as she studied the next row – Justice reversed, the

Fool, the Ace of Wands.

“New beginnings,” Amy said, almost to herself. “This event

was certainly a great injustice, but it happened to spur action

and changes. Not always easy to deal with, but necessary for

your life purpose.”

I stared at her, bemused and puzzled. She was dead right

about the injustice, and that it’d sparked in me a desire to do

something. I just hoped it included seeing the son of a bitch

who’d shot Gabe getting the maximum penalty for it.

“Five of wands. Confusion, struggles – internal and external,

if I’m reading this right. And again, drop the guilt, honey.

Strength. Yes, you will need great strength of character and

willpower to keep moving forward with your life’s purpose.

And the Chariot is also about having the internal fortitude to

overcome adversity.”

She took the deck up again and dealt another three rows over

the first three. Sagira shivered. We’d both spied the Death card

in the last row.
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“A man,” Amy intoned, gazing solemnly at the Knight of

Swords reversed. “Not someone you want to be near. See the

cards around him? The Devil and the seven of swords? He’s not

good news. In fact, I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could spit.”

I searched Amy’s face for further enlightenment, but it eluded

me. Perhaps it eluded her too, as she jabbed at another card.

“The High Priestess – youmust learn to trust your intuition.

And she sits right over Justice – youmust rely on your strong

sense ofwhat is right. Your intuitionwill help you stay on track.”

“Okay,” I said meekly.

“Eight of Cups– right on top of the Fool. Your quest in lifewill

take you far away from everything familiar. You’ll be leaving

behind more than just your friends and family. This suggests

you’ll be discovering new things about yourself and leaving your

old self behind.”

“Like a journey of self-discovery?” Sagira asked.

I jumped. I’d almost forgotten she was there.

“Yes, and maybe more,” Amy said. “Temperance, sitting

above the Ace of Wands. Patience and adaptation are her

message. She will bring powerful changes in your life, if you let

her. Next row, Death, on top of the five of wands.”

I shuddered.

“Don’t fear this card,” Amy said. “It nearly never means a

literal, physical death. It simply indicates the end of a cycle

in your life, a chance at regeneration and rebirth. Internal

transformation. Your whole life will be completely changed

by discovery and pursuit of your life’s purpose, or quest.”

I didn’t know what to think. My fanciful noodlings of the

previous days came back to mind. Could they have something

to do with this mysterious quest?

“Judgement on Strength. Again, powerful cards. There’ll be
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some sort of big awakening; truth being exposed to plain view.

And theWorld over the Chariot. The fulfilment of destiny, the

eventual completion of your quest, whatever it may be.”

Amy nodded as she met my eyes.

“You’re bound for interesting times, Ange. There’s no room

for doubt. Too many Major Arcana cards – a phenomenal

amount for one reading. They tell us what is destined, things

that can’t be changed. You’re going to be very busy, by the looks

of it.”

I waited for her to elaborate, but instead she shuffled the cards

back together, then fanned them out before me, face down.

“Ask the spirit realm what it is youmost need to know about

your life purpose,” Amy instructed, “and then take a card at

random.”

I did so, and flipped the card over onto the table.

“Two of Cups,” Amy said. “Partnership. It looks like you

won’t be alone on your quest.”

“That’s good to know,” I said with a nervous laugh. “But who

on earth who would be crazy enough to help me… do whatever

it is I’mmeant to do?”

“Probably someone you’re very close to, like a familymember

or soul mate. Someone who would gladly give up everything to

help you, and go to the ends of the earth with you if necessary,

so close that you’re like two halves of a whole.”

“Well, that kind of limits the choices,” I said.

“Youmust find out who this person is, and work with them

for the higher good. Your mission can’t succeed unless you are

both in complete accord.”

“Really? I guess Gabe would do that… but how can he when

he’s in a coma?”

My dismaymust’ve been plain. Amy gazed off into space for a
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moment, then turned back to me.

“My spirit guide tells me that Gabe has an important role to

play in your quest. Which I assume he won’t be able to do while

he’s laying in a hospital bed…”

“You mean he’s going to wake up?” Sagira asked, her eyes

wide.

“My guide says that Gabe will transcend his current situation

in order to take his rightful place…”

“Then he’ll recover!” I cried, dizzy with relief. “Will it be

soon?”

“I don’t know. But as the cards say, someone you’re close to

will be instrumental in helping you with your life purpose…”

“It must be him!” I said, finally swallowing that awful lump

I’d had in my throat since the shooting. “He’s gonna be okay!”

Sagira and I laughed in relief. Neither of us questioned Amy’s

words – it just felt right. And, of course, we both wanted Gabe

to get well more than anything.

“Thanks somuch,” Sagira said, wiping tears away. “That’s

the best news.”

Amy smiled.

“The human spirit has an enormous capacity for survival,”

she continued. “And Ange, you may have to draw on that

capacity a great deal in the coming days.”

I felt my eyebrows raise involuntarily. Her words were

surprising and not entirely comforting. But not nearly as

surprising and discomforting as her next words.

“There may be dangers you’ve never even dreamed of if you

choose to continue on your current course. You alone must

decide if the possible outcome is worth it.”

“Dangers?” I gulped. “What kind of dangers?”

“I don’t know enough to tell you anything concrete. It’s just a
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sense, a feeling that I have…”

“There must be something you can tell me!”

Amy gazed atme, then tookmy hands and turned them palms

up. She studied them for a fewmoments, then leaned back in

her chair.

“I’m picking up very strong vibrations – you seem to radiate a

great deal more energy thanmost people. The emotions I sense

are both negative and positive. There’s anger – a great deal of

righteous anger. Fuelled by what happened to Gabe, no doubt.”

I had to nod agreement. There were a few bozo rednecks that

needed their heads busted, as well as plenty of other issues I

considered not forgotten.

“And there are also many dark shadows looming ahead for

you,” Amy said. “How about we do a past life regression? I have

a strong feeling that thekey toyour future liesburied somewhere

in your past.”

“Well, sure,” I said. “If it will give youmore information. And

I’m curious about past lives too. Do you want to stay, Sagira?”

“Of course! I’d love to knowwho youwere in the past –maybe

someone really cool, like Cleopatra.”

I smiled despite myself, andmy pulse quickened.

“I’ve really looked forward to doing a past life regressionwith

you,” Amy said, lighting some incense and placing it opposite

the candle. “There’s something important to reveal – so my

guide keeps telling me. I think he’s just as excited as I am!”

A thrill raced down my spine as I looked about. I knew I

wouldn’t be able to see her spirit guide, but I couldn’t help

it. Sunlight slanted through the tie-dyed curtains in shafts of

purple and orange, green and yellow, and the spicy aroma of

frankincense filled the room as the incense wafted through the

air in thin tendrils.
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We started with a deep breathing exercise. When I was totally

relaxed, Amy’s low-pitched, husky voice took me further from

the here-and-now, back into the mists of the past. I felt myself

sinking deeper into a soft, cloudy mire where there was no light

or sound, and when I opened my inner eye, I was nearly blinded.

4.

Gradually I made out shapes, colours. The air shimmered in

a heat haze over barren, rocky hills that stretched into the

distance. To my right flowed a river – a wide, slow-moving

crescent of startling blue. On either side of it lay lush, fertile

lands, green with crops. The body I now occupied turned, and I

realised she wasn’t alone. Her companion came fully into view,

andmy heart leapt. Gabe!

“Ese, my very life and breath, your loveliness outshines the

stars in the heavens,” he said, holding out a golden, jewel-

encrusted goblet. “I will miss you dearly while I am gone.”

A delicate female hand took the goblet and lifted it. As my

avatar sipped from it, I found that the liquid was cool, sweet,

and refreshing, somewhere between apricot nectar and liquid

sunlight. It was like nothing I’d ever tasted – ambrosia, the

nectar of the gods.

My companion sipped from his own goblet, and I gazed

into his loving eyes. His name hovered at the edge of my

consciousness, but I hesitated to acknowledge it. This was not

my boyfriend as I knew him, and his name here wasn’t Gabe. My

mind stretched out as I examinedmy new body’s thoughts and

memories. I couldn’t find anything to tell me who or what she

was, as she was so focussed on the handsome vision before her.

“Usir, my love,” I heard Ese say. “Usir, the sun in my life and
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that of our people. I will await your return, my heart filled with

longing.”

I wanted nothing more than to stay with him in that sun-

drenched land, to spend eternity lost in his soft brown eyes. But

Amy’s voice broke in, dragging me back to the present. I gazed

down at Usir as I floated into the mist, then I sank into my own

body and consciousness.

“And as you come back to this reality, just take a moment to

breath slowly and deeply to ground your body andmind,” Amy’s

voice droned on. “Let feelings of peace and contentment wash

over you until you’re ready to open your eyes again.”

My eyes flew open and I nearly hyperventilated as I blurted

out what I’d seen. Words tumbled out, scattered thoughts and

the smells and tastes and the presence – his presence. I nearly

screamed in frustration that I couldn’t tell it all at once, and

took a deep, shuddering breath to stop my heart from racing.

“It was him – Gabe!”

Sagira gasped, and I paused, trying to ordermy thoughts anew.

Amy smiled.

“Youmay not have been aware, but I was asking you questions

while you were regressed. You described a desert land, which

doesn’t seem unusual with your heritage. It could be that you

had a forebear in Egypt that you went back to.”

“That makes sense.”

“You also said the name Usir. Was that your name in that

life?”

“No, it was Gabe’s,” I answered. “He called me something

else – Ese. It didn’t ring any bells, though.”

Amy frowned.

“I feel like those names are ringing bells for me,” she said.

“Let me get one of my books…”
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Amy left the room, returning a moment later with an enor-

mous old book about Egyptian mythology. She flicked through

pages, stopped and read. A fewmoments later she leaned back

in her chair, staring at me.

“The name Usir,” she said, “is the ancient Egyptian name

for Osiris, one of their chief gods. We know him as Osiris today

because that’s how his name was expressed when translated

into Greek.”

“Oh,” I said, wondering what Amy was getting at.

“On it’s own, it might not mean anything much,” she contin-

ued. “Many people in ancient times would have been named for

popular gods and goddesses. But teamed up with Ese – well, it

is suggestive.”

“Of what?”

“You can’t guess? Youmight have heard of Ese by her better

known Greek name – the goddess Isis.”
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Season of the Witch

1. Wednesday 22nd October, 1969 – Jacksonville, Florida

“I’m pretty sure none of my ancestors were gods or goddesses,”

I said with a laugh. “Nor were Gabe’s, unless there’s something

he hasn’t told me.”

My grin faded as I turned to Sagira. Her skin had paled, and

her eyes were wide.

“Heavens to Murgatroyd! How could I have a past life as a

goddess and not be one now? Gods and goddesses are supposed

to be immortal. It doesn’t make sense!”

“Doesn’t it?” Amy asked. “Deities have manifested in human

form inmanymyths – and in certain religions. Whatmakes you

so sure it’s impossible?”

“Well, wouldn’t I know if I was a goddess?”

“Maybe,” Amy said with a shrug. “Maybe not. But why else

would you regress to ancient Egypt and have the name Ese, and

find yourself with someone called Usir?”

I foundmy hand was enclosed aroundmy pendant again, and

its significance hit me. The Knot of Isis – the very symbol of Isis
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herself! I realised I’d beenfiddlingwith it, and loweredmyhand.

Amy pushed the book over in front of me, so I leaned forward

and started to read out loud.

“‘Isis (Greek pronunciation; Egyptian: Eeset, Ahset, Eesay)

was an important deity of Ancient Egypt who’s worship even-

tually spread throughout the Roman Empire. With her siblings,

Osiris, Set, and Nephthys, parents Geb and Nut, grandparents

Shu and Tefnut, and the Creator god, Atum, made up the group

of nine deities known as the Ennead of Heliopolis.

‘Isis was a goddess of magic, healing and funerary rites, a

protector and idealised as the perfect wife and mother. She

married her brother Osiris, who ruled Kemet (Egypt). Isis and

Osiris were wise andmuch loved rulers…’”

I skipped ahead, and saw that the section about Isis went for

several pages.

“Would you like to borrow that?” Amy asked. “It’ll tell you

muchmore about Isis than I can.”

“Okay, thanks. I will.”

I drove Sagira back to themotel where her familywere staying,

and she invited me in for lunch, as her parents and Adio were

out. We made sandwiches, poured ourselves some juice, and

took it all out on the balcony.

“This whole thing is nuts,” I said, my head still swirling.

“I guess so,” Sagira replied. “But it is kind of fascinating,

don’t you think?”

“Sure. I just can’t see how I could’ve had a past life as a

goddess and not know a thing about it now.”

“Anything’s possible,” Sagira said. “Maybe you’ve been so

caught up in your current life that you forgot about it.”

“AndGabe too? Do you honestly believe that your own brother

is a god in disguise – and has no idea of it himself?”
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Sagira laughed.

“No, I guessnot. But howelse do you explain everything that’s

happened?”

I wondered about all the kooky events of my childhood, all

the times I’d predicted stuff, even the wish-fulfilment of Jody’s

rapist being punished the way he was. Had I really accessed

long-repressed Goddess powers to bring those things about?

And if I had, could I do it again, with intent?

Or was it all a pipe dream?

“Nah, there must be some other explanation. It’s too far out

there…”

“Did you say that Isis was a healer?” Sagira piped up.

“Yeah, it’s in the book. Magic, healing, and… something else.

I dunno. Is it important?”

Sagira sat up, excitement lighting her eyes.

“Imagine if you are Isis. You could heal Gabe! Maybe it will

take Isis healing him for him to be able to take part in the

quest…”

“Do you know what you’re saying? You might be able to

believe a thing like thatwith zero proof, but I don’t think I can…”

A door quietly opened and closed in the suite behind us. I

turned and peered through the glass, but it was too dark inside

to see anything.

“Ange?” Sagira said. “What if it’s true? Really, truly true?

What if you are Isis?”

I noted her hopeful eyes, her pleading tone, and decided to

humour her a little.

“Okay. Am I Isis? I don’t know. Do I want to be Isis? Sure.

It’d be fantastic – of course I’d heal Gabe, for starters. And

punish the jerks who hurt him. I’d change the bad things about

the world and make it right, wipe out evil corporations and
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governments and poverty and disease – Isis could do a whole

lot of good.”

“See, you have all the best intentions!”

“But what if it’s not true, if Amymade some sort of mistake?

Anyway, the world’s such amess, I’m not even sure Isis could

put it all right.”

Sagira looked momentarily deflated, but then she noticed my

pendant.

“Well, what about Gabe? What if all you could do was just heal

Gabe? Wouldn’t it be worth finding out just for that?”

“Of course. But he’s not the only person in the world who

needs healing.”

“That’s true,” Sagira said, pinningme with a direct gaze.

“What?”

“Just saying.”

Sagira’s observationmademe uncomfortable. I hadn’t been

thinking of myself when I spoke. I fell silent as I contemplated

what needed fixing in my own life. But it all seemed such a big,

stickymess that I could hardly bear to look at it. Later. I’d tackle

stuff like that later. I finishedmy juice and turned to Sagira.

“I’ll go and see Amy again. Maybe she can help me find out if

I really am Isis – and if I really have her powers.”

“Cool,” Sagira said with a smile. “I’m sure it’s worth a try.”

“Against my better judgement,” I warned her. “It could be a

total waste of time.”

If I’d only listened to my own counsel then, I’d have stayed

put, Gabe may eventually have healed by himself, and the world

would still be one great big rotten apple the way it always had

been since civilisation began.

But no, that would’ve been too easy, right? And I was

curious about the quest Amy said I had to fulfil. I didn’t know
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why the heck anything of any magnitude would become my

responsibility. Still, if there was a chance I could change the

world for the better, I had to try. Considering it was the world

Gabe and I wanted to bring children into some day, that was a

powerful incentive.

Sagira excused herself to go to the bathroom. I heard quiet

voices inside. A moment later I felt more than heard something

behind me. I turned quickly. Adio stood at the balcony’s

glass sliding door, staring at me with an intensity I found

disconcerting.

“Hey,” I said, wondering howmuch of the conversation he’d

overheard.

“Hey,” hemuttered, frowning, and pinnedme downwith that

intense look again. “Did I hear the name Isis?”

I stared back coolly, making him squirm.

“I didn’t listen in on purpose,” he said. “I heard someone

talking out here.”

“You heard more thanme,” I said, standing and shouldering

my handbag. “I didn’t even know you were there.”

He flushed.

“Sorry. It’s just that I know plenty about old pagan Goddesses

like Isis.”

“Well, that’s a surprise,” I quipped.

“Being a Christian doesn’t make me ignorant of my heritage.

I have Egyptian blood too, and I studied paganism and other

false religions in theology class at uni.”

“Paganism and other false religions? Which, if I remember

my own studies correctly, long predate Christianity.”

He shrugged and stepped back to let me through the door. But

I knew the gleam in his eyes meant trouble.

“The God of Abraham predates all false religions.”
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“Is that so? Can you prove He was around before the Gods of

Ancient Egypt and the Middle East?”

“It’s all in the bible.”

“That’s your book of worship, not mine. Do you have any real

evidence?”

“Faith provides the answers that science can’t.”

“Well, little kids have faith that the tooth fairy, Santa Claus

and the Easter bunny exist,” I replied. “Sorry, but that doesn’t

cut it with me.”

I turned for the door. Sagira came out of the bathroom as I

crossed the suite.

“I’d better be going,” I said. “Thanks for lunch. See you at

the hospital later.”

I took the elevator down, still prickling, and tried to shake the

feeling as I drove home. I needn’t have left, but I didn’t want to

be anywhere near Adio. He brought out my antagonistic side,

which I had trouble controlling at the best of times.

The Devil card inmy reading came tomind, then Amy’s words

echoed in my head – ‘He’s not good news; in fact, I wouldn’t

trust him as far as I could spit.’ I couldn’t help but wonder if it

referred to Adio.

As soon as I got back to my apartment, I read the rest of the

entry about Isis in Amy’s book. Then I read the entries about

Osiris, Nephthys, and Set. I began to see my relationships anew

and reset as these ancient personalities. And it made sense that

if Gabe was Osiris, then his own brother and sister had to be Set

and Nephthys.

What cemented it was that despite the goodness of the other

three, the intense hatred and rivalry borne by Set towards his

siblings caused chaos and cataclysm in the lives of his family

and the people of Kemet. Hewas onemean cat. Gabe had seldom
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spoken of Adio, but I knew they weren’t exactly on good terms,

which echoed the myth.

I rang Amy and asked if I could return to talk about it some

more. She agreed. Then I called Sagira to see if she wanted to

accompanymeagain, but she’d alreadypromised togo shopping

with her mother that afternoon. However, she said they would

drop around for a coffee afterwards. I got in my caddy and

started towards Amy’s place.

And a cacophony of warning bells started to ring in my head!

2.

I noticed a blue Buick sedan behindme, keeping a respectable

distance two or three cars back. I was unnerved at how closely

it followedmy own route. Curious, I doubled back towards the

centre of town. The car followed. I drove a couple more blocks,

then turned into a lane half-hidden by a removal van.

The sedan braked and edged towards the lane, but had to stop

as the vanpulled out to straighten before it backed up. I turned

onto the next street going back towards Amy’s, still feeling

jittery. I felt I’d lost the tail for now, but something told me it

wouldn’t the last time I’d be followed by the mysterious driver.

I parked around the corner from Amy’s house and hurried

back, keeping a sharp lookout. Amy greetedme at the door and I

scrambled to get over the threshold in casemy tail went cruising

past and sawme there.

“My, you’re eager,” Amy said, shutting the door.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. But I’m pretty sure I was

being followed.”

“Followed?”

“There was a car tailing me. I managed to lose it in town, but
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I don’t think I’ve seen the last of it.”

Amy frowned.

“Yeah, I’m getting a sense of him now. Do you want me to try

and get more?”

“Hell yeah. I don’t like being hunted like that.”

Amy closed her eyes and her lips moved silently. I figured she

was talking to her spirit guide, and went to sit in the front room

to give her some space. She came in a moment later, shaking

her head.

“It’s gone, I’m afraid. How about we do another regression,

and put this behind you for the moment?”

I agreed. Amy lowered the window shades, lit the candle and

fresh incense, and sat opposite me. We did the deep breathing

exercise, and Amy guided me into the meditation, her voice

droning softly. My eyes felt glued shut as I drifted into a trance.

Again I sank through the fog that separatedmy conscious self

from that of Isis.

Then I was back in her world, under the blazing sun. Isis was

climbing the last few steps towards a small granite temple on

a rocky hilltop. She paused at the entrance, and turned as she

heard someone else scrabbling up the uneven path towards her.

To thewest stretched barren, rock-strewn plains, then the great

sand dunes of the desert.

A figure came into sight, climbing the hill. One that filled me

with horror. I’d read the description of Set in Amy’s book, but

nothing prepared me for coming face to face with him. Like

Osiris, he was tall, with the same slim, tanned body. But his

head was that of a strange beast – a drooping, elongated snout,

tall, upright ears that were cropped flat at the top, and amane

of vibrant red hair that fell to his shoulders. I saw a cruel gleam

in his eyes as he planted hiswas sceptre in the ground right at
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Isis’ feet.

With an even bigger shock, I realised I’d seen this monstrous

visage before – in my nightmares.

“My lady Ese.”

“Sutekh.”

The word slithered through Isis’ lips, like a serpent.

“My Lady, have you news of our dear brother?”

“He returns today. The sun will not set before he joins me on

my barque.”

I had no idea Isis possessed a barque, and yet, when she

looked to the east, towards the river, there it was. A great vessel

of gleaming black ivory, white linen canopies and sails. Very

striking. I was starting to think Isis had killer taste.

“I have an invitation for him, my Lady,” Set said, and licked

his lips subtly. “One I prefer to deliver personally.”

“An invitation? Our beloved Usir will welcome you, I am sure.”

“And do you welcomeme, oh Lady of Ten Thousand Names?”

I was sure I heard a sneer, however slight, in his polite tones.

His eyes had narrowed, and I began to suspect his intent. So it

was war, was it?

Something tore at me, suckingme back to my present life. I

couldn’t fight it, and I floated away, back through the clouds to

the chair in Amy’s room. I openedmy eyes, still feeling dazed.

“…don’t think he likes me,” I muttered, trying to focus on

Amy.

“Take it easy and breath,” she advised. “Youwere gone longer

this time, and you seemed too busy to talk to me.”

“Sorry, Isis was dealing with Set,” I said. “He turned up just

after I got there.”

“Did you interact with him?”

“Youmight say that. He was ever so polite, but inside I think

46



SEASON OF THEWITCH

he wanted to spit.”

“Sounds charming. Did you pick up any other impressions?”

“Isis has a nice barque.”

We both burst into laughter.

“So guess what?” I said. “I realised that Set was the horrible

creature in my nightmares all those years ago. Go figure. And

I read that in the myth, he killed Osiris and made darned sure

he couldn’t be brought back to life. That’s some pretty serious

sibling rivalry. It just feels so freaky weird…”

“Themyth reflecting real life?” Amy guessed.

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Neither brother likes me – Set

there, Adio here. One hell of a coincidence.”

“It may be a pattern you’re all fated to repeat to release

karma,” Amy said. “After all, Gabe befell an attempt on his

life just recently.”

“Yeah, but Adio wasn’t tied up in that…Was he?”

“It depends how closely you’re all following the karmic

pattern,” Amy said. “We know that you’re Isis, and Gabe is

Osiris, so Adio may well be Set. But it’s also possible that if

Karen is Nephthys, her husbandmight be Set.”

I chewed over this for a moment, but shookmy head.

“Eric has no reason to hurt Gabe. He doesn’t even know him.”

“That may not matter,” Amy said. “With reincarnation, you

may be someone’s child this time around, and their parent

next time, or a sister, brother, or a marriage partner or soul

mate. Personally, I think that such close relationships as those

between Isis and her siblings are bound to be preserved in some

way. They may very well be exactly who you think they are.”

“Perhaps if I found out who Nephthys is in this life time, it

might help. I thought itmight be Sagira, butmaybe it isKaren…”

“We can do another regression next time you visit, and try to
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find out.”

We talked some more about the legends of Isis and Osiris

before I left. The visit had been amostly pleasant diversion after

the disturbing scene with Adio (was I doomed not to get along

with people’s brothers?) and then being followed. I glanced

about as I walked to my car, but the streets were deserted.

On the way home I bought milk and some TV dinners, and

also fell victim to the temptation of the chocolate display. Not

long after I got back to my apartment, Sagira and Zahra arrived.

They had a modest haul to show for their afternoon out. Mrs

Serapis had bought a couple of new shirts for her husband, and

silk scarves for herself and Sagira. Sagira had only one package,

a small, gift-wrapped box that she passed to me.

“Open it, it’s for you,” she said. “I couldn’t resist it – as soon

as I saw it, I thought of you.”

I opened the box. Inside I found a gleaming golden bangle

that coiled several times before ending in the diamond-shaped

head of a snake with glittering green eyes.

“Gee willikers!” I said, slipping it on. “You shouldn’t have –

it looks expensive.”

“Don’t worry, it wasn’t,” Sagira said. “It’s only costume

jewellery.”

“Thanks for thinking of me.”

I had stacks to tell Sagira, but not with Zahra there. We talked

for a while over coffees, then I offered to fix dinner before we

left to visit Gabe, and popped some TVmeals in the oven.

“Angela,” said Zahra, shaking her head, “Surely you andGabe

haven’t been living on these?”

“No,” I answered truthfully. “We eat out two or three times a

week.”

“But don’t you cook properly? This isn’t very healthy, you
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know.”

I bit my lip. I’d learned a little about cooking frommy Gran,

and Karen had taught me what she could when Mama wasn’t

there to interfere and suggest easier options. I guess I’d got lazy

since moving out of home. Zahra smiled understandingly.

“Maybe Sagira and I can teach you to cook properly sometime?

I’m surprised Gabriel didn’t – he can cook up a stormwhen he

puts his mind to it.”

I remembered a couple of times when Gabe had impressedme

by cooking propermeals. I was grateful for Zahra’s support, and

also felt a pang at what I’d missed out on with my ownmother.

We left for the hospital afterwards, and joined Adio and Mr

Serapis there. Gabe looked the same as he did every morning

and evening. His colour had gradually returned as he slept and

recovered, but that was the only obvious improvement.

We sat, and engaged in our usual light-hearted chatter, in-

cluding Gabe as though he was fully conscious and could answer

whenever he wanted to. After about an hour, Zahra and Abasi

went down to the hospital cafeteria for some coffee. Tension

built in the room. Sagira fell quiet. Adio glanced at me furtively,

his eyes boring into me whenever he thought I wasn’t looking.

Finally, I couldn’t stand it any more.

“Hey Gabe, you should see the bangle Sagira got me,” I said,

casting around for something new to talk about. “It’s shaped

like a coiling golden snake, and it has little peridot crystals for

eyes…”

I suddenly had the sinking feeling that I’d said something I

shouldn’t have. And that the consequences could be extremely

unpleasant!

3.
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Adio gazed at me with distaste.

“Let’s see.”

I could tell the casual tonewas forced. I glanced at Sagira, then

pushed the sleeve of my jacket up, exposing the bangle. Adio

eyed it suspiciously.

“You’re not worried about the symbolism of that?” he asked.

I raised a questioning eyebrow.

“You know, Eve and the serpent, and all that,” he continued.

“Sagira certainly should have.”

“It only means that if you believe it does,” I replied. “Snakes

were actually a respected symbol of wisdom and healing before

Christianity came along. And still are.”

I recalledmydealings at the clinicwithpeoplewhokept snakes

as pets. To them, the creatures were very special, despite their

oddundesirable behaviours like trying to join their owners in the

bathtub (snakes cananddo swim in thewild) or eating the family

dog (I advised them to get something bigger than a Chihuahua

next time). Some were great escape artists, and devoured the

kid’s hamster, chicken eggs, golf balls and other strange items

before being returned to their enclosures.

Adio snorted. He obviously didn’t pay that.

“Well, you’re interested in snakes as well as Isis. That makes

me wonder what you believe in.”

“What I believe in?” I said incredulously.

“You do know Gabe’s a Christian, don’t you?”

“What? Are you saying I have to be a Christian to be with

Gabe?”

“Yes!” he said, his face flushing. “Gabe shouldmarry another

Christian. He’s never been strong in his faith, and since he left

home, he’s drifted from the church. How’s a partner who’s into

ancient pagan worship and snakes going to help him with his

50



SEASON OF THEWITCH

journey towards God? His very soul would be in danger because

of you!”

I was taken back at the vehemence in Adio’s voice, but I drew

a deep breath and tried to reason it out calmly.

“So who says he has to be a Christian, or that he has to be with

one? Isn’t that his decision?”

“He was brought up a good Christian, like Sagira and I,” Adio

hissed, springing up. “You’re tempting him into evil ways, the

ways of Satan…”

“Hey, watch who you’re calling evil! And I don’t even believe

in Satan. Besides, if Gabe had been a full-on Christian when we

met, we’d never have started dating. If he isn’t one now, it’s

nothing to do with me. He was already off the boil.”

Adio stared atme as if I’d laid some deadly curse on his family.

His right eye twitched as he fought to control his anger. Finally

he sighed, and sank onto his chair.

“You’re probably right,” he conceded. “I remember when

he visited us at Christmas a couple of years back, after he’d

finished uni in California. I becameworried then because hewas

completely dismissive of our festivities.”

“Well, you can’t blame anyone for getting discouraged at

all the hype,” Sagira pointed out. “Christmas has become an

enormous sales spree.”

“Yes, I understand that,” Adio said, rubbing his temples. “But

he wasn’t even interested in the traditional ways we celebrated,

like lighting candles and singing carols and stuff.”

“Look,” I said. “I think each of us is on our own spiritual

journey. You can’t force someone to believe what you do, Adio.

They might pretend to go along with it to please you, but that’s

not belief, is it? Gabe needs the time and freedom to explore

his own spiritual path, not yours, not your parent’s, not mine

51



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

either. It’s his choice.”

“What choice is there to make, when there’s only one choice

that’s right for your own salvation at the end of time?”

I couldn’t believe he wanted to continue this argument. I

needed to put a stop to it for Gabe’s sake, and for Sagira, who

now looked desperate.

“That’s your belief,” I said firmly. “You’ll have to accept that

Gabe doesn’t choose Christianity for himself.”

“If he’s not a Christian anymore, what is he?”

“He’s exploring other options. Christianity no longer fulfils

his spiritual needs.”

“It fulfils all spiritual needs! There are no other options for

spiritual fulfilment. Godmakes that quite clear in the bible…”

“The bible is just one spiritual book among many,” I said,

gritting my teeth again. “And Christianity is just one religion

amongmany.”

“And which belief does Gabe now follow? Which belief do you

follow?”

“That’s my own private business,” I replied, barely holding

my anger in. “And Gabe’s spiritual belief is his. We just so

happen to share similar beliefs, that’s all.”

“Why are you so ashamed of them that youwon’t tell mewhat

they are?” Adio asked. “Are you embarrassed by them? Are you

scared of ridicule?”

“No. Not ashamed, not embarrassed. Not afraid of anything

you can say or do. Just disgusted by your attempt to control your

brother.”

“I don’t wish to control anyone,” Adio spat. “But I do have

concern for my brother’s well-being.”

“Why – are you your brother’s keeper?” I asked. “No? Well,

you’ll just have to trust that he’s making the right choice for
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himself.”

“How can I, when no one even has the guts to tell me what his

choice is?”

That stung. I knew that telling Adio the truth would cause

cataclysmic reactions within his family, but I was starting to see

that it had to come out sooner or later, as he would never let it

rest.

“Fine. Gabe has given patriarchal religions the boot for good

and become a neopagan, like me.”

“And I’m seriously considering it myself,” Sagira burst out,

her eyes defiant.

4.

Adio looked like he’d just witnessed Satan himself dance a jig

naked on Gabe’s bed. I was proud of Sagira for helping me stick

up for our chosen beliefs. But as I thought, trouble had just

landed, with a great big capital T.

“Holy mother of God,” Adio choked out, probably the closest

he’d ever come to blaspheming. “Sagira! You and Gabe –

neopagans?”

Adio sounded incredulous; scandalised. He closed his eyes,

inhaled deeply, and refocused himself.

“Okay, nature worship. Who do you think created nature in

the first place?”

“Why does it have to be a ‘who’?” I countered. “It could’ve

just evolved. You knowwhat? Creation is in the past. It’s so long

ago that no one knows for sure what happened, so what does it

matter?”

“It matters that we were fashioned by a loving creator,” Adio

said, “to whomwe should be eternally grateful for our lives on

53



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

earth and the redemption that follows.”

“But I am grateful for my life. Just not to your god, that’s

all. Yours is just one amongst thousands of gods that have been

worshipped since civilisation began. And He’s hardly got a good

track record. Imean, look at all the divisionswithin Christianity,

about how to believe in God and do His will. What a nightmare!”

“The same could be said of neopaganism,” he bit back. “What

about stuff like voodoo, witchcraft and Satanism? Why should I

take your beliefs seriously, knowing howmisguided you are?”

I almost lost my cool, but Sagira jumped up to stand between

us. I swallowed the blind fury I’d nearly given vent to while

Sagira stared her brother down.

“Adio, I’m ashamed of you. Our parents brought us up to

be better than all this sniping about spiritual beliefs. Didn’t

they always say that if our heart wasn’t in our religion, then we

should find one we could put our hearts into?”

“I didn’t think they meant we should turn to the extreme

opposite,” he replied, his voicehusky. “Whatyousayyoubelieve

in now, you don’t know how dangerous it is, how close you are

to temptation into evil ways.”

“If that’s what you think, you know nothing about it at all,”

she snapped, her eyes flashing.

I followed the exchange with interest. I’d never seen Sagira

angry before.

“It’s a peaceful belief system,” she continued. “Christians are

only too happy to march off to war, whereas neopagans object

to violence and killing. Have you forgotten what it says in the

bible about murder?”

“No, but…”

“And what about capitalism? With all the wealthy Christians

in the world, why is there so much poverty? And why are so
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many people with physical or mental disorders not given what

they need to improve their health, when a little charity might

make all the difference to their life?”

Adio seemed to subside in on himself.

“I didn’t say it was perfect,” he mumbled. “People always

mess up the good stuff God gives them. But I knowHe’s there.

He made all of us and He loves us. And I will not abandon Him.”

“No one’s asking you to,” Sagira said. “But Gabe and I need

you to accept that we have our own lives to live, with our own

beliefs. Just because we’re no longer practising Christians

doesn’t mean we reject our family. Just the opposite, actually.

We probably love you guys more now than we ever did.”

Adio looked all kinds of confused. Sagira returned to her seat

by the head of the bed, and I sank onto the chair I’d occupied

before the row. Silence fell, an intense silence through which

I heard the rhythms of life continuing all around us – nurses

swishing along the corridor, cars honking on the street below,

the beating of my heart. Somewhere nearby, a tap dripped.

Finally Adio rose, went over to the little basin in the corner

of the room, and turned it off. I looked at Sagira, and she at me.

I hoped Adio would leave and give us some time with Gabe. I

wanted so badly to tell him all that had happened lately, even

if he couldn’t respond to it. As if he sensedmy thoughts, Adio

abruptly left the room.

“Yeah, it’s been real,” I muttered.

Sagira smiled wistfully.

“I’m sorry about Adio. He can be really difficult at times, espe-

cially if you question his beliefs. He’s a very devout Christian.”

Rabid was the word that came to mymind, but I let it go and

sat on the edge of Gabe’s bed. The ventilator rose and fell evenly,

just as it had on that first night when I wondered if he was going
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to live or die, and whether I would live or die without him. A lot

had happened since then, and this was my first chance to tell

him about it.

“Gabe,” I said. “I have news – lots of news.”

Sagira smiled as she settled more comfortably in her chair.

We each took one of Gabe’s hands, free now to focus all our

attention on him.

“Guess what?” I said. “I ran into my old friend, Amy.

Remember I told you about her? She’s psychic. She took one

look at my aura and wanted do a tarot reading and a regression

with me.”

I could imagine how Gabe would react if he were awake. He

would raise his eyebrows and say, ‘Really? See, I told you there

was something special about you. Your auramust be incredible!’

But he couldn’t speak, he couldn’t move. He could only lie there

and listen, if he could even do that.

“It was super! You’ll never believe the life I went back to.”

Sagira leaned forward.

“I’ll say! It blew our minds!”

It was my turn to smile.

“I was in Egypt. Guess that figures. And I was the Goddess

Isis!”

“Only about the greatest Goddess ever,” Sagira added.

“Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “But you know what was really

amazing? You were there too. You were Osiris. Usir.”

Gabe’s breath caught and the muscles around his eyes

twitched faintly.

“Sagira!” I cried, jumping tomy feet. “He’s coming to! Quick,

get a nurse!”

5.

56



SEASON OF THEWITCH

Sagira fled the roomwhile I stroked Gabe’s hand and face. His

breathing settled back into its usual pattern and the twitching

muscles relaxed.

“Please wake up, Gabe,” I whispered.

Footsteps approached, and Sagira re-entered with a nurse on

her heels. The nurse checked Gabe’s vital signs, then went out

to page Dr Scott. As if the gods of perfect timing were on our

side, Gabe’s parents returned from the cafeteria, and they cried

in joy at the news. Adio, who came in after them, went down on

his knees to thank God. Dr Scott soon joined us and gave Gabe a

thorough check over. We all held our breath.

“This is good,” he finally said. “He’s not conscious yet, but

to see a response to stimulus like you’ve describedmeans that

the brain is repairing itself. I can’t tell you when he’ll wake up,

but I’m confident this is a good sign.”

After he left, the room buzzed with our excitement.

“Do you think he actually heard us talking to him?” Sagira

asked.

“The doctor said it would stimulate his brain,” said Zahra.

“Well, I guess it must be working,” Adio said huskily.

“What did you say to him?” Abasi asked. “What was it that he

responded to?”

Sagira and I looked at each other.

“It was – I don’t know,” Sagira said. “Nothing special. Was

it, Ange?”

“Er. I don’t even remember,” I answered, playing along. “I

forgot in all the excitement.”

Gabe’s parents looked puzzled.

“Would you please try to remember?” Zahra said. “It’s

important – if we keep talking about whatever it was, he might

respond again and wake up.”
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Sagira looked guilty. I knew she was going to tell.

“It could’ve been anything,” I blurted. “We held his hands.

Maybe that was it?”

“All of us have done that,” Adio said, annoyed. “For goodness

sake, what were you talking about?”

“We were telling him about Ange’s past life regressions,”

Sagira replied, “where she visited her lifetime as Isis.”

Silence fell. Her parents gazed at her open-mouthed, as if

she’d announced she had just been to the moon and back. Adio

looked poisonous again. I remained still, wondering how we

were going to patch this one up.

“So that might have triggered somememories for him too,”

Sagira continued bravely. “Maybe he remembered being Osiris.”

I grimaced, droppingmy eyes to the floor. I really didn’t want

to see how the others would react. Adio exploded.

“Her life as Isis? What’s that supposed to mean? That you

silly girls think Ange is a goddess – a pagan goddess? Do you

know how ridiculous that is?”

“No!” Sagira cried. “That’s not really what I meant! Just that

Ange was Isis in a past life…”

“You’re kidding me, right? You actually believe this stuff,

Sagira?”

He turned to their parents.

“You see what’s been going on here? This one,” he turned

and pointed at me, “calls herself a neopagan, and she’s dragged

Gabe and Sagira into sin with her!”

“That’s not true,” I said, my voice shaking. “Gabe and Sagira

were already following their own paths before they met me.”

“Well, you didn’t exactly discourage them,” Adio shouted.

“Why should I? They’ve the right to choose their own be-

liefs…”
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“What – that youwere a goddess in a former life? Is that what

that disreputable psychic told you?”

I froze.

“Thatwas you followingme today, wasn’t it?”

“Adio?” said Abasi, turning to his son. “What does she mean

by that?”

“I had to do something, dad! I feared for Gabe’s soul, and

Sagira’s, and for all of us. I couldn’t just let her elbow into our

family and tear it apart with her false beliefs!”

I felt winded. I turned to Mr andMrs Serapis.

“Does Adio own a blue Buick sedan?”

“No,” Abasi said tiredly, shaking his head.

“What about any friends he might have here? Colleagues?

Someone in an organisation he’s part of? Anyone at all?”

Again Mr Serapis shook his head, but this time he was frown-

ing.

“Is it true, Adio? Did you really follow Angela today?”

Adio looked mutinously at Zahra, as if expecting her to bail

him out. She didn’t.

“Alright, I hired a car, just to see what she gets up to when no

one’s keeping an eye on her. I feel totally justified – she visits

some woman who claims to be a psychic.”

He brandished Amy’s flyer in his parent’s faces.

“Hey,” I cried. “How did you get that?”

“It was on the balcony,” Adio said. “It must have fallen out of

your bag.”

He read from the flyer, each word loaded with venom.

“Past life regression, tarot, palmistry, scrying, psychometry,

divining… Of all the rot!”

“Amy is a true psychic,” Sagira said. “I was there – I saw

Ange’s reading.”
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“See?” Adio pleaded with his parents. “See what has become

of your daughter? And Gabe heading down the same path too.

Tell me I’m not justified!”

“You broke the law!” I said. “I could have you arrested!”

“Adio, how could you?” Sagira cried.

The agony in her voice was devastating. Her dark eyes pleaded

with her brother’s, begging him to stop. But Adio wasn’t

finished.

“Sister, what has happened to you? Has this witch cast a spell

on you that you can’t see your own true God beckoning? Have

you lost your senses?”

“Adio, please,” Mr Serapis rasped, his breathing ragged.

Sagira quickly poured him a glass of water. Tears stung my

eyes as I saw how fragile the family was. And here we all were,

arguing in front of Gabe. He could probably hear everything.

“This isn’t doing Gabe any good,” I said. “He needs peace and

quiet to recover.”

“Then you should leave,” Adio said, his eyes full of malice.

“Leavemy family and take your hideous beliefs elsewhere. None

of this would be happening if you weren’t here.”

“I’ve just as much right to be here as you,” I stated.

“You do not! You’re not family and you don’t belong here.”

“This is ridiculous! I’m Gabe’s steady girlfriend. We’re

planning to get married. Hewants me here, and I’m staying!”

“Angela,” said Mrs Serapis sympathetically. “My dear, we

have all suffered, you as much as us. After all, you were with

him when it happened. You saw him get shot. I cannot pretend

that wouldn’t affect you.”

I could hear a big ‘but’ coming up.

“But there seems to be such aggravation between yourself and

Adio, and no one gets any peace when you’re in the same room.
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Maybe it would be better if you visited at a different time to the

rest of us…”

“Mother!” Sagira protested. “That’s not fair! It’s Adio who

picks the fights!”

“I know. But Adio has a point. He’s family, and blood should

stick by blood.”

“Adio’s actions were not honourable,” Abasi said. “And he

is often informed more by passion and righteousness than a

true desire to do God’s will. But his wish to protect his family is

correct and commendable, even if his methods are not.”

I held my breath. I knew the final decision as far as the family

was concerned would lay with Mr Serapis, and that they would

abide by it, even if I disagreed.

“I’m sorry to say this, Angela, but our son is right about the

spiritual damage you could be causing his siblings. Even if they

were drifting from their faith before they met you, knowing you

has only encouraged them to leave behind completely the true

beliefs that we taught them as children, that they once believed

whole-heartedly.”

It seemed to be a difficult speech for him. I hadn’t become

terribly close to Gabe’s parents, but they had seemed to accept

me. That was now changing.

“I knew when wemet that you weren’t a Christian,” he said

wearily. “But I had no idea where your beliefs lay until now,

thanks to Adio. Although we tried to give our children the

freedom to explore different spiritual choices as they grew, I

really can’t approve of such beliefs as yours being encouraged

in them.

“I think it would be best if you stayed away, at least until

you’ve thought it all through very carefully. After all, we believe

in our faith with the very best of intentions, to bring the light of
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God’s love and His wisdom to those around us.”

I felt like mentioning that old adage about the road to hell

being paved with good intentions, but I knew it would sound

facetious. I looked at Sagira, my last port of comfort in this

storm. She seemed heart-broken, but I sensed she wouldn’t

speak against her father. I swallowed, and found my throat

incredibly dry. Therewasnothing I could say anyway, andSagira

seemed to have lost the will to speak.

“Well, are you leaving?” Adio said coldly. “Don’t you know

when you’re beaten, witch? Out, and leave my family alone!”
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Good Morning, Starshine

1. Wednesday 22nd October 1969 – Jacksonville, Florida

“Ange,” Sagira choked out, tears in her eyes. “Just for now. It’ll

be okay. You know they can’t keep you and Gabe apart forever.”

“Gabe,” I whispered to the still form on the bed.

I wanted to say I was sorry – sorry I hadn’t been able to stand

up for us, sorry I’d let Adio get the better of me, sorry I wasn’t

strong enough to keep fighting, even though I knew it was right.

And sorry that I hadn’t had the opportunity to learn enough

about Isis to try to heal him. There was only one thing I could

say that mattered.

“I love you, Gabe. I’ll wait for you.”

They all stared at me, Adio triumphantly, Gabe’s parents

wearily, and Sagira tragically. But I only had eyes for Gabe. I

silently sentmymessageof love tohim, then I turnedandwalked

from the room. Tears nearly blindedme as I hurried down the

corridor and banged the button for the elevator.

Once inside, I slumped against the wall, totally bummed out.
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It was so unfair. And yet hope kindled even as I wallowed in

self-pity. Gabe would live. He’d recover, and he’d come and

findme once he was well, perhaps with Sagira’s help.

Rain pelted down hard outside, so I pulled my jacket up over

my head and ran to my car. I slammed the door on the rain

and stopped to think. If I went home, I’d brood. I’d eat all that

chocolate I’d bought. I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I didn’t want

that. I went back in to the hospital foyer and used the phone

there to ring Amy. The dial tone seemed to go on forever, but

finally she answered, breathing hard.

“Hi, it’s me, Ange,” I said. “Look, I know it’s late. I’m sorry

if I’ve interrupted something, but I really need to talk to you.”

“I don’tmind at all. I was just out in the garden covering some

new seedlings so the rain doesn’t pound them to smithereens.

It sure is one heck of a downpour. So, how can I help, honey?”

I smiled. It was good to hear Amy’s voice.

“Okay,” I said. “thegoodnews is thatGabe started responding

to our voices. He’s still unconscious, but the doctor was certain

it meant he’d be alright.”

“That’s wonderful,” Amy said. “And I assume there’s other

news as well?”

I paused. It was so much easier to tell someone something

nice than something awful. Unless you’re a real sadist, and I

didn’t have it in me just then.

“Yeah. Adio’s been trying to estrange me from his parents.

And it worked.”

“Oh no, that’s terrible. Are you saying they’re not going to

welcome you into their family now, after all you and Gabe have

been through?”

“That about sums it up. Adio overheard me talking about Isis.

And it was him followingme today. He’s hell-bent on keeping
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non-Christians out of his family. And his parents listened to

him. I know Gabe and Sagira won’t just meekly give in, but they

can’t really do much until Gabe’s recovered. However long that

takes.”

“So what do you want to do?” Amy asked. “Hey, how about

you come and spend the night here, and we can do girl stuff, if

you like. I have a spare bed.”

“Gee, thanks! I knew you’d understand. As long as you’re

sure it won’t be any trouble? I know it’s getting late…”

“Honey, you just get your sweet little self over here, and I’ll

get a cup of hot cocoa going, okay?”

I smiled. It nearly cracked my face after all the scowling I’d

done that evening, but it made me feel surprisingly good inside.

“Heck, yeah. I’ll pop back home and grab a couple of things,

then I’ll be right over. Say, half an hour?”

“I’ll be looking out for you,” Amy promised.

I drove home slowly in the heavy rain, not wanting to have

an accident and end up back at the hospital. It would be so

humiliating to be wheeled in on a gurney just as Gabe’s family

were leaving. I could imagine how smug Adio would look.

Several younger tenants frommyapartment blockwere stand-

ing about in the foyer, waiting for the rain to ease off so they

could go to the discothequewithout getting their fancy dudswet.

I ploughed through them, showering droplets everywhere, and

took the elevator up.

It felt strange and unreal to walk into the dark quiet of my

apartment after all the noise and fury I’d been through. I

snapped on a couple of lights, then I grabbedmy pyjamas and

overnight bag, and a change of clothes for the next day.

I locked up, returned to my car, and drove to Amy’s. My car

radio treated me to Rhythm Of The Falling Rain, then switched
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to Halloween mode and churned out an old number from my

teenage years, Spooksville by the Nu-Trends. The downpour

had really settled in, and I cursedmy stupidity in not bringing

an umbrella or my waterproof poncho. I gathered upmy things

andmade a dash for the front door.

“Well, look what the rain brought,” Amy joked as she shut the

door behindme.

“Yeah, great weather for frogs,” I said, shaking water out of

my hair.

I followed Amy to the small kitchen at the back of her house.

Bunches of herbs hung froma coat peg, drying, and jars of herbs,

spices and pastes occupied the counter. The roomwas infused

with a delicious, spicy baking smell, along with Amy’s favourite

patchouli scent. A chorus of frogs croaked from somewhere

outside, barely audible above the rain that belted on the roof.

I broke out in goose bumps of excitement, recalling how, as

kids, Karen and I used to hide under the bed telling ghost stories

during thunder storms. Well, I told the ghost stories. Karen

stuck to fairy tales.

While Amy poured the cocoa, I flicked through a book about

mythical creatures I found on the table. Amy leaned over to see

what I was reading.

“Unicorns, eh? You have to be a virgin to catch one of those.”

“Aw, too late,” I sighed.

I’d always been fond of horses. It made my blood boil to

deal with people who treated them badly, even from ignorance.

During my childhood, we’d sometimes lived where I could go

riding with the local pony clubs. Karen never came. For some

reason beyondmy understanding, she was scared stiff of horses,

even the gentlest pony. But unicorns had always fascinated both

of us. I gazed at a picture of the famous Medieval tapestry that
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showed amaiden trapping a unicorn.

“They’re beautiful, but they’re just anothermyth, aren’t they?

I mean, like dragons and stuff.”

“Well, that depends on a lot of things, likewhen you lived, and

your religion. People thought dragons and unicorns were real

because they were mentioned in the bible. And even in times

before that, such creatures were truly thought to exist.”

I wondered with a wry smile what Adio would make of the

subject. Would he believe in such things because they were

written into his precious book?

“It’s almost a shame it isn’t true,” I said.

“Ah,” said Amy, smiling. “But who says it isn’t?”

I raised questioning eyebrows, and she continued.

“Have you ever considered the possibility that these creatures

might exist on another plane of existence? A different dimen-

sion to us?”

“I guess anything’s possible. But if that’s so, how did people

know about them?”

“Perhaps through dreams and trances, or astral travel. Some

people may have the ability to pass between dimensions, people

like shaman and high priests and priestesses. There may even

be portals where people can slip between dimensions and see

things that are invisible to this realm.”

“So what about things like vampires, and werewolves, and

stuff? People say they exist in our realm.”

“The Hidden Ones? Yeah, they’re real too. I guess I know

plenty about them. More than I ever would’ve wished. And trust

me, the knowledge is a burden.”

“What can you tell me about them?” I asked.

“Well, they’re not completely of this world, nor of the spirit

realm. They keep themselves hidden away in the shadowsmost
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of the time, waiting for the next victim to come along. Just

waiting. And watching.”

I shivered.

“I think I need to know about them, just in case.”

Amy half-smiled as she gave me an appraising look.

“Oh yes, you need to know about them, alright. And I’ll tell

you. But I’m warning you, it ain’t pleasant.”

2.

“I can’t afford to worry about that,” I said. “Tell me now.”

Amy shrugged.

“Sure. For starters, they’re very dangerous. They’re cunning

and unnaturally strong, and canmake you into one of them – if

you live beyond an encounter.”

“So how do you know if someone’s a vampire?”

“Firstly,” Amy said, “don’t believe all the myths about them.

Like they can’t go out in the sun? Garbage. They can and they

do. It’s true their eyes are sensitive to bright light, but they go

out on cloudy days, or wear dark sunglasses. They look pale, but

then, so do lots of young people these days.”

“Well, I can’t go around suspecting everyone who wears

sunnies and hasn’t got a tan,” I commented. “How else can

I recognise them?”

“Their auras, forone. Theyhaveverydark, unhealthy-looking

auras.”

“Oh. I’m not really good at seeing stuff like that.”

“That’s okay. I’ll teach you how to view auras. You’ll also

sense there’s something not right about them. If you meet

someone you just don’t trust, or who seems invisible to others,

check out their aura. Some will try to mask their auras if they
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sense they’re in danger of being discovered, but you’ll just

know.”

“Okay. Can I block them from seeing my aura, too?”

“Depends. In a crowd, it’s best not to draw attention to

yourself. Let your aura shine, just like everyone around you, so

it blends in. But if you’re alone, they’ll know there’s something

different about you, which might tempt them to check you out.

Then it’s safer to shield yourself. Besides, you’ll likely need

spirit help to deal with them, so you’ll be shielding yourself

anyway to stop any unwelcome spirits getting at you.”

“Boy, it sure sounds like a lot of work,” I said. “I wonder if I’ll

start seeing them everywhere I go, once I’m aware of them?”

“Yeah, probably,” Amy saidwith anod. “There aren’t asmany

of them as there are everyday people, but you’ll see them. And

they’ll certainly see you.”

I shuddered. If this was true, someone like me might make

tempting prey.

“I’ll show you the spare room,” Amy said when we’d finished

our cocoa. “It’s just through here.”

I followed her, carrying my overnight things. A single bed

divided the room, the head under the window. Wardrobes lined

one wall, and ceiling-high bookcases the other. A small desk

stood by the door.

“It ain’t anything special,” Amy said, tidying a shelf as she

spoke. “But the bed’s comfy, and I’m sure you’ll find plenty to

interest you if you can’t sleep.”

I scanned her shelves. The books were mostly about spiritual

practices, tarot, palmistry, meditation, the paranormal, and

mythology, alongwith somedealingwithnative Indian customs,

natural remedies, gardening, and herbs.

“This is cool,” I said. “And thanks heaps for having me.”

69



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

“That’s okay, honey, any time. How about I show you the

bathroom? Feel free to have a soak in the tub, if you like. That

should help you to feel better.”

I grabbed my overnight bag and pyjamas, and Amy led me

back through the kitchen. Through a door to the right I entered

a small, lime-green coloured bathroom, and I gave myself up to

the pleasures of a steaming hot bath.

The rain still drummed down as I dressed, brushedmy teeth,

and repacked my overnight bag. As I brushed my hair before

the mirror, I noticed an area of shadow forming behind me. I

whipped around and foundmyself confronted by a pillow-sized

patch of darkness that hovered at head height.

I stared at it. Then I blew at it. It didn’t move. I walked around

it. Yep, just a big old patchofDark, hovering there. Tomyhorror,

it moved after me, and I suddenly felt icy cold. I backed to the

door and felt for the knob with shaky hands, then fled into the

kitchen. The Darkness stopped at the doorway. I felt like it was

observing me, waiting for my next move.

“Amy?” I called, my voice cracking. “Can you please come

here?”

Withmy eyes locked on the Dark patch, I listened for Amy’s

footsteps. Amoment later, I heard the soft thumpof her slippers

and glanced around. But another apparition hovered at the

kitchen doorway, one in a billowing white gown, its face pale

under what looked like a white turban – a real, live – well, dead

– ghost!

3.

I screamed. The apparition blinked, then started to laugh. I felt

like an idiot.
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“Sorry. Last time I looked, you weren’t all kitted out as the

Lady in White.”

“No honey, I’m sorry. I didn’t think how I must look, in my

nightie, with herbal face cream plastered all over me and my

hair up in a towel to dry.”

I turned back to the Dark patch. It was gone.

“Ah, phooey!” I said. “Is there something haunting your

bathroom?”

“My bathroom?” Amy echoed, surprised. “What sort of

something?”

“It looked like a blob of shadow,” I explained. “Just floating

in the air.”

I checked in the bathroomagain, but sawnothing. Amy looked

thoughtful.

“Nothing dark here, so far as I know,” she said. “That’s one

reason I liked this house – no bad vibes, no negative energies,

no paranormal history. There are fairies in the garden, though.”

I burst into laughter. Amy smiled.

“For real. There are some lovely nature spirits out there.

That’s probably why I have so much success with my herbs. Not

all of them are native to this region, or even this continent. If I

didn’t have help, a lot of themwould fail.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry I doubted you. So what do you think this

dark thing was?”

Amy frowned, making her gooey face cream wrinkle on her

forehead.

“I don’t know. Let’s see if my books can tell us anything.”

We did just that. Nearly an hour passed before Amy remem-

bered her face cream had to be washed off. I flipped through

a volume on supernatural entities. Not ghosts – we’d quickly

dismissed those. Amy felt this was more like a manifestation of
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spirit, or ungrounded energy. I looked up as I heard the distant

splash of water in the bathroom basin, and came face to face

with the Dark patch again.

Its coldness engulfed me, and I had the impression of an

inquiring mind tugging at my thoughts. I shrank back, but then

I decided to talk to it, just to see what happened.

“Hello? Are you trying to tell me something?”

A barrage of random sounds and images assaultedmy inner

eye, a dizzying array of stimuli I could barely process.

“Whoa,” I said, holding my hands up. “Slow down. I can’t

understand all this.”

The swirl of images slowed. There were people and places I

recognised, and many I didn’t, and all sorts of events, mostly

disasters. I watched, fascinated, until the progression of images

blinked out, leaving only one. I focused on it, wondering who

the man before me was.

He was darkly good-looking, with angled brows above

sparkling blue eyes, trim sideburns and goatee, and a careless,

debonair grace. He wore a stylish black leather jacket, black

jeans and black leather boots. A pair of very dark sunglasses

were hooked into his jeans pocket. He looked straight into my

eyes and switched on the charm.

“Well, hello,” he said, smiling wolfishly. “I thought it was

about time wemet, Cheri. To tell you the truth, I couldn’t resist

having a peek before – hope you can forgive me, darling.”

I didn’t know what to think. He looked as fine as wine, but his

manner and roundabout way of introducing himself set offmy

weird alert.

“Oh, sorry,” he apologised, and slapped his own hand. “I

haven’t introducedmyself – how rude.”

The water stopped splashing in the bathroom. Amy would be
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back in seconds, and I didn’t know if this cheeky fellow would

show himself to her.

“Who are you?”

“Call me Lou,” he said, winking conspiratorially. “Can’t stay,

I’m afraid. So much to do, so little time. Eternity is so limiting!

But I’ll be back, my dear. Oh yes, I’ll be back to get to know you

better. Toodle-oo!”

He raised his hand up near his face and wiggled his fingers in

a wave goodbye. Then he vanished, and I foundmyself looking

straight into Amy’s questioning eyes.

“You’re not going to believe this,” I said.

I described what I’d just experienced. When I finished, Amy

turned and scanned her shelves. She picked out a book and

flicked through it, then pulled out a couple more and sat down

on the bed to look through them. I wondered what angle she

was investigating. Finally she shut the books, frustrated.

“I’m sure it’s not a normal haunting. They tend to be some-

what regular in their appearances, and I’ve never seen anything

ghostlike in this house. It could be a wandering spirit, which

would make more sense as its chosen only you to show itself to,

but again, the method of revelation is rather strange. You said

it called itself ‘Lou’?”

“Yep. I suppose that could be short for Louis or something.

But Louis who?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, honey. It could be anyone,

from any time. Usually spirits appear in whatever form they

think you’ll be most receptive to for the transmission of their

message.”

“He was keen to talk to me. Perhaps it’s something to do with

my life purpose?”

Amy looked at me levelly, her dark eyes serious.
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“He doesn’t sound like the sort to pass on helpful messages.

I’m warning you to be extremely careful. He might try to mess

with you, and it can be hard to defend yourself against that sort

of messing.”

“Well, if he’s gonna chaseme around your house andflirtwith

me, I might need some lessons in self-defence.”

“I’ll teach you the basic skill now, just in case he comes back,

and in the morning we’ll work on it somemore.”

First Amy showedme how to groundmyself and stay centred.

Then came the real thing, visualising a protective white shield

aroundmyself to repel psychic attack. I practiced it under Amy’s

supervision, then she tested me by trying to viewmy aura while

my shield was up. Tomy surprise, she sat there, frowning.

“Very good. I couldn’t get a foot in anywhere. You’re very

adept at this.”

“Thanks. What do you see when the shield is up?”

“A white mist,” Amy replied. “As you gain skills and grow

stronger, it will get lighter, until you can put up a really strong

wall of pure white light.”

It was late, so Amy went to bed while I sat up to look through

her books. I found one about angels and demons, and snuggled

down under the covers to read. I tried to stay alert in case the

strange patch of Darkness and attendant weirdo returned, but

soon I started to yawn and nod. I put the book face down on the

floor by the bed so I didn’t lose my page, switched off the light,

and fell asleep.

I can’t rememberwhether I dreamedor not. I awoke to a knock

on the door, and Amy entered with two steamingmugs of coffee.

Light rain still tapped on the roof, and I got that delicious feeling

that rainy days always gave me as a kid. I sat up and gratefully

accepted my drink.
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“Did you sleep okay?” Amy asked, sitting on the bed.

“Must have,” I mumbled through a yawn. “Don’t remember

a thing.”

“Ready to get to work?”

“Work? I only just woke up, you slave-driver.”

Amy smiled.

“You have a lot to learn,” she said, picking up the book I’d left

on the floor. “Ah. Interested in angels and demons?”

“Yeah, there’s so much I don’t know about them.”

Amy frowned and turned the book towards me.

“Well, you sure went for the heavyweights to read about.”

“That’s not where I left it open,” I said, suddenly wide awake.

“I was reading about Archangel Michael before I went to sleep.”

The pages before me were about Satan – the devil himself,

accompanied by a gruesomemedieval woodcut print and list of

all the names he was commonly known by.

“Lucifer,” I whispered, gazing at Amy. “Lou…”

She stared right back, and exhaled sharply.

“If you’re right, I’m going to have to teach you some real

advanced stuff. He’s not good news, in case you hadn’t heard.”

4.

We practiced building the white wall of protection again, then

we ate breakfast. As wemunched through a pile of toast, Amy

related some of her experiences with dark entities. Her stories

mademy flesh crawl. The psychic battles she’d fought mademy

argument with Adio seem like a stroll down Jacksonville beach.

In spring. With a nice little breeze at my back.

“So,” she said, noting the dismayed look onmy face, “you still

going to go through with whatever quest lays ahead of you?”
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“Um,” I answered. “Do you think I could just gracefully

decline?”

“Ah, if only itwere that easy,”Amysaidwitha laugh. “Trouble

is, if you avoid it in this lifetime, it will just come up again in

your next life. So I’d get it over and done with, if I were you.”

“I don’t even know where to start!” I said helplessly.

“How about a quick reading? I might be able to find out more

for you to go on.”

We went to the front room and I shuffled the tarot deck. The

first card I turned over was the Devil.

“Great,” I said. “I guess he’s just making sure I don’t forget

him.”

The next card was the five of wands again.

“You also got this one yesterday,” Amy reminded me. “Up-

heavals in life, fighting battles…”

“Great,” I said. “Especially if it means I have to fight battles

with powerful, invisible thingies floating in the air.”

“Relax,” Amy said, as I flicked over one last card. “I’m sure

you’ll know what to do when the time is right. And look – the

Chariot again. I think that’s suggestive, don’t you?”

“What – you mean I’ve got to drive somewhere to fulfil my

quest?”

“The cards are rarely that literal, though it could be meant

that way.”

“Hey, what if Mr Dark Patch shows up while I’m driving?”

“I doubt he will. He’s far more likely to appear when you’re

receptive, not when you’re actively doing something that needs

your concentration.”

“Do you think he’ll come back while I’m with you?”

“He doesn’t seem too keen on company. For the spirit world

to appear to you, a number of conditions must be met, and if

76



GOOD MORNING, STARSHINE

one of his conditions is that you be alone, then it’s unlikely he’s

going to drop in while I’m around.”

“Great. So I’ve got to handle him onmy own?”

“Honey, you’re never alone in the spirit realm,” Amy said.

“And what about in the real-life, day-to-day realm?”

“What I meant was, even though you’re going about your

business, day in, day out, in the real world, you can call on help

from the spirit realm any time youneed it. Remember Archangel

Michael? He’s one strong entity you can call on in times of

trouble. And there are tonnes of others. So you’re quite literally

never alone.”

I digested this, wondering if there happened to be spirits

floating about, peering over my shoulder at that very moment.

Apparently, there were.

“I’m looking at your aura,” Amy said. “There’s a lovely patch

of green by your left side which isn’t a part of your own energy.

There’s a departed soul who loves you very much, who looks

out for you and keeps you safe. It feels motherly – perhaps a

grandmother who has passed?”

“Yes,” I said, blinking away sudden tears. “Dad’smother died

when I was sixteen. Karen and I always loved staying with her

on vacations. We were very close. I’m really glad she’s with me

now. It makes sense if there’s a spirit around me, it would be

her. I just hope she isn’t too shocked at some of the things I’ve

done.”

Amy smiled gently.

“Honey, by the time you reach old age you’ve experienced so

much that nothing really shocks you any more. Especially after

you pass and regain the memories of all the other lives you’ve

had. There’s very little that can shock your grandmother now.”

I was glad to hear it. Sex beforemarriage had been frowned on
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when Gran was young, and probably some of the other things

I’d done. But I knewAmywas right, and I feltmy grandmother’s

love wash over me.

“So,” I continued. “How are Gran and I going to handle Lou?”

“Well, firstly I wouldn’t make jokes about him. Dealing with

Lucifer is like playing with fire. This is a serious business, so

best to get that straight from the get go.”

I nodded.

“Secondly, you need to call on spirits of light, like Archangel

Michael, entities that will help to restore the balance between

good and evil.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to wipe out evil altogether?” I asked.

“Honey,” Amy said with a sigh, “that’s a nice sentiment,

but ultimately a fool’s dream. There is bad in the world. It’s

necessary. We can’t get away from it, ever. We have free-will,

and while people can choose evil, or justify evil actions, we’ll

never be rid of it. And believe me, people are so easily tempted.”

I had to agree.

“Besides,” Amy said, “without evil, how would we recognise

good? Good and bad aren’t as black and white as they’re made

out to be. A lot comes down to individual perception. When

one person kills another, it’s murder. In our country, the law

mandates the death sentence for murderers. So it becomes

acceptable for God-fearing, law abiding people who believe they

live by the Ten Commandments to wish death upon another,

because that other has murdered.”

“An eye for an eye,” I said.

“Yes. And whether the law upholds it or not, that attitude is

still very much a part of the human condition. Everyone knows

right from wrong in their heart. But not everyone chooses to

listen to their conscience. Those people are easy prey for Lucifer.
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Think of him as a predator, like a lion or a shark. He’ll attack

the weak and vulnerable. They’re easier to lead astray. Putting

up a big fight makes it harder work for him.”

Amy looked around conspiratorially.

“That’s where he’s subtle. He won’t let you go, just because

you’re strong and protected. No, he’ll go and fed on easier souls

while he rallies his resources, then he’ll sneak in some way you

never expected. You might think you have all the entrances

to your soul locked up tight and guarded, but that’s nearly

impossible. He’ll find a weakness to exploit and try to gradually

turn you against yourself.”

Alarm must have shown on my face. Amy put a reassuring

hand onmy arm.

“I know it sounds like a fight you can’t win, but believe me,

youmust try. Hemight win some of the battles, but youmust

win the war.”

“But… Isn’t Lucifer kinda in the realm of Christianity?” I

asked, hoping for a loophole. “Like, don’t you have to be a

Christian to believe in him?”

Amy pursed her lips thoughtfully.

“Not necessarily. There aremillions of people worldwide who

believe he exists. All that belief has to count for something,

doesn’t it?”

“So you’re saying that belief in Lucifer is what makes him

real?”

“It helps. There have always been dark spirits – in all the

religions of theworld, there are plenty of evil entities. Andwhen

an evil one gets very powerful, he can influence the minds and

spirits of thosehe comes into contactwith and feedoff thepower

of their fear, as well as their belief in his existence.”

“Until in time he becomes the most powerful evil dude
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around?”

“Yes.”

My insides churned. It seemed Lucifer could slip in and out

of my mind whenever he chose, and do whatever damage he

wanted to. I wasn’t about to put up with that without one heck

of a fight.

“Great. So, what can I do when he tries to get in?”

“Ground yourself,” Amy said, ticking off the points on her

fingers. “Don’t believe what he says. Call on spirits of light and

love to help you. Visualise. Learn charms of protection. Wear

amulets of power. That one you’ve got on is a good start.”

I repeated the list out loud, my fingers grazing over the tyet I

wore.

“It’s a lot to learn,” Amy said earnestly, shaking her head.

“There’s only so much I can help. The rest is up to you.”

“Huh, right. Can I please wake up from this dream now? It

can’t be real.”

Amy leaned forward.

“Oh, it’s real alright. Many people mightn’t think so, but

that’s one thing I can assure you of. And it’s deadly serious –

literally, a battle for the soul.”

5.

“So my life purpose?” I asked. “This mission? What’ve I got to

do, exactly?”

“Part of your spiritual mission will be to discover your own

strengths and weaknesses,” Amy said. “You will learn best

from your own inner journey, otherwise your mission will be

undermined.”

I groaned, thinking how difficult it had all become.

80



GOOD MORNING, STARSHINE

“Wouldn’t it be so much easier if you just told me what I have

to do?”

“I can’t do that,” Amy said. “I don’t know what you have to

do. I can only see what is necessary to pass on to you, not things

you have to find out for yourself. Even my spirit guide can’t tell

memore than you strictly need to know.”

“So how do I get one of these spirit guides?”

Amy smiled.

“Honey, everyone has spirit guides. Apparently, there’s a

very strong guide on the way for you. Until then, you have your

grandmother. But you have to learn how to tune in and listen to

her. Ready for another lesson?”

Boy, was I ever. With all this other-worldly stuff going on

about my sweetly oblivious ears, I really needed to get in touch

with someone I could trust in the spirit realm. And who better

thanmy Gran?

Amy showed me how to meditate to open a channel for

communication, and I soon felt a familiar presence bymy side.

I swear I smelt my grandmother’s favourite perfume, though

very faintly.

“I love you, Gran,” I whispered, smiling with all my heart and

soul.

Her presence grew stronger, and I smelt another aroma. Gran

had been one mean baker, and always whipped up trays of

cookies and muffins when Karen and I visited. Our favourite

had been a Halloween treat we called ‘skulls’. She’d bake balls

of stiff cookie batter, cover them with white icing, and stick

liquorice in the right places for eye sockets, nasal cavity and

mouth.

The memory was so strong I almost felt like I was back there

in her open, sunny kitchen, with Karen making perfect skulls
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by my side. Mine were always wonky and lopsided, but Gran

said that was how they should be, because everyone’s skull is

different. I laughed inwardly, and I knew she was laughing with

me.

“I know you’re here,” I said. “I need you, Gran. I need your

help.”

I felt a slight tugging in my head, and Gran’s voice echoed

betweenmy ears.

“My little Ange,” she crooned. “My sparrow. Look at you now.

You’re all grown up, but you’re still so little. And I don’t like the

things you have to face.”

“Oh Gran,” I whispered back. “I’ve missed you so much.”

A wave of memories and feelings washed over me. I couldn’t

help but smile, because they were happy memories, good

feelings. She’d always called me her sparrow, as I was small

and skinny. Karen had womanly curves at fourteen, but mine

only developed in my late teens. And they didn’t bother to

develop much. At least my years of gym training had upgraded

my physique from thin to athletic.

“I’ve always been with you and Karen,” Gran assured me.

“Thoughmore with you. I knew Karen would get on in the world

with her bright, blessed spirit. You were always a loner, Ange.

You seemed so lost, so filled with hurt that I tried to help you

with. But you clung to it, didn’t you? You wore your frustration

and anger like a cloak, to protect yourself and keep others out.

Did you know that?”

I was taken aback by her words, but saw the truth in them. I’d

always felt like an outsider, even inmy own family, and I’d been

angry at Mama for being so ditzy and shallow. I realised a lot of

things in that moment, and with an inward sigh, I started to let

go.
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“That’s right, my sparrow. Get the shovel and start pitching

out all that trash you’ve accumulated over the years. Clean it

out, all that hurt you’ve clung to. I can tell there’s a beautiful,

shining you under all that garbage. Let’s get at it.”

Tears stungmy eyes again as I thought about all the defensive

walls I’d built around myself since childhood. I’d hurt lots of

people in defendingmyself, and hurt myself worst of all by not

beingmore open and trusting. I nodded as I examinedmy true

feelings. They’d been buried for so long that they’d become

almost numb.

I realised I’d battled against the world needlessly, always

trying to make it conform to what I thought it should be, when

in reality all I was doing was building ever higher walls around

myself. The trouble with these walls was that they were built on

very weak foundations of fear, and they’d always been shaky at

best.

“I’m so sorry,” I cried. “I’ve been so horrible, and hurt people

and shut them out. I didn’t realise what I was doing. How could

Gabe ever have fallen in love with someone like me? I don’t

deserve him…”

“There, there,” Gran said. “It’s only natural to feel this grief,

once you realise how self-destructive you’ve been. Some people

go through their whole lives – even many lives – and never

realise it, so you’re doing well.

“And don’t fret about your youngman. He fell in love with the

good in you, the good he knew you could be – the good you will

be once you’ve done some work on building yourself up again.

And the most important part of that is to forgive yourself.”

I sniffled and driedmy tears. I wasn’t sure how Iwas supposed

to do that, but I knew I had to try. I looked to Amy, who had only

heard my side of the conversation.
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“I’m supposed to forgive myself,” I said. “How do I do that?”

“It’s not easy,” she said. “It’s one of the hardest things for

anyone to do. It’s so hard that most people spend a lifetime

running away from it. Will you run, Ange? Or will you face it?”

I weighed up how hard I thought it could be compared to

battling evil spirits and Lucifer himself to make the world a

better place, and suddenly self-forgiveness didn’t seem quite

so difficult.

“Okay. How do I start?”

“Well,” Amy said, “first youmust acknowledge yourmistakes,

and you’re doing that. You own those mistakes – you’ve made

them yourself, and now you’re learning from them. So they’re

not all bad, really.”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Then you need to acknowledge that everyone makes mis-

takes, loads of them in every life time, and that you have a right

to make mistakes too. It’s perfectly normal. It’s part of human

experience, and how we best learn.

“Lastly, you need to release any bad feelings you have about

your mistakes. You can’t go back and undo them, so youmust

accept them andmove on. Leave them in the past, where they

belong. But if you ever have the chance to make amends, do

so. Karma always comes back to you, whether you do bad or

good. So when you patch up an old argument with someone, or

apologise for an old hurt you’ve caused, it gets the karma cycle

rolling in the right direction, bringing good stuff into your life

instead of bad.”

I liked the sound of that.

“I couldn’t have put it better myself,” Gran’s voice echoed in

my head. “You’ve got a very wise friend there.”

“And I’ve got a very wise Gran,” I replied.
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She chuckled inmy head. It felt like champagne bubbles rising

throughmy soul. I couldn’t help but laugh along with her. Amy

picked up our long-empty mugs and walked towards the door.

“How about some lunch? I think we need to relax and think

about something else for a while.”

I was about to get up and follow her out, but something held

me back. I still felt my grandmother’s presence near me, but

someone–or something– elsewas nowpresent. I looked about,

and spotted it floating across the room, straight at me.

“Oh, here we go,” came Gran’s voice.

“That’s for sure,” I thought back, and launched into shielding

myself.

“Oh Cheri,” Lou said. “You know, that can’t keep me out

forever. In fact, it can’t even keepme out for a second.”
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I ignored him and concentrated on building a wall of pure, white

light aroundmyself. At first I thought it was working, but Lou

stepped throughmy wall as though it was nothing but mist. His

black leather jacket shimmered withmoisture, and hemade a

show of brushing it off his sleeves.

I was so disappointed that I nearly letmy shield crumble, but I

sighed inwardly andworkedonmaintainingwhat Ihad. Patience

and practice were the keys to learning, Amy had said. Gran was

suddenly short on both.

“Hey, you!” she cried. “You leave her alone! She’s just a little

girl!”

Lou smirked.

“Yes, a little girl who should know better than to play with

dangerous toys.”

His eyes never left mine, and I swear I could see fire dancing

in them.

“Gran, you’re reacting instead of helping to groundme.”
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“I know honey, but I can’t help it. I’m not going to watch evil

personified walk up to my granddaughter and not fight.”

“We need to fight together, as one,” I said, concentrating

harder.

“Oh bravo,” Lou said, clapping. “You want to fight the good

fight. So commendable.”

“Back off, you vulture,” Gran said. “You’re nothing but filth

dressed up. You’re completely abhorrent and despicable. You

have no redeeming features whatsoever.”

Lou pretended to look hurt.

“Oh, you cut me to the bone,” he said snidely, one hand over

his heart.

Well, where his heart would be if he had one, which struck me

as unlikely.

“Gran!” Ihissed. “Pleasehelpmeconcentrate. He’snotworth

it.”

“You’re right, Ange. He’s so low he’s beneath my contempt.”

From then on, I felt a force greater thanmy own sweeping in,

stabilising and grounding me, strengthening my wall until it

was more than just mist. It shone with a pearly radiance, now

that I had confidence in the technique. Lou’s image wavered

before me, like static on a TV screen. He didn’t seem to like it.

“Oh, very well,” he huffed. “We’ll play the game your way for

now. But I’ll be back, you tasty little morsel. You can’t be on

guard all the time.”

With that, he faded away. Gran let out a victory whoop, and

I opened my eyes, grinning. Amy appeared in the doorway, a

frown on her face.

“He doesn’t muck about,” I said. “As soon as you left, he had

a go at me.”

“We really need to work on your protection, then,” she said.

87



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

“And we’d better stick together so you have a chance to develop

your skills before heading out alone.”

I followed her to the kitchen, where wemade sandwiches and

ate at the table. Amywent through a checklist of does and don’ts

she thought would help me.

“Stay alert and keep in touch with your grandmother as much

as possible. If you get in trouble, she can help.”

I thought of how she’d reacted to Lou’s presence, and hoped

she was listening.

“No alcohol or drugs. They’ll slow your reaction time and

mess up your thinking, giving attackers an immediate advan-

tage.”

“No problem there,” I said. “I like a drink, but I can live

without it. And I tried one of dad’s cigarettes once, when he

wasn’t looking. Nearly barfed upmy lungs. That put me off any

kind of smoking for life.”

“And other substances?”

“Well, Gabe brought acid around a couple of times, but I

always had a bad reaction to it, so we decided not to experiment

with drugs anymore.”

“That’s good. Remember, people out there could be anything.

Somemay be guardians watching over you. Somemay be evil

spirits disguising themselves so you don’t see them for what

they are. And you need to be alert to pick ‘em. On meeting

someone new, take a peek at their aura. That should tell you all

you need to know.”

I’d tried to see people’s auras before, but never had much

success. Now I realised it was probably because I couldn’t see

through my own dark aura. I cleared my mind, softened my

focus, and justmadeout aglowingoutlineof energyaroundAmy,

which became stronger as I gazed. A radiant light pulsed around
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her, interspersed with patches of bright colours. I blinked and

grinned.

“You did it!” Amy said. “I could feel you reaching out, probing

and exploring. Mind you, I’ve experienced that before, from

people who were mostly up to no good. But you need to learn

this skill, so I’m okaywith it. Wow, you’re really coming along!”

“Thanks,” I said, beaming. “But I guess I still have lots to

learn.”

“When you have questions, you can always ask spirit.”

“But how do I know I can trust the answers? What if someone

gives me the wrong information?”

“Only talk to entities you know,” Amy said. “And when a new

one comes along who claims to have information for you, test

them out. Don’t trust them until you’re sure of them. If they’re

really there for your highest good, they won’t mind.”

“So when did you first meet your guide?” I asked.

“I was thirteen when hemade his presence known. It tookme

years to really trust him, but once I did, my spiritual growth was

rapid.”

“Is he here right now? Can he tell me what I need to know?”

“If it’s in divine order. Go ahead and ask your questions, and

I’ll give you his answers. But be prepared – youmightn’t like

what you hear.”

Amy closed her eyes and breathed in deeply several times.

When she opened them again, I got a shock. It was like someone

else was looking out of them.

“Whoa, that’s – freaky,” I said. “Are you being possessed?”

A deep, gravelly voice issued from Amy’s mouth.

“Amy Zamora has volunteered to become a physical vehicle

for spirit. In this way, your questions may be answered.”

It took a moment for me to adjust. It wasn’t at all what I’d
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expected.

“Okay. So, what can you tell me about my life purpose –my

quest?”

“Nothing.”

I blinked. I’d sort of hoped for something better.

“Why not?”

“You have much to learn yet. Your spirit guide will help you.”

“So, when do I meet my spirit guide?”

“When you are ready.”

“And when will I be ready?”

“When you have mastered certain lessons.”

“Which lessons?”

“Those that come to you along your path.”

“You’re not being very helpful.”

“You do not ask the right questions.”

I sucked a cheek in, frustrated.

“I just want to know about my future.”

“You wish to have it made easy for you. That is counter-

productive. It is for you to choose your future, to be active in

selecting an outcome.”

Tomy irritation, I realised he was right. Time for a different

approach.

“So just howmuch can you see of the future?” I asked.

“We in the spirit realm see many possibilities, but cannot

influence themoutside of divine order. However, when there is a

mass, heartfelt petition bymany souls, an opportunity opens for

change. Wherever the greatest benefit lies, is what will happen.”

“So people can influence events?”

“Yes. Your thoughts create your reality, and so does karma.

You must be aware of your thoughts and the consequences of

them. It is simple cause and effect.”
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“And prayers?”

“TheGreat Spirit and its helpers arewilling to listen and to act

on petitions. But prayers must be made with strong, heartfelt

intent, and be in line with the best outcome for all involved.”

“Is that why so many prayers go unanswered?”

“Often. People poison their thoughts and intentions with

wrong beliefs, beliefs that they aren’t good enough, that they

don’t deserve, that others don’t deserve, that prayers don’t

really work, that no one really listens. They unconsciously

poison themselves, and the prayers are thus poisoned too. But

when the petitioner is completely focussed, has only the best

intentions at heart, and it is within divine order, the prayers will

be heard and answered.”

“What about spirit guides and angels? How do they fit in?”

“Guides help many souls during their physical journeys.

The angels, archangels and ascendedmasters help an infinite

number. The further one has progressed on their spiritual

journey in life, the more souls one can help when in spirit.”

“And karma?” I asked, eager to knowmore. “The more good

you do in life, the higher up the karmic cycle you get?”

“If one follows their Universal Duty, then yes. That’s also the

threefold law. Whatever you do, whether good or evil, will come

back to you times three.”

“Gee, that’s sure an incentive to lead a good life. Only so few

people realise it.”

“Young souls have long journeys ahead of them. Many resist

their path from fear, choosing instead to be victims. It may be

many lifetimes before a soul is ready to take this journey, let

alone deal with all the struggles on the way.”

“And that’s where I am,” I said, my heart sinking. “Still right

at the beginning.”
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2.

“That perception is inaccurate. You are already well on your way

on the path.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said, without much enthusiasm.

Amy closed her eyes again and took some deep breaths. When

she next looked at me, I could see she was back to normal.

“That was a bit freaky,” I said.

“Was it helpful?” she asked.

“Some of it was. I found out some interesting things, but not

what I really wanted to know. Still, it’s a start.”

“You’ve done well, honey. I think a celebration is in order.”

“Celebration? To celebrate what?”

“A milestone. You’ve made a lot of progress in a very short

time. I think we should acknowledge your new skills with

a ceremony to thank the spirit realm for all the help you’ve

received.”

I was aware of the concept of thanking spirits for the help they

gave, but I’d always felt awkward, not knowing whether they’d

actually helped me or not. Now that I understood more about

the process, it seemed the right thing to do.

Amy spread a purple tablecloth on the table in the front room,

lit some candles and incense, and placed a number of gemstones

around the surface. The room became ambient, like it was a

channel for some sort of mystic energy. Of course, the good

vibes couldn’t last.

“What’s that smell?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.

Amy sniffed the air.

“All I can smell is the incense. Why? Is it making you ill?”

I shookmy head, perplexed.

“No, it’s not the incense. Don’t worry about it. Let’s get
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started.”

“If you’re sure,” Amy said, looking troubled. “But if it gets

any worse, tell me.”

She began a message of thanksgiving to our spirit guides,

including my grandmother. But as soon as I started to speak,

the stench worsened, fillingmy nostrils with the smell of rotten

meat. I also heard flies buzzing, a couple at first, then dozens. I

swayed in my chair, wondering what was going on.

Startled, I looked atAmy, and shebeganprobing. I did too, and

what I saw horrifiedme. In my inner mind festered a macabre

image, the carcass of some small animal, possibly a cat or dog –

it was hard to tell – rotting. Flies and maggots crawled over the

exposed entrails and dried blood on the ground around it, and

the stench became evenmore putrid, threatening to overwhelm

me completely.

I nearly gagged. I was certain I knew who’d planted this foul

thing in my head. I wanted to jump up and shout at him to get

out, but I stopped myself. As satisfying as the action and words

might feel, they would only increase his hold onme.

By a massive effort, I refocused and breathed deeply. My wall

had been defective the first time around, but I knew I could only

improve on that with practice. I concentrated on building it up

again, and felt my grandmother adding her powers to mine. I

could also hear her.

“Dirty, rotten, stinking coward,” she mumbled. “Picking on

a little girl like that. Disgusting asshole.”

I almost giggled. I’d never imagined her saying such things.

Amy’s presence was also noticeable, along with two other spirit

entities. Between all of us, my wall grew strong and gleaming

white, and the putrid smell and sound of flies faded away. But

the image in my head took longer to disappear. After ten more
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minutes of telling it to go back where it came from, it started to

fade.

And so did I. Totally exhausted, I slumped back in my chair.

Amy came around beside me and took my hand, and I could feel

Gran at my other side. The other spirits were still nearby.

“That was… interesting,” I said.

“Was that you-know-who?” Amy asked.

“Didn’t see him, but I’m sure it was.”

“I’m guessing whatever you smelt was a part of it?”

I nodded and drew another deep, energising breath. I never

thought air could taste so good.

“It was disgusting – a rotting carcass covered with flies.”

“That figures,” Amy said, nodding. “The Lord of the Flies.”

“I thought that was some book,” I said.

“It is, but the name’s been around a long, long time, in

connection with Lucifer’s main henchman, Beelzebub. This

will be a friendly reminder of what he’s capable of.”

“We got rid of it.”

“Yes we did, with some very powerful help from the other side

–my own guide, and Lucifer’s old adversary, Michael.”

“Youmean Archangel Michael?”

I was awestruck when Amy nodded. But a frown creased her

face.

“Look, he didn’t attack you willy-nilly. He waited until your

defences were right down so he could test how strong you are

and how quickly you can defend yourself. He’ll probably keep

testing you like that for a bit, and then he’ll get serious.”

“Youmean that wasn’t?”

Amy lookedme in the eyes. She, for one, was deadly serious.

“Honey, that was barely a taster for what may yet come. Like

I said, he doesn’t like people to put up a fight. He’ll be back for
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more, you can bet your sweet life on it.”

So much for good news. I took a few minutes to gather my

strength, and when I could stand again, Amy helpedme to the

spare room to lay down.

“So this is good, right?” I said. “I’m learning to face my

fears, work through them, and come out stronger. And fight off

demons. I might just take a nap now.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll do some research and try to get some

answers for you. Your grandmother is here, and so is my guide,

and I’ll ask for Archangel Michael’s continued help, so you’ll be

well guarded.”

I wondered about that. This was the first time he’d tried

anything in Amy’s presence, and it had taken five of us to repel

him. What would happen if he waited until I was alone when he

next chose to attack me?

3.

Despite my worries, I drifted off to sleep, and awoke in the

late afternoon when some knucklehead cruised past the house

playingMonsterMash far too loudonhis car radio . Amybrought

me a cup of herbal tea and sat on the end of the bed.

“So,” she said, “are you ready to learn somemore?”

“Sure,” I replied. “I’m curious about these Hidden ones. Like

werewolves.”

“Okay. They have animal instincts and are adept at staying

hidden. But you’ll know them by their auras. I’ve had personal

experience with werewolves myself.”

“What happened?” I asked. “If you don’t mind telling me?”

Amy drew in a deep breath, and her eyes took on a haunted

look.
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“Okay. I’ve just… never told anyone before. Well, I grew up

in a little town in Louisiana. I was fourteen andmy kid brother,

Jesse, was ten,whenhis classmates daredhim to spend thenight

in a swampnear our town. Hewas a brave little soulwho thought

nothing of camping out under the stars, so he accepted the dare.

He told our parents he was sleeping over at a friend’s place, and

no one bothered to check.

“When he didn’t turn up the next day, I came clean. I led the

search party to the swamp, and we found signs of a struggle,

and blood. Not a lot. Just a few little spatters.”

I felt horrified for the teenaged Amy who’d made this grue-

some discovery.

“His tent was ripped – great rips like a bear might make. So

everyone thought a bear got him. But I knew it wasn’t. The vibes

there were very disturbing. I was sent home, and the adults kept

looking. But they never found anything.

“I’d been exploring my psychic gifts in secret, so people

wouldn’t make fun of me or call me a liar. I went back out there

the next weekend, and openedmyself right up. I was drawn to

the woods. It was dark in there, and I should’ve high-tailed it

out. But the trail was strong; I sensed I was real close. And there

was a terrible smell…”

I recoiled. I knew plenty about terrible smells after that day’s

attack.

“I crept through the bushes, and… a horrible sight. A man

laying there, dead. Naked. All covered in scratches and bruises.

His leg was caught in a bear trap – one of those heavy steel-

jawed things – crushed to a pulp, covered in dried blood…”

“Oh Amy! And your brother?”

“Hewas alive. Squatting nearby, all scratched and bruised. He

just hunched there, staring at me like some kind of wild animal.
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I went closer, but he scuttled away. I asked why he hadn’t gone

to the searchers or come home. He growled and whined, tried

to talk. I barely understood – it sounded like, ‘hairy man came.

Hairy man dead’.”

“Hairy man?”

“That’s what I think he said. He must’ve meant the dead guy,

but I didn’t see why, ‘cause he wasn’t very hairy. Then I saw a

bite mark on Jesse’s arm. I begged him to come home to have

it tended to, but he just hunkered down and wouldn’t budge. I

was afraid to go near him again in case he ran away and I lost

him for good, so I sat there with him for hours, with the dead

guy behind us. It was creepy as hell.

“Near sunset, I decided to go home and bring Pa back the next

day. As I got up, Jesse leapt at me, clawing and biting. I pushed

him away and ran home, and tried to tell my parents. But they

were furious I’d gone into the woods alone, and were too angry

to listen. I kept at them, and finally Pa and a couple of other

men went to look. When they came back, they hit the liquor.

They must’ve seen the man’s body, but they never said. And

they swore they never saw hide nor hair of my brother.

“Well, I was too scared to go look for Jesse again. Then one

night several weeks later our dog,Mickey, kept barking likemad.

Pa looked around outside, but he didn’t see anything. Later that

night, something woke me. At first I thought it was just Mickey

snuffling around outside. Then someone climbed through the

window into my room.”

I gasped. I hadn’t thought it could get any worse.

“I was attacked in my bed. I fought back, screaming and

hollering, andMa and Pa came running. When they turned on

the light, Jesse up and leapt out the window. They couldn’t

believe their eyes. What we saw that night wasn’t my brother…
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more like a wild beast. He was hairy all over, even his face. His

eyes were wild. He had claws, and he scratched me up pretty

bad, I can tell you. And you know what else? It was a full moon

that night.

“Next day, we found what was left of Mickey outside. We

didn’t tell a soul about it, and we hoped we’d seen the last of

Jesse. But a month later – next full moon – he came back. And

themonth after. Those nights, he snuffled around, scratching

and trying to get in. BrokeMa’s heart and near sent her crazy.

So we sold up and moved to San Francisco. I finished school,

went to college, tried to get on with life. We never spoke of Jesse

again.

“I was nineteen when he found us. I was out with my

boyfriend, Lester, at the flicks that night. I’ll never forget – it

was ‘A Place in the Sun’. Montgomery Clift and Elizabeth Taylor.

WhenLester tookmehomeafterwards,we foundahorriblemess.

It looked like burglars had ripped through the house, turning

everything over.”

Amy drew in a long, deep breath, sadness in her eyes.

“My parents… were in their bedroom, so badly scratched and

bitten theywere unrecognisable. I lost it, and Lester had to carry

me out of there. He called the cops, they came around, and I was

put under sedation and taken to hospital.”

I was shocked. I hadn’t imagined anything so awfulwhenAmy

started her tale.

“I couldn’t talk about it at first, I was such a mess. When I

could, I tried to tell them about Jesse. He was down as missing,

possible foul play. The police thought he was dead, and even if

he wasn’t, they saw nomotive for him to attack us. So that was

that. When I left the hospital, I moved in with Lester. We buried

my parents, the house was cleaned up and sold, and I started
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over fresh.

“I was terrified Jesse would find me again, so Lester and I

dropped out of college and went travelling. It was the best

thing we could have done. We hiked all over Britain and Europe,

working and studying. We met people who helped us develop

our psychic skills and spiritual practice. We also learnt about

dark creatures like my brother. We so loved travelling that we

continued on to Egypt, the Middle East, India.”

“Wow,” I said. “Sounds like a dream journey!”

“Yeah, it was pretty wow,” Amy said. “We learnt heaps, and

we were totally in tune with spirit, and with each other. It was

our own special place in the sun for those few years. Then we

came home. It’d been wonderful, but we wanted to settle down

and have kids, and kids need stability and a steady income.”

She sat lost in thought, her eyes far away. Iwonderedwhathad

happened to change her life course – I’d seen no evidence in her

house of her beingmarried or having children. Amy suggested

coffee, and wemoved to the kitchen.

“Of course, we wondered if Jesse was still around, but there

was no way of knowing. So we moved up to Portland, Oregon.

Life settled down and we were happy. A year went by and

everything was peachy. Then our spirit guides indicated a life-

changing event was coming. We hoped it meant a baby…”

Amy sighed and poured boiling water into our mugs. The

aroma of the coffee hit, anchoring me in the reality of the

kitchen.

“Then Jesse found us. So every full moon, we secured every-

thing and stayed up all night. I felt his presence moving around

and around the house, looking for a way in.”

A shiver crept downmy spine.

“Then one full moonwe heard an explosion. A café two blocks
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down was on fire. Sirens, flashing lights – yeah, we were well

and truly distracted. I heard glass breaking, and I turned to see

Jesse climbing through a window. He was all shaggy andmatted

and wild-looking. He ran at me and Lester leapt between us…”

“He didn’t – Jesse didn’t kill Lester, did he?”

“No. Lester was a pacifist, but he wasn’t a fool. He knew self-

defence and he kept fit. But death might have been better after

all. Jesse bit Lester’s arm andwouldn’t let go. I was so desperate

to stop him, I grabbed some scissors and – stabbed Jesse in the

throat. It’s the most horrible thing I’ve ever done. But I had to

do something.”

Amy shuddered. So did I. She finished her coffee in one long

gulp.

“When Jesse finally let go, I didn’t know what to do – I’d hurt

him pretty bad, and there was blood everywhere. I shoved him

down the hall, ran back in the bedroom and locked the door. I

washed and bound Lester’s arm, and prayed he’d be okay. But I

knew Lester was doomed to become a werewolf too.”

“Oh Amy!” I said, and she sighed and patted my hand across

the table.

“Yes, it was horrible, but we knew what to expect. It broke

our hearts, but we knew Lester had to go make a life for himself

somewhere he couldn’t hurt anyone. At sunrise we went out

to see what’d become of Jesse. Blood was smeared on the floor

where he’d crawled to the back door. It was wide open, and he

was gone.”

“For good?”

“We sure hoped so. We cleaned up the house, and then Lester

prepared to leave. He planned to hike up throughWashington

State into the forests, far from civilisation. He phoned his folks

and told them, as it was something he’d always said he wanted
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to do. It was his way of saying goodbye to them, though they

didn’t know it.”

Tears sparkled in Amy’s eyes, and she blinked them away.

“At the end of the week, we said goodbye to each other. I sat

tight for a month before reporting himmissing. His family flew

up, but there was nothing they could do.”

I sippedmy coffee, now lukewarm, made a face, and quickly

swallowed the rest.

“The police found no trace of him, of course. They thought

he’d got lost in the wilderness and fell off a cliff or something.

He called me a few times from pay phones, to check I was okay.

The last timewas twoweeks after I reported himmissing. It was

the middle of the night and he was using a phone outside some

isolated garage.”

Tears slid down Amy’s face and dripped off her chin.

“Hemissedme so bad. He just wanted to letme knowhe loved

me and that he’d keepme in his heart forever. Then he said a car

was coming and he had to hide. That was the last I ever heard

from him.”

Amy brushed her tears away. I felt so sad for her. What she’d

gone through was terrible, and then years of not knowing what

had happened to her soul mate – I was sure I could never have

handled that.

“So I waited another couple of weeks, then I quit my job and

had a garage sale to get rid of everything I didn’t need. I moved

to Florida to start over, and here I am.”

4.

I got up and hugged Amy.

“I’m so sorry all those awful things happened to you.”
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“Thanks, honey,” she said, huggingme back. “But remember,

I had lots of good times too. I foundmy soul mate and travelled

the world with him.”

“And you don’t know what happened to Jesse?”

Amy shrugged.

“Maybe he died. I don’t know. I’ve lived here for thirteen

years now, and I don’t plan onmoving again. If he finds me, he

finds me. I only hope I’m well prepared if he does. But I think

he would have foundme long ago if he’d been able to.”

“Geez, kind of makes my life seem pretty normal.”

Amy laughed.

“Really? You’re the Goddess Isis, incarnate. And your

boyfriend is Osiris. Not to mention that your sister may very

well be Nephthys. You think that’s normal?”

I smiled, in spite of myself.

“Is it possible to know for sure if Karen is Nephthys? You said

a regressionmight help me find out.”

“I’m not sure you’ll be up to a regression after what you’ve

been through today. How about I try to find out what I can? Just

give me amoment.”

Amy closed her eyes and sat very still. It seemed as if the

air around her moved and shifted, faint patterns and colours

swirling about her. I watched in fascination until she opened

her eyes again.

“I’m not one hundred percent sure, but yes, I think Nephthys

has incarnated as Karen. Her powers are latent, buried so

deep inside her that she has no idea they exist. But I feel sure

enough…”

Amy was silent for another moment, looking inward. She

nodded, and smiled.

“Actually, Karen’s doubly lucky. She was born to lead a
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charmed life. To dark spirits, she’s practically invisible, so she’s

the perfect person for you to be with whilst you pursue your life

mission.”

“But wouldn’t I bring the dark spirits with me if I went to

her?”

“Honey, her aura’s so bright it will help shield you. They

won’t find you if you stick close to her. You’re very lucky to have

someone like that.”

I considered. It explained why Karen had never got in trouble

or hurt herself when we were growing up, and why just about

everyone liked her. Goddam. And I had to be born the exact

opposite. Lucky to the last. I smiled bitterly.

“But how long would it be safe for me to use her as a shield?

It doesn’t sound very fair, when I have nothing to give back to

her.”

“Oh, but you do,” Amy said. “You have more than you know.

You share a sacred bond, more than just as sisters. I can’t quite

put it into words just now, but you need to be together, to learn

together, to grow together…”

A frown crossed her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“You need to go to her soon. Before the end of the year – no,

the end of the month… Halloween…”

“Why? Is something bad going to happen?”

“I’m… not sure. Do you have a photo of your sister with you?”

“Er, yeah.”

I grabbedmy handbag and riffled through it. In my address

book, I kept several snapshots – one of my parents, before dad

got sent to Vietnam, one of Karen and I, and one of Gabe. I

extracted the photowith Karen and handed it to Amy. She stared

at it hard for a moment, her brows drawn in concentration.
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Finally she raised her eyes to meet mine.

“Honey, I’m not real sure what it is… Some kind of danger…”

“But you just said Karen had a charmed life! What’s going to

happen to her?”

“I don’t know. But she’s going to need youwith her, real soon.

That’s the message I’m getting right now – not so much what,

but when. You need to be with her by Halloween.”

A shudder ran throughme. I felt seriously spooked.

“But that’s only a week away! Why Halloween?”

“Because… that’s when the veil between the human and spirit

realms is thinnest. If something nasty is going to come through,

that’s when it will happen.”

“Something nasty? Like what?”

Amystudied the photo ofKaren again, then sighed andhanded

it back to me.

“I’m not getting that information. Just that there is some

threat to her safety. Something that feels supernatural. And you

need to be there to protect her, because no one else can.”

My head reeled as I tried to process her words. The thought

that Karen might come to some sort of harm was unbearable.

I would have to go to her. But how on earth would I be able to

explain my decision to travel to the other side of the country

while my beloved Gabe lay in a coma in hospital?

5.

I decided to return tomy apartment for the night. I needed some

alone time to absorb all I’d learnt and do some thinking. Amy

invited me to stay with her again after that, and I accepted. It

would be good to pick her brains and learn as much as I could

from her before going anywhere. And although I hated to admit
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it, she would help fill the gap left by Gabe.

I straightened Amy’s spare room and dithered over which of

her books to borrow overnight. Amy smiled at my indecision.

“Take ‘em all, honey, I don’t mind,” she said with a laugh.

“Variety’s good.”

I took her at her word – I really couldn’t narrow it down to

only onewhen I had somuch to learn. I chose about seven books

and put them in a carry-all Amy gave me, then I went out to my

car.

I hoped I was safe with my newly-acquired skills and ghostly

grandmother. I sensed her with me as I slipped behind the

steering wheel, and smiled in gratitude. I knew I’d turned a

major corner inmy life, andmy heart swelled with happiness.

For the first time I could remember, I basked in positivity.

It was short-lived. Just down the street, a hobo staggered out

in frontofmycar. I nearlyhadaheart attackas I swerved toavoid

him. He shambled off into the gathering dusk, and I heaved a

deep breath of relief at the nearmiss. Time to concentrate rather

than bask.

Back at my home plate, I showered, ate an early dinner, and

packed a few things to takewithme to Amy’s the next day. Then,

over several delicious hours, I readmore about spiritual subjects,

the light of the waxing moon casting its magic glow through

my window. I switchedmy bedside lamp off, and gazed out at

it for several minutes before dropping off to sleep, hoping that

now humans hadmanaged to get up there and walk on it, they

wouldn’t completely trash it like we were doing to the earth.

In the morning, I woke up completely refreshed and happy.

Nothing nasty had happened, and no bad dreams had bothered

me. Not even a sniff of Mr Dark Patch. I counted myself lucky. I

lay in bed awhile and savoured the feeling of normality that had
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been so absent lately. Gran’s presence was strong beside me.

“Gran,” I whispered. “Thanks for being here for me.”

“Ah, my sparrow,” she said wistfully. “Gather your strength,

child. You’re going to need it.”

“Is there something I should know? Is You-Know-Who

coming back?”

“He’s never far away,” she said enigmatically. “Especially at

this time.”

“Damn. How long do I have to prepare?”

“Oh, not long now.”

“Gran?”

I waited, but she stayed silent. Figuring she’dwarnme if I was

in any immediate danger, I got up, dressed, and ate breakfast.

Somehow the nice feeling I’d woken up with had slipped away,

replaced by an uneasiness I couldn’t explain. Perhaps Gran’s

words had spookedme, but it felt like more than that. A sense

of danger hung in the air.

I finishedmy coffee and luggedmy duffle bag and the carry-

all of books down to the car. I felt a bit strange and woozy by

then, almost physically sick, and I wondered if I should even

risk driving. An eerie prickling downmy back urged me on, and

I started the caddy.

The trip was uneventful until I neared Amy’s suburb. A grey

pall of low-level cloud hung over the area, and people and cars

clogged the street as I came up to her block. My feeling of

uneasiness intensified as I saw police weaving through the slow-

moving traffic, waving people on.

Then the horrormetmy eyes, and I nearly gagged. Amy’s little

house, so full of colour and spirit and life, was nothing more

than a charred frame. Fire had consumed everything, leaving

an empty, blackened shell in its wake.
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Over, Under, Sideways, Down

1. Friday 24rd October, 1969 – Jacksonville, Florida

I parked in the first available space and walked shakily towards

what was left of Amy’s house. A newspaper journalist and his

photographer were just leaving. Vultures. I stalked past them

and headed for the nearest police officer.

“Excuse me,” I said, my voice a croak.

“You need to move on, Ma’am,” the man said. “There’s

nothing to see here…”

“Please,” I begged. “My friend lives here. Amy Zamora. Can

you tell me what happened to her?”

“You knew the occupant of this house?” he asked.

I nodded, unable to speak another word. The officer put a

hand onmy arm.

“Was she a close friend of yours?”

I nodded again, tears springing to my eyes. He shook his head

sympathetically.

“I’m afraid Miss Zamora was trapped inside her house, along

with an unidentified person. We think the circumstances are
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suspicious. I’m very sorry.”

Tears trickled downmy cheeks. No wonder Gran had told me

to be strong. I stared at the charred remains, picking out details

– pale wisps of smoke curling into the air, pools of water on the

lawn from the fire-fighter’s hoses, the acrid smell that hung

thick as the cloud above.

“Are you alright, Ma’am?” the police officer asked. “Why

don’t you sit down here on the curb while I move the rest of

these people along? I can get you some water if you feel faint.”

“No thanks,” I croaked. “I’ll… I’ll be alright.”

I walked slowly back to my car, and slumped behind the

steering wheel. My heart ached and my mind was a swelter

of wild thoughts.

“Poor Amy,” I said. “I can’t believe she’s gone. She didn’t

deserve this. And I needed her somuch –who’s going to help

me now? Oh yeah – I’ve got you, Gran. Where are you? Why

won’t you speak to me? I need you, Gran. I need you!”

She didn’t speak, but I could feel her presence, and thought

I could detect the faint pressure of an invisible arm about my

shoulders. I understood. There was nothing she could say to

comfort me at a time like this.

“Gran, is Amy in the spirit world now? Can you contact her?

Can her spirit come and help me, just like you?”

I knew these requests sounded selfish, but I was suddenly

afraid. Now would be the perfect time for Lou to attack, while I

was weak and disoriented with grief. I needed Amymore than

ever, and I didn’t know what I would do if she didn’t come.

Finally I wiped awaymy tears, took a deep breath and drove

off. I figured a good, strong coffee would help, and I looked out

for somewhere, anywhere, that sold it. A few minutes later I

spotted a diner, parked, and went in. It was empty, which suited
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me just fine. I ordered a coffee and, desperate for some comfort

food, a slice of chocolate cake. Then I found a booth at the rear

and slid onto the seat with a heavy sigh.

“Ah, Cheri. The weight of the world is on your shoulders, is it

not?”

My head snapped up. Lou lounged on the seat opposite, his

blue eyes twinkling.

“What the heck do you want?” I hissed.

“And greetings to you, my dear. And after I’ve been up all

night, so busy.”

I started, glaring at Lou.

“Such a shame about your friend,” he continued, snapping

his fingers.

A stylish black mug monogrammed with a shiny silver ‘L’

appeared on the table before him, filled with steaming dark

liquid. He sipped from it delicately and made an approving

sound.

“I am so good at coffee.”

The waitress brought my coffee and cake, not appearing to

notice Lou. I waited for her to disappear behind the counter

before speaking again.

“Listen, you scuzz,” I said, leaning forward. “Did you have

anything to do with Amy’s house burning down? ‘Cause if you

did…”

“Oh, listen to you, darling,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Saying

that as if it made any difference.”

“Crap! If you did… Huh! Who am I kidding? Of course you

did.”

“Oh,” he said, “I can think of one or two others who might

have had an interest.”

“Like who?”
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“Not telling,” he pouted, and giggled when I glared at him

even harder.

I would’ve given anything to go ape, but I knew it wouldn’t do

any good to lose my cool. It was just what he wanted. It would

give him all the ammunition he needed, andmore again. And I

didn’t want to provoke him into another attack onme.

Besides, my usually sharp tongue felt a little blunt.

“Yeah, youmust really enjoy your work,” I said darkly, and

sippedmy coffee.

I saw Lou’s eyes travel across to my cake, so I shovelled some

into mymouth.

“Oh darling, your manners are quite deplorable,” he said.

“Besides, I’d never eat the stuff they serve here. I know what’s

in it.”

On that note, he Vanished.

“Yeah, like I care,” I mumbled.

I stabbedmy fork into the cake again, but didn’t feel like eating

anymore. I swilled the remaining coffee – it had a burnt flavour

reminiscent of Amy’s destroyed house – and stomped out tomy

car. Mymood wasn’t improved when the radio blared to life in

the middle of Purple People Eater, and I snapped it off furiously.

Back at my apartment, I tried to ring Karen but got no answer.

I considered calling Sagira, but it wouldn’t be safe to contact

her at this time of day – there was too much risk of her parents

or Adio discovering we were in touch. I felt like I’d explode if I

didn’t get everything offmy chest, but who could I possibly tell?

I flopped on my bed, fuming. Had Lou been involved in the

burning of Amy’s house? I certainly thought so. But he was

too subtle to have started the fire himself. Oh no, he’d use

someone else, someone whose soul was easy prey. Someone

unquestioning of the influences being woven around them. But
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who?

Maybe Adio? Adio had it in for me, so why not Amy? He’d

know all the verses in the bible condemning people who talked

to spirits and practiced magic of any kind. It was just the sort

of thing he’d be fond of quoting – ‘suffer not a witch to live’. I

hadn’t thought he’d stoop tomurder, though. A horrible feeling

of guilt stabbed throughme at the thought that I’d led Adio to

Amy –was I responsible now for this second attack?

Though if I was right, Adio had died in the fire as well. I was

torn between relief for myself, guilt about Amy, and sadness for

the Serapis family. I wondered if I should ring Sagira and test

the waters, but I decided to wait until she contacted me. After

all, I could bemistaken. In themyths, Set didn’t die – Osiris did.

And was restored to life by Isis. Only Gabe hadn’t died. It was all

so confusing. What was going on?

2.

I decided to visit Isis again, and see what I could find out about

her siblings. I focussedmyself with deep breaths, and cleared

my mind of thoughts, worries… Amy’s words hovered in the

ether before me, the very ones she used to take me back to that

desert world, back to Isis…

“My love,” came Osiris’ soft voice.

The body I occupied lay in a darkened room. Oil lamps glowed

around us, and I felt the slight shift that told me we were on a

boat. Isis’ barque. Ebony furniture stood about the room, stark

against the walls of paler timber.

Osiris and Isis lay on an enormous bed coveredwith silk sheets

the colour of lapis lazuli andmatched cushionswith gold tassels.

Both were naked. Her eyes travelled over his athletic, lightly
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muscled form. The body I was in – that of the goddess Isis –

felt sensuous and silky, with a sheen that suggested she’d been

anointed and rubbed with scented oils.

“Usir,” Isis said, sounding utterly contented.

“Every timewemake love, Ese, the heavens roar and the earth

moves,” he said, gazing lovingly into her eyes –my eyes. “It is

never less than perfect.”

She smiled, and I felt her joy. A girl sure could get used to this.

“Shall I have refreshments brought?” he continued.

“I do thirst, my love,” Isis answered languorously. “Though

you fill me up over and over, my cup overflows with desire.”

“It is done,” he said.

He sat up and clapped. A hand maiden swathed in blue

linen entered, bringing a tray with a pitcher and goblets. She

deposited it on a side table and left. Osiris filled the goblets and

brought them over to the bed. The cool ambrosia was delicious,

and Isis drank deeply. Osiris drained his goblet and lay back to

gaze ather oncemore. She returnedhis gaze, and Iwas saturated

by the embrace in his dark eyes. Then a disturbance broke out

on the deck.

“No, you cannot enter,” cried the chief handmaiden.

A gruff laugh followed, and Isis sighed. Set. She rose, slipped

on a robe of deep blue silk, and turned to meet the unwelcome

guest. Osiris eyed the door with irritation, but didn’t get up or

cover his nakedness. I wondered if he meant to provoke Set’s

jealousy. I didn’t have to wait long to find out. Set burst in

without so much as a knock, already half-drunk on ambrosia,

and banged the end of hiswas sceptre on the floor.

“My Royal brother,” he mocked, bowing low. “Queen Ese.

What a shame you started the celebrations without me.”

“Sutekh!” Osiris’ voice thundered. “You are drunk!”
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Set’s eyes wandered over Osiris’ form.

“Brother, you are naked. Shouldn’t you take better care of

your – uh– tools? Anyone could just walk in and – covet them.”

He looked back out the door, trying to catch the eye of one

of the hand maidens, but none were there. Isis smiled at his

provocative manners, knowing that her maids would not be

tempted, even by a God. Thwarted, he scowled back at Osiris.

“Doesn’t seem much of a party without any wenches,” he

muttered, “unlike the one I’m throwing tonight. There’ll be

plenty of everything at mine – especially for you, my dear

brother.”

“Sutekh,” Osiris sighed. “Must you provoke me so? Why

would I attend such a rabble as would gather to you?”

“Because you are to be my guest of honour! A feast in

celebration of your safe return from travelling Kemet and the

lands beyond!”

“And are you to be sober for this grand celebration?” Isis

asked.

Set glared at her and helped himself to the pitcher of ambrosia

without the benefit of a goblet. Thick streams of the nectar

flowed down his snout and over his chest, puddling on the floor

around his feet. I felt Isis’ irritation grow to anger, not because

of the mess, but because of his lack of respect for Osiris and

herself.

“It would seem not,” she said icily. “When you have finished,

perhaps youwould care for a swim in the Nile to wash thatmuck

off yourself.”

He lowered the jug and leered at her, one cropped ear flopping

crookedly.

“Only if you come too,” he said suggestively. “Such a shame I

got landed with the wrong sister…”
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“Indeed!” Isis said. “Will Nebet-het attend your celebrations

tonight?”

“I did not invite her. In any case, she will be too busy caring

for that squalling brat of hers.”

“He’s your child too!” Isis cried. “Your son!”

“Mine, is he?” Set said with a gruff laugh. “No, dear sister, I

think we all know who’s son Anpu really is…”

Osiris leapt to his feet, enraged.

“That’s enough, Sutekh,” he ordered. “You act abominably,

and haven’t the grace or humility to realise it while your belly

and veins are full of ambrosia. Have the sense to leave of your

own accord, brother, or I’ll make you food for crocodiles!”

Set swayed where he stood, both forks of his tail drooping.

“Can I assume you will not attendmy feast tonight? Will the

most honourable Usir snub his own brother?”

“I will come if I must,” Osiris snapped. “But I’mwarning you,

Sutekh, I’m rapidly losing patience with your antics.”

“Well, who got out on the wrong side of bed?” Set sneered,

his snout wrinkling. “Perhaps as Queen Ese is so perfect, one

should only get out of her bed on her side.” “Sutekh!” Osiris

roared again.

“Fine, I’ll go,” Set said sulkily, his other ear flopping as well.

“Perhaps your celebrations are only for intimates of the Queen.”

He looked pointedly at his brother’s exposed loins, turned,

and staggered out the door. Osiris followed, Isis at his elbow,

draping his robe about his shoulders.

“Don’t provokehimany further,” she said. “Hemay just leave

if we let him.”

“He has insulted you beyond tolerance,” Osiris replied as we

reached the deck. “He deserves at least a dunking for the trouble

he’s caused, and itmight just serve to cool his passions and repel
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his drunkenness as well.”

“Then let me,” Isis whispered back. “He insulted my own

beloved, and for that I would be the one to cause his baptism of

sobriety.”

Osiris smiled and nodded. Set approached the edge of the

barque, making to climb down the rope ladder to the row boat

below. Isis exerted her power, pushing it with her mind until it

reached out and caused Set’s foot to slip. He fell, hanging onto

the ladder by one arm. Another prod of her powers, and his grip

on the rope was gone. He back-flopped into the Nile, his scream

cut off as its waters filled his mouth, and Osiris and Isis smiled

together.

Set resurfaced, coughing up water, and waded to the shore.

He stood on the bank, his forked tail swishing back and forth

in fury, glowering as he wrung his robes out. Then he turned

and vanished into a swirling sand storm that appeared on his

command. The satisfaction of that moment washed over me as

I came back to my conscious self again, and I lay back to think.

3.

“When I regress, I can learn skills to bring back with me,” I said

out loud.

A warm presence by my side chuckled.

“Thatmight be a start, sparrow,”Gran said. “I feel yourpower

growing after each visit. So what did you learn today?”

I smiled, wondering just howmuch would be polite to reveal.

“Isis repelled an unwanted visitor,” I said. “I felt the power

forming inside her, and the way she channelled it to do as she

wanted.”

“Do you think you could do it too?” Gran asked.

115



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I’d like to try.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

“I don’t really know what to do.”

“Well, she must have started somewhere,” Gran said. “Try to

remember exactly how she did it.”

“I need something to focus on,” I said. “How about I move

that pillow?”

“Sure. I guess you should start small. Although you’re hardly

going to win a battle against the Lord of Darkness by chucking a

pillow at him.”

I closedmy eyes and focussed on one of the pillows onmy bed.

However, thinking about moving the pillow wasn’t the same as

moving it, and I struggled for a couple of minutes before giving

up.

“This is hard,” I said.

I glared at the pillow, which had exactly zero impact on it.

Then I detected a new presence, and heard a familiar, deepmale

voice in my head.

“Form the intent in your mind, draw the emotional power

from your heart, channel the power through your fingertips and

aim it at the object of your thought.”

I hesitated, still unsure of the new spirit. Gran hadn’t said

anything in warning, and he seemed kind of familiar, so I

accepted him.

I tried to follow his instructions – focussing onmy task, then

searching deep inside for the power I needed. I imagined that

it was very important to move the pillow, and the satisfaction

I would get frommoving it, and then I aimed my fingers at it.

Nothing happened, so I closedmy eyes and concentrated harder.

“You try too hard,” the new voice said. “If you persist, you

will only succeed in wearing yourself out.”
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“Well, what?” I cried, desperate to get it right. “Can you help

me out here?”

“You are too tense. Imagine that you are completely safe,

relaxed, and happy, and that moving the pillow is your right,

your path to continued freedom to feel this way. You command

the pillow…”

I stifledmy laughter and straightenedmy face.

“You command the pillow,” the voice repeated “to do your

bidding. And you must have faith that it will happen. Doubt will

negate everything.”

‘So, sure I can move the pillow,’ I thought, squinting at it as I

focussed. ‘There’s energy in my body, just like everyone has. If

psychics can control that energy andmake it do stuff, then I can

control it too. So move, pillow. Move!’

4.

“That’s my girl,” Gran crowed.

I un-squinted one eye, then the other. The pillow hovered a

few inches above the bed. In mymind, I flipped it, and slowly,

like it didn’t really want to, the pillow turned over. I made it

come to me, and was surprised at how easy it was, now that I

believed I could do it.

“Faith canmovemountains,” the male voice said.

With thepillow inmyhands, I turned to look for thenewcomer.

I could discern Gran’s wavery, greyish presence, but I had to

look hard for the other one. He was barely a shimmer in the air.

“Thanks for your help,” I said. “Do I know you? Are you…

Michael?”

Silence. I wondered if I’d breached some spirit protocol by

asking. Then the shimmer becamemore solid, and I could see
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vague outlines of a figure.

“In life, I was known as Vaiveahtoish. It is Cheyenne, and

means ‘Alights upon a cloud’. You may call me Vaivea if it is

easier for you. I guided the one you knew as Amy Zamora.”

“You were Amy’s spirit guide?” I asked in awe.

The presence bowed its head, and I fought back sudden tears

at thememory of Amyworkingwith him to answermyquestions

during my visit with her.

“Thanks for coming, Vaivea. Can you tell me– is Amy alright?

Is she… has she passed into the spirit realm now?”

“She is in spirit, and completely unharmed by her physical

experience of death.”

I was glad of that, but still had to wipe tears away before

speaking again.

“That’s good to know. But what happened? Was it… was it

Adio?”

I waited, holdingmy breath in anticipation. After a moment,

I decided it would be better if I breathed. And also if I clarified

my question.

“I mean, did Adio have anything to do with the fire that killed

Amy? Am I to blame – you know, for involving her in my

problems and leading him right to her?”

“The one of whom you speak was not involved in Amy’s

transition.”

I breathed out in a gush. If Adio hadn’t been there, then hewas

still alive, and I was off the hook. I wondered who the mystery

corpse was that had been found in Amy’s house, but I had other

questions to ask.

“So, does this mean you’re my spirit guide now? Do I get to

choose? I’m putting it badly, I know, but you were with Amy for

years, and she was so wise and all.”
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“I am not to be your permanent guide,” he answered. “But I

have been directed to fulfil that function temporarily.”

“So, am I any closer to getting my own spirit guide?” I asked.

“Soon. I and the one youknewas your grandmotherwillwatch

over you until the time is right for your guide to be revealed.”

“Can you tell me more about my guide?” I asked. “Like, is

it an angel or a spiritual master? Or a relative or friend who’s

passed over?”

I gasped, mymind running away with me.

“Perhaps it’s Amy! Can you tell me? Is Amy coming to be my

guide now?”

“I cannot say. You will know only when the time is right, and

not before”.

“Don’t worry,” Gran said. “I promise, you will never be

alone.”

“That’s what Amy said,” I murmured.

I still felt devastated at her sudden death. I was also filledwith

smoking hot righteous anger once more. There was something

seriously wrong with the world for things like that to happen.

Bad things, supernatural things, things like werewolves and

vampires and Lucifer himself, sitting back and pulling all their

strings. And the supposedly benevolent, loving creator who

allowed it all to happen.

Not saying I thought bad stuff shouldn’t happen. I could think

of plenty of people I was quite happy for bad stuff to happen to.

But I believed the karma you create in a lifetime should come

back to you within that lifetime.

“And it’s true,” Gran said. “There are lots of spirits around

you, all watching you live and learn and grow, and helping you

along your way if you ask them to.”

I shuddered. She made it sound like pervert central. Still, if I
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could call on good spirits to combat the bad, maybe I wouldn’t

have such a difficult time after all.

“So,” I said, “is the time right yet to ask about this ‘quest’ of

mine?”

Vaivea started to fade.

“The answers lie within yourself,” he said, then he Disap-

peared altogether.

“Huh. I sure wish spirits would stick around and tell you what

you need to know.”

“You think he didn’t?” Gran said.

I thought about that. The answers laywithinme. Well, of course

they did. I’d been thinking about this stuff all along, and now

I knew it was my destiny I was thinking about. That’s why I’d

accessed Isis throughmy regressions – because it was time for

me to learn how to use her powers so I could fulfil my life’s

purpose.

It was up tome to make the difference; it was up tome to heal

Gabe and protect Karen fromwhatever threat loomed in her life;

it was up to me to change the world for the better, and only I

could do it, because I was Isis. But again, I came up against the

brick wall of not knowing how to be Isis and use her powers.

Healing Gabe, protecting Karen, and saving the world was a far

cry from simply moving a pillow, after all.

“Okay, so here’s the thing,” I said to Gran. “I know I’m Isis.

I know Isis has incredible magical and healing powers. What

I don’t know is how to get good at accessing and using those

powers quickly so I can get on with things.”

“Trouble is, you’re impatient,” Gran replied. “You want to

know it all straight away, without putting in the time and effort

necessary for true learning and understanding of what you’re

doing…”
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“Hey, I’d love to take all the time in the world to learn about

this stuff. But in case you’d forgotten, I don’t exactly have all

the time in the world. Neither does Karen – and neither does

Gabe. I want to heal him as soon as possible, so I don’t have to

face doing all this quest stuff onmy own. And before anything…

happens to him.”

The thought that Gabe might not recover without my inter-

vention worried me immensely. Of course, I wanted to believe

that Doctor Scott was right about Gabe – and also what Amy

had passed on from Vaivea about him ‘transcending his current

situation’. But a small seed of doubt lingered, and I didn’t like

leaving it up to chance.

“So,” Gran said, “what you’re really saying is that you’re

afraid. That you don’t trust things to turn out for the best

without your helping them along.”

“Of course I’m afraid. He could still die! That’s why I want to

know how to heal him, so I’m sure he’ll recover.”

Gran sighed and shook her grey head.

“How can there be a good outcomewhen your biggest motiva-

tion is fear? Youmust learn to trust in the higher good, or you’ll

taint all you do with negative emotions.”

“Well, in my experience, trusting the ‘higher good’ usually

turned out pretty darned rotten…”

I realised as I said it that the reason things had often turned

out rotten was precisely because I hadn’t trusted, because I’d

tried sohard to control everythingaboutmy lifewithout trusting

anything or anyone outside of myself.

“I’m sorry, Gran. You’re right, of course. Old habits die hard,

I guess. It’s just that I’ve never been that good at hoping for the

best and trusting fate.”

“Did I say anything about hoping for the best? Or fate? It’s
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true that some things are fated to be, but most things can be

influenced, depending onwhat kind of energy you put into them.

All I’m saying is that when you are driven by fear, the results

will reflect that. Look forward to your learning experiences and

embrace them, whether you end up enjoying them or not, and

don’t try to hurry them.”

I sighed. It seemed like nothing was destined to be easy – or

fast. It was all so contradictory and confusing. On the one hand,

Gabe was supposed to recover soon, and I was supposed to be

involved. On the other, I had no idea yet how to go about healing

him, and it looked like that knowledge would be a long time in

coming.

Not tomention the danger toKaren that Amyhad picked up on.

It seemed incredible to me that I needed to be in L.A. to protect

my sister, yet I was bound to stay in Jacksonville to be on hand

should Gabe’s condition change. Just as I contemplated this

conundrum, the phone shrilled, makingme jump.

“Ange?” camemy sister’s scared voice before I could speak.

“Something really freaky’s going onhere, and I don’t knowwhat

to do!”
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Going Up The Country

1. Friday 24th October, 1969 – Jacksonville, Florida

“Whoa, slow down there,” I said. “Karen, what’s wrong?”

I heard her take a deep breath on the other end of the line.

“I’m sorry, I know it’s going to sound crazy, but… I saw

something! Something really weird… and I can’t explain it.”

“Well, try,” I urged her. “I’ve seen plenty of weird stuff

myself, so I’m sure anything you’ve seenwon’t be that strange.”

“Oh yeah? Well, this was, I assure you. I was putting some

washing away in the wardrobe this morning, and I felt like…

oh God, this sounds demented! Well, I felt like I was being

watched!”

“Youmean, there was no one else there? No one could have

been in your apartment without you knowing?”

“No. Eric was at work, of course, and Newt was down having

a nap. It felt like someone was right there in the roomwith me

– but no one was there! I went to the kitchen, and the feeling

went away. But just now, I felt it again. And then I saw it. You

know that lovely old full-length mirror I inherited from Gran? I
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turned quickly, to see if maybe someone had climbed up to our

bedroomwindow andwas peeking in… and I caught amovement

in the mirror, and… God, it was horrible…”

“What?” I asked. “Karen, what did you see?”

“I don’t know, exactly. It looked like some sort of weird

animal with reddish fur, just staring at me through themirror.

It disappeared before I could get a good look at it.”

“An animal? What kind of animal? Was it big, or small? Hairy?

Did it look like it wanted to attack you?”

“Well, it was large, like a bear – though it lookedmore dog-

like, now that I think about it. Like a big wolf, but red. It didn’t

look vicious, exactly, more a kind of hungry look. God, thismust

sound crazy!”

“Karen,” I said soothingly. “It’s alright. And no, it’s not crazy.

It may be something supernatural, something from the spirit

dimension. I know it must’ve been scary, but I’m sure it can’t

harm you.”

“How can you know that? You didn’t see it. It wasn’t natural

– it had a forked tail, for Pete’s sake! Doesn’t that usually mean

something demonic?”

“Not necessarily. I’m guessing you haven’t told anyone else?”

“I couldn’t imagine who else to tell, except you,” she an-

swered. “I’m so scared. Either I’m going crazy, or something

evil is stalking me. And there were all these awful murders in

L.A. a couple of months back, as well as that serial killer up in

San Fran…What am I going to do? What if it hurts Newt? Ohmy

God…”

“Karen, you said it was looking at you through the mirror.

So maybe it’s in another dimension. It may not be able to pass

through to ours…”

“But what if it can? What if I’m inmortal danger, right now,
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as we speak?”

“Hold on, I’ll think of something,” I blurted. “Even if I have

to come over there myself. Okay?”

“Okay. You know, I don’t expect you to do that. I know how

you hate flying. And besides, what about Gabe?”

“Yeah, well, this sounds like an emergency,” I said. “Just

leave it to me, okay?”

After the call, I paced up and down for a fewminutes, trying

to work out what to do to help Karen. Finally I threwmy hands

up in the air and faced Gran.

“I’m going to have to go to her. It’s the only way I can be sure

she’s safe.”

“That’s theway,” Gran said. “Though it took you long enough

to decide.”

“What should I pack?” I asked, sweepingmy wardrobe door

open. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone or anything…”

“Don’t worry about that. You know in the bible, where it says,

‘ask and you shall receive’? Well, that works in every belief

system, and in the spirit realm as well.”

“Great,” I said, hauling out a suitcase and a canvas duffel bag.

“Can I please get a plane ticket to L. A. – actually, how about

my own personal jet – yes, one of those brand new Concordes

should do. Very ‘now’. It can just land on Venice Beach, only

minutes from Karen’s. Much as I hate flying. At least it would

be quick…”

“You’re being sarcastic,” Gran said as I pulled out some

clothes. “And I know it can be hard to believe that things work

like that. But it’s true.”

I pondered as I sorted, folded and stacked. I needed to get to

L. A., fast. What did I need to achieve that? It would be quickest

to fly, despite that air travel always mademe gut-wrenchingly
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ill. I surely couldn’t drive that distance; it would be impractical,

and take close to a week.

I picked up my jacket to fold and add to the pile, and felt

something hard in one of the pockets. I felt inside, and drew out

the silk bag containing Amy’s tarot deck.

“How did this get here?” I asked, taking the cards out of the

bag.

“You asked for help, didn’t you?” Gran said.

My hands shook as I shuffled the deck. A card flew out,

landing on my bed. The Chariot. I picked it up. It showed an

armouredman standing in a chariot pulled by a pair of Sphinx,

one black, one white. The chariot’s canopy was spangled with

stars. The man within looked strong and determined, standing

firm like a captain at the helm of a warship, ready to overcome

any opposition. He held no reins to guide the Sphinxes, and I

understood that he controlled them through his will alone.

Into my mind came an image, a vision. A lonely desert

highway. A small highway marker sign, the number sixty six

within a shield. A black Cadillac convertible, the soft-top down.

A young woman at the wheel, black hair whipping about her

head, sun glinting off her dark glasses. One hand on the steering

wheel, the other tapping along with the music blaring from the

speakers.

I blinked in surprise and the vision disappeared.

“I do have to take the caddy,” I said. “I’ve gotta drive to L. A.”

I shook my head. It was madness. But there was no mistaking

the car in my vision, or the woman driving it. Especially the

woman driving it. Unless I had a mysterious twin out there

somewhere also with a black Cadillac convertible and the same

love of music…

I reconsidered what I needed to get to L. A. as I resumed
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packing my clothes. A full tank of petrol, andmoney for refills,

food and accommodation. A good supply of water, as I’d be

travelling through desert areas. I decided to stop at Niceville

and fill some bottles at Mama’s place…

“Do you plan to wear more than one set of clothes at a time?”

Gran asked. “I suggest you take only what you need. The rest

will be provided.”

I sighed and dragged out the clothes I’d packed.

“And dump the suitcase,” she added. “What you need will fit

in that duffel bag. Believe me, you’ll thankme for this later.”

I eyed the canvas bag. It was spacious, but how I would fit

in all I needed for a car trip to L.A. for who knew how long,

was a mystery. I tried to be methodical. I packed a pair of

jeans and a shirt, a sweater and pyjamas. Underwear and socks.

My overnight bag was already packed. I added it to my stash,

along with my hairbrush, Amy’s tarot cards, and my brand new

Polaroid Swinger camera that Gabe had bought me before we

went to Tallahassee.

I sat and wrote a letter to my bank to arrange payment of my

rent and utilities. I had plenty ofmoney inmy account. I’d saved

ever since I moved to Jacksonville, not so much because I had

a goal in mind for the money, but because I was already pretty

frugal in my spending habits. I didn’t buy much, but when I did,

it was quality.

Then I rang Sagira to update her, and Mama, to let her know I

was coming. I rummaged throughmy fridge and pantry, shoved

anything thatmight spoil into the freezer, ate lunch, and packed

a stash of snacks for my trip.

Finally I locked the door behindme, went down to the caddy,

stowed the canvas bag in the boot, and slid behind the wheel.

It had seemed so urgent to be gone while I was packing and
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making arrangements that I felt an absurd sense of unreality

when I started the car. I wiped unexpected tears frommy eyes

as I drove away from the apartment complex, and snapped the

radio on to cheer myself up. I chuckled as the cool vibes of Get

Back oozed from the speakers.

“I will be back,” I vowed tomyself. “I have to come back, to

heal Gabe. Just as soon as I know how to.”

I stopped at the nearest post office and mailed the letter

to my bank, then set out for the Florida Panhandle. As I left

Jacksonville behind, the soft-top down, the wind inmy hair and

the radio on, I wondered what lay ahead. There was nothing to

faze me on the way to Niceville – I’d done the trip many times

by car and was confident I would arrive just before nightfall, all

going well.

It was after that, striking out across the vastness of the United

States, that worried me. I’d have to sit down with my roadmap

and spy out the best route to take. But for now the going was

easy. The sun shone, the fields were green and yellow with late

crops, and the air was fresh and clean.

As I drove, Stevie Wonder’s soulful voice crooned out My

Cheri Amour. I reached over to the passenger seat for a box of

Cheez-Its to keepme going until dinner, and felt a leg there. A

smoothly-trousered leg with muscle and definition. It certainly

didn’t belong there, and I glanced to see who or what now

occupied that seat.

2.

“Oh, Cheri,” Lou echoed the song. “I didn’t know you cared.”

I sighed and put my hand back on the steering wheel. This

was one devil I just didn’t want to dice with.
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“Ah, and I thought we had something special,” he said, his

voice laden with sweet reminiscences.

“Don’t make me puke,” I said. “Haven’t you got anything

better to do than bugme?”

“Darling, what could be better to do than bug you?”

I glanced again, and he wriggled his eyebrows over the top of

his sunnies. I turned my attention back to the road, andmimed

puking.

“Ah, we do have something special,” he said. “And to prove

it, I’m going to keep ‘bugging’ you, as you so charmingly put it,

until you give in and beg for more.”

“In your dreams.”

“Maybe. Would you like to be in my dreams? I could be in

yours too – oh so romantic!”

“Jesus,” I swore under my breath.

“A threesome? Mmmm…”

“You foul bastard,” I heard Gran say from somewhere behind

me.

She’d been so quiet I’d forgotten she was there. I glanced

in the rear viewmirror and just made out her shimmery form

on the back seat. Now that I was aware of spirits, I could see

them a lot better. Gran was still pretty grey and nebulous, like a

smudge in the air, but I could make out facial expressions and

hand gestures.

“Climb it, Tarzan,” I said, flipping Lou the bird. “What do you

want, anyway?”

Hemade a show of thinking.

“Well, you could give up this ridiculous chase across the U.S.A.

and wherever else it takes you,” he mused.

“Yeah, that would suit you just fine, wouldn’t it?”

“No, actually, it wouldn’t.”
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I looked his way again. He gazed back at me, dead serious.

He’d removed his sunnies, and his eyes were a bright, piercing

blue that kind of looked straight throughme. I turned away, my

heart racing, and remindedmyself of just who he was.

“What do youmean?” Gran snapped.

“Just what I said,” he replied earnestly. “I knowwhere you’re

going, and why, and what you intend to do.”

“Well, you knowmore than I do,” I muttered, concentrating

as I came up behind a loaded semi-truck.

“You need only look inside yourself to know you aren’t

satisfied with this world and want to do something about it.

And you know who’s to blame for the rotten way things have

turned out.”

“Yes!” Gran harangued from the back seat. “You!”

I smiled. Lucifer was not going to get it all his own way.

“That’s not quite right,” he said patiently. “If anything, I’ve

tried to – shall we say ‘ease’ suffering, helping humans towards

self-fulfilment through themore pleasant diversions available.”

“Leading them towards sin, in other words,” Gran shot back.

“What is sin but a perception perpetuated by religion?” he

replied. “Why are we even having a theological debate when I’m

here simply to offer my services?”

“What services?” I yelled as we plunged past the big rig.

Lou waited until we had raced ahead of the vehicle before he

answered.

“I could smooth your way. Make it easier for you to reach your

goals.”

“And why would you do that? Why would you help me? More

to the point, what would you want in return?”

I expected him to say, ‘I want your soul to burn in the fiery

pits of hell forevermore’, or something equallyMephistophelian.
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But no, apparently not.

“I just want you to succeed in your quest.”

“Why?” Gran asked.

I felt waves of anger coming from behindme, her aura casting

a faint red glow.

“Cool it, Gran,” I called over my shoulder. “I don’t need the

fuzz pulling me over to investigate the fire in the back seat.”

She dimmed her aura, and I returnedmy attention to Lou.

“Right. You tell me why you want me to succeed, and what

you get out of it.”

“The world isn’t a nice place,” he said. “You want to change

that,make it better. Abetterworldmeanshappier people. Happy

people have less to pray for, less reason to believe in God. Which

makes my work so much easier.”

I considered his words. They had a certain twisted logic, but

still didn’t tally with my idea of how the devil operated.

“I thought you existed to make people unhappy, to destroy

their souls and torture them. What do you get out of people

being happy, exactly?”

He sighed.

“Who do you think caused the world to be such an unhappy

place? Who gave his children a beautiful planet to live on,

then broke their backs with so many laws and taboos that life

isn’t worth living? Who has controlled the systems of law and

religion over most of the earth for thousands of years? Who is

responsible? God!”

I glanced at him, thunderstruck, even though I’d been think-

ing something similar myself.

“Yes, God,” Lou continued. “I know you think so too. He’s

the one whomade everyone’s life so miserable. Every human I

tempt away from his inexorable laws and rules is a kick in the
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guts to him. Every soul who finds joy in life from things other

than belief in him twists the knife in his back.”

“Gee, you really hate him,” I observed as I overtook a battered

old Chevy Nomad full of rowdy young people.

“Ah, doesmy heart good,” he sighed, watching their laughing

faces as we passed. “They’re having such fun.”

“Won’t be if they crash,” I said, pulling in front of them.

“They’re probably fuelled up on alcohol or dope. Car’s probably

stolen too. Parents at home without a clue where their kids are.”

“Killjoy,” Loumurmured.

“No,” I replied. “Just being realistic.”

“Yes, but they’re living life, not stifling to death from con-

straining religious beliefs. So what if they crash? At least they’ll

have enjoyed themselves.”

“And that makes it alright, doesn’t it? Oh yeah, forget the

grievingparents, forget the friends and family they leave behind,

the plans for careers and marriage and having their own kids

and stuff like that. Not important at all, in the long run.”

I’d meant it sarcastically, but Lou waved a nonchalant hand.

“Exactly! Think of all the billions of people who have lived,

facing the question of whether to experience life to the full, or

to die believing God would allow them the fun they forwent on

earth in the afterlife he promised. Well, if you think religious

communities on earth are straight-jacketed, you should see

heaven!”

I shot him a side-long glance.

“What do youmean?”

“Just that heaven’s empty. There’s no one there but God.

Everyone else is down here, endlessly going through life after

life, pursuing the ideal existence on earth before they can

actually ascend. And those in the spirit realm are busy helping

132



GOING UP THE COUNTRY

them, not lounging around in some mythological paradise in

the sky.”

He looked at me piercingly again.

“There is no heaven, no hell. Both are here on earth.”

Then he disappeared.

3.

I turned the radio down so I could think. It was a serious

understatement to say I had rather a lot to think about. Lucifer,

the devil himself, helpingme for the sake of humanity? The idea

would be anathema to anyone who was even mildly religious.

Everything I’d ever heard about him firmly described him as

pure evil, but it sure was tempting to imagine the rest of my trip

going smoothly. Trouble was, I knew there’d be one hell of a

price to pay for it.

The carload of teens hung close onmy tailpipe. I glanced in

the rear viewmirror and saw Lou lounging casually on the roof

of the vehicle. I was sure he had something devastating in mind

for them– car crash, fiery inferno, no survivors. You know the

sort of thing – it’s in the news all the time.

Finally they took the turn-off to the next town, and I cruised

on. There was a period when I couldn’t sense Gran’s presence. I

guessed she dropped in on Karen when she wasn’t with me, and

I wondered if my sister could sense her too. But I was aware of

Vaivea nearby, so I relaxed.

“You like music, Vaivea?” I asked out loud.

“Music is good,” he answered. “It liberates the soul.”

“Er – yes,” I agreed. “Well, I feel like listening to some

tunes…”

“I will sing the songs of my tribe,” he offered. “This is the
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song of the hunted beasts…”

Before I couldblink, Vaiveahad launched intoavigorous chant,

which lasted a good fifteen minutes. He next announced the

song of the raging river, but I’d had my fill of Indian chants for

the moment and intervened.

“My turn. Do you like rock ‘n’ roll?”

“Rocken roll? Like the song of a landslide on a great moun-

tain?”

“Er, no. I meant rock music, like the Rolling Stones.”

“Rolling Stones? The song of a landslide on a great moun-

tain?”

“Er, no. It’s way cool music. Makes you want to dance.”

“Like a war dance? Yes, play your rockenmusic.”

I turned the radio’s volume up, and settled back to my driving

as My Generation pulsed from the speakers. I couldn’t tell

what Vaivea thought – if he thought anything at all. He just

shimmered in the passenger seat, looking serene, if rather

vaporous. Gran joined us a little further on. I saw her wavery

outlines in the rear view mirror as she leaned forward on the

back seat.

“About time you put the music back on,” she said.

“Oh yeah, baby!” came a gravelly voice over the radio. “And

that was My Generation by who? You know who – thatwas The

Who, right here with Wolfman Jack. Ah-whooooaaa!”

I cracked a grin at Wolfman Jack’s crazy jive. He was such a

gas. Vaivea faded away. Not a fan, obviously.

“Now, stay tuned formore tunes, aswe switch across the ditch

for their Satanic Majesties – The Rolling Stones!”

As the openingwords of Sympathy for the Devil came on, Gran

stopped bopping and leaned forward again.

“Uh oh,” she said. “Quick, turn it off or you-know-who will
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be back…”

“Oh, too late,” came a familiar voice from beside me.

“Darn, I should’ve moved up front,” Gran grumbled.

“Charmed, I’m sure.”

“Okay, you two,” I said before it could escalate. “What do you

want, slime-o?”

He ignored the insult and smiled at me, white teeth dazzling.

“Have you thought about what I said earlier?”

Truth be known, I’d thought about little else. In fact, I’d

turned the radio back up to distract me from thinking about

it.

“Oh sure,” I said breezily. “As I recall, you were offering your

support in my ventures. You neglected to say what that would

cost me.”

Lou waved his hands.

“Cost you? As if I were a business and youmy client? Oh Cheri,

where did I go wrong?”

“Well, gettingkickedout of heavenmighthavebeen the start,”

I said snidely.

“Hah!” Lou retorted. “Boring place. Nothing to do but be

good and play harps and sing. And God always sang bass, the

stinker. Jesus had a nice falsetto, though.”

He sniggered rudely.

“Got sick of preeningmy feathers anyway–do you knowwhat

a pain wings are when you have to clean them all the time?”

“You’re stalling,” Gran said. “Answer her goddam question!”

“Alright. You want to know what I want in return for support-

ing your mission? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. One hundred

percent free of cost. Can’t get a better deal than that.”

I had to wonder.

“So you’re saying you’ll smooth my way, help me and run
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interference with anyonewhowants to, oh, eatme or decapitate

me or possess me or otherwise monkey with me, all for nothing

in return? Are you having me on?”

Lou smiled and smirked at me over the top of his sunnies.

“Darling, I’d love to have you on!”

“Hey!” Gran interjected.

“Okay! I’m not having you on. I’m serious. I mean it. No cost

to you at all. No earthly treasure would be enough to pay for my

services anyway.”

“I wasn’t thinking of earthly treasure,” I said. “More like the

future of my soul once this life time is over – or would you even

wait until I’d passed on? Probably not.”

“I assure you, my dear, there is nothing desirable about

possessing people’s souls. It suits my purposes better to let

them be. They domuchmore damage that way.”

“So Faustus was wrong?” I asked, grinning on the side of my

face he couldn’t see.

“Oh, the abominable man! Yes, it was a smear campaign

worthy of Him up there,” he said, and motioned rudely towards

the sky with a single raised finger. “Dante too. Total misrepre-

sentation.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“So you don’t want money, you don’t want my soul. There

must be some catch.”

“You can bet on it, sweetheart,” Gran said from the back seat.

Lou sighed andmassaged his forehead.

“I suppose I can’t blame you for being suspicious. What with

all the bad press I’ve had, mainly thanks to Him upstairs. But

seriously, I don’t require payment of any kind. All I want is the

satisfaction of helping Him towards His downfall.”

I thought about that before I said anymore. Would my quest
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cause the downfall of God? Seriously? Sure, I wanted to kick

some spiritual ass, and what Lou had said about God being

responsible for somany of the world’s ills resonated withme,

but to actually cause His downfall? I wasn’t sure if that was even

possible.

Besides, dealing with Lucifer was trouble itself. If God was

brought down, the devil would be free to wreak evenmore havoc

on earth, and who knew where he’d stop – or if he’d stop.

“I guess I see where you’re coming from,” I said. “You’ve

got some pretty serious issues with God. But I think you should

fight your own battles. I don’t want to be used by you, with who

knows what ulterior motives and at goodness knows what cost

to myself. Even if you ask for nothing in return, you’ll still be

bringing issues into it that aren’t on my agenda, and it’s just

too messy, too complicated.”

“You’re turning me down?”

He sounded utterly astonished, as if he’d never been refused

anything in his whole existence.

“I don’t know. I need more time to think about it.”

“Don’t take too long,” he said softly, and disappeared again.

“Jumping Jehoshaphat!” I swore. “I’m never going to get

used to people popping in and out like that.”

“Yes you will,” Gran assured me. “And he’s not people. He’s

dirt. Filth with a capital F. Don’t let him talk you into anything.

You don’t need him. Don’t trust him.”

“I won’t,” I answered. “And I don’t. Trust him, that is. You

know what they say – don’t trust anyone over thirty. Well,

except your Gran, of course.”

4.
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It was a golden afternoon. The drive was uneventful, though

clouds built on the horizon after I passed through Tallahassee.

My thoughts were scattered, so I tuned out by tuning in to the

radio. Wolfman Jack’s gravelly tones and smart-ass inuendo

spilled out buoyantly between songs, lifting my spirits. With

only a week until Halloween, lots of golden oldies featured, like

The Blob by The Five Blobs, and Rockin’ In The Graveyard by

Jackie Morningstar – you know, the kind of songs that are only

dragged out at that time of year.

At four o’clock I switched stations for the hourly news and

weather report. I jumped in my seat as the radio issued a

cacophony of screams and rattling chains. Then I realised it

was just an advert for some Halloween shenanigans. The lead-

in music for the news followed.

My relief soon vanished. The opening news item was about a

horrific car crash in a little town back up the highway. The first

thought that entered mymind was the carload of teenagers I’d

passed earlier onmy trip.

But I was wrong. A young mother driving with her two

small children had swerved to avoid hitting another car and

crashed into a power pole. My heart ached for them, and for

the wretchedness the husband and other members of their

family would be going through. Not to mention the anger I

felt at the way something that I thought should be as private as

death was splashed all over the news, like some kind of grisly

entertainment.

“This is so, so wrong,” I said, and switched back to the music

station.

“I know, darling, I know,” said Gran. “But it’s the way of the

world, and the truly sad thing is that most people are immune

to it, until it happens to them.”
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I gritted my teeth. If I was going to make changes, I’d better

get on with it. I put my foot down, determined to make it to

Niceville before dark. The weather changed to match mymood.

Rain clouds scudded across the sinking sun and plunged the

world into an early twilight. The radio also chimed in with I’ll

Do My Crying In The Rain.

Rain pounded down on the car’s soft-top as I continued

west on the Florida Twenty, which followed the shoreline of

Choctawhatchee Bay. Misty lights shone on the water, where

pleasure cruisers were safely moored to ride out the rough

weather.

Soon I turned into Niceville, my windshield wipers working

overtime in the sheets of rain. Finally I approached the two story

brick house I’d spent my teenage years in. It was nomore than

a murky outline in the downpour. I pulled up in the driveway

and waited, hoping the rain would ease off so I could get to the

house without being soaked.

A moment later Mama came out the front door, half hidden

under a bubble umbrella covered with a bright floral pattern.

Yep, she liked loud. I slid out of the caddy and under the scanty

shelter of the umbrella.

“I totally forgot you were coming,” she said, her voice

strained.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I thought you would.”

We huddled under the umbrella as I retrieved my baggage,

then we hurried for the front door. Here I got the surprise of my

life.
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King Midas In Reverse

1. Friday 24th October 1969 – Niceville, Florida

“Dad!”

He was the last person I expected to see, but that didn’t stop

me from giving him the biggest hug ever. His hair was ruffled

and stubble smudged his chin – the first time I’d seen him look

uncared for in my life. I stepped into the loungeroom and then

looked again. Deep lines creased his face, and I was sure I could

smell whisky.

“Something’s happened?”

My parents shared uneasy glances, thenmy father shrugged.

“She’s an adult. I think she should know.”

A look of distaste crossed Mama’s face, and she stretched an

artificial smile over her features to hide it.

“I’ll gomake us some coffee,” she said, and whisked from the

room.

I looked around as I sat down. Nothingmuch had changed –

expensive olive green Danish sofas, Italian glass and ceramic

picture frames housing members of the family, pale green
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wallpaper and curtains with gold floral accents, shag carpet

in gold and brown geometric patterns. A new orange lava lamp

bubbled away on a teak coffee table. I looked at dad again, and

my heart went out to him.

“Jenny and I have broken up,” he said.

I nodded. I guessed everyone would have said ‘I told you so’

already, and he didn’t need to hear it again. I was just surprised

it had lasted as long as it did.

“She went off and joined a commune,” he added, and

shrugged.

“More the fool she,” I said bleakly.

Dad smiled. He looked like he hadn’t done a lot of that lately.

“You win some, you lose some,” I continued, and at his hurt

look, added, “If she was worth winning, she’d still be with you.”

“I know. It’s just a bit hard to adjust, after three years

together.”

I leaned forward, keepingmy voice down in case mymother

could hear.

“It’s okay, dad. We all go through stuff like this. Mama has.

And so have I.”

He looked at me in surprise.

“What – don’t tell me you’ve lost your nice young man?

Jake?”

“Gabe. Not permanently, thank goodness. But we’re laying

low for a while – I’ve fallen foul of his family.”

“Oh.”

Coffee arrived in sunflower-printmugs on adecorative copper

tray, Mama beaming proudly.

“I’ve just about mastered the new coffee maker,” she said,

handing mugs out. “Lola showed me how to use it yesterday

and I think I’ve got it quite good now.”
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I paused, the mug halfway to my lips, hoping I wasn’t about

to be poisoned. Thankfully, the coffee was drinkable, and I

savoured it as I leaned back on the sofa.

“Did I hear you say something about Gabe?” Mama asked as

she settled on the opposite sofa next to dad. “Is he any better?”

“No,” I said with a sigh, “still in the coma. And his brother

Adio made trouble for me until his parents decided it was better

if I left them alone.”

“What? Coma?” dad said stupidly.

I’d somehow forgotten he didn’t know all the details of my

recent life. Strange, seeing how he had been so absent for the

past three years. I brought him up to date on the attack on Gabe

and the vigil by his bedside. However, I left out anything to do

with Amy, Isis and other related topics, withmymother present.

I totally believe you should follow your heart and choose the

spirituality that feels right to you, and not be ashamed of it, but

sometimes it’s truly best to minimise the impact of your beliefs

on those you love. Trust me, in Mama’s case, it was necessary.

“So basically it’s religious differences?” dad asked, finishing

up his coffee.

I nodded, wanting to keep it simple. Mama couldn’t, though.

Heaven forbid.

“Wasn’t there something to do with paganism?” she asked

with a little frown. “Nature worship or somethingweird? I can’t

remember what they believed.”

“No, they’re Christians,” I said. “And I’m not.”

“Ah,” my father said, understanding crossing his face.

I was sure he’d figured out what my spiritual leanings were

years ago, and that he was okay with them. Mama, however,

would have pink fits all over the place if she suspected my true

path for even a second. And I didn’t need that.
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2.

I gathered themugs and took them to the kitchen, where I found

Gran.

“You could’ve told me dad was here,” I whispered as I rinsed

the mugs at the sink. “Do you think he’ll stay and patch things

up, now he’s sowed his wild oats?”

Gran chuckled.

“I think so. He always loved Patsy, and I’m sure he hated

hurting her by what he did. But what happened to him over in

Vietnam must have shaken him up a lot. When he went over

there, and saw what was going on, and nearly got killed, it

changed him andmade him question everything about his life,

including your mother.”

Thatmade sense. I raided the fridge for somethingquick to eat,

then returned to the lounge room. My parents were speaking in

hushed tones, and didn’t stop as I re-joined them.

“I could just sleep on the sofa,” dad said. “Save youmaking

up a bed for me.”

“Nonsense,” Mama replied. “What’s the point of having a

great big house full of spare bedrooms if no one uses them?”

She spoke casually, but I heard a brittle note in her voice. The

years without dad had affected her more than she let on, and I

was sure she wanted him to stay. I felt terribly sorry for both

of them, for the hurt and pain they’d caused each other, and

decided to leave them to their plans.

“I’m falling asleep on my feet,” I said, “so I’ll go up to bed

now. My old room still there, or has it been converted into an

art studio?”

My father chuckled, a low, gravely laugh that signalled the

return of his usual good spirits. Mama had always regretted
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letting me have the east-facing bedroom upstairs when we

moved into the house, and had threatened many times to chuck

my stuff out and put her art things in there. Not that she really

used them. She dabbled, but I think she just did it so she could

say she did.

“Your room is intact,” she answered. “Be thankful I haven’t

expandedmyart practices to thepoint of needing the extra space

yet.”

“Just give me a week’s notice if you do need to move from the

broom closet,” I said, and kissed my parents goodnight.

“Wicked child,” Mama chided as I gathered my bags.

I found my room unchanged. I’d pounced on it when we’d

moved in, claiming it solely for the dark purple plush pile carpet

and lavender-painted walls. I’d added curtains, knotted rug,

lampshade, alarm clock, bedspread, candles – if it came in a

shade of purple, it found a home in my room. As a teenager,

I’d called it my purple palace. Turkish bazaar, Mama said in

disapproval at every purple thing I added.

I unpacked my pyjamas and toiletries, looking forward to a

soak in the bathtub. Gran hovered on the chair at my writing

desk, and sighed tiredly.

“You absolute fraud,” I said. “You can’t tell me spirits need

sleep and relaxation like people do.”

“Who says we don’t need to relax?” she asked. “That was one

– no, two – taxing battles of wits we had with that fellow on the

way here. I need to recoup my resources before anything else

crops up.”

I laughed, and picked up an old copy of my university maga-

zine that I’d found in the drawer. I tossed it towards my writing

desk, and it sailed through Gran’s middle, making her groan.

“Have a read. That’ll get your wits together.”
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“Hah!”

I tried to ring Karen from the upstairs extension in the hall,

but there was no answer. Gran appeared to doze on the chair,

and I couldn’t help but tip-toe past her nebulous form to grab

my pyjamas and overnight bag and then head for the bathroom.

With the taps running, I squeezed in some lavender bath foam.

The water steamed gently as I sank into the warmness, sighing

inwardly and out.

I lay back amongst the drifts of bubbles with only my head

poking out, day-dreaming about what Isis and Osiris had been

getting up to before Set arrived in my last regression. My eyes

slipped shut, and I deeply inhaled the herbal fragrance of the

bath foam as I relaxed evenmore.

Suddenly the room dimmed, and I openedmy eyes to find it

transformed. The light was off and red candles of all shapes

and sizes occupied every surface. The sensuous aromas of rose

and musk hit my nostrils, and crimson rose petals floated down

from the ceiling.

“Do you like, Cheri?”

I wanted to reply, but I was lost for words. Yeah, I knew it

was the devil. I knew he was evil incarnate. I knew he couldn’t

be trusted. But at that moment, I just didn’t have words to say

anything.

“Of course, I could havewhisked you off to Venice, or Rome, or

Paris,” he said, emerging from the shadows by the basin. “But I

didn’t want to shock you too much.”

“No, no shock at all.”

I was glad to find that my tongue still worked. Ditto my

sarcasm.

“Champagne?”

He Conjured a crystal champagne flute full of bubbling golden
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liquid out of thin air and handed it tome, then produced another

for himself. I sniffed at it suspiciously, but decidedhewashardly

likely to poisonme now, after all the opportunity he’d already

had to crashmy car or asphyxiate me with imagined smells.

I sipped the champagne, and it tastedgood. Lousaton theedge

of the bath, and I slipped further under the bubbles, suddenly

feeling vulnerable. He tilted his head, gazing atme speculatively.

“I’ve considered your reluctance to accept my offer,” he said.

“It seems you’re so sure I’ll ask for something in return that I’ve

decided I will ask for something.”

“Ah,” I said, and sipped somemore champagne.

“There is something you can give me,” he said, “that won’t

hurt you or anyone else, and is yours to give freely. Something

you have that is very desirable, as your dear boyfriend knows

well.”

My hackles rose. Whatever hemeant to imply, I already didn’t

like it. At my sudden glare, he hurried on.

“I mean, I don’t see why you wouldn’t. Gabe is miles away

and can’t see what you’re doing. He need never know. Unless

you choose to tell him, of course…”

“Let me get this straight,” I interrupted. “Are you saying you

want me to… to do the wild thing with you? Is that what you

want in return for your ‘help’?”

“Now don’t take it the wrong way,” he said quickly, holding a

hand up before him as though I might toss the contents of my

glass in his face.

In fact, I very nearly did. I so wanted to show exactly how

repulsed I was at his suggestion. But I breathed deeply, gripping

the stem of the champagne flute, and kept my cool somehow.

“Does the mention of a monogamous relationship give you

some indication of my feelings?”
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“Darling,” he crooned, his eyes twinkling. “I’d love that, but

you have a boyfriend and I have several, and also girlfriends,

demon friends, spirit friends, animal friends…”

“Ewww!”

I splashed some bathwater on him in frustration, and he tut-

tutted as he wiped the bubbles off his leather jacket.

“Now Imight just need to spank you for that,” he said sternly.

3.

“Oops!”

I cringed as far as I could into the foamy bubbles. After all,

he was the devil, and I was sure he could do me some serious

damage at the slightest whim. But he smiled indulgently and

trailed a finger in the water.

“You know, it’s a shame your bath doesn’t have spa jets.

However, I can provide.”

Suddenly streams of bubbles started to rise from the bottom

of the tub, bursting all around me and making the bath foam

froth up evenmore.

“Whoa – we’ll be flooded!” I cried.

“So? What are a few bubbles between friends?”

Lou sipped his champagne, eyeingme wolfishly. Well, what

he could see of me amongst the now towering drifts of bubbles.

Don’t get me wrong – I was glad, for modesty’s sake, that they

covered me up. The trouble was that I felt in imminent danger

of suffocation beneath the foamy, uprising mass, and that once

it had accomplished its firstmurder, it would continue to fill the

room and then the entire house, and drownmy parents as well…

“Okay, stopwith the bubbles already. And as for the part about

being friends, do you think we could just keep it as a business
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thing? After all, you are the devil.”

“Oh, you bet I am,” Lou purred, snapping his fingers.

The bubbles stopped, and I breathed a little easier.

“I mean, you seriously expect me to trust you,” I stated,

looking him straight in the eyes.

I did a double take. Previously, his eyes had been blue. But

now they were a glittering, gleaming jade green.

“You like?” he asked, seeing I’d noticed them. “I change the

colour every now and then. I like to project an image of being

adventurous, trying new things…”

He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, and I sighed. He just

never gave up!

“My Gran is here, you know.”

“Er, no. She might have been a little while ago, but she isn’t

now. I believe she’s visiting your sister – again. That charming

man shemarried has a few vices. Takes some sorting out. You

know.”

“What, Eric? What vices?”

I’d never liked Eric. Karen knew it. Eric knew it. But I

thought they were coping, even if things were a bit rocky for

them. I realised we hadn’t been in touch that much lately, as

my relationship with Gabe had taken priority in my life. All of a

sudden it was four years since their wedding, and there could be

heaps wrong that I didn’t know about.

“Do you really want to know?” Lou asked. “I could tell you,

but then I think you’d kill him, which wouldn’t be a good idea.

Don’t worry. Your do-good grandmother is busy placing spirit

helpers around them. She’s going to be awfully busy, by the way.

What she can do, I can undo.”

“How about you leave my sister alone?” I snapped. “She was

perfectly happy until you started meddling.”
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“Is that what you think?” Lou said eagerly. “You should see

the rows…”

“If you don’t mind, Mister Tattletale, I’ll find out about my

sister’s marriage properly, by asking her. And if she considers

it my business, she’ll tell me.”

“But you’ll only be getting one side of it,” Lou complained. “I

feel kinda sorry for the guy. For starters, how would you like

to be lumped with a name like Eric Erickson? What were his

parents thinking? Did they lack creative drive? Or were they just

plain lazy? Actually, I should know. I probably had something

to do with it.”

I huffed in annoyance.

“Look, can we cut the crap? Just leave Karen and her family

alone! And as for that othermatter…Can you actually offer some

sort of guarantee that your help is non-conditional, that I won’t

owe you anything?”

“Like I said, all I want is the pleasure of seeing you-know-

who toppled off His throne. The axe I’ve had to grind is nice and

sharp, and I just need Him to come down low enough for me to

swing at Him, a chance He’s made sure I’ve never had.”

“So if I take you at your word, you help me, I get my chance to

– adjust – the hierarchy, and you leave me alone?”

“Yes,” Lou said, nodding. “Unless you don’t want me to leave

you alone? I can be quite – adventurous.”

“What does it take to get it through to you that I’m not

interested?”

In the split second it took to blink my eyes, he was gone, the

candles and the rose petals were gone, and the light was back

on. My voice echoed around the empty bathroom, and I found

the only thing he’d left was the champagne flute in my hand. At

least it was full again.
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I sipped and lay back in the tub, thinking over this latest

encounter. I wondered if I should try to get hold of a real, proper

chastity belt to wear under my pyjamas at night. It seemedmy

virtue would be constantly under attack while Lou considered us

business partners. I shuddered. Let’s say business associates.

Aftermybath, I foundGran slumpedatmydesk, snoring. Well,

to L. A. and back was a long trip, I supposed, even for a spirit. I

grabbed the book on angels and demons and slipped into bed. I

caught Gran peeking at me as I settled in.

“Thanks for leaving me alone with you-know-Lou,” I said.

“He’s great company, especially when he’s got his mojo going.”

“Goddam,” Gran swore, sitting up. “He just won’t leave you

alone, will he? I’m sorry, sweetheart. I thought you’d be okay

while Iwasgone. Wecanonlybegrateful hehasn’t reallyharmed

you.”

“Maybe not yet,” I said. “But what about the future?”

“Sweetheart, I’m real sorry. I’ll stay with you as much as I

can, I promise.”

Lou’s words about Karen and Eric came back to me.

“How is Karen really? Is she okay? Eric had better be treating

her right.”

“Listen,” Gran said. “They’ve had their little ups and downs,

just like everyone, but I’m helping them out. Karen knowswhen

I’m there and she’s real glad of it. I’m sorry I’ve had to split my

time between you, but I have to do what I have to do.”

“That’s okay, Gran,” I said. “Thanks for looking after her. It

means a lot to me.”

I settled down to read, searching out whatever I could find on

Lucifer, Satan, the devil, demons, anything related. Information

wasn’t hard to come by. I discovered that all mythologies and

religions had an evil figure, sometimes several, whether gods
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or spirit entities or demons. And that they were all cunning,

conniving, and very tricky to deal with.

I was still reading when I heard my parents come upstairs to

bed. I listened for two doors to click shut –Mama’s, and one of

the spare bedroom doors. I listened in vain. Only one door shut,

and I grinned as I realised they were going to bed together. I

guessed they must have patched it up pretty good. I looked over

at Gran’s shimmering grey form, and could have sworn she was

smiling.

I read a bit longer, then decided to do a regression. I lit a

purple candle onmy dresser, turned off the lights, lay down and

meditated to a relaxed state.

I was falling, rushing through the darkness, only it didn’t

end this time. I struggled, but something held my body down.

Somethingwet and all encompassing, with a strong current. Isis

kicked and came up for air, and the night sky exploded over her

head, filled with stars.

Isis felt desperate, but I didn’t know why, apart from the fact

that she was caught in a raging river. But then I realised the

river wasn’t raging. It just flowed with its usual, slow currents,

and Isis struck out for the shore.

Several women waited there, holding linen drying cloths. As

Isis climbed the bank, two of them stepped forward to dry her.

Another draped sapphire blue robes around her shoulders, and I

realised she had been naked.

She was also crying. It seemed she was going through some

trauma at the time I had regressed to, but I had no idea what it

was.

“My Lady?” one of the handmaidens said dolefully, and Isis

shook her head.

“He is not there,” she answered, and it all became clear in a
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flash.

Osiris was missing. He’d attended Set’s celebration, without

Isis. He hadn’t been seen again. Being a God, he could have

willed himself anywhere in the world, but Isis would still be

aware of his Ka–his energy, his essence. Whichmeant someone

had taken his essence from him, made him nomore. In effect,

he was dead.

4.

“No!” Isis cried, loud and long.

Her wail carried on the stiff breeze, and her hand-maidens

also wailed and beat their chests. Isis was devastated. Desolate.

And frightened. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so utterly

alone as she did then.

I felt a tugging, and, lost in grief, gave in to it completely.

Suddenly Iwas back inmybed, inmyown room,withmymother

and father bending over me on either side. My face felt cold and

wet; the tears I’d cried were real.

“Hey there,” dad said softly as I drew deep breaths of lavender

scented air. “It’s okay. We’re here. Just keep breathing.”

“Angela?” Mama said frommy other side. “I thought you’d

got over all of this.”

Shemeant the dreams I used to have as a teenager. But that

was years ago, and what I’d just experienced was completely

different. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell my parents that.

“It’s okay,” I said as I sat up.

My voice was a squeak. Dad rushed to the bathroom to get me

a glass of water.

“I am over those old dreams,” I said. “It wasn’t one of those.

It was…”
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I couldn’t say anything. It was too painful. I sipped the water,

trying to calm myself, but still I shuddered at the memory of

that regression.

“What was it, sweetheart?” my father asked gently.

“He was dead,” I croaked. “I dreamed he was gone and I

couldn’t find him. But somehow I knew he was dead.”

“Who?” Mama asked, her brows drawn down in a frown.

“Gabe?”

“Her boyfriend?” my father asked across the bed, and at her

nod, he turned back to me. “No wonder you’re upset. But it

was only a dream, honey. Just a dream. I’m sure nothing’s

happened to your young man. He’s safe in hospital. Nothing

bad can happen to him there.”

I nodded. Best to let them think that. I swallowed my fears

temporarily and smiled as I lay back in my bed.

“Yeah, of course he’s okay. It was just a stupid dream. I’m

alright now.”

“You sure?” Mama asked. “I can leave the night light on if

you like.”

“Mama! I’m twenty five, for goodness sake. I’m okay, really.”

They went back to their room – again I listened for the single

click of a door shutting – then I sat up.

“Gran!” I whispered into the semi-darkness.

The candle still burned. There was just enough light for me

to make out the comforting surrounds of my room. Gran’s

shimmering outline moved to the bed and settled on the edge.

Vaivea was also present.

“So, my sparrow,” Gran said, “what did you see?”

I took a moment to think back and get it all clear in mymind.

“Isis was diving in the Nile River,” I said. “She was searching

for Osiris’ body– she knew hewas dead. When she couldn’t find
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him, she cried out, and all her handmaidens started wailing and

beating their chests. It was weird. And scary.”

“He was murdered,” Vaivea said matter-of-factly.

“Yes, by his brother Set,” I said, gasping. “Set killed him!”

“Yes?” Gran prompted.

“Osiris is Gabe in this life,” I pointed out. “And I’m sure Adio

is Set. What if Adio’s done something to Gabe? What if he’s

really killed him?”

Overcome by the need to find out if Gabe was okay, I fumbled

my way out to the hall phone, dragged it into my room, and

rang the motel where the Serapis family were staying. When it

connected, I asked to be put through to the extension in Sagira’s

room. I hoped she wouldn’t mindme ringing so late. After what

seemed like ages, her sleepy voice answered.

“Sagira, it’s me, Ange,” I said. “Please don’t be mad at me. I

need to know how Gabe is. When did you last see him?”

“Just tonight,” Sagira answered. “He seemed okay, but he

hasn’t woken from the coma yet.”

“And he was alright when you left him?”

“Yes, he was fine. What’s going on?”

“I just did a regression, and in it, Osiris was dead,” I said, my

chest tense. “Where’s Adio right now?”

“He’s in the loungeroom, watching TV. I can hear it through

the wall.”

“Are you sure he’s there?”

“I canmake an excuse to go check, if you like. Just a minute.”

A couple of minutes passed in silence. By the time Sagira

returned, I was just about eating the grapes off the wallpaper.

“Ange? He’s there. I told him he had the telly up so loud I

couldn’t sleep. I’m sure he hasn’t left the suite since we got

back.”
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“Maybe I should ring the hospital,” I said.

“You can if you want to, but I’m sure Gabe’s okay. If anything

happened to him, the night staff would ring us straight away.”

“You’re right,” I conceded, feeling the tension ease. “Sorry

for all the fuss. It just seemed so real.”

“It’s alright,” Sagira said. “Just be careful, okay?”

“Sure. Thanks for everything. And I’m sorry for waking you

up.”

“That’s okay. I’d only just gone to bed. And I feel better

knowing what’s going on with you. Then I can tell Gabe, when

we’re alone.”

“Thanks heaps, Sagira,” I said. “That means a lot to me.”

I returned thephone to its place andwent back tobed. If events

in my regressions reflected real life, why hadn’t Adio made his

move on Gabe? But perhaps he already had…

“Gran?” I said. “Can you tell me if Adio had anything to do

with that redneck who shot Gabe?”

“It’s possible,” Gran answered. “Christians kill just like

anyone else. And some have probably killed their own brothers

for having different beliefs.”

“And sisters!” I whispered, suddenly afraid. “Sagira may be

in danger too!”

“Adio will not harm her,” Vaivea intoned. “You are the one

in most danger. He wishes to carry on the ancient feud, to stop

you from fulfilling your quest.”

That took my breath away. I wanted to ask more questions,

but Vaivea faded, leaving me alone with Gran.

“Go to sleep,” she said. “He won’t be back for a while, and

you need to rest up.”

“I thought you guys could just flit straight where you wanted

to at will,” I said, snuggling under the covers. “In the blink of
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an eye.”

“We can,” Gran said solemnly. “But he’ll be checking the lay

of the land, searching out possible menaces. Now try and sleep,

my sparrow. Think about Gabe. That should bring you happy

dreams.”

I closedmyeyes, and imagesdancedon thebacksofmyeyelids.

Gabe and I playing tug-of-war with a pillow inmy apartment.

Walking down Jacksonville Beach on the weekends. Sipping

coffee at a cafe after work.

And Isis and Osiris – standing at the prow of her barque as

they drifted down the Nile, watching the stunning desert sunset.

Strolling through crowds of adoring worshippers, dispensing

wisdom and healing. And some activities that would be X-rated

to most people.

I drifted off to sleep with a smile on my face. My dreams of

Gabe were blissful, especially one where we were making love.

I breathed in his scent, delighted in the sheen of candle-light

on his olive skin, lost myself in his marvellous, melting brown

eyes, his gentle, loving smile…

But as I gazed, his smile grew into awolfish grin thatwasmost

unlike Gabe. I stared for a moment, confused, and I could swear

his eyes flickered with jade green fire.
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Strange Days

1. Saturday, 25th October, 1969 – Niceville, Florida

I woke late the next morning to dads voice drifting up from the

kitchen as he sang Delilah along with the radio. I grimaced. It

was too early in the day for Tom Jones or his imitators. I dressed

and hurried to join my parents for breakfast.

“Did you sleep okay after all that disruption?” Mama asked.

“How do you feel?” my father added.

“Fine, I’m fine,” I said. “I went to sleep and had some nice

dreams.”

“So what are your plans?” dad asked, dumping a spoonful of

sugar in his coffee.

“I’m gonna rest up today; get some supplies together. Then

I’m driving over to visit Karen.”

My parents gaped at me in surprise. Both of them. Scary.

“Well, its ages since I’ve seen her. I miss her.”

“But what about your job?” Mama said. “You can’t just up

and leave like that!”

“My boss gave me amonth’s leave.”
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“And Gabe?” she asked, looking scandalised. “How could you

leave him at a time like this?”

“I don’t like leaving him. Honestly. But his family is there all

the time, and they’re too uptight aboutme hanging around. The

doctor said Gabe would likely be okay, but he just don’t know

when he’ll wake up. I’m keeping in touch with Gabe’s sister, so

she’ll tell me if anything changes.”

The dark look onMama’s face told me only too clearly what

she thought about it all. But I wasn’t about to ruin the morning

arguing with her, and neither was dad.

“Whatever’s best for you, sweetheart,” he said.

Dad changed the subject by quizzing Mama about the various

activities she and her group of friends had planned. I helped

clean up after breakfast, then I went into the garage and got out

my old bike. The tyres needed to be pumped up, and, eager to

make himself useful, dad inflated them in no time flat.

“So where are you off to?” he asked.

“Just around town,” I answered. “I might hit one of the parks

–maybe check out that new one at Rocky Bayou. Or look at the

shops. Dunno yet.”

“I’d love to come with you,” he said wistfully. “But I guess

you don’t want your ol’ pa hanging around.”

“What’s this ‘ol’ pa’ stuff?” I said. “I’d love to spend time

with you, dad. How aboutwe drive down toDestin later and have

lunch on the beach?”

“Sure,” he said with a grin, and suddenly looked ten years

younger. “Is your mother invited?”

“Didn’t she say she’d be at her sewing circle this afternoon?

Knitting baby moccasins for the homeless or something. Just

you andme, okay?”

He ruffledmy hair and puttered about with some old tools he
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found in the garage while I wheeled my bike out to the drive.

“Watch out for the rain,” he yelled after me, and I waved back.

The sky was still dark withmutinous grey clouds. I didn’t care

if it rained onme – I’d always loved wet weather. But I didn’t

want to look at Niceville’s rather limited collection of shops –

they probably still had the same old stuff on the shelves as when

I left anyway.

Besides, I didn’t fancy the thought of running into any old

school mates. I’d had few friends amongst them, and didn’t

care to talk shop with the catty bimbos and brain-dead jocks

who’d considered themselves too cool to talk to the likes of me.

Instead, I rode through town,where peoplewere busy festoon-

ing everything in Jack-o-lanterns, broomsticks, black cats, and

other Halloween decorations. I crossed the bridge to the Rocky

Bayou State Park, turned in at the entrance, and rode until the

bayou came into sight. It was still and dark, reflecting the grey

sky.

The park was eerily deserted. I leanedmy bike against a bench

under a tree, sat down, and sipped from a thermos of coffee I’d

brought, listening to the calls of the swamp birds hidden in their

bowers in the bayous. Gran appeared next to me.

“I don’t like it, you know,” she said, as though continuing

a discussion we’d been engaged in. “It’s an ill-omen to have

weather like this over Halloween. Something terrible is sure to

happen.”

“Do you believe in fate, Gran?” I asked.

“Que Sera Sera,” her scratchy old voice sang, sending shivers

downmy spine. “Sweetheart, we have the power to influence

future events, but some things that are meant to be will happen

in one form or another, like it or not.”

“Do you know what’s going to happen to me in the future?”
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Silence. I slipped a sideways look at Gran. Her eyes seemed

far away.

“Would it change the things you’d do if I could tell you?” she

asked.

“Might do,” I said with a shrug. “If something bad was going

to happen, I might be able to stop it. I could try, anyway.”

“If only it were that easy,” she said. “Say you’d been able to

warn people not to sail on the Titanic. Would it have stopped

the tragedy from happening?”

“No. But saving lives would’ve been more important than

saving the ship.”

“Your heart’s in the right place,” Gran said. “It always has

been. Your circumstances made you choose to withdraw from

people. But it’s the grit those circumstances bring out in you

that will get you through what you have to do.”

“Meaning the bad stuff in my life mademe strong enough to

do the good stuff?”

“Yes, my sparrow. Now I must go.”

“Why?” I said, alarmed. “Is it Karen? What’s happened?”

But Gran faded away. I shuddered. It unsettledme to be alone,

even though I was right out in the openwhere I could see trouble

coming.

“Vaivea? Are you there?”

“I am present,” he said from behindme.

“I’m afraid of being alone,” I said.

The words sounded strange in my ears. I don’t think I’d ever

admitted to being afraid to anyone before, evenmyself. Vaivea

moved in front of me, andmy eyes adjusted to his energy field.

I was able to make out arms, legs, his buckskin clothing, the

feather dangling beside his face, and I felt better at having this

sight.
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“You are right to be afraid. It takes fear to bring out true

courage.”

“Somy courage will be tested?”

“Inevitably.”

“Did you find out if Adio was involved with the attack on

Gabe?”

“Adio is surrounded by a darkness that is difficult to penetrate.

But he is indeed acquainted with one of those who attacked

Gabriel.”

“No way!”

A heady mix of emotions swept through me – rage and

repulsion, sadness and confusion that Gabe could be so betrayed

by his own brother. And fear. Fear that Adio wouldn’t stop there.

“You assumemuch,” Vaivea said calmly. “You also assume

the identity of those involved is important. It is not. Karma will

exact its price in time.”

“Andmeanwhile Adio goes on attacking people. Just like Set.”

“You confuse Adio for his earlier incarnation.”

“It makes sense, doesn’t it? Set killed Osiris. And now he’s

having another go in this lifetime!”

“Others were involved,” Vaivea said. “All were simply the

tools of destiny.”

“What? Adio could’ve killed Gabe!”

“Adio is not yet fully aware of his connection with Set. There-

fore, many of his actions are not consciously chosen. Youmust

learn what Isis knew – that forgiveness is everything.”

My sense of justice was outraged.

“Forgive Adio? I’m sorry, Vaivea, but that’s asking the

impossible.”

“Youmust, for your soul to progress to itsmost powerful state.

Forgiveness will truly free you.”
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“Huh, I’ve heard that before. Next you’ll tell me to forgive

you-know-who.”

“Lucifer has already tempted you.”

I pursed my lips, angry at myself for mentioning Lou.

“That’ll never happen.”

“Hmmm.”

“What are you saying? You think I’ll give in to him?”

“I seemany possible futures. Only you can choose the one you

think best.”

“Can’t you just tell me the best way to get where I’m going?

That’d be easier.”

“Spirit cannot influence your decisions, unless it is to save

you from harm in an emergency. And on such an occasion, it’s

the angels or your guide who will act.”

“Ah, the mystery guide. And you won’t even give me a hint as

to who that is?”

“I cannot. I can offer you guidance, but the choices remain

yours. You may choose to listen or to ignore me, just as you

might listen to or ignore your own conscience. I cannot interfere

with your free will.”

“What harm is there in tellingme whomy guide is?” I probed.

“Is it Amy?”

“It would not be ethical to reveal that which it is not in your

best interests to know at this time. But it will be someone who

has your best interests at heart, for your progress and their

own.”

I nodded and smiled. It had to be Amy – it made sense. And

I truly was grateful for all the other information. Vaivea was

rarely so talkative, and I welcomed the opportunity to pick his

brains. Even if they were nothing but ectoplasm.

“Beware,” Vaivea said. “Someone unclean approaches.”
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2.

“Huh?” I said, looking around.

A young couple strolled nearby. Theywere clearly in love, with

their arms about each other and gooey looks on their faces. As

they came near, I took a peek at their auras. The girl’s aura was

mostly pinks and greens – love, love, love. But the boy’s was

a swelter of murky dark tones banded with sickly, dull colours.

The pair strolled past, engrossed in each other. Then the boy

glanced back at me.

What I saw made me gasp. His face was no longer that of a

moonstruck teenager. His eyes had turned a rusty red, his smile

a warning grimace that showed off incisors longer than were

humanly possible, and he seemed suddenly to move with the

grace of a wild animal. The impression was gone a second later,

as he turned back to his sweetheart.

“What is he?” I whispered.

Thepairwerewell past bynow, but I still had theheebie jeebies.

I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

“He is infected with the vampire curse,” Vaivea answered.

“Jeez,” I said, my voice cracking. “Shouldn’t I do something

to help the girl?”

“You cannot save her.”

“I can’t just sit back and let him infect her!”

“She is already partially infected. It is too dangerous for you to

interfere. You would be putting yourself at risk unnecessarily.”

Frustrated, I watched the couple disappear between the trees.

What was the point of having the powers of Isis if I couldn’t

use them? The sooner I learned about accessing her magic, the

better. And the best way to do that was to do another regression.

In any case, I needed to know what happened next in her world,
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however bad it was. I tookmyself into the necessary state and

slipped back through time.

Isis paced along the bank of the Nile, where the sun beat down

with a fierce intensity. I felt it burn her skin, but it seemed of

little importance. She had wandered for weeks, searching for

her love. Time had nomeaning. Nothing hadmeaning except

that she locate his remains. She peered long and hard at every

inch of the opposite shore, waded through themud to shake out

clumps of papyrus, scanned everywave, every ripple in the great

river. And yet there was no sign of him.

A little way ahead, a grove of date palms loaned the shoreline

their scanty shade. Underneath squatted a cluster of adobe huts,

before which sat several women who

ground corn into meal. A group of children played noisily

beneath the date palms, screaming and giggling with the wild

abandon of their game.

As Isis approached, the children fell still and stared in awe.

The women by the huts were too busy gossiping and grinding to

notice her presence. She knelt in the shade and held her hands

out to the children, and they came to her.

“Pray, little ones,” Isis said, “have any of you seen Lord Usir

hereabouts?”

Eagerly they crowded closer, grinning shyly and reaching to

touch her robes.

“Lord Usir I have not seen,” said one boy.

“Nor I,” said another.

“Then have you seen anything unusual?” Isis asked.

“Lady Ese,” said a sweet-faced girl, “I saw a box floating in

the river.”

“Yes, yes, a box,” several others joined in.

“Amost wondrous box,” the girl said, “with gold and silver
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and jewels set in it.”

“I need to find that box.”

“It went that way,” chorused the children, pointing.

“Thankyou, little ones,” Isis said. “And bless you, bless you

all. Forever more, children just like you will speak with wisdom,

if only adults will have the ears to hear.”

She got up and trudged on along the river’s bank in the

direction the children had pointed out. Ahead, a lone figure

approached. My gorge rose when I saw the upright, cropped

ears, the mane of red hair, the forked tail. Set strode towards

Isis warily, and in his eyes burned a coldness that almost made

her quail.

“Why do you come here, brother?” Isis demanded. “Did you

think I would welcome you with open arms?”

Set eyed her icily. The hostility in his features was not the only

emotion to be read there.

“Your consort is dead, sister. I am sure you will soon take

another.”

His arrogancemademe prickle, but Isis didn’t have the will

to sustain anger.

“You imagine I would takemy lover’smurderer tomy bosom?

Oh no, Sutekh. I love you as my brother, and though it kills me

inside to do so, I forgive you as my brother. Anymore is asking

too much.”

Set’s eyes narrowed, but he held her gaze steadily.

“Usir is dead. I am alive.”

“Are you?” Isis asked pointedly. “You lack pity and compas-

sion, and cause nothing but misery. Do you think I could ever

find pleasure in your presence?”

“It has nothing to do with your pleasure,” Set snapped.

“Kemet has lost a ruler, and I am next in line. We could rule
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together, sister…”

“You are mistaken,” Isis said. “Leave me now, Sutekh. I no

longer wish to endure your presence.”

What emotion crossed Set’s strange animal face, I couldn’t

make out. It may have been hatred. It may have been pleasure.

It may have been both. It struckme that hemight be enjoying

the confrontation, finding arousal at Isis’ anger. I felt sick to

the stomach. His footsteps crunched on the sand as he strode

off, but Isis turned so she could no longer see him.

The insult he’d just offeredwas unbearable. I understood only

too well why he’d disposed of Osiris, though no admission of

guilt had yet passed his lips. And then to come back and wave

his sin in Isis’ face like a red flag to a bull – if he expected her to

fall into his arms, he had another thing coming!

3.

Isis sank to the ground, rocking back and forth with her sobs.

The swirl of emotions darkened her mind, and I was suddenly

jerked back through thousands of years to the bench at the

park. I blinked and calmed my breathing. While I was still

alone – barring Vaivea and a chorus of frogs that had started up

somewhere nearby – I wanted to examine my latest regression.

True to the legend, Isis had pinpointed Set as the murderer

of Osiris. Set had disposed of the body, and so far Isis had been

unable to find it. I knew she would continue to search – Isis

wasn’t the type to let setbacks stop her from getting what she

wanted. Heck, with Osiris’ body missing, I’d want it back too.

I hadn’t anticipated that Set would approach Isis with the

intent to replace Osiris as her consort. Fat chance he stood.

The thought of getting it on with your lover’s murderer was
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utterly repugnant. There was no doubt of his guilt, even if he

wouldn’t admit it to Isis. He’d been dead jealous of his brother,

and desired everything Osiris had for himself.

A distant rumble of thunder reached my ears, heralding

another storm. I got onmy bike just as the first jagged streaks of

lightningflashedover the coastnearDestin, andcruised through

the spitting drops, savouring the cool and delicious wetness in

the air. Halfway home, I was forced to take cover for nearly an

hour as the storm raged over Niceville, dropping hail as well as

heavy rain.

An eerie pricklewent up and downmy spine as I finally steered

onto the driveway at home. Something felt different, though I

couldn’t put my finger on what it was. I found the front door

locked. I hadn’t taken a key withme, as I’d expected someone

would be home when I returned. I knocked a couple of times,

then I hammered on the door and called out. Nothing.

I was so surprised that I didn’t know what to think or do.

Neither of my parents had said anything about going out that

morning. And I had a sinking feeling that they hadn’t simply

popped out to grab groceries. A massive peal of thunder shook

the ground as the storm swung back over the town. ‘Great,’ I

thought as I turned for the back yard. ‘It never rains but it pours!’

I ran around the side of the house, where a hedge of native

firebush along the fence shielded me from the worst of the rain.

However, I got soaked as I skirted the raised deck behind the

house and nearly slipped over on the wet grass. I skidded onto

the garden path and turned for the stairs up to the deck.

Flanking the stairs were a pair of white marble statues of

Grecian ladies carrying urns, one of Mama’s frivolous additions.

In the misty rain, they looked startlingly like angels – the type

often seen in cemeteries. By now my nerves were shot, and I
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bolted past them andflungmyself at the back door in a panic. To

my eternal relief, I found it unlocked, and bolted into the house.

“Mama?” I called out, checking the kitchen, the dining room,

the loungeroom. “Dad? Where are you?”

There was no answer. I ran upstairs and looked in every room,

but they weren’t to be found. I couldn’t even find a note, or any

explanation for their absence. By now I was sure something

terrible had happened.

“Gran? Vaivea? Where aremyparents? Where’d they go? Why

didn’t they leave a message for me? Talk to me, damn it!”

All I heard was the pounding of the rain. I couldn’t believe

my guides would abandonme when I needed them so badly. It

didn’t seem right after what I’d been told about never being

alone in the spirit realm.

“Vaivea? Come on, man,” I wheedled. “I’m kind of freaking

out here!”

“Youmust calm yourself,” said Vaivea. “The time has come

for clear thought.”

“How can I think straight when I don’t have a clue what’s

going on?”

“Be patient. The answers you seek will come to you at the

appropriate time. Being in a state of panic will not make them

appear any sooner.”

“Oh yeah? Well, you could helpme out here, instead of leaving

me hanging in suspense. Surely you can tell me something?”

“What is it that you really need to know? Remove yourself

from this moment of perceived stress and try to act as Isis

would…”

“How?” I wailed. “I don’t even know how to act like Isis, let

alone use her powers. If I could, do you think I’d be upset like

this?”
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“You are overwrought…”

“No freakin’ joke! I’d like some information or advice, if you

don’t mind. Isn’t that what you’re here for?”

“I advise calmness and caution. The outcomemaymean life

or death.”

I felt pretty spooked at his words. I looked around again,

hoping to find some clue that explained where my parents had

gone so suddenly. I saw the internal door into the garage, and

went to look. As I expected, Mama’s 1962 Ford Fairlane wasn’t

there. Everything looked as tidy as usual, with no indication of

where they’d gone or why.

I heard a sound from the driveway, and hurried to open the

garage door. Mama drove in and parked, then hurried to help

dad out of the passenger seat. I gasped in shock when I saw that

his chest was thickly bandaged under his bloodied shirt.
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Suspicious Minds

1. Saturday 25th October 1969 – Niceville, Florida

“Dad! Shit, what happened?”

“I got bitten by a big old dog,” he said sheepishly. “Nothing

to worry about.”

“A dog? When? Where? Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. It was when the storm came over earlier.”

“I told you not to go out in it,” Mama scolded, and slammed

the car door.

“Well, someone had to get that big branch off the road,” dad

said. “Came right off that sycamore over there.”

He pointed at the front of our yard, to the very tree I’d often

climbed as a teenager. A chunkwas gone from it, and there were

signs of something heavy having been dragged onto the lawn.

“Where is it now?” I asked.

“I called old Sol next door,” Mama said, fiddling with the

garage door’s remote. “He came and cleared it away. Damn,

why won’t this blessed thing work?”

“Give it here.”
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My father took it from her and pressed a button, and the door

obediently slid down. I turned to hide a smile as Mama huffed

in exasperation.

“I meant, where’s the dog? And how the heck did it bite you

on the chest?”

“I don’t know. I was moving that branch, I heard snarling

behind me, I turned around, and it leapt at me and bit me,

throughmy shirt and everything.”

“Must have been big,” I said. “I sure hope you’ll be okay.”

He smiled as I hugged him, then he and Mama went inside.

I fetched my bike in, wiped it down, and put it away, then

stood at the garage door and watched the steady downpour of

rain, thinking about what had happened to dad. Whatever had

attacked him, it didn’t sound natural. With a shudder that had

nothing to do with the weather, I closed the garage and went

inside.

The lounge-room was empty. My mother came out of the

kitchen carrying a steaming bowl and started towards the stairs.

“What’s happened? Where’s dad?”

“He came over faint and had to lie down. A bit of peace and

quiet will do him good. And some chicken soup.”

I wandered into the kitchen to make myself some lunch. A

saucepan of freshly heated tinned soup sat on the stovetop, so I

grabbed a mug and helped myself.

“I see Ronald has gotten himself into trouble,” said a voice at

my side.

I nearly droppedmy soup. Gran shimmered beside me.

“Freakin’ heck!” I said, trying to keep the soup from slopping

out of the mug. “Yeah, he got bitten by a dog. Must’ve been one

meanmother.”

“A dog, eh?”
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Gran’s voice sounded sceptical. I scrutinised her closely. It

felt like she had information she was bursting to share with me.

And not the good kind, either.

“So what really happened?” I asked. “Was it a dog, or was it…

something else?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “But his aura’s changed. You take

a look – somethingmurky’s crept in, and it’s gettingmurkier

by the minute!”

“What?” I choked out, feeling very unsettled..

“And while you’re at it, look at your mother’s.”

I shivered, not liking where the conversation was going. I

heardMama’s voice from the stairs, so I tried to composemyself.

It mustn’t have worked, because she stopped two steps into the

kitchen and frowned.

“What’swrong now? Are youworried about your father? They

gave him a rabies shot, you know. He’ll be fine.”

I sighed and put my soup down.

“I know. Everything’s already been amess and a half lately,

and now this…”

“I suppose it is a good idea to go see Karen. Get the wind in

your hair and blow away all the cobwebs, do girl stuff together…

Is that what you were planning?”

“More or less,” I said with a shrug.

I had no intention of letting her in on any of the spiritual stuff

I was going through. Mama considered herself a good Christian,

whichmeant she turned up at church every Sunday, if she got

out of bed early enough, or if there was something interesting

happening, like a christening or a funeral. She called it taking

an interest in her community; I called it hypocrisy.

Remembering Gran’s words, I peeked at her aura, and was

surprised to see the muted and dull colours that moved slug-
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gishly around her. She frowned and went into the loungeroom.

I picked up my mug of soup and found it was at just the right

temperature to sip.

“I don’t know about any of this,” Gran said, shaking her head.

“Should I go and check out dad? If something’s not right,

maybe I can do something about it.”

“He has needs beyond physical healing,” Gran said.

I didn’t know if she was being mysterious on purpose, and

waited for her to elaborate. She didn’t, so I went upstairs. Dad

lay in the master bedroom in a clean change of clothes, looking

kind of grey. He smiled as I sat next to him.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said weakly. “Don’t know what came over

me– I just felt so tired all of a sudden. Now don’t you go getting

worried. I’ll be fine.”

There was a moment, as he lay there breathing softly and

looking up at me, where I felt like our roles were reversed, like

hewas the trusting child and Iwas the parentwhose job it was to

kiss his injury andmake things all better. I fleetingly wondered

if I could heal him, as I felt his forehead to check his temperature.

His skin was cold and clammy, although he was perspiring.

“Maybe you’re having some sort of reaction to the vaccine,” I

said. “That can happen, you know.”

“Could be. The doctor warnedme theremight be side effects.”

“Well, you just take it easy and relax,” I said. “I’ll stay and do

whatever I can to make you feel better. Maybe you’ll feel well

enough tomorrow for us to have that picnic down at Destin.”

“Sure thing, honey,” he said with a grin.

He yawned and closed his eyes. I softened my focus to look

at his aura, and saw what Gran had meant. Amongst the

vibrant yellows and oranges that usually accompanied naturally

cheerful, confident people were dark andmurky smudges. He
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snored softly, and then Mama came in with a glass of water and

some pills.

“How is he?” she asked.

“He’s asleep,” I said, standing up. “He looked a bit sick, but

hopefully it’s just a reaction to the vaccine.”

“Hopefully,” she said, and shut the door after me as I left.

I felt restless after that, and took tomyownbedroom. Iwanted

to ask Mama how things were between her and dad, but I didn’t

know how. Was it even polite to inquire – to broach the subject

of marital relations between your parents to their faces? Still, I

thought Karen and I had a right to know what was going on.

Thinking of Karen reminded me I’d meant to ring her, so I

tiptoed out to the hall extension, dialled her number, and leaned

against the wall.

“Hi big sis,” I said.

“Hey there,” Karen said eagerly. “I’m glad you called. I

feel like I’ll go crazy if I don’t talk to someone about what’s

happening here.”

“I tried to call lastnight, butnooneanswered. Has it happened

again?”

“I haven’t seen that – thing – again, but I’ve felt it watching

me a few times. I’m hoping it will just go away if I pretend not

to notice it. Anyway, I’ve been wondering what happened with

Gabe – any news?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Is there ever.”

I told her about being cut off from Gabe and his family, and

my trip home to Niceville. Again I didn’tmention the spirit stuff

– I wanted to save that until we were face to face. She didn’t

say much, but exclaimed over our father’s incident, and when I

finished, she was silent. I could hear her breathing on the other

end of the line, and guessed it was a lot to absorb.
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“He’s okay,” I said. “He’s just resting. If he’s up to it, we’re

going to Destin for a day out tomorrow.”

“Ange, I don’t knowwhat to think,” Karen said. “Are you sure

he’ll be alright? Should I fly over?”

“No,” I said, “I’m coming to you. I’m gonna drive the caddy

over.”

“Is that wise?”

I actually stopped to think about that. For all of two seconds.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. And so will dad. You know how worry-

proneMama is. If dad gets worse, she’ll have him at the hospital

quicker than you can blink.”

“But she might need some help nursing him,” Karen said.

“After all, she’s not exactly Florence Nightingale.”

“Don’t worry,” I said with a laugh. “I’m keeping an eye on

things. If he recovers quickly, I’ll leave day after tomorrow,

otherwise I’ll postpone the trip. Okay?”

“Okay,” Karen said. “Keepme up to date, alright?”

I promised, and hung up. Back in my room, Gran shimmered

softly by my desk.

“I hope Karen understands when I tell her about the spirit

stuff,” I said. “I’m still getting used to it myself – it’s all been

so sudden.”

“You’ll be alright, sweetheart,” Gran said. “As long as you’re

careful – stay alert to danger, read and learnmore, practice your

skills…”

“Yeah, I will,” I said. “I wish I could’ve takenmore of Amy’s

books with me. What a waste. I really wish I could have saved

her, too. If only I’d known…”

“You have everything you need,” Gran said. “The resources

open to you from the spirit world are endless. All you’ve got to

do is learn to ask!”
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2.

I read for a few hours, then Mama called out that dinner was

ready. I sloucheddown to the kitchen. She’d simplyheated some

TV dinners in the oven, but she did take the trouble to make up

a couple of gin and tonics.

She took dad’s dinner upstairs, thenwe sat in front of the telly

to eat, watching Hee-Haw and not laughing. To give it its dues,

it had lots of jokes and gags, but they were so damned corny.

Besides, the canned laughter always ruined it for me. How bad

must the material be if you needed to be told when to laugh?

“So,Miss, what are you going to do now?” Mama asked as she

levelled the remote at the TV and jabbed it several times before

it switched off.

“What, as in right now, or my plans for the future?”

“You know what I mean,” she said ominously. “You left a

good job and went racing off, not knowing where it’ll all end. I

just can’t understand why.”

I had the sudden impression she’d drunk rather more than

the one cocktail we’d had with dinner. I gazed at her, weighing

up whether it was worth the risk of saying what I really wanted

to say.

“I mean, look at you,” she continued.

“Look at me what?” I said.

“For goodness sake, you must know what I mean. You’ve

always been different. You’ve never been able to settle down.

Got too much of your father in you, I guess.”

Mama drained her glass and looked atmewith pity in her eyes.

“You poor, silly little girl,” she said, shaking her head. “One

thing goes wrong in your life, and poof! You throw everything

out the window.”
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I sat completely still, not knowing how to react to this unex-

pected appraisal. Mama had never said anything like it before

– at least, not in my hearing. I wondered if that was secretly

how she’d always viewed me. Whether it was her own honest

opinion or the drink talking, I started to feel uneasy.

“Your clothes,” she continued, “your hair, the way you do

things. Slinking around like a cat with burnt feet. You’ve never

been open and honest like Karen. Everyone likes her. No one

ever liked you much. I’m not sure I like you much. But you’re

my daughter, and I suppose that has to count for something.”

“Mama, have you been drinking?”

“There you go, suspecting the worst. You always think the

worst of everyone. No wonder people don’t like you.”

“Mama, life isn’t a popularity contest,” I said, not really

wanting to get drawn into the argument but unable to help it. “I

don’t care who doesn’t like me – I just believe in being true to

myself. And there are lots of people out there who aren’t nice,

who just want to hurt and use other people. Why should I be

worried about what they think?”

Mama gazed at me unsteadily.

“Look,” I said, standingup. “I’msorry if I don’t live up to your

expectations. No one can get through life without disappointing

someone – even Karen. I love and respect you, Mama, but I’m a

totally different person to you, and I expect to be left alone to

live the way I think is best for me.”

Her mouth fell open as I left the room. I kind of felt sorry for

her, because she’d always had such a limited view of life and

expected others to be the same. Just because she was happy that

way – or pretended to be happy – she couldn’t, or wouldn’t,

understand anyone who was different. Maybe now she realised

she couldn’t maintain the illusion, and she didn’t like coming
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to terms with it. Whatever it was, I hoped she would be okay, for

her sake and dad’s. Perhaps it was a good thing he was back.

I brushed my teeth and got ready for bed, although it was

earlier than my usual bedtime. The rain had eased off after

dark, but the sky was still shrouded with clouds. I sank into bed

with a book, determined to find out everything I could about

werewolves and vampires. I found myself re-reading a lot of

stuff I already knew, but I didn’t want to miss anything.

After a while mymind wandered. I thought about dad again,

and what had bitten him. He’d said it was a big dog, making the

obvious supernatural suspect a werewolf. But I wasn’t so sure.

The full moon was still a couple of nights away…

“Gran, can vampires disguise themselves?”

“They can project an illusion around themselves for camou-

flage,” she said. “I think I’ve seen one or two of them do it,

although it’s hard to be sure. Their auras stay the same, though.

I’m certain I’ve seen some bats flying about with really dark

auras. Could’ve been vampires.”

“But that means they can fly,” I said. “In their disguise, I

mean. They can’t normally fly, can they?”

I figured if I came up against a foe that could get a height

advantage like that, I was done for. Gran sighed.

“I can’t really say. Perhaps you should try and talk to Amy.

She’s seen a lot more of this dark stuff than I have.”

“Yes – I’d love to talk to her. How can I do that?”

“You meditate, and send out a call to the universe inviting

Amy to come to you. Then you sit back and wait, and if she’s not

doing something important, and it’s in the highest good, she’ll

come.”

“What, that’s it?”

It sounded rather hit andmiss to me.
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“You can’t call us like you call for a dog. Spirits don’t just sit

around playing cards all day, waiting for people to call on them.

They work actively with people, sometimes withmany people

at once, trying to guide them to live better lives and fulfil their

life’s purpose. You’ll just have to be patient.”

“Okay. So I ask her to come to me. That’s all I have to do?”

“Yes, but remember, shemay not be able to come right away.”

With thosewords inmy ears, I turned off the lights and settled

down to meditate. Before I even got comfortable, something

else came to mind.

“Can dark energies and spirits intercept messages sent

through the ether?”

“It happens all the time,” Gran said. “People send out calls

for help, for instruction, for reaching loved ones. Evil spirits

can and do attach themselves to these pleas, and come for the

easy pickings, like sharks to a feeding frenzy.”

I didn’t care for Gran’s analogy, but I got the message loud

and clear.

“So that’s how Lou trackedme down?”

“Possibly. But rememberwho you are. There’s plenty of inter-

est in the spirit realm in following fallen gods and goddesses.”

That took me aback. I hadn’t quite thought of myself in those

terms, and wondered if I was under surveillance right then by

dozens of nefarious spirits all intent on bringing me down. Lou

sure had it easy with so many willing minions to spy onme for

him.

“Okay, so I put up some protection while I’mmeditating and

sendingmessages,” I said. “Easy.”

“Don’t expect it to be too easy,” Gran warned me. “They’ll be

interested to find outwhat you’re so keen to protect. Remember,

phones can be tapped in both worlds.”
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“Gee, so much for privacy,” I huffed, and settled back to

meditate.

When I’d completely relaxed and focussed on the target of my

message, I let the words flow fromme, out into the universe.

“Amy, please come to me when you’re able to. I need to know

more. I’ve got so much to learn. Please help me.”

I sent it again and again, like a mantra, radiating out in

all directions. My protective wall didn’t seem to impede the

progress of my message, so I hoped it was safe and that I

wouldn’t get buzzed in the night by Lou or any of his cronies.

After I’d concentrated on it for someminutes, I allowedmy

mind to drift back to my normal meditation. I was curious to

know what happened next in Isis’s world, but I was wary after

today’s visit. It had drained me in a lot of ways, and I decided

the best thing to do was to get a good night’s sleep.

“Goodnight Gran,” I said, and drifted off.

A noise jerkedme back awake. I looked over at the alarm clock

onmy bedside table, but it was too dark to see. I picked the clock

up and drewmy curtain open just enough to read it in the patchy

moonlight. One fifty AM. It took a moment to realise I’d been

asleep for several hours.

More noise. It sounded like it was just down the hall. I tiptoed

to the door and putmy eye to the keyhole. The hallway light was

on, but I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. I wondered

if I should go look when a crash came from downstairs.

3.

I tore the door open and ran to the staircase. No lights were on

downstairs, so I descended carefully and felt for the lounge room

light switch. Nothing out of place there. I tiptoed to the kitchen,
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dreading what I might find, but it was only dad rummaging

around in the fridge. I noticed a chair by the dining table had

been knocked over, the cause of the crash.

My father sensedmy presence, and sprang to face me with a

packet of steak in his hand.

“Midnight snack?” I teased.

“What? Oh yeah. I need something to eat. That TV dinner

wasn’t very filling.”

“You gonna cook up that steak?”

He smiled sheepishly at the paper-wrapped bundle, and

replaced it in the fridge.

“Naw, I just thought theremight be something behind it. Ham

maybe – ham and cheese toasted sandwiches. Mmmm…”

“Sounds good. I think there’s a packet of ham on the bottom

shelf. Look, you’ve dripped blood from that steak all over the

place.”

“So I have,” dadmused, looking at his red-stained fingers.

He turned away fromme, towards the sink, but I could tell he

was examining his hand. Then I heard him sniffing.

“Dad?” I said.

I placed a hand on his arm. He looked at me strangely, like

he was stoned or something, then he glanced at his fingers and

shook his head.

“Oh, I’d better clean this up,” he said.

While he washed his hands at the sink, I wiped up the blood

from the floor. Then we made ham and cheese toasted sand-

wiches together, and I had one with him. I was surprised Mama

hadn’t come down with all the noise, and said so.

“She’s sleeping the sleep of the dead,”my father joked, taking

the last sandwich.

I stared at him in shock, then realised it was just a manner of

181



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

speech and he’d onlymeant that shewas fast asleep. I wondered

if he knew she’d been hitting the bottle.

“I think she had a bit to drink this evening,” I said. “That’s

probably what zonked her out.”

My father’s smile drooped.

“She’s been drinking too much for years,” he said, licking

crumbs off his fingers. “You probably had no idea. That’s why I

volunteered for ‘Nam, you know. I was sick to Christ of dealing

with it; thought doing something drastic like that might wake

her up.”

I gasped.

“What? She was drinking back then?”

“She was drinking for years before that, even. You know all

those dinners and parties and galas we went to? She’d have

several glasses of wine or champagne, then come home and

drink some more. She drank before dinner, she drank during

dinner, she drank after dinner. Then she’d have a nightcap or

two before coming to bed.”

I sat dumbfounded whilst dad took our plates to the sink and

rinsed them.

“It got even worse when she discovered gin,” he said. “Gin

and tonic, gin and soda, gin and lemon, gin on the rocks. I’m

sure she could’ve drunk DeanMartin under the table.”

I was speechless.

“I guess you never knew,” dad said. “Karen did. She tried to

get Patsy to dry out,make her sign up for Alcoholics Anonymous.

Never worked, though. She never would admit she had a

problem.”

“Heck. I had no idea.”

Dad shrugged.

“I’d hoped she’d eased off now she’s getting older, but it
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doesn’t look like it. She’s drinking as much as ever.”

“Maybe that’s why she’s been so up and down while I’ve been

here.”

“Yeah – she has been pretty moody. I thought it was because

of me turning up out of the blue just before you arrived…”

“We have to do something about it, dad. We can’t just let her

keep doing this to herself. It could kill her – her liver’s probably

toast by now…”

“I know, sweetheart. But she’s not going to be easy to

convince. I tried for years, and that was before her drinking

got serious.”

I was stunned all over again. Mymother had been a closet alco

for ages, and I’d never guessed it.

“When did she start?”

“She got hit with depression pretty bad after you were born.

She hardly drank at all before that.”

4.

That was like a clout to the head. And the heart. And wherever

else it might hurt. And it explained why she’d always held me at

a distance. We certainly never had what I’d call a goodmother-

daughter relationship.

“So she only started drinking after I was born,” I said.

“Oh now honey,” my father said, giving me a big hug. “It’s

not like that. You knowweboth love you. It wasn’t your fault she

couldn’t handle the depression. And she got over it eventually.”

I lay my head against his chest, wanting to feel comforted

the way I had as a child. I breathed in the scent of him, the

manly smell of strength and protection, and then I jumped

backwards. His scent was different – sweat and bloodmingled
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with something less definable. I tried to hide my disgust, but it

was too late.

“Sorry, dad. I didn’t mean to jump like that, but you smell

gross, like you’ve been rolling in the garbage or something.”

My father lifted an arm and sniffed.

“Oh yeah. Sorry about that, hon. I’ve been sweating heaps all

wrapped up like this. I’ll give myself a sponge bath before I go

back to bed. Can’t disturb the bandages, you know.”

“Hey, it’s cool. Youmust be feeling better. Good to see.”

“Yeah, I am. See you in the morning, okay?”

“Sure, dad. We’ve got a date, remember?”

I left dad in the kitchen, and went back to bed. The things I’d

found out were horrible, and it felt like they’d turned to stone

in my stomach. I tried to convince myself that a little baby isn’t

responsible for the actions of its parents, but that didn’t help.

And then there was the hurt and betrayal I felt that no one had

told me about Mama’s drinking problem. I needed to talk to

Karen again, as soon as possible.

I lay down, convinced I’d never get back to sleep, but somehow

I did. When I awoke, dawn had sent its first golden rays over

Niceville. My thick purple curtains kept most of the light out, so

it was still fairly dark in my room. Gran was nearby, watching

over me.

“Boy, I feel like I haven’t slept at all,” I said through a yawn.

“You didn’t look like you were sleeping well. You found out

some disturbing things last night. I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you,

but you had to find out for yourself.”

Reminded forcibly of all the twists and turnsmy life had taken

recently, I sat up in a huff.

“What, that mymother’s a closet alco and has been for years?

That I was the only one who didn’t know? That my father may
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be turning into something dreadful right before my eyes and I

don’t know what to do about it?”

I ticked off the points onmyfingers, my voice risingwith each

one.

“Mamahatesme for causingherdepression,which startedher

drinking in the first place. My boyfriend’s in a coma. Something

horrible’s threateningmy sister. I’m being constantly bugged

by the devil. And I’m a goddess who doesn’t know the first thing

about being a goddess. Holey Moley – disturbing doesn’t begin

to cover it.”

Gran just sighed.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “I’m not mad at you guys for

having secrets. I’m not leaden down with feelings of guilt and

despair. I’m not even sorry about Mama not liking me. But I am

angry that things have turned out like this.”

“My poor little sparrow. I wish you could have been spared

this heartache.”

“Gran, I know you couldn’t tell me. I know how it all works.

I gotta makemy ownmistakes and learn stuff bymyself to get

anywhere. But I really have a bone to pick with whoever set it

up this way.”

“Sweetheart, would youmake war on those who shaped the

way the world works? There’s no one entity to blame – they’ve

all had a hand, even Isis. Would you be so willing to attack

yourself?”

Okay, I had to admit that pulledme up a bit. But there was one

presence I couldn’t help but feel was to blame more than any

other.

“And who’s been in charge for the last couple of thousand

years?” I said. “Who’s the most powerful god, the one who

might have done something to better our lot on earth, the one
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who, if I remember rightly, tried to destroy humankind once or

twice, and allowed His only son to die horribly?”

“There’smore to it than that. Just because He’s been themost

powerful god for some time doesn’t mean that He always was

or will be, or that He’s free to go changing things at the drop of

a hat. He’s bound by certain constraints, just like we all are…”

“You’re telling me that God can’t choose to make our lives

better? Isis could – she helped people and gave them the

knowledge to help themselves. She walked amongst them and

saw their suffering, and did something about it. You’re telling

me that themost powerful god in existence today can’t do that?”

Gran sighed again, but I was too riled up to care.

“He ignores us. He lets us suffer. He says to love thy

neighbour on the one hand and then promotes exclusionism

and intolerance on the other! Hello!”

“Sweetheart, that’s just the way the world interprets God,

despite His best intentions. Believeme, he’s not the enemy here.

And you’ve got to remember, even His power is limited, as are

the powers of all such entities.”

“God’s power is limited?” I said disbelievingly.

“Yes. The God of Abraham is only one small cog in a greater

wheel, the cosmicwheel of life, deathand rebirth that is common

to all cultures and religions. And even having that power doesn’t

allow Him to change everything. It works this way, because this

is how we best learn our lessons in our lives.”

“But is it fair to make us suffer quite so much?”

“Angela?” cameMama’s voice through the closed door. “Are

you alright? Who’re you talking to?”

“It’s okay, it’s just my radio,” I called back.

The lie didn’t botherme. Even at that time of day, I sometimes

liked to have some noise going. I waited to be sure Mama had
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left, then I turned back to Gran. Only she wasn’t there.

“Hello Cheri, long time no see.”

I nearly blurted out, ‘Jesus’ again, but recalling Lou’s previous

comments regarding the Son of God, I refrained.

“Gee willikers!” I said instead. “Where’s my grandmother?

What’ve you done with her?”

Lou blinked, the picture of innocence.

“Who, me? What have I done with her? Moi? Oh what a

treacherous girl you are, always thinking the worst of people…”

“Can it. I’m sick of that crap about mymotives. And you can

talk. Like you’re squeaky clean.”

“My dear, you have got up on the wrong side of the bed,

haven’t you?”

“No I haven’t – I haven’t got up at all yet!”

“As I can very well see,” said Lou, raising his eyebrows

suggestively.

“Forget it. You’re a fallen angel, and I’ve just read that angels

aren’t supposed to have genders.”

“Wanna see for yourself?”

“No.”

“Darling, I can give you the best sexual experience of your life.

Of many lives, even. Just say the word…”

“The word is no. I’m practically engaged. I’m no cheat.”

“Oh yes, the guy in the hospital,” Lou said. “The one whose

family told you to take a hike.”

“Yeah, the one whose family told me to take a hike,” I said.

“But he didn’t, andwe’re still together. We’ll always be together,

heart and soul.”

“Oh how dreary,” Lou said with a yawn. “I often reflect on

how the wordmonogamous is so like the wordmonotonous.”

“Youmust have less to do with your time than I thought.”
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“Ooh, you stab me to the heart,” he said. “But the offer still

stands. You look like a girl who’d enjoy some adventure.”

“I will be soon. Just me andmy caddy, across the U.S.A.”

“That sounds rather dull. All those miles andmiles of desert

and dead lands. I thought you’d want a little…more.”

“You can’t always pick ‘em,” I said with a smirk. “And I won’t

be alone, as you well know.”

“Ah, the grandmother.”

“Yes, the grandmother.”

“And the Indian shaman.”

“Yes, the… Vaivea was a shaman?”

“My dear, there’s so much I could teach you.”

“What could you teachme that’s worth knowing? How to hurt

and use and abuse people?”

“How to indulge in your sweetest fantasies and make them

real…”

“Or give in to temptation and find it isn’t all it was cracked up

to be?”

“How to enjoy life, free from guilt and self-reproach…”

“And throw away everything good to become the scum of the

earth?”

“How to reach the highest of highs and then get higher…”

We’d leaned close to each other, our eyes deadlocked. My

breaths came short and fast, and despite my best efforts, I

couldn’t tear my gaze away. His eyes were a soft, melting

brown, which really did something to me. He suddenly seemed

incredibly alluring and seductive. And I felt myself irresistibly

drawn to him, despite the bad ending I knew would be in store.
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Magic Carpet Ride

1. Sunday 26th October, 1969 – Niceville, Florida

I reached out with mymind, determined to break the spell.

‘Gran? Are you there? Can you help me?’

“Your grandmother is visiting Karen,” Lou whispered. “And I

tangled Vaivea up with somemischievous little spirits I found

in Rocky Bayou. We’re alone.”

“My parents are just down the corridor,” I said, feeling hot

all over.

“Your father sleeps like a rock, and your mother is outside,

gardening. We are alone.”

That snappedme back to myself.

“Gardening? At this time of day? That’s a pretty dumb lie,

even for you.”

“Well, okay, she’s downstairs, chatting to one of her friends

on thephone. What does itmatter? I canmake it so your screams

of ecstasy don’t leave this room. No one need ever know…”

“I’ll know.”

“I can arrange for you to forget. Then we can do it all again,
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and it will be just like the first time for you. Every time.”

“You’ve messed with mymind enough already,” I said, nar-

rowingmy eyes at him. “No way I’m letting you lay a trip onme

again, ever. And for the millionth time, I don’t want to have sex

with you!”

“Uh, uh, uh,” Lou said, wagging a finger at me. “I’ve been

counting, and I can assure you it isn’t anywhere near the

millionth time you’ve rejected me.”

“Just bag it already. I mean, how plainly do I have to put it?”

“Darling, it doesn’t matter how you put it. I don’t give up that

easily.”

“Apparently.”

“I know you’re tempted.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.”

“So why are you trying to talk me into it? You’ve got powers.

Why don’t you just take me by force?”

I knew that was reckless talk, but you know howwe all have

a little angel on one shoulder and a little devil on the other? I

think by that point my devil had bound and gagged my angel,

and had him on the railway tracks, just waiting for the Florida

Special to run him over.

“Well, I could,” Lou said. “But that wouldn’t be half as much

fun as you coming tomewillingly. You’re closer than you think.”

I screwedmy eyes up tight in an attempt to break contact.

“Never.”

“Oh darling, you think you can shut me out as easily as that?

Remember that little – test – I tried on you back in Amy’s

house?”

My eyes flew open.

“So you finally admit it? I knew that was you!”
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“Yes, and I can do it again. But I’d much rather do it the easy

way.”

“Well I wouldn’t!” I snapped, glaring at him.

He sniggered like a naughty little boy. I glared at him some

more, and he laughed somemore. Damn him.

“I like a challenge,” he said, wiping tears from his eyes. “It

makes me want you evenmore.”

“Why?” Idemanded. “Whydoyouwantme? What’s so special

about me?”

“Why, you’re a goddess, my dear. You just don’t realise it

yet.”

Boy was I dumb.

“Youmean, I’mmore than just a human incarnation of Isis?

I’m Isis in the here and now?”

“I can’t believe you still doubt it. Let me show you.”

Before I could protest, Lou reached over and tookmy hands.

We lifted off the bed, floating up through the ceiling, over the

rooftops of Niceville. I felt kind of exposed, being clad in no

more than my short pyjamas. I was about to say something

about it, but then we took off at light speed. Streaks of glowing

brilliance like falling stars flashed by, my hair whipped back

frommy face, and a fresh, dewy aroma filled my nostrils.

We stopped just as suddenly as we’d started. I blinked and

pushed strands of hair back behindmy ears.

“Okay, that was kind of awesome,” I said, not wanting to

sound too impressed.

“We took a short cut through the spirit dimension,” Lou said.

“Now behold, thy kingdom on earth.”

2.
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I looked down and saw we were on an island in a lake, deep blue

water stretching out aroundus towards a distant rocky shoreline.

We stood atop part of an enormous gateway of carved granite

blocks, belowwhich opened a central courtyardwith a tiledfloor.

Elaborately carved, brightly painted colonnades stood solid on

either side. The sky stretched huge and blue above us.

“I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore,” I said wryly.

“This is one of the centres of your worship. Here’s a hint.

We’re in Egypt.”

I must’ve looked confused, because Lou slapped his forehead

and groaned.

“Philae! The Island of Philae! The major centre of Isis’

worship!”

“Okay!” I said. “So this doesn’t look likemodern times. When

are we?”

“About one hundred BC. Give or take a year or two. And all

those people down there are your adoring subjects.”

I looked down upon a solemn procession making its way

into the building via an entrance below. A line of men and

women shuffled along, singing softly in a language that seemed

somehow familiar, although I was sure I’d never heard it before.

In this lifetime, at least. As I listened, I foundmyself starting to

make sense of their words.

“Can they see us up here?” I asked.

“They can if you wish it.”

I didn’t feel particularly comfortable with the idea of people

bowing down and worshipping me. Especially in my short

pyjamas.

“Er… not today. I’m not really dressed for the occasion. So

what am I supposed to be looking at here?”

“Step this way.”
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We floated across the courtyard and sank through the roof of

the temple itself into a large room on the ground level. Here

stood a great altar with candles and incense burning atop it,

being tended by priestesses in blue gossamer robes. On the wall

behind the altar was a larger-than-life image that I recognised

immediately. There knelt Isis, her wings painted brightly with

sapphire blues, ruby reds, and emerald greens, and so much

gold ornamentation that she shone like the sun.

As they entered, the priests and priestesses chanted a list of

names that I recognised from somewhere deep in my past – the

many names of Isis.

“Oh Queen of Heaven; Mother of the Gods,” they intoned in a

low harmony, “The OneWho is All; The Lady of Green Crops…”

The sound awakened a distantmemory in the back ofmymind.

I chased and tried to grasp it, but it proved elusive.

“The Brilliant One in the Sky; The Star of the Sea; The Great

Lady of Magic; Mistress of the House of Life…”

The chanting affected me strangely. I felt as though I was

seconds away frombeing struck by lightning, but couldn’tmove.

I took some deep breaths to groundmyself again.

“She Who Knows how tomake the Right Use of the Heart…”

The feeling slowly left me, andmy skin tingled all over.

“Light-Giver of Heaven; Lady of the Words of Power…”

I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, trying to force

myself to feel normal.

“This is all very nice,” I said to Lou. “But is there something

I’m not getting?”

“You will very soon. Just relax, let the chanting flow through

you. You were nearly there a moment ago.”

I was sick of not getting answers, and turned to face him.

“No. I want to know why you brought me here. What’s a
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temple on an island in ancient Egypt got to do with me being

Isis in my own time?”

“Just want to demonstrate your… appeal.”

“Yeah, but things’ve changed a whole lot by the nineteen

sixties.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Allowme.”

We rose into the air and took off at the speed of light again,

coming to rest in the bell-tower of a little white-washed church.

Leafy suburbs stretched all around, full of weatherboard and

brick houses all decorated for Halloween. Cars drove on the

streets, and people in modern clothing walked and cycled on

the sidewalks and in a nearby park awash with bright autumn

colour. The aroma of fresh-baked pumpkin pie, full of sweet

spices, wafted up to us.

“Speaking of Kansas,” Lou said, sniffing the scented air

deeply. “Ah, the great mid-west…”

“Your point being?”

“Believe it or not, there are little spots like this all over the

world, where, underneath the veneer of Christian convention

and respectability, lies a seething cesspool of discontent. Behold,

thy kingdom on earth.”

I let my eyes wander over the townscape again, and shrugged.

“I don’t get it. I have no believers here.”

“Okay, let’s zoom in.”

Holdingmyhands, hefloated us down towards a nearby house.

It looked as normal and conventional as you could get, with a

mother pruning rosebushes, a father mowing the lawn, and a

little girl playing dollies on the porch.

We floated through the roof and dropped into an upstairs

bedroom, where several girls sat in a circle on the floor. A candle

burned on a saucer between them, and one of the girls recited a
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passage from a thick old book on her lap.

“Isis, who gives birth to the heaven and the earth, hear our

prayers…”

I jumped in shock. What was going on here? The first girl

passed the book on to the next, who continued the prayer.

“Isis, who knows the orphans, hear our prayers…”

Somewhere deep inside me, that strange feeling started to

bubble up again. The second girl passed the book to the third.

“Isis, who knows the widow spider – ugh, why do I have to

get the bit about spiders? Gross!”

“Sophie!” the second girl said. “You’ll ruin the prayer. We’ll

never achieve world peace if we don’t take it seriously.”

“But spiders are so groady!”

“Just say it,” the first girl said. “Spiders are good luck, you

know.”

“Oh, alright,” said Sophie. “Isis who knows the widow spider,

hear our prayers.”

She passed the book back to the first girl.

“Isis,whoseeks justice for thepoorpeople, hearourprayers…”

The strange feeling welled up through my torso and throat. I

tried to breathe deeply again to maintain control, but it didn’t

work this time.

“Isis,” the second girl intoned, “who seeks shelter for the

weak people, hear our prayers…”

Waves of dizzying electricity raced all over me, engulfingme.

I felt like I was about to pass out.

“Isis,” the third girl said, “Queen of Heaven and Mother of

the Gods, hear our prayers…”

My breath caught in my throat. Suddenly the strangeness

was gone. For the first time, I felt like the Isis I visited in my

regressions. The girl’s petitions opened up something inside
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me– a long-forgotten, hidden well of powers and emotions.

“Isis of ten thousand names, hear our prayers…”

Tears flooded my eyes, welled out over my cheeks, and the

final vestiges of the electricity I’d felt surge throughme crackled

out ofmyfingertips. Then I realised the strangenesshadn’t gone

at all. It was still there. It was normal. This was how it felt to be

a Goddess!

Lou smirked at my side.

“Told you so.”

I wanted to say something cutting, but my throat was all

choked up. Lou tookmy hands and floated us back to the bell-

tower, where the breeze felt cool on my wet face. I expected

him to have plenty to say now that he’d proved his point, but he

was strangely quiet. I turned to find him looking in the opposite

direction, and was touched by his apparent sensitivity.

“All that world out there to enjoy,” he murmured. “We could

enjoy it together, ma cheri. It’s been so long…”

All sorts of rebuffs came tomind, but I couldn’t voice any of

them. Suddenly I was in his world. A world where the greater

powers gave and took at a whimwithout regret. A world where

illusion and supernatural powers were normal, and physical life

and death didn’t matter. I’d tasted it briefly in my regressions,

but it hadn’t mademuch of an impact onme.

Now I was a part of it, and it was a part of me, and nothing

would ever, ever be the same again. A profound realisation jolted

me.

“If I’m truly Isis, then Gabe is truly Osiris. He’s a god, just like

me!”

Lou’s wistful smile turned into a woebegone pout.

“Aw, always him. Him, him, him. Never me.”

“Ugh, hang it up!” I said. “You’re such a darned phony.”
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He pouted somemore, on purpose, I thought.

“You know,” he said, “I could just leave you here. Leave you

to find your own way home without any help fromme. In fact, I

think I will.”

3.

My first thought was to plead with him to take me home. In my

mind, I was still a mortal girl who couldn’t quite get her head

around the idea that she was a goddess, and able to go wherever

she wanted. When I realised this, I smiled, closed my eyes, and

Wishedmyself home.

I foundmyself sitting in my bed, just as I was when Lou had

whiskedme away. I felt dazed andmy ears hummed. This would

take some getting used to.

“Breakfast’s up,” came dad’s voice from down the hall. “I’m

making pancakes.”

I bolted out of bed, dressed in no time flat and raced down to

the kitchen. Dad stood by the stovetop, tossing pancakes into

the air with that knack he had that Mama had never mastered,

and plumping them down on a serving dish with a flourish.

His colour had returned, and he obviously felt a lot better after

having a good night’s sleep.

Mama kissed me absent-mindedly on the cheek and handed

me a glass of juice. She seemed to have forgotten all about our

disagreement. I couldn’t help feeling a bit weird, knowing about

her alcoholism. I had to talk to Karen about that. And soon.

After we’d eaten a mountain of pancakes with maple syrup,

dad and I washed up and put everything away. While he was

still in the mood for cooking, he showedme how to make pizza

dough – something he’d learned from Jenny – and we put it in
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the fridge to rise for use that night. When we were finished, we

packed a picnic lunch to take with us to Destin.

“I’ll drive,” I offered, dangling my car keys in front of him.

He looked at me warily, then burst out laughing.

“Heck, you probably drive better than I do. Let’s go.”

Dad and I piled into the caddy. So did Gran and Vaivea, though

dad was unaware of them. We sang along with the radio as I

drove south through Fort Walton Beach, crossed to Okaloosa

Island and whizzed past the Gulfarium. The morning sun

sparkled on the emerald green water and crystalline sand as

we drove over the bridge into Destin. We continued past the

town – not muchmore than a picturesque fishing village – and

pulled over alongside the long, curving beach.

Dad and I laid a picnic rugdownon the sugarywhite sand, then

we strolled a good way along the beach, looking for sea shells.

When we returned to our spot, he collapsed in mock fatigue,

dropping his meagre collection beside him.

“I’m too old for this.”

“Dad, you’re doing pretty well for someone who got chomped

up by a dog and had to have a rabies shot.”

“Oh yeah – funny, but I forgot about that.”

I took a swig of coffee frommy thermos and handed it to him.

“How do you feel?”

“Not bad. Still a bit tender.”

I smiled as I got our lunch out.

“You’re still pretty fit, though, right? Sandwich?”

“Thanks. Actually, I haven’t been in good shape at all lately. I

hit the burger joints pretty bad when Jen left – and the booze,

I’m ashamed to say.”

I watched him as he bit into his sandwich. His eyes were far-

away, as if seeking something on the distant blue horizon. The
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shadows of his recent grief clung to his body and his aura. I

sighed.

“I knowwhat youmean. I haven’t really eaten healthy in ages,

and I sure haven’t felt like exercising.”

We ate our sandwiches in silence, watching the blue/green

waves roll in and out, the seagulls scrabbling and squabbling

over the crusts we threw them. I cherished this time with my

father, just being close and breathing the same salt-scented air,

side by side in quietude. I had an odd feeling that after today, it

might never be like this again.

The sun grew warmer overhead, so we walked back to the car

and headed for themain street at FortWalton Beach. We got soft

drinks and spent an hour strolling up and down, looking at the

shopwindows, all decorated for Halloween. Whilst Dad visited a

rest room, I spied a little esoteric shop I hadn’t seen before, and

peered in at the window. A young woman in beads and a kaftan

dress beckoned to me from behind the counter, and, surprised

to find any shop open on a Sunday, I went in.

Trails of smoke from burning incense wafted lazily towards

the ceiling, and nearly knockedme back out the door. It smelt

like she was burning several of each kind.

“The incense is half price today,” the woman said dreamily.

“And there’s a special on the jewellery.”

I considered backing out and regaining regions with fresh air.

Instead I decided to get a present for Karen, and headed for the

jewellery. I was instantly drawn to a necklace with a moonstone

pendant. The gemwas set amidst a fine swirl of silver filigree

that made up the head and mane of a unicorn. I knew Karen

would love it. She’d always liked unicorns, despite being afraid

of horses.

I also looked at the books, and found several to add to my
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collection. Onewas about vampires. Another exploredmyth and

religion, and the third, supernatural subjects. When I left, dad

was looking at a nearby shop window. I hurried over.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be long,” I said.

“You weren’t, sweetheart. Ready to go?”

“I’ve never seen that shop before,” I added as we backtracked

to the car. “It must be new. I got a present for Karen, a

moonstone pendant set in silver.”

“That sounds nice,” dad said. “What else did you get?”

“Oh, just some books,” I answered as we reached the car.

“Let’s see.”

I gave him the package and slid behind the wheel, and dad got

in beside me. I pulled out into the traffic and turned for home,

the radio turned up loud. I smiled when the next song started –

David Seville’s TheWitchdoctor.

“Hey dad, remember how we all used to sing along with this

one?” I asked.

“Mmm.”

I glanced over to find dad flicking through the book on

vampires. Myheart lurched. I couldn’t help butwonder if hewas

merely curious, or if he had somemysterious, deeper interest

in the subject. What if he really had been bitten by a vampire

disguised as a wolf, and was now turning into one himself? It

seemed quite a leap to believe that humans – even ones who

were vampires – could transform into other creatures. But if

not, what were werewolves?

I looked again. My father was engrossed. Tomy knowledge,

he’d never been interested in anything supernatural before, so it

rattled me big time to see him scrutinising that book so closely.

I continued to sing along with the radio, but deep inside, my

uneasiness grew. In an uncanny twist, the next song to come on
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was He’s a Vampire by Archie King. I switched stations to one

playing Strange Brew.

When we got home, I hurried upstairs to put my purchases

away. I hid the books in the carryall with Amy’s, and put the

pendant in my duffel bag. Then I went out to the hall phone and

tried to ring Karen, but got no answer. I tried once more, with

no luck, and banged the phone down in frustration.

I frowned as I re-entered my room. Something tugged at my

mind, a feeling of insecurity, of not being safe. I looked around.

Gran floated in her usual spot at my writing desk. Everything

seemed normal enough – a cool, shaded, purple haven. And yet

I felt strong vibes that something wasn’t right.

“Gran, I don’t know howmuch you can tell me,” I said in a

low voice. “But I sense something. I feel like it’s not safe here.”

“My sparrow, the catalyst of evil has long been in this house,”

she said mysteriously. “But you must discover the source for

yourself.”

I frowned again, reaching out to explore the vibes. I thought

I could smell something. It didn’t smell good, either. I tried

harder. It was elusive.

“Is that smell something to do with it?” I asked.

“Does evil have a smell?”

“It might,” I said, remembering Lou’s little trick at Amy’s

house.

I heard footsteps in the hallway, and the smell got stronger.

It was sickly sour, like rotting meat, andmy gut clenched.

“Maybe it’s Lou again,” I said, to reassure myself.

“You think?”

“Perhaps I should just leave now. I was going to go tomorrow

anyway.”

“If you go now, you’ll lose something you cherish and regret
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it for the rest of your life,” Gran said.

I looked at her. My instincts toldme that although she wanted

to protect me, whatever was going to happen was something

I had to go through, to learn from. It was for my own good,

perhaps to propel me on the next stage of my journey. I sighed

and tugged my fingers throughmy hair. It was so frustrating. I

couldn’t just stand about speculating, not if I wasn’t going to be

given any clues. I would have to ride it out, whatever it was.

More footsteps sounded in the hallway. Both my parents

had gone up to their room now. I wondered if my father

was dangerous, if he would turn into something evil that very

night and attack us all. Eerie shivers ran down my spine as

I imagined him holding me down, sinking his fangs into me,

blood spurting…

4.

I returned to my stash of books, dug out the new one about

vampires, and read up until sunset. The older lore said that

victims had to be bitten seven times to be fully transformed

into a vampire. I wondered if he’d already started onMama – I

couldn’t recall seeing anywounds or puncturemarks on her, but

as I continued reading, I discovered that traditionally, vampires

bit people on the chest to feed, so the marks might not be seen.

Just like dad! I snapped the book shut. If Mama was in danger,

I had to save her. He might already have fed from her many

times since being bitten himself. Perhaps she was so drunk half

the time she didn’t even know. In any case, I couldn’t just let

him keep feeding from her and turn her into a vampire as well. I

had to stop him, and the book was quite clear on how to do that.

I sighed a long, shaky sigh, and put it away.

“Will I have to kill him?” I asked, hoping Gran wouldn’t
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answer.

“You will know the right thing to do when the time comes.”

“Geez, this sucks.”

Gran groaned, and I realised what I’d said.

“Sorry, Gran. No vampire puns intended.”

I slumped down to the kitchen, where dad was busy shaping

the pizza dough.

“Do you want to get the toppings ready?” he asked.

“Sure, dad,” I said, and shuffled over to rummage in the

fridge.

“I’m not hungry,” Mama said. “You go ahead and put

whatever you like on it.”

I got out tomato paste, pepperoni, olives, an onion, some

cheese, and a pepper. But as hard as I looked, I couldn’t find any

garlic anywhere. That seemed odd. I brieflywondered if dad had

thrown it out because of his… condition. I sighed deeply.

“So what’s made you so glum?” dad asked.

“Nothing.”

“Come on, out with it. You look as gloomy as midnight. Is it

this road trip you’re planning?”

“No,” I said, perking up. “I’ve been looking forward to it,

honestly. And I can’t wait to see Karen again, and Newt.”

“Why not just fly?”

“I hate flying. Have you forgotten how sick it always makes

me? Anyway, rememberwhenKaren and Iwere kids, youused to

talk about drivingRoute Sixty Six someday? I guess you inspired

me. It’ll be a real adventure. Besides, I need my car so I’m not a

burden on Karen and Eric once I’m there.”

“I suppose you’re right,” he said. “I’d love to comewith you.”

My heart leapt. Maybe that would solve everything – it would

get him away from Mama and then I’d be able to get rid of
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him somewhere along the way. After all, Route Sixty Six went

through Arizona and NewMexico – plenty of places to hide a

body. I shuddered at what I was contemplating.

“Why don’t you, dad? It’ll be fun.”

“No, I really don’t feel up to it just now. Best to stay put.

Maybe we can do it properly when I’m better – you, me, your

mother, Karen, Eric and Newton, go up to Chicago and drive it

all the way. A real family holiday.”

I nodded. Whatever was going down, it was going tonight. No

way around it.

When the pizza was ready, we ate in the lounge room, while

Laugh In dumped excess noise around our ears. Dad seemed to

get the lame jokes, and laughed heartily. Mama looked tired,

slumped on the sofa next to himwith a gin and tonic in her hand.

My heart went out to her, and I offered her a slice of pizza. She

nibbled at it and sat back with a sigh, while my father laughed

longer and louder than was warranted. I felt that weird tension

build up, like something was about to explode at any moment.

But it didn’t. I went up to brushmy teeth and go to bed, and

heard my parents move about as they washed and got ready

for bed themselves. Weird vibes hovered in the air, an almost

tangible barrier betweenme and… I wasn’t sure what.

I knew I wasn’t going to sleep well, so I sat up in bed, reading

more about vampires. Soon I heard noises from down the

hallway. It sounded like my parents were – well, you know.

Too gross. I tried to ignore the sounds, but then something in

the nature of them changed.

I got up and padded to the door. The noises I heard now just

weren’t associated with sex, at least in my mind. There were

desperate thumps and a drawn-out gurgling sound. This was

serious.

204



MAGIC CARPET RIDE

I burst from my room and stopped outside my parent’s

bedroom door. I only hesitated for a second, but the gurgling

sound became ragged and raspy, as though someone was being

strangled. Whatever hewas doing to her, it sounded like itwould

kill her. I wrenched the door open and reached for the light

switch. White brilliance flooded the room, and silence fell.
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Wild Thing

1. Sunday 26th October 1969 – Niceville, Florida

It was my father who lay across the bed, with Mama astride him

in her pink nylon nightie, holding him downwith her hands and

knees. His pyjama shirt had been torn open, revealing a bloody

mess underneath where his wounds had reopened.

Blood covered Mama’s lips, dripped down her chin, lay in

smears across her cheeks. Her hazel eyes flashed with a wild

and fierce fire, so unlike her usual ditzy expression that I stood

for some seconds in shock. But then the truth of the situation

sank in, makingme bold.

“So this is what you get up to when I’m not looking?” I asked.

“Mama dear, look what a mess you’ve made of my dad.”

Mama hissed at me, a savage, scared-animal sound. She low-

ered herself against my father’s chest like a wild cat protecting

its kill from a scavenger, and licked her lips. Her gaze never left

my face.

“Are you okay, dad?”

He nodded weakly. The blood that had pooled in the cavity
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below his neck ran down over his shoulders. I turned back tomy

mother. A look of intense cunning filled her eyes.

“What am I going to do with you?” I asked her. “You know I

can’t let you keep sucking dad’s blood, don’t you? I’m not going

to lose both of you this way.”

he watched me steadily. My father closed his eyes, as if it was

all toomuch for him. I wondered how to get her tomovewithout

harmingmyself or dad, and silently prayed for help fromVaivea,

Archangel Michael, God, anyone who could hear me.

“All this time you’ve rubbished the spirit realm,” I continued,

“and yet here you’ve been, open to dark powers, using them on

your victims. How long have you been infected, Mama?”

She drew her lips back from her teeth in a silent snarl, and

tensed her arm and leg muscles, as though to leap. However,

she stayed crouched over my father, and I despaired of getting

her off him.

“You can’t stay there forever,” I said. “Sooner or later you’ll

have to move. May as well get it over with.”

Harsh sounds came from her throat.

“What was that, Mama?”

“You – talk – too –much.”

Her muscles tensed again and she sprang from dad’s limp

body, right at me. I ducked away, and she landed on her feet

exactly where I’d been standing. The look in her eyes was still

feral and cunning. I’d have to trick her away from the room for

my father to have any chance.

But would I then be able to escape? I felt that if she attacked

me, she wouldn’t let me live. I remembered Amy’s story about

her brother, Jesse. As a werewolf, he’d wished death on his

family, even though they’d been close beforehand.

“Mama,” I said softly, hoping to lull her into a passive state
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of mind. “It’s me, your daughter Angela.”

I hated saying my whole name, but it was worth a try. She

blinked a couple of times, but maintained her stance.

“You – no daughter of mine,” she choked out, battling with

something inside.

“I am, and I love you. Please calm down so we can talk.”

“Liar,” Mama spat, her eyes growing hostile again. “You

never loved me. You loved him.”

She tilted her head in dad’s direction. I wanted to look at him,

to see how he was, but I knew it was a trick. If I took my eyes

off Mama, she would attack me. I kept eye contact, my mind

working furiously.

“Mama,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. “You’re in-

fected. You’re sick. I can try to heal you if you’d just let me…”

“Lies!” Patsy cried, stamping a foot. “You lie. You always lie.

You hate me. You wishme dead. I will kill you!”

So that was that. Mama would never allow me to attempt

to heal her. Her fate was sealed. Which meant it would be a

true kindness to put her out of her misery. But how? I sent

my consciousness out to the spirit realm. Gran huddled bymy

father’s head, doing what she could to calm him and ease his

discomfort. Vaivea stood at my side, strong and dependable as a

mountain, but also as silent.

Mama looked confused. She could sense the spirit presences

too, but didn’t know what to do about them. I used this break

in her attention to gather my thoughts. I knew that to kill a

vampire for certain involved beheading it, but I had no weapon

at hand, and wasn’t sure I could kill my own mother anyway.

But I had to do something.

I took a deep breath, and tried to remember how to access the

powers of Isis, how to manifest something frommagic alone. I
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visualised a sword, but making one appear was quite different

to simply moving something that already existed. And now that

Mama had realised that no one was making a move to stop her,

I found her glare uponme again.

I fell back on the one thing I knew I could do for sure. Without

takingmy eyes off her, I pointed a finger towards the bed and

summoned one of the pillows, then whipped my hand across to

point at Mama’s head.

“Ouff!”

She beat the pillow to the floor, and turned back to me,

snarling in rage.

“Oh shit,” I breathed.

I frantically flickedmy awareness around the room, looking

for something else to throw before she lost it and went apeshit

– something hard, something that might knock her out. There

wasn’t a lot to choose from. In sheer desperation, I summoned

a barrage of cosmetics, perfume bottles and hair styling items

from her dresser, which bounced or shattered on the cupboards

behind her as she ducked out of their way.

Gran shook her head in disbelief, and Vaivea frowned in utter

confusion. Great. Evenmy spirit guides had lost faith in me. I

tried to think of something else – anything– to use as a weapon.

But there was nothing.

“Well,” I said under my breath, “I guess this means I’m dead

meat!”

2.

At that moment, the room filled with radiant golden white light.

“Allowme,” said a low voice.

Lou stepped forward, brandishing a gleaming sword that
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looked like it was made of pure light. Mama hissed and backed

awayashehefted theweapon. I almostpitiedher for the terrified

look on her twisted face, but it wasn’t the time to be sentimental.

This creature wasn’tmymother anymore. Shewas a dangerous,

evil, blood-sucking monstrosity that would only be at peace

when dead.

Lou glanced at me, and I gave the nod. I got the impression he

relished what he was about to do as he turned eagerly towards

mymother again. Bynowshe’dbacked into a corner, hissingand

snarling. Lou advanced, swiftly raised the sword, and slashed.

Mama’s head lifted from her shoulders and blood sprayed

across the room. I flinched as I felt the warm, sticky liquid

splatter acrossmy face and torso. When I openedmy eyes again,

the roomwas a mess.

Bloodhadspatteredoneverything. Mama’sbody lay crumpled

on the floor, a great pool of the dark liquid soaking slowly into

the carpet around her neck. Her head had landed several feet

away, issuing its own, smaller pool of blood. The walls, bed,

curtains and cupboards all bore streaks, spots, and specks of

gory red.

I heard soft sobbing from the bed, and saw that my father was

crying. I went to him, covered in blood as I was, and hugged him.

He huggedme back fiercely, despite that his chest still oozed. I

looked around for Lou, andmy heart nearly stopped beating.

He stood bathed in golden light, his sword still held aloft,

pure white wings folded down his back. There wasn’t a speck

of blood on him or the sword – both were as clean and shining

as if they’d just walked through a spring shower and into the

morning sunlight. His skin was translucent – even his clothes

had turned from black leather to pearly white robes. He shone,

bright as the morning star for which he was named, and I knew
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things would never be the same between us again.

“I must say, red becomes you,” he said to me, licking his lips.

Yep. I might have known he’d still be the same old Lou

underneath.

“And white becomes you,” I replied snidely.

He smiled, a gorgeous, gleaming smile that sent rays of light

across the room and set off his golden irises. I had to close my

eyes and breathe deeply to get myself together again.

“Who is that?” my father whispered in awe, gazing at Lou.

If ever there was a moment when I felt like cursing, it was

then. I hadn’t realised that dad could see Lou, and I was darned

if I was going to tell him he was looking upon the devil himself

at a moment like this.

“It’s an angel, dad,” I whispered back.

It wasn’t quite a lie – after all, Luciferwas an angel. A fallen

angel, to be sure, but dad didn’t need to know that right then.

“An – angel?” my father said. “Is it the Archangel Michael?”

I almost laughed at the expression on Lou’s face. I cleared my

throat to cover mymirth.

“I don’t think so, dad. There are lots of avenging angels. This

one came to save us from the vampire curse.”

My father struggled off the bed, then dropped to his knees

before Lou.

“Oh merciful angel,” he cried. “Please accept my heartfelt

gratitude for your actions! Without you we’d be lost!”

I grimaced and tried to get dad to rise, but he wouldn’t. Tears

streamed down his face as he beheld Lou, and a strange light

gleamed in his eyes.

“It is not I you should thank,” Lou said to him. “There is

one far greater than I, one whomade all things as they are and

should be. That is the one to thank for your deliverance.”
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I couldn’t believe my ears. Had Lucifer just told my father to

worship God – his own enemy? I puzzled over this for all of two

seconds, until I was distracted by my father’s fresh outbursts.

“Oh God, I have strayed from your path of righteousness. I

am sorry, Father in heaven. Forgive me, oh God, help me to live

in accordance with your laws…”

I was so stunned, I didn’t know which way to turn. My father

continued on for some minutes, whilst Lou stood basking in

adoration. I narrowedmy eyes at him, but he ignored me. I was

sure he enjoyed every second of my discomfort. He really knew

how to hit low.

Fine, if he wouldn’t talk to me, I’d talk to him. I cleared my

mind of distractions and projected my inner voice at him.

“Right, you, how about an explanation?”

He gazed steadily upwards, as though in rapture of God

himself.

“Hey!” I shouted in mymind. “You there with the sword! I

want to talk to you!”

Lou threw me a lame look, like I’d interrupted something

really important.

“Are you talking to me, by any chance?” he spoke inmymind.

“You darn-well know I am,” I thought back. “What’s all this

with my father? Why did you do that?”

Lou sighed.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“Oh really, Cheri, it’s so tedious. Can’t you just enjoy the

moment, like your father is? He’s really getting into it now.”

I looked down at dad’s kneeling form. His hands were

clenched together, his eyes shut, and he babbled feverishly.

“Oh Lord, heal me from this affliction. Cure this cursed bite,
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so I’m clean and fit to do your work. Please God, oh please, save

me frombeingoneof theundead. Letme fulfil your sacredduties

on earth. I’ll never fail you again, I promise.”

A golden white spark blazed through his torso, growing until

his entire body and aura was filled with white light. I was

paralysed with fear. What the heck was happening now?

3.

In a flash, the light was gone, andmy father took a deep breath

before starting his praise of God anew.

I was utterly dumbstruck. Perhaps stranger things had hap-

pened, but I couldn’t for the life of me think of them. Afraid the

neighbours would hear my father’s cries, I tried to calm him.

Gran stooped at his other side, whispering comfort into his ear.

He eventually got to his feet and onto the bed, where he lay back,

looking as stunned as the proverbial mullet that Niceville was

so famous for.

“Welcome to the twilight zone!” I mumbled, and sank onto a

chair by the dressing table. “How can this be happening?”

I looked over at Lou, but he was gone. The fallen cosmetics,

hair products, and broken perfume bottles were gone, and so

was all the blood, except for traces onMama’s body and head,

and what was onme. Vaivea still stood where he’d been through

the whole drama.

“Vaivea,” I thought, “what just happened?”

“Illumination on your road to destiny,” he answered darkly.

I turned to Gran, wondering what he meant.

“I don’t know,” she thought back. “Who the heck would want

to be illuminated by the devil?”

She snorted in disgust. I turned to my father and looked for
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the bite wound on his chest, but it had been completely erased.

Not only that, his aura was free of all traces of the darkness I’d

seen earlier. He gazed at me serenely for a moment, blinked

tiredly, then fell asleep. “He’s been healed,” I whispered to

myself. “Gran, how did that happen?”

“I guess God must have listened to his prayers,” she said.

“Sometimes happens, you know. I told you he’s not the enemy.”

I gave her a sharp look, but she appeared to be serious. Not

knowing what else to do, I had a hot shower and scrubbed every

inch of my body. Twice. Now that the emergency had ended, I

could barely handle the thought that I’d had mymother’s blood

all over me. Vampire blood, to boot.

“Have I missed anything?” I asked Gran, when I finally got

back to my room.

“No, it’s been peaceful here.”

“Well, that’s a mercy.”

I looked atmywall clock, and was amazed to find it was only a

fewminutes after eleven. I sat onmy bed to brushmy hair, and

went back over the unreal events of the evening.

“So, what do I do with her body?” I asked. “Can’t just bury it

in the back yard, can I?”

“You must burn her to ashes to ensure she never bothers

anyone again.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said, realising I would have to perform

this gruesome job all bymyself. “I don’t know how I’m going to

do that. And all without leaving any traces of what happened to

her.”

“Youmust,” Gran said.

Mymind worked quickly, a feat it’s not usually known for at

bedtime.

“We could tell everyone she decided to come to L. A. withme.”
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“Could do, could do,” Gran said. “Trouble is, how would you

explain her not being with you when you got there?”

“So something needs to happen to her on the way. Well,

there’s plenty can go wrong on a long car trip…”

“Sure,” Gran said, “but there would still be questions. You

can’t just turn up in L. A. without her and not have a good

explanation.”

“Hmmm, maybe she could accidentally fall into the Grand

Canyon… No, I know! She could be abducted by aliens in flying

saucer…”

“You don’t seem to be taking this very seriously. If anything

happened along the way, you would be expected to stop and

report it to the police, and they’d have plenty of questions. And

that could hold you up significantly.”

“Okay, sowe need something that won’t arouse any suspicion.

That may be a little difficult.”

“Well, there’s always New Orleans,” Gran said.

“What about New Orleans? That it’s a good place to disap-

pear?”

“Exactly.”

I thought about it. New Orleans was a mysterious city, where

people sometimes got swallowed up without trace. If Mama

‘disappeared’ there, who would suspect anything but that she

was abducted or mugged? Happened all the time, right?

“Okay, but I’ll still have to report her missing and get held up

by cops,” I said.

“Not if she had gone to visit someone there.”

“I hardly think that’s likely,” I said, then paused. “Actually,

she was planning to go straight on to New Orleans after she

visited me at Jacksonville. I only knew because the plane ticket

fell out of her handbag. She didn’t seem to want to talk about
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it.”

“Aha!” Gran crowed.

“So the story is that I drive her to New Orleans to visit with

someone she knows, and somewhere between leavingme and

arriving at her friend’s house, she disappears. I don’t report it

because I don’t even know she’s missing. Perfect.”

“Perfect,” Gran echoed.

“It would be if I was sure she did know someone there,” I

replied. “Wait –maybe she kept some letters or something.”

I crept into my parent’s room, past the bed where dad slept

peacefully, and knelt before Mama’s dresser. I quietly riffled

through the drawers until I found an untidy bundle of cards and

letters, and carried them back to my room.

Sitting onmy bed, I started sorting them. The first few were

fromKaren in L. A. Then therewere some fromvariousmembers

of her family in Pennsylvania andMaryland. I kept looking and

hit pay dirt. The return address on the last few envelopes was

just what I needed – Ursulines Avenue, French Quarter, New

Orleans.

I opened one of the letters and scanned the contents. The

woman’s name was Patrice Moreau, and I gathered from the

letter, dated only a month ago, that Mama had planned to visit

her for her eightieth birthday.

“Sowho is thiswoman?” I askedGran. “How is she connected

to Mama?”

“That’s for you to find out,” she said.

“So I go through New Orleans, to make it seem like Mama’s

gone to visit her. Okay, I can do that. Might even stop and see

some of the sights while I’m there.”

“You’ll have to be careful, you know,” Gran warnedme.

“Of course I’ll be careful,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m only
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going to look. What could possibly go wrong?”

4.

I got up, packed my bags for the road trip, and carried them out

to the car. A chilly night breeze whippedmy hair back and stung

myeyes as I loadedmy stuff into the boot and shut it as quietly as

I could. The nearly full moon sailed high overhead, illuminating

the street and houses with their Halloween decorations in

monotone.

I went back inside and tiptoed into my parent’s room again.

Dad still slept calmly, so I addressedmyself to the problem of

removing Mama’s remains. I still didn’t know how or where to

do what was needed to ensure she wouldn’t come back to life

and start sucking people’s blood again. But I didn’t want my

father to see what was left of her when he woke up.

I started by picking up her head. It was light, and, providing I

didn’t look at it, easy to carry. The body was a different story.

Mama had been a bit taller and heavier than me. She was no

longer taller, but she was still heavier. I didn’t know how I was

going to move her, but then I remembered my Goddess powers.

I still wasn’t used to havingmagical powers, so I didn’t always

think of a magical alternative.

I focussed on the thought of her body lifting into the air, so

I could simply float it along. It gave a shudder, but wouldn’t

rise. I pointed an index finger at it, to concentrate my powers,

and finally it levitated about a foot in the air. I guided it along

before me down the stairs, her hands dragging and thudding

gruesomely on each step, and into the lounge room.

“Really, darling, there are so many easier ways to do that.”

I lostmyconcentration and thebodyflopped to thefloor, some
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bits of it wobbling rudely. I turned on Lou, who lounged on the

nearest sofa, back in his usual black leather.

“You could help, you know!”

“Well, I’m here now. Better late than never, Cheri.”

“You know, that Cheri stuff is really starting to bug me. Can’t

you call me bymy name?”

“Of course, darling Angela. I just thought Cheri would appeal

to your French side.”

“I don’t have a French side, and just call me Ange, for good-

ness sake.”

“Oh, I never do anything for the sake of goodness.”

I was so mad I nearly flung Mama’s head at him. But there

were more pressing matters.

“So what am I supposed to do now? I know I’ve got to burn

her body, but where am I supposed to take her to do that without

anyone seeing?”

“My dear, you can do that right here.”

“What? Right here in the house?”

I looked at the richly coloured shag carpet, the modern sofas,

the stylish coffee table. I really didn’t want to destroy the house

along with my mother, but that seemed to be what Lou had

suggested. I looked at him blankly, hoping for a better option.

“Like this,” he said, waving a finger in her direction. “Zap,

and she’s gone.”

Of course. I placed Mama’s head by her feet, as instructed by

my books, took a couple of steps back, and concentrated again.

This time I pictured intenseflames inmymind’s eye, consuming

everything in their path. I pointed a finger at Mama’s remains,

and they were nomore. A shadow of fine ashes showed where

she had been.

Then I pictured a shiny black urn, and her ashes lifting up and
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pouring into it, and it was done. Not a trace of her was left, apart

from a singe mark on the carpet in roughly her size and shape. I

Wished a snugly-fitting lid onto the urn and put it on the coffee

table, then I turned to Lou.

“Look, what you did tonight,” I said awkwardly. “There’s no

way I could’ve done that. I feel I should thank you for helping

out, but I’ve got to know whether it’s going to cost me anything

or not.”

“Evermistrustful,” Lou sighed, gazing up atme from the sofa.

I saw his eyes were now purple, an exotic shade of violet.

Before I allowedmyself to bemesmerised, I snappedmy head

up.

“Because if I owe you anything, I’ll find some other way to

pay it. What I said about the subject still stands.”

“Ah, the biggest disappointment of my existence. But no,

dear Ange, I won’t ask a price for tonight’s service. It was my

pleasure.”

“I kinda thought so,” I said. “And by the way, I want to know

why you told my father to turn to God… Damn you!”

5.

He’d vanished again. I stamped a foot in frustration, and

stubbedmy toe on the solid teak leg of the coffee table. I hopped

about in furious silence for amoment, bitingmy lip to keep from

making a noise that might wakemy father, then I limped back

upstairs – cursing Lou in mymind only – and fell onto my bed

in exhaustion.

Fromwhat I remembered later,mydreams that night involved

a lot of travel. In one sequence, Isis appeared to be high in the

Swiss Alps, looking out over lush green valleys and crystalline
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streams. In another, she trekked through boggymarshes, and

in yet another, she sailed down a broad, slow-flowing river

surrounded on either side by thick jungle. The places that would

become India, China, Siberia, and other countries – here she

sought out word of Osiris, with no result.

Noises floated into my room from the hallway, waking me,

then I heard the shower going. I looked drowsily at my alarm

clock. Six forty. Dad must be feeling a whole lot better if he was

able to get up and wash at this hour.

I wondered if now would be a good time to ring Karen. She’d

be home, for sure. But then, so would Eric, and in any case, what

was I supposed to say? ‘Hi sis, just wanted to let you know that

our alcoholic mother – yeah, thanks a heap for telling me about

that – turned into a slavering vampire and tried to turn dad into

one too, so I had to get the devil to behead her?’ I’d obviously

have to give it more thought.

“Gran?” I said, searching out her shimmering form by my

desk. “I wish you’d wokenme up earlier…”

“You needed your sleep,” she said. “In fact, you’ll need all

your strength today.”

I looked at her sharply as I got out of bed.

“Why?” I asked, wriggling out of my pyjamas. “Is there

danger?”

“Just be prepared. Today’s events could change your perspec-

tive dramatically.”

I stared at her – through her – in surprise. I really hoped that

whatever it was would explain how Mama became a vampire,

how long she had been infected, by whom, and giveme a chance

to stop them. Permanently. But going by previous experience, I

figured that would be too much to ask.

I finished getting dressed and went downstairs to make
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breakfast. By the time dad came down, I had a plateful of hot

buttered toast ready. I poured us both coffee as he entered the

kitchen, and he looked at me sheepishly as I handed him amug.

“I – I’m not really sure what all that was about last night,” he

said as he sat, his eyes on the swirling brown liquid.

“Dad, some serious stuff has been going down. I don’t know

where to begin, either, but we need to talk about it.”

He glanced at me, then resumed contemplation of his coffee.

“Look, dad, I guess you know the thing that attacked you

wasn’t a normal dog?”

He nodded slowly.

“Dad, the thing that bit you was a vampire. They can change

themselves to look like bats or wolves. And we both knowwho

that vampire was.”

He sat silently, eyes down.

“Dad? I know this all sounds crazy, but it’s real. It happened.”

“What happened,” he finally said, “was that I got attacked –

yes, I agree it was by something supernatural, and yes, it was

evil. Satan has many forms, and many ways of seducing us. The

evil spirits he sent to attack me prove it.”

“You call them evil spirits, I know them as vampires,” I said.

“Whatever name you give them, they’re out there and they’re

dangerous.”

I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His eyes were locked on

his mug, as if the answers were swirling around in his coffee.

“Dad, I’m worried about you,” I said.

Now he looked at me properly. There was sorrow in his eyes,

but the rest of his face conveyed strength and determination.

“Sweetheart, I’ve just walked through the Valley of the

Shadow of Death, and came out alive. Nothing can ever turn me

to sin again.”
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“I’mnot talking about that. Everyonemakesmistakes. That’s

okay, as long as we learn from them. But I’m worried about

how you’re coping with all this stuff that’s happened. I love you,

dad.”

“I love you too, sweetheart.”

He returned to his coffee.

“Your mother,” he finally said. “I suppose she’s… dead now.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Where’s her – her body?”

“It kind of combusted. There’s nothing left but a pile of ashes.

They’re in the urn on the coffee table.”

Dad sighed sadly.

“Honey, I sensed something wasn’t right about your mother.

But I was so hung up on the guilt of my own sins that I wasn’t

about to go picking fault with anyone else. I can see now I

should’ve been evenmore vigilant. I should’ve been watching

out for the sake of all my family.”

“It was too late, dad. By the time you came home, she was

already – one of them. A vampire.”

“It’s never too late,” dad stated. “While there’s life, there’s

hope. I’m a living example that God can work miracles, and

from now on I’m going to do His will and spread the good word

to save others like her.”

“It’s a noble intention, dad,” I said. “I hope you do help lots of

people. Heaven knows, we need it with all the evil in this world.

You know, we have the same goals. Just different ways of going

about them.”

He looked at me sadly.

“Sweetheart, surely you must know in your heart of hearts

that without the true grace of God’s love, you’ll never really

succeed?”
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“No, dad…”

“Ange, only God can give us the real hope of defeating the

enemy. Until you accept that in your heart, and ask God into

your life, it’s all meaningless.”

“Dad, that’s not the way I see the truth. There’s more to

what’s going on than simply believing in God and asking for

his help.”

“Sweetheart, I hope for your sake you come to know differ-

ently. God created you, and He loves you. The only way to truly

succeed is through Him.”

I sighed in exasperation. He drank his coffee and pretended

to examine the tabletop, running a finger over the pale yellow

Formica. Sadness washed over me. If this was how it was going

to be withmy father, we’d be at a stalemate forever. I washed

mymug and packed some snacks for my trip. Nuts. Dried fruit.

A box of Cheez-its. A packet of Twinkies.

“Aw, you could leave the Twinkies,” dad said.

I put them back and depositedmy bag of goodies on the coffee

table next to the urn. Finally, I rangKaren, and hastily explained

thatMama had decided to accompanyme toNewOrleans to visit

a friend there. I hated having to deceive her, but I didn’t want to

leave it up to dad. I ended the call, and turned to face my father,

who was frowning at the singemark on the lounge-room carpet.

“You might want to buy a rug to cover that up,” I said, and

gestured towards the urn. “So, uh, do you wanna keep this?”

Dad looked blankly at the coffee table, then it dawned on him

what I was asking.

“Oh! Her… uh, remains? No, I don’t want anything to do

with them. Take them with you, if you want. Karen might be

sentimental enough to hang on to them.”

“Yeah, I was kinda thinking that. Okay, I’ll take them with
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me.”

I nestled the urn into the crook of my arm, picked up the bag

of snacks, and headed for the front door.

“Give Karen a big hug fromme,” dad said. “And take some

photos for me along Route Sixty Six if you can.”

“I’m not going to follow it absolutely,” I said, stashing the

urn in the boot, and my snacks and camera within reach on

the passenger side seat. “I won’t even be on it until I get to

Oklahoma City.”

“Have a safe trip, honey,” he said. “Be careful going through

Mississippi. I heard there’s still a lot of damage and debris about

from Hurricane Camille. I’d feel better if you’d give me a call

when you can, just so I know you’re okay.”

“Sure, dad,” I agreed. “I need to know you’re alright too. I’ll

ring you as soon as I get to NewOrleans, okay? And it’s probably

a good idea to spread word that I’ve taken Mama there with me,

so her disappearance isn’t so newsworthy.”

“That’s not very honest, is it?”

“You think?” I asked. “After what really happened?”

He nodded half-heartedly and gave me one last goodbye hug.

“I love you, dad.”

“I know, sweetheart. Love you too. Look after yourself.”

“Iwill. And you look after yourself too. Nomore getting bitten

by nasties.”

“You bet. I’ll get the house blessed, get to know the local

churchmen. Join a prayer group, too. I’ll be well protected. I

just wish I could say the same for you.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about me, dad. I’m plenty protected

too.”

With that, I drove out onto the street, honked once and drove

to the nearest gas station to fuel up. And to see if they sold
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Twinkies.
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Voodoo Woman

1. Monday 27th October, 1969 – Niceville, Florida

It sure felt good to be out on the open road with the wind in

my hair and a fresh day ahead. Gran bopped to the radio as

we drove from Pensacola over the border to Mobile, Alabama,

and then crossed into Mississippi. All along the coast road,

the damage from August’s Hurricane Camille was still horribly

evident – buildings smashed down to the foundations, lanes

of the highway collapsed, trees snapped in half, power poles

toppled, boats washed inland to rest in people’s front yards.

Despite the detours and delays – and the almost ominous

playing of Baby Please Don’t Go and House of the Rising Sun on

the radio–we entered Louisiana just beforemidday, crossed the

Maestri bridge, and headed into New Orleans. I made my way

to the French Quarter and parked down by the FrenchMarkets.

First thing I did was found a pay phone, and called dad to let him

know I’d arrived safely. Then I looked around for somewhere to

grab some lunch. Nearby I found a street vendor selling po’boys

near Jackson Square, and hungrily tucked in.
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As I ate, I wandered amongst the historic buildings around the

Square. Finally, I foundmyself back outside the FrenchMarkets.

Lots of people bustled about, looking at the stalls. I bought a

tourist map, and some strings of Mardi Gras beads as a gift for

Karen, then stopped at a sidewalk café for a café au lait and

beignets.

Despite the sense of urgency I felt about getting to L. A., I

simply couldn’t bear to hurry off. I returned to the caddy, but

then stopped at New Orleans Cemetery Number One to see the

tomb of the famous voodoo queen, Marie Laveau. Dark clouds

gathered to the east as Iwandered theneat rowsof ornatemarble

above-ground tombs. It didn’t take long to find the right one,

surrounded as it was by a tour group led by someone dressed as

Baron Samadhi.

Graffiti covered the walls, in particular, red crosses drawn in

groups of three. It seemed plenty of people still believed Marie

Laveau had the power to grant their wishes, even after being

dead for so long.

“This place definitely has presence,” I said with a shiver,

brought on by the eerie atmosphere that fell after the tour group

hadmoved on.

“Yes,” Gran agreed. “Caused by all the people who’ve come

here over the years asking Marie to help them and grant their

wishes.”

“But her spirit is still here.”

“Oh no, her current incarnation has no idea of this other life.

Right now, she’s a legal secretary in Boston.”

“So,” I said, “all I’m picking up on is a great big goober of

other people’s psychic gunk?”

“’Fraid so,” Gran said, chuckling.

“Yuck! So gross.”
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That kind of ruined it for me. I returned to the caddy, and

Vaivea appeared as I settled into the driver’s seat.

“You must move on,” he said in a warning tone. “There is

much danger about.”

“Relax. It’s early afternoon. What can possibly happen in

broad daylight?”

“He’s right,” Gran said. “It is dangerous for you here, espe-

cially now.”

“What, Halloween?”

“The veil is thinning. You never know what might come

through.”

“But Gran, wouldn’t that be true nomatter where I was?”

“Of course, my dear. But this city is full of mystery andmagic

– some of it very dark magic. There are things here that you’ve

never encountered, terrifying things…”

“But I’ve got you two to guide and protect me. And I can

always ask for more spirit protection, can’t I? I just wanted to

look around a bit before I leave. There’s plenty of daylight left

for that.”

I examined my tourist map longingly, looking at all the

interesting places marked on it. There were gardens and parks,

cemeteries, the Spanish Fort, Pontchartrain Beach, rides on the

street trams and paddle steamers… It sure did seem a shame to

leave without experiencing a bit more of what New Orleans was

famous for.

“Okay, how about we just swing by the old lady’s place before

I go?” I said. “Seeing as I’m supposed to be leaving my dear

departed mother there.”

“Yes, you need to do that,” Gran said. “But be careful, my

sparrow.”

“I’m only going to drive past her house. It’s not like I’m
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dropping in for afternoon tea.”

I navigated to Ursulines Avenue, a quiet part of the French

Quarter. It was full of historic Creole cottages and two-storey

stucco townhouses in bright colours, with fancy ironwork on the

balconies, shaded galleries, and shuttered windows and doors. I

found the address on the envelope– anarrow, two-storey, pink-

washed building with black cast-iron around balconies filled

with pots of red-flowering geraniums. It was quite picturesque.

And something more. I felt an irresistible, tantalising pull

towards the building.

“She’s looking for you,” Gran said.

“Who, MsMoreau?”

“No, dear, your mother. She’s in the spirit realm, but she’s

searching for you. Your father is having the house blessed to

stop her hanging around.”

“Yeah, like that’ll work,” I said with a laugh.

Then I sobered.

“Will it work? Will she really come looking for me if she can’t

stay there?”

“The blessing, no, that won’t drive her away. But she is

looking for her earthly remains, and we all know where those

are.”

“Great. That’s all I need. Aghostly vampire onmy trail. Maybe

I should go back to the markets and buy some garlic, just in

case.”

“Oh, you won’t need that,” Gran said. “Your mother was

fully infected for such a short time, I doubt it made any lasting

impression on her soul.”

“Fine, that’s swell. Just the same, I’ll be glad if I never meet

another vampire for the rest of my life.”

I felt an inexplicable urge to look at MsMoreau’s house again.
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Staring at the building, I tried to get a sense of the place and its

occupant, but discerned nothing extraordinary. It puzzled me

that I felt so drawn.

“Do whatever you need to do,” Gran said softly. “We’ll be

right there with you.”

Almost as though I was being guided by something outside of

myself, I got out of the caddy and walked to the front door, Gran

and Vaivea beside me. Something buzzed nearby. I stared at the

intercom unit on the wall as a tinny voice issued from it.

“The door is open. Come on up. First door at the top of the

stairs.”

I felt compelled to do as instructed, despite my misgivings.

I opened the door and stepped into a dim, narrow hallway

containing a steep set of stairs up to the next level. I put my

white wall of protection in place as I climbed. By the time I

reached the next floor I wished I could just float places like Gran

and Vaivea.

Then I remembered I could.

I stopped at the first door in the upstairs hallway, unsure of

what to do next. There came a patter of feet on the other side,

then the door creaked open a crack. A feminine face with bright

black eyes peeked out atme, then suddenly the door swungwide

open and I was attacked!

2.

“Whoa! Do youmind?” I gasped as I fought off the petitewoman

who had flown at me. “Please!”

The woman ceased her attempt to give me a bear hug, but she

didn’t back off.

“It’s you!” she exclaimed. “Angela, it’s really you! I can’t
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believe you’re here!”

“Er, it’s Ange. Just Ange.”

“Of course. Patsy told me you preferred your name short-

ened.”

“Mama? Told you about me?”

“Oh yes. She told me all about you and Karen.”

“But who are you?” I asked, perplexed. “I’m looking for Ms

Moreau.”

“I amMsMoreau,” the woman said with a sparkling smile.

“Er. I mean, the senior MsMoreau.”

“There is only oneMsMoreauhere,” she saidwith a nod, “and

I’m it. Won’t you please come in?”

I frowned as she stepped back into the room.

“I was under the impression that Ms Moreau was quite

elderly.”

“Oh, I’mmuch older than I look,” she said brightly. “I guess

I’ve donewell formy age. Good skin, good hair, good eyes. Good

teeth.”

I suddenly felt nervous. Why would shemention something

like teeth? I looked at her more closely. There was no way this

woman was eighty. She looked about Karen’s age, maybe in her

late twenties. She noticed my hesitation, and smiled sweetly.

“It’s alright. Please come in. I won’t bite.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I said with a tight laugh.

MsMoreau gestured through the door, and I entered a room

right out of the Victorian era. It was cluttered – parquetry

side-tables and porcelain knick-knacks on prim lace doilies,

overstuffed chairs in heavy floral patterns, an upright piano,

and great, ornamentally framed paintings loomed on the walls.

My immediate reaction was to hope it wouldn’t all cave in on us

as we sat there.
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“Coffee, my dear?”

“No thanks. I don’t want to take up your time. I just want to

know how you knewmymother.”

MsMoreau settled opposite me. She looked like a fragile doll

in the embrace of the large chair.

“Would you mind telling me first how you found out about

me?”

“I came across some letters,” I answered truthfully.

MsMoreau nodded, and sighed.

“So she’s dead, then?”

My jaw dropped. How could she possibly know that? Was she

another psychic like Amy, with a spirit guide to tell her things?

I groped for something to say that wouldn’t make me seem too

stupid, but mymind didn’t seem to work.

“Mydear,”MsMoreau said, “there is obviously a lot you don’t

know. About your mother, as well as about me. I know what she

was, and I think you do too.”

I started. This was getting weirder and weirder.

“What do youmean, what she was?”

“Why, that she was a vampire, of course.”

My stomach rose towards my mouth, and I could hardly

breathe. How on earth did she know that?

“And for you to know that I exist means she must be dead,”

she continued. “I know she’d never have told you about me, or

allowed you to see those letters. Are you sure you don’t want a

cup of coffee?”

To give myself some time to think, I nodded, and she got up

andwent into the next room. Apercolator gurgled, and the smell

of coffee brewing kick-started my brain again. By the timeMs

Moreau came back, I was composed.

“Thankyou,” I said as she handedme a dainty cup on a saucer.
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The coffee was black and smelt strong. I set it down on a little

table beside my chair and turned to MsMoreau.

“So how did you knowmymother? You must’ve been close

for her to tell you all about her family.”

She smiled and sipped her coffee.

“Ah, yes. Patsy brought me photos of you and Karen every

time she came to visit. I’ve got a drawer full of them in my

bureau. Baby photos, school photos, college, visits home.”

Mymind boggled.

“But – youmust have known each other for years!”

“Yes, my dear. She tracked me down while she was pregnant

with you, and we only started to get to know each other properly

after you were born.”

My stomach lurched. Surely MsMoreau would have been no

more than a young child whenMama was pregnant with me.

“What do youmean, tracked you down?”

“My dear, I am Patsy’s natural mother – her birth mother.

Which also makes me yours and Karen’s grandmother.”

3.

I must have looked stunned. I sure felt stunned. I also felt

confused at the obvious lie. She smiled gently and gestured

towards my forgotten coffee cup. Obediently I picked it up and

sipped, finding the strong brew settled my mind a little and

groundedme.

“I gave Patsy up for adoption as a baby,” Ms Moreau said.

“When she found out she was adopted, she wanted to findme

and build a relationship. It wasn’t easy –we both had our issues

to sort through. But wemanaged okay.”

“Um, just one thing,” I said. “Mymother was fifty-four. You

233



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

barely look thirty. How could you possibly bemy grandmother?”

“Oh, I’ve got a rare – condition,” she said. “It keeps me from

aging. Rest assured, I’m telling the truth.”

Gran and Vaivea were somewhere behindme. ‘Is this true?’ I

thought, and felt affirmative replies. I breathed in deeply and

focussed on my new-found relative. I was still in shock, but

things had started to slide around inmy brain, falling into place.

“So, how did you knowmymother was a vampire?”

“Oh, I knew,” she said, taking another sip of coffee. “When

you’ve lived in a place like New Orleans all your life, you just

know these things.”

She didn’t seem prepared to go into anymore detail, so I tried

a different tactic.

“Why didn’t she tell us about you?”

“Ah,” said MsMoreau, putting her cup down. “I’m afraid I’m

to blame for that. I asked her not to tell you or Karen. I’m pretty

sure she didn’t even tell your father, or any of her friends.”

She laughed, a tinkly, jingly sound that hung in the air like

bells chiming. I felt a warning from my two guardians, and

inconspicuously softened my eyes to look at her aura. She

was surrounded by the most pristine, sparkling white light

imaginable. I was suspicious right away. No one’s aura was

that squeaky clean. Even Amy’s hadn’t been.

Whichmeant MsMoreau had shielded herself. Whichmeant

she had something to hide – something she was keen to keep

secret. If I interpreted correctly, this old woman was something

quite nasty herself.

“I really want to know how you knewMama was a vampire,”

I insisted.

She looked atme quizzically, and I could feel hermind probing

around. I strengthened the defensive wall I had aroundme, and
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she frowned.

“Very well,” she said in a cold voice. “I knew Patsy was a

vampire because I’m the one who infected her.”

“You…?”

“Yes, Ange. A fitting end to a long, proud line. Well, not quite,

I suppose. You and Karen will probably go on to have families.

But they’ll never know of their heritage. Why would I tell them?

To have come from such crude stock, to have Voodoo witches

and vampires in your family. No, I’m sure you wouldn’t be too

proud of that.”

I did a double take.

“Voodoo witches?”

MsMoreau narrowed her eyes onme.

“My great-grandmother was Marie Laveau, the so-called

Witch Queen of New Orleans. I know you’ve been to her tomb. I

can smell the grave on you.”

Mymind boggled again. So that was what Lou hadmeant by

my French heritage. All along, he’d known things aboutme that

I couldn’t have begun to guess. I seethed as I realised how he

had played on my ignorance. I felt Gran move beside me, put

an arm around me, and I knew I needed to be more careful. I

couldn’t let my guard down in front of this woman.

As if she had picked up on my feelings, Ms Moreau rose

abruptly from her chair. Petite as she was, she seemed to tower

over me. I immediately started to gather my psychic resources.

However, she didn’t try to grabme ormake any othermove. She

just stood very still, her deep black eyes resting onmine.

“Yes, my dear, witches and vampires. That’s why I gave Patsy

up for adoption – because of my ‘rare condition’ – and why I

asked her not to tell anyone about me.”

She sniffed.
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“I’m a creature of the night, a harbinger of death. I could

never love you properly or be a good grandmother. And I knew

that if you started seeing me, sooner or later I would infect you.

Perhaps both of you. I didn’t want to infect Patsy, but the urge

to feed and pro-create is so strong, so powerful – it cannot be

overruled.”

I sat stock still. Iwas afraid that if Imoved, shewould try topin

me down and infect me, too. However, she stepped graciously

aside and gestured towards the door.

“Please don’t tell Karen about me. If you do, make sure she

doesn’t come looking. This tragedy has to stop with me, now

that Patsy is gone.”

I quickly stood and walked to the door.

“Oh, and Ange?”

I turned, my heart beating a terrified tattoo in my chest. I was

only a few steps from freedom, but the woman’s voice was so

compelling.

“Don’t come here again if you know what’s good for you.

Leave New Orleans, today, or I may weaken and come looking

for you.”

4.

I walked out, got in my car, and drove off. I didn’t know where I

was going, just that I needed to get away from that woman as

quickly as possible. And I had to stop and think. After taking a

circuitous route, during which a song called Dracula’s Daughter

played on the radio, I foundmyself back on Decatur Street. So I

parked, went into Jackson Square, and sat on the first bench I

came to, trying furiously to shake the jitters Patrice Moreau had

givenme.
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So, vampires virtually ran in the family. As if it wasn’t

shocking enough to find out mymother was adopted. Her side

of the family hadn’t even been family. No wonder I’d never

liked them. And no wonder they never liked me – the small,

dark intruder in their well-ordered, picture perfect, blue-eyed,

fair-skinned and fair-haired world. Boy they mademe sick.

But I wasn’t about to grieve over them. I’d just met my true

maternal grandmother, who turnedout not only to be descended

fromMarie Laveau, but also the vampire who had infected my

mother and now threatened to come after me as well. That was

just dandy.

“Gran? Vaivea? I could really dowith some advice about now.”

Gran shimmered bymy right shoulder.

“What do you want to know?”

“Well, I would’ve thought that was obvious,” I said peevishly.

“What the heck do I do now?”

“Do? Why, my sparrow, do exactly what you were planning to

do. Keep going to L. A.”

I frowned.

“Yeah, but Imean, what do I do aboutMsMoreau? Should I re-

ally just leave and let her keep contaminating people? Shouldn’t

she be stopped?”

Vaivea cleared his throat.

“You have many skills, and methods of defending yourself

against humanadversaries. But youhavenever fought a vampire

or anything else supernatural. It would be wise for you to leave

those to the more experienced.”

“Alright, so I’m not exactly Wonder Woman. But I’ve got to

start somewhere. Maybe if I had a weapon of some kind, I’d be

able to do some damage…”

“You don’t just damage vampires,” Gran said. “Youmust put
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them out of existence for good. Are you capable of killing?”

I gulped, then swallowed down the stab of fear her question

produced. After all, it was only the second time in my life I’d

even had to think about this subject.

“If it’s for the greater good, yes.”

She clucked sadly.

“So couldweall, ifwe really had to. It’s sometimes anecessary

evil, to kill or be killed. But New Orleans isn’t a good place to

start out just learning. In case you hadn’t noticed, it’s absolutely

crawling with people you don’t want to tangle with.”

I looked about. Jackson Square wasn’t crowded, but a few

families and couples strolled up and down enjoying the gardens.

Some kids on roller-skates swept by, swerving to avoid pedes-

trians, whilst a group of young people in hippie clothes lazed

on the grass under a tree, one of them strumming a guitar and

singing I Love Everybody In My Heart.

Then I saw them. There were four, all grim-faced, pale-

skinned youngsters in dark clothes and even darker sunnies,

lounging on the next bench along. I nearly dismissed them

as some sort of ultra-beatnik-noir-style Velvet Underground

wannabes.

But I sensed something strange about them. Then I saw what

it was. Their auras were very dark, mottled with grey and sickly

colours. I probed a little with mymind, and withdrew quickly.

Vampires! And they were all looking straight at me!
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Keep On Running

1. Monday 27th October, 1969 – New Orleans – Shreveport,

Louisiana

“Okay, point taken,” I whispered to Gran.

I really didn’t need anymore vampires onmy case. One was

more than enough. I got up and strolled away, hoping they

hadn’t noticed me like I’d noticed them. My back itched, and I

longed to look around.

“They follow,” Vaivea said.

I groaned inwardly. This was exactly the sort of thing Amy

had warned me to avoid, and I’d stupidly blundered right into it.

“Great. Just what I needed.”

“Why do you run?” Vaivea asked.

“Are you serious?” I hissed back. “They don’t exactly look

like the welcome wagon. And didn’t you guys just warn me not

to tangle with their kind?”

I headed for the gates out onto Decatur Street, only to see two

more of them standing there, waiting for me.

“Damn!” I swore, turning in the opposite direction. “I need
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help here! Any time now would be fine.”

I picked up my pace, passing lawns and garden beds as I

hurried towards the central statue of Andrew Jackson. I slowed

down and pretended to gawk, just like any other visitor to the

city. From its far side, I glanced back at the gates. A brilliant

presence hovered there, surrounded by an unearthly white glow.

He had an ethereal beauty that was to die for, with tumbling

golden locks, flowing robes and the stature of a conquering

gladiator.

I couldn’t see his face, but I did see the spectacular wings

folded down his back. Something long flashed in his hands,

flames licking up and down its length. Archangel Michael, with

his flaming Sword of Truth! I marvelled at his glory before

turning away.

“Why can’t it be him obsessing over me instead of Lou?” I

asked Gran.

“Why, I’m sure you’d be a perfect match,” she teased, chuck-

ling heartily.

“Hah!” I said, continuing through the square. “Can’t a girl

dream?”

“Oh, he’s an awesome angel,” she agreed. “But then, your

Osiris is a God.”

I had no answer to that. I skirted a small fountain and reached

the gates on the Saint Louis Cathedral side of Jackson Square.

I didn’t know which way to turn, as the vampires were now

directly betweenme and the caddy. I wondered if I should hide

out in the cathedral until the coast was clear.

“They would soon find you there,” Vaivea said.

“Youmean they can go in there? What about the Holy Water

and stuff?”

“It may be consecrated ground to you, but to them it is just
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another building.”

“What about Michael? Can’t he stop them?”

“If the need exists.”

“Well, I say the need exists! How else am I going to escape?”

“Go some place where they cannot go.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do. Otherwise I may as well stroll

on over and invite them all to dinner. Main course, blood a la

Ange…”

“Calm yourself. While you run in thismanner, they can follow

indefinitely. They have your scent.”

“Great. Then I’ll find cover andmingle – safety in numbers.”

I glanced back to where I’d last seen Michael waiting for

the vampires. My heart leapt into my throat as they skirted

the statue of Andrew Jackson and headed straight towards me.

Michael drifted above them, his luminous glow contrastingwith

the dark cloud shed by the vampire’s auras. Why didn’t he do

something?

I turned and fled across Chartres Street, ducking and dodging

tourists and strolling entertainers. A juggler leered at me as he

casually flipped balls into the air. I gave him the look of death

and joined the line of people outside the cathedral for the guided

tour. As I waited,my last words nudgedmymemory. Numbers…

I recalled reading that vampires were hung up on counting

stuff. I hooked a package out of my jacket pocket, tore the gift

wrap off theMardi Gras beads I’d bought, broke the strings, and

let the beads slide off. They bounced all over the pavement, and

I had to assure several bystanders that it was okay, I would just

buy somemore.

A moment later, I was inside. The Cathedral was full of

light andmovement, from the sun that poured in through the

windows to the glow from thewispy chandeliers to the flags that
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hung at intervals down the nave.

The tour guide recounted the history of the site. A couple of

people snapped photos, and no one else noticed as two of the

vampires entered. I sidled past the font, a statue of a cherub

holding a big seashell full of water, Gran and Vaivea atmy side. I

knew Iwouldn’t be able to stay there for long, but luckily, for the

moment, I had the entire group of tourists betweenmy pursuers

andmyself.

I peeped back through the tour group. Archangel Michael now

hovered above the vampires, but he didn’t seem very concerned.

I wondered again why he didn’t try to get rid of them. A couple

of people looked up and around, clearly sensing something. The

vampires stood at the outer edge of the group, glaringmy way

through their dark sunnies. I shivered. What was I going to do

once the tour was over?

Then a man broke away from the group and circled around

behind the vampires. They turned to watch him, and he stopped

at the door. Lou! He crooked his finger at them, smiled his

devastating smile, and they followed like lambs to the slaughter.

I couldn’t believe my eyes as they filed out after him, Michael

hovering overhead. When they were gone I heaved a sigh of

relief and sank onto the nearest pew.

“More of their kind gather,” said Vaivea. “They sense the

fallen one.”

“What – Lou?”

“Rotten barrel of filth,” Granmuttered.

“So, although he savedme from this lot, he’s drawingmore

of them here?”

“Like a magnet,” Gran said.

I was stumped. How was I going to get out of the Cathedral

alive?
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2.

The tour wound through the building. I hung at the back of the

group, only half-listening as I tried to work out how to escape

the vampires that I now imagined were clustered around each

door, and possibly the windows too. I stretched mymind out,

trying to sense howmany there were, and collided with a wall

of darkness that surrounded the cathedral.

“I wishMichael would just get me out of here,” I said under

my breath.

Then it hit me. I could get myself out of here. I’d forgotten

how easy it had been to Wish myself home after that jaunt with

Lou. The relief that washed overmemingled with feeling stupid

that I hadn’t thought of it earlier.

“Right. I’mIsis, apowerfulGoddess. What amIdoinghanging

around here?”

“That’s the spirit!” Gran said. “I was wondering how long it

would take you to think of it.”

“You could’ve hinted harder,” I replied as I slipped back down

the nave.

As I neared the doors, I checked to make sure no one was

looking. Then I ducked behind a pillar andWishedmyself into

the front seat of my caddy. In the blink of an eye, I was behind

the wheel, Gran and Vaivea in the back.

“Hold on,” I said, turning the key in the ignition. “We’re

about to fly.”

“Thought we just did,” Gran said with a chuckle.

I drove up St Louis Street, looking for the western route out

of town. With a bunch of vampires onmy trail, I wasn’t about

to take any more chances. But I had just one itsy bitsy, teeny

weenie problem. I didn’t know how to get out of New Orleans to
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the west, so I pulled over to look at my roadmap.

“Ah, sense finally caught up with you, has it?”

“Ok, Gran, I just need to check the directions. It’s not your

blood they’re going to suck if they catch up with us.”

“You are not safe here,” said Vaivea.

I glanced around and saw that I’d parked beside Cemetery

Number One again.

“Right, I’m out of here,” I said, tossingmymap in the glove

compartment.

Something suddenly landed on the bonnet with a thud. I

jumped in my seat, eyes glued to the apparition that slowly

unbent itself and stood in a swirl of black, ankle- length jacket.

He had to be over six feet tall, with a long mop of black hair

hanging almost to his shoulders, dark sunnies and a pair of

serious knee-high black leather boots.

He grimaced at me in what might pass in undead circles for a

smile, his lips twisted in a cruel leer. I knew I was in for deep,

dark trouble.

“I guess this isn’t a social call,” I said, trying not to sound as

frightened as I felt.

“Guess not,” he rasped with a voice that sounded like it had

endured centuries of heavy smoking.

“If you scratch the paintwork, you pay,” I added.

The brave front must have worked, for he just stood there,

eyeing me from behind his sunnies. I noticed several more

vampires approaching from up ahead. Sweat trickled downmy

back.

“Don’t you feel a just a little bit conspicuous, standing on the

bonnet of my car? Or is it something youmake a hobby of?”

“Do you ever shut up?”

“Well, we could stay here and chat all day, but I’m sure we
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both have better things to do.”

“Hand it over.”

“Huh?”

“Hand it over.”

At my puzzled look, he nodded towards the back of the car.

I glanced back out of the corner of one eye. Whatever he was

referring to, it was lost onme.

“Hand what over?”

He sighed as if talking to a child who bored him greatly.

“You have the remains of one of our kind. We want her back.”

Click! They wanted Mama’s ashes. I was angry, and puzzled.

What right did they have to demand I handmymother over to

them? Shemight be nothingmore than a pile of white powder

and soot, but she was still my mother. I took a deep breath,

shifted the gearstick into reverse and gripped the steeringwheel.

“Sorry, buddy, but she was one of my kind before she was one

of your kind.”

With that, I stepped hard on the pedal. The caddy lurched

backwards and I steered her in reverse over three empty parking

spaces before stopping to see what had become of my unwel-

come caller.

He’d leapt into the air and now floated down before me, his

jacket billowing around him. His boots hit the tarmac, and he

cracked his knuckles.

“Oh dear,” Gran said. “Perhaps you should’ve waited for him

to move…”

“People who wait around die,” I said grimly, putting the car

back into drive.

I wasn’t about to sit around and allowmyself to be made into

a human pincushion by this uncool cat. I punchedmy foot down

on the pedal again, and the caddy flew towards him. He didn’t
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have time to react. He went down under the car with a crunch

of bones, and his followers scattered before I could mow them

down as well.

“You definitely shouldn’t have done that,” Gran admonished.

“They’ll be after you now!”

“They were after me already!” I reminded her.

“They will continue to follow while you carry the ashes,”

Vaivea said.

“Then I’ll find somewhere safe to leave them.”

I continued around the block, back to Basin Street, thankful

there was little traffic about to hold me up. Even the radio

cheered me on, belting out ‘We’ve Gotta Get Out Of This Place’

as I turned at Poydras Street. When I saw the sign for the Lake

Pontchartrain Causeway, I knew what to do.

“Hang on, we’re taking a little detour.”

I turned north onto the causeway, paid the toll, and laid down

rubber, skimming the thin line of tarmac that stretched into the

distance across the lake. After a fewminutes I was completely

surrounded by water, with nothing else to see but the parallel

lanes carrying traffic to and from New Orleans. Heavy clouds

had blown over, casting a soupy pall across the lake and the city

behindme. I focussed straight ahead.

“I do admire your determination,” Lou rhapsodised from the

passenger seat, makingme jump.

“Shit! Where’d you come from?”

“Do you know,” he said, ignoring my outburst, “that you

caused quite a stir in New Orleans, my dear?”

“Hey, they came looking for me, not the other way around!”

“True.”

“And how was I to know they’d zero in on my mother’s

ashes?”
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“Alas, they will be hard to deter. They feel they have a claim,

you see…”

“Oh, they do, do they?”

I checked there were no cars behindme, then I pulled over and

popped the boot.

“Let them claim this.”

I got out and strode to the back of the car. The urn lay snuggled

againstmy canvas bag to keep it from rolling around. I snatched

it up,made sure the lidwas on snugly, and hoisted it out over the

water. As it fell, I Wished it encased in a block of solid concrete,

just to make sure it never surfaced again. The cube of concrete

disappeared beneath the brackish waters with a splash, and I

got back in the caddy and continued onmy way.

“One complication gone,” I said with a smirk.

“Well, that’s one way to take care of it,” Lou said with a shrug.

“However, that doesn’t solve all your problems.”

I glanced over at him.

“What do youmean?”

“Let’s just say, those vampires aren’t the only ones searching

for you.”

And with that, he vanished.

3.

I was pretty creeped out. For like the hundredth time that day.

Shivers tap-danced up and downmy back as I struggled to stay

calm and focus onmy driving.

“Filthy slime!” Gran said from the back seat.

“Okay, what did he mean? I have a feeling he didn’t mean

Mama. So who’s looking for me?”

“Those with an interest in you,” Vaivea said mysteriously.
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“Can’t you guys ever just tell me stuff straight?” I said. “I’m

not a mind reader, you know!”

“You could be if you tried,” Gran said.

I bit back a retort. Then I thought about what she’d said.

“Really?” I asked. “I can read people’s minds? But should I?

Would it even be… ethical?”

“Depends.”

“Depends on what? Whether I’m about to be eaten or sucked

dry of blood or something like that?”

“You already look at people’s auras to check them out,” Gran

said. “You don’t seem to have any ethical dilemmas with that.”

“But auras are right out there. You can see them.”

“Not everyone sees them. In fact, most people don’t. Just like

not everyone senses the presence of their guides and angels.”

“Yeah, but mind-reading seems really invasive. And rude. I

don’t want to go barging into people’s heads without permis-

sion.”

Vaivea cleared his throat.

“You forget who you are.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. I’m a Goddess. Sorry, I keep forgetting.

But does that give me the right to invade people’s minds and

read their thoughts? Aren’t thoughts supposed to be private?”

“Ordinary people are not your concern,” Vaivea said, “al-

though they’re the reason for your mission. You must realise

that you’ll soon be dealingwith others, which you’ve had a small

taste of in New Orleans.”

“You mean vampires and werewolves? Or other kinds of

spirits? Angels? Demons? Gods… God?”

Mymind boggled as I contemplated it all.

“Okay Gran, Vaivea. I just realised how much I don’t know

about what I’m heading into. I mean, I already knew I didn’t
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know, but – you know what I mean.”

“Of course, my sparrow. But it will all come to you in good

time. Ask and you shall receive.”

“Okay,” I said with a sly smile, “I will ask! How about telling

me about my spirit guide? Like, when will I get to meet them?

And if it’s not meant to be Amy, who is it? Just give me a hint –

is it Archangel Michael?”

Fantasies of Michael drifted through my mind. After all, if

Amy wasn’t destined to be my guide, he’d certainly be the next

best thing. I recalled the Led Zeppelin concert Gabe and I had

gone to at the Jacksonville Coliseum back in August. Michael

was the very image of their lead singer, Robert Plant (though

I was quite sure from the way hemoved and grooved his mojo

on the stage that there was little angelic about him!) Mmmm–

could I be that lucky?

I was still daydreaming of Archangel Michael when a lone

figure appeared on the causeway ahead. I stomped on the brakes,

but it was too late! In the split second before the caddy skidded

into the person, details registered inmymind like I was in some

sort of surreal nightmare. Female. Middle-aged. Average build.

Blonde hair. Pink dress. I screamed as the car ploughed into her,

through her…

That was weird. Her torso floated past me, her dress shim-

mering and her face turned towards me in a loving smile. My

mind went haywire as the caddy screeched to a stop. I took a

deep breath, my heart thumping crazily, then I turned to look.

The woman still stood exactly where she was when I’d run her

down. My blood ran cold.

4.
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“Angela, darling.”

“Mama?”

I felt nauseous. She was semi-transparent like Gran and

Vaivea, having passed into their ghostly realm. She smiled and

held out her hands as she floated closer, her pink nylon nightie

shimmering hazily.

“Angela, I’m so glad to see you. I have no idea where I am.

Please help me.”

“Er, do you remember what happened?”

“Oh, we had some silly argument, didn’t we? I’m so sorry,

darling. I don’t know what’s happened. I feel so strange.”

I didn’t wonder. I saw the bloody gash across her neck where

Lou’s sword had separated her head from her body with a single

blow. And she wasn’t alone in feeling strange. My tummy did a

weird jig just talking to her.

“Mama, we’re on the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway, just

outsideNewOrleans. I can’t stayhere, there’s bound tobe traffic.

You can come with me if you like.”

Mama looked up and down the causeway, bit her lip and

frowned.

“Sweetheart, I’ve lost something. I’ve got to find it. I’m not

sure exactly what it is, or where it is, but I’ve got to keep looking.

Can you help me?”

In an instant of startling clarity, I realised she was after her

earthly remains. And I’d just put them at the bottom of Lake

Pontchartrain.

“Er, look,Mama, I’d love to help you but I’ve got to keep going.

I think what you’re looking for is back that-a-way.”

I pointed the way I’d come.

“Now, I’m going to visit Karen. I hope you find what you’re

after.”
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A truck approached, and I started the car.

“Oh. Tell Karen I love her, won’t you? As soon as I’ve found

it…”

I didn’t hear the rest. I had to move or risk a crash. Besides,

I still wasn’t convinced I was far enough away from those

vampires. I got the caddy up to speed, still swallowing downmy

nausea, and turned the radio up to distract myself. A powerful

bassline boomed out and a heavily distorted guitar sizzled. I

grimaced before the vocals even kicked in. Keep On Running by

the Spencer Davis Group. Great song. Great timing.

Soon I saw the shoreline ahead, then I was back on dry land.

But I didn’t dare risk a stop yet. I wanted to put asmuch distance

betweenmyself andNewOrleans as possible. I blazed alonguntil

I hit the next Interstate, and took the turn for Baton Rouge. The

sun hung low in the sky by the time I got there, and I paused to

decide what to do next. I still didn’t want to stop, butmy tummy

had been rumbling for the last half hour, so I took a chance and

hunted out a diner for a hurried meal.

While I ate, I scrutinised my roadmap. I saw with uneasiness

that the direct route from New Orleans to Baton Rouge was

much shorter than the way I’d taken across Lake Pontchartrain.

Anyone who really wanted to could track me down in half the

time I’d taken to escape from them in the first place, and I didn’t

relish the thought of waking up to find a bunch of fangs in my

flesh, relishing me.

So, it seemed best to keep going. I dugmy thermos flask out

of the car, got it filled with steaming hot coffee, and continued

west into the sunset. My nerves twitched as darkness swallowed

up the road, despite the high beams from the caddy’s headlights.

And despite the soothing voice of Roy Orbison. Of course, if it

had been any song but Runnin’ Scared…
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An hour later I turned north at Opelousas, the night pressing

in against the windows of my car. Finally I started to relax as I

drove through Alexandria another hour on. I’d turned off the

radio whenNight of Fear came on. It was like someone out there

was taunting me. I stopped at a garage and savoured the cool

night air as Ifilled the tank, thencontinueddriving. My thoughts

kept going to Gabe while I ate up the miles, and I wondered if

that meant I’d dream of him soon.

It was close to ten o’clock by the time I arrived at Shreveport.

By then, my coffee was long gone andmy eyelids were drooping.

I stopped at the first motel I saw that had vacancies, and sweet-

talked the night attendant into letting me have a room.

I was so completely clanked that I carried my bags up the

stairs by sheer force of will alone, too tired to even think of

using magic. All I wanted was to shut myself in safely, fall on

the bed and sleep, hopefully with no interference from vampires

or anything else. But when I entered my room with Gran, life

took a different turn.

Candles burned on every surface. The floor was covered with

luxurious cashmere rugs, and swags of silk in dark blues and

rich purples hung at the windows. The bed was an exotic cavern

swathed in blue silk curtains and covered with purple cushions

and bolsters.

And laying back amongst it all, resplendent in a crimson silk

robe, was Lou. My bag hit the floor with a thud as I surveyed the

scene. Lou smiled seductively.

“Welcome, darling. Do you like?”

I gave him a look designed to turn boiling water into ice in less

than a second, and shuffled over to the nearest chair to sit down.

Gran floated at him, releasing a torrent of abuse.

“Why, you filth, you never give up! Go back to the crack in the
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earth you crawled out of, you slime, and take all your worthless

frippery too. We decent folk don’t want you here.”

Lou sighed a little sigh, the way you would if someone caught

you cheating at solitaire.

“My dear lady,” he said, “you continue to be a vigilant

chaperone, which is very commendable. I think you deserve

a little vacation for all your devoted service.”

“No!” I shouted.

But it was too late. Lou had clicked his fingers, and Gran was

gone.
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Time Is Tight

1. Monday 27th October, 1969 – Shreveport, Louisiana

I stormed over to the bed.

“Bring her back!”

“What’s the magic word?”

“Bring her back!”

“Darling, she’s the most crushing bore.”

“Bring her back! Now!”

“But darling, why? She only ever thinks theworst ofme. She’s

no fun at all.”

“Do you blame her? You’re the devil. What’s she supposed to

think of you?”

“Oh, that I’m a fun entitywho enjoys his existence to the full…

You know, I don’t carewhat she thinks ofme. If I obsessed about

what every lowly human being – dead or alive – thought of me,

I’d be less than a speck. She’s not even in our league, darling.”

“Stop callingme that,” I snapped. “Just bring her back. Now.”

Lou sighed again, sounding resigned, and waved his hand.

Gran floated at my side oncemore. I was so relieved to see her, I

could have hugged her – if there was anything solid to hug. But
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something wasn’t the same. She looked dazed.

“It was him,” she said, looking at me in wonder. “After all

these years. I can’t believe it.”

“Who, Gran?” I asked.

“John,” she said reverently. “It was John, reborn in a new

body.”

I frowned. Grandpa’s name had been John, and although I

hadn’t known him well – he’d died when I was just small – I

felt that must be who she meant.

“Youmean Grandpa? You saw him?”

“Yes,” she said, nodding eagerly. “Oh, I knew he’d passed

into a new life cycle, but now he’s almost grown, and he’s so

much like he was – back then.”

I understood. She and Grandpa had been childhood sweet-

hearts who grew up next door to each other. If anyone knew

Grandpa on sight, even in a new life, it was her.

“Well, that’s fantastic, Gran,” I said. “I hope he’s doing well.

But we have the here and now to deal with, and someone here

isn’t making it easy right now.”

I stared pointedly at Lou, and he pouted.

“You just refuse to be impressed because you’re stubborn,”

he said sulkily, and waved his hand.

All the lavish trimmings disappeared, leaving us in a normal

motel room.

“There, happy now?” he said. “All that trouble for nothing.”

“You probably whizzed it up in the blink of an eye, just like

you took it away,” I said, digging for my overnight bag.

“There you go, taking all the fun out of everything,” he

lamented as I headed for the bathroom.

In the back of mymind I wondered if he might followme, but

I was left in peace to enjoy a warm shower. When I returned to
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the main room, I found Gran by the bed.

“Has Lou gone?” I asked, packing my overnight bag away.

“Hmmm,” Gran answered vaguely.

“Still thinking about Grandpa?”

She smiled. I was about to throwmyself on the bed, but then

a delicious smell wafted my way. I sniffed – it smelt like roast

chicken with all the trimmings. I examined the tiny kitchen

alcove, which consisted of a fridge, a small bench topwith a sink

and some drawers, and an oven. I couldn’t see anything out of

order until I noticed that the oven was on at a low heat. I opened

the door, and gasped. It was quail, surrounded by some sort of

fancy potato arrangement, Julienne carrots, andmint peas.

“Gran, where did this come from?” I asked as I lifted the plate

out.

“Huh? Oh, it must have been Lou. I saw him wave his hand in

that direction before he disappeared. What is it?”

“Supper, by the looks of it.”

I put the plate on the table, got a knife and fork out of the

kitchen drawer, and sat down, suddenly feeling ravenous.

“You’re not going to eat that, are you?” Gran asked in horror.

“Food left by the devil – you can’t!”

“Why not? It looks good, it smells good, and I’m hungry.”

“But… it could be corrupted. It could be dirty, rotten, foul…”

“It is fowl,” I said, trying the meat. “Quail. And there’s

nothing wrong with it.”

“Oh Ange, my little sparrow. You can’t trust the Devil. There

could be anymanner of contamination in that food.”

“Gran, I understand your concern. But he wouldn’t do that.

He’s trying to woe me, not kill me. He considers me an equal,

which would make it really stupid to monkey withmy food. If

he’d wanted to, he could’ve done that ages ago.”
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“I know. But I still say you can’t trust him. He’s the devil,

Lucifer, Satan – the most vile and evil thing on earth…”

“You rang?” purred Lou’s voice from behindme.

I almost choked onmy quail.

“Geez, do you have to do that?” I gasped, my eyes watering.

“I’m sorry, darling, but I heardmy name being taken in vain.”

I got myself a glass of water from the kitchenette. When I

turned back to the table, Lou was seated on the chair next to

mine. Gran looked unimpressed.

“Take a hike!” she said. “We don’t want you here.”

“Madam, I feel it fair to warn you that I can transport you

elsewhere again, and next time it mightn’t be so pleasant.”

Gran pressed her lips together, scowling mutinously.

“That’s better,” Lou said, and turned to me. “So, how’s the

quail?”

“Very nice,” I answered.

“Ovens aren’t really my forte,” he said blithely. “I prefer an

open flame for cooking, so forgive me if it’s a little – rare.”

“Its fine,” I assured him.

I speared somecarrot onmy fork, followedby the last delicious

scraps of meat. When there was nothing left but a little pile of

bones, I sat back and looked from Gran to Lou and back again.

“Well, are you happy now, Gran? I told you there was nothing

wrong with it.”

“Humph,” Gran grunted.

“I’m very glad to hear it,” Lou said.

He seemed anxious that I should like the meal, and I couldn’t

help but smile. He remindedme of a boy taking a girl on their

first date.

“Okay,” I said, “now for coffee. Allowme.”

I hadn’t been successful in Conjuring anything before, but
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for some reason, I felt supremely confident that I could now.

I closed my eyes and imagined mugs, a milk jug, sugar bowl

and coffee pot, all in vibrant purple, then silver spoons and

sugar tongs, rich creamymilk, crystalline cubes of sugar, freshly

roasted, aromatic coffee, and noddedmy head. There it all was

on the table before us. It had takenmere seconds.

“Oh Cheri,” Lou said. “You are good!”

He poured and added several sugar cubes to his coffee, and I

addedmilk tomine. We didn’t speak again until we’d both taken

a good, long sip. I wondered what else I could Conjure. If my

coffee was this good, my chocolate would be divine!

“You excel,” Lou said enthusiastically. “I couldn’t have done

better myself – well, not much better. Your powers are growing

strong. God won’t know what hit him!”

“If youmust sit there and blaspheme,” Gran said sulkily, “I’ll

go and visit Karen. Goodnight.”

In a blink she was gone, but I knew Vaivea was nearby to

protect me. I frowned in realisation. I was a Goddess. Did I

really need protection?

“You are untutored and unskilled in many things,” Vaivea

said.

“I could teach you everything you need to know,” Lou said

softly, gazing at me.

His eyes were a dark, stormy grey just then, and they had a

hypnotic effect.

“To be taught by only one teacher risks that the student may

carry on the bias of that teacher,” said Vaivea. “There are many

lessons andmany tutors to learn from.”

“Ah, such wisdom,” Lou said. “But too many cooks spoil

the broth, you know. There would be no consistency in your

lessons.”

258



TIME IS TIGHT

“I choose to learn as much as I can, and decide for myself

what’s important,” I said. “If I choose wrong, I’ve only got

myself to blame.”

“Ooh, such a strong woman,” Lou rhapsodised. “I like it!”

“Good, because now I choose to go to bed,” I said, getting up

from the table and Vanishing the coffee things.

“I wasn’t finished yet!” Lou said, pouting.

I knew it was only an act. I felt tempted to throw something

at him, but stopped myself just in time. Knowing him, he would

probably consider it a come on. I didn’t watch to see whether

he disappeared or not. I brushedmy teeth, then I switched the

bedside lamp off and collapsed on the bed. As my eyes adjusted

to the darkness, they were drawn to a faint shimmer at the foot

of the bed. It was Vaivea.

“Youmust learn to be more careful,” he said. “Danger lurks

where you least expect it.”

2.

As though to underline his words, some revellers down in the

street whooped and hollered. Drunken laughter followed, then

faded as they moved on. I yawned, snuggled down and closed

my eyes.

I fell straight into a deep sleep, only to findmyself back in the

time of Isis.

I sat on a seashore. Behind me lay a large town, straddling

the hills around a natural bay. Byblos, on the coast of Lebanon

– only in ancient times it was called Gebal, a major port and

trading centre in Canaan.

I felt intensely weary, which puzzled me. Surely Gods and

Goddesses had unlimited energy? But then I realised that Isis
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hadwanderedmuch of the earth seeking the body of her beloved,

even to the Far East, before hearing of the final destination of

Set’s box. And so she had trudged through the dust and dirt of

many roads in her search. However, the sea breeze from the

Mediterranean cooledmy skin, and the sharp tang of the salt air

also helped to restore me.

I seemed to go unnoticed amidst the hustle and bustle of mer-

chants and livestock. Activity abounded everywhere I looked,

people bartering and haggling over all manner of produce and

animals in fast, unfamiliar tongues. I wet my hands in the

lapping tide and splashed water onmy face. The reflection that

gazed back at me was that of an old woman, and I realised that

Isis had disguised herself.

I now pondered my next move. I’d learned that Set’s box

had come to rest in a tamarisk bush, which then grew into a

mighty tree on theMediterranean shore. The tree exuded such a

pleasing fragrance that King Malcander and Queen Astarte had

ordered it to be cut down and fashioned into a pillar for their

palace in Gebal.

So I needed to get inside the palace to find that pillar. But it

was not the way of Isis to demand entrance because of who she

was. I would have to find some subtle way to enter the royal

household, a way that wouldn’t arouse suspicion of my true

identity.

A number of young women bathed in the cool waters nearby.

They chattered and laughed among themselves, and occasion-

ally splashed each other playfully. One of them splashed me

accidentally, wetting my bare arm. I smiled, indulgent of their

light-hearted, girlish antics.

“Pardonme, good lady,” said the splasher. “I meant not to

wet you.”
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“You are pardoned,” I replied. “No harm is done.”

The girls were all very beautiful, and I wondered what their

situation was.

“You are fortunate to be free of duties on this fine day,” I

continued. “It is perfect weather for bathing.”

“We are indeed fortunate,” another agreed. “None could be in

happier circumstances than we of Queen Astarte’s chambers.”

My ears pricked up at that.

“You are the Queen’s own handmaidens?”

“We are,” replied a third. “She is the most kind, generous,

and gracious of rulers.”

“You are truly blessed, then,” I said. “But how will you be

presentable for the Queen after bathing, with your hair all wet

and tangled? Allowme to braid it for you, if you will.”

They looked at each other, puzzled.

“What do youmean?” asked one. “Are you skilled in the art

of hairdressing?”

“I will show you,” I answered.

I beckoned to the girl who’d splashed me, and turned her

around so I could access her long, dark tresses. I combed

them with my fingers and started braiding, a skill I certainly

didn’t know I possessed. As I worked, I breathed a glorious

perfume into the hair, knowing it wouldn’t go unnoticed once

they returned to the palace. Thus I was sure I would soon be

invited to enter that domain.

I braided the hair of all the young women in turn. They were

in awe of my skill, and of the perfume I’d endowed themwith,

and thankedme profusely as they left. I sat andwaited, and they

soon returned, as I knew they would.

“Great lady,” said the girl who had splashed me. “The Queen

has asked for you, as she desires to knowmore of your skills and
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talents. Will you come to her now?”

“I will,” I said, and got up.

I was sure Isis would have no qualms aboutmeeting an earthly

king and queen, but as we wound through the streets of Gebal,

my heart thudded louder and louder with each step. Despite

the glowing reports of Queen Astarte’s attendants, I couldn’t

help but wonder if she’d really take so kindly to a stranger from

another land coming into her royal apartments.

3.

I awoke suddenly, clutchingmy heaving chest. Panic subsided

as I realised that I lay inmymotel room. Light streamed through

a chink in the curtains, unnaturally bright. Birds twittered from

the balcony outside, and the little bit of sky I could see was

startlingly blue. Itwas soperfect that I began to think something

was bound to be up.

I looked around and saw Gran shimmering by my side.

“Your dreams are troubled,” she said. “Was it your mother?”

“No, I regressed again,” I said as I sat up and looked about for

a clock. “Isis was about to find Osiris’ body. But she had to go

through KingMalcander and Queen Astarte to do so. Heck – is

that the time? I meant to get up at six-thirty.”

It was quarter past seven. I hurried to get ready.

“You should take more time for rest,” Gran admonished.

“Especially when you’ve regressed in your dreams. That can

take a lot of energy, you know.”

“Yeah, I can tell,” I said, yawning. “But I have to get to L.A.,

too. I have to be there to protect Karen, and to meet my spirit

guide.”

I rang dad to update him, then room service for a cooked
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breakfast of bacon, eggs and toast. After that I Conjured a large

mug of coffee.

“You’ll rot your insides, swilling that stuff,” Gran said. “How

many cups a day do you drink?”

“Not enough,” I replied, and took a big sip.

“PityAmydidn’twarnyouoff it. Substances like that canblock

you from communicating with the spirit world effectively.”

I considered that for perhaps half a second, but no– I couldn’t

possibly go without my coffee. As I brushed my hair and then

packed, Gran floated from door to window, window to door,

distracting me with her restless energy.

“So what’s up?”

“Ah,” she sighed. “Vaivea was right about there being

undesirable sorts about, and the sooner we get moving, the

better.”

“What undesirable sorts?” I asked, suddenly worried. “Not

more vampires?”

“Oh, one or two were on the prowl nearby,” Gran answered.

“And others. Troubled spirits, lost souls, that sort of thing.”

“That’s bad,” I mumbled, now feeling distinctly jittery.

“Look, is it just because it’s coming up to Halloween, or is

there something else I need to know?”

“Halloween’s definitely drawing them out,” Gran answered.

“It always does, but there seem to be more than usual.”

“Anything else?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart. Could be the full moon. There’s

something in the air, something different, but your guess is as

good as mine.”

A knock on the doormademe jump, but it was only the arrival

ofmy breakfast. After eating, I paidmy bill and loaded the caddy.

Gran sat in the front passenger seat, I think to keep Lou from
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popping in again by virtue of its being occupied, and I filled my

thermos with Conjured coffee, now that I knew how to.

I spied out the route west to Dallas onmymap, then found a

store and bought some snacks and a couple of chocolate bars –

to help boost my energy levels, of course. I wondered as I drove

away if I’d start to hallucinate as a result of all the caffeine.

Vaivea looked grim as I sipped my coffee, and I noticed that

he seemed dimmer than usual. That brought to mind Amy’s

warnings about what not to consume whilst working with spirit

entities.

“Sorry but I need this to stay alert,” I said, biting off some

chocolate and letting it melt in mymouth. “I know you’ll keep

me out of danger. Mmmm…”

Crossing the stateborder, I crankedup the radio, andgrimaced

as it blared out Danger! Heartbreak Dead Ahead. Gran flickered

dimly, then floated to the back seat of the caddy. I glanced in the

rear viewmirror. Vaivea was also very indistinct, and I almost

wondered if I was losing my ability to see spirits. But no – I was

a goddess, wasn’t I? That couldn’t happen.

Ahead ofme in the distance, a long streak of lightning flashed.

I frowned. I really didn’t like driving into a storm. But the soft

top was up, so I gritted my teeth and kept going. It was half an

hour before I reached wet tarmac, and soon after that the first

spatters of rain hit my roof. It was dark and gloomy, and we

drove along without talking while the radio played Raindrops

Keep Fallin’ OnMy Head.

As if to further blacken my mood – and it almost seemed

deliberate in intent – I was next treated to the sickly-sweet,

poppy tones of the Cowsills with The Rain, The Park & Other

Things. I screwed upmy face in disgust.

“Oh dear, why are we all so serious?” said a voice to my right.
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“Filthy scum,” said Gran.

“I knew it was too good to last,” I said. “Run out of souls to

torment, huh?”

“Cheri, where’s the fun in that, I ask you? No, I just thought

you all needed cheering up a bit. You look awfully dour, the lot

of you.”

I glanced at Lou. His eyes were a magnetic, glowing magenta,

and he had all his charisma out in full force.

“Can it!” I snapped, glaring at the road ahead. “We don’t

need cheering up, by you or anyone else.”

“Touchy, touchy,” he said with a pout.

“Go play with some twisters,” Granmuttered.

“What a good idea!” Lou said brightly. “I might just do that.”

“Thanks Gran,” I said, motioning to the empty seat beside

me. “Now we’ll probably have to dodge tornadoes as well as

lightning.”

“I doubt it,” said Gran. “It’s not you he’d aim them at, is it?

Some poor, innocent farmer’s family, maybe a church or two,

other motorists. It’s all the same to him.”

“It wasn’t me who suggested it in the first place.”

Weirdly, the next song to play was Lightnin’ Strikes. I

shivered, wondering how safe we were on the open road. The

rain increased steadily for the next half hour, and the wind

gusted. I felt tempted to pull over and wait for the storm to

ride itself out. But I knew the sooner I got to Dallas, the safer I

would be. I could find a gas station to park at, grab some lunch,

and have a leisurely drive to Oklahoma City in the afternoon.

Then I’d set off on Route Sixty Six, fresh and well-rested, the

next day.

The wind-shield wipers swiped back and forth rhythmically,

the rainpoundedon the soft top, andmyheart leapt at every gust
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of wind that buffeted the caddy. The radio mysteriously stayed

in keeping with the weather, blaring out Rain by the Beatles.

I reached Dallas just after eleven and pulled in at a large gas

station and service centre. I left the car with a super-friendly

attendant tofill up, check the oil and tyres, clean thewindscreen,

and park safely out of the weather, while I went into the café

and ordered a burger and fries.

After I ate, I dragged a chair over to a pay phone in the corner

and rang Karen to bring her up to date onmy drive.

“Yeah, pretty uneventful,” I lied through my teeth. “I left

Mama in New Orleans – there’s this old lady there she’s friends

with, so she’s staying with her for a couple of days and flying

back.”

“I wondered about that,” Karen said. “It seems strange she’d

take off so soon after dad coming home, especially if he’s not

well. Is everything okay between them?”

“As far as I could see,” I answered, my fingers crossed behind

my back. “Let’s just say that he isn’t sleeping in the spare

room.”

“Ange!”

“I was trying to be subtle.”

“Give up. You’ve never been any good at it.”

“You knowme too well,” I said.

“Maybe I should ring and catch up with him.”

“Yeah, he’ll appreciate that. But don’t be surprised if he

doesn’t make much sense. He was still a bit woozy from the

rabies shot when I left. And he’s found God.”

“Poor dad,” Karen said. “I can’t understandwhyMamawould

leave like that.”

“You know what a ditz she is.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call her that,” Karen scolded. “She’s
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had her share of problems, you know.”

“Oh yeah, like the years of alcoholism I only just found out

about. Seems I was the only one who didn’t know.”

“Ange, I’m so sorry. I really wanted to tell you – I could’ve

done with your help. But dad thought it was better not to.”

“He did, huh?”

“Don’t take it personally. He felt it was ruiningmy life to be

so caught up in looking after her and running the house, and he

didn’t want it to ruin yours too.”

Something caught in my throat. That was just like dad. I’d

always had the sneaking feeling that I was his favourite, though

he’d never said so.

“Thanks sis. But you know, I really wish I’d been let in on the

secret. It wouldn’t have ruined my life to help – and it would’ve

taken a burden off you.”

“Don’t worry about it, it’s in the past. Let’s just hope he can

get her to seek help with her problem before it kills her.”

“Sure. Have you seen anymore of that creature in themirror?”

“Once or twice. It freaks me out so much – it popped up in

front of me in the bathroommirror last night, and I screamed

my head off. I didn’t know what to tell Eric. I ended up saying I

thought I’d seen a spider, but I could tell he thought I was nuts.”

“I’ll be there in a couple of days. Try and stay loose. Talk to

you soon, okay?”

Next I rang dad, who was in the middle of hosting a meeting

of his newmen’s group from church. I reassured him that I was

safe and well, and then I rang Sagira.

“Ange, is that you? I’m so glad you rang, I’ve been so worried.

It’s terrible – we don’t know what to do, we can’t find him

anywhere…”

“Whoa, slow down already,” I said. “What’s terrible? Who
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can’t you find?”

“Adio! He disappeared two days ago and no one knows where

he is!”

4.

“Adio?” I said. “Youmean he just disappeared into thin air?”

“Yes!” Sagira answered. “I couldn’t tell my parents, but I

think he may be following you again.”

A lump formed in my throat.

“But why? I’ve left Jacksonville. Surely he doesn’t see me as a

threat anymore? And besides, how would he knowwhere I’m

going?”

“He’s smart. Heknowsyouhavea sister inL.A. You’reheading

that way. And he has friends who might be able to track you

down.”

“But why?” I asked again. “What makes you think he’s

followingme? What’s the point?”

“He’s still pretty ticked off at you, especially for leaving town

where he can keep an eye on you. He told our parents he was

going back to New York to deal with some business concerns,

but I overheard him booking a motel room in New Orleans!”

That took me aback. I wondered if he had been there at the

same time I was, and remembered the warnings that someone

was looking for me.

“Does he have any contacts in Dallas?” I asked.

“Is that where you are now?”

“Yes. I got here an hour ago, and I’m just waiting out a storm

before I keep going.”

“Well, yes, he knows some people there. He might be able

to use them to track you down. Please be careful, Ange. Adio
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always carries things to extremes. I keep telling Gabe you’re

safe and well so he doesn’t worry, but I don’t know howmuch

he takes in.”

Gabe. The soft spot inmyheart ached at the sound of his name.

“Is there any improvement?” I asked.

“No, not yet. But the doctors say he’s healing well, so we keep

talking to him and reassuring him that he’ll be okay.”

“I miss him,” I whispered.

“We all miss him,” Sagira whispered back.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get all heavy on you. Is there any

other news?”

“No. What about you? Have you had anymore regressions?”

“A couple.”

I describedmy recent visits to Isis’world, includingmy run-in

with Set and what had happened to Osiris.

“Somuch like our real lives,” she said sadly. “I hope you don’t

run into Adio. He’s so determined, it scaresme to think hemight

find you. I don’t know what he’d do then. Take care, Ange.”

“You too, Sagira,” I replied, and hung up. “Gran? Vaivea? I

need to find out where Adio is and what he’s planning.”

Vaivea was a vague shadow by the wall, and I had trouble

hearing his words.

“Adio is nearby. He attempts to locate you.”

I shuddered, and had to force myself to breath deeply.

“Okay. Dallas is a big place. How does he think he’ll findme

here?”

“Mightn’t be that hard,” Gran said. “Think about it. You’ve

never been to Dallas before, have you? So he’s probably banking

on you keeping to one of the main roads through town, so you

don’t get lost.”

I swallowed nervously.
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“Yeah, but he doesn’t know that for sure. And even so, he’d

have such a slim chance of findingme – it’d be pure luck. ‘Cos

I’mnot going to stick around long. As soonas this storm’s blown

over, I’m outta here.”

I jumped and spun around in my chair as someone entered

the café. It was just a pot-bellied middle-aged man, with truck

driver written all over him. I took another deep breath to calm

myself, and forced my eyes away from the café’s door. They fell

on the sign pointing to the rest room.

“I’m going for a quick walk,” I said. “Please, please, keep

watch and let me know if Adio gets any nearer to finding me.

Okay?”

I almost ran to the rest room, shut the door behindme, and

leaned back against it. Because I’d decided to get myself a little

backup, and I didn’t want anyone barging in until I was done.

“Archangel Michael?” I said. “I need your help. Please come.”

A burst of radiance nearly blinded me. When I could peer

through my lashes without my eyeballs burning, I saw that

Michael hovered over near the wash basins, as glorious as ever.

“I hate to ask, but could you tone it down a bit? It’s just that

I like to look at whoever I’m talking to without doingmy eyes

permanent damage.”

“As you wish,” he said.

I was sure he wore a grin like the Cheshire Cat as his light

faded to a muted glow, though his Sword of Truth still blazed

with heavenly fire.

“Thanks. Someone whomeans me harm is trying to findme.

I’d feel a lot safer if I knew youwere keeping an eye out for him.”

“What, like this?” Michael quipped, and raised a hand to his

face.

I wasn’t sure what he was up to until he held out his hand,
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complete with eyeball. The pupil was a brilliant blue, and

appeared to focus onme. I recoiled.

“Ew, yuck, gross! Put it back!”

“Gets ‘em every time,” Michael said with a chuckle, and

bounced it on the floor.

I noticed both his eyes were right where they belonged, in his

head. He threw the extra one to me, and though the thought of

touching it was repugnant, I automatically held out my hands

to catch it.

It was just a rubber ball, made to look like an eye. I’d seen

them countless times in Dime Stores. I didn’t know whether

to be angry or laugh at his silliness. In all honesty, I felt like

flinging the ball at his head. Despite myself, laughter won.

“Okay, enoughwith the funnies. I don’t knowwhyAdio’s after

me, unless he has a bigger chip on his shoulder than I thought.

But he’s up to something, and I don’t trust him. I don’t want

him delaying my journey. I don’t even want to see him.”

“Relax, he’s miles away at the moment,” Michael said casu-

ally, throwing his fiery sword from one hand to the other like a

tennis player with a racket.

“Well, that’s a relief,” I said. “But what about the coming

moments? He seems awfully determined.”

“He is.”

Michael threw his sword into the air one last time, where it

arced in a perfect loop and landed smoothly in his right hand.

Then he grinned at me as if he’d done something clever and

expected to be praised, or given a Scooby snack or something. I

suckedmy cheek in and raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, lighten up. Yeah, he’ll probably catch up with you

somewhere, maybe even while you’re still in Dallas, but you

seem to keep forgettingwhoyou are. You’remore than equipped
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to deal with him. You did in that other lifetime, remember?”

And with that, he Disappeared.

“Fine, then!” I said, and chucked the ball after him.

A hand appeared out of thin air, plucked the ball from its

course, and disappeared.

“Ooh, thanks,” said Michael’s disembodied voice.

“You’re welcome,” I grumbled back. “It’s been real.”

I slumped against the door, feeling dismal.

“Well, that was a disappointment,” I said to no one in partic-

ular.

“What did you expect, dear?” Gran replied, floating through

the wall next to me. “That the most powerful archangel would

play bodyguard to a Goddess who has absolutely no need of

him?”

“He did in New Orleans.”

“Until you remembered that you could take care of things

yourself.”

“Oh. Yeah. So I did.”

There didn’t seem anythingmore to say, so I went back out to

the café and hadmy thermos refilled with fresh, hot coffee. As I

turned to leave, Vaivea appeared silently before me, making me

jump.

“He has located you.”
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Windy

1. Tuesday 28th October, 1969 – Dallas, Texas

Adio! Gripping my thermos, I hurried out to the garage side

of the service centre. The rain had stopped, and the wind was

icy cold against my skin. But not as cold as I felt inside at the

thought that Adio had managed to hunt me down. I saw the

attendant who’d been so nice to me – he must have liked my

smile, ormy style, or something– standing over by the bowsers,

watching for me. I hurried over to him, nearly slipping on the

wet surface.

“Whoa there, ma’am, watch your step,” he said, offering me

his hand. “You’ll do yourself an injury if you’re not careful.”

He flashed a warm smile at me. Poor guy, he looked so kind

and decent, I hated to cut and run out on him. But I wanted to be

well and truly gone before Adio had the chance to confront me.

“Er – thanks,” I said, improvising shamelessly. “Sorry –

gotta hurry – I have an appointment over town.”

“I’ll start her up for you,” he said, fishing my car keys out of

his overall pocket.
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I wanted to snatch them and run for the caddy, but I couldn’t

bear to be so rude. We hurried over to the open bay in the garage

where the caddy was parked, my eyes flitting all around for

signs of danger. The rain had only just stopped, judging by

the wet tarmac and torrent of water in the gutters. I hoped the

conditions would hold Adio up.

By the timewe got tomy car, I was so nervous I nearly dropped

my thermos. The attendant unlocked the driver’s side door and

leaned in to slide the key into the ignition. The engine sprang to

life, and he looked up with a grin.

“Mighty fine machine you’ve got here. Anything else I can do

for you, ma’am?”

I froze before I could reply. A sleek black Mercury Cougar

sedan had just pulled into the service centre, and came to a

screeching stop right behind the caddy, blockingmy exit. The

passenger side door opened and Adio stepped out. His suit was

crumpled, as if he had been in it all night, and I couldn’tmistake

the malicious gleam in his eyes when he removed his sunnies.

“Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit,” I said under my breath,

wondering how on earth to get out of this situation with the

least damage.

Adio strode towards the caddy, followed by three other young

men. They were all alike – clean shaven, close-cropped hair,

late-twenties, dressed like they’d just come out of a Billy

Graham crusade. I stuck my chin out defiantly as Adio neared.

“So, witch,” he sneered. “Think you’re gonna get away this

time?”

“Hey, mister!” the attendant said.

I grabbed his arm to silence him.

“No go,” I said quietly. “I’m not letting you get beaten up by

these losers.”
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“What was that?” Adio asked belligerently.

“You heard,” I said. “You and your little crowd of followers

can go take a hike.”

Then it hit me.

“In fact, that’s a such a good idea, I think you will take a hike.

Just the weather for it, too.”

I nodded at the little group, and they Vanished. The attendant

gasped.

“Did you see that?” he asked, pointing a shakyfinger towhere

Adio and his companions had been. “They just – disappeared

into thin air!”

“Who did?” I asked in an attempt to brazen it out.

He gaped at me, astonished.

“Those men – they were threatening you. They called you a

witch and said you weren’t going to escape.”

He sure was sharp. But I couldn’t let him hold me up any

longer.

“Would you be a sweetie andmove that car?” I said with a nod

towards the black sedan. “Someone’s blocked the driveway.”

Confusion crossed his face, but then he sprang to attention.

“Yes, ma’am. Right away.”

I slid into the caddy as he hurried over to the sedan, got in and

backed it out of the way. Then I drove out of the service centre,

with a wave goodbye. I hoped I hadn’t deranged him for life by

Vanishing Adio and friends before his very eyes. I sighed as I

headed north through the city, so flooded with relief that I felt

like jelly.

“What did you do with them?” Gran asked.

I couldn’t help but grin.

“Just what I said. I sent them hiking. I Wished them to the

middle of some woods we passed on the way into Dallas. That
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should keep them busy.”

“And your friend? What do you plan to do about him?”

I shrugged, almost giddy frommy near-escape.

“Do I need to do something about him? He’ll probably just

chalk it up to a hectic day at work playing tricks on his eyes, go

home and have a good sleep.”

“Well, he’s not on his way home yet, nor anything like

sleeping,” Gran said.

“What do youmean?” I asked, my elation fading.

My eyes flicked to my rear-viewmirror. Right behind me was

a black Mercury Cougar sedan, just like the car Adio and his

cronies had been in. I swallowed nervously.

“Youmean, he’s followingme? Why would he do that?”

“Looks like youmade quite an impression,” Gran said with a

chuckle.

“Oh no,” I groaned.

I kept an eye on the sedan as I wove through the traffic. I

hadn’t had time to research my route out of Dallas, and hoped I

was on the right road for OklahomaCity. Much tomy frustration,

the black sedan stayed on my tail. Even more frustrating was

the radio bursting into Jack the Ripper by Screaming Lord Sutch,

followed by that song – the detested Angela Jones. I switched it

off abruptly.

It rained again as I headed north, and I wondered if I should

risk a stop to look at my map. I didn’t want the attendant to

catch up, although I was curious to know why he would tail me

so closely. Passing through Carrollton, I lost sight of himbehind

a truck that cut in between us. I took a chance and turned at the

next exit, pulled over and looked at mymap. Good – I was on

the right road for Oklahoma City.

“You have a visitor,” Gran said as I put my map back in the
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glove compartment.

“Damn,” I swore, and shoved the gear stick back into drive.

Not quickly enough. The passenger side door opened and the

attendant threw himself in as the tyres spun, spraying mud

and wet grass over the bonnet of the sedan parked behind. He

slammed the door shut and turned to me, his face ashen.

2.

“I want to know what happened back there.”

“Obviously,” I said. “You wouldn’t have chased me all the

way across Dallas and beyond otherwise.”

“Listen, I saw what happened. Those guys disappeared right

before our eyes – they just vanished! Then you pretended like

nothing happened. Well, I want to knowwhat was going on, and

I’m not getting out of this car until you tell me.”

I consideredmy options as I turned back onto the northbound

highway. I could just wish him elsewhere, but alive, he would

still have a tale to tell, which could causeme trouble. I wondered

if I could erase myself from his memory, or just the bit where

Adio and his friends had disappeared. I decided I probably could,

but I was afraid to try, just in case I got it wrong and erased half

his life memories, or all of them.

“Say, it’d be nice if you’d at least talk tome,” he said. “I didn’t

come all this way for nothing. I want to know who you are and

what exactly I saw back there.”

“Alright,” I answered, deciding to wing it and see what

happened. “I’m a Goddess called Isis, incarnate in a human

body, and those guys were my enemies. So I Wished them to be

somewhere else, and they were magically sent there.”

I glanced over to see what he made of my momentous an-
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nouncement. He looked utterly gob-smacked, as I figured he

would.

“Well, buddy, you asked,” I said with a shrug.

I expected him to say I was crazy, and demand to be let out of

the car, despite the rain, but he sat stock still and said nothing.

“You know, I could just let you out along here somewhere, and

you could forget we ever met,” I said. “Unless you’d like me to

have a go at removing your memory of me, but I can’t promise

I’d do a good job. I haven’t tried anything like that before.”

“Tom.”

“Huh?”

“My name. TomMcClintock.”

“Oh. Ange. Just Ange.”

“You know something, just Ange? This whole damned thing

is doggone crazy. And the craziest thing about it is that I think I

believe you.”

“Even though you probably think I belong in an asylum by

now?”

“Yeah,” Tom said, cracking a wide grin. “In fact, this’ll sound

real weird, but I feel like you’re totally different to everyone else

somehow.”

Gran chuckled softly from the back seat.

“Uh, yeah, I am,” I said. “But in case you’re wondering, I’m

already taken.”

“Um, I might have wondered that, too. But mostly I just want

some answers.”

I glanced across at him, and was reassured by the earnest

expression in his eyes.

“Sorry, Tom. I guess I’m not used to people actually taking

me seriously.”

He took a deep breath, and nodded.
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“But you are different. I know you are And you coming into

the garage today was no accident, was it? It feels like we were

fated to meet.”

I couldn’t think of another thing to say, so I didn’t. The rain

stopped, but the clouds still swirled above us,menacing in tones

of steel blue and bruised grey. We cruised in silence for a while

longer, skimming over Lewisville Lake, as dark and sultry as the

sky it reflected. Then we reached Denton.

“Take the next off-ramp,” Tom said.

I wasn’t inclined to take orders from anyone, and gave him a

look.

“I’m starving,” he explained, “and I’m missing my lunch

break. If you go off here, I’ll direct you to the nearest burger

joint.”

I turned off at the next ramp, and Tom directedme a couple

of blocks to a diner.

“Gee, thanks,” he said as I parked the caddy. “Not the best

weather to be out and about. These Texas Northers sure take it

out of everyone.”

A damp, cold gale blew as I followed Tom inside. I noticed

his aura was full of cheerful colours, clean and healthy, and I

also sensed a presence near him. Masculine. Closely related. He

ordered, and I got a coffee, and we sat down.

“If you don’t mind me asking, did you have a male relative

pass away recently?”

A cloud passed over his face, and he nodded.

“Yeah,” he said glumly. “My favourite uncle died a couple of

weeks back. How did you know? Or shouldn’t I ask?”

“I can sense his presence.”

Tom’s ears pricked up.

“Really? Youmean, he’s here with us right now?”
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“Well, yeah. It’s not unusual for people who have passed over

to hang around the ones they loved in life. You were close?”

Tom smiled.

“Yeah, we were. Uncle Alan did all the kind of stuff with me

my father never did. Dad took off when I was eleven, left me

andmy sister andmother and just disappeared. She tracked him

down a couple of years later – he’d gone to Vegas and took up

with a stripper or something. So wemoved across Dallas to be

closer to Uncle Alan and Aunt Minnie. They really helped us out

a lot.”

He blushed.

“Oh gee, you don’t want to hear my life story! I kinda got

carried away. Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “Same thing happened to me. At least

he waited until my sister and I were adults before he kicked up

his heels.”

“Oh, sorry to hear you’ve been through it too.”

We both fell into silence as hemunched his burger. I could tell

Tomwas a really nice guy, friendly and cheerful by nature de-

spite the circumstances he’d just described. I could understand

his curiosity overwhat had happened at the garage, and his need

for answers. However, I needed to get back on the road as soon

as possible, to get to Karen, and to find answers to questions of

my own.

Besides,my heart was too full of Gabe to even consider getting

to know Tom better. I found the last mouthful of my coffee

difficult to swallow as I wondered how Gabe was.

“You okay?” Tom asked.

“Yeah, just thinking about someone special back home.”

“Your boyfriend?”

“Yeah.”
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I didn’t want to talk about Gabe or what had happened to him,

nor any of the other stuff I’d been through. I pushedmy coffee

cup away and straightened up.

“You in hurry to leave?” Tom asked, disappointed.

“Sorry, but I need to get to Oklahoma City. Can you tell me

how long it takes to drive there?”

“Sure. It’s about two and a half hours with no stops. So, is

that where your ‘appointment over town’ is?”

“Oh. Sorry about that. I knew those guys were on their way

and I had to get out of there quickly. I didn’t like having to lie.”

“That’s okay. But who were they? What did they want with

you?”

“It’s a long story. I might write it all down one day – huh,

it’d make quite a fantasy novel. If I do, I’ll send a copy to you,

okay?”

A warm, winsome smile crept across Tom’s face.

“I’d like that, just Ange. I’d like that very much.”

Tom finished his burger and fries, and sucked the last mouth-

ful of his cola, and we went back outside.

“I could Wish you back to Dallas, if you like,” I said. “I just

don’t know where you want to go, though.”

Tom blinked and smiled.

“Really? Is it safe?”

“If you tell me somewhere I can visualise easily, I should be

able to get you there okay.”

“Sure! Just wish me back to the garage.”

“Okay. But I can’t do it here, in front of people.”

“How about just over there?”

Tom pointed. In the next block over was a vacant lot with a

grove of trees at the far end. We crossed the grassy lot and found

a private spot amongst the trees. Tom gazed at me wistfully.
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“You really can do it, can’t you? Like you did to those other

guys. Was he right when he called you a witch?”

I smiled.

“No. I told you, I’m a Goddess.”

“Yeah, you sure are,” said Tom, and I Wished him back to the

garage in Dallas.

3.

Soon I was onmy way to Oklahoma City. Gran didn’t have much
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to say, probably because I’d cranked up the radio when I heard

Spinning Wheel by Blood, Sweat and Tears come on . I got

a shock when I looked in my rear view mirror and saw Lou,

lounging on the back seat, ultra cool in his dark sunnies and

bopping his head to each blast of the horns in the song.

A few minutes later we passed a bus full of old folk that

attracted his interest, and he Disappeared. I groaned and

wonderedwhatmischief hewas up to this time. A fresh outbreak

of rain pelted down intermittently, the wind gusted, and the

little traffic there was slowed to a snail’s pace. I shivered as I

recalled Gran telling Lou to go play with some twisters earlier

that day. I tried not to think about it, and made myself sing

along with the radio. Until Dizzy, by Tommy Roe, came on.

In Gainesville, lots of vehicles were pulled over to the side

of the road to sit the weather out. I continued on, and the rain

eased up just as I crossed Red River into Oklahoma.

“That’s better,” I said. “Now I can see again.”

“Stay alert,” Vaivea warnedme.

“Alert is mymiddle name,” I joked, and took a swig frommy

thermos. “Can’t help it with all this coffee in my system.”

“Ange, my sparrow,” Gran said. “Do be careful…”

“Relax, I’m being careful,” I replied. “Careful and alert. It’s

just a bit of wind and rain, you know. Unless there’s something

you’re not telling me.”

Right on cue, a new song came on the radio. I had to laugh. It

was Windy by The Association.

“Oh boy, someone’s having a joke withme!” I said. “I wonder

if Lou’s telling themwhat to play?”

The wind blew stronger, and the caddy shuddered as we

nosed into it. I had second thoughts about progressing as I

remembered the damage left by Hurricane Camille along the
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Mississippi coast.

“Okay, maybe I’d better pull over and wait it out.”

“There is no need,” Vaivea said. “You can easily get past this.”

I was sure I’d heard something similar recently, but I didn’t

stop to think about it as I needed all my wits to drive. I peered

through the windshield, but all I could see were roiling grey

clouds and damp countryside. The rain started again, and a dark

line of trees near the road thrashed wildly in the wind.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” I said. “Friggin’ hell!”

From out of nowhere, a swirling grey tube of wind and dust

skeined across the road, sucking everything in its path into its

whirling vortex. And I was about to drive straight into it!

4.

I screamed as I stomped on the brakes. The caddy screeched to

a stop about forty yards from the tornado, rocking in the wind,

andTheAssociation disappeared into a crackle of static. My eyes

were glued to the funnel as it vacuumed a path through some

shrubs on the other side of the road.

It was breath-taking in its raw natural power. A wide cloud

of dust and debris rotated slowly around the lower vortex, from

which the grey mass of the funnel widened into a solid bank of

tumultuous cloud above. My insides clenched in horror as the

284



WINDY

funnel wobbled ponderously back and forth on its route towards

us.

I feltmybrain turn tomushwithpanic, until a little voice in the

back of my head said ‘remember who you are’. I remembered,

and Wished the caddy a fewmiles down the road. In the blink

of an eye we were past the tornado. It picked up speed as it

skimmed away over the empty fields, and the wind dropped as

more rain came down. The static cleared as the last jubilant

chorus of the song wound itself out. I snapped the radio off and

slumped, sick to the stomach.

“Youmust move,” Vaivea said. “There are more of them.”

If there was one thing I didn’t feel like doing, it was moving.

But I felt even less like encountering another twister. Nausea

grippedmy insides, and I fought it down. Rain hammered at the

soft-top as I pulled back onto the road and crept along, peering

hard out the windshield.

Despitemy shakiness, we got to the next townwithout further

incident. I turned off the highway and approached the first

roadhouse I saw, parked close to the building and ran for the

entrance. The eerie drone of the tornado siren sent shivers down

my spine. The door banged shut behindme, and a couple of guys

huddled at the counter turned to look as a radio blared the latest

weather service report.

“Do you serve chamomile tea?” I blurted, and sank onto the

nearest chair.

The bearded man on my side of the counter hurried to me,

whilst the other one disappeared out back.

“Are you alright, Miss?”

“Uh huh. Just dodged a twister coming into town. My nerves

of steel are in slight need of reinforcement.”

“Close call, huh? You need something stronger than tea by
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the sounds of it.”

“Nah, gotta keep driving as soon as I’m up to it.”

Theman shook his head.

“Well, you got more guts thanmost folk. Say, you’re not one

of those crazy storm chasers are you?”

“No way. I never want to see another twister that close again,

ever.”

The other man came out with a steamingmug.

“Here you are, Ma’am. ‘Fraid it’s just normal tea. Ain’t got

no other kind.”

I thanked him, took it, and inhaled the fragrant steam.

“She was just about run down by one,” Beard Man said.

“Really? No wonder you look so shaky there, little Miss. Hope

the tea helps.”

“Yeah,” I said, “me too. Imight have something a bit stronger

when I get to Oklahoma City.”

Themen turned back to the radio as a new report was posted.

“And we’ve just received two confirmed sightings of torna-

does heading south east from theMarietta area, whilst a third

has been confirmed travelling due south down the Interstate

35…”

“That one,” I said with a shudder. “It was huge!”

“You were lucky to get out of it with no damage,” said Tea

Man.

The door opened and two fresh-faced young men came in,

grinning broadly.

“…a real roof-lifter!” one was saying excitedly. “Nearly took

down our barn!”

“Absolutely flattened the Smith’s place,” said the other. “Not

a thing left standing.”

“Which one’s that, son?” asked Tea Man.
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“One heading south,” the youngman replied. “It was enor-

mous, too. Couldn’t see touchdown for dust – there was some

wild stuff flying around in there!”

“Well, this littleMissy here nearly drove straight into it,” said

Beard Man, sounding impressed that I was still around to tell

the tale.

And then he askedme to tell it. I conveyed it in under aminute,

minus anymention of Goddess powers, but it took a good half

hour of excited discussion from themen before I could extract

myself politely and drive on.

By then the immediate threat was over, and I couldn’t wait

to get back on the road. Thankfully, the wind had dropped to

a strong breeze, and I relaxed a bit. I hoped like mad we’d left

behind both vampires and tornados, and although the sky was

still cloudy, I cruised along with less worries than I’d had since

leaving New Orleans.

“Well, Cheri, you can’t say it wasn’t exciting.”

I groaned. Lou was the last person – er, entity – I wanted to

deal with just then.

“Can’t I get just a moment’s peace?”

“Dull, dull, dull. I thought you’d enjoy seeing nature in all its

might.”

“If you sent that twister after me,” I started, but couldn’t

think how to finish.

“Oh darling, don’t you think I have better things to do than

menace you with a whirlwind or two?”

“I can never tell with you,” I replied. “So do you have some

reason tomenaceme now? ‘Cause if you don’t, I’d like a little

quiet time.”

“Ooh, you brutalise me,” Lou complained, but continued to

smile.
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“I’m beginning to think you like it.”

“I’m beginning to think you like doing it.”

“Filthy predator,” Gran muttered from the back. “You’re

lower than a skunk’s sprayer.”

Lou looked proud.

“That’s pretty low, I grant you. But I can bemuch,much lower

than that.”

“Look, what do you want this time?” I said. “I’ve already

given youmy answer about usworking together. Not happening.

So what else is there?”

Lou removed his sunnies and gazed at me intensely. I knew I

shouldn’t look, but I just couldn’t help it. I glanced over, then

set my attention firmly on the road. Silver. His eyes were silver.

Well, a soft, lustrous grey with a silver sheen, like a cats eye gem.

And he’d never lookedmore dashing or – dare I say – devilish.

I wondered briefly if he was using his powers to entrance me

after all.

“What would be the point?” he said softly. “I already have

you.”

I remembered too late to put upmy protective shield. Damn! I

wondered if there was really any point, considering who he was.

“You forget,” Lou said in a low tone. “I’m not a God or

Goddess like you. I’m an angel, a fallen angel, yes, but an

angel all the same. You’re far more powerful – it is I who needs

protection from you.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said with a frown. “You’re the devil,

Satan, Lucifer, Beelzebub, evil incarnate. What do you have to

fear fromme?”

Lou smirked condescendingly.

“I, like you, have many names. But we need to get something

straight. I am not Beelzebub. He is a Prince of Hell, and also
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my Lieutenant, and Lord of the Flies. I am known as The Devil,

but there are many entities known as devils, or demons, under

my control. Belial andMastema are names I had early on, and I

was later labelled with Lucifer through humanmistranslations.

Or, if you like, call me Satan, though it more properly meant an

adversary or accuser. Let’s see, what else?”

“Whoa! That’ll do, okay? Didn’t ask for your life story.”

“Really? But it’s so fascinating.”

I shot him an exasperated look.

“You don’t know what you’re missing, Cheri.”

“I told you not to call me that.”

“Oh. And I do so like it. It suits your French heritage…”

I shot him another look, one designed to wither the strongest

oak tree.

“You’re no fun today,” Lou said with a pout. “Maybe I should

just pop on ahead and organise yourwelcome party in Oklahoma

City, hmmm?”

He Vanished before I could say another word. Probably a good

thing, because it wouldn’t have been a nice one.
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5.

Much to my relief, nothing else menaced or otherwise held me

up on the rest of that leg, and I got to Oklahoma City in the late

afternoon, tired but safe. I stopped at a diner, and plotted my

route to NewMexico onmy roadmap over yet another dinner of

burger and fries, excited that at last I’d be driving on the famous

Route 66.

It was dark when I got back to the caddy, and I headed down

themain strip looking for amotel for the night. I kept expecting

to see evidence of the welcome party Lou had threatened to

organise, but the only indication I saw of his presence in

Oklahoma City was that every Jack-O-Lantern I passed winked

at me.

I found a motel, had a hot shower, and made myself com-

fortable in front of the TV. I didn’t hold out much hope of

finding anything I’d enjoy watching as I flicked through game

shows, variety shows, and other programs designed to sedate

the masses, and was about to give up when a familiar scene

caught my eye. A long, sweeping view of rocky islands in a

peacock blue lake, sun-baked colonnades as the camera moved

through half-submerged ruins to focus on the upper ramparts

of a great granite temple…

“Philae?” I murmured. “Philae! But… It wasn’t under water

last time I saw it!”

I watched on in horror, and learned that Philae – home to my

beautiful temple – had been at least partially under water since

the early nineteen hundreds, due to the building of the Aswan

Low Dam. Now that the Aswan High Damwas to be built, a huge

project launched by UNESCO was underway to deconstruct all

the ruins andmonuments in the area to beflooded, so they could
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be rebuilt on higher land.

“But they can’t movemy temple,” I said. “This is a desecra-

tion!”

“They must,” Gran said. “Otherwise it – and all the other

buildings on the island –may be destroyed.”

“They shouldn’t have flooded it in the first place!”

“Theymust havehad their reasons for building the damwhere

they did…”

“Gran, they can’t do this! That island is sacred! I have to go

there – I have to stop them!”

“Youmust learn to accept temporal matters as they are,” said

Vaivea sternly. “What has been done cannot be undone…”

“You wanna bet?” I cried, getting to my feet. “I’llmake them

stop! I’ll Magic their asses to Timbuktu! I’ll rip those dams

down with my bare hands, if I have to!”

“It is not the way of Isis to resort to childish threats of

violence.”

“And nor should Angela Jones,” said a husky female voice

behindme.

I spun around, the scent of patchouli wafting over me.

“Amy! You’re here!”

Amy smiled and held a finger to her lips.

“Hush now, honey. I understand why you’re upset. But trust

me, this is a small matter compared to what you’re really here

for.”

“It is?”

“Are you forgetting your mission?” Amy asked.

“She’s always forgetting her mission,” Gran said with a sigh.

“Well, I told you that you were here for greater things, and

it’s true. You should listen to your spirit helpers, and let them

guide you.”

291



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

“I try,” I said, feeling abashed. “But I don’t always find them

very helpful.”

A sudden thought lit hope in me.

“Have you come to be my spirit guide?”

Amy just smiled, and faded softly away.

“No! Don’t go… Amy?”

Not a trace of her remained, not even a whiff of patchouli. I

sighed, feeling about as deflated as I could be.

“Great! So I don’t know if Amy is my guide. I’m not sure what

mymission is. I’m not even allowed to go and save Philae. My

mother’s a dead, alcoholic vampire. My dad’s got religion. Gabe

could still die. The devil’s trying to seduce me. And I’m being

stalked by a psycho with two lifetimes of grudges. Could things

get any crumbier?”

“Sure they could,” Gran said. “But that’s up to you, isn’t it?”

I shrugged.

“I don’t know. I feel so helpless…”

“The Philae that you knew is still there, where it has always

been,” Vaivea said.

“What, ten foot under water?”

“No. It’s past is still available to you, and to all mythic beings.

You can still go to it, as it was at any point in history.”

I kind of gawped at him, then turned back to Gran.

“What, time travel? How am I supposed – oh, that’s right.”

I’d again forgotten that I was more than a mere human. I

could just twitch my nose like Samantha in Bewitched, and I’d

be there. After all, I’d already been there, thanks to Lou.

“Okay, so is there some actual reason I need to go back there

in ancient times?”

“That is not for me to reveal,” Vaivea said, and Vanished.

“Well, how dramatic,” I said. “Did he have to split just as it
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got interesting?”

“You’ve heard all you need to for the moment.”

“Aw, come on Gran. What’s going to happen at Philae?”

“You’ll figure it out in time. Then you’ll see how serious this

all is.”

I sighed. Nothing was ever straightforward. I had a whole lot

to think about as I curled up in bed, and I mulled over it all for

ages before I fell asleep.

Some time later I drifted back to consciousness, then awoke

fully with a shock. I seemed to be spinning around and around

a bright light. My heart raced, and my body felt strangely

contorted.

Panic hit me as I thrashed my limbs about in a desperate

attempt to control them. But it was no use. My arms pumped the

air at my sides, fanning a fire. I could feel its heat rolling at me

in waves, smell the scent of fragrant wood and sweet incense. It

was too dark outside the range of the flames to see where I was.

A fresh terror gripped me as a large creature ran my way,

screaming. I thought I was about to die.
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(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66

1. Tuesday 28th October, 1969 – Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

“My baby!”

As the words registered, I saw that the creature was Queen

Astarte. I couldn’t understand why she looked so big, and why I

was looking down at her from a height. But she wasn’t the least

bit interested in me. Instead, she reached straight into the fire

and pulled out a bundle of cloth.

I was too caught up in my own drama to notice anything

else. I found myself swooping at the floor, fast. Then, all of

a sudden, I stood before Queen Astarte, back to my normal size

and appearance. The queen was startled, but stood her ground,

hugging the bundle to herself.

“Who are you, that you can take the shape of a swallow and

then return to human form? Speak!”

Iwasa littleflustered tohear that I’d turned intoabirdwithout

knowing it. But I didn’t have time to think about it.

“I am Isis, and by your actions, you have now deprived you

beloved son of the immortality I wished to bestow upon him.”
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The queen’s face was amask of shock as she sank to her knees

before me, still clutching her baby.

“Oh, my Lady,” she whispered, and bowed her head.

At thatmomentKingMalcander rushed into the nursery room,

followed by a number of guards. At the sight of his Queen

kneeling before me, he frowned.

“What is this? Is royalty to bow before their servants now?”

Hemade to help the queen to her feet, but she shook him off.

“We are in the presence of a power far greater than our own,”

she said in a low voice. “Be humbled before the mighty Lady

Isis.”

KingMalcander stared at me, then silently joined the queen.

The guards likewise sank to their knees, followed by two of the

queen’s handmaidens who had come at her scream. Another

moment, I thought, and the whole palace will be here. No

wonder Isis wanted to hide her identity. That sort of fame

brought a heavy price to pay.

But at least now I understood what was going on. Isis had

become a trusted presence in the Royal Palace, and had healed

little Prince Dictys, who had been ill. She had become fond of the

baby, and decided to make him immortal. She hadn’t counted

on Queen Astarte’s interruption.

“Rise,” I instructed. “I have a boon to ask of you.”

“Anything you desire, my Lady,” the King said, helping the

Queen to her feet..

“It is but a small thing to you, but a great one to me. Have

you a pillar in your palace which was once the trunk of a mighty

tamarisk tree?”

The king and queen glanced at each other in surprise.

“Certainly there is such a pillar here,” the Queen replied.

“Take me to it.”
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They exchanged confused looks, then the king and queen and

their retinue escortedme through the palace to the throne room.

Central in the room stood a great tree trunk, straight and tall

and exuding a sweet, spicy scent. I went to it and ranmy hands

over the bark, briefly wondering how to get the box containing

Osiris’ body out of the trunk. But Isis knew what to do.

I laid my cheek against the rough bark, and a string of words

I didn’t understand slithered off my tongue. Before I knew it,

the trunk had split neatly down the centre and moved apart,

leaving Set’s ornate box suspended in the air between the two

halves. I commanded the box to float to the floor, and the tree

trunk sealed up again, leaving no indication of ever having been

sundered.

All those aroundme exclaimed in surprise, but I barely heard

them. I knelt by the box – the coffin of Osiris – and slumped

onto it, sobbing, my tears falling on the inlaid ivory and gems

on the lid. Mymind grew hazy, dark clouds swirled aroundme,

and I woke up huggingmy soggy pillow and sniffling.

The roomwas dark, although itwas near seven in themorning.

I rose and dressed silently, feeling too solemn to talk to Gran.

I stopped at a diner for breakfast, then made tracks through

Oklahoma City. Finally, I was on Route Sixty Six. With the soft

top down, the wind in my hair, and the radio on, my spirits

started to lift. Even if I did have to endure some dreadful

Halloween-themed songs like I Was a Teenage Creature, and

House of Horrors…

I thought about going to my temple on Philae by travelling

back in time. The images from the documentary were still fresh

in mymind, and so were mymemories fromwhen Lou took me

there. Sparkling blue water, picturesque views, stately struc-

tures covered in vivid paintwork. I remembered the chanting of
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my priests and priestesses, and a feeling of excitement grew in

me.

El Reno came and went in a flash, and then we crossed the

Canadian River Bridge, with its panoramic view. Small Route

Sixty Six towns flashed by – Sayre, Erick, Texola. The landscape

stretched barren and desolate in all directions – mile after

mile of prairies with few distinguishing features. Keeping in

suite, the radio station came up with way out old tunes like The

Graveyard by The Phantom Five, and Dead by The Poets.

Just after Texola, we crossed back into the Texas panhandle.

The caddy ate up themiles as thehighway ran in anearly straight

line over the endless prairies. I stopped for lunch in Amarillo,

then continued on through the open country.

Small communities and isolated farm houses whizzed by as I

burned up the road in a blur of tarmac and wide blue skies. Over

the border in NewMexico, I stopped at Cline’s Corners to use

the facilities and check mymap. A bit further on, I noticed that

we’d left the plains behind. Cuttings rose on each side of the

highway, and I soon felt the rise in elevation as I wound through

the hilly country.

Soon I found myself driving into the blazing late afternoon

sun. Lucky my sunnies are dark. Real dark. At Albuquerque,

I grabbed some takeout and found a picnic spot alongside the

Rio Grande to sit and eat, and watch the sunset. Shades of pink

and orange spilled across the pale western sky, and a fiery glow

stained the dusky horizon, though a large, glowingmoon was

already visible.

I checked into amotel, mademy room as dark as possible, and

slipped into bed. Gran settled nearby and Vaivea disappeared for

the time being. Although it had been a long drive and I was tired,

mymind was too active to go to sleep right away, so I decided to
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do a regression.

I closedmy eyes and focussed on the Temple of Philae. I hoped

that would ensure a regression as Isis to that place, but I was

wrong. When I became aware of being in her world, she wasn’t

in the stately, peaceful temple with the soothing chants of her

priests and priestesses in her ears.

Instead, Isis struggled through a dark marsh in a delirious

panic. Tall papyrus plants swayed around her on the evening

breeze, stars twinkled in the velvet sky above. She seemed

unfocused and blind to her surroundings. All that mattered

was that she return to her hiding place. Her thoughts were so

scattered that I wondered if she was being chased by something

so terrible that even the mighty Isis couldn’t overcome it.

“Sister! Stop, please…”

A shadowy figure appeared just ahead, limned by the moon-

light. I gasped as I recognised her, though how, I don’t know. In

this life, Karen looked like an ancient Egyptian woman – long

black hair with bangs, honeyed skin, and dark, almond-shaped

eyes. She also appeared to be distressed, just as Isis was.

“Where is he?” Isis gasped, skidding to a stop.

“I… I’m sorry,” Nephthys faltered, tears rolling down her face.

“Sutekh tricked me, I swear it…”

Isis cried out and leapt forward. She burst into a small clearing

surrounded by date palms and thorny shrubs. Set’s ornate box

sat squarely in the centre, although she’d left it hidden in the

bushes, with her sister to guard it. The lid lay to one side. Isis

stumbled as she reached the box, sensing what she already

feared was true.

The box was empty. Osiris’ body was gone.

2.
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“No!” Isis screamed.

She collapsed by the coffin, sobbing. A night breeze turned the

tears icy on her face. Isis was too sunk in her misery to notice.

Her love was gone once again, taken from her before she had

a chance to return him to life. Engulfed by the racking sobs, I

didn’t noticemy return to themotel room inAlbuquerque. When

I finally became aware ofmy change in location, I nearly jumped

out of my skin.

“Jeez, I didn’t expect that!” I said as I looked for Gran’s

comforting glow. “I’ll never get used to all this zapping about.”

“Yes you will,” she said, gliding to my side. “Why don’t

you practice doing it intentionally? Then when it happens by

accident you’ll be more attuned to it.”

“Of course,” I said. “I should’ve thought of that. But where

will I go?”

Gran smiled and shook her head.

“How can you even wonder that when you left your heart back

in Jacksonville?”

“Gabe!” I said. ” I’ll visit Gabe!”

I closed my eyes andWishedmyself to Gabe’s hospital room.

Seconds later I stood right next to his bed. Light from the

corridor lit the room faintly, and I saw his chest rise and fall

evenly in the semi-darkness. But his eyes were still shut, all his

facial muscles relaxed in sleep.

“Gabe,” I said softly. “I’m here. I’ve worked out how I can

come and visit you whenever I want to, just by Wishingmyself

here. I love you so much.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, held his hand, stroked his face,

whispered my love, for half an hour or more. I also wondered

when I was going to learn how to heal him, and hoped it would

be soon. Then I kissed his forehead, wished him sweet dreams,
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and returned to mymotel room.

I got into bed, but I still didn’t feel like sleeping. With a sigh, I

reacheddown for the bagof bookswhere I’d stashed thembeside

the bed, and looked for one that might lull me off to sleep.

I was immersed in a volume of world myths, trying to get my

head around the complex relationships between the deities of

the ancient Greeks, when a warning tingle told me I was being

watched. I rolled over to look around – straight into a pair of

fiery red eyes. I squealed in terror.

“Darling, must you make such a dreadful noise? I’ve heard

wild boars in the Australian outback make more appetising

sounds.”

“Fiend!” I hissed. “How did you think I’d react to those awful,

flaming red eyes? Change them! Now! Or I won’t ever talk to

you again!”

My boldness took my own breath away, but I guess by then

my goddess status must’ve sunk in. Lou obediently toned down

his eye colour to amber, then hazel, which suited him curiously

well. It served to make him look even more mischievous than

usual as he lounged on the other side of the bed.

“Is this more to your liking?” he asked.

I frowned. Every word he uttered dripped with innuendo.

“It’s better,” I replied sulkily.

I really hoped he’d go away. Gran hovered nearby, glowing

a faint red, but silent. I could pretty much imagine what she

would have liked to say. Mostly because I felt like saying it too.

“What, no quick wit?” Lou asked. “No stinging retorts? No

savoir faire?”

“Noma cheri, no sauvignon blanc, no caviar, no pâté de fois

gras?”

I couldn’t help but bite back. I only wished I hadmanaged to
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pick up some real French onmy way through New Orleans.

“Ooh la la,” Lou chuckled, apparently delighted. “For you,my

dear, anything.”

A gleaming silver platter Appeared on the bed between us,

upon which rested a small crystal bowl of black caviar, a slab of

pâté, delicately thin water crackers and two glasses of a golden

white liquid. I sighed.

“Is it really made from goose livers?”

“The pâté? Only the finest livers from the fattest geese.”

“Gross. I think I’ll pass.”

He waved his hand and the pate Disappeared.

“I didn’t much feel like it anyway,” he said, handingme one

of the wine glasses. “Far too rich to eat just before bed.”

I sipped, then sipped again. It was a mellow, fruity wine, and

I enjoyed the sweetness of it.

“Of course, ambrosia would be more fitting,” Lou said.

He smiled indulgently and flicked his tongue over his lips in

an unmistakable gesture. I stared, not because I wanted to, but

because I had for some reason entertained the notion that the

devil had a forked tongue. It seemed rather odd that he didn’t.

He mistookmy interest, and arched his eyebrows evenmore.

“Darling, why not stop all this silly pretence and just do what

comes naturally?”

My gazemoved from his sensuous, full lips to his twinkling

eyes. I knew what he meant, but for some reason I just didn’t

have it in me to argue.

“Not tonight,” I replied dryly. “I have a headache.”

I tossed back the rest of the wine, threw the glass over my

shoulder and rolled onto my side, putting my back to him. I

also used my powers to switch off the bedside lamp. I don’t

know what became of the wine glass. I didn’t hear it smash, so I
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assumed Lou had Vanished it.

The weight on the bed behind me lightened, and I hoped

that he’d Vanished, too, but it was just the tray of goodies

Disappearing. There was another adjustment of weight as Lou

settled in right behindme. I heard his quiet breathing, felt his

longing for me. I’d never get any sleep while he was there.

So I Wished myself to Karen and Eric’s apartment in L. A.,

thinking I could just hideout thereuntil Louhadgone. I’d visited

Karen and Eric only once since they were married, and hoped I

remembered the layout of their apartment well enough to Wish

myself to a spot where I wouldn’t be seen.

It worked, because I found myself laying on the floor of the

walk-in wardrobe connected to their bedroom. I heard raised

voices, and quickly Wished myself Invisible in case one of them

opened the door.

“You must have known!” said Eric. “How could you not

know?”

“Honey, you have to believe me,” Karen said. “I had no idea.”

I could hear the tears in her voice, andmy heart squeezed. I

hoped littleNewtonwas fast asleepandcouldn’t hearhis parents

arguing.

“Do you have any idea how big a shock this is for me?” Eric

said. “To find out like this – this way – and now. What were

you thinking?”

“Darling, I’m so, so sorry,” Karen said, her voice trembling.

“If I could take it back and undo it, I would. I had no idea this

would happen. Honestly.”

I seemed to have stumbled in at a very bad time. My curiosity

was madly aroused, and resentment at Eric’s manner prickled

me unbearably, but I knew I had no business hearing this

argument, that whatever it was, I had to hear it from Karen’s
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lips and not by listening in on a private conversation. Though

my heart bled for my sister, I closedmy eyes andWishedmyself

back to mymotel room.

To my surprise, Lou still lay exactly where he’d been when

I left. I wondered if angels (or demons) actually slept and if I

should just park myself on the sofa to avoid unwanted contact

with him. I didn’t knowwhere Granwas, and Vaivea didn’t seem

to be around either.

Lou snored softly, and indignation swept through me. How

dare he! Well, I wasn’t going to let him chase me frommy own

bed. I didn’t care if he was faking sleep – all the better if he was.

I’d so catch him out if he tried any monkey business, and he

wouldn’t get away unscathed! Imoved as close tomy edge of the

bed as possible, and fell asleep thinking of suitable punishments

should Lou even dream of misbehaving.

3.

Early morning light moved gently through a gap in the curtains.

It flashed across my face and brought me back to consciousness.

I blinked, too full of hazy, sleepy warmth to want to move.

And the arm draped heavily around me felt so comforting. I

wondered briefly if I was dreaming of the time Gabe and I had

gone to New York City together, to meet his folks.

Thenmymemory kicked in, andmy stomach clenched. Had I

just spent the night in bed with the devil? I felt his warm, soft

breath onmy neck, the tickle of his goatee onmy shoulder, the

weight of his body pressing against my back. I lay for a while

almost paralysed, wondering how to get out of it with the least

damage, and if I would ever be able to lookGabe in the face again.

A faint shimmer near the foot of the bed caught my eye.
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Vaivea stood there, still, impassive. I groaned inwardly as I

remembered his admonishments about my weakness for the

temptation Lou offered. I hadn’t believed him at the time, but

now I saw how very naive I’d been. I’d softened my attitude

towards Lou, and he’d wedged open the chink in my armour

with expert skill.

Still, I never had been one for self-pity or backing down, so I

decided to brazen it out. I took a deep breath and abruptly sat

up.

“Well, that was interesting,” I said as I stood and stretched.

“What was, my dear?”

I turned and looked down at Lou. He’d tucked his arm back

against his chest, but otherwise hadn’t moved. He gazed

languidly up at me, a gentle smile on his face. The effect was

almost touching – until I noticed his eyes.

“Eww, that’s just wrong,” I said.

“What is, my dear?”

I screwedmy face up in distaste.

“That. Your eyes. Pink. So gross.”

“A reflection of my feelings for you, ma cheri.”

“Rubbish. Change them or I’ll chunder right on you.”

Lou sighed and changed his eyes back to hazel. I had to admit,

it suited him.

“So what was so ‘interesting’, darling?”

“That you behaved yourself,” I said dryly as I grabbed out

clean clothes for the day and went to the bathroom to change.

I don’t know what made me think Lou would respect my

privacy – he obviously wouldn’t need to maintain a physical

presence to spy on me if he wished – but even so, I felt it

important to keep up my standards, especially after my slip-

up. When I came out, Lou had a simple breakfast of hot ham
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steaks, a leafy salad, crusty bread, and cheese spread on the

table. I didn’t think twice about tucking in. I was ravenous.

“Don’t you think you should bemore careful?” Gran said from

behindme.

“Yeah,” I said around a mouthful of food. “This bread is so

fresh! Mmmm!”

I looked around for something to drink, and a steamingmug

of coffee Appeared.

“I’ve tried yours, now you try mine,” Lou said from his side

of the table.

“For Pete’s sake!” Gran huffed, and disappeared.

“Oh dear,” Lou said. “What can the matter be, do you think?”

I waggedmy knife at him.

“She has a point, you know.”

Lou eyed the utensil.

“So have you, my dear.”

“Sorry. But she’s right. Here I am, sitting down to eat with

the devil. Most people would be mortified.”

“Well, thankfully you’re notmost people. Actually, you’re not

even people. You’re better.”

I cleaned up everything onmyplate, and sank back inmy chair

with the mug of coffee. Lou had sampled various parts of his

own meal, but hadn’t consumed a great deal. I suddenly felt

self-conscious about stuffingmyself so heartily.

“Thanks for the chow,” I said, striving to stay flippant.

“You’re welcome,” Lou said, and Vanished everything from

the table with a sweep of his hand. “It’s a pity you want to rush

off, my dear. You do realise that you can simply Wish yourself

and your belongings to L. A.?”

“Sure I do. But how am I going to explain to Karen why I

got there so fast? I think I’d better stick to driving. Besides, I
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promised dad I’d scope out Route Sixty Six for him.”

“In that case, I’d better not hold you up any further. Au revoir,

ma cheri.”

Suddenly he was gone. I blinked and looked about. Something

stirred inside me, and I clenched my teeth and swallowed it

down.

“For goodness sake, get a grip,” I told myself. “He’s the

devil!”

Itwas cool andgustyoutside, and I forgot aboutLouas I settled

into the car and drove out onto the road. Gran Appeared next to

me, and I jumped.

“Thanks for the warning,” I said. “Have a nice trip?”

“I’ve just been visiting with Karen,” she said.

“How is she?” I asked, suddenly worried for my sister.

“Things are difficult in her life at the moment.”

“Difficult how?” I asked as we turned back onto Route Sixty

Six.

“Her situation is causing her great emotional distress.”

“Eric?” I asked, wishing Granwould just get right to the point.

“Partially.”

“Can you tell me what’s wrong? If he’s not treating her right,

I’ll kill him!”

“The problem is their private business, and you know very

well that Karen will tell you if you ask her.”

“I know. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Just be there for her when she does decide to tell you,” Gran

answered.

I took somedeepbreaths. Mybody seemedweigheddownwith

all theworry I felt formy sister, and I tried to let it go for the time

being. So I turned up the radio and lay down some serious rubber

on the Rio Grande bridge and beyond. Steppenwolf blared all
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aroundme, the soft-top was down andmy hair whipped back in

the wind. Yes! I was born to be wild!

Gran andVaiveawere quiet, although, to be fair, theywould’ve

needed a big-ass megaphone to be heard over the radio. But the

music helped take mymind off Gabe, and Karen, and the rest of

the mess I had to deal with.

After Albuquerque, all was a vast nothingness of flat, reddish

plains, punctuated at intervals by sharp-pinnacled hills andflat-

topped mesa. The country became mountainous as I crossed

the dark lava flows before Grants, then more plains surrounded

by sagebrush, great red bluffs and toweringmesa approaching

Gallup.

Just over the border in Arizona stretched a string of stores and

Native American trading posts. I wondered if I should stop for

a look. I’d heard that some trading posts sold cheap imported

goods, and tourists often didn’t know the difference. On awhim,

I pulled over.

“Vaivea, I want some real Indian beads for Karen, seeing as

I lost those beads I got in New Orleans. Can you please tell me

what’s authentic in here?”

“As you wish.”

I entered one of the stores, my ghostly entourage behind

me. An elderly Native American woman andmiddle-agedman

behind the counter greeted me. Then the woman did the best

double take I’d ever seen. But it wasn’t me she stared at. It was

Vaivea and Gran. Judging by her expression, I figured she could

see them plain as day.

“It’s okay,” I said nonchalantly. “They’re with me.”

If possible, she looked even more dumbfounded. She whis-

pered to the man as I turned to the nearest jewellery stand to

examine the squash blossom necklaces and beaded bracelets
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there. I soon found something I knew Karen would like – a

delicate turquoise beaded bracelet with sterling silver feather

charms. Vaivea verified that it was authentically Indianmade,

and I took it to the counter.

The man served me. He took the bracelet with trembling

hands, and glanced behind me again and again as he gift-

wrapped it and took my money. The woman hung back, and

spoke as the man handedmemy purchase.

“You walk with the spirits, little one.”

“Mymother still believes in the old Navajo ways,” the man

said with a nervous smile. “She says a Ghost walks with you.”

“Two,” she corrected. “One is Indian. He does not rest in the

Happy Hunting Ground, but is attached to the living. And the

other is a blood relative. Please, be gone from here before you

attract more of these spirits to haunt us!”

“These are my companions,” I said. “My spirit guides. They

go where I go.”

She leaned back a little and stared at me.

“You attract all kinds of evil things. Spirits of the dead seek

your company. Soon the coyote will cross your path and the owl

will call your name, and worse again. Leave this place!”

4.

I hurried from the store, got in the caddy and roared away down

the highway.

“What did you have to go and rile her up for?” Gran said.

“I happen to think a little mutual respect might have gone a

long way. It doesn’t matter, nothing happened to get bent out

of shape about. Anyway, do I really need to worry about coyotes

and owls?”
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The afternoon sun glared on the Little Colorado River as I

drove. The rolling prairies offered little to look at, except more

prairies. And sky. Famous Route Sixty Six trading posts flashed

by – Geronimo Trading Post, Jack Rabbit Trading Post, where

I stopped to snap a photo of the giant jack rabbit for dad. The

radio kept up theHalloween theme, this timewithGhostGuitars,

Werewolf, and on the same theme, MrWere-Wolf.

The smell of rain preceded the clouds that built heavily on

the horizon. I stopped at Winslow and put the soft top up, then

headed into the approaching storm. The sky darkened rapidly,

the wind gusted, and it started to rain as I passedWinona. Trees,

shrubs and boulders flitted by outside my windows. I felt tired,

and concentrated harder onmy driving aswe continued through

intermittent showers.

I’d forgotten the Navajo woman’s words from earlier. The

only thing on my mind was the road ahead. Then trouble hit

unexpectedly. The front driver’s side tyre blew out, forcing me

to pull over.

“Far out!” I said, examining the damage by torchlight as rain

pelted the waterproof poncho I held over my head. “I wonder if

there’s a mechanic in Flagstaff…”

“Do we have to keep reminding you who you are?”

Gran sounded exasperated, and I couldn’t say I blamed her.

“Of course. I’ll just wriggle my nose and it will be all fixed.

Brrrr!”

I straightened and looked around. There was little to see.

Patches of dead grass, bushes and trees swaying in the wind.

It registered that I felt nervous. I turned back to the car, but had

the irresistible urge to look around again. That’s when I worked

out that I was being watched.

“Okay, who’s out there?” I asked my guides as I swung my
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torch around in an arc over the landscape.

“Nothing of consequence,” Vaivea said.

I huffed in annoyance.

“Don’t shine me on, man. It feels pretty darned creepy and I

want to know who or what the hell it is.”

At that moment, an abrupt thrashing of wings drew my

attention to some bushes a bit further back from the road. I

swung the torch that way, and two yellow, disk-like eyes glared

back at me.

“Whhooo whhooo! Whhooo whhooo!”

“Notme,” I answered sarcastically. “Nopoints until youknow

my name.”

Then an eerie moan became audible. I jumped, pointingmy

torch this way and that as it increased in intensity to a full

blooded howl.

“For crying out loud,” I said, rolling my eyes. “That Navaho

women jinxed me! Hey Gran, coyotes don’t usually go near

people, do they?”

The howls became louder, more mournful, then suddenly cut

off. I swung the torch around again, but I already sensed that

the coyote wasmoving away. Even so, I sure didn’t want to stick

around to find out. I Wished the blown out tyre repaired and got

back in the caddy.

“Stay alert,” Gran advised me, a warning note in her voice.

“Why?”

“Just trust me.”

“Gran, is there something I need to know about up ahead?”

“Just stay alert and be careful.”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. Spirits sure could be

frustrating.

“Why? Is the talking owl going to guess my name? Or do you
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think that coyote will come back and perhaps pee on the tyres?”

Thunder rumbled and lightning arced across the sky with an

electric sizzle as the rain became heavier. It thundered down on

the soft top and cut vision significantly. I decided to wait until

it eased, and put my headlights on high beam, staring ahead

intently through the back and forth slash of the windshield

wipers. Shadows leapt and swayed in the darkness outside,

misted by the downpour of rain. An eerie prickle crept up my

spine.

Then I heard a new noise over all the others. I listened hard,

barely breathing. Grunts? Whines? Someone shouting? I

reached out with mymind and immediately picked up on fear.

Someone nearby was terrified. And comingmy way fast.
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The Burning of the Midnight Lamp

1. Thursday 30th October 1969 – Flagstaff, Arizona

Seconds later, a man ran onto the road. He was dark-skinned

and wore an old parka, jeans, and hiking boots. He scrambled to

the passenger side door and yanked it open.

“Hey!” I exclaimed in alarm.

“Back up!” he cried as he thrust himself into the seat and

slammed the door.

“I’d like to know what’s going on first,” I said, too curious to

be annoyed.

His eyes bulged as he stared through thewindshield. He barely

spared me a glance as I spoke. I could smell his terror, a sweaty,

feral stench.

I reached out with my mind once more, and came across

another presence. It was some species of animal, though what,

I couldn’t tell. The overwhelming impression was of curiosity,

though there was fear and rage mingled in with it.

“Are you gonna back up or what? It’ll rip your soft-top open

like the lid of a sardine tin if you don’t move!”
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“What’s out there?”

“Are youagoddamcrazywomanor something? It’s enormous

and it stinks and its gonna kill us if we stay here! Let’s get

going!”

Suddenly he froze, the whites of his eyes showing. I followed

his terrified gaze, and my breath caught. At the edge of the pool

of light from my headlights, something very large shambled

onto the road. It stood erect like a human, a good eight feet tall,

and was covered in dark brown hair. I could just make out beady

eyes beneath a prominent brow ridge, shining eerily red in the

glare of the headlights.

It turned anddisappeared into the shrubs, long arms swinging.

I turned back to the man, who was just about hyperventilating.

“Bigfoot,” I said casually, though I was kind of excited.

“Doesn’t like confrontations, fromwhat I’ve heard. Vegetarian,

too. Relax, it’s gone.”

Theman sat stiff as a ramrod, as far back into the seat as he

could get. Only his eyesmoved, flickingmywaybefore returning

to the scene of his terror. He took a deep breath and finally

relaxed.

“Bigfoot, huh? That’s amazing. All these years of hiking in

the wilderness, and I’ve never seen one before. You sure it’s

gone?”

I reached out with my mind, but traces of the creature had

faded.

“It’s moving away to the northeast,” I said.

Theman ran a trembling hand over his lower face, then turned

to me with a strange expression.

“How you knowwhere that thing’s heading? You psychic or

something?”

I shrugged as I pulled back out onto the road and drove on.
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“Yep. Good thing I was here, or it might still be on your trail.

You never know what might happen with wild creatures.”

“Yeah, well it sounded pretty mean. It started chasing me a

couple of miles back, an’ I wasn’t inclined to hang about an’ see

what it wanted.”

The man sat silent for a moment, then shook himself back to

the present.

“Sorry, I should be thanking you. I’mglad you turned upwhen

you did, even if that thing wasn’t dangerous.”

“Hey, that’s okay. If I hadn’t stopped for a flat tyre, I would’ve

been long gone before you even got there. Call it a twist of fate.”

Theman snorted softly.

“Yeah, guess I know all about that.”

Something about him bothered me.

“So, what were you doing all alone in the middle nowhere, in

this weather?”

“I could ask the same of you.”

“Just heading to L.A. to visit my sister,” I said truthfully.

There was a pause before he continued.

“Oh. Well, I just like hiking. Iwas checking outWalnut Canyon

over there, the Indian dwellings and stuff. It started raining,

and then that thing came after me.”

“Did you drive here? I could take you back to your car.”

“Er, no, I’ve just been hitching rides along the way.”

Somethingwasn’t right. I tried to seehis aura out of the corner

of my eye. It wasn’t very bright. I slowed the car and glanced

over. Lots of darkness, patches of grey and brown.

“Um– is there anywhere you want to be dropped off?”

“You heading into Flagstaff?”

I nodded. I didn’t want to keep his company any longer than

necessary.
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“Yeah. I can drop you there.”

“That’ll do. Long as I can get back on the highway tomorrow

and hitch a ride.”

“Where are you heading?”

“Not sure. East. That’s all I know.”

“Just following the sun?” I asked.

“Huh, yeah,” he said with a sudden laugh. “Or the maybe the

moon…”

Uh oh. Crazy as. Like, straight from the cuckoo’s nest. I

glanced at him again. His eyes glinted in the darkness andmy

heart thudded even harder. I didn’t dare drive any faster with

the rain pouring down, so I put up my psychic shield, just in

case.

And not a moment too soon. The guy groaned and rubbed his

temples, then he started to breath heavily again. I didn’t know

what was going on with him, but it freaked me out big time. He

looked over at me with a pained expression.

“Blasted full moon,” he croaked as his body went into convul-

sions.

“What’s happening?” I asked, trying not to panic.

“Sorry – that – time of – the month…”

He attempted to laugh, but the sound turned into a serious

of yelps. I looked his way again, and saw that his teeth had

lengthened into fangs and fur had sprouted wherever his skin

showed.

I was paralysed with fear. I’d picked up a werewolf, and he

was changing right in my car!

2.

I pulled the caddy up on the side of the road. I had to decide
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super-quickly whether I should get out and run, or pray for help

and take my chances. The guy stopped convulsing, and leaned

back in the seat, breathing heavily.

“Not – funny, huh?”

“Um,” I said, wishing my brain would work.

It didn’t help in any way, shape, or form that the next tune

the radio played was I’m TheWolfman by Round Robin.

“Yeah – guess not,” he groaned.

I couldn’t thinkwhat to say, so I attempted to calmmyfeverish

thoughts and decide on a course of action. The first thing that

popped into my head was the irrational idea that I should Wish

him to the moon – only that could make it rather dangerous

for any future astronauts who went up there. The second was a

voice – Gran’s voice.

“Remember who you are, my sparrow. Remember!”

Isis. So, what would Isis do? Isis was a healer… I looked over

at the guy in the passenger seat. The transformation was still

in progress, slowly changing him from human to werewolf. His

nose had lengthened, morphed into a snout, and his ears had

grown long and pointed.

“Are you kidding?” I thought. “How on earth can I heal

THAT?”

Butmybrainfinally tickedover. Lycanthropywas an infection,

and an infection was simply a type of negative energy. Energy

could be cleansed and purified until it was balanced again. That

was what all spirit-based healers did –manipulate energy. And

Isis was considered a great healer. So…

“Er, I know this might sound strange, but I’d like to try and

heal you.”

The form in the other seat yelped painfully in laughter, which

sent his body into spasms again.
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“Okay, try to stay calm and I’ll do what I can.”

I closed my eyes and retreated into my mind. My third eye,

centred betweenmy physical eyes, opened, and I saw the man’s

energetic form. Being a werewolf, he had adopted many animal

instincts, but I sensed that he’d struggled to retain his human

qualities and to come to terms with his condition. I felt great

pity and sorrow for all he’d been through, and called onmy inner

resources with true intent.

“I am Isis, and I have the power to heal,” I said inwardly. “I

wish to heal this man, who was infected through no fault of his

own. For the highest good, let me find the way to help him.”

A tingly feeling welled inside me, and travelled from the root

of my spine up throughmy body until it reached the crown of

my head. My inner vision saw my chakras spinning, all with

clean, clear colours, perfectly balanced and giving off powerful

energy. The energy gathered, thenmoved downmy arms and

out my fingertips, into the man’s body.

The rainbow colours travelled through his being, activating

his diseased chakras. They turned slowly at first, sluggish from

the infection, then rotated faster and faster, until they spun

like pinwheels in a wind. As they spun, the darkness in his aura

faded, dissipating until only clean, bright light surrounded him.

It was done. I withdrewmy powers, cleared and groundedmy

mind and body, and openedmy eyes.

The metamorphosis had reversed, leaving the man as he’d

been before it started. He stared at his hands, then felt his face.

Finally he turned to me, his eyes nearly bugging out.

“Friggin’ hell,” he whispered. “It’s gone. It’s really gone.”

I was elated for him, for the success of my daring venture.

I was also exhausted from doing such intense energy work. I

raised a faint smile and breathed deeply.
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“So, how do you feel now?”

He shook his head and stared at me, then at his hands again.

“I…”

He lapsed into silence as he examined his arms, his chest, his

upper legs. Finally he pulled himself together.

“I feel – fine. I – you… I should be a slavering beast by now, I

should be ripping you apart…What happened?”

I laughed softly, which was all I had the energy to do.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But you are cured.”

“Cured? You curedme? I’ve had this for years. I thought there

was no cure.”

“Believe me, you are cured.”

“Really cured? How? Who –what are you?”

I didn’t know how to answer that and not sound certifiably

insane, so I just smiled at him. It didn’t help.

“Lady, you’re really starting to freakme out. You’re almost

scarier than that Bigfoot. I don’t even know your name!”

“Sorry. I’m Ange.”

I extendedmy right hand andwaited. Hehesitated, then shook

it.

“Lester.”

“Of course you are,” I said, and laughed again. “I should’ve

guessed.”

“Huh? Now you’re getting really freaky. Maybe I should’ve

takenmy chances out there with that other thing after all.”

“You’re looking for Amy,” I stated.

He stiffened, staring at me hard.

“I’m psychic,” I said with a shrug.

“Yeah, okay, that’s cool. I got no problemwith that. Can you

tell me anything about her – like how she is, where she is?”

“Yes. But I’m afraid it’s not good news.”
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His face fell.

“Amy?”

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “Lester, she’s gone.”

Lester sagged into his seat and sighed deeply. Tears gathered

in his dark eyes, but he no longer questioned my mysterious

knowledge.

“Do you know how?”

“Her house burned down.”

“Oh shit,” he said, and sobbed noiselessly for severalminutes.

I sat in silence while he grieved, wishing I had better news.

While we sat there, I sensed another presence in the car with

us. It seemed familiar, especially when I caught a whiff of spicy

scent.

“Lester, I think we have a visitor.”

He looked up in surprise, and glanced out the windshield and

windows.

“Not out there. In here.”

He frowned at me, tears still trickling down his cheeks. Then

he smelt the patchouli.

“Amy! Amy, love! Of course – you’re in spirit now!”

“Yes, honey,” came Amy’s voice, wavery through the ether.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come before now. But we’ll never be apart

again, I promise.”

He sobbed again, whether from joy or sadness I couldn’t tell.

He finally pulled himself together enough to talk.

“I’m still tracking Jesse, after all these years. More slippery

than an eel, that one. I was right on his heels until we headed

into the desert country a few weeks ago. It took me ages to pick

up his scent again…”

“He found me,” Amy said, and Lester gasped. “He tracked

me down where I was living in Florida. That’s when the house
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burnt down. You won’t have to track him anymore, honey. He’s

dead.”

Lester nodded as her words sank in.

“I’m just sorry it came at such a cost,” he said with a heavy

sigh.

“So, shall we keep going to Flagstaff?” I asked.

“Sure,” Lester answered. “As good a place as any to start a

new life, I guess. Thankyou for healing me, Ange. You’ve given

memy life back. I owe you big time.”

“Thankyou fromme as well, honey,” said Amy. “Bless you.”

“My pleasure,” I said, pulling back out on the road. “What

will you do now?”

“I don’t rightly know,” Lester answered. “I’m supposed to

have been dead for years. I don’t officially exist. But I still got a

bit of money that I saved, and I guess I’ll work something out.”

“I hope so, Lester,” I said. “And Amy, I’ve wanted to speak to

you so badly…”

“Honey, I know you have lots of questions and want some

answers. But I can’t interfere in the course of your journey.

I’ll just tell you this – you have all the help you need for the

moment.”

“I so want you to be my guide,” I said hopefully.

“That would be a great honour. Please, just trust for a little

longer that things are happening the way they are for the best

outcome.”

I sensed that I’d exhausted that topic. A fewminutes later, we

cruised into Flagstaff. The rain had eased, and I pulled up at the

first gas station I saw. Lester got out and walked around to the

driver’s side window to say goodbye.

“Take care of yourself, Lester,” I said. “And good luck.”

“Thanks. I’ll probably need it. I have no idea where I’m going.
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But I’ll be okay, as long as Amy and I are together, even in this

way. Bye for now.”

“For now,” I echoed, as he walked off.

“For now, honey,” I heard Amy’s voice in my head.

I glanced after Lester as I pulled out onto the road again. I just

made out a shimmery presence walking by his side, arm about

his shoulders, a wild tumble of hair swaying down its back.

3.

As I drove on, I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d just done.

I’d used the power of Isis to heal someone. And not just any sort

of healing – I cured a werewolf, for goodness sake! I couldn’t

help but think that it was time to try my powers out on Gabe, to

heal him. I only wished I’d known how to do it in time to save

mymother.

I checked into a motel room in central Flagstaff, carrying my

bags and a burger and fries. I buzzed with so much excitement,

I could barely swallow the food. I brushed my teeth thoroughly,

anticipating lots of kisses after I healed Gabe, and took some

time to freshen up, as I didn’t want to go too early and find his

family still there.

Finally I took a deep breath and Wished myself to Gabe’s

hospital room. I found it dark and quiet, but still Wished myself

Invisible, just in case. The sound of the ventilator and other

hospital equipment seemed unnaturally loud, and I heard the

lowmurmur of voices from the corridor as doctors and nurses

went about their business.

I moved to Gabe’s bed and gazed down on him. He didn’t

look any different to the last time I’d seen him, except his aura

seemed a little duller than before. I prepared mentally, calmed
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myself as best I could – although the prospect of soon having

Gabe restored to good health made my heart thrum crazily, like

Keith Moon’s drumming – and I got started.

Just as I had with Lester, I asked to be a conduit for healing,

and soon my energy was on the move, flowing down through

my hands into Gabe’s body. My third eye saw the energymoving

over him, flowing throughout his own auric field.

But itwas different this time. Thehealing energy didn’tmerge

into Gabe’s energy field as it had with Lester, and therefore

didn’t affect his chakras. It was as though there was a force field

around him, keeping other energies out. I movedmy hands to

different parts of his body, trying to find an access point, but

there wasn’t one.

After a few minutes of trying to pour healing into Gabe,

without success, I started to feel light-headed. I realised that

I was depleting myself of energy in the attempt to heal Gabe,

and reluctantly withdrew. Tears welled up in my eyes. What on

earth had gone wrong? I’d healed a werewolf, so surely I could

heal Gabe?

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I tried. And I’ll keep trying until I

do heal you, okay? I won’t give up, I promise.”

I kissed him on the forehead andWishedmyself back to the

motel in Flagstaff. I was so tired, I barely stopped to take my

boots off before I crawled into bed still dressed, sank into the

soft pillow, and fell asleep. Only seconds later I found myself

blinded by blazing sunlight. My hands flew to shield my eyes,

and in the moment it took for them to adjust, I cast my senses

out. But I was utterly alone.

I felt hot sand burn under my feet. The high dunes aroundme

funnelled the heat and glare of the overhead sun straight into

the valley through which I walked. The wind gusted, a harsh,

322



THE BURNING OF THE MIDNIGHT LAMP

dry wind that whipped up wisps of sand and flung them across

my path in feathery curtains. My eyes felt gritty, and I realised

that Isis had walked this lonely path for some time.

But the discomfort I felt on the outside was nothing compared

towhat I felt inside. A horribly hollow sensation inmy heart and

stomach dominated my senses. It was as if someone had ripped

my insides out. Once again, Isis had lost her beloved. Set’s voice

had rung out across Kemet, boasting of his latest despicable act.

And every ear that heard his voice regretted the hearing, and

every eye bore a sea of tears, Isis more than any other.

“It is not possible to destroy the body of a god! Yet I have done

it – for I have destroyed Usir!”

His laughter had echoed through the land, and all who heard it

trembled and hid. All but Isis, consumed by grief, and her sister

Nephthys, riddled with guilt for allowing Set to trick her into

revealing the location of Osiris’ body. Together, the sisters went

forth to search, as jealous Set, Lord of the Desert, Lord of Chaos

and all that was evil, had torn the perfect body of Osiris in to

fourteen pieces and scattered them across Kemet, to prevent

Isis from ever returning him to life.

I awoke immediately, in shock. I’d read the myths of Isis and

Osiris and knew that this would happen, but that didn’t take

away the horror of living through it in the regression. Especially

after what had happened in Gabe’s hospital room. Or rather,

what hadn’t happened. I tried to go back to sleep, but it was

futile. I tossed and turned until after midnight, then decided to

pack myself up and leave.

“It’s not wise to skip your sleep,” Gran said, shimmering

softly beside me as I pulled out of the motel parking lot. “You’ll

regret it.”

“Look, there’s no way I could sleep now. I’ll be careful, I
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promise.”

I Wished my thermos refilled with strong, hot coffee, and

kept driving. Wilson Pickett kept me company at first, singing

In TheMidnight Hour. In the dark I passed through Seligman

and Kingman, then the highway turned south. The rain had

stopped, and pale moonlight struggled through the tattered

clouds, casting a watery sheen over the empty plains.

The Black Mountains rose and fell in the distance, an inky,

jagged outline on the eastern horizon as I crept nearer to

California. I turned the radio up a little more to distract myself,

hoping that Wolfman Jack would cheer me up with his banter.

“Oh yeah, baby, this year is gonna be the ookiest, the kookiest,

the spookiest Halloween ever!” came his gravelly voice. “And

these cats from England are as spooky as they come! Let me ask

you, baby – are you feeling pink? Ooooh, I can tell you, I’m sure

feeling pink! Like Pink Floyd – and Lucifer Sam!”

And right on cue, as the song started, Lou Appeared in the

passenger seat.

“Are you enjoying your dreary trip, ma cheri?”

“I was.”

“Just for once, couldn’t you greet me in a civil manner?”

“Just for once, couldn’t you just take a hint and leave me

alone?”

Lou sighed deeply.

“My darling, we’ve been through somuch together and still

you treat me with disdain. I do wish you’d accept my help and

my presence in your life. I’m not going away just because you

hurl offensive remarks at me at every opportunity.”

“You’re not, huh?”

“No.”

Lou bopped with the music until the song ended, then cleared
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his throat dramatically.

“You can’t ignore me forever.”

“Yes I can.”

“Forever’s too long a time.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Fine. We will continue this conversation later.”

“You’re going?” I asked hopefully.

“For now. But it is strictly au revior, my dear, not adieu!”

Lou touched his fingers to his lips and blew me a kiss, then

Disappeared. Too late, I flipped him the bird, and cursed

under my breath as I returned my attention to the road. We

continued around the end of the Black Mountains, whose rocky

escarpments frowned darkly under themoonlight. Finally we

crossed the Colorado River, which was also the California state

line, continued to the north, and arrived at Needles. I breathed

a sigh of relief onmy return to civilisation.

Civilisation it might have been, but at three o’clock in the

morning, the place was dead. My lack of sleep was starting to

catch up with me, so I parked in the first car park I came to and

snuggled under a picnic blanket on the back seat. I don’t know

how I got to sleep under such uncomfortable circumstances, but

I must’ve done so because waking up occurred abruptly some

time later, as the first rays of the dawning sun forced their way

in through the windows of the caddy.

I groaned as I stretched allmy joints. It was then that I noticed

my picnic blanket had been augmented by the addition of a soft,

black woollen blanket with a large silver ‘L’ embroidered in the

centre.

“Lou been here, huh?”

“’Fraid so,” Granmuttered.

I left it at that and got out of the car. The air was crisp,
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and I breathed deeply as I looked around. I found an eatery

that opened early, breakfasted, and hadmy thermos filled with

coffee. Finally, I found a payphone and rang Karen to let her

knowmy progress, only to be greeted by her scared, breathless

voice.

“Ange, is that you? Thank goodness you rang – I’m so scared

I don’t know what to do…”

4.

“Why? What’s going on?”

“That – thing– I told you about? It’s getting worse! It keeps

looking at me out of mirrors, not just Gran’s but the one in

the bathroom and my hand mirror and the windows and the

television and anything else shiny…”

“Whoa – what? Youmean you’re seeing it everywhere?”

“Yes! Anything that casts a reflection– I even saw it spying on

me frommy saucepans last night! And from the faucets, and…

and spoons! Eric thinks I’ve gone crazy, because I keep jumping

and dropping things. I just want to pack Newt up and get out

of here until you arrive, but I can’t because I’m expecting the

plumber…”

“Okay, you just stay put and I’ll be right there…”

“Really? Are you in L.A. already?”

“Not quite. I’ve just crossed into California and I’m ringing

from Needles. But look, I promise I’ll be there very soon.”

“It’ll take you at least five hours to drive all that way – you

won’t get here until after lunch time…”

“Er, I knowa shortcut. Just trustme, I’ll be theremuchquicker

than that. See you soon, okay?”

“If you say so. Please drive safely, Ange – I don’t know how
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I’ll manage if anything happens to you!”

My heart clenched painfully at her words. I wanted to tell her

everything would be alright, but I’d have no time to explain why

until I got there. Back in the caddy, I started towards Barstow at

a leisurely pace, California Sun blaring from the speakers. All

around stretched desert plains of parched grass and low shrub.

Rocky brown hills rose abruptly at intervals, only to subside

again. Mountains in the far distance appeared like smoky bumps

on the horizon, blue light playing on blue shadow.

Despite my worries, I foundmyself enjoying the drive. With

the soft-top down, my hair whipped back in the wind, and I felt

at peace. My failure to heal Gabe still haunted me, but I figured

that I must’ve used up so much energy healing Lester that I

didn’t have enough to heal Gabe at the time I went. So, I’d just

try again later, when I was well rested.

I drove until I thought Eric would have left for work, then I

Wished the caddy to the parking bays underneath Karen and

Eric’s marina apartment. I sat there quietly for a while, trying

to work out what to say to Karen, how to explain my ability to

get from one side of California to the other in such a short time.

And the rest of it. I knew I had to tell her the whole truth, from

beginning to end, but I felt sure she’d ring for the men in the

white coats to come and takeme away before I was even halfway

throughmy story.

I gathered my luggage and foundmy way up to the building’s

foyer. It was a bright and breezy morning at the marina, but the

crisp tang of salty ocean air did little to help me think. I stared

at the payphone for another fewminutes before picking up the

handset and dialling.

“Karen?”

“Is that you, Ange? Where are you calling from? Has some-
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thing happened?”

“No, it’s okay. Can you come down to the foyer?”

“Why? You can’t possibly be here yet – it’s less than an hour

since you rang from Needles…”

“Look, I’ll explain everything once I’m there. I just need you

to come down to the foyer because I’m dead tired and I can’t

remember what number your apartment is.”

“Okay, Newt and I will be right down.”

As I replaced the handset, I looked for Gran and Vaivea. They

both shimmered beside me.

“Look, I’m not sure what I’m going to say to Karen yet, so

please help me out if you can, okay? She’s already not going to

believe half of this…”

I watched as the display above the nearby elevator lit up with

the number three.

“And this ‘thing’ Karen keeps seeing? If she’s really in some

sort of danger, I’d appreciate as much advice as you can give

me…”

The elevator pinged as it reached the ground floor, and the

doors slid open. I couldn’t help but grin as Karen and Newt

appeared before me. Newt wriggled in his mother’s arms.

“Put me down, Mama! I wanna see Auntie Ange!”

Karen lowered him to the floor with a smile. The child ran at

me full pelt, and I laughed as he threw his chubby little arms

aroundmy legs.

“Hey Auntie Ange! Mama told me all about you. Are you

coming to stay?”

“I sure am,” I said as I knelt and hugged him back. “And your

Mama’s told me all about you, too. I bet we’ll be best friends.”

I drank in Newt’s appearance. I’d seen photos, of course, but

that wasn’t the same. He’d inherited most of Karen’s facial
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features, butwith darker colouring. His skinwas a rich, honeyed

tone, his thick, wavy hair so dark it was almost black, and he had

big, melting brown eyes. In fact, he looked almost the complete

opposite of Eric in every way. Something else about him seemed

familiar, but I couldn’t think why.

“Sis,” Karen said as I stood up.

She huggedme fiercely, wiping tears from her eyes.

“Whoa, I’ll have to visit more often,” I said, laughing as I

hugged her back.

“Ange, I’ve missed you so much! Let me look at you!”

She held me at arm’s length and we gazed at each other.

I took in her soft, rounded face, warm brown eyes, perfect

nose, shoulder-length chestnut hair, luxuriant and wavy, and

marvelled that two such different individuals could be so closely

related.

“You don’t look as scrawny as usual,” she said with a wicked

grin.

“Really? Gee, after all those days of driving and eating and

sleeping…”

“You haven’t changed,” she saidwith a smile. “Come on, let’s

go up.”

I shouldered my bags as Karen swung Newt up to her hip, and

we entered the elevator. I quickly told them the cleaned up,

tourist-friendly version of my road trip without any mention

of vampires, werewolves, ghostly spirits, angels, Isis, and

especially Lou. The elevator pinged as we stopped at the third

floor, wherewe continued on around the corner and down a long

corridor. Karen unlocked a door near the end and led me into

the apartment.

“Sorry to put you in with Newt, but I thought it would bemore

comfortable than sleeping on the sofa. He does sleep through
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the night.”

“That’s okay. I doubt he could wakeme tonight if he threw all

his toys onme and set them on fire.”

“Ange! Don’t give him ideas!”

She ledme into Newt’s room, where she’d set up amattress

on the floor with blankets and a pillow. I dumpedmy bags and

we went back out to the kitchen, where Karenmade us mugs of

coffee. I noticed a transistor radio on the counter, and switched

it on, catching Spooky by the Classics IV. Newt had scrambled

onto a chair at the dining table, where he was busy drawingwith

crayons in a large sketch book.

“He’s always busy creating,” Karen said proudly. “Either he’s

drawing and colouring in, or making things with his building

blocks. We were thinking of buying him a Meccano set for

Christmas.”

“Sounds like he really takes after his father,” I commented.

At that, Karen’s face clouded. I drewher into the kitchen, away

from Newt.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked. “Are you and Eric going to be

okay?”

“I don’t know. Thing’swere already rocky, and now this… this

‘thing’ I’ve been seeing… I tried to ignore it, but it appears so

suddenly that I nearly always scream or gasp or drop something.

Eric thinks I’m going crazy, which is making everything a

hundred times worse.”

“And he hasn’t seen anything strange himself? No? What

about Newt?”

“I’mnot sure. I’ve seen him looking at the television set when

it wasn’t even switched on, looking really hard as if he was

trying to work out what he was seeing. This morning I heard

him talking to it, but it was switched off. I can’t tell if he’s just
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playing pretend, or if he’s seen this thing himself.”

“I sure hope it pops its ugly mug up for me to get a look at,”

I said. “If I can work out what it is, I might be able to work out

how to get rid of it.”

“But what if it’s dangerous? I’m scared to go too close to any

of the mirrors or the TV or anything, just in case.”

“I don’t imagine it really is,” I said. “It hasn’t tried to hurt

anyone, has it? I’m surprised anything like that would even

know you were there, after what Amy told me.”

“Your psychic friend? What did she say?”

“That there’s a very good reason why you’ve never seen

anything weird…”

Karen’s eyebrows arched upwards.

“Please listen, sis,” I begged. “You have a charmed life. Dark

things don’t come near you because they don’t know you’re

there. You don’t know how lucky you are.”

Karen sniffed.

“I wouldn’t call myself so lucky, or charmed, or anything like

it. If you knew themessmymarriage is in, you wouldn’t either.”

“Tell me,” I said. “Please tell me.”

“Okay. Well, basically, we’ve just found out that Eric isn’t

Newt’s father.”
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Bad Moon Rising

1. Friday, 31st October, 1969 – Los Angeles, California

I was stunned. I’d had no idea what I would hear, but I hadn’t

thought it would be anything like that.

“When Newt was so ill a month back, and the doctors thought

hemight need a blood transfusion, Ericwas thefirst to put uphis

hand. Then when they tested his blood, they found he wasn’t a

match. So he’s not Newt’s biological father, and now he’s angry

at me and it’s all a mess…”

Tears poured down Karen’s cheeks, and she wiped them away.

I was still in shock, wondering how on earth it had happened.

Karen would never sleep around. But at least I now understood

what they’d been arguing about when I’dWishedmyself to their

apartment.

“Sis, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

Karen nodded as she struggled to control her emotions. She

blinked away her tears and composed herself.

“You know,” she said, “I’ve thought and thought, trying to

work it all out. And there’s only one explanation that fits. You
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remember my bridal shower?”

“Yeah, I wish. I couldn’t even go. I was so sick from the flight

over that I spent two days in bed while my guts danced the twist

inside of me.”

Thememory still rankled.

“Well, remember how I told you I went to a discotheque with

some of the girls fromwork that night, and saw this really cute

guy?”

“Yeah.”

“I – I didn’t tell you all of it at the time,” Karen said quietly,

and looked down at her clasped hands. “I did a bit more than

just have a drink with him.”

“Oh Karen,” I said, and reached for her hands.

“I didn’t mean to be unfaithful, exactly,” she continued, her

voice trembling. “But he was such a hunk, and I thought what

the heck, it’ll be the last time I get to do something fun and

dangerous and impulsive before settling down.”

I swalloweddown theheaviness I felt aroundmyheart. I didn’t

want to cry andmake Karen feel even worse. Besides, we’d have

to think of something to tell Newt if we fell about the kitchen

bawling.

“Didn’t you use a rubber?” I asked.

“Yes, but – it broke. I cleaned myself up straight away, but

I guess it was too late. And it’s funny, you think, ‘that won’t

happen tome’, but it can, and it does, and thenwhat? Amarriage

falling apart because of one stupid slip-up…”

Fresh tears sprang to her eyes, and she let them fall. I put my

arms around her, and looked over to check on Newt. He stared

back at us with wide eyes.

“It’s okay, Newt,” I said, a little waverymyself. “Yourmother

and I are having a good old heart to heart.”
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“Is Mama crying?”

“A little, but she’s okay now.”

Karen somehowmanifested a radiant smile that reassured the

little boy, before turning back to me.

“Look,” she said, “it’s a bad situation, but I’m trying to win

Eric around.”

“Right.”

Personally, I didn’t hold out much hope. Eric didn’t strike

me as having the generosity of spirit to forgive and forget, and

happily settle into being a father to someone else’s child.

“Well, he’s been Newt’s daddy for three and a half years,” she

continued. “Being a father is aboutmore than just the biological

side of it.”

“It does explain why Newt doesn’t look anything like Eric.”

“I know. Before the blood test, I’d just put his colouring down

to dad’s Egyptian andWelsh blood.”

“So this guy?”

“He looked kind of Middle Eastern. I never got around to

asking. But he’d obviously been raised in America.”

“Do you remember his name?”

“Oh, Abraham or something biblical sounding. It was pretty

noisy. And I didn’t want to ask again in case I sounded stupid. I

didn’t think it would matter anyway, after that night.”

Karen wiped her eyes, and I rubbed her shoulder gently. Gran

hovered at her other side, givingwhat comfort she could. I hated

seeingmy sister in suchmisery, and tried to think of something

to cheer her up.

“Hey, just giveme amoment,” I said. “I’ve got something for

you.”

I went to Newt’s room and dug Karen’s gifts out of my bag.

When I returned, I held one in each hand, inviting her to choose.
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She took the blue velveteen pouch that contained the unicorn

necklace, opened it and slid the pendant out on her hand.

“Ange, it’s beautiful,” she cried, her face radiant.

She held the chain up to her neck and I clasped it for her. Then

she opened the parcel with the Navaho beads.

“Ohmy, real Indian beads,” she said, delighted. “Turquoise,

too.”

She put the bracelet on and huggedme again.

“Thanks for thinking of me. I wish I had something nice for

you.”

“No, it’s my pleasure,” I said with a laugh. “They’re gifts

to thank you for having me here. Especially considering the

circumstances. And I also got you someMardi Gras beads inNew

Orleans, but they kind of got commandeered for other uses.”

“I don’t think I’ll ask,” Karen said with a laugh. “Thanks – I

love them. You know, let’s go and get some fresh air. We could

walk down to the Mother’s Beach…”

“I thought you were expecting the plumber.”

“I rang the company and they said he’d come tomorrow or

the day after. So we’re free to go out, if you want to.”

“Sure, sounds good.”

Karen packed Newton into his stroller, we took the elevator to

the ground floor, and then walked to the road that ran through

the complex. The signs of recent construction were still evident

– ground bare of plants, the smell of fresh paint and sawdust,

the sound of heavymachinery on the other side of the marina.

Some of the land was still open and unbuilt on, though nearly

all the marina basins were crowded with small boats and yachts

in the slips.

“This will be nice when it’s finished,” I said hopefully.

“Though I still don’t know why you wanted to live here.”
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“Oh, it wasn’t my choice, exactly,” Karen said. “I would’ve

been happy anywhere, but Eric really wanted to live by the sea

and he fell in love with this area.”

“It must cost a fortune.”

“Yeah, it’s not cheap.”

Karen didn’t sound happy.

“But he can afford it, right? Being an architect and all.”

“Only just. He’s still only a junior in his firm. We have to go

without a lot of things to afford that place. But it’s worth it, I

suppose.”

I uncharitably wondered if Eric was more in love with the

bragging rights that accompanied such a property. A seagull

swooped and landed on the ground ahead, eyeing us boldly. It

remindedme of my trip to Destin with dad.

“You should visit home sometime. Dad would love to see you

and Newt.”

“Maybe. And what about you? Where are you off to next?”

That caught me by surprise. I’d deliberately put off thinking

about it, because I didn’t have a clue what to do once I got to

L.A., apart from protecting Karen from her mysterious threat,

and telling her the whole story about – well, everything.

“I didn’t really make plans.”

Karen frowned.

“That’s not like you.”

“Maybe I’mmellowing in my old age.”

“No way. What about Gabe? If something like that had

happened to Eric, I would never have gone and left him there

in hospital to travel across the country. I don’t understand why

you did that.”

“Look, I didn’t want to go. But I just had to.”

“What do youmean?”
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“It’s kind of hard to explain.”

“You’re not just running away?”

I stopped dead, and Karen stopped the stroller beside me.

“Running away fromwhat?”

“Well, Gabe being shot in front of youmust’ve been horrific.

You could still be in shock. And then not knowing if he’ll be

okay, and then his family saying you couldn’t see him any

more. Maybe, deep down inside, you couldn’t cope with being

in Jacksonville any more, and you felt you just had to get away.”

I blinked. It sounded reasonable, but I knew better.

“Look, Karen, there’s heaps I’ve still got to tell you – stuff

you’re barely going to believe. What happened to Gabe was

horrible, but so much has happened since then, and most of

it not very good… Did I tell you that my friend Amy was killed

when her house burnt down? Or that I’ve had creepy things

stalkingme all the way here? And you knowwhat? That’s just

scratching the surface!”

2.

Karen gasped in shock, and I forced myself to calm down.

“Ange…Whydidn’t you tellme these thingswere happening?”

“I couldn’t. Not over the phone. I had to wait until we were

face to face because honestly, I’m still trying to deal with it all.

Just give me a chance to catch up to myself, and I’ll tell you

everything, okay? I know I’m asking you to trust me big time,

but you have to. I promise everything will turn out for the best!”

Karen frowned, confused. I started walking again, and she

pushed the stroller after me. The road curved and ran towards a

small, protected beach. The sea breeze was fresh andmademy

skin tingle, and I breathed deeply. We passed a line of change
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rooms and then walked onto the beach itself. Karen let Newt out

of the stroller.

“Don’t go too far,” she called as he pattered off.

We watched as he made patterns with his hands and feet in

the sand, picked up shells and pebbles and brought them back

to show us.

“So,” Karen said. “What are you going to do now? I thought

you were coming to stay for a short holiday, and I had enough

trouble just getting Eric to agree to that.”

“I really don’t know. I’m kind of just waiting for inspiration

to hit me.”

“We still don’t get why you drove all that way. He thinks

you’re mad for not flying.”

“He probably thinks I should’ve ridden my broom, too,” I

said.

Karen sighed.

“I’m sorry you don’t like him. I wish you’d given him a chance

at the beginning instead of just declaring war.”

“Hold on a minute – I declared war? I gave him every chance,

even after I realised I didn’t like him. It was him that didn’t like

me at first glare.”

“See? You’ve always got to be right.”

“And he hasn’t?”

Karen bit her lip. Newt ran up with a shell, which we dutifully

examined and exclaimed over, then he scampered off to look for

more.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m trying to learn not to be so

judgemental of people. But it does help if they’re trying too.”

“I know. He can be very – straightforward at times. I hate

to admit this, but a lot of my friends can’t stand him. In fact, a

couple of themwon’t see me anymore because of him. He’s not
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easy to be with.”

My heart overflowed as I hugged her. She hugged me back

fiercely, tears sparkling in her eyes.

“We’ll just have to stick together, sis,” I said, patting her

shoulder.

Newt approached again, this time with a long strand of brown

seaweed.

“Yuck,” Karen said. “Please don’t bring that any closer. I can

smell it from here.”

He giggled wickedly and dropped it on the sand, then dashed

off again. I couldn’t help but laugh, and Karen joined in. We

continuedalong thebeach slowly, the strikingblueof themarina

off to our right. Newt ran up with a fistful of small pebbles he’d

collected, all washed smooth by the sea.

“Lovely, darling,” Karen said sincerely. “Much nicer than

seaweed.”

He left the little pile on the sand and went off on a new

adventure. Karen gazed off into the distance, a dreamy, faraway

look on her face.

“Remember when we were at New Egypt?”

That threwmemomentarily, but thenmybrain kicked in. New

Egypt, New Jersey,waswherewe’d livedwhendadwas stationed

at McGuire Air Force Base. We were only there for a couple of

years, and I’d just turned six when dad got transferred on, so I

didn’t remember a lot about it.

“Just. Why?”

“Remember our holidays at Point Pleasant those two sum-

mers? How we’d go down to the beach, and dad’d help us build

sand castles, andMama would sit under that huge umbrella so

she wouldn’t get burned? I think that’s why I love the sea.”

The memories awakened and I smiled. As far as I could recall,
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it had been a happy life in New Jersey. And I could understand

Karen’s sentiments about living by the sea – after all, I did

myself. Then, like a thunderclap, the names clicked in.

“Hey, New Egypt!”

“Yeah?”

“Well, don’t you think that’s a bit more than coincidence?

With dad’s heritage? We should’ve lived in New Hanover – that

was closer to McGuire – but we didn’t.”

“Yeah, dad always said he couldn’t resist. He thought it was a

great joke.”

Karen smiled, then took a deep breath and turned back to me.

“Canyou at least tellmewhat’s goingonwithMamaanddad?”

she asked. “What’s really been happening at home?”

“Okay. When I turned up, dad was back and it looked like

they’d made up.”

Karen frowned.

“There’smore to it than that, isn’t there? I know you– I know

when you’re not telling the whole story. And I rang dad, and he

kind of glossed the whole thing over.”

“Well, what do you expect? He was embarrassed about having

made such a goat out of himself over that girl. He just wanted

to settle down and put it behind him.”

“Sure. But what about the dog attack? What really happened?

I’ve never heard of dogs biting anyone on the chest – let alone a

full grownman!”

“Yeah, I know. It was weird, and there is more to it. And I

don’t really know where to start…”

“Just start at the beginning,” she said.

“I wish it was that easy. I’m not even sure what the beginning

was – whether it was Gabe getting shot, or the weird stuff back

when I was a kid, or if it was thousands of years ago, when the
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Ennead first walked the earth…”

“Ange, you’re making no sense. What are you talking about?”

Newt toddled up with a pretty piece of driftwood, bleached to

a creamy white.

“This is for you, Aunty Ange,” he said solemnly as he held it

out.

“Why, thankyou sweetie,” I said as I took it.

I watched him scamper across the sand, then turned back to

Karen, who looked as confused as all hell.

“Er – do you want to sit down somewhere?” I asked.

Karen took a deep breath and shook her head.

“No, we’d better go home. It’s nearly lunch time. Newt– time

to go!”

Newt’s face fell. He begged for more time, but Karen was firm.

She strapped him into his stroller, and he threw a little tantrum

and cried for a couple of minutes. Karen picked up the pace

going back, leaving us too out of breath for small talk. When we

reached the apartment, Karen launched straight into making

sandwiches for lunch, whilst I made us mugs of coffee.

We kept the talk light-heartedwhilewe ate. Newt asked lots of

questions about where I lived and what I did at work, and I told

him about the happier aspects of dealing with animals at the

clinic. Finally Karen bundled him off for his afternoon nap, and

I piled our lunch things in the sink and started washing them.

“Thanks,” she said when she returned, and grabbed a towel

to do the drying. “It’s such a struggle to get him to take naps

now. He thinks he’s too big for them.”

We finished the washing and drying in silence while the radio

hurled more Halloween songs at us – I Dig You Baby by Bob

McFadden, and Beware by Bill Buchanan. After Karen had

put everything away, she turned to face me with an expectant,
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inquiring look.

“So, is now a good time?” she asked. “I need to know what’s

been going on. So, come on, sock it to me.”

I felt suddenly awkward and tongue-tied. I had hoped this

moment would come later. Much later.

3.

“Er… Okay. Just let me grab something that’ll help me explain.”

I figured if I had to tell Karen about everything, Imight as well

have a little help frommy collection of books. But on reaching

Newt’s room, I found him sitting bymy things, having pulled

most of the books out to look at. I watched him for a moment,

amazed that he was so gentle, almost reverential, with them.

Most three year olds, I thought, would be ravening to tear the

pages out and drawn on themwith crayons. He must’ve felt my

gaze on him, and looked up at me brightly.

“Horsy!” he said, and pointed at the pages before him.

I knelt beside him. He had the book on mythical creatures

open, right on the pages about unicorns. I couldn’t help but

grin.

“That’s a unicorn. Did you know your Mama likes unicorns

too?”

He looked up at me with eyes older than time. It made my

heart ache.

“Who’s that lady, Auntie Ange?”

I blinked and looked around. No one else was in the room, just

us and Gran.

“Which lady do youmean?”

“That lady there.”

I knew then that he could see her. I didn’t quite know how to
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explain.

“That’s your great grandmother Jones. Have you seen her

before?”

He nodded emphatically.

“Yes!” he said. “She comes here lots, but she never says

anything.”

“That’s because she hasn’t got a body, like us,” I said, hoping

not to freak him out. “She went to heaven a long time ago, but

she visits whenever she can.”

“Don’t sugar-coat it for him,” said her crackly voice. “He’s

an old soul, as if you couldn’t tell. He understands more than

you think.”

“Wow, she talked!” Newt cried. “Say something else,

Gran’ma!”

“Indeed I shall,” Gran said. “I’ve often wanted to, but I didn’t

know how Karen would take it havingme hanging around, let

alone hearing me talk.”

“Probably freak her,” I said. “She’s never been into anything

spooky.”

“Speak for yourself!” Gran said with a chuckle. “Nothing

spooky about me!”

“You’re not spooky Gran’ma,” Newt said. “I like you.”

“And I like you. In fact, I love you very much.”

The door creaked open a crack, and Karen peered in.

“I heard talking,” she said. “Newt, aren’t you supposed to be

taking a nap?”

Before I could say anything, Newt jumped right in.

“Mama, Gran’ma’s here. She talked to me!”

Karen smiled and came into the room.

“That’s nice, Newt. But isn’t your grandma back in Florida?”

“No, she’s here. She’s right beside you, Mama.”
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Karen turned slowly, and her eyes searched the room. I could

tell she was unsettled by Newt’s words.

“Hemeans our Gran, Karen. Grandma Jones.”

Her face cleared, and she smiled.

“Do you know, there’ve been so many times when I’d swear I

felt her presence. Do you think she really comes to watch over

us sometimes?”

“Yes, she does,” I answered. “She watches over me, too.”

“Wow,” Karen breathed as tears sprang to her eyes. “No

wonder I’ve always felt her love so strongly.”

Gran put her arms around Karen and Newt clapped his hands

gleefully.

“She’s hugging you, Mama! Like this.”

He threw his arms around me and squeezed tight. I was so

tickled pink by his childish exuberance that I laughed from right

down deep inside, somewhere that hadn’t been touched like this

in a long time. I should’ve known it was too good to last.

“An’ who’s the other lady, Auntie Ange?”

I stiffened and looked around.

“Mama! What are you doing here?”

Karen looked at me like I’d suddenly grown another head. I

stared back, desperate to Wish myself to a deserted tropical

island where there was nothing I had to explain to anyone

anytime. But I couldn’t run out on my sister and leave her

hanging.

“Okay, let’s get Newt settled back down, and I’ll tell you

everything.”

Karen looked at me hard, then she got Newt back to bed as I

gathered upmy books. As I stood and shouldered the carry-all,

Newt grinned at Mama, and shemade cute faces back at him. I

could’ve puked. I’m sure she never did the ‘aren’t-you-a-cute-
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baby’ routine with me when I was small. I just hoped like hell

he wouldn’t ask about the red scar across her neck.

As if things weren’t crazy enough already, I heard the chorus

of They’re Coming To TakeMe Away issuing from the radio in

the kitchen. I grimaced, and usedmy powers to turn the volume

down lower. Karen led the way out of Newt’s room and closed

the door. I dumped the bag of books on the dining table, and we

sat side by side.

“Now, are you going to tell me what’s going on?” she asked.

“What really happened with Mama? Why can’t I even contact

her? And what was going on in Newt’s bedroom just then?”

Damn, I wished I had got in first. But I didn’t, and knowing I

had a lot to explain, I proceeded.

“Okay, the thing with Mama was, I found out she was

adopted.”

Karen stared at me in disbelief.

“Adopted? You mean Nan and Pop Urkhart aren’t our real

grandparents?”

“Looks like it,” I said.

“She never told me!”

Karen’s eyes filled with tears, and I grabbed her hand.

“Hey, she never toldme either. She never even told dad. But at

least that means we’re not really related to the Urkharts, which

is fine byme.”

“I like them,” Karen said with a sniff.

“Well, you can stay friends with them if you like. But I can’t

stand them. Stuffy, prim and proper – they should’ve all been

funeral directors.”

“They’re not that bad,” she said, giving me a look. “So did

you find out anything about Mama’s birth family?”

I’d dreaded this question. Thewords of PatriceMoreau echoed

345



ATOMIC GODDESS: ISIS REBORN

throughmy head, and I shuddered.

“Well, her mother lived in New Orleans all her life. Mama

tracked her down not long after I was born and visited her from

time to time.”

“So that’s why she went away every now and then,” Karen

said. “I wish she’d taken us! So what else do you know?”

Karen’s tone became hungry, urgent. I weighed up carefully

what to reveal.

“HernamewasPatriceMoreau, and shehadFrenchandCreole

heritage.”

“And?”

“Sorry, sis. That’s it. I was told there might’ve been a

connection to Marie Laveau, the famous witch queen of New

Orleans, but probably lots of people living there say that, just

because she was someone famous. Or infamous.”

“That’s it? That’s all you found out?”

I smiled half-heartedly. Karen leaned back in her chair, her

face sad.

“Poor Mama. I wish she’d told us. I wonder why she never

said anything.”

I shrugged, and hoped that would do. But thenMama floated

forward.

“I couldn’t tell you, honey! Patrice Moreau was a very evil

woman, and I had to protect you both from her!”

I sat stock still as Karen turned to look at me quizzically.

“Did you say something?”

“When?”

“Just then. I’m sure I heard a voice.”

“Really? What did it say?”

“I don’t know. It was just a whisper. Maybe I imagined it.”

But Mama, heaven forbid, couldn’t leave it at that. She
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gathered her energy and put on a full-fledged manifestation,

speaking loudly and clearly right at Karen’s face.

“I said, Patrice-Moreau-was-a-very-evil-woman-and-I-

had-to-protect-you-both-from-her!”

4.

Karen gasped and her face drained of colour.

“Mama? How did you get here – why can I see through you?

What’s that scar?”

She reached to touchMama’s arm, and her hand passed right

through it. Mama, perhaps running low on energy, faded away.

I bit my lip as Karen turned to me in shock.

“Mama’s a ghost? But that means she’s…”

“Sis – I’m so sorry. She had a – sort of – accident… I was just

about to tell you.”

I comforted Karen as best I could for the next half hour as she

cried quietly into her hands. I’d hoped to get awaywith an edited

version of the whole tale, but clearly, I was mistaken. I could

barely meet Karen’s tear-filled eyes as I wondered how best to

explain the rest of it. So I decided, once she’d finished crying,

to tell her the plain, blunt truth and get it all out of the way.

“Karen, Mama passed away. She and our grandmother,

Patrice Moreau, were…”

I stoppedmyself just in time as I spied Newt peering out of his

bedroom door. I tried a more creative approach.

“Er, you remember Grandpa on TheMunsters?”

Karen looked bewildered.

“Grandpa? Yes, but he was a…”

“Yeah, I know,” I interruptedbefore she could say the ‘V’word.

“Well, let’s just say that GrandmaMoreau is one too.”
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Karen looked evenmore baffled.

“Youmean… but that’s impossible! They don’t even exist –

do they?”

“Yes, they do.”

“But how? I thought they were just myth.”

“Believe me, they’re real. I had a swarm of them onmy tail

out of NewOrleans. I thought I was deadmeat for a while there.”

“And she was one of them?”

“Yes. Well, not the ones that were chasingme, but she’s one

of their kind.”

Karen raised a sceptical eyebrow.

“Look,” I said, “there are lots of supernatural things out there

that we can’t prove exist. This is one of them. These creatures

are real. I’ve seen them. I’ve talked to them. They came afterme.

One of them stood right on the bonnet of the caddy. I wouldn’t

make this up, Karen.”

She nodded, the hint of a frown on her forehead.

“I guess people have believed in them for a long time,” she

said shakily, “and there’s usually no smoke without a fire.”

“I’m sorry. I know this is hard for you to believe. But it’s true

– Grandma Moreau is one of them, which is why she gave up

ourmother as a baby, because she didn’t want her to be infected

with it.”

“Did you actually –meet her?” Karen asked.

I hadn’t wanted to even admit that our newly discovered

relative was still alive and kicking – or pricking, considering

her fangs. The last thing I wanted was for Karen to get all het

up and want to gomeet said relative for herself.

“Yes, but it wasn’t pleasant. Shewarnedme to leave and never

come back, and to tell you not to try and track her down. She’s

dangerous – she said so herself – and she doesn’t want to infect
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anymore family members.”

Karen stiffened.

“Anymore? Youmean…”

“Look, she made the mistake of letting Mama get close, and

the temptation was too much in the end. She said the urge to

feed and spread the infection was too strong.”

Karen’s face twisted in horror, although I also saw fascination

in her eyes.

“Our mother? She turned our mother into one? Oh Ange.”

She fell into silence, sitting so still I started to wonder if she

was quietly having her own private nervous breakdown. Or

maybe nineteen of them… I kept talking to fill up the space.

“It wasMamawho attacked dad. Once shewas fully converted,

she could take on the form of a wolf, and that’s what bit him.

So…”

“Stop. Just stop.”

Karen’s voice was calm, but her eyes were so turbulent I could

only guess at the storms brewing inside her.

“I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot to take in.”

“Ange, this is all too weird. It’s the stuff of fantasy. But you

say it’s real. I’ve never seen anything to suggest they even exist.

I don’t know what to think. If you’re telling the truth, we’re all

in big trouble. And if you’re not – well, you’ve been through a

lot lately, and maybe there’s some kind of treatment that could

help you…”

“Whoa, just a minute! Okay, seeing Gabe shot was bad, and

being thrown out by his family. And losing Amy, and thenMama

–you knowwhat? I was facedwith having to killmy ownmother

because of what she was. She would’ve infected dad too if she

wasn’t stopped. And I’ve been chased and terrorised by all kinds

of creatures you can’t even begin to imagine. Who’ll I tell all
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that to without being locked up, huh? Who?”

Karen seemed to be in a state of shock. I glancedover atNewt’s

bedroom door, hoping he wasn’t distressed bymy tone, but by

then, he’d sat himself quietly down with his building blocks

in the loungeroom, and appeared not to be interested in our

conversation. I inhaled deeply and faced Karen again.

“Look, you’re right – it has been difficult. But what you’re

talking about won’t help me. No one trained in any institution

you can namewill take any of this seriously. I had a hard enough

time getting you to. And there’s still heaps you don’t know.”

I knewKarenwas horrified bywhat I’d said, but shewas going

to have to hear it sooner or later.

“What do you mean, kill your ownmother?” she said, incred-

ulous. “Are you completely demented?”

5.

“Look, most – of them – have no conscience about who they

feed off or infect. PatriceMoreau did, and she only caved in after

years of contact with Mama. She said she didn’t want to, but

it was too strong to fight. Mama didn’t have a second thought

about biting dadwhen she camehome fromNewOrleans. That’s

what I was facing.”

“You would’ve killed our Mama? Oh Ange – that’s murder!”

“It wasn’t Mama anymore! Mama as we knew her was gone,

leaving a wild, bloodthirsty monster in her place. And dad

would’ve been her first victim. And thenwho? Me? You? Newt?”

Karen shuddered as she glanced over to where Newt was

playing in the loungeroom.

“So what happened? You never said what happened to her.”

“Let’s just say a guardian angel stepped in and stopped her.”

350



BAD MOON RISING

“A guardian angel? Like, with wings and a halo and heavenly

choirs?”

“Er, no. I mean, he is an angel, but he doesn’t go in for all the

trappings.”

“So,” Karen said, “you’re tellingme an angel of the Lord came

down into our parent’s house and – and – killed our mother

because she was a you-know-what?”

I had to admit, it would sound ridiculous to most people. But

as Lou had so astutely pointed out, I’d never beenmost people.

“He’s a very special – angel. He’s been helping me out for

quite a while now.”

I realised that despite all the times I’d rejected him, insulted

him, and otherwise told him to buzz off, Lou had often been

there when I was in need, helpedme learn, and even savedmy

skin once or twice. That didn’t sit well. I suddenly felt awkward,

like I should thank him or something. Thank the devil? No way,

not for all the tea in China!

“Ange, this is all too horrible, and too weird. I honestly don’t

know what to believe anymore.”

“I know, sis. A month back, I wouldn’t have believed half of

it either. But it’s all real. I’ve had to get used to it very quickly.

Whichmightn’t have been so difficult if I still had Amy to help

protect and teachme.”

“So how do you know it’s real and not just in your head?”

Karen asked, giving me a searching look. “How are you so sure

you haven’t just dreamed all of it up…”

“It’s not a dream. Huh, sometimes I wish it was, but believe

me, it’s not. Listen, why don’t you try ringing dad? Ask him

what really happened with Mama, and how he was saved from

her, and how he was healed. I’m not sure howmuch sense he’ll

make, but just try it.”
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Karen sighed, and slowly, like she wasmoving in a dream, got

up and walked to the telephone in the hallway. I heard her voice

as she greeted dad, followed by a long period of conversation

where she spoke intermittently in a low voice. Finally, she hung

up and came back to sit by me at the dining table.

“Well?” I asked.

“Yeah. His version tallies with yours, even with all his talk of

God and avenging angels and stuff.”

“Now do you understand why I waited to tell you about it? I

couldn’t have told you over the phone, and I couldn’t just blurt

it all out once I got here. And I would’ve done anything I could to

save you all this pain and heartache, but you had to know all of it,

the honest truth of it, for your own – and Newt’s – protection.

As it is, I’ve still only told you the half of it…”

Karen’s face froze in a horrified grimace.

“Only half? Ange, I don’t know if I can bear to hear anymore

of this!”

“Alright… How long until Eric gets home fromwork?”

Karen checked the wall clock in the lounge area.

“About an hour, if he gets away on time. Surely it won’t take

that long to tell me the rest of – whatever it is?”

“It might. If I keep going now and tell you everything, I want

you to hear it all without any interruptions.”

“That’s a nice way of saying you don’t want Eric walking in

on it.”

“Yeah, okay. I don’t want Eric to hear ‘cos he won’t believe a

word, and frankly, I don’t have the patience to deal with him. If

youmakeme, I may end up tying his arms and legs like a pretzel

and stuffing a pineapple in his mouth to shut him up.”

Karen’s face clouded.

“I guess you’re right. His level of tolerance is pretty low at the
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best of times, but with the way things are at themoment, they’d

be practically non-existent.”

“Because of the thing with Newt?”

“Yeah. It’smade him really raw. And don’t call Newton ‘Newt’

in front of Eric. He hates it.”

“Look, why don’t we take a break and see if we can tempt this

thing in the mirror to show itself to me?” I asked. “Who knows,

I might be able to do something about it.”

Karen set Newt in front of the children’s shows on the televi-

sion, and reluctantly led me to her bedroom.

“I covered it over so I couldn’t see that thing looking at me,”

she said as she crossed the room and swept a bedsheet from an

antique floor mirror. “Of course, Eric thinks I’m insane – I told

him that the full moon shines on it through the window at night

and keeps me awake. He said to just move it, but…”

I walked up to the mirror. Its elegant mahogany frame shone

with polish, the bevelled cut glass etched with a simple floral

design top and bottom. I remembered it standing in Gran’s

bedroomwhen I was a child, and I was glad she’d left it to Karen.

I sat on the edge of the bed, peering intently into its reflective

surface.

“Nothing nasty there now. Just a beautiful old mirror.”

“I know,” she said. “But do be careful. I haven’t been able to

work out if there’s any pattern in when that thing shows up…”

I’d allowedmyeyes towander around the room, butwas jerked

back to attention at Karen’s scream. There, in the mirror’s

surface, loomed a dark figure. Its lips curled back in a silent

sneer as it swiftly reached through the glass and grabbed hold

of Karen’s arm!
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She Said She Said

1. Friday 31st October 1969 – Los Angeles, California

I leapt up and grabbed Karen’s free arm, just as the figure pulled

her towards the mirror. She screamed again as she was tugged

one way, then the other. I stared at the form in the glass. There

was no mistaking the elongated snout, squared-off ears, and

vivid red hair.

“Let go, Set!” I growled throughmy teeth, giving him a death

glare.

“She is mine by right of marriage,” he snarled back, tighten-

ing his grip.

Karen blanched in pain and started to cry.

“She doesn’t know about Nephthys yet!” I said. “Give her

time to understand…”

“I have wasted too much time already,” Set said, his voice as

steely as his gaze. “She is my wife, and I will have her!”

I struggled to haul Karen away from him, but my sneakers

started to slide on the carpet as Set slowly pulled us towards

the mirror. I realised that he was stronger than both of us, and
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wondered what else I could do to save my sister.

“Smash the mirror,” came Vaivea’s voice in my head.

I looked around for something to use, and saw a chair in front

of Karen’s dressing table. I Levitated it over to us, and thenflung

it as hard as I could. It struck themirror near the bottom, where

the glasswas still solid, the sharp crack and smash reverberating

through our ears. Karen and I fell backwards as Set released his

grip. Shards and fragments of glass tinkled down as we landed

on the floor.

“Karen!” I cried, scrambling to my feet. “Are you okay?”

She lay completely still, barely breathing, her eyes squeezed

shut.

“Is it gone?” she whispered.

“Yes, it’s gone. Come on, get up before Newt comes to see

what happened.”

At mention of her son, she opened her eyes and got to her feet.

I helped her over to the bed, where she sat, gazing sadly at the

empty frame.

“Gran’s lovely old mirror,” she said with a shaky sigh.“I’m

sorry. It was the only way I could get you free from him.”

“From him? Do you know who that was, that… fiend that

grabbedme?”

I hesitated to answer. I knew that once I started to explain

about us being ancient deities who’d incarnated, I’d have to

tell her everything else. And that thought sure was daunting.

However, fate intervened.

“Mama?”

The small, scared voice from the doorway motivated Karen

far more than anything I could say. She leapt up and hurried

over to Newt, hugging him close.

“It’s alright, darling,” she crooned. “Mama just had a little
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accident, that’s all. I’m okay now. Everything’s alright.”

I joined her by the door.

“How about I clean up this mess while you go and sit with

Newt for a bit?”

“Okay. There’s newspaper on the kitchen counter, and the

vacuum cleaner is in the broom closet in the main bathroom.”

Karen carried Newt back to the loungeroom, and I set about

getting rid of the broken glass. I laid the newspaper down by the

mirror, and carefully picked up the largest piece. Set’s image

formed in the fragments, his snout drawn back in a snarl.

“This isn’t over, sister. I will have her, and you can’t stop

me!”

Before I could respond, he Disappeared. I continued picking

up the pieces of glass, hoping he would back off for a while.

Things were crazy enough for Karen without Set adding to her

problems. I wrapped all the fragments in newspaper and put

them in the bin, then vacuumed the bedroom thoroughly. With

the chair returned to its place, and the bedsheet draped back

over the empty mirror frame, the room looked just as it had

when I first walked in.

Finally, I went to findmy sister and nephew. Karen sat on one

of the sofas in the lounge area, dabbing ointment on a number

of scratches on her legs and arms whilst Newt snuggled against

her.

“Thankfully, none of these are very deep,” she said, finishing

up. “I really don’t know how I’m going to explain all of this to

Eric…”

Her voice broke as she said her husband’s name, and I put an

arm around her.

“Let’s not worry about that just yet,” I said. “How about I go

and clean up, and then I’ll give you a hand with dinner?”
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“Sure. Take your time. I’m doing a casserole.”

I did take my time, having a soak in the bathtub and then

getting ready for dinner. By the time I returned to the kitchen,

good smells were already wafting through the apartment. I

helped Karen whiz up a packet of chocolate cakemix for dessert,

and grinned as I watched Newt eagerly scrape the mixing bowl

clean.

“It’ll taste even better once it’s baked,” I told him, as he licked

the mixture off his fingers.

A noise at the front door made us turn. Eric, tall, angular,

and fair in a raw, reddish sort of way, stood awkwardly by the

entrance to the kitchen.

“Honey,” Karen said brightly. “You remember my sister,

Ange?”

“Er, yes, I do,” he replied in a tone that implied he’d rather

not. “Ange – I expect Karen has made you comfortable.”

It soundedmore like an accusation than a question.

“Sure,” I replied. “Thankyou both for having me.”

Eric pursed his thin lips, gave a curt nod, and turned for the

main bedroom. Karen finished up in the kitchen whilst I set the

table for dinner, and after Eric had showered and changed, we

sat down to eat.

Eric barely said a word during dinner, a thick lamb casserole

that had been one of Gran’s recipes. Newt also devoured a small

bowl of the stew – even the vegetables – and pronounced it to

be ‘very yum’.

Karen and I tried to make small talk, though it was difficult to

ignore Eric’s thinly disguised hatred. I wondered exactly what

I’d said or done to deserve this attitude, and thought back over

the few times we’dmet or spoken. Sure, I’d never thoughtmuch

of him, and I believed Karen could have done so much better
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than this blunt, humourless fellow. But he could’ve tried to be

more likeable.

After dinner, Karen washed up and I dried. Once Newt had

been bathed and put to bed, I brushed my teeth and hit the sack

myself, ready for an early night. I hoped I wouldn’t wake up

from a regression screaming or crying in themiddle of the night

and scare the poor child to death, but morning came and the

peace hadn’t been shattered. I allowed myself the luxury of

sleeping in until Eric had gone to work, then I freshened up and

dressed before stumbling to the kitchen looking for coffee.

“Wake up, sleepyhead!” Karen said, pushing a freshly made

mug in front of me.

“Wanna hand with breakfast?” I mumbled through a yawn.

“No, its nearly done. Eric’s had his and gone to work, but I’ve

got something special for us.”

Karen had grilled croissants with ham and cheese, put out

freshly baked banana bread, some strawberries and cream, and

more freshly brewed coffee. These treats went a long way

towards lifting our spirits. Afterwards, Karen set Newt at the

dining table with a sketch book and crayons. She turned to me

with a resigned look on her face.

“So, you’ve got more to tell me,” she said, nodding towards

the loungeroom. “Better get on with it, I guess.”

Beforewe couldmove, a knock sounded at the apartment door.

Karenwent to answer it. I heardmuted voices, and she returned,

followed by Lou.

“You!” I cried, nearly jumping out of my skin.

I frowned as I saw his tradesmen’s overalls, toolbox, and the

I.D. badge on his chest. Gran glowered, Karen looked puzzled,

and Newt craned to see who it was.

“The plumbing is faulty,” Karen said. “We’ve been on the
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waiting list for ages.”

“At your service, ma’am,” said Lou, and turned towards the

kitchen sink.

“Whoa, you can’t just walk in here pretending to be a

plumber,” I said, planting myself between him and the sink

with my hands firmly onmy hips. “I don’t want you here. You

leave us alone. Or else!”

“Ange!” Karen cried. “I don’t knowwho you think that is, but

he’s here to fix the pipes and he’s not going until he’s done it!”

“Look, I know this – person,” I explained. “He’s not who he

says he is. Trust me, you don’t want him in your home.”

Karen blanched. She picked Newt up and held him close, as

much to comfort herself as him. Mama and Gran floated either

side of her, as though to protect them.

“I’m sorry, Mr Cypher,” Karen said. “I honestly don’t know

what to think.”

I turned on him and peered at his I.D. badge. It said ‘Lou

Cypher’.

“For crying out loud, you didn’t even bother to give a fake

name!”

“This is the name I’m known by,” he answered, wearing his

best poker face.

“Right!” I hissed back. “That’s it!”

I Wished us to the top of the nearest skyscraper. An icy wind

gusted around us, and I shivered. Lou didn’t. For someone from

hell, he sure didn’t seem tomind the cold.

“Bracing, isn’t it?” he stated, and breathed in deeply.

“Cut the crap. What were you doing at Karen’s?”

“Oh darling, what have I got to do to see you these days?”

“Rot. You’ve never had any trouble intruding on my life

before.”
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“Intruding? Am I not welcome?”

“You know you’re not. Especially around Karen and Newt.”

“Not that I’d call that tiny apartment ideal, ma cheri. There

was a veritable crowd in there.”

I counted in my mind, and realised that – with the dead as

well as the living – there were Gran, Vaivea, Patsy, Karen, and

Newt, besides myself and Lou. And next to Set, Lou was the last

entity I wanted anywhere near my sister and nephew. Then I

realised something else.

“Oh no!” I cried. “They’ll be wondering what the heck

happened to us!”

2.

“Allowme,” Lou said.

Instantly we were back in the apartment. Karen hadn’t

moved, but her face was ashen and she shook like a leaf. Newt

ran around, excitedly poking into all sorts of unlikely places.

Looking for us, I realised.

“Karen, I’m so sorry,” I said, andmoved forward to put my

arms around her.

She stepped back and stared at me hard.

“Who are you?” she asked, her voice a whisper.

My heart squeezed painfully.

“It’s me. Ange. I didn’t mean to scare you or Newt.”

“Oh, Newt’s okay. He thought it was a neat trick. Wish I knew

what to think!”

Her eyes then sought out Lou.

“And you. I don’t know who or what you are either, Mister,

but I don’t feel like having strangers in my home just now.”

“As you wish.”
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Lou bobbed his head, then turned and nodded at the sink.

“Oh, and your little plumbing problem is fixed. My gift to

you.”

He slowly faded away before our eyes.

“Wow!” exclaimed Newt. “How’d he do that?”

“Er, magic,” I said. “Do you like magic?”

“Yes! Yes!” he replied, and clapped his hands. “I lovemagic!”

“Do you want to do somemore drawing, sweetheart?” Karen

said shakily.

Newt grinned andwent to his sketch book. Karen tookmy arm

and draggedme down the corridor to her bedroom again. Once

there, she rounded onme.

“What kind of trick was that? How’d you do it? And who was

that man if he wasn’t the plumber?”

“Whoa, sis, please! I didn’t mean to do it. I was so angry at

him turning up here, I wasn’t thinking straight. Just trust me,

he’s someone you don’t want to know.”

“But what happened? It’s like you’ve turned into some kind

of witch all of a sudden, and it’s freaking me out!”

“It’s not like that,” I said, shuddering at her use of Adio’s

favourite derogatory name for me. “I’m not a witch.”

“You studied paganism,” Karen said. “And other witchy sort

of stuff.”

“Yeah, but I could never domagic their way.”

“Their way? What do youmean?”

“Look, I only learned how to really do magic since Gabe’s

accident.”

“But how? If you’re not a witch, what the heck are you?”

The last thing I wanted to do was to tell her, and risk losing

my sister forever. I had to prove it. So I took a deep breath,

grabbed her hands, andWished. Karen squealed in fright as we
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re-Appeared inside Newt’s bedroom.

“What happened? How did we get here? Did you do that?”

Karen seemed petrified, although her mouth worked just fine.

“Yeah, I know it’s a big shock,” I said. “I was the same the

first time I got Wished somewhere.”

“You gotWished? Youmean, there are others out there who

can just Wish people all over the place?”

I couldn’t help but smile, despite her obvious discomfort with

the idea.

“It’s not like that. Well, I don’t think it is. At least…”

I realised I still didn’t know didley about what I was doing. I

sighed.

“Karen, I know it’s a big ask, but you have to trust me on this.

Wemay have been bornmortal, but we have a special gift that

I’ve only just started learning about.”

“We?” Karen squeaked.

I started to worry that she would faint, or have a heart attack,

or otherwise flake out onme. I Wished us back to her bedroom,

and she jumped again as she saw where we were.

“Oh my God, would you please stop it? This is the freakiest

thing that’s ever happened to me!”

“Sorry. You looked like you needed to sit down.”

“Sit down? I think I need a Valium!”

“Okay. I’ll talk. You listen. And please, don’t judge. All this is

really true. I can prove it… Okay?”

She took a deep breath and nodded.

“Okay,” I said. “Once upon a time in Egypt…”

“Egypt?”

“Sshhh. Once upon a time in Egypt, there were a God and

Goddess called Geb andNut, who had four children– Isis, Osiris,

Nephthys, and Set. When they grew up, Isis and Osiris married,
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and Nephthys and Set married.”

Karen looked sceptical, but at least she’d stopped interrupting

me.

“Set hated Isis and Osiris with a passion. He murdered Osiris

and tried to take the throne of Egypt, but had to battle Horus,

the son of his brother and sister, for it. You followme so far?”

“Yup.”

“Right. Well, eventually Horus won and he ruled Egypt.

And Isis forgave Set all his evil, and became a great icon of

compassion and the ultimate feminine virtues. Osiris ruled the

underworld, along with Anubis, who was the son of Nephthys

and…”

Here I stopped. Not because I didn’t know what came next,

but because I did. And it disturbed me big time.

3.

“Set?” Karen guessed.

“No,” I said slowly. “Set never fathered any children.”

I wished I could stop thinking. I didn’t at all like what was

going on inmy head. I looked into Karen’s eyes, and saw only

more questions.

“Well, the long and the short of it is that they were all real,

and that they’ve reincarnated in human form. And we’re them.”

Karen blinked.

“What do youmean?”

“Just what I said. I did a past life regression with Amy, and

found out I’m Isis.”

“You really believe that?”

“How else do you explain my powers? I can do lots more, too.

Wanna see?”
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I Wished amug intomy hand, and it appeared. Karen recoiled,

still frightened and unsure.

“Take it, its chamomile tea. Like Gran used to make.”

Gingerly, she reached for the mug, and I gave it to her. She

sipped cautiously.

“Karen, it’s okay. I’d never put you in any danger. Part of the

reason I came here was to protect you. We can even pop out for

just a moment while Newt’s busy drawing. He’ll never know we

were gone.”

“No way – I can’t leave my baby! Anything could happen to

him.”

“Look, we’ll only be gone for a few minutes, if that. Gran

and Mama can keep an eye on him. I really need you to see

something.”

She eyed me suspiciously, and I despaired of ever convincing

her.

“You promise?” she said. “Nothing bad will happen to him?”

“I promise.”

She sipped the tea again, deep in thought.

“Where do you want to take me?”

“There’s someone I think you should meet. Ready?”

She put the mug on the dressing table and placed her hands

inmine. She still shook, and I realised she was terrified. But she

put her bravest face on and waited for me to do it. So I did.

We Appeared in the blink of an eye, although Karen chose not

to look. I also took the precaution ofWishing the door locked, as

it was broad daylight, and I wasn’t sure Karen could cope with

Invisibility on top of everything else.

“Hey, we’re here,” I said.

Karen opened her eyes, and they widened in surprise as she

looked about.
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“It’s a hospital room,” she said in wonder.

Then she saw the figure on the bed.

“Yeah,” I said. “Welcome to Jacksonville, Florida. And say

hello to Gabe.”

She approached the bed slowly, cautiously, as if afraid she’d

wake him.

“He’s still in a coma,” I said sadly.

I moved to the head of the bed and stroked Gabe’s face. Most

of the bandages were gone now, and his shaved hair had grown

out. But his eyes were still closed, his chest still rose and fell

with the pumping of the ventilator, and his aura seemed just

that little bit dimmer than it had been the last time I saw him.

“Gabe, I’m here,” I said. “I love you.”

The words came automatically, well-worn and comfortable.

But with the suspicions I now harboured, I wondered if that

might change. I looked over at Karen. Her eyes were locked on

Gabe’s face, and an unreadable emotion had swept over her.

“Gabe, I’ve brought Karen to meet you. Karen, this is Gabe.

And also Osiris.”

She glanced at me, then back at Gabe.

“And Gabe, Karen is our sister Nephthys.”

I heard her sharp intake of breath, but her expression re-

mained unchanged. I wondered what was going on in her head.

“But maybe introductions aren’t necessary?”

I think it was the scariest question I’d ever asked in my life,

and I dreaded the answer. The silence stretched on as Karen

stared at Gabe. I tried to keep one eye on each of them, as the

clock on the wall ticked unnaturally loudly. At last Karen gave a

little sigh and looked at me regretfully. A tear crept down one

cheek.

“Oh Ange, I’m so, so sorry.”
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I waited, barely breathing at all. I knew what she was going

to say. I knew the truth, and I desperately wished not to hear

it. I tried to stretch out time, as though it wasn’t at breaking

point already. But the silence couldn’t last forever, and with a

strangled sob, Karen broke that silence andmy heart with her

next words.

“It’s him, Ange. The guy I slept with on the night of my bridal

shower. Gabe is Newton’s father.”

4.

In the minutes after we’d returned to the apartment, silence

engulfed us. Neither of us could think of anything to say, and

I’m not entirely sure either of us could’ve forced out a word

without cracking the fragile air around us just like Gran’smirror.

For once shattered, it could never be put back together again.

To give us both some space, I went and tidied my belongings

in Newt’s room. Karen occupied herself in the kitchen whilst

Newt kept colouring with his crayons on the dining room table.

When I was done, I wandered over and looked at his work.

“Gee, you’re doing great,” I said. “You’ve hardly gone outside

the lines at all.”

“Must get it from his father,” Karen said. “Oh…”

Her words had been automatic, just as my words of love to

Gabe had been. What made it so much worse was her sadness

when she realised what she’d said. While Newt’s paternity was

still anonymous, it was easy to think of Eric in that role, as he’d

been there all along. But now that we knew who the father was,

accepted ideas would have to change to reflect the new reality.

And that would take time.

“Karen?” I said, and went to her. “It’s okay. I’m not mad at
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you or Newt. It‘s just one of those things.”

“Ange… I don’t know what to think. Or say. Or do. I never

meant to hurt you.”

“I know. It’s no one’s fault. It happened years before I even

met Gabe. How could any of us have known?”

“Yeah, but all the same, youmust feel pretty torn up.”

I didn’t need to think twice about her words to know that she

was right. I felt like all the air was knocked out of me, that I was

doomed to walk around as a two-dimensional person for the

rest of my life. My brain just couldn’t cope with the emotion of

it all, and I knew that once the shock wore off, I’d be the biggest

mess around. But I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

“Look, I don’t want to fall into the trap of blaming, or

begrudging, or feeling sorry for myself. I do feel bad, but what’s

done can’t be undone, so I guess we’ll all just have to get over

ourselves andmake the best of it. After all, we’ve still got each

other.”

“You still want to be my sister?” Karen asked.

“You still want to be mine?”

Karen’s lips twitched, and her irrepressible smile broke forth.

“Donkey.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said, and we held each other tightly for

the longest time.

Finally Newt came and pulled at Karen’s arm.

“Are you okay, Mama?”

“Yes, darling,” Karen answered.

She sank onto the nearest chair and pulled him close. After

a moment, he giggled and pulled free. Gran andMama floated

nearby, and Newt waved at them.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that, darling,” Karen said, her eyes

darting about.
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“It’s alright, Mama. They want to be friends.”

She looked at me, clearly disturbed.

“Who – Gran Jones andMama? You can see them, right?”

“Yep. Clear as day. Right over there by the window.”

“Okay, if you say so.”

Newt returned to his colouring in, so Karen made us mugs

of coffee and we sat out on the patio. A lazy breeze stirred the

distant palm trees, and a variety of yachts and pleasure cruisers

bobbed gently in the marina below. It was almost a shame to

spoil the tranquillity with talk.

“So you see and hear Gran all the time?” Karen asked.

“Yes.”

“Where is she now?”

“Right beside you. Do you see the air shimmering?”

Karen turned to look.

“I don’t think I see anything.”

“It helps if you soften your eyes a bit, like they’re slightly out

of focus.”

She tried again, and a strange look crossed her face. I knew

she had picked it up.

“AndMama?”

“She’s not here right now. She might be hanging around dad,

but apparently he had the house blessed to try and keep her from

bugging him.”

“Ohmy Lord.”

“My guide’s here too,” I said, as I sensed Vaivea’s presence.

“He’s a Cheyenne Indian shaman called Vaiveahtoish.”

“Ahem.”

“Got some ectoplasm stuck in your throat?” I asked.

“You know I am not your personal guide. I am only here until

your true guide is ready to be revealed.”
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“Sorry, forgot,” I said. “Anyway, if Karen can see Gran, can’t

she see you too?”

“Perception of entities and energies depends on what each

spirit presence desires the individual to see,” he said. “Becom-

ing visual on your plain requires much energy, which is not an

efficient way of communicating.”

“Boy, you sure are stuffy today. Why the big lecture? I can see

you both whenever you’re with me.”

“You have the powers of a great Goddess. We need not make

any special effort for you to visualise us. A skill your sister is yet

to learn.”

“Oh.”

“Your guide is now ready to become known to you.”

“Oh, good! It’s about time – is it Amy? Or Michael?”

“You have no further need of me, so I have been assigned new

duties. Goodbye, My Lady.”

I felt a pang of sadness. Vaivea had taught me a lot, for which

I was grateful.

“Goodbye, Vaivea. Thankyou, thanks for everything.”

His presence faded away, and I blinked back sudden tears.

“Now that’s no way to greet your guide.”

I didn’t bother to turn. I’d know that voice anywhere. And my

heart sank like a tonne of bricks.

“Heaven help me,” I said.

Lou lounged against the balcony rail, suave in black leather

and dark sunnies. Karen could see him, and got the shock of her

life.

“You! The plumber! Ange, what on earth’s going on?”

I sighed and took a long sip of coffee. It didn’t help me think

of an easy way to explain, but it gave me a few seconds to get

myself under control.
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“So this is what it all boils down to? You can’t get me one way,

so you just find another.”

“Ohma cheri, youmust have known I’d get you in the end.”

“You planned it all…”

“Oh contraire! This wasn’t my doing – it was pre-ordained.”

I felt like laughing, only it wasn’t funny. Karen looked

completely baffled.

“How can you have a plumber for a spirit guide? He’s not even

a spirit… is he?”

“Well, he’s certainly not a plumber,” I said. “Karen, this is

Lou. His annoying presence has bugged me since I visited Amy.

He’s not a spirit, he’s… an angel.”

Karen switched from baffled to stunned. She looked him up

and down, and I could tell she liked what she saw.

“Oh. Butwhy do you say he’s annoying? I thought angelswere

full of love and light and were there to help us.”

Louwaggledhis eyebrowsupanddownandsmiled seductively.

I would’ve puked if I’d had the energy. Instead, I sighed.

“Karen, that’s most angels. This angel is not most angels.

Take it fromme, he’s got annoying down to a fine art.”

“Darling, I havemost things down to a fine art,” Lou saidwith

a sleazy smile. “Especially the things that most of my brethren

are not noted for.”

Karen switchedback fromstunned tobaffled. I heartilywished

I could blast Lou into nothingness, leaving only a puff of smoke

and a singed smell. However, I kind of knew that it wasn’t good

etiquette to Disintegrate one’s spirit guide, nomatter howmuch

one disliked him. The look onmy face must’ve said all of that

andmore, because Lou was suddenly keen to leave.

“I’ve just got one thing to say to you, ma cheri,” he said in a

low voice. “I, Lucifer, am your spirit guide whether you like it
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or not. This was decided by a power higher than I, and higher,

believe it or not, than your own sweet self. It is non-negotiable,

so I suggest you get used to the idea and deal with it so we can

work together for your good andmine.”

I raised an eyebrow. I really wanted to react in a grander way,

and I certainly wanted to say something about it, but in the end,

I just couldn’t summon the enthusiasm. At least Karen looked

shocked at learning Lou’s true identity.

Then, he Disappeared.

371



A erword

Thankyou for taking the first part of the journey with Ange. I

very much hope that you have enjoyed the story so far. I have

a couple of things to add that might be of interest – a glossary

of terms relevant to Ancient Egypt and it’s religion, and also a

glossary of the wonderful music of the 1960’s (and 1950’s) that

has appeared in this book.

Ancient Egypt Glossary:

Isis: (Eeset, Ahset, Eesay) Regarded as the greatmother goddess

of ancient Egypt, Isis was the sister and wife of the god Osiris.

Together they played amajor role in many stories in Egyptian

mythology, particularly inmyths about rebirth and resurrection.

The cult of Isis became very popular in Egypt and eventually

spread to other parts of the Mediterranean world, including

ancient Greece and Rome.

Osiris: (Asar,Wesir, Ausar, Unnefer, Usir) Osiris, god of the dead

and the underworld Duat, was one of themost important deities

in ancient Egypt. A fertility god in the Pre-Dynastic Period,

he had by about 2400 BCE become also a funerary god and the

personification of dead pharaohs. With his sister-consort Isis

and their son Horus, he formed the great triad of Abydos (about

520 km south of Cairo). He was credited with teaching the skills
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of agriculture to the Egyptians.

Nephthys: (Nebthet, Neber-Het, Nebet-het) Nephthys was

typically paired with her sister Isis in funerary rites because

of their role as protectors of the mummy and the god Osiris and

as the sister-wife of Set.

Set: (Seth, Setesh, Sutekh, Setekh, Suty) a god of the desert,

storms, and foreigners. In later myths he is also the god of

darkness and chaos.

Anubis: (Anoup, Anpu) The son of Nephthys and either Set or

Osiris, who is depicted with the head of a jackal. Depicted as

a protector of graves as early as the First Dynasty, Anubis was

also an embalmer. One of his prominent roles was to usher the

souls of the dead into the afterlife. He attended the weighing

scale during TheWeighing of the Heart.

Ennead of Heliopolis: Group of twelve deities who were wor-

shipped at Heliopolis, located near where Cairo is today.

Kemet: The ancient Egyptian name for the land of Egypt.

Ka: A principal aspect of the soul of a human being or of a god,

similar to ‘life force’ or ‘essence’.

Was Sceptre: A symbol of power or dominion, associated with

ancient Egyptian deities such as Set or Anubis as well as with

the pharaoh.

(Various sources; attributions available on request)
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Music Glossary:

Chapter 1.

Something In The Air – Buffalo Springfield (1969)

Give Peace A Chance – Plastic Ono Band (1969)

Get Together – The Youngbloods (1967; re-released 1969)

People Gotta Be Free – The Rascals (1960)

The Girl From Ipanema – Sergio Mendes (1964)

Crosstown Traffic – Jimi Hendrix (1968)

Angela Jones – Johnny Ferguson (1960)

Chapter 2.

She’s A Rainbow – The Rolling Stones (1967)

Incense & Peppermints – Strawberry Alarm Clock (1967)

Chapter 3.

Season Of TheWitch – Donovan (1966)

Chapter 4.

GoodMorning Starshine – Oliver (1969)

Rhythm Of The Falling Rain – The Cascades (1963)

Spooksville – The Nu-Trends (1963)

Chapter 5.

Everybody’s Been Burned – The Byrds (1967)

Monster Mash – Bobby ‘Boris’ Pickett & The Crypt-Kickers

(1962)

Chapter 6.

Over, Under, Sideways, Down – The Yardbirds (1966)

The Purple People Eater – ShebWooley (1958)
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Chapter 7.

Goin’ Up The Country – Canned Heat (1968)

Get Back – The Beatles (1969)

My Cherie Amour – Stevie Wonder (1969)

My Generation – TheWho (1965)

Sympathy For The Devil – The Rolling Stones (1968)

The Blob – The Five Blobs (1958)

Rockin’ In The Graveyard – Jackie Morningstar (1959)

I’ll Do My Crying In The Rain – Everly Brothers (1962)

Chapter 8.

King Midas In Reverse – The Hollies (1967)

Chapter 9.

Strange Days – The Doors (1967)

Delilah – Tom Jones (1968)

Que Sera Sera – Doris Day (1956)

Chapter 10.

Suspicious Minds – Elvis Presley (1968)

Chapter 11.

Magic Carpet Ride – Steppenwolf (1968)

TheWitchdoctor – David Seville (1958)

He’s A Vampire – Archie King (1959)

Strange Brew – Cream (1967)

Chapter 12.

Wild Thing – The Troggs (1966)

Chapter 13.
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VoodooWoman – Simon Stokes & The Nighthawks (1969)

Baby Please Don’t Go – Them (1964)

House Of The Rising Sun – The Animals (1964)

Dracula’s Daughter – Screaming Lord Sutch (1964)

Chapter 14.

Keep On Running – The Spencer Davis Group (1965)

We’ve Got To Get Out Of This Place – The Animals (1965)

Running Scared – Roy Orbison (1961)

Night Of Fear – TheMove (1968)

Chapter 15.

Time Is Tight – Booker T And TheMG’s (1969)

Danger! Heartbreak Dead Ahead – TheMarvelettes (1965)

Raindrops Keep Fallin’ OnMy Head – BJ Thomas (1969)

The Rain, The Park And Other Things – The Cowsills (1967)

Lightnin’ Strikes – Lou Christie (1966)

Rain – The Beatles (1966)

Chapter 16.

Windy – The Association (1967)

Jack The Ripper – Screaming Lord Sutch (1963)

SpinningWheel – Blood, Sweat & Tears (1969)

Dizzy – Tommy Roe (1968)

Chapter 17.

(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66 – The Rolling Stones (1964)

I Was A Teenage Creature – Lord Luthor (1958)

House Of Horrors –Merv Griffin (1962)

The Graveyard – The Phantom Five (1964)

Dead – The Poets (1958)

376



AFTERWORD

Born To BeWild – Steppenwolf (1968)

Ghost Guitars – Baron Daemon & The Vampires (1963)

Werewolf – The Frantics (1960)

MrWerewolf – The Kact-Ties (1963)

Chapter 18.

The Burning Of The Midnight Lamp – Jimi Hendrix (1968)

I’m TheWolfman – Round Robin (1965)

In TheMidnight Hour –Wilson Pickett (1965)

Lucifer Sam– Pink Floyd (1967)

California Sun – The Rivieras (1964)

Chapter 19.

Bad Moon Rising – Credence Clearwater Revival (1969)

Spooky – The Classics IV (1968)

I Dig You Baby – BobMcFadden (1959)

Beware – Bill Buchanan (1962)

They’re Coming To Take Me Away – (1966)

Chapter 20.

She Said She Said – The Beatles (1966)
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https://www.facebook.com/lanaleaauthor

379

https://www.lanaleaauthor.com
https://www.facebook.com/lanaleaauthor



	Something In The Air
	Shes a Rainbow
	Season of the Witch
	Good Morning, Starshine
	Everybodys Been Burned
	Over, Under, Sideways, Down
	Going Up The Country
	King Midas In Reverse
	Strange Days
	Suspicious Minds
	Magic Carpet Ride
	Wild Thing
	Voodoo Woman
	Keep On Running
	Time Is Tight
	Windy
	(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66
	The Burning of the Midnight Lamp
	Bad Moon Rising
	She Said She Said
	Afterword
	About the Author

