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The Sorcerer's Promise

 



Prologue

 


DAMP COLD SEEPED through his heavy wool
sweater and winter pants into the borrowed
body’s bones. In the front hall, he pulled on mud boots, a
sheepskin jacket and a faded blue baseball cap. Cold rain drummed
against the windows of the old stone house.

"Will this bloody awful winter never end?" he
muttered.

Stuffing an envelope into a deep pocket, he
turned his collar up and opened the heavy oak door. A wet
blast drenched him. Not to be diverted from his purpose that
morning, he slammed the door, leaned into the windblown
rain, and trudged down the long cobblestone walk to the
road. He swore softly, while waiting under an oak tree beside
the mail box, until the postman arrived in a battered green Range
Rover.

The vehicle skidded to a stop as the mail
carrier shouted through a missing front tooth, "Top of
the mornin to ya, Mr. O'Neil."

The driver rummaged through the mail bag on
the seat beside him with one hand as he brushed soggy red hair out
of his eyes with the other. He found several envelopes and handed
them out the open window.

 "And a good morning to you, Johnny,"
O’Neil replied, as he stepped forward and exchanged the letter he
wanted posted for the day’s mail. Turning away, he hunched his
shoulders against the weather and hurried back to the house.

When he was dry and warm again in his big
stuffed chair in front of the fire in the library,
he began to think about Katherine; something he'd been
doing constantly since he'd last seen her on a beach
in California. Leaving her had been the singularly most
difficult achievement of his long life. His love for her was more
than soul deep, it was bred from centuries of loss and pain. She
was his reason to exist, his earthbound angel, the sum of all his
hopes and dreams. However, Katherine had a decent life to live out.
Since his elevation from body thief and murderer to a relatively
free and good person, Charles Sutton, reformed sorcerer and
ghost, had found himself compelled to do the right thing by
others even if it gave him no pleasure. Brooding in front of the
roaring fire, he absently stroked the head of his brother’s big
yellow dog, Alfie.

"I know, old chap, things are never as bad as
they seem," he said to the dog. "Perhaps I'll just go to sleep
until she dies again.” Alfie snorted a dog response and laid
himself down on the rug.

Sutton busied himself with the mail and the
day’s newspaper.  After lunch, his brother had not returned to
reclaim his body, which he'd loaned out the previous
day because, "I need to float about the universe for a
bit."

Sutton decided to go for a ride. The rain had
stopped and a few rays from a pale sun dribbled through the
fog. He saddled up his favorite horse, a hefty black
Thoroughbred, and headed out across the Irish
meadows. Feeling the wind in his face while galloping on the
back of a good horse had been his cure for most things
for centuries. After a few miles, when the heavens began to spit
more rain, he turned back feeling better but not entirely whole. By
the time he'd put the horse away and returned to the kitchen, his
brother still had not come back.

He accepted a steaming cup of tea from
Bridget, the cook, and went back to the library. The room had
leaded glass windows across one wall, a huge stone fireplace on the
opposite wall with mahogany bookshelves lining the remaining two
walls. The huge space was sparsely furnished, containing only a
large antique desk and chair facing the windows, a floral
covered sofa and two matching, overstuffed chairs in front of the
fireplace, each with a small table and reading lamp. 

The manor house sat on one hundred acres of
prime land in Southern Ireland. Built in the seventeenth century,
it had held up surprisingly well, although repairs had become a
regular part of life on ‘The Farm,’ as his brother called the
place.  The house itself had been added onto from century to
century ending with 30 rooms at the time.

In a three month whirlwind of renovations,
which his brother had deemed crucial, all twelve bathrooms,
the kitchen, the plumbing and the electrical wiring had been
updated, and the stables rebuilt. Every room had been painted with
wainscotings refinished. New flooring had been put down throughout
the house. Most of the original antiques remained but old family
portraits and hopelessly run down furniture had been
relegated to unused rooms on the third floor.

Timothy O'Neil had a butler named Brady, a
cook called Bridget and a housekeeper, Mrs.Cosby. They lived in the
servant's wing which had been redone so that it was more like
a good hotel than simple lodging. Mrs. Cosby had day workers who
came in to help with the housekeeping. A gardening crew showed up
twice a week to tend to the trees and flower gardens, but Mrs.
Cosby and Bridget ran the vegetable garden in the back yard. The
two women refused to cook with anything other than fresh produce.
They had O'Neil construct a greenhouse adjoining the kitchen for a
winter garden.  

Alfie, the big yellow Labrador,
was lying on the rug in front of the fire, snoring gently.
Sutton poured three fingers of brandy into his tea, drank it down,
and following Alfie's lead, went to sleep in his chair in front of
the fire. 

By the time he awoke it was dark. Someone had
left food under a linen napkin with an open bottle of Saint
Emilion and crystal glass on the table beside him. The reading
light on the desk had been turned on and the fire stoked. Alfie was
gone. He looked at the old clock on the desk behind him and saw
that it was ten o’clock in the evening. 

As he uncovered a roast beef sandwich
and poured himself a glass of red wine he thought, "What a bore
I’ve become, sleeping away half the damned day." 

Sandwich and wine glass in hand, he walked
over to the desk looking for the book he'd been reading,
a first edition of Hemingway's, ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls.’
Gulping down a bite of his sandwich, he put his glass down and
reached for the book. As he picked it up, an envelope fell out. In
his brother’s handwriting, it was addressed simply, "Charles."

Concerned, he opened the typewritten
letter:

 


"My Dearest Charles,

 Because I know that it is much
better to beg your forgiveness than to seek your agreement in what
you may consider a desperate task; I've chosen to let you know
after the fact. Since your miraculous rescue of my shabby soul, I
have done whatever I could to repay my debt to society, to even up
my karmic accounts, so to speak.

However, I find myself in a quandary. After
all the philosophizing, the self analysis is done; and in spite of
forgiveness of the past, the wreckage of my misdeeds survives no
matter how I feel about it. How can I possibly make up for the
enormous damage I've done by helping a few souls at a time, or
giving money to worthwhile causes?

You were always the impatient one brother,
but now I find myself chomping at the bit to get the job done.
There is mass murder going on as I write this. I believe the men
who inflict this horror onto our brave world to be controlled by
the very forces of evil that consumed us in the past. I will not
rest until those dark beings are thrown out of existence
permanently.

I know that your heart is breaking for the
loss of your lovely lady. I want you to stay with my tired old
body at The Farm until you have sufficiently recovered.
There are enough funds for at least two decades; more in a
numbered account, the details of which you can find in the safe in
the floor in my bedroom. Please do not follow me. I have been
in contact with your old friend, Mao Kee, who has offered his
assistance.

 


Go well my brother. Until we meet again, know
that you are in my heart and soul.

Kami”



He read the letter over a few times, trying
to reconcile thoughts of his brilliant, supremely logical
brother with this seemingly sophomoric undertaking. "Damn! Damn!
Damn!" he yelled into the fire.


Chapter 1

 


 


ON A TUESDAY morning in the first week
of May, Katherine Elliot was sleeping on a couch in the waiting
room of a hospital surgery floor. A nurse in green
scrubs knelt down and gently shook her shoulder. "Mrs. Elliot,
wake up please," the nurse whispered.

Kate opened her eyes and looked around,
forgetting for a moment where she was.  Then it came back to
her that Glen, her husband, was in surgery undergoing
a heart-valve replacement. Fear gripped her stomach. She
looked up at the pretty young nurse and knew that everything
was wrong. Her brain froze. She could see the nurse's lips
moving but heard no sound. Kate did not realize that she’d said, "I
want to see him."

She allowed herself to be helped up and led
away from the couch, through a swinging door, down a wide, pale
green hallway and into an operating room. Under blazing
lights, Glen was lying on a metal table, his body covered by a
green sheet, eyes closed, and a huge plastic breathing tube coming
out of his mouth. There was a puddle of blood on the
floor.

Kate fainted.  

The ghost had been watching for more than a
decade. Never close enough to be noticed, he was persistently aware
of her movements and emotions. He was not particularly interested
in the husband, Glen. He simply allowed the man to be
a component of her happiness, no matter how great an
impediment he considered him to be. Sutton had restrained himself,
sometimes with supernatural strength, from taking over the
husband's body when the two of them were making love.

In the beginning of his separation from his
beloved Katherine, he would throw himself howling into the cold
black of outer space rather than watch another man touch her. But
as the years went by, he found himself more and more
detached. His longing for her became muted from a loud
symphony of loss into something like elevator music in the
background of his senses. As he had promised years
earlier, he did not interfere in her life; he waited for her call,
and the waiting became a condition of existence, a state of
being.

Now, temporarily in the body of another man,
lying on a divan drinking rum punch on a beach in Costa Rica,
the ghost felt the change in his universe. He saw past distance and
form into the hospital room where Kate had fallen to the
floor. Instantly out of the body, leaving the poor sunbather
feeling confused and groggy, the ghost went to her side.

 Charles Sutton, ghost, has been and can
be anything he wants. He can heal or harm at his sole discretion;
materialize his form to human proportions, take over a living body
without being noticed, converse in almost any language, see
beyond space and time, and travel anywhere on the planet
within a heartbeat. Although he had all the powers of a
dedicated sorcerer, he no longer used evil spirits as weapons.

At this moment he did not make his form
solid, choosing instead to remain unseen and unnoticed. He checked
Kate's sleeping body. Finding her unconscious but well, he
turned to the body of the husband on the table. Glen's sleeping
ghost was hovering just above his dead physical form.

"Merde!" he thought, "The silly bugger
doesn’t know he’s dead."

Charles floated over to the vaporous form
that was Glen Elliot, trial lawyer extraordinaire, sans
body. The ghost drew him up through the ceiling, through
a few more floors, through a wet cloud cover and up into the
clear atmosphere above Los Angeles, California.

 "Now what? I should take you into outer
space and rid myself of you once and for all." Glen did not wake to
answer the ghost.

"You won't do that, Charles. After all you're
now a good guy, isn't that so?" said a voice behind them.
Startled, almost dropping Glen, "John?" he
asked.

"Yes, my friend, it is me."

"Why in God's name do you show up when I
don't need you, but in the years that I could have used your help,
you vanished and could not be found?" exclaimed the ghost.

"You had the help you needed at the time. I
was away but I have returned," replied John.

 In the year 1794, Charles Sutton
had been a recently dead sorcerer fighting bouts of
madness. He concluded that the dark arts were unlikely to
elucidate the darkness within him and decided to find a healer to
help him. Sutton had ended up in a small village, nestled
high in the Himalayan Mountains, where he found John, a true
healer, who was adept at leaving his physical body. John had
helped the ghost regain most of himself and to begin a
new life with a new body. When that life had ended,
Sutton had been unable to locate John.

"That was more than 200 years ago and yet
you've changed little," Sutton said.

"All things are possible, as you know
Charles," replied John.

"And now?" asked the ghost.

Pointing to Glen, John said, "I can help
him."

"Don't tell me I was ever this thick! The man
has no clue," replied the ghost.

John laughed merrily and said, "Dear,
dear Charles, don't you remember your problems at the
time?"

Thinking for a moment, the ghost replied,
"Point taken; I was holding back from ripping humans to shreds
in my unpredictable bouts of insanity, as I
recall." 

"Yes, yes," John replied. "While perhaps not
quite as exciting, your Mr. Glen Elliot also has a journey to be
made."

"Hopefully, a shorter row to hoe than
mine."

"We are all on different paths to the same
destination," John said.

"Well, please write when you get there,
wherever there happens to be!" retorted the ghost.

John's form began to materialize in mid-air
beside the ghost. Wearing a long white robe, his short
black hair peppered with silver, worn leather sandals on his feet,
he smiled warmly at Charles, "The more difficult the path, the more
joy at finding the end."

"Yadayadayada, and the bigger they are, the
harder they fall. I've heard it all, John," he replied. "I do my
bit; sometimes, it’s enough.”

"In this moment, the problem to be solved is
Mr. Elliot's immediate destination. Will you allow me to take
him to my home and help him on his way, Charles?"

"Of course," the ghost replied, pushing the
sleeping Glen into John's waiting arms.

"You will remember to drop in and let me know
how he's doing, won't you? Katherine will insist on knowing
what we've done with him."

"Yes, it will be my pleasure to meet your
Katherine," John replied.

"Well, carry on then." With a wave, the
ghost disappeared.  

Sutton went instantly back to the hospital
where Katherine was being revived on a bed in a room by a
doctor and a nurse. Invisible, he entered the room and went to a
vacant chair in the corner, sat down, and watched the scene
unfold.  Kate's eyes opened. She looked at the doctor and
began to cry.

The doctor, a stern looking man with
grey hair and grey eyes in a pale face, wearing a white lab coat
said, "Mrs. Elliot, you've suffered a shock. I've given you a
tranquilizer to help you through this. You'll feel better after a
rest." He turned to leave.

She spoke to his back, "How long would it
take you to feel better, asshole, if someone had just killed your
wife?"

The nurse gasped, Kate sat up, and the doctor
turned slowly back to face Kate. "There's no need for that kind of
language, Mrs. Elliot. Everything possible was done for your
husband. His heart was in very bad shape. It's a miracle he lived
as long as he did."

Kate's reaction was pure rage, "Then why the
hell didn't you know that before you cut him open. I want a phone,
right now! I'm going to have your guts for garters, you
sanctimonious fuck-up! By the time I'm done with you, you won't be
able to wash bed pans in this place!" she shouted.

The doctor turned on his heel
and walked quickly out of the room. The nurse opened her
mouth to speak but no words came out. Kate swung her legs off the
bed and looked around for a phone.

Meanwhile, Sutton had backed out the window,
where he was laughing so hard, he forgot to hold his location
and ended up on the pavement six floors down. "That's my girl," he
laughed.

Kate walked unsteadily to the phone on the
table on the other side of the bed. After getting an outside
line, she punched in the home phone number of her dead
husband's partner, Ned Whiteside. 

She stuttered between sobs into the
phone, "Ned, they've killed Glen. I need you here at the
hospital right now."

Kate got the room number from the nurse and
gave it to Ned; hung up the phone, threw herself face
down on the bed and cried. The nurse left the room, closing
the door gently behind her just as the ghost came back through the
wall. He went to the side of the bed, materializing his form as he
walked, and gently laid his hand on Kate's back.

Although he could take any form he wished,
Sutton kept his eighteenth-century look, explaining that he'd
become accustomed to the face. He stood just over six feet
tall, with dark blue eyes in a clean-shaven, sun-tanned
face, was built like an athlete and wore his shoulder length,
golden-red hair, tied back in a narrow black ribbon. He was
dressed in a white silk shirt and tight black riding breeches,
tucked into knee-high black leather boots. When materialized, his
form looked and felt like any human body, but he appeared to glow
with something more than robust health. The fine leather of his
boots made no sound as he crossed the floor.

"Katherine, I'm here. What can I do?" He
refused to call her Kate, preferring the melody of her full
name.

She rolled over and reached up to him,
sobbing. Sutton sat down and held her while she wept. He stroked
her hair and back, willing away the ache in her heart. After a few
moments, she was calm enough to speak.

"Charles I didn't call you because they told
us it was a simple procedure that was done all the time. They said
he'd be better than new when he had the valve replaced. It's all my
fault. If I had called you, Glen would still be alive. You could
have helped him."

"Hush dear girl, hush. You were living your
life, doing the best that anyone could have done. It's all right,"
he said, still stroking her hair.

"No, it's not all right!" she said, backing
away from his embrace. "I was trying so hard to live life as a
normal human being that I was stupid. Stupid! I hate
those doctors for what they did," she sobbed again. 

 "I tell you what," he replied, "I'll go
and have a look at Glen's body and see what's what. You wait
here."

"Okay," she said through another sniffle.

He handed her some tissues from a box on the
table by the bed. “Be back in a jiffy," he said, as she nodded her
agreement.  

He vanished to the sound of Kate blowing
her nose. She felt angry and numb at the same time, but the
crushing ache in her heart had dissipated somewhat. She made
her way into the private bathroom and splashed cold water on
her face. When she looked into the mirror, she saw a puffy-eyed,
pretty brunette without lipstick. In her early forties, Kate had no
real signs of aging other than a few laugh lines around her eyes.
Her dark, sun streaked hair was cut in a bob with bangs feathered
off her face. The white sweater she wore accented deep hazel eyes,
flecked with gold, in a tanned oval face. She wondered why she
looked so much better than she felt.  

A published mystery writer, Kate had
first met Charles Sutton when he'd talked her into writing his
biography. It had been a weird and wonderful experience that
culminated in her remembering a past life in which she had been the
ghost's confidante and lover. Unfortunately, their love affair
could not take up where they’d left off because Kate was happily
married to Glen, her high school sweetheart, in her present life.
She and Glen had two daughters.  

Sutton had given his word, to let her live
out her life as normally as possible, and that he would not
interfere.  She loved her husband Glen; loved being wife,
mother and writer. She knew that she could call on Charles and his
magical powers whenever she wanted, but she felt that the
ghost would be too great an intrusion in the lives of her husband
and children. Moreover, Kate did not want the opportunity to
compare Sutton with her mortal husband, side by side. She had
closed her mind to her ghost, fearing that including him into her
human life would somehow destroy it.

While Kate had studied metaphysics, religion
and the healing arts, Glen was a no nonsense lawyer who did
not believe in much that he could not see or touch. Glen had
laughed when she became a Reiki Master, but admitted that her
massages made him feel better. He thought of the American Indian
Dream Catcher as a pretty wall hanging, and her numerous books, on
everything from The Essene Gospels to Tarot, as research for her
writing. 

When Charles located Glen's body, it had been
moved from the operating room down into the morgue. It was on a
table, ready for the autopsy. Two men were standing to the side,
one getting utensils out of a sterile metal container, the other
donning his mask and gloves.

"Why the sudden rush to autopsy?" the ghost
wondered. "Something's not right here."

With that he found the light switches and
turned them off, pushed the table with the body across the room and
then dumped all the equipment onto the floor. The two men in the
room were frozen in the blackness; one yelled for help, the other
wet his pants. Charles went back to Kate.

"They were about to do an autopsy," he told
her.

"No way! I did not give permission for that,"
she replied.

Charles was about to say more when Ned
Whiteside pushed open the door to the room. He vanished, leaving
Kate to explain everything and went back to the morgue.

The room was still pitch black but the men
had left. Charles turned the lights back on and looked closely
at the body. The incision was a gaping hole, ribs separated so
that the heart was in full view, resting in a pool of dark
blood. The heart looked healthy to him. Upon closer
inspection, he saw an artery that had been sliced open on
one side, and observed the overall pallor
of the body's skin.

"Oh joy, a lawyer’s wet dream. The poor
bastard bled out on the table after being nicked in the wrong
place," he muttered. Charles turned the lights off again and
waited for what would come next.

Back in the room, Ned was on the phone to the
head of the hospital's legal department. By the time he hung up,
the autopsy had been stopped. His next call was to the Los
Angeles County Coroner. He and the Coroner had attended junior
college together and had kept in touch since their student days.
They arranged for Glen's body to be transferred to the L.A. County
morgue and have the autopsy done there. A police team was
dispatched to see that there was no further interference with the
body from any of the hospital staff.

All through the phone calls, Kate sat in a
numb daze on the bed. Ned bundled her up in a hospital blanket,
collected his wife, Janet, from their house in nearby
Brentwood, and drove the two hundred miles north
to Kate's home in San Luis Obispo County.

Meanwhile, Charles watched as police
officers showed up to guard the door until the coroner's men
arrived to transport the body.  


Chapter 2

 


 


DURING THE FOLLOWING week, Kate found herself
numb with grief, as though her brain was dead and some strange
force had siphoned off most of her energy. Her two daughters, Liz
and Christi, arrived home, Liz from her job in New York and Christi
from UCLA Medical School. Kate took deep breaths and appeared
strong for her daughters, while only Sutton knew the extent of her
personal devastation.

Their dog, a German shepherd that Kate had
named, Merlin, seemed to mirror her grief. He lay on the floor in
the laundry room, barely getting up to eat or drink.

Ned and his wife Janet stayed with Kate and
the girls; organized all the funeral arrangements, sent
hundreds of emails to friends and associates, put the obituary
notices in the local and Los Angeles papers, and made sure everyone
ate well. While grieving themselves over the loss of their dear
friend, they managed to suppress their feelings in order to look
after Glen’s family.

Glen and Ned had become partners years
earlier, when Glen had been retained to represent clients in Los
Angeles, as well as handling his case load from the smaller cities
in San Luis Obispo County. Both men were excellent trial lawyers
and their business flourished. While Ned preferred to work only in
Los Angeles, Glen loved being in the country. It became the best of
both worlds for the partners and their families. Both men had guest
accommodations in their homes, designed with each other in mind.
Christi lived with Ned and Janet in their guest house while
she attended university in L.A. Janet, an accomplished landscape
artist, loved to stay with Glen and Kate while she forayed out into
the countryside with her paint box, canvas and easel.
 

Invisible to the mortals, the ghost surveyed
events from under an oak tree on the front lawn. A dozen magpies
held noisy court in the branches above him and a family of deer
chomped grass down the hill. He floated over to Kate’s garden under
the large bay window in the living room and examined the first
roses of the year. Holding a fragrant flower in one
ghostly hand, he sent rivers of light and love into the
house, wishing with all his heart that human grieving for
the dead was an easier process. When he wasn't trying to ease
the grief of the people in the house, Sutton went swimming in
the Pacific Ocean.  

On the seventh day after the death, the
Coroner released the body with a finding of death as a result of
surgical error. When the report was faxed into Glen's home office
from Ned's office in Los Angeles, Kate had been sitting in her dead
husband’s chair, looking out the window, too tired to move, too
numb to talk. Ned and Janet had taken the girls out for a drive and
lunch. The Fax machine was on the huge antique table that
Glen had used as his desk. She was alone in the house as she read
the report.  

The ghost was swimming with a pack of
dolphins just off the coast of Morro Bay when he perceived her
anguish. Instantly beside her, he materialized and caught her as
she fell to the floor, deep sobs wracking her body. He sat on
the floor, holding her and stroking her hair.

Looking up at him, tears flowing down her
cheeks, she said, "It's all my fault, Charles. I could have stopped
it and I didn't."   

It was one of the few times in his long
existence that Sutton had nothing to say. He felt a twinge of
guilty complicity. He had known of the surgery but stopped himself
from interfering, letting events play out rather than putting them
on another course. He'd justified his covert desire, to
have Glen gone, by taking on the mantle of  martyr in the
face of Kate’s unwillingness to have him in her life.  

He gave her a hug, stood up and said,
"Katherine, let's go for a long ride. We both need to feel the wind
in our faces." 

He held out his hand. She nodded and let him
help her up off the floor.

Even though her daughters had left home, Kate
still kept three horses in the stable on the property behind the
house. She found riding and grooming the horses to be her best form
of relaxation. When she rode, plot lines would become clear, and
problems would be solved, while the physical exercise kept her body
lean and strong. Her horse, Gabby, was a grey Arabian gelding
who had heard her most intimate secrets, and was privy to every
murderous plot line before she wrote it. She'd often said that
she'd rather talk to her horse than most people. Sutton had been a
dedicated horseman for centuries. 

Lethargically, Kate donned her riding
clothes-old jeans, brown leather riding boots, and a UCLA
sweat shirt. She followed Sutton out to the stable. Merlin
merely raised his head and watched them leave the house. There was
a slight chill in the air of the spring day. They did not speak as
they saddled up their horses.

Sutton rode Christi's huge black Thoroughbred
stallion. Years earlier, when Glen had bought him as a colt,
Christi had named him, ‘Murphy's Brew,’ because of his Irish
bloodlines, but to the family he was just Murph. Once the horse
matured, Christi and Murph had entered many events in the
Hunter/Jumper class as well as the arduous Steeplechase. Murph was
a born jumper and the two excelled together. When Christi finished
her Pre-Med courses, she decided to forgo riding competitions in
order to concentrate on getting her M.D. She still rode Murph on
the rare weekend that she was home.

What neither Kate nor her family knew was
that Sutton had occasionally ridden the horse, unseen, in the dead
of night. Sutton would say that the horse was the spitting image of
his horse, ‘The Black,’ that he had owned in another life. In this
life, he and Murph were old friends and that day they were happy to
be together again.

They rode at a walk down the dirt road, past
the winding driveways of the other two ranches in the area,
until there was nothing but rolling hills spotted with oak trees
for miles.

Charles kicked Murph into a gallop and
yelled, "Catch me if you can, fair lady."

Kate followed, letting Gabby have his head,
knowing that her horse would not be bested by much. Gabby had been
bred for distance racing and was every bit a match for the
larger horse. They rode flat out under a sun shining through filmy
clouds. Three red-tailed hawks circled lazily overhead.
At the top of a rise, when they halted the horses, Sutton was
little more than a horse length ahead. From the crest of the hill,
covered in vibrant wildflowers and brilliant green grass, they
could see the Pacific Ocean glimmering in the distance.

"We're a fine match, Katherine," he said.

 She looked over at him, more tears
running down her face, "How do you ever get over the death of
someone you love, Charles? How do you stop thinking about what you
should have or could have done to prevent it?"

 "If anyone should wear the shroud of
guilt, it is I," he replied.

"Why? I kept you out of my life. I didn't
call you. You kept our agreement. I'm the one who
failed." 

He sighed and stroked Murphy's neck for a
moment before saying, "Katherine, I knew something was wrong; I
should have interfered no matter what we agreed in the past. I let
it happen."

He dismounted and then helped her down. They
led the horses over to an oak tree. Sutton removed the bridles and
hung them over a low hanging branch.

"Give them some freedom to munch this lovely
new grass," he said.

When they were sitting in the shade of
the tree, he put his arm around her. Kate had no fear that the
horses would run off, or that anything would go wrong, when her
ghost was present and in control. She relaxed, let her head fall
onto his shoulder and closed her eyes. An hour later, Kate woke
up to find herself lying in a patch of tiny pink wildflowers.
Sutton was stretched out on his back beside her, chewing on the end
of a blade of fresh grass.  

Seeing her awake, he turned toward her and
said, "I've been thinking about this question of our
guilt, Katherine."

She rolled onto her side and propped herself
up on one elbow, looking into his eyes. As she started to speak, he
held up his hand to stop her.

"Let me get this out,” he smiled, and then
continued, “The reality here is that neither you nor I killed
Glen; the surgeons did that. It was an accident, a faulty procedure
done by an obvious moron, but an accident nonetheless. I could have
stopped it. I could have healed him, but I did not. You could have
done something different, but you did not. It is the way it
is. We are both in danger of the arrogance of the partially
enlightened, in thinking that we are better than, or more than,
someone else.

Glen was involved in making the decision
to have the surgery. He was not and is not stupid. He did not ask
to do anything but have the surgery. He did not seek alternatives.
He decided to do what he thought best. We can not live life for
anyone but ourselves, Katherine. To try and do so is to degrade
others into lesser beings. It is at best arrogant; at worst it is a
complete invalidation of the spiritual nature of humankind."
 

She turned away from him, sat up, and picked
a flower from between her legs. Holding the flower, she gently
rubbed it over her cheek while staring at the vista below. He
watched her silently.

After a few minutes, she moved to look down
at him with a small, sad smile. "You're right, Charles, but I miss
him and my heart hurts so much, that I don't know when I'll stop
crying or missing him."

 "I'll do something to help your aching
heart, Katherine."

"Thank you, Charles. We'd better get back
before Ned sends a search party out after me."

They stood up, put the bridles back
on the horses and got into their saddles. As they rode home at a
moderate canter, she felt the river of love that the ghost sent
through her body, finding his presence comfortably familiar and yet
strangely foreign. When they reached the outskirts of her
property, she took a different trail through a cluster of
trees, into the back of the stable, so as not to be seen from the
house. 

As they were putting the horses away she
asked, "Where is Glen? I can't feel him. I thought he would want to
be near us all."  

Sutton told her about running into John and
how Glen was now in that tiny village in India, where the ghost had
been centuries before. 

"Good, then I'm going to India. I need to
talk to Glen, to end this properly," she stated.

Thinking for a moment, he replied, "That may
not be necessary. I'm sure that after John gets Glen sorted out,
he'll be happy to bring him to you."

"Really?" And for the first time in days,
just for a few seconds, she looked happy.

Sutton stayed around during the funeral,
which was held in a pretty church, in the charming little
city of San Luis Obispo. More than a hundred friends, business
associates and family attended. The morticians had managed to
make the body look presentable in an open casket.  

He sat outside, on a stone bench in the
courtyard, listening as the minister droned on in a dreary service
with irritating organ music because, Katherine had explained,
"Glen's wishes about his funeral were quite specific
in his will." 

The ghost had barely managed to hold his
tongue, stopping himself from saying what a complete bore the man
had been; that he had obviously learned nothing from his wife, the
free and lovely spirit that Sutton adored.  

Sutton waited, as the attendees suffered
through an overly loud rendition of, ‘Amazing Grace,’ and thought,
"This is all so very unnecessary. He’s not dead, for God's
sake!"

He followed the procession of black
limousines and the hearse to the grave site, hovering close to
Katherine, the girls, Ned and Janet, keeping them enveloped in an
imperceptible golden haze. After the roses had been thrown into the
grave, and after the mourners had left for food and drinks at a
nearby hotel, he opted for a swim. Knowing that Katherine would
need time, he chose his beloved Caribbean where he'd been
swimming off and on for centuries.  

 A few days later, Kate was alone in her
house with only the dog as company. The girls had gone off again.
Ned and Janet had returned to Los Angeles the previous
night. With her second cup of coffee that morning, the thought came
to her that Glen would not be home for dinner ever again. Sitting
at the breakfast table, she cried and blew her nose.

With nobody to be brave for, she let go, and
felt the full force of the grieving process. She got up and
wandered aimlessly, crying her way from room to room, avoiding the
master bedroom, because she did not want to look at Glen's clothes
in the closet, or his bathrobe hanging on the hook beside the
shower. Although Janet had volunteered to clear out Glen’s
belongings, Kate had not been ready to let them go. She’d slept in
his bathrobe, hugging the pillow from his side of the bed.

Her heart and body ached as though she’d been
in a car crash. Her mind was numb. She thought about Charles Sutton
and asking him to come back into her life, but the idea of his
overwhelming presence made her tired. No, she wanted to finish this
chapter in her life with her own thoughts, without any influence
from anyone. She needed to process the loss of Glen alone.


Chapter 3

 


 


GLEN HAD COME awake a few hours after his
death, sitting under a flowering tree in John's magical
village, high in the Himalayas. As he looked around at crowds of
vibrant flowers, lush green grass, and the noisy brook in
front of his feet, he was extremely confused.

John walked up and sat at his side a moment
later. "Where am I?" Glen asked.

"You are in my home in India," John
replied.

"Is this heaven?"

"It is to some; but no, not really."

"How did I get here?"

"I brought you after your body died."

 Glen took a moment to digest that
information. "I'm not dead?"

John chuckled and said, "There is no such
thing as death. When we leave our physical bodies, we go on."

"So I can't go home?"

Smiling broadly, John replied, "You can go
wherever you want to go."

"Kate will be really pissed off that I
left without saying anything."

"She is aware of your circumstance."

"How do you know that? I've got to get home
and talk to her." He stood up, felt woozy and sat back down.

"Would you like me to help you feel better?"
John asked.

"Please."

John proceeded to surround Glen in a golden
glow. In a few moments the after-effects of the drugs from the
surgery had been dispelled, and Glen seemed to grow larger and more
solid in form. He looked like he did as a young man
in law school, dark hair, big brown eyes, and athletic
build. 

He turned to John and smiled, "Are you some
kind of angel or something?"

John laughed, "Or something. Come let us walk
and I will give you a tour of our village."

 As they walked, John showed him the
white lecture building, the barns, pastures filled with
horses and cows, the grain and vegetable fields on the
outskirts, thirty or more immaculate little white houses
surrounded by flowers, and the emerald community lake. Glen noticed
that although everyone they met was bright and cheerful, some
of the people seemed to have more solid bodies than others; some
wore long white robes like John's but others were dressed in
everything from jeans and T-shirts to formal wear.

"Yes, several others like you are here
resting until they feel ready to go on," John
replied, answering the question before it was asked.

Glen looked down at his body noticing for the
first time that he was naked, "Do you think I could have some
clothes?"

"What would you like to be wearing?"

"My old jeans, my favorite sweat shirt and my
loafers." 

Instantly, Glen was dressed in his jeans,
faded blue USC sweat shirt, and his brown leather loafers with
no socks, as he liked it. How did you do that?" he asked.

"You did that, not I. All your desires
are instantly manifest here," John replied.

Glen stopped and thought about that for a few
moments. Then he smiled, "Everything Kate has been saying
for years is really true. We don't die." With that realization, he
started to laugh. He laughed long and hard before continuing, "What
an idiot I've been."

John smiled as they continued their walk back
to the tree where they'd started. They sat down again under its
fragrant branches.

"And so, my friend, what would you like to do
now?" John asked.

"I want to see Kate and the girls."

"I will take you to them."

John left his body sitting under the
tree while Glen looked on. He took Glen's arm and instructed
him to think of nothing while they traveled. They had arrived in
the car with Ned driving, and Kate in the back seat, still
numb with the shock of Glen's death. Try as he might, Glen
could not get Kate to notice him. Saddened, he allowed John to take
him to visit each one of his daughters with the same result, he was
invisible and unnoticed. The trip had ended within an hour, back
under the tree in India, with Glen weeping and John sitting beside
him.

"So, I'm not dead but everyone I love thinks
I am. What good is that?"

"Give it time. Even when a mortal knows that
the spiritual universe exists, interwoven as it is with their
physical world, the emotional response to the loss of a loved one
clouds the perceptions. Grief blankets the physical body to the
exclusion of most other perceptions. In time, the grief will
dissipate and you may be able to reach them," John explained.

Then John described his lectures that were
held each morning. Glen agreed to attend until it was time for
him to try and reach his family again. At the end of his first
week, as a student of life and living in the spirit world, his
feelings of sadness and loss dissipated to be replaced by a love of
life and all that it represented. He became intrigued with the idea
of being able to manifest form in the physical world without a
body. At some point after his body had been buried, Glen decided to
stay in India until he could learn how to make his presence seen by
the family he loved and had left behind.

 


For the following months, Kate lived a
solitary routine of gardening in the mornings, horseback riding in
the afternoons, reading while picking half-heartedly at dinner and
then crying herself to sleep most nights. Some days, she did
nothing but lounge on the couch with Merlin on the floor beside
her, watching old movies on TV, getting up only to feed the horses.
She did not leave the property; ordered her groceries by phone and
had a taxi deliver them, spoke with both daughters daily, Ned and
Janet a few times a week. They all tried to hide their grief with
encouraging words, but nothing anyone said eased the pain.

Kate lost weight, her days running into each
other in a murky stream of consciousness, her thoughts disjointed
and incomplete. She’d just finished another mystery novel and had
sent it to her editor the day before she and Glen went to the
hospital for his surgery. The editor had shown up at the funeral
and assured her that there was no need to worry about work until
she was up to it. Kate had a few story ideas written on her yellow
note pads, but couldn’t bring herself to think about writing. The
idea of murder was now too personal. She was convinced that the
doctors had murdered her husband, error or not.

Years before, with Sutton’s assistance in
recalling her past lives, she had found herself clairvoyant, able
to read minds, and to heal by touch alone. At first, after she had
parted from her ghost, she amazed even herself. But as time went
on, she decided that she could not live her life as wife, mother
and mystery writer, and be a healer at the same time. She had been
hiding her talents from her family and felt guilty.

During those few months, Kate had had no-one
to talk to who understood. Sutton was not an option because she
knew that she would leave her life behind, if it came to a choice
between her ghost and her family a second time. She loved her
family and felt honor-bound to stay with them, but at the time,
she'd loved Sutton more.

While meditating one morning, six months
after she’d last seen Charles Sutton, Kate intentionally blocked
her abilities, drawing a heavy black curtain across those parts of
her mind. She vowed to live out her life with only the five human
senses. In the midst of her deep grief over losing Glen, she’d
forgotten what she’d done.

Kate wondered about the heaviness she felt,
thinking to herself that she should be happy for her husband,
believing as she had that physical death was simply a passage into
another world. She could not meditate, could not clear the grey fog
from her mind. She tried to concentrate on her books about
spirituality, but it all seemed somehow irrelevant; as though her
previous reality had been buried with Glen, and the pain in her
heart was a cruel suggestion that we ended in death, that there was
nothing more. Her personal universe was shattered. There was a
hopelessly thick barrier between herself and the rest of the
world.

The tears kept coming without warning until
one hot California September morning, more than four months after
Glen’s death, when she’d managed to go out. She drove to the
grocery store, did her shopping and got herself back home without
crying. She'd put the groceries away and changed into cut-off jeans
and one of Glen’s old T-shirts before the tears came.

“I’d really like to go one whole day without
crying,” she said, looking at Merlin who was sitting beside her,
“One day without hiding my swollen eyes behind sun glasses.”

Kate sat at the kitchen table until she had
control of herself and blew her nose. She put on her sun glasses,
and went outside to mow the lawn and weed the rose garden in the
front yard. The dog followed her out and lay down on the lawn under
an oak tree, watching her.

Two hours after she began, the U.P.S. truck
pulled into the driveway with a package for her. Welcoming a break,
Kate took it into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of iced tea,
and opened the box. There was a stack of C.D.'s and a letter from
Charles:

"Hello again my lovely girl,

I’ve been dictating my story since we were
last together and had it transferred onto these C.D.'s for you,
with the idea that you may wish to continue the saga that we began
so long ago. At best, hearing my story will keep your mind
occupied; at worst, you may wish to maintain the status quo of our
separate lives. Know as ever, that I am but a heartbeat from your
side, should you call.

Yours Eternally,

Charles."

 


“Why not,” she thought, “I may as well find
out what he’s been doing. For sure he knows everything that’s
happened in my life.”

The fact of Charles Sutton being able to
witness her life didn’t worry Kate; she'd made her choice and was
comfortable with it. Whether or not, her daughters and husband
would have thought as she did, was not something she chose to
consider. In her personal universe there was a protective wall
around herself and her family, shutting out all evidence of
Sutton’s existence and any other reality that she chose to ignore.
Ever since she could remember, Kate had had the ability to control
exactly who and what came into her life.

Her way of putting was, “I don’t let anyone
shit in my rose garden.” She had no idea that her talents were
beyond those of the average mortal. Katherine Elliot had been
absolutely certain that she was in complete control of her life
until Glen died. The shock of something going so terribly wrong in
her world had overwhelmed her normal clarity and battered her self
worth. She felt small and weak.

Kate left the package on top of the C.D.
player in the living room, while she went to have a shower and wash
and dry her hair. She changed into white shorts, a blue tank top,
and patted moisturizer onto her face before returning. She put on
the first disk and lay down on the couch across the room from the
bay windows with a view of the front lawn. The dog had come inside
and was laying in his place beside her on the carpet.

The big stuffed chair that the ghost had used
while he told his story to her years earlier had been recovered in
blue, but it was still in the same place by the window. She had a
moment of nostalgia as his words came out of the speakers. Twenty
yards away, invisible, the ghost watched from under his favorite
oak tree on the front lawn.

 


“So there I was, all those years ago, in my
brother’s body in the library of that cold old house in Ireland,
cursing myself for not predicting his actions, fearing that he was
about to enter a whole new world of pain. After all that he and I
had been through, after wandering amidst this world’s depraved
underbelly, and after finally being pulled back into the light; I
believed that he would live out that life in relative peace. Not to
be. I should have known that my brother was incapable of letting
his past misdeeds go unsettled, that he would not rest until he'd
made up for any damage that he believed he’d done.

Being in a bit of a tailspin at the time, I
was not sure that I could collect the torn shreds of my heart and
be of assistance. Yes, Katherine, it hurt to leave you after
finding you again. Truthfully, it was all I could do that miserable
day when I swam away from you sitting there on the beach, to rein
myself in so as not to charge back into your life. But as you know,
the newfound goodness in me prevailed and I stayed away. Lucky for
you!” The ghost chuckled.

“Kami had decided to take on the, 'Overlord
of Filth,' yet again, with the intent of dispelling him from this
world once and for all. While I knew that my old teacher, Mao Kee,
whom he had contacted, would do all possible to protect my brother,
I was certain that as the earth spins day into night, disaster
loomed on the horizon.

I recalled the last contact we had with that
dark being and his caveat at the time.

He’d said, “There is no escape for you. I am
the dark side of humankind. I am your disharmony. I am the soul of
your wars, the dust of your famines, the core of your suffering.
Your pain quickens me. I live because you become diseased. I am the
reflection of your doubts and fears, made stronger by your denial.
Your grief fuels my existence. Your opposition to my cause
sanctions my mastery over you.”

What to do? I poured another glass of
excellent wine and thought it through whilst sitting in front of
the fire. I knew that locating my brother would be child’s play;
look for the location on the planet with the darkest, most foul
deeds afoot, and he’d be there. But, I was occupying the O’Neil
body, which my brother had left with me to go and do his exploring.
I could not leave it sitting in a chair for days at a time.

Neither could I lug it half way round the
world in its present form. The body lacked muscle and endurance. If
pushed too hard, it would collapse in a heap.

After a bit of pondering, I left the body
sleeping in the chair in front of the fire for the remainder of
that bone chilling night, and went to find my brother. Being my
brother’s keeper was preferable to moping around in his aching
body."


Chapter 4

 


 


"KABUL, AFGHANISTAN AT winter’s end, no one
in their right mind would be there by choice. When I arrived, it
was early morning and still dark. Freezing wind battered a city
that had become a pile of rubble after years of infighting amongst
holy warriors, or mujehaddin, as they called themselves, from
different tribal factions. Everyone and their uncles had wanted
control of Afghanistan after the Soviet army left in 1989, but the
Taliban had gradually taken most of the country with help from
Pakistan.

It appears that Pakistan’s military
intelligence, that unrivaled oxymoron, had created a rabble army
under the control of the peasant, Mullah Muhammad Omar. Having
grown up in a mud hut with incomplete Islamic training, Omar
propagated an illiterate, fictitious rendition of the Koran based
on archaic Pashtun tribal codes. His army was called the Taliban,
from the word, ‘talib,’ meaning student. From his home in the city
of Kandahar, he ruled beard length; banned music, photography or
drawings of people, television, videos and kites. He forced men to
attend prayers in the mosque five times daily; closed schools and
most businesses, exiled women from jobs of any kind, and stuffed
the insanity down everyone’s throats under threat of beatings,
amputation or beheading.

Woman were not allowed out of the house
without a male family member at their side and had to be covered
from head to foot in a burka, which was essentially a full-body
cloth bag with a tiny, mesh covered opening for the eyes.

He ordered death to anyone who decided to
convert to another religion or who engaged in sorcery. He had no
idea what a decent sorcerer could accomplish,” the ghost
laughed.

“Yes, I know, today there have been countless
stories in the media about the travesty that Afghanistan had become
in the last decade of the twentieth century, but I was there.
History has been as you say, ‘dumbed down,’ by reporters who
arrived after the fact. The Taliban wanted nothing to do with the
20th century except enough modern weaponry to smash everyone back
into the 16th century.

I found Kami hovering over a bunch of metal
storage containers in the parking lot of a hotel that had been
taken over by Taliban officials. He noticed my arrival
instantly.

“Charles, what are you doing here? Are you up
for this?”

“Absolutely,” I replied.

“All right then, the bound and gagged people
inside these boxes are being tortured nightly by a madman and his
henchmen inside that hotel. They are being forced to confess to
crimes. If not killed, they are maimed sufficiently so that they
give up whatever pitiful possessions they still own. I hesitate to
do harm in order to accomplish good.”

“Do you wish to have the madman become sane
or do you wish to stop the brutality?” I asked.

“I suppose it’s either-or, being that a
return to sanity may be a long process for that fellow.”

“All right, why not find a body that you can
use to free the victims, while I attend to those inside the
hotel?”

“Agreed,” he replied.

My brother wanted desperately to even his
karmic accounts, so to speak, and while he had proven his worth in
taking on the devil himself for himself, he was reluctant to use
that power when it came to the fate of others. Strange but not
surprising, it was a discussion to be had over dinner at a later
date.

I went into the once lovely little hotel,
made ugly by the proceedings inside. In one room, a bunch of
bedraggled Taliban soldiers, all smoking cigarettes and drinking
sweet tea, were joking and laughing about the prisoners outside. In
another room, sitting at a desk, was one of the more mad hatters in
that repulsive tea party. A self-proclaimed mullah, he seethed
clouds of cigarette smoke and delusion. Interesting, in that
tobacco had been banned and the local citizenry could be whipped or
jailed for using it.

Flogging people was a favorite pastime of the
Taliban. A man, bound at the wrists and ankles, was lying on the
floor while a sweating goon thrashed the souls of his feet with a
section of wire cable. The madman in charge was screaming threats
of death at the top of his lungs, commanding the poor wretch to
confess to the crime of theft.
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