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"COME IN." A VOICE CALLED through the curtain. "Enter and let us speak of the unknown." 

Julie Hayward felt absolutely foolish. It was just like her outlandish best friend to think a visit to a psychic was a good engagement gift. Eloise Roman, who now called herself Gustavia, had a macabre sense of humor. Knowing Julie would be skeptical and embarrassed had done nothing to stop Gustavia dragging her in here. In fact, the more Julie protested, the more delighted her friend became.

"I promise you won't be disappointed," she whispered. "I've known her for years, and she's the real thing. She has incredible insight, and her readings are always helpful."

With a mental sigh indicating both dread and doubt, she followed Gustavia through the beaded curtain.  

"Sit...please, sit." The smiling woman whose slightly round face was framed by dark hair simply pulled back in a ponytail and tied with a colorful silk scarf was not at all the type of person Julie had been expecting to meet. She wore no turban, no cape, and was bare of jewelry. No rings. No amulets. Nothing. Her voice was soft without any trace of the expected fake-sounding accent. She was just an attractive, normal-looking woman in her mid-twenties. Oddly, Julie felt both reassured and let down at the same time.

Gustavia, in her lacy white blouse, long batik skirt, and toe-ringed feet encased in chunky sandals came a lot closer to fulfilling Julie's expected vision of what a psychic medium might look like. Around Gustavia's neck, long strings of quartz crystals in a variety of colors with tiny bells and amulets hung nearly to her waist. When she walked, a musical tinkle arose from her person. Her soft brown eyes, outlined with Kohl, always seemed focused on a plane other than the earthly one. More crystals and beads were woven into the looping braids of her hair. She would have been completely disgusted to know Julie had bought into some media-driven stereotype, even for a moment. 

She was not led into a dark room made atmospheric with suffocating clouds of incense; instead, there was only a faint smell of lavender in the air in the brightly lit dining room, where the sun streamed through a large bay window. Behind the table where the psychic sat was a large cabinet with elaborately carved doors; the door on the left hung open to reveal a nice tea set in a floral pattern. On the shelf below, within easy reaching distance, were two square bundles wrapped in velvet—Julie thought they probably held Tarot cards—and next to those was a small drawstring bag. It too was made of velvet.

On the way in, Julie had read the sign on the door outside Madame Zephyr, Psychic Readings. It hadn't inspired any confidence, what kind of name was Zephyr? 

Gustavia said, "Julie, I would like you to meet my friend, Kathleen."

"Call me Kat." The woman smiled and held out a hand. "Welcome."

"Nice to meet you," Julie said automatically, then asked, "Kat? Who's Madame Zephyr, then?"

"Zephyr was my grandmother's professional name, and I thought it would be nice to carry on the tradition."

As she shrugged then sat down, Julie's eyes were drawn to Kat's. They were a deep, velvety blue, but the expression in them was completely vacant. She was puzzled until she realized Kat was blind. A blind psychic. How did she read Tarot cards? Did those things come in Braille? She hoped Gustavia had not paid too much for this visit. Immediately, Julie regretted the snarky thought; she was not normally prone to that type of rudeness, but the whole idea of psychics and Tarot cards and whatever else might happen had her a bit freaked out. 

"What kind of reading would you like?" asked Kat. 

"Any kind is fine," Julie replied, trepidation obvious in her voice.

The psychic reached for a deck of Tarot cards and began to shuffle them expertly. Then she handed the deck to Julie. "Shuffle until your intuition tells you to stop, then cut the cards with your left hand," she said. Julie did as she was told then handed the deck back to Kat who laid out ten cards in a pattern on the table. Six cards formed a cross with four cards stacked vertically beside it. 

"This is the Celtic Cross spread. It will help define your current path and indicate where that path will lead if you continue on it."

Julie just nodded, forgetting Kat could not see her. She looked closely at the cards and saw, yes, they were indeed marked in Braille.  

Instead of touching the cards to read them, Kat sat unmoving, and then her head fell forward onto her chest. Julie began to shift in her chair. Now, what? With no idea what to expect next, she cast an exasperated glance at Gustavia who shrugged; she also seemed surprised by this turn of events. Feeling more and more uncomfortable, Julie had just about decided to get up and leave when Kat raised her head. Something was different, but Julie couldn't quite put her finger on it. Then a slow chill began to crawl up her spine. The eyes gazing into hers were no longer deeply blue and vacant. They were lighter, an icy gray color, and it was obvious their owner could see her clearly. These eyes knew Julie, and she them as they began to drink in every detail of her appearance.

Slowly, Kat's features seemed to shift. The angles and planes melted then multiplied like a double exposure in a photograph so that overlying the medium's face was one Julie would have known anywhere.

Rooted to the spot, Julie just stared, then her heart skipped a beat before it began to pound in her chest. All the blood drained from her face, leaving her normally rosy skin a ghostly white beneath its liberal dusting of freckles. She slumped in the chair feeling slightly faint, her hand pressed to her forehead. After a long moment had passed, Kat spoke in voice Julie never expected to hear again in this world.

"Oh, my darling girl; it is so good to see you." Kat held out both of her hands. Only a second passed before Julie reached out her own trembling hands and allowed them to be held in a warm grasp. Tears slipped unheeded down her face. 

"Grams... is that really you?" Julie whispered.

"Yes, lovely one. It is me."

"I've missed you so much, but how—what is happening?"

"I know; I have missed you as well," Kat replied in Gram's voice, "But I've been with you every day. Now listen closely: there is something you need to know, and a job for you to do. "

"What?  A job; are you telling me you have unfinished business? What do you mean?" Julie asked. 

As eerily as it had appeared, the image of Julie's grandmother faded, almost like melting wax, then reformed into another, less familiar face. It was one Julie recognized, but she couldn't quite remember from where.

"I'll tell you what it is," said a new voice, a man's voice. "This is your great-grandfather. Start with the magic garden. That's where it begins. The key will show you the first clue; it will lead you to the rest. You're not a fool like your grandfather was; remember my last words. Start with the magic garden." Now Julie knew where she had seen that face: in the painting above the fireplace in the home she had once shared with her grandmother, the home that was now her sole responsibility. 

What did he just say? The air seemed thick as molasses as it took several moments for her thoughts to clear and allow the words to sink in.

Julie shook her head in amazement. This was not happening. Magic garden. Her great-grandfather. What did it all mean? She looked helplessly at Gustavia who, for once, had nothing to say.

Before she had time to ask, Kat's head fell forward again. It stayed that way for several minutes. When she lifted her chin, her eyes were once again deep blue and vacant; her face, if possible, had even less color in it than Julie's. 

Looking from one friend to the other, Gustavia quickly realized this was not a usual experience for Kat and that Julie was now shaking violently. She switched into caretaker mode getting them all a soothing cup of tea and respecting the silence both women seemed to need to regain their composure.

After several minutes, the silence started feeling awkward, so Gustavia tentatively spoke, "Well, that was ..." she trailed off as Julie quelled her with a look; clearly she was still too upset to discuss what had happened. She turned to Kat.

"Are you alright? Is there something I can do?" Kat shook her head, no. 

Even more awkward minutes passed.

Kat continued to sit in contemplative silence until, not knowing what else to do, Gustavia guided her still-shaken friend out the door saying quietly to the psychic, "I'll call you later." 

The car ride home was mostly silent with Julie ignoring her friend's frequent sidelong glances. Gustavia squirmed in the seat. Several times she opened her mouth to speak; but, for once, seemed reluctant to begin a conversation and finally subsided. 

Once home, Julie gently, but firmly, closed the door in Gustavia's face and went inside. Over the living room fireplace hung the large, beautifully painted portrait of Julius Hayward, Julie's great-grandfather, the man she had been named after. She stood in front of it for a long time thinking about what had just happened, trying to make sense of it and worrying a little about what was to come. 

Julius Hayward had considered himself a mechanical mastermind, inventing some indispensable component used by the military. Rumor had it he had made a small fortune. He used some of the money to remodel the house then built a large workshop. Over the following years, he conceived dozens of strange, unsellable inventions still found on display in the old workshop. Grams had turned it into a free museum that hardly anyone ever visited. She said he had been ahead of his time, a forward thinker, but eventually, these worthless contraptions had eaten his entire net worth.

His only other successful invention had been some small widget used in aircraft for which Grams, and now Julie still received the occasional royalty check. Julius had been an eccentric man. Secretive about his work and about his finances, when he died at the relatively young age of 52 it appeared that the balance of his fortune was gone, along with the family silver and all of the jewelry passed down to him by his mother. His will hinted at more—at there being plenty of money to take care of the house and his family, but other than a trust to pay the taxes, nothing more was ever found. 

Unable to quiet her thoughts, the day's events replayed in Julie's mind spurring an internal argument over whether it had all been an elaborate hoax or if she'd truly spoken to her beloved grandmother. If it was a hoax, it was beyond cruel; if it was meant as a joke, it had failed miserably to be funny. If she'd been the one behind it, Gustavia couldn't help knowing this would be intensely painful to Julie who was still grieving her grandmother's loss. 

Aside from the shock of hearing Grams’ voice again, there was this magic garden business. She vaguely remembered something about the phrase—but she couldn't quite pull it to the front of her mind—or maybe she had read it in a book. The phrase seemed familiar. Or was she thinking of The Secret Garden? Her thoughts continued to whirl, and she could not get them to settle. This was ridiculous. 

Yet, the idea there might actually be something of value hidden away somewhere, something valuable enough to cover the cost of repairing the old house, was intriguing. She couldn't help thinking how wonderful it would be if it were true. The house had an interesting history and great bones; it would be a wonderful place to raise a family. 

Not long out of college, with a degree in Art History she'd barely had the chance to use, Julie was alone in the great big home she had inherited. She still had a little bit of the money from her parents’ insurance policy left in her savings account. The taxes were paid by her great-grandfather's trust; but when Grandpa James had fallen ill, it had wiped out the largest part of the nest egg Grams had managed to save. Her own illness had used most of the rest; and, when she died, she'd left her granddaughter a large house in need of some costly repairs. Thankfully there was no mortgage on the place; but, while Julie made a modest income selling her photographs through a local gallery, the needed repairs were well beyond her means. In recent months, she and Gustavia—who turned out to be handy with a hammer—had done some judicious patching, enough to buy her a few more months to come up with some funds.  

She knew it wouldn't be long before she would have to make a decision to either sell the house or think of something to do with it to generate enough income to keep it. Maybe she could open a bed and breakfast and become a total cliché. Sometimes, she thought she might turn it into a sort of artist's retreat or even offer it to some film companies for location shooting. Most of the ideas she came up with, though, required a certain amount of capital be spent on fixing up the place before she could test the possibilities. It would be a gamble, and Julie was not much of a gambler. Life had taught her to be practical.

Logan Ellis, Julie's fiancé, had his own opinions and was not shy about airing them. He was constantly saying there was no need for them to own a house this big, her work would sell better in the city, his work was there, the house was too much for them, and she should let it go now while it still had some value. If they began doing the repairs it needed, they would never get a good return on the investment. He thought the place was a money pit and didn't understand how Julie could be so attached to her home. 

If any of this business about hidden wealth were true, Julie figured convincing Logan would be a hard sell. Confessing she had gotten her information from a pair of dead relatives by way of a psychic, well, that was information that seemed better left unsaid. Especially since she wasn't sure she believed any of this improbable story herself. As her fear and confusion began to fade, Julie became aware of anger hiding underneath all of those other emotions. More specifically, she was angry at her best friend. 

Gustavia had dragged her into this situation, and there was no way this was going to end quickly or well. This was the type of thing that Gustavia lived. For once that woman committed herself to a thing, she followed through, no matter what. It was one of the traits Julie most loved about her, but also one that sometimes caused an unbelievable amount of annoyance. It was both a blessing and a curse. 

The more she thought about her friend and this mess, the angrier Julie became. The whole thing was ridiculous. If there had been any hidden family treasure, surely someone would have found it by now. If this was Gustavia's idea of a prank, she had a twisted sense of humor. None of this was funny. How had the so-called psychic nailed Gram's voice so perfectly, though? This wasn't like Gustavia; she had never been a malicious person. Maybe that psychic had talked her into something. But why? Julie couldn't see where either of them had anything to gain in this situation. 
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TAKING A CUP OF TEA out the back door and forcing herself to relax on the porch swing, Julie began to calm her chaotic thoughts with an effort of will. She needed to put her feelings of anger aside and look at this thing logically; even if the very idea of applying logical thought to this situation told her just how far down the rabbit hole she already was, and it looked like this might be just the beginning.

Determined to put the whole incident out of her mind, Julie spent the rest of the evening Photoshopping a few of her latest batch of images. When Logan called, she rushed him off the phone with a promise to see him the next day. He was one more complication in an already stressful day. 

Tossing and turning her way through a restless night, she woke up with the same unresolved feelings she'd had at bedtime. When the phone rang during breakfast, Julie, thinking it might be Gustavia, ignored the caller ID and did not bother to answer. Then, when it rang again fifteen minutes later—and then every fifteen minutes for the next two hours—she was sure she'd been right. Finally, the ringing stopped. Julie sighed with relief and helped herself to another cup of tea. She'd barely managed to drink half of it when she spotted an all too familiar car pulling up the drive.

Gustavia rang the doorbell once, twice, and then pounded on the door.

"C'mon, open up! I know you're in there, and I'm not leaving," she called, her voice muffled by the heavy wooden door. "I have a key and you know I'll use it."

Reluctantly, but knowing it would be fruitless to ignore Gustavia—persistence was one of her more obvious qualities—Julie let her in.

Gustavia flew through the door, long skirts swirling around her ankles, and hugged Julie hard.

"What's with the full media blackout?"

Julie started to answer, "I ... yesterday ... I ..."

"Wasn't she great? I told you she was the real thing. Where do you think the magic garden is? I couldn't sleep all night wondering if you'd figured it out," Gustavia said, following her into the kitchen. She reminded Julie of a puppy begging to be played with, even down to the way she moved. If she'd been born with a tail, it would have been of the thin, wiry variety that constantly wagged in circles.

Stepping back, Gustavia looked at her friend and quickly perceived something was wrong. It didn't take a lot of intuition to see it; Julie was annoyed, but along with the annoyance was a healthy dose of fear. That was understandable; it wasn't every day a person had a conversation with a pair of dead relatives. That kind of thing was bound to stir up a few strong emotions, especially in those who didn't readily believe in the supernatural. In an attempt to lighten the mood, Gustavia did a butt-shaking dance around the room chanting, "There's magic in the garden," while Julie stared at her with a raised eyebrow, poured out her now-cold tea and busied herself brewing a new pot.

Sighing and trying to stay annoyed, Julie replied, "There is no magic garden. After I had some time to think about it, I remembered hearing stories of how my grandfather dug up most of the property while he was alive; and, clearly, he never found a thing."

"Well there has to be one, your great grandfather said there was," Gustavia stopped dancing.

"Oh, Gustavia, you don't actually believe that was my great-grandfather, do you?" Julie rolled her eyes, scorn evident in the tone of her voice. Gustavia grabbed a mug from the cupboard, then the two women seated themselves at one end of the old trestle table while Julie poured them both a cup of tea. Looking at her friend over the rim of a favorite, daisy-covered mug, Julie realized Gustavia did, indeed, believe that very thing.

"Don't you?" Gustavia replied, then she looked at Julie. "No, I can see you don't." Then, taking another long look, her eyes widened, then her gaze turned speculative. She tilted her head first left, then right, and squinted. "Your aura is rumpled. I've never seen it do that before. I wonder what it means."

"It probably means I should have hung it up to dry instead of leaving it in a heap on the bathroom floor," was the sarcastic reply. 

"Very funny, but this is serious," Gustavia jumped up and grabbed Julie's arm, "Come on, we have to go see Ammie."

"Who?"

"Ammie—Amethyst. She does the most amazing work with damaged auras." Gustavia had already pulled Julie halfway to the front door. When Gustavia set her mind on something, stopping her was like trying to stop a steamroller: a steamroller painted purple and hung all over with crystals. She shook the thought away; and, before she knew it, she was in the car and on the way to whatever new age habitat someone named Amethyst might frequent.

Riding in Gustavia's car was an experience in itself. When she'd bought the 1977 Maverick from the proverbial little old lady, it only had 18,000 miles on it. The car had been immaculate: rust-colored, but rust-free. Bought at the beginning of her new age transformation, Gustavia claimed her car had a calming aura and just reeked of beneficial energy. 

She had sewn herself a set of seat covers out of a nubby chenille bedspread dyed in rainbow colors. Next, she'd removed the original headliner, reupholstered it with fabric in a moon and stars pattern, then pinned a grid of wire-wrapped crystals over the whole thing. Parts of the doors and dashboard had been covered in tan vinyl leaving a fair bit of exposed body-colored metal which Gustavia had hand-painted with designs of all types from Celtic to Japanese calligraphy. 

But the topper was the figurine she'd mounted on the dashboard. In a local junk shop, Gustavia had found one of the old hula dancing dolls, the kind with a grass skirt that swayed with the motion of the car. She had redressed it in a bohemian outfit and then fitted it out with a pair of angel wings.

New age music competed with the tinkling of the tiny bells hung on strings from the mirror as Gustavia drove with her usual abandon.

"How many speeding tickets have you had?" Julie asked dryly.

"I never drive faster than my angels can fly," was the smug reply; and, while not exactly feeling safe, Julie envied her friend that complete trust in the universe. Losing the last of her small family had left Julie bereft and lonely. Thankfully, though she'd also been grieving the loss, Gustavia had realized how much she had been needed, and for the first few weeks after Gram's death, had stayed at the house and helped make all of the arrangements. Julie knew she could count on her friend; they shared a sisterly bond. If that bond required temporarily putting the irritation aside and going along to see someone who claimed to be an aura reader, then so be it. 

"Is Amethyst a new friend of yours?" Julie tried to get some idea what might happen next. 

"You know her; I think the two of you met at my lunar eclipse party. She changes her name every year; she's working her way through the chakra colors. Last year her name was Jade."

"Is she the one who wore the elf ears?"

"No, that was Mishka; and those were her real ears. Well—at least after the surgery," Gustavia replied. Julie raised one eyebrow; but, deciding not to probe further looked out the window.

"Oh, what are we stopping here for?" Julie asked as Gustavia pulled into a small field bordered by forest. The center of the field swelled into a low hill then fell away toward a lovely view of the lake.

"This is where Amethyst lives."

"Where, in a tree?" Julie shifted in her seat, looking around to see if she was missing something, sarcasm evident in her tone.

"No, silly. Follow me." Gustavia indicated a well-worn path in the grass that led around the gently rising mound of earth. On the other side, set into the hill, were large windows and a beautifully decorated door. Amethyst lived underground. Oh, maybe she's a hobbit, Julie thought but didn't bother to voice the sentiment. Instead, she heaved a mental sigh and wondered what fresh hell she was about to walk into. 

Gustavia knocked on the intricately carved door and waited only a few seconds before throwing it open and calling out, "Hey, Ammie, are you here? It's Gustavia and Julie."

As she walked around the corner, Julie recognized Amethyst immediately. Her hair and eyebrows were dyed a delicate shade of lavender, as were her clothes. Flowing chiffon seemed draped on her slight frame as if it were a purple cloud that had just drifted down and decided to clothe her. She also remembered at their last meeting, Amethyst, whose name had been Jade at the time, sported a lovely sage green as her signature color.  

Amethyst wafted over and kissed Gustavia on both cheeks.

"So good to see you." She said, her voice surprisingly deep and substantial for such a wraith of a woman. 

"Do you remember my friend Julie?" Gustavia asked.

"Why, of course." And Amethyst moved forward then tilted her head in much the same way Gustavia had earlier and circled Julie slowly. "Oh, my, your aura is rumpled."

"So I've been told," Julie replied dryly wondering if rumpled was a technical term. "What's the diagnosis?"

Stroking her chin, head still tilted, Amethyst circled Julie. Then she began plucking the air around the woman's body as though removing unwanted particles and flicking them away. Julie stood helplessly, caught somewhere between laughter and tears over the absurdity of this; but, as the plucking continued, she actually began to feel emotionally lighter. 

This went on for several minutes until finally, Amethyst stopped.

"Have you had contact with the spirit world recently?" She asked.

Julie was reluctant to answer. It occurred to her how this could just be another phase of the prank.

Gustavia answered for Julie, “Yes, she has. She saw Kat yesterday, and her grandmother and great-grandfather came through. I think it scared her. In fact, I think it scared Kat, too.”

"No. I don't think so." Julie said loudly, finally reaching the end of her rope, "I don't believe in all that mumbo jumbo. It is just a huge, cruel joke; and I think you're all in on it."

"Oh, Jules!" Gustavia cried, her eyes bright with tears, going to her friend, she hugged her. "I would never do that to you. How could you ever think I would? This is all just going too fast for you, I understand."

"No, I don't think you do. I feel all churned up; half of me wants to believe what happened, and the other half is scared to death that it did."

"Nevertheless," Amethyst chimed in gently, "we should repair the damage to your aura. Let's have a cup of tea while I come up with a plan." This did nothing to settle Julie's nerves, and she thought she'd already had enough tea for one day. She just wanted this day—no this entire week—to be over with, and quickly.

As Amethyst led the way deeper into her underground home, Julie got a chance to take a good look around at the cozy residence that had been carved out of the hill. The walls were stucco painstakingly hand-textured and painted to resemble sandstone. Deep shadows curved into horizontal bands shading from mahogany to palest orange. Small up-lights placed at intervals along the walls highlighted the undulating patterns. It truly was breathtaking. Leading out the back of the large front room was a short hallway. An open door on the left led to a spacious bedroom. The door on the right revealed a small bathroom, and just past that, a large archway framed the kitchen. Though not as dramatically lit as the living room, the room was cozy with highly polished cabinets lining the walls above a granite counter top. Tube-shaped skylights that had not been visible from the other side of the hill let bright sunlight into the room. 

Amethyst busied in the kitchen, while Julie and Gustavia sat down at the table. In just a few short minutes, the tea was ready; and by the time they were finished drinking it, Julie felt steadier, more balanced.

After a lengthy discussion containing strange phrases—one Julie gave up trying to follow—over what to do for the rumpled aura, the two new-agers decided a guided meditation was the best option. Once the decision was made, they moved quickly to install Julie comfortably on a pile of pillows in the front room, put in a CD of soothing music, settled in beside her.

In a calming voice, Amethyst directed Julie to relax and concentrate on her breathing. Then she asked Julie to picture herself walking through a sunlit meadow with fragrant grasses and flowers slowly fluttering in a warm breeze. 

Not bothering to try and imagine any such thing, the meditating, instead, gave Julie time to think objectively. Gustavia had been unfailingly helpful during the first few weeks following Gram's death: she'd made it a priority to take care of her friend and share the grieving process. From the first time Julie had brought her college roommate home, Grams had seen Gustavia's need for acceptance and family. Without a moment's hesitation, she'd opened her arms in welcome and won herself an honorary granddaughter. She was just that kind of person, and Gustavia had blossomed as a result of love and attention.

All three women shared a deep love of art. Gustavia made a nice living writing children's books, but she also had a passion for painting and creating mixed media art. She and Grams spent hours debating the nuances of technique and style. Whenever they got into their ongoing discussion about the definition of art vs. craft, you might as well leave the room. They could be at it for hours.

It just was not in Gustavia's nature to be deliberately hurtful. She might be eccentric; she might be outspoken, but she always meant well. Therefore, this was no prank. That thought was a sobering one. If this wasn't a joke, then Grams and great-grandfather had actually spoken to her. Through a psychic medium, no less. Following that line of reasoning, the magic garden might also be real. Goosebumps prickled up Julie's arms at the notion.

At just that second, both Gustavia and Amethyst cried out.

"Her aura, it just healed itself."

"Did you see that?"

"What did it?" Gustavia asked.

"I gave in to the inevitable," Julie grumbled. "If you weren't playing a prank on me, it must have been Grams speaking through the psychic."

Gustavia beamed. Amethyst beamed. Julie sighed. She was in for it now.

For the second day in a row, the two friends rode silently back to Hayward House, both lost in thought, both thinking of the magic garden and how to find it. Gustavia's plan of attack involved more psychic readings and dowsing, while Julie planned a conversation with the man who had written her family history. Failing that, a visit to the public library might turn up something new.

Again, she thought there was something familiar about the phrase magic garden, but Julie could not remember where she had seen it before; it was maddening. 

Gustavia dropped Julie off and sat for a moment contemplating her next step. After deciding to begin with a return visit to Kat, she made a quick call on her cell phone, then rocketed down the drive in her usual fashion.
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AFTER A WARM GREETING, Kat invited Gustavia to sit.

"So, yesterday was quite something; that was the first time I have ever heard you channel an actual spirit," Gustavia said.

"Between you and me, it was the first time it ever happened like that. They just took over, and not being in control of my own body was scary. But, that's not all; something else happened; I couldn't believe it. Nothing like that ever happened before. That's not how it usually works." Kat rambled in a rush of nervousness. 

Ever the soul of compassion, Gustavia reached out and squeezed her friend's hand. "Well, you handled it like a pro. Is it prying if I ask how it usually works?"

Kat hesitated. 

"It's okay, really; you don't have to tell me. I know it's none of my business."

"It's not that. I'm afraid it will ruin the mystique. And I don't usually talk to my friends about this side of things. Most people don't believe."

"That sounds lonely," Gustavia said. "Tell me. You'll feel better, and I never judge; I promise."

"I wasn't always blind. It began shortly after I started seeing spirits or came into my powers or whatever you want to call it. I was scared and didn't want to see them anymore, and so I gradually lost my sight. My doctors think it's a form of hysterical blindness."

Gustavia gave Kat's hand another squeeze as she continued to speak. 

"When I channeled Julie's family, I could see again," tears began to slide slowly down her face.

"Oh, Kat, that's wonderful and awful all at the same time."

"Yes. It means the doctors are right: I really am causing my own affliction, and I don't know what to do about it. What does that say about me?"

"It says you're scared and doctors don't always understand fear. Did they suggest therapy?"

"Yes; but after the first visit, I stopped going. The therapist didn't accept my abilities, which was pretty ridiculous considering his dead mother was in the room talking to me during the entire session."

Gustavia chuckled. "So can you see the spirits or do you just hear them?"

"Oh, I see them; they appear as dream figures, sort of like a memory. They are usually just misty shapes in the darkness. That is what freaked me out the other day; it was the first time in years I have seen anything besides blobs and darkness—and so clearly, too."

"So, now you are conflicted: you probably want to do it again, even if it's scary; and you're probably worried about what it means that it happened at all."

"Yes." Relief caused by unburdening herself to someone who understood finally allowed Kat's body to relax; she rotated shoulders sore from being held so stiffly. "That is exactly the problem, and you were totally right, I do feel better talking about it."

Gustavia went around the table and pulled Kat into a hug. 

"Okay, enough of that. Let me do a reading for you," Kat said. It was obvious she was feeling much more comfortable now with the heavy emotional burden shared.

"Without Julie here, I can't give you the full picture; but we can still get some idea of what might happen, or at least the part you will play in what is to come," she explained while handing a Tarot deck based on mythological stories to Gustavia to shuffle.

The first card drawn off the deck was The Fool; indicating there would be a new journey. This was not news to either of the women, so they quickly moved on to the second card in the layout which was laid crosswise over the first: the Crossing card, the five of cups.

"This card warns of a betrayal, usually in a romantic relationship. It comes from the story of Psyche and Eros: when Eros keeps his face hidden and asks Psyche to respect this decision, she agrees; but then, after he goes to sleep, she takes a peek. He sees this as a betrayal and leaves her." Kat turned her face with its unseeing eyes toward Gustavia, "In this way, both partners betray the other: one by hiding something and the other by a lack of trust. Does this make any sense to you?"

Not wanting to speak ill of him, but unable to help herself, Gustavia hesitated briefly before answering, "Since day one, I've thought something about Julie's fiancé, Logan, was—well—not on the up. It always feels like he has a hidden agenda if that makes any sense; but on the surface, he seems devoted and caring. 

Kat nodded.

"He doesn't like me; and, worse, he thinks I'm too stupid to realize it. The comments he makes seem harmless; he plays it off like he is teasing, but I feel the malice behind his words. I don't like him either, and I'm pretty sure he knows it."

Turning up the third, or Crowning card, revealed the High Priestess in her ethereal robes standing on a set of steps. Kat thought for a moment as she placed the card above the first two then said, "In this position, I think she represents you and your intuition. The Crowning card shows what is going on right now; your sensitivity to this situation caused you to bring Julie here to meet her grandparents. You need to continue to pay attention to your innermost feelings."

"Do you think this card also represents you? The spirits used you once, and I'd bet they'll do it again. There's no way you won't end up more involved in this."

"Maybe," Kat said thoughtfully as she turned over another card. 

Gustavia had had enough Tarot readings to know what the next position in the layout meant: it represented the challenge at the heart of the problem. She watched Kat settle the card into place below the first two crossed cards: the Ace of Wands. "Does that mean what I think it does? That we are at the beginning of an adventure?" she asked.

"Yes, that is exactly what it means. An adventure. Not just for Julie; but also for you, since this reading is about your connection in the events to come."

Kat continued, "The next two cards show past and future influences. Let's see what we have." She turned the next two cards over rapidly placing one on either side of the first two cards forming a cross shape: Page of Swords and Ace of Pentacles. "This is an interesting combination, gossip and the possibility of a legacy."

"Would the family legend qualify as gossip since we already know about the legacy part?" asked Gustavia.

"That would certainly fit. Now, the next two cards will show what your role should be." Kat turned over the next card placing it to the bottom right of the cards already on the table: Strength. 

"Your strength will be needed, but there could also be a problem with pride, maybe something to do with your family. You will need to be watchful so that pride does not get in your way." She then laid the next card directly above Strength; this card was the King of Swords. 

Kat touched the card to read its markings in Braille then tapped it with her finger. "You will find a time where it becomes necessary to take charge of the situation even when you fear you will be resented for doing so."

The next to last card in the layout would reveal Gustavia's hopes and fears, and the card that landed in this position, directly above the King of Swords, was the Lovers. Kat contemplated for a moment then said, "Well, this is unexpected."

"The Lovers often signifies a type of love triangle. In this case, there could be several explanations. Your relationship with Julie and Logan and your dislike of him might form a triangular relationship. Or, there may be another man who enters the picture. There may also be a combination of these two events."

Gustavia nodded; then, remembering Kat could not see the gesture, murmured her assent. After a moment, she quietly admitted one of her biggest fears was Logan poisoning Julie against her. 

One last card was turned over to take its place above the Lovers. This card indicated the final outcome: it was the Ace of Swords, meaning there would be conflict and danger ahead. Neither woman was thrilled at seeing this card, though both were thankful for the warning it brought.

Gustavia was unusually sober as she and Kat discussed possible outcomes and actions she might need to take. Clearly, the situation had the potential to become serious. Neither of the women had a good feeling about Logan. Each felt he could be dangerous if provoked and there was a good chance he had ulterior motives. 

"My spirit guide keeps showing me a badge, and I hear the word call. Does this mean anything to you?" Kat asked.

"Unfortunately, it does," Gustavia answered without enthusiasm. "That would be my brother, and calling him is the last thing I want to do."

"Well, you might be happy to know my guide is also saying reconcile and family so maybe this will be a step in the right direction." 

Gustavia shrugged. "Reconciliation is not in my immediate plan; but if I must, I'll deal with it. Calling my brother is only an option if there is a real danger or something criminal is happening." Voluntarily spending time with any of her family was not high on Gustavia's list of priorities. Julie was her family now, and someday she hoped to start one of her own. Sooner rather than later, she thought. 

"Is your guide telling you anything positive?" She asked.

"Yes, two distinct outcomes are possible: one ends badly, but the other with true happiness. Though either of the two paths led through danger. You and Julie must both be careful."
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HAYWARD HOUSE SAT IN shabby splendor on grounds that had been passed down through Julie's family. Its original architecture had relied heavily on Greek influence until Julie's eccentric great-grandfather, Julius, had altered the structure to bring in some Gothic elements: elements that included four beautifully elaborate stained glass windows. The two styles did not mesh particularly well but certainly created a house with unique character. 

As Julie walked through the front door, she heard the phone ringing. She checked the Caller ID, saw Logan's number at his office, and thought it odd that he hadn't called her cell phone.

"Hi, Sweetie," she answered.

"Hey, Baby; how did it go with the whackadoo brigade?" He asked.

"That's not nice, but I have to say it was an interesting experience. You would've hated it," she decided not to share the story over the phone—it would be hard enough to believe in person—"are we still on for tonight?"

"No, it turns out I have an early meeting tomorrow, so I'm planning on turning in early tonight. Oh, and I made the appointment with the lawyer for 11 am tomorrow." Julie's lighthearted mood quickly turned to pique. What was it with people these last couple days? Everyone was pressuring her to do things she just did not want to do. 

"Do we really need to do this? I mean, a prenup seems so cold-blooded. Don't you think we should at least be married before we start thinking about making wills and taking out life insurance policies?"

"Honey, you know I'm only doing this for your sake; after we are married, it will be my job to protect you and to take care of you."

"I have been doing just fine with taking care of myself for quite some time, Logan," she answered dryly.

There was a short pause. "Well, you know I only want the absolute best for you, and I wish you'd trust me to know what you need. I have to get back to work; see you tomorrow. Love you," Logan cut off the call before she could argue the point.

Julie hung up the phone and sighed. Thinking about dealing with the lawyer tomorrow was just one more stressful factor in an already stressful week. It was not a common occurrence for her to speak to dead relatives and have her rumpled aura repaired; but, for different reasons, the dread of having to deal with these legal matters was just as unsettling. She and Logan weren't even married yet, and she thought the whole thing was ridiculous. 

Over the past few weeks Logan hadn't been himself, and lately she'd been getting the feeling there was something deeper behind his new attitude. He couched it under the guise of wanting to take care of her, but it just felt a bit off. Maybe he was suffering from work stress, but she had a fairly advanced BS meter, and he was beginning to ring that bell just a little. Okay, more than a little. She didn't like the feeling at all. He had always seemed so caring; but, lately, there had been an air of condescension centered around her decision-making ability that put her on edge. 

Choosing lemonade over her habitual cup of tea, Julie wandered around the house thinking about the decidedly cool reception Logan had gotten from her grandmother. 

When pressed, Grams had said there was nothing specifically unlikeable about the man, but she couldn't bring herself to like him. He wasn't warm enough. Since she preferred a relationship based more on respect than romance, Julie assumed it was just a sign on their different outlooks on marriage and nothing to worry about. Logan was supportive; and if he was a little too concerned over the legal and financial side of their marriage, maybe this wasn't a fault. Deeply respectful of the grandmother who had shown her such an infinite and unconditional amount of love, this was one time when Julie had not deferred to Gram's opinion. Maybe she should have paid more attention at the time.

Raised by people who would settle for nothing less than the drama of an epic romance, Julie liked to think she was more practical than that. She certainly wasn't about to give in to her romantic side or even to admit that it existed. If Logan was willing to deal with certain details, she could step back a bit and let him. That would be the practical thing to do, as long as his reasons were valid. But, lately, she'd come to realize that taking care of details was one thing; insinuating he had to do so because she wasn't capable of taking care of herself was another entirely, and this had become a bit of a theme over the past few weeks. Frankly, it pissed her off.

Julie topped off her glass and carried it outside to the formal garden. She always gained a level of serenity when she visited this part of the property. 

The midmorning light fell softly through the trees and sparkled across dew-laden grass. Sitting on a bench just slightly warmed from the sun, Julie took a deep breath of air that carried the scent of carefully tended spring blossoms. She felt close to Grams here—in this place that had been her favorite—and with everything that had happened over the past few days, she needed that feeling. Grief still washed over her unexpectedly sometimes, taking away her breath and dumping her heart down into the pit of her stomach. This was one of those times.

Her eyes filled with tears as she relaxed into the wracking spasm of heartache, dropping her head into her hands. Julie didn't see the faint shimmer beside her on the bench, didn't feel the touch of the ghostly hand that brushed down her hair as it stirred in the faint breeze. She sobbed out her pain until spent, then just sat for a few moments pulling herself back together with an effort. 

Grams and Grandpa James had made wonderful parents. They'd raised her together for five years until James had arisen one morning complaining of pain in his stomach. Three days later the doctor said he had cancer and, after just six short weeks, he was gone. From then on it was just Julie and her grandmother, Estelle, until last fall when, at age 89, her kidneys had failed. Grams had remained remarkably active right up until her final illness.

It was time to put these thoughts aside and concentrate on the mess that Gustavia had unwittingly dumped in her life. First, she needed to look for the copy of the family history she remembered having seen in the library and read through it to see if there was anything helpful to be learned. 

With any luck, the book would tell her more about the deathbed story that had caused her grandfather to conduct a short but frantic search for buried treasure on the grounds. Julie had never paid it much attention because Grams had passed the story off as the fantasy of a dying man; but, taking recent events into account, there might be more to it. If there was money or something else of value hidden on the property, her most pressing financial problems would be solved. 

Of course, that all depended on finding the magic garden if it existed at all; and Julie felt a little foolish at the very idea of looking for clues. 

Two hours later, she sighed and gave up the search. The slim volume of family history was not in the library. Julie had not only spent time tearing the place apart and making an unholy mess besides; but she'd missed her lunch and, even worse, was now going to be late setting up for her afternoon photography client.
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SINCE SHE WAS RUNNING late, Julie hurried into her studio to get everything ready. Product photography was not something she normally did; but Tamara, the jewelry maker who owned the shop next door to the gallery, had talked her into shooting fifty pieces to include in the jewelry shop's new Internet store. 

During the initial consultation, the two women had decided to feature each piece against a background of neutral gray. Julie adjusted a spotlight to provide a strong, directional side light to add a bit of drama by bringing out the texture of the jewelry, then she installed a second, softer "fill" light at the front to create more depth and dimension. She then set up a tripod and fitted one camera with a standard lens and the other with a macro lens for extreme close up work. 

Tamara, a freckle-faced redhead of indeterminate age, arrived promptly, breezing in with her small plastic tote full of carefully packed jewelry. She set down the tote, hugged Julie and exclaimed, "Finally, I get my chance to peek inside this house. My brother has told me so many stories about this place, but I never had a good reason to visit."

"Oh? Now, that makes me curious; what kind of stories?" Julie asked.

"Well, he was just turning thirteen when your great-grandfather passed away. He used to do odd jobs around town in the summers to make a bit of spending money, and he always said the oddest was the one he did for Ed Hayward."

"What was that?"

"Edward paid him to dig holes around the property."

"Really?" Julie asked. "Did he ever say what they were looking for?"

"Not as far as I know, but Brody said he thought your grandfather seemed a bit desperate about the whole thing. Edward had a map of the property with a grid drawn on it. In every square of the grid, they dug several holes of varying depths and then filled them back in." Tamara explained.

"Did they dig up the entire property?"

"I don't think so. My brother still has a copy of that map with the grids marked; would you like to see it?"

"Yes, I would. Now, how about a tour of the place and then we can get down to work," Julie replied. 

Julie quickly showed Tamara through the house, and then, together, they unpacked the small tote full of jewelry. A few test shots showed the neutral gray backdrop worked well to showcase the colors and textures of the beads and gemstones. Working as a team, Tamara arranged the pieces while Julie took reflective light meter readings and made the necessary adjustments to her camera settings. The two quickly fell into a rhythm and two hours saw the entire project finished. 

"Let me know if you ever decide to change careers and become a photographer's assistant. That was a great shoot." Julie stretched her back to get rid of a few kinks. After transferring the images to her laptop, she and Tamara scrolled through the entire series. Deciding they looked good and none of them needed re-shooting, Julie copied them onto a flash drive while Tamara repacked the jewelry.

After settling on a time frame for retouching the images, Tamara said she would have the map ready when Julie came by to drop them off in a few days. As Julie watched Tamara drive away, she wondered what she had gotten herself into; the thought of buried treasure on the property that in all these years had never been found just seemed ludicrous. If Edward and Brody had dug up large sections of the acreage, they should have found something. Maybe the map would provide more information about what or where the magic garden might be, but Julie doubted it would. 

Deciding to take a break entirely from the idea of treasure hunting for the rest of the night, Julie ordered in her favorite pepperoni and black olive pizza, poured herself a generous glass of red wine, and popped a chick flick into the DVD player. When the movie was over, she settled into bed with a good book before falling asleep.

Sometime during the night, Julie jerked awake. She thought she had heard the murmuring of voices; but now, with the beat of her pounding heart echoing in her ears, she couldn't tell if the sounds had been part of a dream or real. Forcing herself to take deep, calming breaths she was finally able to quiet her blood enough to really listen. Old houses often made odd creaking noises. Sometimes it was the plumbing. Sometimes the noises were caused by the house settling. Julie was used to those types of noises, but this was different. It was not her imagination; she definitely heard voices coming from the library down the hall.

It took all of Julie's courage to get out of bed, grab her cell phone—in case she needed to call 911—and the fire poker for self-defense before creeping carefully, silently down the carpeted hall. After living here for more than half her life, she knew exactly which creaky floorboards to avoid. As she neared the library door, she could see it was ajar, and there was a faint bluish light flickering somewhere in the interior.

Kneeling down to prevent whoever had broken into the house from seeing her so easily, Julie peered around the corner before letting out a choked cry. Seated in two of the leather chairs were her dead grandmother and the man she recognized from the painting in the hall, her also dead, great-grandfather. 

The painting had not done him justice. Even sitting down, she could tell he had been a tall man with rosy, freckled skin. Soft hair faded to the yellow-tinted white that marked him as having been a natural redhead was combed back to frame a kindly face.

Both appeared as solid as Julie herself but with a faint bluish light hovering around their bodies. Her quiet cry drew their attention to her as she knelt in the doorway, too shocked to move into the room. 

"Come in, dear girl," her grandmother said; but Julie was rooted to the floor, mouth agape. 

"Yes, girl; get in here and have a seat. There is much to discuss, even if there is little we can tell you," her great-grandfather Julius said, gesturing with what appeared to be a lit pipe. Though he spoke impatiently, she could tell his gruffness was not aimed at her, but at whatever outside force kept him from speaking plainly.

Shaking her head in disbelief, Julie got to her feet and slowly walked into the room. 

​



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 6


[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


"IS THIS REAL?" JULIE asked as she slowly sank to the floor to sit cross-legged on the patterned rug. She was tempted to reach out a hand and see if Grams was as solid as she appeared, but couldn't quite bring herself to find out. 

"Reality is overrated," her grandmother replied dryly but with a twinkle in her eye. "Now listen up; we don't have much time. We can't tell you anything directly, but we can give you a few hints to help you on your way." 

"First things first," her great-grandfather interrupted, "You need to watch out for treachery, treachery, and betrayal. It's in those blasted papers; be careful about those papers."

"Which papers? The map of where Edward was digging, something from the historian?"

"Can't say more. Just remember what I said; pay attention to those papers," agitation evident in his expression he waved his pipe in the air for emphasis. Again, Julie understood his impatience had nothing to do with her, but at his inability to communicate effectively.

"Okay, I'll try to remember," she answered as the bluish halo began to slowly flicker and fade from around her great-grandfather. 

She turned to her grandmother, still shocked and unsure whether she was awake or dreaming. "Are you ghosts?" she asked. "I always told Gustavia she was crazy for believing in auras and spirits, but maybe I was the crazy one after all."

“Nothing ever dies; especially when there is love. And I do love you, my child,” Grams answered. “Now, listen closely. We don’t have much time before it will be too late for this cycle.”

"First, remember what your great-grandfather said, be careful of those papers." Julie nodded impatiently and gestured for Grams to continue.

"Second, remember this: the magic garden will bring the light; don't think so literally." With that statement there was a flash of light, then both chairs were empty. On the table between them lay the family history she had spent hours searching for in that very room. 

After a moment, she hesitantly reached out to touch the spot where Grams had been sitting. She felt a quick, mild tingle, then nothing: no warmth, no evidence to show what she had seen was real.

Getting to her feet – and deciding her legs, though slightly shaky, would hold her – she snatched up the book, made her way down the hall, and then slid into bed. Julie was sure there was absolutely no way she would ever get back to sleep; yet, in what seemed like only a few short minutes, she opened her eyes and realized it was morning.

Her memories from the night before were fresh and detailed, but with a surreal quality that allowed Julie to almost convince herself it had all been an extremely vivid dream. Even so, her first action after getting out of bed was to rush to the library and look for evidence to support her middle-of-the-night experience. At first, she saw nothing—no telltale indentations in the seats, no marks where feet might have rested and flattened the fibers of the carpet. Nothing appeared out of place until, just as she was getting ready to leave, she noticed a tiny bit of pipe ash on the arm of the chair where her great-grandfather had been sitting. Remembering the book she had carried back to her room, Julie walked slowly down the hall to check. It was there, right on her nightstand where she'd dropped it on her way back to bed. 

A dream? No, it was real. Everything she had seen and heard the night before was real. Maybe she should start braiding her hair and wearing little strings of bells around her neck.

Later that morning, Julie placed a call to the historian who had compiled her family history. Barrett Kingsley, it turned out, was in poor health and his memory was fading; but he still had his collection of notes and would have his grandson Tyler drop them off for Julie to read. He couldn't recall any mention of a magic garden; but assured her, if there were any information, it would be in his notes.

Then, back in her studio, Julie began resetting the lighting for her next series of images. The concept for the series had come to her in a store dressing room. There had been mirrors attached to a set of folding doors and the play of images as they opened and closed had inspired her to play with reflections. She laid large pieces of square, round, and rectangular mirrored glass on the floor; propped more pieces of mirror against boxes, tripods, and furniture; then arranged various objects around and on the mirrors creating a sort of kaleidoscope effect. Lighting was a bit tricky since the mirrors refracted the light in unpredictable ways. She experimented with a soft-box fitted with a warming filter and then with some tightly directed spotlights. After a few test shots, she added some colored filters to the spotlights then shot some more. 

After an hour or so of repositioning, relighting, and re-shooting, she was close to having something workable. Experimenting with various angles and distances, she decided she was well on her way to creating a series of compelling abstract images; powerful, but subtle and mysterious. Sort of like the turn her life was taking.

Looking at her watch, she realized she was running behind schedule. Logan would be picking her up any minute now for their trip to the lawyer's office to go over the documents he'd had drawn up. She was annoyed at the pressure Logan had been putting on her about these matters. Her irritation was compounded by having asked several times for copies of the prenuptial agreement and the wills so she could read them over, only to be told they were just standard boilerplate documents. Logan said he didn't want her to have to worry about what he called "minor" details, but she was still uneasy and more than a bit annoyed. 

Everything that had happened over the past few days was making her feel edgy. Maybe that was why she felt so unsettled in her relationship; she wondered if it might have been better to cancel the appointment altogether, but it was too late for that.

He arrived exactly on time—Logan was a stickler for punctuality—gave her a quick peck on the cheek and fairly pulled her out the door. All the way to the lawyer's office he chatted away about his work, cutting Julie off with yet another story each time she tried to speak. She wanted to tell him about the magic garden, but he never gave her a chance.

When he finally pulled the car into the parking lot of the tidy office building where his lawyer practiced, she had subsided into silence. Logan was thankful she had stopped protesting; this was the first step in his carefully laid plan, and she was not going to mess it up. 

"Julie, this is my lawyer, Justin Abernathy. Justin, meet my fiancée, Julie Hayward." 

"It's nice to meet you," she said.

"The pleasure is mine," he replied. 

"Can we get started?" Logan hurriedly cut in, putting a stop to any further pleasantries.

"Yes, sure," Justin turned his attention back to Julie. "I assume Logan gave you copies of the documents so you could read them over and have your own attorney make any necessary changes." 

"No, I actually haven't seen any copies; Logan assured me this paperwork was all standard, and I didn't need to retain my own attorney," she looked at Logan and saw his face was flushed with barely contained annoyance.

"Julie," he said, "if you trust me at all, you'll just sign the papers." He pushed, trading on her feelings to guilt her into signing.

"It isn't that I don't trust you, Logan. But even your own attorney thinks I should have the chance to read them first." 

For a split second, Julie thought she saw a look of hatred flash across Logan's face before he composed his features into an expression of concern. Now she was angry and did not bother to try and hide it. Normally Julie considered herself an even-tempered person, but after the last few days, her emotions seemed just a bit too close to the surface and were not as easily controlled. She turned her furious gaze on him: eyes blazing, foot tapping out a staccato beat; she did not speak. 

"I was just trying to take care of you; you know that, right?" His voice turned wheedling. At this point, Logan realized he might have been a bit too forceful. He had never seen Julie get angry; she was usually so tractable that, in his head, he had nicknamed her the country mouse. Now, he was beginning to think he'd made a mistake with her; she might not be as easy to handle as he expected. That was bad. He'd been positive she would fall in line without questioning his motives. 

"Yes, but I am an adult; I can take care of myself." To Justin, she said, "Thank you; I will take a copy of those documents. Once I've had a chance to read them, we will get back to you. I am sorry to have taken so much of your time."

"It's not a problem; just call for an appointment whenever you're ready. You can have your attorney contact me with any questions," he said pointedly. And with that, Julie took the proffered envelope and sailed out the door. She was tempted to tell Logan to just leave without her, but she wasn't up to the walk back to the house. 

Thankfully, considering the chill pervading the atmosphere inside the car, the drive home was short. Logan appeared calm, but Julie could sense that, under his polite exterior, he was seething, angry. She wasn't exactly impressed with him, either. Knowing it was better to have everything out in the open, Julie described her visit to the psychic – glossing over the more unbelievable aspects of her recent experiences-– and explained that there might be something of value hidden in or around the old house. She did not mention anything about her middle-of-the-night ghostly visit but told him what little she remembered of the deathbed tale. Julie then waited to see his response.

Exactly as expected, he was completely dismissive. 

"Don't be silly; that sounds more farfetched than one of Hattie McBatty's children's stories." 

"Calling my best friend names is not helping, Logan."

The rest of the trip was silent. By the time they pulled up in front of the house, Logan had calmed himself and said, "Please, just read through the papers; can't you see I'm only trying to show you how much I love you by protecting your interests." He smiled as though nothing had happened, then gave Julie a quick peck of a kiss, and, not seeming to notice her lack of response, drove away. Julie stood on the steps watching his car disappear down the drive. How had she never noticed this side of him? Smarmy one minute and overbearing the next, he ignored anything that conflicted with his own idea of what was correct.

He also didn't notice the shimmer that arrowed from the formal garden into his back seat. Called by Julie's distress—and with the perspective lent by being a ghost—Grams knew her beloved granddaughter was upset about something, and she was going to do her part to save the day. She just needed to figure out how.

Clutching the manila envelope, Julie stalked up the steps and let herself into the house muttering imprecations under her breath. Until recently, her relationship with Logan had seemed like a mature meeting of the minds between two adults. Maybe he didn't think she had a temper since there had never been any reason for fighting, but if he continued the childish act he had put on today things were going to change. 

Tossing the envelope onto the table, Julie began pacing from room to room, tension mounting into anger. What on earth had possessed Logan to think she would just merrily sign legal papers without even reading them first? Didn't he know her at all? He had watched her take care of Grams during her final weeks, had seen the care she had taken with the paperwork from each doctor. He and Gustavia had been beside her while she dealt with the funeral arrangements. 

Julie frowned. 

Wait, that wasn't quite true. Gustavia, tears streaming down her face, had helped choose an urn to hold Gram's ashes, had looked at the book of Thank You cards to find one with just the right artistic flair. Logan had taken a business call and gone outside for privacy. More than that, she remembered the same thing had happened on the day Grams died. While she and Gustavia watched Estelle slip away, Logan had been absorbed with work on his laptop because he'd had an "unavoidable" problem that had to be dealt with right then. Before Grams had been wheeled out of the house on her way to the funeral home, he said he needed to get back to the city. Oh, he made sure that Gustavia would be staying and had seemed concerned that Julie should not be alone; but, even so, he had gone. He had left her at a time when he should have been practically glued to her side. 

Maybe Gustavia and Grams had been right about him all along. Neither one of them had ever warmed up to Logan, and the two of them had formed their own little non-admiration society for him. Julie told herself it was because they were both a bit overly protective, and they were both passionate women who expected relationships to be based on emotions. Julie had always prided herself on being more practical, more logical. Both had pronounced Logan to be a cold fish, and Gustavia maintained his aura was "hideously oozy," and he gave off bad vibes. Bad vibes, whatever those were, had not been enough to deter the relationship; and, when Logan proposed, Julie hadn't seen any good reason to say no. Marrying him seemed like the logical thing to do. After all, she was not like Gustavia, not like Grams, not like her own mother who put passion before safety. 

So Logan didn't inspire her to the heights of ardent infatuation, so what? Passion was overrated and almost always got a person into trouble. 

Oh, my God, she thought, maybe I'm the cold fish. But when anger flashed through her again – turning her face hot, clenching her fists, and causing everything inside of her to rise up and churn – she decided she was not cold or emotionless; not at all.

When Julie was angry, her first impulse was to dive into housework. Cleaning let her burn off steam while getting something positive done. She was angry enough right now to clean the entire house and then move on to the neighbors. 

She barely had time to change into a comfortable pair of leggings and an old t-shirt before she heard the doorbell ringing. Expecting a contrite Logan to be on the other side of the door, and not at all ready to make up, she twisted the knob and yanked it open.
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WELL, THAT'S NOT LOGAN, she thought as she hesitantly said, "Hello, may I help you?"

"Are you Julie? I'm Tyler Kingsley; my grandfather asked me to drop these notes off for you."

"Yes, thank you; I hope it wasn't too much trouble," she answered. "I wasn't expecting you to come so quickly."

"No, no trouble at all, my schedule was wide open for the day." He smiled a bit sheepishly, deep blue eyes twinkling. "Besides, I'm willing to admit I do have an ulterior motive; if you don't mind, I would love to see the house. I've read the history and the notes my grandfather made, and I've always wanted to see it for myself."

"Sure, least I can do." Julie, still trying to tame her emotions, took a deep breath and let it out on a sigh. His timing was not stellar, but she might as well be polite.

Tyler ran a hand through dark, glossy hair just long enough to curl over his ears. She was upset about something. It wasn't hard to tell. He had sisters; he knew the signs. He let his eyes rove over her gently, assessing her body language: tense across the shoulders, chin slightly raised, and her eyes were still snapping even though he could see she was trying to tamp it down. Something had gotten under her skin.

Now he was doubly curious; and the best way to satisfy curiosity, in his experience, was to investigate. So, knowing full well she was in no mood to be cordial, he followed her into the house anyway.

She led him, first to the kitchen, where she offered him a cold drink. After pouring them both a glass of lemonade, she asked if he wanted to see just the house or some of the property as well. He wanted to see it all, so she decided to start outside with the formal garden.

As they strolled through the smooth green expanse of the back lawn, Julie told him the garden now occupied only about three-quarters of its former size. For the past few years, the local garden club had maintained this two-acre section of the property in exchange for being able to bring tour groups through on Sunday afternoons. It was a nice source of revenue for the group and saved Julie a ton of time and money; making it a win-win situation.

"Do you think this is the magic garden?" Tyler looked around him avidly. Julie tilted her head and looked at him. So, there had been something in the notes about the magic garden, though she'd seen nothing in her scan of the resulting book. Clearly, Barrett Kingsley had forgotten after all this time. She wasn't sure how she felt about Tyler knowing her family secrets. He had been watching her slowly relax as they walked across the property, but now the tension was back; she just kept feeding his curiosity.

"I doubt it; Grams and her garden club renovated it when I was in high school. In the process, they dug up pretty much every square inch of this section. If there had been anything to find, I am sure they would have found it."

"What if one of the garden club members found something and kept quiet?"

Surprised at her own reaction, Julie turned and said hotly, "Those garden club members were my grandmother's closest friends. They would never steal from her; not for anything."

Tyler held up both hands in surrender, "Sorry; it was just a thought; I didn't mean anything by it. Sometimes I don't use the filter that should be between my brain and my mouth."

Not completely mollified but willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, Julie led him past the formal garden and up a slight incline. At the top of the knoll, she stopped and gestured for him to look around. This slightly heightened vantage point overlooked most of the property's acreage.

A series of smaller perennial beds edged a wide expanse of mowed lawn leading down to the line of trees marking the boundary of the planted areas. Julie explained there was additional acreage beyond the trees that had been cleared for vegetable gardening at one time. 

"I was thinking of dividing some of the cleared areas into smaller parcels and selling them to pay for repairs to the house. Then this business with . . . well, something came up, and right now that is not an option.”  

Tyler looked at Julie, eyes narrowed speculatively. He had picked up on the hesitation. "Business with what?" 

Julie blushed and replied, "Trust me, you don't want to know."

He quirked an eyebrow, "Sure I do, what happened? Did you find a treasure map? I read all the notes, and there was no mention of a map."

“Not exactly; and you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, so just let it go.” The funny thing was – even funnier since she had no such compulsion to share her late-night visitation with Logan – Julie found herself tempted to tell him exactly what happened: all of it, including the most recent ghostly encounter.  Logan already thought Gustavia belonged in the loony bin; she didn’t want him to think of her that way as well.  But she had a feeling Tyler wouldn’t judge. It would be a relief to just get it out of her system.

Now Tyler was even more intrigued; there was a story here, and he had a firm rule never to let the opportunity to hear a good story pass without digging into it.

"C'mon, give. How do you know I wouldn't believe you if you don't at least tell me what happened?"

This guy was worse than a dog with a bone, but Julie had the sense his interest was genuine. Surprisingly, her gut told her she might even be able to trust him, but she needed to get to know him a little better first.

"Maybe another time."

Tyler let it go, reluctantly. His journalistic instinct told him the story was worth hearing, but he could see she was embarrassed by something. He made up his mind then and there to find out what. They began to walk back toward the formal garden.

"Anyway," she continued, "the only map I know of is a treasure-less one. My grandfather hired a local teenager to help him dig up a bunch of the property back in the day. They never found anything. The teenager turned out to be the brother of a friend of mine. He kept the map they used, and she's going to get me a copy."

Julie felt more than a bit uncomfortable even talking about the idea of looking for treasure. She wanted to embrace the project, be more like Gustavia who was always ready for a new experience; but something, some sense of impending vulnerability, held her back from making a total commitment to the idea of an adventure. 

Her parents had gone on an adventure, and they never returned. Their last video shoot was in a rain forest. Understanding the dangers and having a premonition they chose, for the first time, to send their seven-year-old daughter – under protest – to stay with her grandparents. Partway through filming, the two left the compound to scout a new location and never returned. Two days later, searchers found their bodies at the bottom of a ravine. Julie was heartbroken.

The devastating loss turned her into an overly-cautious, highly-pragmatic child. Before losing her parents, she had been a bubbly, imaginative girl who loved starting out on any new adventure; now, the only place she let that fanciful sideshow was through her work. Photography was the only area in her life she approached without reserve. 

"So, what is it that makes a garden magic? I mean, this garden looks magical; but if there's nothing here, you might be missing some other logical criteria, "Tyler turned in a circle, gesturing at the gardens, "What other options have you explored?" he asked. Reading his grandfather's notes the night before, he had quickly clued in on the one section that seemed most likely to have sparked her sudden interest in the notes. 

Then his mouth dropped open.

"Whoa, who is that?" Tyler, with eyebrows raised, gazed past Julie with a dazed expression. Turning, she saw Gustavia in full regalia making her way across the lawn. Today she was decked out in a batik skirt in shades of turquoise and yellow, paired with a salmon-colored tank top, and enough jewelry to weigh down the Titanic. Tied over the skirt were at least two of the jingly hip scarves worn by belly dancers. Woven into her braids, Julie could see several keys and what appeared to be several small Christmas ornaments. Where Logan would have been rolling his eyes in disgust, Tyler, with a huge grin plastered across his face, strode forward holding out a hand in greeting. 

"This is my friend Gustavia," Julie introduced the two. "And Gustavia, please meet Tyler Kingsley; his grandfather was the historian who researched our family. Tyler was kind enough to drop off his grandfather's notes."

"With rings on her fingers and bells on her toes, And she shall have music wherever she goes,” he said, quoting Mother Goose.  Then, bowing low before Gustavia, he kissed her hand. To Julie, he said, "I didn't know you were friends with a goddess. This day just gets better and better."

Turning to Julie, Gustavia said, "He really needs to meet Kat and Amethyst!"

"More goddesses? Yes; please, bring them on! I can't wait." 

"Amethyst is an aura reader, and Kat is a psychic medium," Gustavia explained gravely.

"To tell you the truth, my queen, when I met Julie here, I got the feeling she was a bit repressed; you know, a little uptight. She must have hidden depths to have friends like you."

"Well, she has her moments, but we do the best we can to keep her from crawling into her shell." Gustavia grinned in delight.

"Excuse me—I'm standing right here," Julie rolled her eyes.

"Did she tell you about the..." Gustavia began before Julie cut her off. 

"That's enough; Tyler is not interested in my personal business; I only just met him half an hour ago. Maybe we could wait a day or so before we air all of my dirty laundry."

"Oooh, dirty laundry is it," he interjected, "I am intrigued." And to his surprise, he found he was. Even if he had been correct in his first assumption that she was a bit tightly wound, Julie was certainly attractive; and, with friends like Gustavia, there must be some whimsy under all that outward stiffness. Plainly, there were a few layers to explore. Besides, what red-blooded male could resist a treasure hunt?
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GUSTAVIA REACHED DOWN into her voluminous straw bag and pulled out two pieces of heavy wire. The pieces were about 2 feet long with a 90-degree bend some 6 inches in on one end. Grabbing the pieces by the smaller section and holding them level in front of her at shoulder width apart, Gustavia walked slowly toward the garden. 

Tyler looked at Julie and tilted his head toward Gustavia. She shrugged in response and waived a hand indicating he should just go ahead and ask the question himself.

"What are you doing?"

"Dowsing. My friend Luka Proud taught me how to do it."

"Interesting."

"He says you have to have a bit of intuition and a powerful connection to the earth; it's mostly used to find water, but some people resonate with metals so I figured it might work for finding treasure, too."

"A perfectly reasonable assumption." He watched with fascination as Gustavia marched through the garden. He thought about suggesting a metal detector but decided dowsing was more fun to watch.

"Hey, Jules, where do you think I should check? Any ideas where the magic garden might be?" Gustavia called back over her shoulder.

"Well, since the garden club dug up most of this area, I think you'd better try somewhere else." She explained about Tamara's brother and his map. "Maybe if you wait a few days, you can use the map and just concentrate on the areas that haven't already been covered."

"In the meantime," Tyler said, "to test your dowsing prowess, I'll hide some treasure for you to find." Julie shook her head. It usually didn't pay to encourage one of Gustavia's schemes but, clearly, this situation had gone out of her control. 

Excited as a kitten with a new ball of yarn, Gustavia dodged behind the nearest tree and began counting down from a hundred while Tyler emptied the loose change and keys from his pockets into a crevice between two rocks bordering the garden. Julie, mentally throwing up her hands in surrender, stalked over to a wrought iron garden bench and made herself comfortable. After watching the spectacle for a few moments, she arose and headed back to the house to retrieve her camera. Gustavia, arms outstretched in her unconventional clothing did look a bit like a goddess—well, maybe a wonky goddess—but it was definitely a Kodak moment. 

Now it was Tyler's turn to sit on the bench and watch the spectacle. As Gustavia moved around the garden, Julie alternately climbed on rocks or crouched near the ground to shoot from varying perspectives. Before long, Gustavia neared the area where he'd secured the cache of coins. Up until now, the metal rods had not budged; but, as she walked within a couple yards of the coins, the rods twitched, and her eyes widened. "Whoa, check this out," Gustavia said. "It's working."

"Holy crap," Tyler said, "it is."

With each step closer to the hidden coins, the rods swung more quickly until, finally, they snapped together and pointed right at the spot. Gustavia reached between the rocks, grabbed the coins and began to dance. Tyler joined her, hopping up and down in excitement while Julie continued shooting: though now, it was his face she was tightly focused on, capturing the excitement glinting in those deep blue eyes. 

"I did it, I did it, I did it," Gustavia sang out. 

She and her dowsing rods were about to become a fixture on the property. No doubt about it, Julie thought resisting the urge to roll her eyes.

"I cannot tell you how happy I am," Julie said dryly. One thing though, having something else to do might keep Gustavia from dragging her off to see more psychics and aura readers. Silver linings. Every cloud has them. 

Gustavia looked toward the house.

"Uh-oh, here comes the wet blanket," she said. She and Logan were always coldly civil to each other; but, for her friend's sake, she wiped the disdain from her face and greeted him cordially as he joined them on the lawn. 

Logan had barely gotten halfway back to the city before hearing what he thought was his own mental voice telling him Julie must have read those papers by now and, maybe, he should go back. Unseen in the back seat, Grams smiled, delighted at her ability to make her whisper heard as Logan made an illegal U-turn. 

Positive he would find his fiancé contritely waiting for him, he'd sped back to the house.

Julie introduced the two men. Barely acknowledging Tyler, Logan took Julie by the arm stating, "We need to talk," as he pulled her forcefully away. 

Tyler and Gustavia exchanged a look. He was not impressed. This guy had gone from zero to jackass in under 30 seconds. 

"Not now, Logan, I have guests." She tried to pull her arm away, but he only tightened his grip.

"This is important; have you looked at those papers yet?" he asked, ignoring everything but his own interests. Still holding her arm, he leaned closer to Julie. Too close. He loomed over her. Tyler took a deep breath, ready to defend this woman he had only just met when Julie, eyes alight with anger, shook off Logan's hand and took a step forward. "Don't try to intimidate me, Logan." She drilled a finger into his chest. "I don't want to hear another word about those papers today, and you are unforgivably rude." 

Logan's eyes widened in surprise; he hadn't expected resistance. He'd used what he considered to be a perfect set of skills on her; she should have been trained by now to fall in line with whatever he asked. He clenched his hand into a fist, the desire to use it nearly overwhelming. 

"I will read them when I get the chance," she continued.

Without another word, he turned and stalked away across the lawn.

Face flaming red, Logan got into his car. He needed to calm down before he messed up the entire plan. Venting his frustration by slamming the car into gear, he was tempted to peel out but drove sedately away. It wouldn't be a good idea to let anyone see the rage building up inside him. When he let the beast out of its cage, people sometimes got hurt. Now was not the time.

What was her deal, anyway? He'd expected her to just meekly sign the papers. Instead of thinking he might possibly have been wrong in his personality assessment of Julie, he decided Gustavia was the one turning her against him with all this talk of hidden valuables. Well, that was something he could easily deal with. It shouldn't take much to break up that little friendship; they were nothing alike and had only known each other for a few years. They couldn't be that close; and if smashing their friendship didn't work, there was a more permanent solution. That crazy witch was not going to come between him and his future.

Six months of research on Hayward House hadn't turned up any rumors of treasure. Instead, Logan's master plan was to get control of the property then sell it to developers. In anticipation of everything going according to plan, he had already proposed a deal for the property to be developed into high-end condos, making him a lot of money in the process. The house would be razed; it was the land that had value. This was his big score. After all, it had only taken him three months to convince that half-witted twit to marry him; it shouldn't take long to get her to sign those papers; then he could do whatever he wanted with the house and the land. There would be no stopping him. 

He knew when to step in and play the gallant prince. The grandmother had just loved him; then, when she died, he had swept Julie off her feet counting on her intense grief to be a big enough distraction that she would fall in line with his plans. Once he had the house—well, there was no way he was going to spend a lifetime with that boring little photographer, not when he had a hot calendar model as a side piece: gorgeous, yes; but also dumber than a bag of hammers. Just the way he liked them. 

Learning there might be something of value in the house or on the property made him doubly intent on following through with his goal. He would become the sole owner of Hayward house at any cost, plunder everything it had to offer, then walk away. Descended from a long line of pirate ancestors, he planned to carry on his heritage and its traditions—on land, of course; that was where the money was these days. He would stop at nothing—not even murder—to get what he wanted, what he already considered was his. 

He still didn't see the shimmer in his rear seat; nor did he feel the intense fury coming from the energy of the spirit sitting there, the spirit that was easily able to read his thoughts. This man had no idea what forces he was messing with, but Grams was about to unleash a beast of her own. She'd gotten him to at least begin showing his true colors already hadn't she? It was a start.

"Well, that was pleasant," Tyler said, "nice to meet you, too." He and Gustavia shared a conspiratorial eye roll.

Julie slanted him a look, "I'm sorry you had to see that, but at least we got our first major fight out of the way before the wedding." Bothered more than he expected to be by the word wedding, Tyler said, "That was your first fight?" His eyebrows arched in surprise. "That was not a fight. That was an exercise in intimidation." His eyes narrowed as he replayed the scene in his head.

Gustavia muttered something under her breath. Tyler couldn't help being amused as he picked up the words skunk and stripes.

Julie looked away.

"But," he continued, "you handled it well. Can I be nosy and ask what papers?"

"A prenup, a will, and life insurance."

"Be careful signing those papers." As he said the words, she heard her grandfather's voice and felt a chill that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. Gustavia stepped closer, tilted her head and got that look on her face. The one that said she was about to talk about auras or chakras or some other new age word ending in ras. 

She didn't quite know how it happened, but fifteen minutes later all three of them were in the car headed toward Amethyst's house. Or was it a burrow? Julie wasn't sure what to call it; she also didn't know how Tyler had managed to get invited along. Turning to him she asked, "Don't you have anything better to do?" 

"Better than meeting more of your fascinating friends? Nope." He crossed his arms and gave her a cheeky grin.

Julie slumped in her seat and then stared out the window. How had her life gotten this out of control in a matter of days?

Meanwhile, Gustavia gave Tyler the rundown on auras. 

"Yours is wide, and Julie's is tall, but they are almost the same color pattern which is cool. I just wish I could see mine, but they don't show up in mirrors," she said as she drove north toward the hills outside of town, "Amethyst says my dominant colors are blue shading to indigo. In chakra colors that means my intuition and spirituality centers are strongest."

By now, Logan would have been talking over Gustavia to shut her up. No—strike that. Logan would never have gotten into a car with her in the first place, but Tyler asked questions as though he were genuinely interested. He listened to the answers. Now to see what he would make of Amethyst. This might be a little bit fun.

For the second time in less than a week, Julie trudged through the seemingly empty field leading to the cozy underground home. For the second time in less than a week, her aura was going to be observed, talked about and repaired. For the second time in less than a week, she wished she were anywhere but here.
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A GORGEOUS PHOTOGRAPHER who lived in what could almost pass for a castle, a treasure hunt, a goddess, and now he was pretty sure he was about to meet a fairy. A fairy that lived under a hill. Grabbing Julie's hand, Tyler placed it on his arm and said, "Pinch me; go ahead; do it."  

They each felt a little tingle in the spot where her hand rested on his arm, but they both had their own compelling reasons for ignoring the feeling. 

Shaking her head, she snatched her hand back, but grinned at him and said, "You haven't seen the half of it."

Tyler felt a great sense of anticipation as he looked at the door set into the hill. Made from honey-colored wood, it was attached with black wrought-iron hinges and covered with carvings in the shape of climbing vines. Flowers in shades of pink and white burst out of window boxes cleverly constructed from pieces of old rain gutter. When the door opened, and he laid eyes on Amethyst for the first time, Tyler grinned like a dolphin. Best day ever. He didn't even wait for anyone to introduce him, just walked right up and kissed her on both cheeks saying, "I'm Tyler, and you must be the queen of the fairies."

His unabashed glee couldn't help but communicate itself to Amethyst, and she let out the throaty laugh that never failed to surprise. "What have you brought me, Gustavia?" she asked. Playing along, Gustavia answered, "Oh, just a mere mortal; feed him, and legend says he will be trapped here forever." 

Before Amethyst could answer, Tyler pulled something out of his pocket. "This here is a musket ball I always carry with me; I believe cold iron will protect me from the fairy's spell."

The three dissolved into laughter as Julie shook her head and grinned. Crazy they were, every single one of them; but it warmed her heart to see Gustavia take to someone so quickly. Even though she was the most generous, caring person Julie had ever met, people were often put off by her outward appearance and what was considered, at best, a quirky personality. Watching her bond with Tyler throughout this strange afternoon had been a joyful experience. Since she was about to get outed for seeing ghosts, she supposed she should take her enjoyment wherever she could find it. 

Finally, Amethyst turned to Julie and said, "Well, what in the world have you done to yourself now? Your aura is totally wonky."

First rumpled, now wonky. Her aura was taking a beating this week. Face red as a fire engine, Julie looked away and mumbled, "I saw a ghost."

That did it; now all their attention was focused on her. She looked into three pairs of widened eyes and repeated more loudly, "I saw a ghost, okay. Well, two of them actually; Grams and great-grandfather, last night in the library. They talked to me, and I know it was real because he was smoking a pipe and the ashes were on the chair this morning. I wasn't hallucinating, and I'm not crazy." Her voice rose in self-defense, though it needn't have because all three nodded at her as if this were the most ordinary news in the world.

"Well, of course, you did. Kat opened the door, and it's obvious you have some latent psychic abilities," Gustavia nodded as she spoke not noticing this pronouncement nearly blew the top of Julie's head off.

"I am not psychic," Julie spoke through gritted teeth. "Nothing like this has ever happened to me before; and, in fact, I blame you Gustavia for taking me to see that Kat woman in the first place." Tears burned in her eyes as the frustration of the past few days overwhelmed her again. Immediately Gustavia went to her and enveloped Julie in a comforting hug. 

"It's been a bit much for her to take in all at once," she said, glancing up at Tyler to see his reaction. Satisfied by the look of empathy on his face, she once again installed her friend on the cushioned area and went to make tea while Amethyst began a guided meditation. 

Tyler watched the entire spectacle with interest. This was a new world with the most incredible inhabitants. 

This time Julie actually paid attention as Amethyst directed her to imagine herself walking through a sunny meadow. Inch by inch she relaxed into the suggested rhythmical breathing pattern until, with a sigh, she fully surrendered. In that split second, all the tension left her body, and she heard Gustavia say, "That's done it."

Seeing absolutely no difference other than Julie being truly relaxed for the first time that day, Tyler accepted that her wonky aura had been healed and now it was time for tea. Today's special was a nice cinnamon flavor with a touch of agave nectar. It tasted like the Atomic Fireball candies he had loved as a child. 

There was little he could contribute to the conversation, but he was captivated by the idea of seeing an aura. Finally, he asked if there were a trick to it and if anyone could see them. Amethyst asked Julie to sit in a chair in front of a blank area of the wall then had Tyler sit directly across from her. 

Amethyst explained how he needed to relax his eyes and his focus. Then she told him not to look at Julie but to look at the wall around her using his peripheral vision. He should expect to see the aura hovering a couple of inches away from the wall. "Think of it like those 3D image things so popular in the '90s; it works about the same way," she said. "And once you start seeing them, sometimes it becomes hard to stop."

"How will I know if I see it?" he asked.

"It will look a bit like a rainbow."

It might have been easier to see the aura if he weren't distracted by looking at Julie herself. She sat in the chair, clearly caught between embracing the concept of aura-viewing and being embarrassed by the very idea, humor at herself and also at the situation evident in the sparkle of her eyes and the quirk of her lips. Tyler could tell she would rather not believe in something that might be considered nonsense, but she was beginning to take it seriously in spite of herself. He doubted she would start wearing bells in her hair and gossamer clothing; but in her own quiet way, once committed to the reality, she would never waver. 

He liked that about her. He liked that, in the space of one bizarre afternoon, he was starting to get to know her. She was reserved in some ways, yet still open, and it was clear she cared about her friends enough to step into their world even when it made her uncomfortable. That told him she had an adventurous side. 

Too bad she was engaged. Though, if that scene today was any indication, she might not stay that way. It hadn't taken him long to see there were big problems with that relationship. The biggest one being she was engaged to a weasel, but it looked like she was beginning to catch on. When she did, he figured she would do the right thing. One could only hope. 

Since conversation on the ride back centered mainly on auras, Julie stayed quiet. She was feeling better; less chaotic in her thoughts, but still anxious. If those papers Logan was so insistent she sign contained betrayal and treachery as Grams and Julius had said, then she needed to see them right away. There had not been time to grab them before the wonky aura trip. She also needed to make an appointment of her own with an attorney, one she could trust. Then, depending on what she found, there would be some decisions to make. 

It hurt to think she might have made a mistake with Logan, but she was starting to think she had, and a big one. She had been so sure in the beginning, but lately, he'd been acting churlish and had belittled her at every opportunity. It was humiliating to think her decision to enter a relationship based on logic might be faulty: that romantic feelings might be vitally important and that Logan did not respect her in the way she'd thought. Looking back on their relationship, Julie began to see how often she'd turned a blind eye to any number of warning signs that things were not going well. Maybe passion shouldn't be the sole basis for a relationship, but it was becoming obvious that the lack of it wasn't healthy either. 

Clearly, something was wrong and had been for some time, but she wasn't quite sure where it had gone off the rails. At what point had Logan begun to think his recent treatment of her was justified? Now, it was time to take a good, long look at how things had evolved. She'd known Logan for several months; they'd only been engaged for a few weeks. Was that really enough time to be sure? Was he the right man? Was this the love of a lifetime? 

Grams had not raised Julie to be a fool. Instead, she had instilled in her granddaughter healthy self-esteem and a rather large dose of common sense. It wasn't that Julie totally discounted romantic love; she knew the best relationships had some spark, some sizzle, as long as it was balanced with respect and admiration. Physical attraction shouldn't be the only priority, but now she could see that she had been so focused on avoiding a relationship based solely on romance that she had chosen one completely devoid of it. She also realized that she was missing another element in her life: today, even with all the ups and downs, had shown her she needed to have more fun. 

Spending time watching Gustavia, Amethyst, and Tyler spar with each other had been entertaining; she hadn't realized how heavy her emotions had become until the laughter had lightened things up. It seemed it was time for a change. Grams would not want her to be sad and serious forever, and Julie wanted more out of life.
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"DID YOU SEE THAT?" Estelle, better known as Grams, asked Julius. "I gave him a nudge, and his carefully constructed facade slipped enough for Julie to start to see through to the evil under the surface. Since she noticed, maybe now the blinders are off, and she will come to her senses.

”The two ghosts perched on the roof of the gazebo in the formal garden. From their vantage point, they could see the house, the driveway and a large portion of the rest of the property. Even if they couldn't physically do much to protect the house, they both felt it was worth keeping an eye out for anything nefarious. Neither of them had a good feeling about Logan. 

“Did you hear his thoughts?” Julius asked. “He was broadcasting pretty clearly. He means to harm our girl. We have to stop him and fast. She isn’t the only one he'll hurt if he gets the chance. That nice circus child is also in danger."

Estelle snorted, "Gustavia's no circus performer, but she has become part of the family; I love her as though she were my own granddaughter, and I won't have him hurt either one of them. We need to come up with a plan. After hearing his thoughts, I want him gone from here, gone from Julie's life. She deserves so much more," she continued.

Julius considered his daughter-in-law. They'd had a good relationship while he was alive, and he had genuinely liked the girl his son had married. Now, he liked her even more. She had spunk. He approved. 

As the only son in a long line of only sons, Julius had continued the family tradition: passing Hayward house down to Edward, also an only son, who had forged a complicated relationship with his father. Julius was innovative, a free thinker, and flamboyant in his tastes while Edward was cautious, unimaginative, and unmotivated. Neither had much respect for the other and the only time Julius thought the boy had had any sense was when he married Estelle. 

Edward had disapproved of his father's ongoing search for the next great invention. He thought Julius was wasting the money that should become his inheritance while Julius thought Edward was spoiled rotten and didn't deserve the money that he hadn't done a thing to earn. A true man would make his own fortune; but Julius denied having wasted all of his money, though he was adamant if Edward could not handle his own finances, there was no reason for him to have control over what his father had earned. Having no other skills with which to make a living, and convinced his father was frittering away his entire inheritance, Edward decided it would be best if he joined the army and went to war. Injured during battle, he returned home but never fully regained his health. 
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