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​Chapter 1
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Mark Hollister knew it would be one of those days. Of course, he didn’t notice till much later. He took his normal morning shower and got ready for work. He should have sensed the curse was coming for him, waiting in the shadows. He never believed in curses if he ever asked, but there was something deep inside him which felt wrong. He should have seen the signs. The darkness always rears its head when he was not looking.

​He ate his toast while watching the news. A bad habit, he thought. On the TV, two newscasters were talking about the state of the economy. Layoffs on the rise, foreclosures were on the rise. He was lucky for having this condominium though it was small. He could afford the mortgage and HOA. His realtor, an older woman named Darcy, said in her gravelly smoking voice, “This condominium was a perfect starter home for a young single man like him.”

​On the table next to his plate were several bills he needed to look through. He grabbed the first envelope and pried it open. An image of his mom lying on a hospital bed came to his mind. She pointed a finger at him. “Do not come back.”

​"Ouch!" he said.

​Mark cut his finger, and he instantly grabbed it to staunch the blood. The envelope fell to the floor. He moved to his bathroom and opened his medicine cabinet. With one hand, he took out a band-aid and clumsily tried to break the wrapper without ripping it. He wondered why the Band-Aid companies didn’t make it easier for people to open it with one hand. If he could create such a thing, he would be a millionaire. He would call it the one-handed band-aid. He wrapped his finger with it. 

He had not thought about his mom for several years. He should have visited her more often. He glanced at the clock. He was running late. He dressed and turned off the TV. On his way out the door, the phone rang. He didn’t wait for the answering machine to kick in. He wished later he picked up the call. Things might have been different.

​The usual California morning traffic stopped him on the 5 Fwy. He banged his palm against his steering wheel. The radio announcer said an accident occurred several miles from here. He grabbed his cell phone and checked if there were any cops around and dialed his boss. The phone rang several times and got his voicemail. 

​Mark said, “Jerry, sorry, I am stuck in traffic and I will be late.”

​He hung up. His car edged closer to the accident. Other drivers stared at the accident, making the morning drive longer than it should be. Yet, he had to look. The ambulance and firefighters already arrived on scene. A red Camry was crumpled on the fast lane with an SUV smashed on the right driver’s side next to it, causing the car’s windows to explode in tiny shards. It littered the ground in bright staccato lights. He saw something. A man’s body was flung away and wasn’t covered. The body twitched and tried to move. Mark could not believe what he saw. The firefighters were not doing anything. They were working on the broken vehicle. He jumped out of his car and said, “Hey, there’s a man right there!”

​He pointed toward the prone man. The firefighters just stared at him. Aghast, Mark looked back. The body was not there.

​A firefighter said, “That is not funny. Get in your car now!”

​A car honked. Mark got back into his car and shook his head. He was not going crazy. He was not becoming like his mom. He knew he saw the man lying on the ground. 

His cell phone rang. He looked at the number.

​ “Hello, Dad,” Mark said.

“Hi, son...”

He heard static, and then the call dropped. He instantly called back his father. The call could not get through. Frustrated, he hung up. He must have hit a dead zone. 

***
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​AFTER AN HOUR OF DRIVING through stop-and-go traffic, he maneuvered his car off the freeway. He drove two blocks and turned into his work’s parking structure. He fast-walked through the front entrance of his building. The receptionist didn’t say “hi” to him. She always said hi to him. Before he got to his desk, his boss motioned him to come into his office.

​”Jerry, I’m sorry,” he said. “The traffic...”

​"Mark, this is not about that." Another person was waiting at the door. It was Cheryl, the HR manager.

​"Mark, please sit," Jerry said.

​Cheryl came into the office and closed the door. Mark fidgeted in his chair. Cheryl was never on this floor. Her office was on the top floor.

​She spoke, “Mark, there were allegations brought to our attention.”

​Mark said, “Concerning me?”

​Jerry said, “Mark, you have been a valued employee for several years. But we have to take these allegations seriously.”

​Mark said, “Who’s accusing me?”

​Cheryl said, “We cannot give out that information until we look into this fully.”

​Jerry said, “Mark, I don’t really want to do this, but you are now on suspension without pay until we finish a full investigation.”

Mark looked at them with scorn and said, “What did I allegedly do?”

Cheryl said, “You made sexual advances toward several women.”

​Mark sat back in his chair. ​ “What?” he said. He barely left his desk, and he ate his lunch alone.

​Jerry and Cheryl stood up. He didn’t remember them sitting. Mark couldn’t believe this was happening.  He had been working at this job for almost ten years. 

He was suddenly outside. His cell phone rang. His hand shook while he took the call.

​"Hello, son."

​"Dad," he said.

​"I got some bad news. Your mom is dead. The funeral is going to be on Wednesday. Can you make it?"

​"Yes, yes, are you going?"

​“No, I am not welcome there," his dad said. “Before you leave, we have to talk.”

***
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MARK WALKED ON THE pier near the Third St. Promenade. His dad, Jack Vega, known as the king of the sandwiches had a business dinner meeting with his managers in Santa Monica. His dad called his shops the Top Sandwich. He has a sandwich called the Big Beefer, which was a hit with college students on a budget. His mascot was a sandwich holding a top hat. Mark always thought the mascot looked like the Mr. Peanuts character, but his dad was not sued for copyright infringement.  

Mark strolled on the boardwalk, looking at the rides and games. He smelled the sweet and salty aroma of popcorn and candy. His thoughts centered on his job and why somebody would make up stories about him. He was friendly toward all his co-workers. He dated several women at his job, but nothing really happened between them. He looked out over the Pacific. Lights reflected off the water. The sea air was tangy to his mouth. He heard the waves pound against the shore.

​This was an odd place to meet his dad. He was not a kid anymore. His childhood wasn’t in a happy place like this. Parents and kids moved around him, enjoying the night’s cool weather. The pier’s noise hummed with the laughter of the people. Can time really heal all wounds? he thought. Time makes you forget about the things you wanted buried.

​Something moved close by him, a furtive shadow in the darkness of night. He turned and thought he saw a cloaked figure a few feet away.

​“Mark,” his father said from behind him.

​”Jack,” he said.

​They hugged.

​Mark said, “You should come to the funeral. I don’t want to go alone.”

​"They told me I was not invited and requested you to attend. She put you in her will."

“Dad, who cares? Just come with me,” Mark said.

​"Mark, things are complicated. After I divorced your mom, your Aunt told me they never wanted to see me again. She said I married your mom for her money. That was not true," his dad said.

​Mark understood his dad wanted to relay something to him. Something he had been keeping a secret for a long time.

​“You would be surprised how your mom was as a teenager. She was beautiful and strong at the same time. I fell in love with her the moment I saw her. But she was always scared of the Hollister curse."

​Mark said, “I don’t believe in curses or black magic.”

​"They even made me change your last name to Hollister. It was part of the deal to include you in the will."

​"Dad, what’s wrong?"

“Nothing.”

Mark already knew all this was ancient history to him. His dad took him away to live in LA after his mom divorced him. A year later, his mom went into a mental institution.

​"I want you to be careful. Your aunt and uncle are just not right. They’re supposed to inherit a large sum of money when your grandfather died, but it all went to your mom. They’re still mad about that," his dad said.

​"I will be careful."

​"Here, I bought this for you. I know I did not raise you Catholic, but I think you should have this."

His dad gave him a long black necklace with beads. 

​"Dad, I do not need this," he said.

​“Son, take it. This is called a rosary. I will feel better if you have it," he said. “Also, I don’t want you wandering in the forest around the estate. There is something evil about that place.”

“Ok, Dad, let’s get a few drinks before I have to go.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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​ Brenda tossed her blonde hair out from her tight ponytail. The last customer of the day had just left. She laid down her server apron and scanned her meager tips. The old timers sure do not want to give out any extra money even though she waited on them with the diligence of a hen watching her chicks. Her feet ached, and she sat down.

​"You need a good man to take you out of this town," Dave said.

​Dave was the owner of Grandma’s Country Restaurant. He was pushing sixty-five years, but he looked younger. His wife, Thelma, was the cook, and they made a decent living serving the aging community of GroveStills.

​Brenda said, “I know, but I need to pay off my mom’s medical bills.”

​"You should have sued those doctors who tried to give her snake oil to keep her alive."

​Thelma came around the front, looked at them, and smiled. ​"Leave her alone, David. She doesn’t need advice from an old coot like you. So, Brenda, are you visiting your mom tonight?"

​"Yes," she said.

​"You go every night," Thelma said.

​"She might wake up. I want to be there if she does."

​"I know, but she has not awoken in years."

​Brenda didn’t want to argue. She worked here for several years, and Thelma and Dave always treated her as their child. She wanted none of their pities. She would have to do what she needed to get by. Her career and boyfriends had to wait. She gave them a look.

“Okay, we will stop nagging. Have a good night. See you tomorrow,” Dave said.

They meant well. She shuffled outside and walked toward her beat up VW bug. She drove away thinking she wished her life were different. Her mom should be happy and healthy, and she would finish her master’s degree in journalism. She took a right on Main Street, looking at the general store, pharmacy, the police station and Blue Rim bar. Nothing has changed since she was a kid. 

The GroveStills Memorial Hospital was just down on Elk St., and the mist seems denser here than on Main Street. She pulled into the hospital’s parking lot and went inside. Her skin had goose bumps the size of flea bites. She rubbed her forearms to get some warmth. It was past visiting hours, but the nurses always let her stay for a few hours. Her mom’s regular nurse, Mary, came walking down the corridor.

“Hello,” Brenda said. “How is she doing tonight?”

Mary said, “Your mom is fine.” She paused and looked around. “Have you heard Camilla Hollister? She is dead.”

It took Brenda a few seconds to place the name. Camilla Hollister was her mom’s old boss. Brenda wondered if Mark was coming back. She hoped he would.

“When did she die?” Brenda said.

“Last night when you left,” Mary said.  

“Thank you,” she said.

“I have to check on some other patients if you need my help. Just buzz me,” Mary said.

Brenda sighed and had to brace herself whenever she enters her mom’s room. 

***
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HER MOM LOOKED THE same as yesterday. She was lying on her back with her eyes wide open. The white flowers Brenda bought yesterday were wilted in a glass vase. Brenda instantly looked away and tried not to be mad or despondent. 

“Hello, Mom, how are you doing?” Brenda said.

Her mom didn‘t say anything or blink her eyes. Brenda grabbed her hand and felt the warmth of her mom’s fingers. 

“Mom, remember Camilla? She died last night,” Brenda said while shaking her head. 

Nothing was going to change. Her mom’s prognosis was never good, but she held on to the hope that her mom would awaken from her coma. She sent a prayer to God to stop this endless limbo. She bent her head and sat in the cushioned chair. 

“Brenda?”

“Mom!”

She saw her mom standing in a yellow print dress, the one she always wore when she wanted to shop on Sundays after morning mass. They were not in the hospital. They were standing in a large forest, ancient by the looks of it.

“Help me,” she said.

“Where are you?”

She said, “Beyond the Veil. I am trapped there.”

Brenda heard growling and turned. Several large wolves came toward them.

“Hurry, please find me.”

Brenda woke up; she was back in her mom’s hospital room. Her mom was still lying on her back, except she had tears rolling down her cheeks.
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​Chapter 3
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Father Gregory genuflected in front of the cross and walked through the central nave of Saint Catherine Church. He was sent by the Catholic archdiocese to take over after the parish priest, Father Francis, died. It was a mystery why the old priest took his life. He had been at GroveStills over thirty years. His body was found by the elderly Miss Cornwell. She was a music teacher and head director of the choir. She stood where Father Gregory was standing right now and looked into the high seats where her choir performed and saw him hanging. Father Gregory can almost see him with his tongue all swollen and face was turned oddly to the side. 

He turned away, trying not to think about those morbid thoughts in the house of the Lord. He looked at the dark wood pews and the marble altar. A huge wooden cross hung against the wall. A lifelike sculpture of Jesus Christ was attached to the cross. Sunlight lit the interior pouring through the stain glass windows which hung high on the cement walls. Each stained glass depicted a saint. When he was an altar boy, he always loved the glass pictures of the saints looking down at him. 

He checked his watch. It was almost time for him to enter the confessional. He changed his routine from taking confessions on Saturdays to taking confessions on Sundays. Nobody was waiting for him. He sighed and entered the confessional. He activated the green light that showed he was inside and waited. The wooden chair creaked as he sat. 

He dozed for a while and didn’t notice somebody was sitting across the other compartment when he heard a whisper through the mesh portal. 

“Father?” a lady said. 

He awoke and rubbed his eyes. “How long since your last confession?” 

“I am not Catholic,” she said. 

“What can I do for you?” Father Gregory said. 

“Something terrible is happening here in GroveStills. The former priest knew. You have to leave,” she said breathlessly. Her voice sounded odd. He thought he heard scraping and slithering. 

“What’s wrong?” he said. 

“You should know. It has happened before.” 

“What is your name?” 

“Goodbye.” 

Before he could get out of his chair, he heard the confessional door opening and closing. He rushed out and saw a shadowy figure exit the front entrance. 

***
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MARK TOOK AN AMTRAK train north to Santa Barbara. He watched as the sea of shrubbery flowed by his window. The sounds of the tracks were pounding as the steel contraption took him closer to his destination. It was odd how this trip made him feel like he was leaving civilization and into another world. He grew up at GroveStills, and yet he remembered nothing about his childhood. He felt like it was a lost dream, hazy and indistinct. 

At his stop, he rented a car. According to his map, GroveStills was northeast from Carmel Valley. It was just a blip on his map. Yet, he felt more terrified the closer he got. He knew part of his fear was the unusual circumstances in which his dad took him from GroveStills to Southern California. He didn’t really understand what happened. He never asked his dad for an explanation. Now he wished he did. 

The sun was slowly cresting on the horizon. He smelled the fresh scent of deep earth and sea air. His headlights lighted upon a sign. It read “GroveStills 2 miles ahead”. A slow mist obscured the street, and the trees and bushes were crowding his car. He forged ahead, thinking the trees looked like people staring at him. The nape of his neck felt a tickle of fear. He thought he saw a shadow in the back of his car, but when he viewed his rearview mirror, he saw darkness behind him. He needed to stop getting these weird feelings; he believed ghosts and goblins were made up stories to mask the real predators: psychotic living people. 

He drove through GroveStills and passed a bar called the Blue Rimm. He stared down at his map to see if he was going the correct direction. Many of the stores were already closed. The fluorescent street lamps barely illuminated the walkways. There were too many dark spaces for his comfort. Nobody walked the streets, and the structures hadn’t changed since they were erected, he thought, from the 1950s. He could imagine old Chevy cars driving the lanes. 

There was even a park in the center of Main Street. Picturesque, he thought. Yet all this old style Americana made his nerves on edge. He needed the smog, the roar of traffic as the cars on the freeway rushed to their destination. It was too quiet. He could hear himself breathing. 

Something drew his eyes to the mountains beyond the town and observed an edifice of a structure with lights ablaze. He knew in an instance it was his former home, the Hollister Residence. He took the only street which led upwards. He almost turned his car around, thinking of ways to get out of going to the funeral. Yet, he had to do his family duty. He had to pay respects to his mom he hardly remembered. 
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​Chapter 4
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Mark drove up the long pathway to the entrance of the big Hollister house. To call it a house was an understatement; it was as large as a castle with numerous buildings attached to the main house. He saw several cars parked in front of the entrance, a pair of BMWs, a Mercedes and a Bentley. He parked his rental car next to these high-priced vehicles and got out. He felt a little self-conscious while he walked up to the front door with his small suitcase. He rang the doorbell. He couldn’t hear any noise or chimes. He was about to press the doorbell again when the door opened.

A tall man in a gray coat, tux and herringbone pants stood waiting at the doorway. His eyebrows arched, and he said, “Master Mark, it has been a long time. I’m glad you are here. Let me take your luggage.”

Mark wondered how this man knew him. He was led inside. They entered a foyer with several small tables with crystal lamps on top. The floor was green, black-and-white marble set in geometric interlocking patterns. The butler wheeled his suitcase into a large adjoining room. A staircase was directly in front.

“Do you want your old bedroom, Master Mark?” the butler said.

“Anything will be fine.”

It still shook him the butler knew his name. They moved upstairs and turned a right down a corridor. Old master paintings and tapestries lined the walls. He saw a Rembrandt etching and a Rubens portrait adorning the second-floor landing.

The butler noticed him looking at the art and said, “Master Mark, you picked out the art yourself. Splendid pieces, I might say. You always had an artistic eye.”

Mark’s mind was reeling. He blurted, “I do not remember doing that.”

The butler looked at him and gestured a barely noticeable nod. They stopped at an opened doorway. Marked walked inside. Sunlight poured through a large window with blood red drapes and gold tassels. The butler placed his luggage in a small divan.

He said with a wry smile, “Sir, my name is Evan. If you need anything, you can use the intercom by the door, and a servant will help you.”

Mark said, “Evan, thank you.”

The butler said, “Your aunt and uncle are away at the moment and regret they did not greet you when you arrived. Dinner will be served in half an hour. Do you require anything else?”

“No, thank you.”

The bed was a king-sized and had silk blankets. A large red wood drawer sat next to a corner. The room was bigger than his whole apartment. He didn’t recognize this room until he saw a figurine of a dolphin. He touched it and then looked out the window. He saw a vast grove with flowing streams and pools of water. He wondered how rich the Hollisters were and why he didn’t receive any money from them before. Even though his dad was well off, he did not have the riches he saw today.

​He unpacked some of his clothes he needed to wear for dinner tonight. He wore a pair of blue jeans, dark blue polo shirt and black shoes. He went to the intercom by the door and pressed the button.

Mark said, “Hello, I am ready for dinner, but I do not know how to get to the dining room. Can you assist me?”

“Yes, sir. I will be there in few minutes,” a female voice said.

***
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HE SAT AT A LARGE DARK oak table with two large vases filled with an assortment of roses. Several dinner table settings were laid out, but he was the only person who was there. He drank water from a crystal glass. A servant came up to him and said, “Would you want wine?”

​"No," Mark said. He wanted to ask for a beer, but the servant left through a doorway. He looked out to a tall double doorway which led to a balcony. He felt foolish just sitting here. He wondered if he should order or look for somebody.

“Hello, Mark, it has been a long time,” a slim woman said.

She dressed in a red velvet dress and looked to be no older than forty. Her face was pretty, and she wore an emerald necklace. Behind her was a man.

“Aunt Marlene?” Mark said.

“Yes, but you did not recognize me,” she said.

The man behind her said, “I am your Uncle Frederick. I know you have questions, but we will eat first and answer at the appropriate time.”

“Are you expecting more people for dinner?”

“Yes, but they will dine later,” Aunt Marlene said.

He barely ate his food, which comprised a salad, soup, and a small roasted chicken artfully displayed on his plate. He wanted to ask them questions but stopped himself. He should heed his dad’s warning. His aunt reminded him of a 1920s film star from the silent era. She moved in flourishes with her hands and body. Uncle Frederick also looked debonair, like Errol Flynn. He even had a pencil-thin mustache. When dessert was served, Mark pushed the small ice cream away.

His aunt said, “Let’s adjoin to the den for coffee and drinks.”

Mark followed them down a hallway to a large wooden paneled room. He observed a pair of leather couches and a small bar with an assortment of alcohol in glass containers. He sat in a chair overlooking the double door windows. He drummed his fingers on his knee. He wanted to go back to his room and sleep.

“You are wondering why you do not remember all this,” Aunt Marlene said.

“Yes,” he said.

Aunt Marlene said, “Your mom isn’t dead.”

Mark stared at them for a few seconds and stood. “Is this some kind of sick game? Why did you tell my dad she was dead?”

“Sit down. Do you want a drink? Bourbon, perhaps?” his uncle said.

“I don’t want a drink. I don’t care what type of scam you guys are playing, but I want none of it. Where is my mom?”

Aunt Marlene, “Yes, we owe you an explanation. Please sit.”

Mark was confused and needed a drink. “Do you have a Miller beer?”

Uncle Frederick said, “No, but we have Fosters on tap.”

“OK, that will be fine.”

“I will be back.”
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​Chapter 5
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Aunt Marlene said, “I’m sorry, Mark. I had to lie to you. But the time is dire.” 

“What’s wrong? You could have just told me on the phone you wanted me to come here,” Mark said. 

Uncle Frederick came back holding a frosted glass. 

Aunt Marlene said, “We had to have you come here because you are the only person who could help us.” 

Uncle Frederick said, “First, we need to start from the beginning. Mark, do you remember anything about your childhood?” 

“Sometimes things look familiar, but I do not know.” 

He sipped his drink and sat back into his chair. It felt comfortable and right as if he belonged here in this house. 

“Mark, your mom loves you a lot. She always wanted the best for you,” Aunt Marlene said. 

“Please tell me what has happened to her.” 

“Mark, do you believe in magic?” Aunt Marlene said. 

“What do you mean, like magic tricks?” 

“No, like real magic,” she said while standing up and lifting a champagne glass. 

“There’s no such thing,” Mark said while feeling a little uncomfortable. Yet, he felt he knew something, something that made him think magic was real. 

Aunt Marlene suddenly threw her glass up into the air. Mark shielded his face with his arm. Nothing struck him. He looked up, and the glass hovered in front of his face. Aunt Marlene waved her hand, and the glass came back to her hand. 

“What, what’s happening?” 

Uncle Frederick look at him with an intent stare and said, “In the past few days, have you been seeing odd things?” 

Mark said, “I’m not sure. I thought I saw people who were not there and felt things.” 

Aunt Marlene said, “So, it’s happening. We thought we had more time. But Uncle Frederick and I knew this day would happen. Your powers are surfacing, the spell was supposed to last a few more years. The Ritual of Forgetfulness is weakening.” 

Uncle Frederick said, “You were supposed to gain your powers when you were a few years older, when you would learn more about the world. Your mom and aunt all have gone through this ritual and completed it.” 

Mark said, “What? You must be mad. It is the Hollister curse!” 

Aunt Marlene said, “There is no such thing as the Hollister curse. Your mom told you of this curse so you will not come back. She wanted you to have a normal life. This ritual stripped your memory and your powers so you can learn about how precious life is. How to be a regular person and not rely on magic.” 

“You’re lying.” 

She said, “I was just like you. I questioned everything.” 

He said, “Can I refuse to complete this ritual?” 

Aunt Marlene said, “Yes, you can, but it will not help your mom.” 

“Why do you need me? Aunt Marlene, you have powers.” 

Uncle Frederick said, “The Evil Wizard cast a spell on the Veil, and your aunt cannot enter to save your mom. The dark one does not know about you. You can save her.” 

Mark thought his aunt and uncle were crazy. Yet, something in the back of his mind trusted them. 

“Why doesn’t my dad know about this?” Mark said. 

“He does not remember. We used a spell on him, but it is different with him. He is not a Keeper like you. So, he will recall nothing,” his aunt said while looking away. 

“OK, but I don’t agree with your methods. I would have never had this spell cast on me.” 

She said, “You already agreed when you were younger. You understood the necessity of it.” 

“When do we start?” 

“It has already started,” Uncle Frederick said. 

Mark felt a little woozy. He gazed into his beer. They had drugged him. He collapsed in his seat. 

***
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FATHER GREGORY SAT and looked at his small rectory window. He was writing notes for a new sermon for Sunday mass. An open Bible sat on his desk. He sighed and wondered why he even tried. His congregation, if he could call it that, consisted only of a handful of old ladies and a sprinkle of couples who sat so far back in the rear pews, he could barely see them until they came up to take communion. He heard the phone ring from the kitchen. He didn’t get up. His housekeeper was here. 

“Father Gregory, there is a call for you,” she said. 

Her name was Margaret, and she was a sweet older lady. He couldn’t really afford her, but Margaret needed something to do after her husband died and her children all left town and hardly visited her. 

“I will be right there, Margaret,” he said. 

He got up from his desk and walked down the hallway. Pictures of past priests lined the walls. He saw Father Francis’ picture. He was behind a long table with other people eating breakfast. He stared at it for a second and thought he saw a person in a long robe staring at him. He tried to look at it again. It disappeared. He must have imagined it. He found Margaret holding the phone. She dressed in a plain blue dress with an apron wrapped around her large body. 

“Who is it?” Father Gregory said. 

“Sorry, I didn’t ask.” 

“It’s fine. Thank you,” he said. He grabbed the receiver and said, “Hello, this is Father Gregory.” 

“Greg,” a woman said. “This is Brenda. It has been a long time. I meant to visit you after I heard you took over after Father Francis.” 

He almost didn’t remember her, and then he instantly felt warm. Brenda was an old high school friend. They went to school here in GroveStills at Grand Union High. He never understood why the school was called Grand. There was nothing grand about it. Father Gregory had a little crush on her when he was a teenager before he was a priest. He thought she would have left this town. She was always the most popular. 

“Yes, I remember. How are you doing? How is your mom?” he said, finally remembering her mom was in a coma. He smacked his head with the palm of his hand. 

“My mom is resting. She is still the same.” 

Father Francis could feel the gentle resignation of a person who had gone through a tragedy and still lives with the pain. As a priest, he had counseled many such people. It pained him to hear this from Brenda. He was waiting for her to ask for some help. 

“Did you know Camilla Hollister died?” she said. 

He was not aware she died. Camilla was not Catholic, and nobody called him to give her the Last Rites. 

“No, I didn’t know.” 

“Remember, we swore never to talk about?” she said. 

So this was what she wanted. He said, “Brenda, we were just kids. And what we saw could have just been our imagination.” 

She said, “Mark knows. He told me to not speak with his mom about it.” 

“Is he coming back here?” 

“I hope so. I feel like something is happening again, like before,” she said. 

He wanted to forget that summer. They were barely becoming teenagers and entering high school. It was only three months, but it was the time of fear. It was also the time he decided to become a priest. 

“So, have you talked to Mark?” 

“No, I was hoping you would,” she said. 

“I don’t know.” He fidgeted with the phone cord. 

“Please, for me.” 

“I will think about it. I got to go.” 

“Sure, I might come by later,” she said. 

Father Gregory will have to find out if the other churches have funerals scheduled for the Hollister family. He could at least do that much. 
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Chapter 6
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Mark smelled the scent of an apple pie. It lingered like a sweet perfume. He couldn’t see anything. Everything was black. Then he heard the sounds of children laughing. He recognized his mom talking. He saw bright lights. Suddenly scenes flashed before him. Pictures, sounds and smells swirled in a maelstrom of familiar sensations. He was taught martial arts, languages and odd things. He smelled an apple pie again. It was his mom’s favorite. She had a very important job to guard the Veil. 

He heard voices. His parents were arguing about him. He was outside playing with his friends - a blonde girl and boy. They were playing hide-and-go-seek. He was counting to one hundred when he saw a large wolf. The beast howled at him. The scene changed. He was practicing the violin. The front door opened, and his mom held Aunt Marlene. Her aunt’s clothes were all torn. Another scene materialized. Mark was standing with a blonde woman and a priest. They stood facing a dark-robed figure, the Evil Wizard. They had to be there to face the dark one.

Darkness swirled. Somebody was shaking him. He opened his eyes, and he suddenly felt a sudden ache split behind his eyes. He grabbed his temples.

Uncle Frederick said, “Welcome back. Do you remember?”

Mark couldn’t say anything. He felt as if somebody stuffed cotton down his mouth.

Aunt Marlene said, “He didn’t complete the ritual. Mark, can you hear me? Are you ok?”

He nodded.

Uncle Frederick helped him up to a sitting position and gave him a glass of water. Mark was on his bed in his room. He sipped a little water. He couldn’t focus on anything. He remembered his mom’s face.

Uncle Frederick said, “What happened? Mark should have retrieved all his memories.”

Aunt Marlene was holding an ancient book. She was furiously turning pages. Mark smelled mold and leather. He turned his head. Uncle Frederick took his cup and sat back in a leather chair. 

Aunt Marlene said, “I found a chapter which tells about if this ritual does not work, not to worry. Mark will regain his memories later.” She turned a page, and her brow creased. 

She said, “Can it be? Can Mark be the Sunstrum?”

Uncle Frederick said, “What’s a Sunstrum?”

“The Sunstrum is a powerful Keeper. There hasn’t been one for ages.”

Uncle Frederick said, “What do we do? Your sister needs our help. What happens if he cannot retrieve his memories?”

Mark said, “Aunt Marlene, I understand the situation. I will go rescue my mom. In my dreams, I saw myself standing with a blonde lady and a priest. All three of us confronted the Dark Wizard.”

Aunt Marlene looked at him and smiled and said, “Ah, you had a vision. It is a sign.”

Mark said, “I have to find those two people.”

“No, they will come to you. Visions are premonitions of things that will come to pass. You cannot change it.”

Mark lay back in his bed and closed his eyes.

***
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FATHER FREDERICK WALKED outside the rectory to look at his garden. He strolled the hallway and onto a cluster of stepping stones. He laid white stone slabs around the flowers and vegetables a month ago. He hardly had a green thumb, but he took this hobby to calm himself. He liked getting his hands into the soil. He tried to cultivate plants like he cultivated his congregation. One seed at a time. His spring red rose didn’t want to bloom. He tried all the fertilizers. Yet, the plant’s buds didn’t open. He checked on the stems and leaves, making sure there wasn’t rot or diseases. He was about to turn away and check his tomatoes when he noticed on the back of the bush was a single rose. The petals had opened, and it turned to the sun. He smiled. He inspected the rose and realized it was dark red. Blood came to his mind.

He gently turned the stem to him and saw a peculiar thing. A reptilian eye stared at him. It was in the middle of the rose.  He quickly backed away, making sure it was not some practical joke. The reptilian eye blinked several times. He sucked in a mouthful of air. 

He heard a voice. “Priest, give me the talisman. You have them.”

Father Gregory’s legs hit the stone bench, and he stopped, fascinated and disgusted by what he saw. He was about to invoke a prayer when the rose dripped blood. He saw every drop fall and soak the white stones. This was not a miracle. God will not ask him for talismans. He felt unclean. 

He heard the laughter. “Your predecessor, Father Francis, was weak. I hope you’re stronger.”

The priest said, “Are you the devil?”

“No, Father.” He heard the disdain beneath his words.  “You will need to give me the talisman. I can you give you all your dreams, like a pretty blonde woman.”

Father Gregory said, “No.”

The voice said, “Her name is Brenda. You want her.”

Father Gregory saw a blonde woman standing naked before him. Her breasts were heaving. She gyrated her hips enticingly. Father Gregory sat on the bench. His breath was ragged.

“Stop! I don’t know about talismans. Stop!”  

A small breeze picked up. He thought he smelled apples. Everything changed: the rose, the reptilian eye and Brenda disappeared.

The voice whispering in his ear said, “Find the talisman. Call your friend, Mark. He would know.” 

Father Gregory heard Margaret’s shoes clanking on the stepping stones. She stood almost at the same spot. He saw the bloody rose. She said, “Father, I heard you yelling. Are you fine?”

“Yes, yes,” he said. “Can you get me some jasmine tea?”

“Do you want it in the kitchen?” Margaret said.

“I will be there in a minute. Thank you,” Father Gregory said.
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​Chapter 7
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Brenda hung up the phone and wondered why she impulsively called Greg to contact Mark. She was already late from coming back from her break. She rushed inside the restaurant. There was nobody in the diner at this time of the day. Dave smiled at her.

He said, “Brenda, if that was your boyfriend on the phone, you could have taken an extra five minutes.”

“I wasn’t talking to my boyfriend. I was talking to Father Gregory.”

Through the front door, Sheriff Terry Williams strolled to his favorite seat, which was located on the long “L” shape counter table three rows left from the cash register, and as she suspected gave him a full view of her ass walking up and down the aisles helping customers. The sheriff wore his brown and green uniform, with his silver badge on his shirt. He must have polished his badge for hours to make it gleam in the light. He straddled his chair and said, “Hello, darling. How are you doing today?”

His ran his hand through his thinning hair. He was a few years older than her, but he looked fifty. He placed his large hand close to her body. She shrank away. 

“What will you have, Sheriff?”

“Don’t give me that. We know each other since high school,” he said.

“Sheriff, we barely talked to each other at school.”

He made a show of looking at the menu, but he always got the same thing. “I think I will have the steak and eggs.” 

“Sure.” Brenda wrote on her pad and turned away.  

He grabbed her arm and said, “Hey, wait, don’t you have any time for me?”

Brenda stared at his hand, and he jerked it back. She looked into the dark pinpoints of his eyes. She almost shuddered. 

She said, “I got to get this order in.” She walked away. She knew he was looking at her ass.  

The sheriff turned his head in Dave’s direction. “How’s business?”

“The same,” Dave said.

Brenda came back and poured the sheriff a cup of coffee. She had an idea and said, “Terry, do you know Camille Hollister died a few days ago?”

“No,” he said. “I haven’t heard. But the loony bin never tells me anything when somebody dies.”

Brenda shook her head. She said, “Do you know if Mark Hollister is coming back?”

The sheriff said, “You sure are asking a lot of questions about the Hollisters. They’re not like us. Leave them alone. Rich folks always like their privacy.” 

“I thought it was odd. Camille Hollister was not old,” Brenda said.

He said, “You need to let things go. I remember when my dad was the sheriff and the fuss over the Hollisters and the murders. It is all behind us now.”

Brenda said, “I have an odd feeling something will happen.”

The sheriff said, “I never trusted a woman’s instincts, but I also feel something wrong.”

***
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THE WIND PICKED UP furiously a few miles east from the Hollister mansion. The stunted trees shook. This area comprised lowland plants, grass and thick, thorny bushes. Something changed in the dark corner of a shallow valley, like an artist spreading black watercolor on wet paper. The sound of a doorway echoed, and a large panther walked out. The wind ceased. The animal was twice as big as any wolf and was the color of midnight. Two large teeth jutted out from its lower jaw. 

A voice commanded, “Asrael, spy on the Keeper’s house. Something has changed.”

The beast sniffed the ground and bound through the clearing staying in the shade under the shrubbery. The creature could smell the stench of the Keeper’s magic. It permeated the whole valley. The creature found the house as it rose through the trees. The magic was stronger here. He had to stop because he sensed the magical wards, which would alert the Keeper. He growled, and the Master answered and lifted the ward’s magic, and the beast ran through it before it reformed.

The beast approached the windows on the north side and jumped to a balcony. He peered through the glass. Asrael saw the Keeper’s sister talking with two men. One was older, and the other was younger and had a certain air about him.

The beast growled, “Master, do you see this?”

“Yes, forget them for now. Asrael, look for the talismans. They’re hidden around the city.”

Asrael sprinted out of the Hollisters’ residence and into the forest.

“Where do I look, Master?”

“I don’t know. The talisman is shielded by magic. But I will give you this.”

Asrael felt something around his neck. A collar appeared glowing in a green color. The beast sensed the talisman, but it was faint. Padding toward the direction of it, Asrael passed a long highway. Odd metal carriages drove through. He smelt deer and wanted to hunt, but he kept on his mission. The feeling got stronger. He traveled through a group of faded, abandoned buildings. 

He entered a broken structure and moved to a stairwell leading downward. He sensed his master’s mind. He was wondering why the Keeper would hide the talisman here. 

“Asrael, something is wrong. Stop.”
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