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Chapter 1 – The Fall

 


I didn’t believe in ghosts, not until I became
one.

One problem, a big problem, with being a ghost, is
that you look just how you looked when you died. I was five years
old when that happened. I've learned a lot since then, matured as
my friend Úna would say, but I still get treated like a little
child. It isn’t fair. I should be thirteen, almost grown. I should
be in school with my own friends. I should be…alive. Or maybe I
shouldn’t have stayed behind. But someone had to look after
Sheridan.

So many things I know now that I didn’t know as a
non-dead. And yet, so many things forgotten. The feel of rain. The
smell of bread. The warmth of the sun. The cold of the moon. I have
been dead eight years now, almost twice as long as I was alive. I’m
good at basic ghost skills – moving things around, gliding, passing
through walls – but until recently I hadn’t bothered learning the
more advanced stuff. It just hadn’t seemed very important. But now,
I feel restless, like there’s something I need, but don’t know what
it is. Practicing new things keeps me from pacing this rocky old
farm like the tiger in the Dublin zoo.

Yesterday, I was working on apparition, and I just
couldn’t get it right. Dad and my little sister were sitting at the
breakfast table. Actually, Sheridan’s not that little. She’s eight.
And she’s never even seen a picture of me, much less my ghost.

I started out behind Dad, but Sheridan could have
seen me, if I had been able to appear. Nothing I did worked. I
moved closer and closer to Sheridan. I went around the table – I
just hate the feeling of having a solid object going through me. I
was practically breathing (well, if I did breathe) down the back of
her neck, hoping that she’d notice me. Just as I was about to give
up, something happened. My right hand and wrist appeared, bright
and perfect, as if they were flesh. The only problem was that it
looked like Sheridan’s orange juice had suddenly sprouted a
hand.

"Da!" she gasped.

"What?" He didn’t look up from his newspaper. He
wasn’t really reading it so much as he was using it to hide his
whiskey flask. He didn’t used to be like that. We used to go for
walks and hunt for treasures. He used to laugh.

"Da! There’s - there’s - a a a--"

"Spit it out, girl," he growled.

I managed to make my hand disappear just as he
lowered the top of his paper and glared at Sheridan.

"Well?"

"It’s gone now. But I saw it! Really, I did! There
was a hand, coming right out of my juice!"

"A hand, you say? What kind? A child’s? A woman’s?
"

His eyes searched the table, scouring every crumb of
food and speck of dust for ghostly evidence. I froze, even though I
was sure he couldn’t see me.

"I don’t know! It was just a hand," Sheridan said,
pushing her back against the chair.

Dad rolled his mud-colored eyes. "There’s nothing
there now. This your idea of a prank? Not funny, Sher. Don’t be so
childish." A vein in his forehead throbbed as he snapped the paper
back up and muttered something under his breath that doesn’t bear
repeating.

Now, I was in such a hurry to get away from the
breakfast table that I hit the sugar bowl with my hand, the very
part of me that I had just made solid. The bowl skidded across the
wooden surface and teetered on the edge for a second before it
fell. Úna, the farm’s original owner, caught it and set it back on
the table. She wouldn’t let it shatter on the floor - it was her
favorite, a wedding present from her beloved Aunt Siobhan. Mama had
found it in the attic in an old steamer trunk when we moved in.

Dad looked up when he heard the noise of the sugar
bowl sliding, and he saw it float for a second in the air before it
set itself back on the table.

"I wonder," Dad thought out loud. "Could it be
her?"

"Who?" Sheridan asked, getting out of her chair and
backing away from him.

I glided to her side, just in case. I hadn’t meant to
scare her.

"Nevermind," Dad snapped.

That is when he decided to enter the lottery to get
Rodney Aldrich (the psychic ghost hunter) and the Haunted
Planet TV show come to our house.

"Maybe," he mumbled. "Maybe if she’s listening…" Dad
whispered, behind his paper and just low enough that Sheridan
couldn’t hear him.

I had a very bad feeling about this, the kind of
feeling that would have settled in my stomach like a jagged lump of
ice, if I still had a stomach.

I had not seen him excited or happy or even
interested in anything for a very long time. The last time I had
seen any trace of feeling in him (other than anger) was That Day.
The day my mother disappeared. She had gone out with six week-old
Sherian after Dad left for work. It wasn’t until late that Dad came
back with the baby. He looked ten years older than he had when he
left the house that morning.

Sheridan was screaming when he brought her in. He got
a bottle of milk for her and a bottle of whiskey for himself. He
fed her, then sang to her and rocked her to sleep. Two hours he
sat, long after she’d gone to sleep. Rocking. Singing. Drinking.
Tears dripped from his chin and stained Sheridan’s blanket. But my
mother did not return and I didn’t know what had become of her.
When Sheridan was old enough to ask, he told her Mama had been
killed in a car crash. But I didn’t believe it. There had been no
funeral.

Did I mention I’ve learned a lot in eight years? I
know where the legend of the Banshee comes from. The wind here
screeches around the corners of the house and wails in the chimney.
All the time. When I was alive, it made me curl into a ball and
pull the covers over my head. I was just three when my dad came
into some money and we moved all the way from Houston, Texas to
this forgotten farm in rural Ireland.

The folk in the village had all said the old farm was
haunted, and that’s part of the reason my parents, Luke and Eden
Ramsey, bought it. Well, the reason my dad bought it. Mama thought
it was all rubbish. Dad tried séances and dowsing, Ouija boards and
EVP recording. But ghosts only show themselves if they want to, and
none of them wanted to. Who could blame them? How would you feel if
weird strangers walked around your house with tape recorders,
asking you stupid questions?

The farmhouse had been built long before anyone had
even heard of electricity, and its connection to the main power
lines was rickety on a good day. We were in such a remote location
that even the main power lines were not very main. In a high wind,
they were the first to go out and the last to come back on.
Sometimes we didn't have electricity for weeks. We didn't own a
television, and the nearest telephone was about six miles away in
the village.

Whenever sounds in the darkness frightened me, my
mother would sigh and say, "There’s no such thing as ghosts,
Schuyler, or monsters either." I believed her, believed this lie
she told me night after shivering night.

I desperately wanted to have a little brother or
sister to play with. Mostly, I made up games for myself out in the
crumbling stone barn behind the house. There was an old,
half-collapsed henhouse attached to it. Mama had tried to raise
chickens there for a while when we first moved in. She may as well
have put up a sign that read "Free Buffet" (written in Fox, of
course). After a while, she got tired of trying. She seemed to have
gotten tired of trying almost everything. Maybe that's why she
left. Or maybe it was the wind that never stopped blowing, or the
sun that hardly ever shone.

My parents had planned, someday, to live off the
grid, you know, grow their own food, generate whatever power they
needed and so on, and home school a large, happy brood of children
who would grow up and save the world. But, plans change. It took
them until I was five before my mother got pregnant again. That
figures. She was never any good at follow-through.

There were some problems with this pregnancy. Words I
couldn’t understand, serious sounding words, like gestational
hypertension and placenta previa, whispered between my parents.
Even so, things were not that much different than usual. My mother
never had a lot of time for me, anyway. With Mama on bed rest most
of the time and Dad at work all day, I was bored to death.
Literally.

One afternoon, and I think it was summer, but it was
hard to tell because it was always cold and always raining, I was
out at the old barn pretending I could fly. I was jumping off the
ladder to the loft, spreading out my arms to soar. I thought it
might help to make bird sounds, too, so I screeched like an eagle
when I jumped. Landing was a bit tricky, because part of a wall had
fallen in and the hand-cut stones were scattered all about the
floor. Each time, I climbed a little higher. I was more than
half-way up when a loud crack echoed off the granite walls. The
rung I was standing on snapped.

Funny, I’m sure I heard someone screaming. Was it me?
My stomach lurched up into my throat as I fell, but I never felt my
head hit the stone. I heard a sharp crunching sound then my head
felt hot. I must have fallen on a bird’s nest and broken the eggs.
Almost as soon as that occurred to me, everything went black. The
next thing I knew, I was floating among the barn rafters, looking
down at my body lying on the floor like a pile of cast off clothes.
I thought, with more curiosity than concern, She looks so pale.
What’s that oozing out of her ear?
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Chapter 2 – Úna’s House

 


It was blood, of course. A small smear of brilliant
red crept from my ear down my white jaw, the only outward sign of
my fractured skull. But I wasn’t upset. I felt calm and peaceful.
It’s hard to explain. I know it sounds corny, but it was like
floating in liquid love. Then I heard someone calling me.
"Schuyler, it’s time to go."

A dazzling, swirling cloud tunnel suddenly opened up
not more than a meter away. I could feel it pulling on me, but I
would not go into it. It wasn’t that I was afraid of the tunnel. I
wanted to go into it more than anything. I hadn’t known it when I
was alive. But I knew as soon as I died that the baby my mother
carried was a girl, and I was afraid for my sister. I didn’t want
her to be like me, lonely and miserable. And somehow I knew that
she was going to need my help and I had to be there for her.

Almost as soon as I decided, the tunnel collapsed and
the clouds spun off, little wisps of smoke, trapping me in the
earth plane.

I’m not sure how much I’ve helped Sheridan in all
this time. She doesn’t even know I existed and sometimes that makes
me a little sad. But I watch my dad when he drinks. He crawled into
a whiskey bottle the day our mother left and sealed the rest of the
world out. It cost him his job and the few friends he had. Now he
and Sheridan live on the dole and the money his older brother, my
Uncle Hank, sends.

Dad is a mean drunk, and I always push a chair or
something in his way to trip him up when he goes after Sheridan.
That way he takes it out on the furniture instead of her. So far,
he’s only hit her once in these eight years. It took the bruise on
her cheek a long time to heal, and it made me so angry every time I
saw it that I went up and threw stuff around in the attic. Why
wasn’t our mother around to protect her? What kind of useless
individual runs off and leaves her baby? She should be here, where
she belongs.

I don’t think the home schooling thing was going to
work out with Mama. Too much commitment. Dad wasn’t about to do it
– not his job. So Sheridan attends St. Brigid’s in the village. No
doubt I would have ended up there, too.

I often go with my sister to school, just to see what
it would be like if I was still breathing. I watch the kids who
would have been my classmates. I call them my friends.

I sometimes talk to them, but they don’t hear me.
I’ve grown up with the lot of them, even if they never knew it. I’m
more invisible than dirt-poor Bobby Shaunessy, who only wishes no
one could see him.

If I wasn’t dead. I think I might have got on well
with this one girl, Fiona Adams. Fiona with licorice hair that
tumbles to her waist and caramel eyes. Yes, we should have been
friends. Maybe she is who I’d like to be, if I were alive. She’s
got a fella one year up. His name is Seamus, and what a gorgeous
thing he is. His sandy blond hair hangs just out of his slate grey
eyes. He has a beautiful mouth, and he’s tall and muscley. To me,
he looks like some Celtic hero come back from the past, like Cu
Chulainn or Fionn Mac Cumhail.

Even so, I’m not sure I’d want his tongue in my
mouth. It looks slimy and unsanitary. If I had skin, it would
crawl. Fiona seems to like it, though, the little sighs and sounds
she makes, when they go round the back of the bicycle shed for a
snog during lunch break.

Still, I sometimes wonder what it would feel like to
kiss a boy, especially a really cute one like Seamus. But I suppose
I’ll never know. I touched him once. Ran my finger along one bumpy
bicep. He started and pulled away, but he never saw me.

As I said before, apparition is a very hard thing to
learn. It takes a lot of concentration. Think of it like this.
Matter and energy are really the same thing, they just vibrate at
different speeds. The slower something vibrates, the more solid it
feels. We ghosts vibrate much faster than non-deads, that’s why
we’re not often seen. The human eye can’t quite get a fix, so the
brain filters us out as static or background noise. To appear to
most non-deads, we have to slow ourselves way down.

"Practice, practice, practice!" Úna always tells me.
She was the first one I met. She and her husband, Conall Mag Uidhir
built the original farmhouse.

They never had children, so she and Conall have kind
of adopted me. Sometimes she drives me crazy, but she is the
closest thing to a mother I’ve got.

Being dead isn’t so bad. You have more company than
you might imagine.

I first met Úna when Mama carried my body back to the
house. The whole way back, Mama cried, saying, "No, no, no!"

My sister was due to be born at any minute, and Dad
had the car. There was no way Mama could waddle the six miles to
the village for the phone. Huge and helpless, she was a beached
whale, stranded on this flyspeck of a farm in a great ocean of
nowhere. She plopped my body on the floor, where it landed like a
broken doll. She collapsed onto the ramshackle sofa, put her face
in her hands and sobbed for a long time. I watched her back and
shoulders heave up and down, shaking droplets of rain from her hair
and arms onto the cold flagstones. I touched her shoulder and she
looked up, wiping her eyes with her skirt. But she didn’t see
me.

"Damn you, Luke Ramsey!" she screamed at the empty
room. "I hate you. I hate you for bringing me to this godforsaken
place. This is all your fault."

Her breath still short and ragged, she got up and
lumbered off to the bedroom to lie down. I stared at the center of
her back as she left, part of me wishing I could let her know I was
right there, part of me glad I couldn’t.

I was surprised she was so upset. I was sure she’d be
relieved to be rid of me. Maybe she deserved to suffer a little
bit. It would serve her right.

"Now that’s a terrible thought."

I jerked my head around and saw a young woman in a
long blue dress standing near my body. "This belong to you, does
it, Schuyler?" She looked down my corpse.

"How do you know my name?"

"Bless, child. This is my own house. I’ve been here
over 300 years. I watched you move into the place, don’t you know.
Of course I’m going to know who you are." A few tendrils of black
hair had escaped from the fat bun that sat on top of her head,
softening her sharp cheekbones.

"Your house?" How could I not have noticed? Aren’t
ghosts supposed to moan and groan and rattle chains during the
night?

"Of course it’s my house. My husband, Conall, and I
built it. We came in 1683 and never left, we loved the place
so."

"You love this place?"

"Doesn’t everyone love their own home?" she smiled at
me. "Now, you’ve had a nasty shock. Save your questions for another
time. Come with me. I’ll get you set up with a chain to rattle."
Úna winked. Was it just a lucky guess, or did she know my
thoughts?

She led me to my bedroom. The room that I would have
shared with Sheridan was in the attic. There were no stairs, just a
ladder that was fixed to the wall. The attic was divided more or
less in half by a thin wall with a flimsy
door. One side was storage, the other was the bedroom. Twin
beds were tucked into opposite bedroom corners. Úna patted my bed
and smiled at me.

"Even ghosts need a rest from time to time. Have a
lie down for a while."

I climbed onto the bed and reluctantly put my head on
the pillow.

"I was having you on about the chain. No
self-respectin’ ghost does such a thing." Úna stroked my hair and
kissed me on the forehead. "You’ll be fine. Just rest. I’ll be in
the kitchen."

I had a warm bubbly feeling about Úna, almost like
when I first died. Once the cloud tunnel in the barn closed, that
liquid love drained away, and I was just me again. I smiled at her
and she patted my hand. She must have been a great mother, I
thought.

My mind drifted with the dust particles that swam in
the gray half-light from the tiny window. I gradually became aware
of my parents shouting at each other. I didn’t want to listen. I
wanted to hide in the corner, like I always did when they fought. I
pressed against the wall, expecting to feel the rough coolness of
stone. Instead, I found myself outside, floating in the air.
Laughter crackled all around me.

"Bit awkward at first, it is. Lots to learn."

A man in renaissance fair clothes sat on a pile of
stones, chuckling. Thick brown hair shrouded his grey eyes. He had
probably been a handsome man, when he had some meat on his bones.
Skeletal legs poked out of a thick woolen tunic that almost covered
his knees. His linen shirt sagged over his bone-thin arms. Even
though the leather belt around his waist was in the last hole, it
was too big. He reminded me of a child playing dress up in his
dad’s clothes. A thin and starving child.

"Are you Conall?"

"The very same," he said, bowing his head just a
little. Then he floated off the stones to the ground. "Come on down
here, will you?"

"I don’t know how."

He grinned at me and rose up until he could take hold
of my shoe. He pulled me down, like a maverick party balloon, and
set me on the ground.

"Have you been to the sea lately?" he asked.

We could see the cold slate ocean from the house.
Mama and I walked down to the cliffs once, before she got pregnant.
"You stay away from here, understand?" she had said.

"No, I haven’t been there for a while," I said.

"Come on, then. Úna is waiting there for us."

He glided across the field like an ice skater, but it
was hard work for me. I was trying to pick my way through the
stones, because walking was the only way I knew to get around.
Conall saw me struggling and slowed down.

"It’s a bit different, getting from place to place.
Just think where you want to go."

I looked at a lichen-covered boulder. I tried to
think myself onto it. I started to wobble and suddenly, I was
inside the rock, with only my head sticking out.

"It does take some practice, don’t you know." I could
tell he was trying not to laugh at me. Then he reached out his hand
and said, "Here. I’ll help you."

When I touched his hand, I was pulled along behind
him as he slid effortlessly over the ground. I thought of the
little magnetic train set I had in my room. Now I know how the
caboose feels. I could see Úna standing on the edge of the cliffs,
a shining mist in the setting sun. There was something different
about her. She seemed perhaps a little brighter or more substantial
than Conall.

"Evening, Schuyler."

"Hiya, Úna."

"Lovely sunset, that," she said.

Conall let go of my hand and went to stand next to
her, putting his arm around her waist. Even though they were wispy,
transparent ghosts, it was plain that they loved each other very
much. I wished my parents had been like that.

Then I walked to the edge of the cliffs, too. I
didn’t dare try gliding. I looked down into the boiling sea. The
orange, red, and pink reflected off the clouds onto the water, like
a giant had spilled a paint box on the ocean. We stayed there,
saying nothing, until it was full dark. A thin crescent moon was a
fingernail clinging to the thick velvet sky. Rhinestone stars
glittered and crowded together against the chill of the night. The
soughing of the sea sounded like a lullaby, and I suddenly felt I
should be sleepy, so I sat down.

Úna looked toward the farm. "They’re finished, I
believe."

I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I was too timid to
ask. She took my right hand and Conall took my left. We glided back
across the rocky field to the house in almost no time. The gardai
were just leaving. Lights flashing, one white and yellow police car
led a black van and another followed it. Now I understood. My death
had been investigated and the body taken away. A single drop of
blood marked the spot where my corpse had lain.

"Conall and I have some things to do. Why don’t you
practice gliding in your room?" Úna smiled at me, stroking my
arm.

Being touched by ghosts just feels weird. We aren’t
solid, but we do have boundaries, so it is a mixing of energy, a
swirling tickly feeling that is not quite satisfying.

"Okay." I wanted to be alone, anyway. Too much had
happened to me today. I needed some down time to make sense of it
all. Before I knew it, it was morning. I got up and looked in Mama
and Dad’s room. No one was there, so I went into the kitchen.

"Your Ma and Da are out making the arrangements," Úna
told me.

"Arrangements?"

"For your funeral, child," she said, not
unkindly.

"Oh." I sat down at the table. I was already getting
good at resisting matter. I didn’t want to think about my very own
personal death. Anything but that just now. So I asked her about
the farm. She told me how she and Conall had inherited a plot of
land from his uncle and built the place by hand, stone by stone. It
was back-breaking work, but they were happy. They got even happier
when they found out a baby was on the way. And then they died from
cholera that spring, before the baby was born. I would have cried,
if I could have.

"Don’t be sad, child. We love this old farm. Now we
have no worries of hunger, it is good to just be here, in this
place we worked so hard to build. Conall and I, we’re here
together, for as long as we want to be. Forever, if we like." She
smiled.

I had thought ‘happily ever after’ would be
different.

"Schuyler," she said, leaning forward and putting her
hands over mine. "Everything that lives will also die. What is
important is what you leave behind when you go. If you’ve made
something beautiful, done kind things for others, loved people,
that’s what life is all about. Don’t fret about death. It’s just a
little change. Some people don’t even notice it." Úna stood up.
"You should spend more time outside."

"Outside?"

"Yes. You might be surprised at who you’d meet."

I looked out the window, and my eye caught the gaudy
orange clock Mama had hung above it. We’d been talking for over an
hour. My parents would probably be back soon. I went outside.

Úna was right. Before my body had spent two nights in
that ridiculous casket, I had met the other three ghosts who call
the farm home. Beagan, the sad Australian and Connie, with her
horse Niamh, would become like my extended family over the years.
At the time, I had no idea how much I would need them, or how much
that friendship would cost.
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Chapter 3 – Warning

 


I wondered if my father had remembered the orange
juice incident from the day before. It was hard to tell with him.
He wasn’t good at shielding his thoughts, but the whiskey was.

Dad sat in a dilapidated chair at the bar in his
local, Doyle’s Tavern, eating stale crisps out of a bag. A
television perched on a wobbly stand attached to the wall at the
end of the bar. The sound was muted, but subtitles were turned on.
If Dad had ever heard the theme music for the show, with its phony
harpsichord and ‘spooky’ special effects, he might have taken it
far less seriously. He was always at the pub before 7:00 on a
Tuesday night to make sure he caught the latest episode of
Haunted Planet. Actually, he was at the pub most nights
before 7:00 (leaving Sheridan home alone), but Tuesdays were still
special, especially this one. Tonight, Rodney Aldrich, the host and
self-proclaimed psychic, was traveling to nearby Cleggan.

Personally, I thought Rodney looked like he had
escaped from a low budget history re-enactment. Parted in the
middle, his peat colored hair hung in one length almost to his
waist. A pencil-width moustache circled his thin lips and joined up
with a goatee that sat on his chin like an expiring fungus. He
always wore a long, ruffled poet’s shirt with tights (and I do mean
tight) and leather boots. More often than not, he topped this off
with a black cloak that flowed out behind him dramatically when he
strode from room to room.

"Tonight, we’re here at Cassidy House in Cleggan.
Restless spirits torment the current owners," typed the closed
captioning. Then he leaned closer to the camera, "And we will try
to put them to rest."

"Ha!" said a voice just over my left shoulder.

I turned to see a woman in a high necked green dress,
which fit snugly down to her hips. Crisp white lace draped over a
bustle at the back of her long, full skirt. She looked very
dignified and stately, except for one thing. Her head was tucked
under her arm like a cantaloupe. Even though I’ve been dead for
years, I have never gotten used to ghosts popping up out of
nowhere.

"Just watch," she said.

The camera panned across some trees and stopped at
Cassidy House. It was not so big as a country estate, but larger
than most houses. The building was a cream colored stone Victorian,
rising from the intense green lawn like a scale model of a
castle.

Rodney greeted the owners of the property in the
foyer, then proceeded into the cavernous living room, which was
littered with antiques. He started to walk around with his eyes
half closed and his arms out. Suddenly, he stopped dead and started
to shiver and shake, his eyes rolling.

"Here," typed the TV. "There is great evil here.
Devil worship and human sacrifice. So many, many dead. Men. Women.
Little children, babies even." Rodney dropped to his knees and put
his face in his hands.

"Tripe!" scoffed the headless woman. "He’s a
charlatan, through and through. True enough, he has managed to
entrap a spirit helper. In its last life, life the spirit was known
as La Duc Paris de Bouvier, but that loathsome Aldrich creature
disrespects and debases him by calling him ‘Perry.’ As if the duke
were some common dodger like himself."

"So he’s a fake, then?" I hoped.

"He is not entirely without gifts. He can, on
occasion, see things, but he does not correctly interpret his
visions, even with the help of Duke Bouvier. He may, perchance, use
elements of his clairvoyance, but he usually has concocted some
elaborate romance before he even arrives at his mockery of a ghost
hunt. He seeks only to appease his dullard television viewers."

"I suppose it could be worse." I didn’t really know
what else to say.

"It is."

"What do you mean?"

The woman turned slightly so the face under her arm
could get a better look at me. "This cretin attempts to perform
exorcisms. His level of expertise is insufficient for the task. He
always bungles these rites such that things are worse off when he
leaves than when he started."

"Really? How?" I wanted to hear the dirt on Rodney
Aldrich.

"Primarily, his mendacity makes him weak, that liar,
and he hasn’t the strength to compel those who do not wish to go.
He merely angers them. Perhaps a fresher spirit, who is not so
fixed to a place, could be removed, but not most of us." Her
eyebrows were raised and her lips were pulled tight against her
teeth. She looked like she’d been sucking on a lemon.

"Secondly, he has chosen the wrong verb in his Latin
banishing rite. Instead of ‘abeo,’ to go away, he says
‘adeo,’ which is an invitation to come and visit. Thus, he
invites in whatever lower astrals that happen to be within earshot.
Some of them are highly parlous characters."

I didn’t know what "parlous" meant, but I was sure it
must be bad. "My dad’s put his name in the lottery for a Haunted
Planet visit."

"Under no circumstances must you permit Rodney
Aldrich anywhere near your house. During his visit to our estate,
he conjured such a vile entity that most of us cannot abide being
around the thing." The woman rolled her eyes and then her body
shivered.

"Us?" Ghosts are like potato crisps – you can’t have
just one.

"Yes. The house ghosts. Half a dozen, all told. Among
us only Fionn McGuire is colder than that entity. It fears
him. The remaining five now wander. But worse things are
afoot. With his haphazard expeditions and slipshod rituals, Aldrich
attracts parasites."

"You mean like ticks or leeches?" Funny, I missed the
sensation of crawling skin. She looked at me as if she thought I
was daft.

"Are you not familiar with parasites?" She
raised one eyebrow. I desperately wanted to laugh. It was very hard
to take a talking, severed head underneath someone’s arm seriously.
What I said was, "Um, well, I..."

She pursed her lips. The ‘How Do You Not Know This?’
look. "You will instantly recognize a parasite when you see
it. Are you familiar with the appearance of a cuttlefish?"

I nodded. They’re kind of like small squids with
short tentacles.

"Now think of a monstrous cuttlefish with glowing red
eyes whose tentacles are filled with rows of clawed suction cups.
Each of these cups has a mouth. Should it get its hooks into you,
these mouths will suck the very life out of you. The living have an
advantage - the body provides a buffer so the parasite can’t
kill the host. You and I have no such baffle. It feeds on etheric
energy, and we are nothing but. It would consume us completely.

"They relish hot, red energy - anger, hatred, fear.
They cannot control a human host like a puppet, but they can insert
thoughts into the host’s mind, although to some people, they are
perceived as voices. Most of the time, the victim fails to
recognize these ideas as foreign. Voices are accepted as divine
conversations. Have you noticed that from time to time, a person
will make the headlines by inexplicably going on a murderous
rampage?" She paused to look at me and I nodded at her. "That
individual has a parasite infection."

"Is there any way to get rid of them?" I wished I had
some way to take notes.

"They gravitate toward bad-tempered people prone to
violence, with lots of red energy. If you are very calm and
relaxed, in the cooler spectrum of colors, they will be less
attracted to you, might even spit you out, as it were. But not if
they are very hungry."

Bad-tempered people prone to violence. Like
Dad. If what this lady said was true, then Sheridan could be in
mortal danger. Then I smiled to myself. Haunted Planet
visits were chosen by a lottery. Dad has never won anything in his
life.

But there is always a first time for everything.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 4 – The Letter

 


A few weeks slipped by. Or perhaps a few months. It’s
easy to lose track of time when you’re dead.

I’ve never seen Dad so excited. Except maybe when he
found out Mama was pregnant with Sheridan. He clutched a letter in
his right hand as he burst through the front door. My sister was
sitting at the kitchen table, doing homework.

"Look, Sher. It’s from Haunted Planet!"

"Oh," she said without looking up, probably not even
listening. The ends of her sandy hair grazed the table as she
slouched over her books. She looked so much like Mama, it scared me
sometimes. She had the same aquamarine eyes, the same slight build,
and the same high cheekbones.

Dad ripped open the envelope. "Yes!!" He kissed the
letter. "Sheridan, they’re coming to our house!"

"Oh. Who are ‘they’ again?" Was she being dense on
purpose?

"Rodney Aldrich and Haunted Planet!" I thought
Dad was going to pick her up and toss her in the air like a
baby.

Sometimes Sheridan watched television with her
friends when she was invited to play at other children’s houses.
Anyone who watched more than a millisecond of TV knew what
Haunted Planet was.

"Da, is that really a good idea? I don’t want them to
come here. I don’t want a bunch of strangers in the house messing
up my stuff. Besides, there’s no such thing as ghosts. Sister
Osberga says so."

His mood darkened. "Hmph. That decrepit old crone is
almost a ghost herself. Haunted Planet is coming whether you
like it or not, missy, so you’d best get over it. Don’t forget
you’re the one who started it, seeing hands coming out of your
orange juice."

Sheridan shook her head and went back to doing her
homework. Had she forgotten our almost-encounter so quickly? And
after all I’ve done for her.

It looked like barbarians were at our gate and I
didn’t know how to keep them out. I was annoyed, so I thought I’d
have a little fun. I walked right through Dad. He shivered and let
out a sort of strangled cough. The cold vibration of his fear
rippled through me, and it felt good.

"You ought not to have done that, Schuyler." Conall
rarely spoke, and his disapproval was a sharp pin in my little
bubble of smugness. "Playing up like that, you are sure to make a
bad situation worse."

"I’m sorry." I really was. I felt awful now. "But
Rodney Aldrich can’t be allowed to come here. It is too dangerous
for Sheridan." And the rest of us. Or at least me, anyway.

"‘Tis alright, my girl. I know you’re angry. I’m not
so keen on that rabble myself. But don’t fret yourself. I have some
business with a relative of mine. My grandmother’s grandfather’s
sister, you see. Come along with me – it’s sure to ease your mind.
My old auntie, she was quite famous in these parts. She might be
able to lend us some aid, or at least some advice."

"Famous? What did she do?" I thought she must have
baked a really great potato something or other and I didn’t see how
that could possibly help.

Conall leaned toward me, like he was telling secrets.
"She was a pirate."

"Stop the lights! A pirate?" I imagined her with a
big sword and tall boots, hair flying loose in the sea breeze. Then
I imagined her chasing Rodney Aldrich with that sword.

"Indeed she was. The infamous Gránuaile Ni Mháille.
The English call her Grace O’Malley."

"How did she get to be a pirate?" I had no idea there
was such a thing as a lady pirate.

"Her whole family were seafarers. When her father and
brothers set out to sea, she was desperate to go, too. She cut her
hair short, like a man’s and pestered her father until he agreed to
let her come along. They did tease her and call her Gráinne Mhoal
(that means ‘Bald Grace’) after that. Perhaps her dad thought one
voyage would cure her of wanting any more, but she took to it like
a duck to water. She was the most feared pirate of her time around
Galway Bay. As a lad, I heard quite a few tales of Auntie
Gránuaile."

"Where is she? How do we talk to her?" What would a
pirate be like? Would she say "Aargh!"?

"Well, sometimes she’s at her old family castle on
Clare Island. Sometimes she’s at Hen’s Castle in Lough Corrib."

"Hen’s castle?" They come up with the weirdest names
in this place.

"Auntie Gránuaile, her first husband was so brave in
battle he was known as ‘Donal the Cock.’ When he was killed
defending the Castle Caislan-an-Circa, Auntie Gránuaile, she took a
terrible revenge on those that took his life. So fierce she was
that she got her own title. Since she was the wife of "The Cock",
they called her ‘The Hen’ and renamed the castle after her."

"Deadly." If anybody could get rid of that awful
Rodney Aldrich, it would be her.

"So you see, my old auntie, she might have an idea or
two." Conall gave me a smile and a wink.

"So, which is it? Which castle?"

Conall twisted his lips to the right, then to the
left, as if he were chewing his thoughts. "It’s mid spring. Clare
Island was her summer home. I think that’s where we’ll find my
Auntie."

"How do we get there?" I was ready to go right
now.

"Do you know of Ley Lines, Schuyler?"

"Not really, no." I hadn’t realized how much there
was I didn’t know.

"Ley Lines are a mystery to the non-deads. Sometimes
they can see them if they climb on something high, like a mountain.
The Lines are perfectly straight and carry on for miles. Some
people think they are old trade routes from prehistoric people, and
some think they are an earth energy. But they are none of that. Ley
Lines are spirit highways." He smiled and winked at me again. He
always did that. It was like I was being let in on some huge
joke.

"Highways? Can’t ghosts just float to wherever they
want?" I had never thought about ghosts wanting to travel
before.

"Course they can. But if they are going any distance,
they’ll want to take the Ley. It’s so much faster. And ‘tis safer
too."

"Safer? What can happen to a ghost?"

"Quite a lot, my girl. There are things that would
see you as a tasty morsel."

I remembered the headless woman in the bar and
thought about parasites. "Oh."

Úna appeared next to Conall and gave him a kiss on
the cheek, then she kissed the top of my head. I hate when she does
that. I‘m not a little child. Even if I do look like one.

"I heard you two conspiring to visit Gránuaile. Give
her my best. Good luck to you, then. Be safe."

"We will, my love. You’ll hardly know we’re gone.
Come on Schuyler."

We went outside and glided the six miles up to the
village. It was a lot faster than walking, but it still seemed to
take forever. Past the town square and out to the churchyard we
flew. Most of the graves were topped by Celtic crosses -
weather-beaten soldiers keeping watch over the dead.

I couldn’t help stopping at my own grave on the way
to the far end of the cemetery. Our beloved daughter, with
choirs of angels now she sings. If they only knew.

"Schuyler?" Conall had a concerned look in his
eyes.

"Coming." I’ve been a ghost for longer than I was
alive. Seeing my headstone shouldn’t bother me. Should it?

In the cemetery, at the furthest point from the
church, stood a big grey obelisk with a patina’d bronze plaque.
Even though it was close to the road, I’d never paid any attention
to it before. Conall took my hand and led me to the north side of
the monument. Before I had time to ask what came next, we were
sucked into a clear tube or tunnel. The trees, grass, buildings,
cars blurred together and the shoosh of air rushing by engulfed me.
It seemed less than five seconds before we stopped at a church in
Roonah Quay. That’s about thirty miles, as the birds fly, more by
road.

"I told you it would be swift."

If I had breath, it would have been taken away.
"Whoa," was all I could think to say.

"Now, ‘tis not so good for us to cross seawater
without something solid between us and it, so we’ll hop on the next
ferry across."

"Why?"

"Wouldn’t you know it would be Schuyler Ramsey who’d
ask me such a question? I’m no man of letters, my girl. I do know
that some substances, seawater, vinegar and silver among them, can
dissolve a ghost, and they’re best avoided. For seawater, a boat or
a bridge, betwixt and between, that’ll make all the
difference."

I didn’t have time to answer before something with
very strong, cold hands grabbed me by the wrist.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 5 – Nicniven

 


"Let go!" I yelled.

It did not. I turned to see that there was a man
holding on to me. A man with sharp features and blueberry skin.
Wild shaggy hair hung in his eyes, which were black from edge to
edge. Another like him had hold of Conall. Two more stood ready to
attack us.

"Don’t struggle, Schuyler. These are the good
neighbors. Elphs. They could tear you apart with the flick of a
wrist."

They led us to the edge of the sea. "On your knees,"
snarled the elph holding Conall.

He knelt down, and I did the same. I was too scared
not to. I didn’t understand how we could be trapped like that. How
could something grab a ghost? Suddenly, each elph went down on one
knee and bowed his head. No one told me I had to bow my head, so
when I heard the rustling of fabric, I looked toward to sound.

A woman was strolling towards us, her long dress
hissing like tall grass in the wind whenever she moved. She was
beautiful, in a scary kind of way. Her large eyes were
silver-white, shining like moonlight. Her skin was sky blue and
alabaster smooth. Blue-black hair curled down to her slim waist.
Her dress was the color of dusk - a shimmering, shifting grey. A
deep red jewel crowned the tall scepter she carried.

When she came even with us, she said, "You may
rise."

The two elphs stood up, and dragged us to our
feet.

"Two human wraiths," she said, inspecting us. "What
is your business here?" she asked Conall.

Conall bowed his head. "Your highness, if it pleases
you, we ask your leave to catch the ferry yonder."

"The ferry? What do the dead need with a ferry?" Her
voice dripped with disdain.

"Please, your highness. We have an engagement on
Clare Island." Conall kept his head bowed and didn’t look at
her.

"An engagement. With whom?"

"Your highness, it is only the shade of me poor old
auntie."

"I see. Await my judgment." She turned and stalked to
the edge of the sea, glaring at the orange sun drowning on the
horizon.

"Who is that, Conall?" I whispered.

"She has many names, but in this part of the world,
she’s called Nicniven. She’s the queen of the Dark Faeries of
Elfhame."

"That doesn’t sound good."

"If luck be on our side, she will not bother with
such as us and set us free."

"And if not?"

"Best not think on it."

Nicniven returned. "Bring them," she said to the elph
men.

We might as well have been sacks of flour to her. We
were marched to a low hill. Three times Nicniven tapped it with her
scepter. The ground rumbled and a perfect rectangle of grass slid
away into the hill. The elphs shoved us inside the doorway and
prodded us down the hall. The passageway was so utterly black that
I couldn’t tell if it was wide or narrow. A feeble torch flickered
at the end of it, too far away to do us any good. When we got to
the torch, the elphs circled us to the left. Instantly, a sallow
twilight flooded the room. We were in Nicniven’s feast hall. Dozens
of faeries sat at long tables, clacking steins together, eating
food with their fingers, and cackling. Some had the blue skin and
sharp features of the dark elphs. Some were green with spiky hair,
others were brown with raggedy clothes. I did notice a few wearing
peculiar red caps. Conall’s mouth hung open.

"Schuyler, don’t eat anything," he was able to
stammer after a few moments.

"Like that’s a problem." I hadn’t eaten anything in
eight years. Why would I start now?

"Truly, Schuler, it is. This food seems like any food
you would be used to eating, when you ate food, but it really has
no substance. Believe me when I tell you that you will be sorely
tempted to taste something. But if you eat the food of this place,
you are bound to it. You won’t be able to leave. Ever."

"But--"

"No buts, Schuyler. I mean it. Not a morsel. Faery
magic is strange stuff."

A wave of silence rippled down the throng as Nicniven
moved toward her throne. Faeries put down their food and got down
on one knee, bowing to her as she approached. When she was seated,
they all started back up with the feasting.

One of the things I miss most about being alive is
fresh strawberries. Really good ones are cool and firm, with just
enough juice to spatter on your shirt when you bite into them. As
soon as I thought this, I noticed a large dish of strawberries
sitting on the table nearest me. I thought of the sweet scent of
them, as if by remembering, I could actually smell them. They were
big fat strawberries, just the perfect shade of red. I turned to
the berries. It was then I noticed that the elph holding me was
gone, so I walked over to them. An elph, and this one looked
female, picked up the bowl and said, "Take as many as you
like."

I picked one up. It looked exactly as a strawberry
should: bumpy with a crown of fresh green leaves. I remembered the
flavor of strawberries, a tiny bit tart, mostly sweet. I just
wanted to taste it, to see if I could, and to see if it was as good
as I remembered.

"Schuyler! No!" Conall bellowed at me from across the
room.

Startled, I turned to look at him and I dropped the
berry. The spell was broken. Conall came to me as fast as he could,
dodging dancing elphs.

"Why did you yell at me? It was just a berry." A tiny
gust of anger swirled up from my belly to my heart. I had wanted so
much to taste that perfect berry, and he ruined it.

"Schuyler, did you not hear me tell you? You must not
eat anything here. It will bind you to this place and you can never
leave. There’s nothing for you here but slavery."

"Oh." I wasn’t sure I believed him. And it didn’t
seem like such a bad place to be stuck. Everyone seemed happy,
really happy. I didn’t understand why they were called the dark
faeries. Other than maybe they had blue skin and black hair.

Nicniven clapped her hands and the elphs got quiet.
They cleared a space around her bejeweled throne. Some music
started playing. It seemed oddly familiar to me, but I just
couldn’t place it. Two elphs, a male and a female, came out wearing
some grand costumes. They did a dance that was a bit like ballet,
but more beautiful. The most famous ballerinas could only dream of
being so graceful. I could not take my eyes off of them. Once they
had finished and taken their bows, Nicniven said, "Let our guests
come forward."

Conall and I approached the throne. Conall knelt on
one knee, bowing his head. I did the same.

"I have decided to help you."

"Thank you, your highness," said Conall, keeping his
eyes downcast.

"Rise," she said, then looked past us to a handful of
elphs. "Dress them and take them outside."

I was led by three females and Conall by three males.
We girls went to a side chamber that was filled with flowers. The
elphs didn’t say a word to me, but they put a long white robe over
my clothes. They brushed and braided my hair and put a wreath of
daffodils on my head. It was no work at all to support the weight
of my new robe and the flowers. As if they were made only of
thoughts of clothes and ideas of flowers. When Nicniven decides to
help, she goes all out. The three elphettes and I returned to the
main chamber. Conall was already there. He was also wearing a white
robe and a crown of daffodils. We followed an elph in flowing white
robe out of the feast hall. It was full dark now. The elph walked
to the edge of the sea, then stopped. He gestured for us to stand
beside him, one on either side. Then he moved away, leaving us on
the cliff’s edge, and opened the fat old book he was carrying.

"I don’t like this," whispered Conall.

"I’m sure he’s just going to magic us over to Clare
Island."

The elph said, "This is from one of your books, as is
customary in your rituals. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust in sure of
the certain hope of resurrection into eternal life."

Conall and I looked at each other. "That’s what they
said at my funeral," I whispered to him.

"I told you I didn’t like this."

Nicniven stepped forward. "Into the sea with you. Be
gone."

"I thought you said you were going to help us!" I
cried.

She raised one eyebrow "I am helping you. You exist
between life and death, belonging to neither. Finish your journey
to the other side."

"No! You don’t understand--" I couldn’t go now. Who
would look after Sheridan?

"Do not dare to speak to me again in such a way.
Complete your transition. That is what you need more than schemes
with Gránuaile Ni Mháille."

"Your highness, you’re so clever. How did you guess
it?" asked Conall. I could see him glancing into the water, and why
was he smiling?

"We saw you coming down the Ley. Who else would you
be traveling so far to meet at Clare Island? It’s only her there
that might be of interest to ghosts. You humans overestimate your
value to this world. As for you two, your time here is done. "

With that, she took her scepter and pushed us over
the low cliff into the sea.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 6 – The Merrows

 


I didn’t know ghosts could feel pain. As soon as the
scepter touched me, it was like hot needles were sticking into me.
Then I felt heavy and solid. After I plunged into the waves,
something tapped me on the head. I put my hand up and felt
something… a hat? Couldn’t be. I started to pull the thing off when
a bony hand pushed it back down on my head, prying my fingers off
it. I turned to see a desperately ugly man with small, red-rimmed
eyes and sharp green teeth. But that wasn’t even the weird part.
From the waist down, he was a fish. And he was wearing a little red
hat. Another one like him was holding a red cap and lurking near
the surface. Conall splashed into the water nearby. The fish man
crammed the hat he had been holding onto Conall’s head. They pulled
both of us down into the water all the way to the seabed. Surely I
would dissolve before they started to eat me.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. A little village sat on
the sea floor. There was a town center surrounded by small cottages
thatched with seaweed. The fish man holding my wrist swam to a
house with a green door and tugged me inside. The second one
brought Conall with him, and they came in almost arm in arm.

"Schuyler," said Conall, "These are friends of mine,
Peadir and Eamon. They’re merrows. They will truly help us to Clare
Island."

"Yes," replied the second merrow. "Nicniven, she’s a
tricksy old thing. You’ll do well to be dog wide of her, if you
can. And make sure you keep the red hat on your head."

Conall’s voice inside my head (or what used to be my
head) sounded as it always does. When the farm ghosts talk to me,
it seems just like living people talking. But the merrow, his voice
flowed and swirled all around me. It was layered with sounds of the
sea: waves crashing on the beach, seagulls, whalesong. I did not so
much hear his words, but soak them up.

"Thanks," I said, relieved that I wasn’t going to
dissolve in the ocean and that I was not on the merrows’ menu. But
I was still confused. I was standing close to Conall and I could
see his hat was made of feathers. "The hat. What does it do? Why do
I need to wear it?"

"Ah," said the first merrow with a sharp-toothed
grin. "The magic hats of the merrows. The cohullen druith. I’m
Eamon, by the way." He shook my hand. Still holding my hand, he
said, "The hat, you see, is keeping you intact down here." He let
go of my hand. "If you were living, it would allow you breathe. You
can also see our village because of the thing. When you want to go
back on land, just take it off your head. You aren’t bound by it as
we are."

"How do you mean?"

His sharp teeth flashed again as his thin lips pulled
back into a smile. He ran the tip of his tongue across his front
teeth and back again. Leaning toward me, he said, "I suppose it’s
common knowledge. If a mortal should steal a merrow’s hat while the
merrow is ashore, that mortal has power over the poor creature,
until such a time as the hat can be recovered. We cannot live in
the sea without a cohullen druith. That’s why those of us who are
very clever always carry a spare one." He tapped the hat on my head
and winked.

"I expect Nicniven’s spell will have worn off by now.
She didn’t mean for us to hold together, you know," Conall said.
"Off with your robe, then, Schuyler," he added as he pulled the
white garment over his head with one hand, and holding the red had
on with the other.

I did the same, glad to be rid of the hateful shroud.
The lovely daffodils, I supposed, were floating near the ferry
landing.

"So is it really Gránuaile you’re meeting up with? I
haven’t seen her in ages. Thought perhaps she’d given the whole
haunting thing up," Peadir said. He pulled out a sort of a chair
thing from the side of the table and sat down. It was made for
someone with a fish tail instead of legs, that’s for sure. The seat
of it was smaller than a normal chair, then it sloped away toward
the floor as a ramp.

"Not my auntie." Conall also pulled up a human chair,
which didn’t match any of the other furniture, and sat down. Had he
forgotten I was standing right there?

"Well, you folk get bored of such things after a
time." Peadir had turned sideways in his chair and rummaged around
on a shelf behind him.

"You must not know my auntie. She’s never forgiven
the Joyces for killing her husband and cheating her out of her
rightful property. She harries them to this day."

"You knew her well, then?"

Peadir pulled out a rectangular box and set it on the
table. I saw Eamon shaking his head.

"No, she was long dead afore I was born, but nowadays
we have a visit from time to time."

"It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance,
Schuyler," said Eamon, holding out his hand for me to shake. "I’ve
still all me errands to do, so I’m off."

"Yes," I replied, fascinated by the clawed, webbed
fingers.

Conall and Peadir waved as Eamon disappeared out the
green door.

"A game of checkers would you have, Conall? They’ll
be looking for ye a while yet."

"Yep, checkers. That’d be alright."

Checkers! What was I going to do while they played
checkers?

As if in answer to my question, a merrow girl swam
into the room. At least I guessed that’s what she was. She was half
fish, but she was as pretty as the men were ugly. If she had been
human, I would have guessed she was about sixteen. But I don’t know
how human years translate to merrow years. Her long red hair was
pulled into a loose ponytail and the ends floated out behind
her.

"Howya, Cait?" asked Conall.

"Hey, Conall, Da. Who’s this, then?" she asked,
looking at me with eyes like green glass.

I was glad I had no blood to rush to my cheeks and
give me away. Why was it that she was the one naked and I was the
one embarrassed?

"This is Schuyler Ramsey. She’s at the farm with us,"
Conall said.

"What brings ya visiting the bottom of the sea, then
Schuyler Ramsey?"

"Nicniven." I answered.

"Janey Mack! Queen Nic?"

Before I could answer, she said, "C’mon. I’ll show
you around while my aul man loses at checkers."

"I heard that, ye rossie," said Peadir with a
wink.

Cait just grinned as she and I went outside. The
merrows had seaweed growing in their gardens like land-folk might
have shrubs. Sparkling white anemones waved thin tentacles at us
from their muddy tubes in the lawns. Then I stopped dead.
I’d never seen such a thing before. Perched
on rocks, green anemones with orange centers stretched blue fingers
out into the water. It was like someone had sprinkled emeralds,
topaz and sapphires all over the seafloor.

"I think the land-folk call those ‘Jewel Anemones.’
Common as muck around here."

I don’t think she was gloating, just completely
certain her world was best. I didn’t answer. What was there to
say?

"What brings you and Conall so far afield? Surely not
just to call on Queen Nic."

I wanted to sound important, like our mission was a
matter of life or death. Too bad I didn’t realize at the time that
it was. I might have been more convincing.

"We’ve come to consult Gránuaile on Clare Island. We
have a situation at home."

Cait laughed. "What’s that, then? Ya in need of sword
fighting lessons?"

"No. Rodney Aldrich is coming," I replied, hoping I
sounded dramatic and waiting for her to be astounded.

"And who would he be, then?"

Of course. She wouldn’t have a TV set underwater.
"He’s on telly. He investigates haunted houses and tries to
exorcise ghosts."

"On telly? You mean those silly moving picture boxes
the fishermen have? G’won with ya. Ya got your knickers in a twist
over something like that? Surely it’s all fake."

How can she scoff at me when she knows nothing about
it? "Well, a bit. But I’ve heard he makes a right hames of things.
Even attracts parasites."

"Parasites?" Cait made a face like she smelled
something really bad. "You’ll want to be wide of them. Really you
do."

"Yeah." Now I had run out of things to say, so I just
looked around as we traveled. A spiky lawn of hedgehog sponge
covered the garden of the cottage in front of me. A frilly feather
star crept across it, looking for a good place to sit and catch
food.

I looked up and I saw a huge shadowy fish shape far
above us.

"Cait, what’s that?"

"You’ve never seen a basking shark? Well, don’t be a
jibber. Come on then."

She started to swim up toward it. I followed her, not
sure what to expect. As we got closer, I could see the thing must
be six meters long - the size of a van, more or less. It moved
slowly in the water, its huge mouth wide open. Cait stopped just
underneath the fish and put her hands up, touching the pale
underside of the shark. Her fingers tickled its belly as it swam
over her.

"She’s got some babbies in there! Five, I think."

The water around us throbbed with the chug, chug,
chug of a boat engine.

"Janey Mack! It’s a fishing boat. If they see
her..."

They must have seen her. The chugs got closer
together, as if the boat was moving faster, and I could hear men
yelling.
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Chapter 7 - Rescue

 


"The bleedin' fishermen have seen her."

The shark lazily swam on, sucking up plankton,
unaware of the mortal danger she was in.

"Schuyler, go up there and distract them."

"What?!"

"I will call a storm, but it takes a little while. Go
up there and appear, or shove a wrench in the engine works. I don't
care what, just do something. She hasn't got much time," she said,
looking at the basking shark undulating slowly ahead. "They'll try
to drive her to shallow water and trap her there before they
harpoon her." Desperation made the swirling of Cait’s voice more
like a storm surge then a gentle tide.

I looked at the shark. I could not stand by and do
nothing.

How was I supposed to get on the ship? Nicniven’s
magic and the merrow’s hat had left me feeling solid. But as soon
as my head broke the surface of the water, the heaviness fell away.
I took off the little red hat as I rose out of the water and
floated toward the deck. As I became less solid, I could not hold
onto it, and the hat fell from my hand. Cait caught it as it
tumbled back into the sea.

The fishermen had come alongside the shark and were
trying to herd her toward the shore. I tried hard to remember
everything that Úna had taught me about materializing. I
concentrated and almost immediately, my right hand and most of my
arm appeared.

"Yesss!" I said. There was only one problem. No one
noticed.

I heard a winch clattering as they prepared the net.
I went over and tapped the man working the controls on the
shoulder.

"Shove off! Can't you see I'm busy?" he shouted,
without turning around.

I tapped him again. This time he turned around. Anger
had twisted his mouth into a snarl. Then he saw my hand, apparently
not attached to anything.

"Bloody hell!" he shouted as he jumped back, and away
from the controls. The net slid to the deck in a tangle.

"Liam! Ya eejit! Ya've canted the bloody net."

I started laughing and I lost concentration,
dematerializing.

"There was a hand floating in the air!"

"The only hand floating anywhere was yours, ya
gombeen. Look, there's a storm brewin," the captain growled.

The sky had darkened and the wind had picked up.
Whitecaps scrolled across the water's surface.

The captain was standing close to the edge of the
boat, watching the shark. "Bloody hell," said the captain. "The
fins on that bloody thing'll bring at least 1,000 euro. It'll be
sounding in this weather. It's now or never. Is the gun
rigged?"

"Yep," said one of the fishermen, as he handed a
hand-held harpoon gun to the captain.

A cruel steel arrow stuck out of the barrel of a
rifle. A cable was attached to the end of the arrow and fastened to
a cleat on the deck. In an instant, I materialized, almost all of
me, and I flew straight at the captain, crashing into him. He
screamed as he fell into the sea. His hands scrabbled at the
basking shark, but she dived and disappeared from sight. The crew
threw out the life ring, but the captain’s hands were slippery from
the shark's slime. He tried to put his arm through the ring so they
could haul him up, but he vanished, as if something had grabbed him
from below and pulled him down.

I knew it was Cait, and that she planned to drown the
man. I dived to where she was holding him, about three meters down.
He struggled hard to get away, but the merrow was much
stronger.

I could see my hat, tucked into the band that held
her hair. I already felt myself getting weak as I snatched it from
her and smashed it onto my head.

"Cait, what are you doing? Let him go." I had no
stomach for murder, whether it was a shark or a fishing boat
captain.

"Up the yard! This is not your concern."

"They’ll come looking for him. You’ll be seen.
Please. Let him go."

The man was barely fighting now. For a long moment,
Cait glared at me. Then she turned him loose. He floated up and
away from us, disappearing from our sight as the crew pulled him
aboard.

"Cait, you can’t just go ‘round killing people."

"Why not?"

"Well, because." The answer should have been obvious,
but somehow I couldn’t think of it. "You just can’t."

We swam back to the merrow village in a horrible
thick silence. Conall and Peadir were out in the town square.

"There ye are, ya tiddlers," Peadir called to us.

"C’mon, Schuyler. Peadir’ll take us on to Clare
Island. Are you coming along, Cait?" asked Conall.

"No. I’ve other things to get on with." She swam away
without looking back.

"Had a falling out, did ya?" Peadir asked me.

I told them about the basking shark incident.

"Ah. That’ll be it then. She’s quite fond of them
summer sharks and she’s always lookin’ after ‘em. They’re not
nearly so common as they used to be. That old captain, he’ll think
twice about taking one now."

"But the captain, he’s seen her. Won’t he come
looking for Cait?"

Peadir chuckled. "Well, he’d see what she wanted him
to see, you can be sure of that. How do you think it is, girl, that
there are so many of us around, and so few people have seen
us?"

Conall gave me his famous smile-wink combo. "There’s
a silver lining don’t you know? Now you’ve gone and got good at
materializing."

"I guess," was the best reply I could come up
with.

We swam along, Peadir humming a tune. Probably some
old drinking song. It wasn’t long before the seafloor started to
rise and we were in the shallows. A sandy, crescent moon beach
curled up in front of us. We had arrived at Clare Island.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 8 - Grace

 


Peadir stopped when the water was nearly waist-deep
on Conall. "Ya might want to hang on to your little red hats. Could
be needing them on the way back. Just toss them into the sea at the
ferry landing when you’re done with ‘em. We’ll find them. A merrow
can always find the cohullen druith."

"Thanks, you old mucker," said Conall.

Peadir turned and was gone.

"I can hold onto yours for you Schuyler," he said as
he took the hat off his head and tucked it into the leather pouch
that hung from his too-loose belt. That was a neat trick. I
wondered how he did it. He floated up out of the surf and hung
about two meters above the water. I removed my hat as well and
floated up to meet him. When my hat was safely tucked away, we
glided over the sandy beach.

I wished I could feel the cool sea breeze and the
gritty squish of sand between my toes. We went to a sandy beach
once, before Mama got pregnant with Sheridan. I remember building
sand castles and playing in the sea. Dad held my hand as we jumped
waves together.

"Look to your left," said Conall, snapping me out of
my reverie.

Gránuaile’s castle squatted next to the pier. It
wasn’t what I was expecting. Calling it a castle was being
generous. No, magnanimous. I had imagined a huge, grand building
with turrets and pennants. Instead, it was a square tower house,
maybe three stories high, with large patches of moss growing on it.
The few windows it had were small and rectangular. A chimney
sprouted from the flat roof like a stem. A strange little wooden
room protruded from the left side building’s middle floor, as if
someone had taken half of a room from a cottage and stuck it on the
corner of the tower.

Inside, the stairs were steep, narrow and well-worn.
I was glad I could float instead of walk. I cringed as we seeped
through a heavy black wooden door. A shadowy figure stood near the
ruined fireplace.

"Evening, Conall, my own good nephew," the shadow
said.

"Hullo, Auntie Gránuaile."

"Prithee, who’ve you brought along with you?" The
shadow turned to face us, revealing an older woman with short grey
hair.

"This is Schuyler. She stays on our farm. We’ve got
some troubles to consult with you about. Seems we’ve some
undesirables coming round."

As we got closer, I could see that Gránuaile’s skin
was rough and wrinkled, or at least it had been when she was alive.
But age had not bent her. Her back was straight, like a dancer’s.
Like a fighter’s.

"And you’re seeking my advice? Unwanted visitors is
it?"

"Yes. Rodney Aldrich. He’s --" I started.

"I’ve heard of the wretch." She smiled. She didn’t
need my explanation. "That buffoon sounds like a right piece of
work. And he and his crew are coming to yer farm, then? When do
they arrive?"

"First of May," Conall said. `

"First of May. What a pity. Any other time, I’d have
come myself to aid ye. But it’s the wedding of the youngest Joyce
son that day. I’ll be all week, making it a day he won’t soon
forget, and not because of his pretty little bride." Her eyes
narrowed into a predatory scowl.

"So what are we supposed to do, then? How do we get
rid of them?" I was losing patience. I didn’t care about some five
hundred year-old feud. I wanted her to do something useful in the
here and now and get rid of Rodney Aldrich.

"Come here, girl," Gránuaile said sternly.

I was in for it now. I glided up close to her,
bracing myself to be told off.

Gránuaile put her hand on my shoulder and looked
straight into my eyes. I wanted to look away, but anger kept me
from flinching. "Here’s what you do, me girl. Only three things to
keep in mind. First, be fierce. Fortes fortuna iuvat. That means
‘fortune favors the brave.’ Second, find your enemy’s weakness, and
they all have ‘em. Exploit that weakness, as far and as hard as you
can. Third, never give up. Never."

"How am I supposed to do that? Find a weakness, I
mean." I didn’t want puzzles. I wanted answers.

Gránuaile took her hand off my shoulder and started
to pace around the room, only she was floating instead of walking.
"Use your head girl. This Aldrich character, he can’t see you.
Watch him for a time."

"Oh." Why did I feel like the slow kid in the class?
"Thank you."

"You’ll have to be wily and quick-witted. Be
unconventional and do something unexpected. You have to, as they
say, think outside the box to get the low-hanging fruit."

"Think outside the box? Low hanging fruit? Where did
you come up with such words, Auntie?" Conall asked. It was hard to
tell whether he was amused or horrified.

"Would you believe that every so often, troupes of
plump, soft business people come out here and scurry about
willy-nilly with treasure maps and try to have an adventure
following clues to a prize? They call it ‘team building.’ In my
day, you didn’t pull your weight, you didn’t eat. That was
motivation enough to do your part. What’s the world coming to, eh?"
She smiled, and I think that her eyes would have twinkled, if she
had only had them.

"Often enough, even if you did your work, you didn’t
eat," said Conall.

"True enough, nephew. True enough," she said, looking
at his gaunt specter. Then she turned to me. "Study your enemy, me
girl. What does he bring to the fight that can be used against him?
The more you know about him, the better the trap you can lay for
him."

"Alright," I said. Advice was okay, but I really
hoped that she’d come along to the farm and do something
brilliantly pirate-like. Shoot him with a blunderbuss, or make him
walk the plank. Okay, so maybe there’s not so much plank-walking
opportunity on the farm. I guess I just wanted her to take care of
it. Here’s the problem, lady pirate. Please fix it. Thank you ever
so much. I didn’t want to be responsible for solving things. I
didn’t know if I could win, and I didn’t want to think about what
would happen if I didn’t.

Gránuaile went back to the fireplace. I was
dismissed. Conall joined her there, but their words were not meant
for me. Bored, I went up to the top of the tower. The waxing moon
was nearly full, and shimmering silver light danced on the rolling
surf. I thought I heard laughter, somewhere out to sea, and
wondered if it was Cait. I would like to have known her better. I
wanted to be her friend, but I couldn’t let her kill the fisherman.
Maybe she wouldn’t always hate me.

"Schuyler, it’s time we were going," Conall called up
the narrow stairs.

"Right." I could have glided gracefully down the
stairs, but I chose to clunk down them, a bad ghost from a haunted
house.

The trip back to the farm was quick and uneventful.
The same could not be said for my next trip on the Ley Lines.
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Chapter 9 – Fiona’s Radio

 


Electricity is the easiest thing to manipulate.
Making the lights flicker is a snap. But no one really notices, not
here. The lights flicker all the time, anyway. A funny thing
though, thoughts are a type of electricity, and they can easily be
read, if the thinker isn’t shielding them. That was one of the very
first things Úna taught me. How to read and how to shield.

Electronic devices are much harder. It’s brilliant
and spooky to make your voice come out over the radio or telly, but
it’s hard, really hard. Mama had a little radio that she left
behind, but if I wanted to practice on a telly, I had to go into
town. In eight years, I had not been able to do this. So far, my
best has been a few clicks on the radio. I thought I made the
picture roll on the telly at my dad’s local once, but I never
really knew if it was me, or just bad reception. Úna and Conall
never bothered trying it, so they were no help.

I decided to go to Fiona’s house one afternoon after
school. Partly because I wanted to practice on things electronic
and partly because I wanted to watch her family. I’d gone to her
house a few times before, not more than five or six. I’m not a
weirdo, after all. It’s just that their life is so different from
life at the farm. Sometimes, I crave that kind of life. I wonder,
if things at our house were more like things at Fiona’s, would I
still be alive? What would that be like? Úna and Conall are great,
and I love them. But it’s just not the same. I listen to the school
lessons (well, some of them) and I listen to the kids. How else am
I going to get educated? But, no matter how much I know, I’ll
always look five. I’ll never have a chest, I’ll never get my
monthlies, and I’ll never kiss a fella. It won’t be very long
before my would-have-been classmates will be going off to
University, getting jobs, getting married. And I’ll still be here,
looking five.

Enough moping. I had things to do. I went and sat in
the ruthlessly tidy kitchen. Fiona and her younger brother were
sitting at the table, doing their homework. Their mother was
cooking supper.

"Deaglan, have you finished your maths yet, my
love?"

He rolled his eyes. "Yes, Ma."

"Would you be a dear, then, and go and bring me some
tea towels? The ones I washed last night are surely dry by
now."

Deaglan sighed loudly. "Yes, Ma." Sullen, he trudged
toward the back room.

As soon as he left the room, Fiona’s mother sat in
his seat. "I’ve almost got your Da talked in to taking you and
Seamus to the Finvarra concert."

"Ma! Deadly!"

Fiona’s mother shushed her. "Don’t let Deaglan find
out just yet, else he’ll be going as well. You might want to be
extra responsible and nice, so your Da has no reason to say
no."

Fiona hugged her mother very quickly, and Mrs. Adams
got up and went back to her cooking, seconds before Deaglan came
back in with three tea towels crumpled in his meaty fist. He handed
them to her without a word and went back to his school work.

"Thank you, my darling child."

Deaglan rolled his eyes again. "Welcome, Ma."

I’d heard my friends talking about Finvarra. They
were only the most massive band in all of Ireland. Maybe I could
tag along...

But right now I had work to do. Focus,
Schuyler. I thought about the electricity. I could feel it
humming through the walls. It is energy. I am energy. I changed my
vibration to match it. Now I can resist it, change its flow.
Slow down. The light above the table flickered.

"Bulb must be going," said Fiona’s mother.

"Umm," replied Fiona.

Surly Deaglan said nothing.

Right. Good warm up. Now for the performance.
The radio sat in its usual spot on the countertop. Sorry, Fiona.
Focus. Feel the energy in the wall. On. On. On, on, on! Nothing
happened. I willed the radio to turn on with everything I had.
Seconds passed. A loud buzz and splutter of white noise jolted the
air, making everyone, especially me, jump.

Tinny strains of Beethoven’s Führ Elise, shot
with static, crackled out of the radio and into the stark white
kitchen. The three Adams’ jaws dropped open and six eyeballs stared
at the cheap transistor radio on the counter.

Now for the big finish. I tried to get in tune
with the machine, feel its vibrations.

"Hello?" I said. The word tumbled out of the
speakers, clear and plain, and not belonging there. It’s been so
long since I heard my own voice.

"Ma!" Deaglan shouted. "Did you hear that? Did
someone just say, ‘Hello’?"

"Yes. Yes, I think so."

Fiona had left her battered captain’s chair and was
clinging to her mother. Deaglan, at least, was no longer sulking.
But I hadn’t meant to frighten them so. Don’t be scared, it’s
just me. "Sorry," I sent through the radio. "Don’t fear. No
harm."

It is very hard to push out words through the radio,
so I did as few as possible. I wish I hadn’t upset them. I don’t
know what I thought would happen. I forget what it’s like, being a
non-dead.

I turned off the radio and left them chattering
together. I had been practicing with Mama’s old radio, but I didn’t
know if anyone could hear me on it. This is important, though. I
have the beginnings of a plan that just might get rid of Rodney
Aldrich.

Next stop, Doyle’s Tavern. Now that I knew I could do
the radio, I wanted to try the telly. I didn’t want to frighten
Fiona’s family any more than I already had. Don’t want to give
ghosts a bad name.

When I arrived, there was Dad, spending money he
couldn’t afford on drinks for people who weren’t his friends.
Typical. He was waving his letter around, and talking the whole
thing up, trying to turn himself into a celebrity. When he
mentioned Haunted Planet, two of the men exchanged looks.
The first man wrote something on a napkin and passed it to the
second. He looked at the napkin and nodded his head, a smirk
spreading up his thin lips. Then he sauntered over to Dad.

"Howya, Ramsey?"

"Well, Galen. You?"

"Fine, fine. So when are you going to be on telly,
then?"

"Not sure. They start filming May first."

"Hey, Dermot," he called to the napkin passing man.
"Bring yourself on over."

When Dermot had sat on the stool next to my dad,
Galen said, "Did you hear, Dermot? Ramsey here’s going to be a star
on telly."

"Is he now? How’s that, then?"

"Rodney Aldrich from Haunted Planet is paying
him a visit on May Day."

"May Day? That’s a lucky day for seeing the little
people. Maybe it will be for ghosts as well."

Dad threw back another shot of whiskey. "You can bet
on it. The old farm’s crawling with the things. That’s why I called
Raldrich. Theresh a woman in green, rattles chains all night, and a
- a - a big old highlander who blows hish pipes."

Then he tried to imitate a bagpipe. It was
horrifying. I was so embarrassed. He was so drunk he couldn’t speak
properly, so he probably wouldn’t even remember this in the
morning. But I would, and if I wasn’t already dead, I would wish to
be after seeing this.

But, I had more important things than to worry about
Dad making a fool of himself. Wouldn’t be the first time, nor the
last. The television. That’s what I was after. Could I make a
broadcast?

I went and stood right up on the bar, as close to the
thing as I could get. I focused. I concentrated. I felt the energy
of the TV. The sound was turned off, and the closed captioning on,
as usual. I imagined the letters I was thinking printing out on the
screen.

"Hello, world," I said.

Nothing. I willed it to happen. I tried again.
Nothing. I shouted. The barman looked up from wiping the bar with a
filthy rag. But no letters on the screen. If I was going to scare
Aldrich away, I would have to do better than that. I gave up for
the night and went back to the farm to work on my plan.
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Chapter 10 - Henk

 


I don’t understand why Gránuaile’s vendetta against
the Joyces was more important than helping us. It was 500 years
ago. Why couldn’t she just let it go, already? How could such a
famous pirate could be so useless? I had no idea how to find Rodney
Aldrich and observe him. If I waited until he got to the farm, it
would be too late. I felt defeated before I even started.

Maybe I could talk to Connie. Since she was closer to
my age, she might understand and be on my side. I went out to the
barn to look for her.

"Connie?" I called out.

"Hullo, Schuyler," she said, popping up from behind a
stall partition.

"Blimey! You didn’t half scare me."

I looked at her bushy red hair, tied back in a low
ponytail and her long green dress and petticoat. I always thought
that was strange, since she lived in the barn with a horse. She was
English, and she had told me how her soldier father had been killed
during the colonial rebellion in America. She and her mother came
to live at the farm with her grandparents when Connie was five. She
grew up here, with her grandfather teaching her all about horses.
Niamh was her special horse, a rescue case Connie had nursed back
to health.

"Sorry," she said, smiling. She motioned for me to
come over where she was.

Niamh was lying in the stall, her mane elaborately
braided. She stood up and shook herself, undoing most of Connie’s
work.

"Connie, could I ask you something?"

"’Course you can."

"Thanks. I just…" Then I chickened out. What if she
thought I was over-reacting, too? "You know, you’ve never told me
how you died."

"You came to ask me that?"

"Well, I’ve been thinking about ghosts a lot lately."
It wasn’t entirely untrue.

She studied my face for what felt like a very long
time, as if she was trying to figure out why I was really at the
barn. I kept my thoughts shielded from her.

"Very well." She turned away from me and started
scratching Niamh’s shoulder. "After all, I do know how you
died.

"Things were fine until I turned fifteen. Protestants
and Catholics were still fighting each other. Groups of men
disguised themselves with bed sheets and rode at night. Sometimes
they tore down fences. Sometimes they attacked people. In this part
of Ireland, they were called the Whiteboys. To some, they were
freedom fighters. To others, they were terrorists. Point of view is
a funny thing." She twirled a loose bit of hair around her
finger.

The dark and chill of winter was closing in, and soon
it would be my birthday. I thought turning sixteen would be some
magical transformation. It was a transformation, alright, just not
what I had in mind. When I came in from the stables that evening, I
found Mother had made my favorite, lemon curd cake. Warm potato
boxty was on the stove, along with some soda bread with currants.
The whole house was divinely perfumed with potato, bread, and
lemon."

I had already forgotten how most things smelled. I
wondered if Connie remembered lemons the way I remembered
strawberries.

"After I cleaned myself up for dinner, I came into
the kitchen. A small box with a bit of silk ribbon around it sat on
my plate. My hands were shaking as I slipped off the pink ribbon
and opened the box. Resting on blue velvet was a bright silver
cloak pin in the form of a Celtic horse. Actually, it was three
horses in a circle, with their legs intertwined. Knotwork formed
the outer border.

"I thought it was beautiful. But then I remembered
that Celtic horses are a symbol of fertility. I did not like the
direction this party was heading.

"You are almost sixteen. It’s time you thought about
getting married,’ my grandfather said. I could scarcely believe
what he had just told me." Connie stopped talking. Her shoulders
slumped. The loose section of hair slipped off her finger, but she
didn’t seem to notice.

I couldn’t imagine getting married, much less at
sixteen.

"So that was it then. I was just another piece of
livestock to be auctioned to the highest bidder. Sold like the
prize pig at the fair. I asked who the lucky bridegroom was. Turns
out they’d arranged for me to marry a man almost three times my
age. He was a wealthy magistrate called William Winthrop, who would
keep me dressed in the finest silks and provide me with my very own
servant."

Connie picked up a dirt clod and threw it. It thunked
against the wall and exploded into dust. I suddenly felt shivery,
like something bad was about to happen. I wanted to go back to the
house, back to the security of Úna.

"I didn’t want to be dressed in silk and have
servants. I wanted to train horses. Grandfather told me the blessed
event was to take place next month, after the new year. I couldn’t
speak. I couldn’t cry. So I ran out to the barn, to my best and
only friend. I was sitting in Niamh’s stall sobbing when the dogs
started barking. At first, I didn’t think much of it, but then I
heard men shouting. I smelled the smoke almost as soon as I heard
the popping of burning straw. The horses got restless in their
stalls and started snorting and calling to one another. I opened
stall doors and tried to shoo as many of them out as I could. Some
ran out and some were too terrified to move. I had to get Niamh
out. She danced nervously around her stall, whinnying and blowing,
but refused to leave. I could hardly see from the tears as smoke
stung my eyes and burned my lungs. My head was throbbing and I felt
dizzy.

"I shouted at Niamh to get out, but I don’t think she
could hear me. I grabbed a rope and tried to put it around her
neck, but she was too skittish. I stumbled in the straw and fell.
The last thing I remember was the sound of Niamh screaming and the
smell of burning linen as my dress caught fire. The Whiteboys had
finally gotten round to us. And I didn’t even get to taste the
lemon curd cake." A bitter smile floated across her lips.

"I’m so sorry. But what made you stay behind?"

"I thought somehow I could get justice. But there was
none to be had. Now I’m just trapped." Connie swung herself
gracefully up onto Niamh’s back. The mare whinnied and trotted
through a stone wall to the outside.

Talking to Connie only made me feel worse, so I
thought it would be better not to talk to anyone. Maybe I could
think up a way to observe Rodney Aldrich if I just spent some time
away from the farm and on my own.

It was only 7:30, so there was still at least half an
hour of daylight. I went outside and just started walking, away
from the sea, toward the crags and bogs. I wanted to walk. Gliding
took concentration, and I needed to think. I wasn’t paying much
attention to where I was going. I felt a cold shock of energy in my
feet and ankles, and it made me stumble and stop short. I looked
down. I saw a pair of legs. Outstretched goat legs.

"Hey! Watch where you’re going, ya big clumsy
lummox!" a gruff voice from above the legs snapped.

I looked at the hooves and hairy limbs. Hairy legs
were attached to hairy haunches. Hairy haunches were attached to a
man’s waist and chest. And arms and head. A white string ran from
his side and up his chest where it split into a ‘Y’ at his throat.
Each arm of the ‘Y’ disappeared into an ear. Earphones?

I was gobsmacked. I had never seen such a creature.
"Ob!" I said. Highly intelligent.

"Ob? You go falling over folk minding their own
business and the best you can say is ‘Ob?’ What about ‘Pardon me’?
or ‘I’m so sorry’?"

"Right. Sorry. I’m very sorry. What are you?"

"Ya just dinnae learn any manners afore ya died, did
ya, wean?"

"Um, I didn’t mean to be rude. I’ve just never
seen"

"An urisk? Aye, that’s what I am. And I’m trying to
listen to a podcast, if you don’t mind," he grouched.

"I uh, well. Never mind." I started to glide away. I
could just ask Úna about urisks later if he was going to be so
nasty. And maybe he was dangerous.

I heard a "Tsk" and a sigh behind me. "Something’s
obviously troubling you, lass. Come back here and tell old Henk
about it."

I stopped and looked at him. What could a half goat
know about Haunted Planet, and parasites and Rodney
Aldrich?

"Come on, then," he said, patting a stone next to
him.

Talking to him probably wouldn’t help, but I was
tired of being on my own. I went back to where he was sitting. He
had removed the earbuds and after some shifting and scratching,
tucked them away somewhere. I was afraid to know where. I thought
it was rude to stare, so I had examined the pebbles until he got
settled.

"So," I said. "Your name’s Henk, then?"

"Henk is what you can call me."

"I’m Schuyler."

"Pleased to make your acquaintance." He smiled at me.
His eyes were a dark greenish black, like deep water. Jagged teeth
filled a crooked mouth and his nose was bulbous and pockmarked. He
was horridly ugly, but those dark eyes were kind.

We both looked up as some small rocks rolled down the
hill. A flicker of shadow passed over us. Must be birds.
Seabirds are everywhere around here. Henk’s nose wrinkled.

"Do you smell that? Like something dead." he
asked.

"No. I don’t smell anything. Ever." I sat next to him
and said "You aren’t from around here, are you?"

"No, clever clogs, I’m not. I’m from the Highlands.
But I travel. Now, bairn, what’s the trouble?"

I laughed. What could be more ridiculous than sitting
in the middle of nowhere talking to a half man, half goat
about fake psychics and ghostly cuttlefish? Still, sometimes it’s
easier to talk to a stranger. It doesn’t seem to matter so much
what they think of you. So I told him about Haunted Planet
and Rodney Aldrich and parasites and Gránuaile and Sheridan.
Probably more than he wanted to know. But he did ask.

"So, that’s the problem. I am supposed to watch
Aldrich, but I don’t know where to find him," I finished.

"Is that all then? Easy peasy." He took out a
notebook computer and started typing. I hadn’t noticed his
rucksack, mostly hidden by the rocks. It made me feel better about
the earphones. After a minute, he said, "Let’s go to the top of
this hill. I cannae get a signal down here."

I glided and he jumped (he was half goat, after all)
up the stones to the top of the hillock. There, he sat down and
tried typing again.

"That’s got it." He typed and tapped on the computer.
After a few minutes, he said, "Cambridge. England. Town centre.
That’s where Aldrich’s company, HP Productions, will be found. At
1801 Trumpington Street."

"That’s bleedin’ deadly, Henk. Thanks. Just one small
problem. How do I get to 1801 Trumpington Street in Cambridge?"

"Dinnae be a daffie. Take the Leys." He was getting
grouchy again.

"But which ones? Where are they? Is there a map or
something?" Something didn’t add up. Hadn’t Conall said that the
Ley Lines were spirit highways? "How do you know about the Ley
Lines? I thought they were just for ghosts."

"Och! Who’s gone and filled your head with such
rubbish? The Leys existed long before you lot. Bloody humans.
Always think everything is about them." Henk shook his head. "Now,
of course there are maps, but I haven’t a printer out here, have I?
You’ll just have to look and try to remember." His shaggy eyebrows
beetled as he scowled.

More typing and tapping.

I waved my arms uselessly at a couple of large black
flies that appeared and buzzed around Henk’s computer. They ignored
me completely. Like I was a ghost or something.

"See here then," he said, pointing to a map of the
British Isles. "You’ll have to go to up to Knocknarea to catch the
Great Pyramid Ley southeast to the St. Michael Ley, where you’ll
turn left and go northeast to Cambridge."

"Oh. I see."

Henk sighed. "Ya dinnae know how to navigate the
Leys, do ya?"

"No." I looked down. Was I the stupidest person in
the Universe?

"Where Ley Lines cross, there is a purple glow. The
bigger the crossing line, the stronger the glow. St. Michael’s will
be the biggest line you’ll cross. You’ll know it when you see it.
Dinnae ya worry, wean, it’s easy." His tone softened.

"Thank you, Henk. Really. I guess you’ll be wanting
to get back to your podcast, then."

"Aye."

I turned to go.

"Schuyler?"

I faced him.

"A word of advice, lass. Your name has power. Not
everyone is so kind and helpful as me. Be careful who you tell your
name to."

"I’ll do that. Cheers, then," I said.

"Cheers, and good luck, wean."

I glided back to the farmhouse, wondering why I had
never found such creatures before, and how I could find them again.
I marveled at my stroke of luck, not realizing that luck can be
good or it can be bad.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 11 – Trust

 


When I got back to the farm, I went straight to Úna.
I told her about Henk and how he got the address of Haunted
Planet’s studio.

She frowned at me. "You should be more careful,
child, who you speak to. Urisks aren’t common here; they’re mostly
in Scotland. They are alright if they have a mind to be. There are
other creatures out there that are fair dangerous. Just because
you’re a ghost doesn’t mean you can’t be harmed."

It wasn’t that I didn’t believe Úna. But I just
didn’t understand. I suppose it is like when you’re little and your
mother tells you not to touch the hot stove. You don’t take it
seriously until you get burned. If only I had realized how close I
was standing to the fire.

"Henk told me to be careful about telling my name.
Why?"

"It is said that your name binds you. If someone
knows your real name, they have power over you, if they want it. If
you’re going to be ranging about the countryside, you might want to
think up a nickname for yourself, just in case you’re asked."

I didn’t really want to think about it. I just wanted
to say something so Úna was appeased. "Um, well, when I was alive,
my eyes were blue, and my name is Schuyler. So how about
Skyblue?"

Úna shrugged. "As long as you can remember it,
child." I think she was still cross with me.

"What did Conall tell you about our visit with
Gránuaile? Did he say she told me to spy on Rodney Aldrich?"

"Yes, he did. I don’t like that idea, but I’m sure
you’ll have none of my advice." Úna gave me a hard look. "Schuyler,
I understand your concern about parasites. Wicked vile things they
are. But not so hard to get rid of as you might suppose. I think we
should all just stay out of sight when this Aldrich character comes
‘round. He will find nothing and be on his way."

Sounded like great advice. It would have been easy to
take it. I even wanted to take it. But I couldn’t. I had to go. I
didn’t see any other choice. I couldn’t risk having any parasites
or lower astrals or whatever around to hurt Sheridan. Dad seemed to
be just the right sort of host for them. I didn’t want him hurt,
either. Nor Úna, Conall, Beagan, Connie, Niamh or Brownie, the dog
that came round from time to time. My mind was made up. Now, I just
had to figure out how to get to Knocknarea. "Where’s Conall?"

"Out."

"Oh." Why did he have to be out when I needed his
help? I went outside. Maybe shaggy Brownie would come to play fetch
while I was waiting. Dusk was settling on the farm, and the shadows
and blowing wind distorted the shapes of familiar things. The wind
rarely died down, but it did take breaks for a few seconds here and
there. During one of these lulls, I was sure I heard someone call
my name. Ssschuyler. Sssschuyyyyyyyyyyyleeeeeer. I started to go
out toward the field.

"Hey, sheila!" It was my friend, Baegan. He mostly
stays outside.

I turned around. "Hullo, Baegan. Did you just call
me? I was sure I heard my name."

"Nope. Must have been the wind. I didn’t hear
anything."

"You’re probably right." Maybe I didn’t have to wait
for Conall, after all. "Baegan, my friend. My very clever friend.
You know how to travel the Leys, don’t you?"

"Course I do, sheila. Why?" He tilted his head to one
side.

"I have a tiny little problem." I measured out a
couple of millimeters between my left thumb and index finger. "I
need to get to Knocknarea."

"Knocknarea? You visiting the cairn?" He put his
hands on his hips

"No. I-I actually am going to Cambridge."

"Cambridge?" I might as well have said Mars. "That’s
all the way to the back of Bourke. What’s down there, sheila?"

"Rodney Aldrich’s studio. Where they make Haunted
Planet." I gazed up at him through my bangs, trying to look
pitiful.

"You’re dead set against him, are you? Why?" He took
his fists off his hips and crossed his arms. He wasn’t buying the
soulful act.

"I met a lady, a ghost lady, at Doyle’s. She said
that Aldrich had been at their castle and conjured up some nasty
entity, so they all had to leave. Plus, he attracts parasites. She
also said," I looked away from Beagan, down at the dirt, "that he
might actually be some use in getting rid of ghosts who hadn’t been
around for centuries. No one else seems to be very worried. Even
though Conall took me along on his visit to see Gránuaile, I think
it was just to humor me. Maybe they don’t care if I get
exorcised."

He patted the top of my head. "Schuyler. You know
that’s not so. Úna, she loves you like her own daughter. If Conall
didn’t care for you, he’d never have taken you with him for a visit
with his old auntie. You and me, we’re mates, right?"

"Yeah. I suppose."

"Now, here’s what I think’ll happen. Haunted
Planet will show up, we’ll all lay low. Nothing’ll happen,
they’ll go away, and she’s all apples." His thick beard moved, so
he must be smiling at me.

"All apples? Is that good?"

"It’s perfect." He patted the top of my head again.
He was worse than Úna.

"Beagan, what about the parasites?"

"It’s fair dinkum, you don’t want to go up and give
them a cuddle. But, what I hear is that they’re kind of dumb and
slow. I don’t think they’re much to get fussed over, sheila."

I wasn’t convinced. Maybe Beagan was right. Maybe I
was upset about nothing. But I couldn’t shake this dark shadow of
dread that loomed over me. "Will you still take me to
Knocknarea?"

"Ah. No worries. I got some mates up in Knocknarea.
I’ll show you up there and wait ‘til you’re ready to come back.
It’s a bit tricky, going up there."

"When can you go? Is now good?"

"Any tic of the clock, sheila."

"I’ll go and tell Úna. I won’t be a moment."

"Right. I’ll just be out here."

I glided into the house, looking for Úna. She was in
the kitchen, re-arranging some glasses in the cupboard. Sheridan
was the only one who ever noticed, in spite of all my dad’s ghost
hunting mania.

"Úna, Baegan said he’ll take me up to Knocknarea.
I’ve got to go."

"I know you think you need to. I just worry for you.
But Baegan will take good care of you. Almost as good as Conall."
She smiled at me, a wistful smile that stopped well short of her
eyes.

"I’m off, then. See you soon."

"Good luck, Skyblue."

I smiled at her and dashed for the door. I’d already
forgotten about the nickname.

"All ready, then?" Baegan asked.

"Let’s go."

We started off toward the village. On the way, I
remembered the first time I had met Beagan, my poor sad friend. It
started with the funeral.

I would not recommend attending your own funeral.
Mama and Dad were the only ones there, except for the priest and
the pallbearers. I didn’t know any of them. They were volunteers
from the church and they didn’t hang about long. The sexton,
waiting to supervise the backhoe crew, lurked near the back door of
the church in a green rain slicker and wellies.

I watched as raindrops slapped the spray of white
flowers on top of the white willow wicker casket and spattered mud
on the dainty pink bows along the side. I thought it was naf, I
mean wicker, really? But like my body, it was sustainably produced
and biodegradable, just what I’d expect from Eden and Luke.

The whole thing was gloomy and depressing. I couldn’t
tell if Dad was crying. He stood in the rain, looking like a
drowned rat, because Mama and her huge belly took up the whole
umbrella. It didn’t help that she went into labor halfway through
the ceremony and they left to go to hospital for three days.

After they left, the priest hurried through the
ritual, telling the raindrops about ashes and dust and heaven. They
ignored him, pooling on the ground and clinging to the wicker. As
soon as he started squelching back to the church, the sexton sent
out the backhoe crew. They made short work of scraping the pile of
soaking earth onto the small wicker box in the deep wet hole.

The day after my burial was a rare sunny one. I think
it might have even been warm, but I don't know. Once you lose your
body, you also lose your sense of touch. I was outside, walking
around looking at some of the small pearl-pink roses growing under
the kitchen window, trying to cheer myself up. I heard a sound
behind me, like wind in pine trees. Just one problem: there are no
pine trees here. I turned around and there was a man standing
there. Actually, the ghost of a man, with a wild, bushy beard and
long matted hair. I thought I should be frightened of him, but I
missed all the sensations of fear: no prickling hairs, no dry
mouth, no tingling spine. The trousers that peeked out from under
his tattered wool coat were stained and ragged. Wiry, beetling
brows highlighted how sunken his large, dark eyes were.

I didn’t recognize his accent. It was not Scottish or
Irish, but it was almost English. He told me he was Australian. His
starving Irish father had been sent to the prison colony in
Australia for stealing bread. He also introduced me to the
wandering ghost dog. Beagan had named him Brownie.

Beagan told me about his life in Australia, after his
parents had died of old age and his wife died in childbirth. I
never did find out whether he was having me on with this story.

"Since I had no family left, I was free as air. I had
heard there was some gold found in Gundagai, so I went out
prospecting. It was hard work, and it took a while, but I finally
had a strike. I got mine just before the start of the goldrush of
'51. Once old Ed Hargraves found a speck of gold at Bathurst, there
were more diggers than 'roos."

"Roos?"

"Kangaroos."

I think I once had a book with a picture of a
kangaroo. "Is a kangaroo kind of like a giant mouse?"

"Well, it's more like a giant rabbit. Ya know,
sheila, legend has it that when Captain Cook first landed in
Australia, he and his crew saw strange animals hopping around. One
fella walked up to the first aborigine he saw and said, "Hey, mate.
What's that thing over there?" as he pointed to a 'roo. The
aborigine said, "Kangaroo." But that aborigine, he didn't speak any
English. Kangaroo means 'I don't understand you.'"

We talked for ages. He made me laugh and he made me
want to cry. His father had told him how beautiful Ireland was and
he wanted to see it for himself. His gold strike had left him with
plenty of money and he went on what he called a walkabout. But
highwaymen robbed him, even taking his map. And that’s how he ended
up here. Beagan told me he’d wandered around for hours without
seeing a living soul. "I thought I could just backtrack and get
back to Galway, where I had me money in the Bank of Ireland. But I
got bloody lost and turned around. I finally saw this farmhouse and
I knocked on the door. Place had been abandoned for some time. At
least by the non-deads. I stayed here a while - there was an old
kitchen garden with a few things still struggling to grow in it.
One night I was sitting by the hearth. I had a terrible squeezing
pain in my chest and I couldn't breathe. I passed out. Next thing I
knew, it was day. I felt fine and got up. It took a while for me to
realize that I had carked it. It wasn't until I saw a rat running
by with a piece of me shirt that I thought something was up."

I had wondered if that was worse or better than going
to your own funeral.

"Sheila, we’re here."

Beagan’s voice startled me out of my daydream. I
studied his old clothes for a moment. He was a kind soul. But he
was one of those people who just couldn’t win for losing. That
would make anyone crazy after a while.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 12 – Bean Nighe

 


Instead of the obelisk in the back of the churchyard,
Beagan had taken me to the cathedral. Well, maybe church is a
better description. He took my hand and we stepped behind the holy
water font by the front door. Instantly, we were sucked up along
the Ley Line. I tried to keep track of where we were going and
count purple glows, but we were moving too fast. We made turns and
exits and re-entries, and I lost track.

Finally, we popped out of the Ley system. Bees buzzed
around a flower-covered blackthorn bush. About thirty meters away,
an old woman was washing clothes in a rocky stream, singing to
herself in Irish. Blood from her laundry stained the water in the
shallow creek and drifted downstream. At first, she did not seem to
notice us.

As we got closer, maybe three meters, she looked up.
Her eyes glowed red and I noticed how much her hands looked like
claws. "I’ve no clothes for you today." She gave Beagan as strange
look.

"The dead don’t need any fresh clothes, mate," he
replied.

"The dead are not free of all needs until they cross
over."

"Abso-bloody-lutely," Beagan agreed. "Do I know
you?"

"What is this place? Are we at Knocknarea?" I asked,
impatient. I didn’t care if they knew each other.

"Knocknarea?" The crone looked at me, then eyed
Beagan again. "You’re nowhere near Knocknarea. What do you need
there?"

"The Great Pyramid Line," I answered quickly.

"Be easy, then. Go straight ahead until you come to a
church. Catch the south bound Ley and you’ll run straight into the
Great Pyramid Line."

She was very helpful, for a creepy old hag.

"I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere. I did tell
you how I died, didn’t I?" Beagan laughed, but something didn’t
feel right. Maybe his laugh was too forced, or his hands too
nervous as they fiddled with his beard and rummaged in his pockets.
Why would he think he knew this awful creature?

"I think I can take it from here, Beagan." I suddenly
felt afraid of him. I didn’t understand who or what the old woman
was, but he did. And he thought he knew her. Was ending up here
really an accident?

"You sure? I’m glad to carry on."

"No. It’s alright. Really."

He didn’t seem to like being dismissed, but he didn’t
come after me as I turned and fled toward the church. I stumbled
onto the Ley Line and hoped I was going south. I did see several
lavender glows where other lines must have crossed. Then, I got
sucked into a huge line. There was a lot of traffic, and spirits
were moving slower. That made it easier for me.

It wasn’t long before a pulsing purple glow became
visible at the far end of the line. This must be St. Michael’s
Line. As I got closer, I could hear a faint throbbing hum. Turning
left into the other line was easier than I thought. This one was
much less busy and I hurtled away.

I realized that I had no idea how to get off at
Cambridge. I could see a figure in the distance, a man in a dark
suit and hat. He was moving more slowly than me, and as I passed
him, I grabbed his arm.

"Excuse me, but do you know how to get to
Cambridge?"

"Yo hablo español," he replied.

"Oh." I tried again, hoping for some reason that two
words were more understandable. "Where’s Cambridge?"

He cocked his head and looked at me. "Cambridge?" he
answered with a thick accent I couldn’t identify. He pinched his
eyebrows together as if he was thinking hard about something. Then
he looked around and pointed to a green dot coming up fast on the
right side of the wall.

"La puerta."

"Thanks!" I shouted at him as I let go of his arm and
grabbed at the door. I missed and hit the wall. I stuck to it, and
found that I could crawl along it just like a fly. When I got to
the door, it was a green circle, about a meter in diameter. I
touched it and my hand went through. I pushed the rest of my body
through the door. I was standing beside a major roadway, right next
to a sign that said

M11 North

Cambridge 4

Now, all I had to do was find HP productions, watch
Rodney Aldrich, and think of a clever trap for him. No problem.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 13 – Dirt

 


I glided down the motorway until I found an exit for
Cambridge Town Centre. I followed that, and, someone must have been
looking out for me, because I was on Trumpington Road. By now, the
last of the lingering twilight had gone and it was full dark.
Evergreen trees on the right side of the road cast inky pools of
shadow on the sidewalk. The left-hand side of the road was bordered
by a meadow. It wasn’t long before I came to a locked gate. The
sign read "Cambridge University Botanic Garden".

I looked through the fence. The pale path was quickly
swallowed in the dark of the wood, which stretched towards infinity
in this deep night. I looked up. Even the stars were pale and far
away.

This was no time to stop and contemplate the sky. I
glided down the sidewalk. Finally, I came to an office block. The
address was 1950. I crossed the street. A few blocks down, I found
it. 1801 Trumpington Road.

I wish I could say a cold shiver ran up my spine, but
it didn’t. I don’t have a spine. It seemed like it should have been
scary or exciting or fun. I didn’t feel any of those things, so I
just went inside. HP Productions was on the third floor. I wasn’t
sure how to work the elevator, so I floated up the stairs and
passed through the door.

The building looked better on the outside than the
inside. A few dull florescent lights lit the dingy and well-worn
carpet. None of the doors had windows, just little metal signs
saying the name of the company. At last, I found HP
Productions.

I listened at the door and I heard voices. I went
through the wall of the office next door (Singleterry and Gromet,
Solicitors) and listened at the wall. Listen isn’t exactly right. I
stretched out my hands and felt for the vibrations of voices, of
thoughts. Like an echo-locating bat, I could tell if they were near
or far. I went along the partition until it was quiet, then I poked
my head through the wall. I was in a cupboard. I listened again.
Nothing. I pushed my face out just under the handle. The room was
dark. A dim shaft of light crept under the closed office door maybe
three meters away.

I passed through the side of the cupboard and
listened at the office door. It was quiet, so I gingerly eased my
face through the door. An empty hallway. Good. I came on
through. I didn’t want to run into Paris. I had no idea if he hangs
about, or only comes when he is called.

I glided down the corridor toward the open door. A
pallid glow hesitated around the doorway before faltering into the
musty hall. I sensed voices, so I hid in the shadows. Rodney
Aldrich sat at a card table, cloak draping artfully from his
shoulders. Half of a purple taper flickered in a silver candlestick
in front of him. A woman sat across from him. She wasn’t elderly,
but she was older than Aldrich. And she was dripping in jewels.
Aldrich was wearing his usual spandex tights, but with a skin tight
shirt. He held both of her hands in his and looked deep into her
eyes.

A bored-looking ghost sat on a stack of boxes near
the far door. Big frizzy hair curled just below his shoulders.
There was a lot of lace at his throat, and it looked like he was
wearing a coatdress with long shorts underneath. Big lacy ruffles
fell out of his sleeves. Those pointy-toed shoes must have been so
uncomfortable when he was alive. I didn’t think the heels added
much to his look. Was that a run in his stocking?

"Don’t worry, Gladys, my dear. We’ll find where your
late husband hid all those stock certificates," purred Aldrich.

"Well, if we don’t I’m ruined. Do you know how much a
flat in Mayfair costs?" She glanced at her surroundings. "No, of
course you don’t."

I sensed him bristle at that remark, but he didn’t
show it. "Let’s see if my spirit helper can be reached. Perry?
Perry, can you hear me? Come to me. I need your help."

"Name?" asked the bored looking ghost, somehow
managing to look even more bored.

"Oh, my friend. How good of you to come to my aid. We
must find a Mr. Herbert Swinsdale, only recently deceased. His dear
and beloved wife cannot find some of his business papers that she
needs. Can you locate him?"

"Mon dieu. I will try," replied Paris, shaking his
head.

Paris faded away. Rodney patted the woman’s
hands.

"It won’t take him long - it never does. Would you
care for anything? Cuppa, or perhaps some sherry?"

The woman scanned the cluttered room and threadbare
furniture. "No, thank you, dear."

Paris reappeared. This time he was smiling. "I have
found the monsieur. When he stopped the laughing, he says that
madam is the most self-centered, empty-headed fool he’s ever had
the misfortune to meet. He gave the stock certificates and most of
his cash to the Greater London Orphanage before he died. Aside from
a trust fund he left for the care of the country estate, she hasn’t
a sou. He said she’d best hurry and remarry, before her looks are
completely gone. Otherwise, she’ll be taking in laundry. And it
will serve her right. His words."

Aldrich gnawed his lower lip. "Oh, dear." He patted
her hands again. "Gladys, darling. Bert says the money’s all spent.
He did so love dressing you in fine clothes and jewels. His
greatest wish is for you to remarry as quickly as possible, to
preserve your social standing."

Tears moistened her eyes. Whether it was because she
found out she was broke or because she was touched by Aldrich’s
story, I can’t say.

Aldrich pulled a tissue from a half-squashed box on
the bookshelf near the table and dabbed at Gladys’ eyes. "There,
there, dear. I’m sure everything will work out fine. Now, I’ve got
another appointment, so you’ll have to excuse me."

Gladys got up and sniveled out of the office. When
the outer door had closed, Aldrich slammed his fist on the table.
"Why does this always happen to me? I’m not running a bloody
charity shop, am I?"

Greed. Good to know. Unfortunately, I don’t think the
15 euros Sheridan has hidden in her sock drawer will be enough to
pay him to go away. Come on Rodney, show me something I can
use.

Aldrich stood up and paced to window. The outer door
opened and a moment later, a young woman walked in. She was pretty,
and carried some folders under one arm and a cup in the other hand.
He whirled around to meet her.

"What have you found out about that Chittington place
for next week?"

"Not much. Doesn’t seem like anything has happened
there. It just isn’t old enough."

"What do I pay you for? Look harder!" he snapped. "Or
make something up. I don’t care which."

"Yes, Rodney," she cowered as she scurried out of the
room.

You’re greedy and you’re a bully. What else have you
got for me, Rodney?

"Ahem."

I turned around. Paris was floating right behind
me.

"Hah. Who are you? What are you doing here?" Paris
had a large hooked nose that he kept high in the air. I disliked
him instantly.

"I’m Schuy-Skyblue. I just wanted to have a look at
the famous Rodney Aldrich."

He looked me up and down. "You’ve had a look,
mademoiselle. Now away with you."

What was he? The chucker-out from the pub?

"Aren’t you going to take me to your master?"

Paris looked over at Rodney Aldrich. The ghost’s top
lip twitched into a sneer. "No."

"Why not? Isn’t he your boss?"

Paris cringed. "Non! Certainly not!" He spat out the
words as if they tasted bad. He obviously didn’t care for Aldrich,
either.

"Then why do you work for him?" I tried to sound
sweet and caring. Maybe I could get him to help us out.

A deep, booming laugh shook the air. Even Aldrich
looked around.

"I can answer that for you, girl."

A large African man materialized next to Paris. Paris
turned his head away, not willing to acknowledge this new ghost. I
was fascinated by his bright blue tunic. It had embroidery all
around the neck and thin, dark vertical stripes. Baggy pants peeked
out from under the mid-calf hem.

"I am Birago Benga. From Senegal. I have been knowing
La Duc Paris de Bouvier for a long time."

Paris crossed his arms and drummed the fingers from
his left hand on his right arm. Birago just laughed some more.

"How do you know him?" I asked.

"La Duc, he had business in Senegal, Gorée Island.
That’s where I know him from. He wants people to think he was a
great man. Ya know, they put up a statue to him, in his home town.
But I know better."

"Really? What did he do?" I didn’t care that Paris
was less than two meters away from me.

"He was a slaver, girl. He don’t want nobody to know
that."

"You mean he bought and sold people?"

"Yeah. Men, women, children. So many died. Lot of
blood on his hands. You can bet, girl, he don’t want to cross over.
Not this one. He don’t want no life review. But he work for me now.
Errand boy for Rodney Aldrich, that job suit the Duke just fine.
Now he know how it is like being a slave. I know where some papers
are, papers that prove to everybody what he did. As long as he do
what I tell him, I keep them safe. Nobody find them. He keep his
statue."

"I did start a hospital," Paris sniffed.

"Yeah. But it was only for the rich people."

Paris re-crossed his arms and turned his back on the
other ghost.

Birago laughed again. He laughed with his whole body,
and I would have thought even people in the street could hear it.
Aldrich looked around, but otherwise didn’t seem to notice.

Maybe he could settle the parasite question. The
headless lady in the bar seemed to think they were one of the most
horrible things imaginable. Beagan acted like they were a minor
nuisance.

"Excuse me, Birago?"

"Yes, girl. What can I do for you?"

"What do you know about parasites? Are they really
bad, or just a bit bothersome?"

His broad smile vanished and he crinkled up his
forehead. "Parasites? Why you askin’ about parasites?"

"I’ve heard that sometimes Rodney Aldrich attracts
them is all."

"Yeah. Best stay away from them, girl. There is one
parasite I have seen around him, but it usually lurk in the corner,
then go away. Maybe it’s not hungry enough to eat Aldrich – it
don’t want indigestion. When I see that thing, I go away."

"So they are dangerous. Thanks, Birago."

"Somebody told you they weren’t dangerous? Maybe
somebody don’t like you."

"Maybe. I’ve got to get back. It was nice to have met
you."

"You take care, girl. Stay away from those
parasites."

I went back the same way I had come. When I went into
the room with the cupboard, a flicker of motion caught my eye. I
looked up. In the far corner, there seemed to be something moving.
Something like the legs of a spider, spinning its web. Maybe it was
just my imagination playing tricks, but I didn’t waste any time
wondering. I barreled out of there and down Trumpington Street as
fast as I could go.

When I got to the sign that said "Cambridge 4," I
started looking for the Ley Line. When I found it, I felt all over
it for a door. Nothing. Other side? I walked along the side of the
line, pushing it with my hands. Suddenly, the wall gave way and I
tumbled inside. The Ley Line pulled me along, faster and faster. I
went half way to the St. Michael’s intersection upside down and
backwards.

I found that I could go in the middle and go faster
or on the side and slow down. I could stop altogether if I touched
the wall. I flew down the Ley until I saw a deep purple glow. I
pushed myself to the right and made the turn. I wasn’t sure how I
was going to get home from Knocknarea, but I would soon find
out.

The first thing I saw when I climbed out of the Ley
Line in Knocknarea was a huge, grey pile of rocks. It must have
been three stories tall, and I was right at the base of it.

"It’s called Maeve’s Cairn." Beagan was sitting
there, legs stretched out, leaning back against the stones. He was
stroking a fuzzy terrier with his left hand.

"Dogs seem to like you," I said warily.

Beagan shrugged. "I’m a likeable fella." I looked at
him sitting there against those cold grey rocks and there was
something heartbreaking about him. Maybe it was his sunken eyes. I
imagined they would have been blue when he was alive. Perhaps it
was his cheeks that were so hollow they could not be disguised by
his shaggy beard. Or his ragged clothes that hung limply off his
gaunt frame. He always looked like he needed a hug. A hug and some
food. He was a likeable fellow. But I could still hear Birago’s
words, "Maybe somebody don’t like you."

"So what did you find out, sheila, while you were in
the bunyip’s lair?"

I think he was a bit angry with me. Something hung in
the air between us, an invisible barrier I could not hope to
penetrate. I walked over to him and sat down. The dog growled at
me. I moved back a little way.

"Aldrich is a greedy caffler who doesn’t care about
anyone but himself." That was all I had, really, and it would have
to do. How could I use that against him and stop him coming to our
farm?

"And that surprises you?" Beagan asked.

"Maybe you’re right. He is nothing but a fraud and a
fake and I shouldn’t be so fussed about him coming to the farm. I
still don’t like it, but maybe it’s not such a biggie."

His beard moved a bit, so I think he might have
smiled.

"Ready to go home, then?"

"More than ready." That was absolutely true,
anyway.

He stood up and the terrier disappeared with a small
whine. "Follow me, sheila."

We walked about a fourth of the way around the cairn.
Beagan took my hand and we stepped into the Ley. I only hoped that
he’d bought my act.

The first thing I did when we got back to the farm
was to look in on Sheridan. Guilt prodded me. I hadn’t been paying
enough attention to her since this whole Rodney Aldrich disaster
came up.

Her room was dark and there was a lump under her
covers. I thought she must be fast asleep. I turned to go, but I
heard some scrabbling noises coming from her closet. I went to
check it out.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 14 – Confession

 


Sheridan sat in the closet with a flashlight,
listening to music with earphones. I could tell it was music
because she was sitting down, but trying to dance anyway. She kept
hitting things in the closet with her arms and feet. Dad would not
approve.

I wondered, if I was alive, would it be the two of us
in the closet, each with an earbud, sit-dancing in the clothes? Or
would I take her with me to Fiona’s house, and the three of us
would dance ourselves silly in her kitchen while her mother cooked
supper and cast loving glances our way. Probably what would happen
is that we’d be in the closet and get into a brawl. Dad would come
in, beat us both bloody, then take away and destroy the music. He
probably wouldn’t even let us spend the night at Fiona’s,
anyway.

I sighed, but Sheridan didn’t hear me. I had been
neglecting her so since the Rodney Aldrich thing came up. She
seemed to be doing okay, so maybe I was doing alright by her. At
least I hoped so. I would never be able to forgive myself is
something happened to her because I wasn’t paying attention.

Leaving Sheridan grooving in the closet, I went to
find Úna.

"Oh, you’re back now Schuyler. Did you have a nice
trip?"

"S’alright. I was wondering." I ran my finger along
the edge of the kitchen table. "We saw an old woman, except she had
red eyes and claw hands, washing clothes in a stream. She said she
had no clothes for us today. Have you any idea what she meant?"

"That sounds like a bean nighe, a washer woman. She
is seen washing the clothes of a person who is about to die.
Usually, she bodes a violent death."

"Is she dangerous?" What I really wanted to know was
whether Beagan had accidentally gotten lost. Or if he knew exactly
where he was going.

"All wild spirits can be dangerous. But she’s mostly
a messenger. Many believe that the bean nighe is a ghost of a woman
who died in childbed."

"Really?" I said. I remembered Beagan’s his wife had
died in childbirth. Is that why he thought he knew her? "I’m
shattered. I think I’ll have a snooze."

It was almost dawn. I needed a rest. I went up to my
room and lay down on the bed. I watched Sheridan come out of the
closet and get dressed. Then I pulled all of my energy in tight,
until I was just an orb, and I slept.

Ghost sleep is different than living sleep. In living
sleep, the body repairs itself. In ghost sleep, the consciousness
powers down to a low energy state. But it also acts like a magnet.
It attracts energy to itself, like charging a battery. Energy is
everywhere. Sunlight. The vibrations of sounds. Electronic
equipment. It doesn’t take much juice to power a ghost.

When I woke up, the room was dim. I looked out the
window. Long shadows stretched across the yard. It would be sunset
soon.

I went outside and wandered about, eventually finding
myself at the barn. I heard Niamh whicker and snort. Connie was
combing out her tail with a phantom comb.

"Evening Schuyler. What brings you to our fair
abode?"

"Hullo Connie. Did they tell you? The others? About
Rodney Aldrich?"

"Who or what is a Rodney Aldrich?" She stopped
brushing and looked at me, amused.

"He claims to be a ghost hunter. He’s coming to the
farm. First of May. He wants to put us all on telly, then exorcise
us." I put my hand on Niamh’s shoulder. I wasn’t afraid of her
anymore, not after seeing how much she loved Connie. The horse’s
energy was strong and warm. It made me feel safe.

"Can he do that?" Connie asked.

"Not from what I’ve heard. He’ll show up, make a bags
of things, then leave us to sort everything out." Niamh shifted her
weight and I took a few steps back. I didn’t feel that safe, so I
moved away from her.

"Oh." Disappointment flickered across her face, then
she started brushing again.

"He’s dangerous, I tell you. No one believes me." I
slammed my fist into the stone where I was sitting. Of course it
went right through and I nearly fell over.

Connie glided over to me, looking very serious.
"Listen," she hissed. "You’ve got to learn to channel your anger.
Otherwise, it scatters your energy, makes you weak. Watch."

She picked up a stone the size of an apple. She
appeared to take a deep breath, then she hurled the rock across the
barn. It hit the stone wall and shattered with a loud thunk.

"It’s all about focus, see? You can’t focus if you’re
angry." Connie said

"I wish you could do that to Aldrich."

"Is that a request?" She was suddenly fierce.

"No, not really." You can’t just go around killing
people, after all.

"I thought not. It’s a terrible thing to take a
life." She turned back toward Niamh and scratched the mare’s neck
under her mane.

She must be referring to the men who burned the barn
with her in it.

"People can be horrid. Who would burn a girl and a
load of horses alive in a barn and think it was okay?"

"That is not what I meant. I mean that I know what it
is like to kill someone." She kept her back to me.

"What? You never said! Who was it?" Now this was
juicy. Whoever it was probably deserved it. It was probably a very
bad person. I had a sudden vision of Connie rescuing a bag of
kittens from being drowned in the sea.

"No. It was never like that. It was an accident. I
didn’t mean to do it. I was just acting out, trying to be heard,
when things went horribly wrong." She still faced Niamh.

"What happened? Who did you kill?" I had to know the
dish.

Connie turned slowly and looked at me. She looked as
if she was about to cry. "You."

"What?" I couldn’t quite comprehend what she had
said. That word bounced off my brain, a super bouncy ball of
confession I did not want to hear.

"I didn’t just watch you die. I made you die. I broke
the ladder. I just wanted you to notice me. I never, never meant to
hurt you." She looked at the floor and squeezed her hands
together.

"What?" I asked again, as if it would change what she
had said. The words were starting to sink in. "You? How could—what
were you thinking? Why? What made you--" I broke off. Rage bubbled
up and spewed out of me like a shaken soda. I couldn’t even string
together a coherent sentence.

Connie took a few steps toward me and reached out to
touch me. "I am so sorry."

"Stay away from me, you - you murderer!" I screeched
back at her.

"I had to tell you. I’ve had eight years now to think
on it. The Whiteboys didn’t know I was in the barn. It was an
accident. I’ve forgiven them. But I can’t move on until I have
forgiven myself. For that, I need your help."

"You need what? You have the nerve to kill me in cold
blood and then ask me to forgive you so YOU can move on?" I flew
out of the barn and away from the house. I couldn’t stand to be
around anyone just now.

I was so angry I couldn’t even think straight. I
glided out to the sea cliff to listen to the wind and watch the
waves. At least there was nothing else left to go wrong.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 15 – Eden

 


I sat on the edge of the sea cliffs, watching the
orange-red sun dissolve into the molten sea. It seemed sometimes
that my life, well, my afterlife, was all
about sunsets, about losing the light.

"Schuyler?"

There was something familiar, but alien, about the
presence calling my name. Like something long forgotten suddenly
that turns up. I turned around and there she was. She looked
different from regular ghosts, shimmery and beautiful, but she was
a ghost just the same.

"Mother. Or shall I just call you Eden? That seems
more appropriate, somehow. So you’re dead, now are you? What made
you think you could come back to the farm? There is nothing for you
here." I wasn’t sure what to feel. She had largely ignored me as a
child and she had abandoned Sheridan completely. I was so angry
with her that I might have even hated her. But you aren’t allowed
to hate your parents, are you?

"Baby, I know you’re angry with me."

"I’m not a baby." I was angry. But I couldn’t say it,
couldn’t admit she had power over me. I didn’t need her.

"I know, Midge."

I’d forgotten that she had called me that when I was
little. She nicknamed me after a biting gnat. Isn’t that cute?

"I’m so sorry," she continued. "When I was alive, I
made so many mistakes, did so many things wrong. I never ever meant
to hurt you. I just didn’t realize..."

"Why are you here? I have more important things to
deal with right now."

"I suppose I deserved that, Midge. I wasn’t a very
good mother. I did the best I could, but I could never get it
right. Your father never told Sheridan what really happened, did
he?"

"Happened about what? You ran off. What else is
there?" I pretended I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want her to
think I cared.

"Oh, Schuyler. I’m so ashamed." She had lost some of
her shimmer. "After you died, I was such a mess. I just couldn’t
take it. I would tell your father I was going to do the shopping. I
was shopping alright. Heroin. If you have some money, and you know
where to look, there’s nothing you can’t get. Most times I would
leave Sheridan with Luke, but once I took her with me. She was a
little over a month old. I was so high I never heard her crying. I
was just coming to when the gardai found me lying in the
churchyard, with Sheridan in her pram, screaming her head off. I
told them I’d been having dizzy spells after the baby. I’d fallen
and hit my head. They would have believed me, too, if my arm hadn’t
been bleeding. It soaked clear through my blouse. They rolled up my
sleeve and saw the tracks. It was going to be jail for me. And
Child Welfare would come and take away Sheridan. I pretended I was
going to be sick, and when the copper stepped back, I ran. I left
Sheridan, my purse, my life. Everything. I hid in a dumpster around
the corner and he ran right past. Don’t you see? Luke and Sheridan,
they were better off without me."

"What about me?"

"You were dead, Midge. I had no way of knowing you
were still around. I’m so sorry."

"I wasn’t always dead, Eden. You might not have
noticed, but I was alive for five whole years." I didn’t know what
else to say, how long to keep punishing her, punishing myself.
Finally, I asked, "How did you die?"

"Oh, Midge." She looked all teary-eyed, like it
mattered that I asked. "Junkies don’t live long, baby."

"Stop. I get the picture." I did not want to know
this about my mother. I had an elaborate fantasy that she was
getting herself together and working. Her plan was to save some
money, buy a little cottage, and send for Sheridan. Then I would be
done here. I should have known she would have let me down, yet
again.

"Listen, my girl. You’ve done a really good job
looking after your sister. I’m so proud of you. But it should have
been me, not you. Sheridan was never your responsibility. I’ve been
to school. Spirit Guide School. They said I could come and be
Sheridan’s spirit guide. You’re released. You don’t have to stay
here anymore, not if you don’t want to."

Just like that. I’m dismissed. How dare she turn up
after all this time, after what she did, and tell me what I can and
can’t do. "There’s still something I have to finish." Why did I
feel the need to explain anything to her? She’d long ago lost the
right to tell me what to do.

"No you don’t, Midge." She smiled at me and reached
out as if she would stroke my hair, as if to comfort me.

I leaned out of reach. "Yes. Eden. There is." And
don’t call me ‘darling.’ Furious, I turned and glided away from
her back to the farm, a transparent white cannonball, hurtling
toward its final destination.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 16 – The Best Laid Plans

 


"Úna! Úna!" I called as I rocketed through the
door.

"What is it, child?" she asked. She was in the
kitchen, as usual.

"Did you see her? Did you know she’s come back?"

"Who, Schuyler? Who?"

"Eden Ramsey. My mother. She’s going to ruin
everything. She’s already trying to tell me what to do. She doesn’t
understand what’s going on. She has no right--"

"Slow down, slow down." She put a hand on each
shoulder and looked into my face. "Did you say your mother was
here?"

"Yes. I left her at the sea cliffs." I didn’t suppose
she would stay there.

"That’s a bit nervy of her, showing up around here
after what she’s done. But still. She is your mum."

"You knew?" I was stunned. How could she not have
told me?

"I knew she ran off and left your sister." Úna
crossed her arms in front of her chest.

"You don’t know the half of it. She ran away to be a
junkie. A heroin addict."

"Oh my. Sounds dreadful. What would heroin be,
then?"

"Opium," answered my mother, who was standing by the
front door.

I hadn’t expected her to arrive so soon.

"Eden. Shuffled off the old mortal coil, have you?
It’s been a while since we’ve seen you about. What is it you’ll be
wanting, then?" Úna’s tone was polite but cold.

Eden wasn’t nearly as sparkly as she was when I first
saw her. "I want to see Schuyler released and Sheridan grow
up."

"Do you now?" Úna asked.

"I’m sorry. I didn’t get your name." My mother smiled
a decidedly non-warm smile.

"I didn’t give it."

Eden pursed her lips. "Have it your own way, then. I
know I was a terrible mother. I can’t change the past. I’m doing
the best I can to make up for it now. I’m going to stay here and
look after Sheridan. Whether you two like it or not." She glided
past us and down the hall, towards the ladder to Sheridan’s
room.

"That went well," I said, after she had left the
room.

"I don’t know, Schuyler. Maybe you should give her a
chance. I think she means to have a go at setting things right,"
Úna said.

"What?" I asked. How could Úna suddenly be on her
side?

"She must love you and Sheridan both, to come back
here." Úna uncrossed her arms. "You know what it’s like, dying and
all. Remember how easy you could have slipped into that cloud
tunnel and left all this behind? Perhaps she’s trying to make it up
to you."

I couldn’t say anything for a long time. I just sat
on the floor near the dining table. Úna went back to dusting the
shelves.
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