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Chapter one



Andrew showed Rachel the registered letter and handed her a faded photograph of Avalon House, an impressive detached property. 

After reading the letter, she gazed at the photo with wide eyes. 'Your aunt, Hilary, left you this house in her will. Where is it?’

‘It's located in Norfolk, quite isolated and accessible by a private dirt road.’ He smiled. ‘Hiring a boat to get there would be fun.’

‘A boat?’

‘It includes a mooring and a boathouse.’ He could tell from her smile and the sparkle in her blue eyes that she liked the property. She was an attractive young woman with curly blonde hair and a curvaceous figure. They had been dating for several months and were considering living together. Now, unexpectedly, he had a house.

‘When were you last there?’ she asked, still holding the photograph.

‘Years ago, when I was nineteen. I worked on the electrical and plumbing systems with my dad.’ He sighed, reminiscing about those times. ‘Hilary was a celebrity psychic. I remember she hosted wild parties for her wealthy guests. Then it all came to an end.’

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know. She moved to New York and refused to see us. That was after Dad passed away. I think Mum knew why, but she never told me.’

‘So, why did she leave you this place in her will? And it mentions a Banker’s Bond?’

He showed her the bond that came with the letter.

She viewed it with an open mouth. ‘Thirty grand! And it must have been making interest.’ She beamed at him. ‘Andrew, you’re rich.’

He examined the bond again and noted when it had been issued. ‘Hilary must have arranged this after Dad passed away. But why? And why me?’ He paused, smiling to himself. ‘Well, it means I have enough money to quit my job and move there. I might renovate the place and then sell it.’

‘You never told me about her.’

He poured another glass of wine and topped up her glass. ‘I hardly knew her.’

‘She must have liked you.’ She sipped her wine and narrowed her brow.

‘Well, I did spend an afternoon with her while her guests were out boating.’ He noticed her stern look. ‘Not in that way.’ He chuckled. ‘She was an attractive woman in her fifties but didn’t fancy me.’

‘Really?’

‘Nothing happened. We had tea in the solarium and talked mostly about her life and travels.’ He smiled, recalling that long, sunny afternoon. She had captivated him with her charm and saucy wit. He did fancy her, but felt she was playing with him. That was four years ago, and it was the last time he or his mother saw her. ‘I didn’t know she’d passed away until her lawyer contacted me.’

‘Can we go there?’

‘Sure. It’s a two-hour drive. Might be fun to stay the night.’

‘Why not? I wanna see this house you now own. Interesting architecture.’ With a glint in her eyes, she touched his arm. ‘We can book some holiday and stay for a few days.’

‘Better take provisions and our camping gear. I don’t remember many local shops, and the place is way out in the sticks.’


      ***A thick mist from the broads enveloped the property, sending a shiver down Andrew's spine. The house was neglected and exuded a sense of loneliness. He sighed as memories flooded back, recalling when it had been a lively place, bustling with people. Now, however, all of that magic time was gone.

Rachel touched his arm. ‘What’s the matter? You look nervous.’

He felt a bit apprehensive. The place had been empty for a long time, and he was unsure what they would find. He stopped in the large parking area next to a cluster of garages overgrown with weeds and ivy, much like the rest of the property. Looking around, he remembered that helicopters used to land here when his aunt had wealthy and important guests.

‘Place looks sad,’ she said, frowning. ‘And it’s way off the beaten track.’

‘Yeah, it’s set in five acres, but most of it is marshland. It’s not on the grid and has generators for electricity, a well for water, and a cesspit.’

‘That’s grim!’ She sighed. ‘Sounds like we’ll be camping out.’ 

‘It’s only for a few days. It might be fun.’ He opened the car door, climbed out, stretched his back, and breathed deeply of the fresh country air. Viewing the walled property, he smiled, remembering how it used to be with live music, dancing, and partying. Then he sagged. Now, the place was silent. Its windows and stonework had deteriorated. Even the surrounding wall had collapsed in places, and the tall oak gate was hanging on one hinge.

She took his arm. ‘How long has it been empty?’

‘It's been over four years.’ He forced the gate open, and they walked through an overgrown rose garden toward a pair of arched front doors. As he unlocked the doors, his hand trembled. Part of him wanted his aunt to be there, but he knew she was gone forever. He opened the creaking doors and entered a spacious, dusty hallway featuring a white marble floor and an old, uncarpeted oak staircase.

‘Impressive.’ She sniffed and sneezed, ‘The place smells damp.’

‘Could be. It’s by the water.’ Looking around, he shrugged. ‘The lawyer said the place had been mostly cleared, but some furniture may have been left.’

She took his arm, and he led her through the kitchen, which was dated but charming. It featured a log burner range, an old gas cooker, a Smeg fridge-freezer, and a Butler sink. They discovered two worn settees in the lounge covered in thick dust and an inglenook fireplace. One of the back rooms was filled with boxes and junk. The study still contained an old desk, two covered armchairs, and a desk chair. Both reception rooms were cleared, while the solarium had a stack of folded chairs. They found five bedrooms upstairs, three with stripped beds, empty wardrobes, and two dated bathrooms.

He checked the empty cupboards and the cooking range in the kitchen. 

‘I’d better start the generators and chop wood for the stove. Can you bring in our supplies?’

‘Will do, and I’ll sort out one of the bedrooms for us.’ She brushed a layer of thick dust from the dark marble worktop. ‘I should have brought cleaning stuff and a vacuum.’

‘There’ll be plenty of time to sort the place.’ Looking out the window at the herb garden, he smiled. ‘I still can’t believe I own this property.’

‘Done up, this place could be worth a fortune,’ She said, adding, ‘Just turn on the electricity, or we’ll be in the dark, and I won’t like that.’


      ***In the brick outhouse, Andrew recalled assisting his father, who installed the new generators and updated the house electrics. He filled one of the generators with fresh diesel and hand-cranked it for several minutes until it fired and started running. He was pleased to get it working, yet sad thinking of his father's sudden death. The accident changed their lives and split the family because his father was with Hilary when it happened.

He found their overalls and some old tools in the locker. Touching the oily-stained material, he sagged, reminiscing, and welled up with bittersweet memories.

‘Great, you got it going,’ Rachel said above the chugging sound. She entered, holding a rucksack and sleeping bags.

‘Yeah, one’s working.’ Sighing, he closed the locker. ‘I’ve also connected an old propane cylinder to the gas cooker.’

‘Should have brought a microwave.’

‘Will do next time. Better make a list. What do you think of the place?’

‘It’s big, has character and charm, but needs a lotta work. One bedroom has a decent bed. It’s old but better than sleeping on the floor.’ She frowned with a creased brow. ‘This place also feels frigging spooky.’ Choking on the diesel fumes, she handed him the rucksack and went outside.

He followed, also feeling strange about staying there. ‘Empty houses usually have an atmosphere,’ he said, trying to sound confident.

Entering the hallway, he sensed Hilary's spirit. Was she aware of him? He smiled at the thought. There was more to that intimate, sunny afternoon with her than he had told Rachel or his mother.


      ***While Rachel washed their plates and cutlery in the kitchen, he opened another bottle of wine and filled their glasses. When she entered the lounge, he smiled.

‘That was an interesting chicken stir-fry.’

She smirked. ‘Luckily, we found a pan to heat the ready meal in.’ 

He chuckled and put some wood on the log burner. ‘Nice to have a real fire. The flames are amazing.’ He warmed his hands and face.

‘It’s rustic living. At least we have electricity, and that old freezer works.’

‘I’ll have to check the generator before we go to bed.’ He sat beside her on the settee, placed his laptop on the old table, and switched it on. ‘At least we have Wi-Fi here, so we can watch a film on Netflix?’

‘Yeah, once I’ve updated my social media.’ She opened her laptop and sipped her wine. ‘In one of the back rooms, there’s a lotta stuff. Boxes, crates, and an old cello.’

‘Of course, Hilary played the cello professionally.’ He smiled at the memory of her playing. ‘They used to have live concerts here. I wonder why it was left.’

‘It’s all yours now, lock, stock and barrel.’ She puckered thoughtfully and tilted her head. ‘What do you know of your aunt?’

He frowned and rubbed his chin. ‘Hilary was my mother’s stepsister. They had different fathers, and she left home to live with him. I first met her when she paid Dad to update the electrics and plumbing. Even Mum used to visit in those days. I think she married a Russian composer in her youth, but I don’t know what happened to him or how she made her money.’

‘Did she have any kids?’

‘She had two children, Tomas and Diana.’

‘Odd she left you this place and not them.’

‘That’s a mystery.’ He shrugged and finished his drink.

A dog barked repeatedly outside the side door, followed by a scratching sound.

They both got up, looked at each other, and then went to open the door.

A large, white English Bull Terrier cross was sitting outside, panting.

After looking around for its owner. Andrew asked, ‘Who are you, boy?’

The dog yapped, stood, and wagged its tail.

‘He has no collar,’ she said and let it sniff her hand. ‘Maybe he’s lost?’

‘Or he’s a stray.’ Reaching out, he stroked the dog's head, and it licked his hand.

‘What we going to do with him?’ she asked.

‘Let him in. Someone may come for him. If not, we’ll drop him off at a local vet or a dog home.’

The dog rubbed its head against Andrew’s leg and then entered and rolled playfully on its back. He went to fuss the dog when he saw several jagged scars on its body. This was a fighting dog.

‘I’ll get him something to eat and drink.’ She left for the kitchen.

‘Come on,’ he said and went into the lounge. The dog followed and sat next to him on the settee. ‘Make yourself at home,’ he said jokingly, and the dog made a little yap. It rested its large, scarred head on Andrew’s arm and closed its eyes as if sleeping for several minutes. Then he jerked and looked up as Rachel entered.

‘He seems to like you,’ she said, offering the dog some chicken scraps, which he eagerly ate.

‘He looks in good condition. I guess the owner will turn up,’ he said.

‘He’s got a lotta scars.’ She narrowed her brow, inspecting his face and body.

‘He might have been a fighting dog. I’ve read of travellers having dogfights in these remote locations.’

‘What’s your name?’ she asked, and he yapped. ‘Until we know who you are, we’ll call you Boy.’ He yapped again. ‘Boy, it is.’ She stroked him, and he made a contented sound.

‘He likes you too.’ Andrew smiled at her.

‘What if no one claims him?’

‘He can’t stay at my flat. No pets allowed.’ He frowned.

‘Nor mine.’

‘I wonder if he’s been staying in one of the outbuildings. Probably living on rats and vermin in the barn.’

Boy made a weak yap, went to the open fire, curled up on the old Persian rug, and fell asleep snoring.

‘He seems to be at home with us. I’ll see if anyone is looking for him.’ She used her laptop.

‘I’m going to check on the generator and bring in more wood for the fire.’ He stood and smiled at the sleeping dog. There was a vague feeling of a connection with Boy.


      ***After topping up the diesel in the generator, he chopped a basket of logs and was returning when he saw the boathouse. Curiously, he looked in to find a neglected two-berth cabin cruiser on a trailer by the concrete slipway.

Approaching the house, he noticed a shadowy figure in one of the bedroom windows. As he focused, the female figure withdrew. Thinking it must be Rachel, he went inside and was surprised to find her working on her laptop, and Boy was still sleeping by the fire.

‘While you were out, I heard creaking floorboards and noises upstairs.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘This old house is bloody creepy.’

‘Yeah, right.’ He put the logs by the fire. ‘I’ll take a look.’ He didn’t mention the figure he saw in the bedroom window and wondered now if he had imagined it.

‘No one’s posted locally for a missing Bull Terrier cross.’ She glanced at Boy, still sleeping by the fire. ‘He looks neglected. You can see his ribs and those ugly scars.’

‘Is there anything in our supplies you can give him?’

‘Got some tins of ham and corned beef.’

‘Give it to him when he wakes. Tomorrow, I’ll get him some dog food.’ A door banging upstairs made him tense and hold his breath momentarily. ‘It’s probably just the wind through an open window, maybe? I’ll check the rooms.’

‘I’ll stay with Boy.’ She smiled at the dog and went back to using her laptop.

First, he went into the study. Under the window was Hilary’s Art Nouveau desk. It was one of her treasured possessions. Strange that it was left? He stood in the spacious room, recalling that sunny afternoon with her in the solarium. Even now, he could only recall fragments of what she did to him. He smiled, knowing she had bewitched him that day.

He found the desk and drawers mostly empty. The wall safe behind a drawing of Hilary playing her cello was locked, and he didn’t have the combination. Two old leather armchairs were covered in a dirty dust sheet in one corner. He pulled off the sheet and sneezed. The room felt empty, and the magic from those distant times was gone. 

After checking the solarium and other rooms, he went upstairs. Rachel had set up the master bedroom, which was Hilary’s old room. It had a Juliet balcony and the best views of the Fens. Her built-in wardrobes, dressing table, and bedside cabinets were mostly empty. By one wall was a yellow velvet chaise longue.

Their sleeping bags were on the bed. He closed the window and was about to draw the curtains when the door suddenly slammed shut. Turning, he gasped, his heart pounding. Hurriedly, he opened the door and sighed with relief. It was just an empty old house. He checked the other rooms and then stood looking at the narrow stairs to the loft. For an uncomfortable moment, he didn’t want to go up there, not yet.

Back in the lounge, he found Rachel hand-feeding Boy chunks of meat. The dog came over and greeted him, wagging his tail.

‘You are a friendly little chap. Feeling better now.’ He patted his head, and the dog licked his hand.

‘I’m getting attached to this mutt,’ she said, throwing him another chunk of corned beef, which he adeptly caught.

‘I found a few windows open, but it’s an old house.’

‘You fancy an early night? I feel tired and a bit woozy from the wine.’ She closed her laptop, stood and stretched her back.

‘I’ll set up the guard to dampen the fire. What about Boy?’

‘Let him sleep where he wants.’

‘Oh, I forgot to say. I found a two-berth cabin cruiser in the boathouse.’

‘You have a boat!’

‘Yeah, well, it needs work, but it could be fun if I can get the engine working.’

‘You have a lot to thank your aunt for.’

‘Hilary was a strange woman.’ He finished his glass of wine. ‘Tomorrow, I’ll show you the grounds and outbuildings.’

‘That’ll be nice. This place is amazing. What you gonna do with it?’

‘Dunno yet. I could sell it for the equity.’

‘Or you could live here?’

‘Why not? I like that idea, and I have money now and can refurbish the place.’


      ***Andrew woke with a start to find Boy snoring on the chaise longue in the bedroom. It was the middle of the night, and Rachel was fast asleep. Relaxing, he dozed, trying to ignore the melodious snoring. He didn’t remember falling asleep, but when he woke, it was morning, and he had been dreaming of his father. Turning, the warm breath on his face made him open his eyes to find Boy sitting by the bed, panting.

‘You want to go out?’ He got up, and Boy followed him down to the back door. While Boy went out to do his business, Andrew tried to remember his dream, but only fragments surfaced. He recalled being in the solarium with his father and a group of affluent people listening to Hilary playing her cello. The music was haunting. Then, a young girl smiled at him, and he felt embarrassed being in his work clothes.

Boy trundled back inside, shook his body and yapped.

Closing the door, another fragment surfaced from the dream. He was leaving the solarium when his father hugged him and said, ‘Your world is changing, but you’re not alone.’ Though puzzled by the cryptic remark, he did feel this was a new beginning. However, dreaming of his dad left bittersweet emotions. There were still some unanswered questions about his death and his involvement with Hilary.

Rachel came down yawning. ‘I woke, and you were gone.’

‘Boy got me up, and I had to let him out.’ He sighed. ‘I think I’ll get dressed.’

‘It’s early, but I’ll get us breakfast. Come on, Boy, you too.’ She fussed him, and they went into the kitchen.

He watched them leave, climbed the uncarpeted stairs, entered the bedroom and got dressed.

Opening the door to the balcony, he stood enjoying the fresh country air and the extensive view over the Norfolk Broads. Two sailing boats were moving on one of the distant broads, and there was the sound of an unseen motorboat somewhere. He could also see the gatehouse and barrier that closed off waterway access to the property. There was a boat moored on the landing stage outside the barrier. 

Smiling, he recalled that Hilary liked her privacy and her secluded way of life. Leaving the bedroom, he heard scurrying sounds from the loft. Probably rats. He still felt uncomfortable about going up there, but didn’t know why.

Boy was waiting for him in the hallway. He yapped, wagging his tail. Then, Rachel appeared, looking concerned.

‘Someone is outside by the barn!’ she said. ‘Maybe he’s looking for Boy?’

‘I saw a boat by the barrier.’ He tensed as someone knocked on the front door. Glancing at Rachel, she shrugged. He opened the oak door to find a middle-aged man in jeans and a blue sweater, wearing a compact life jacket. He was holding a phone and forced a smile.

‘Excuse me. I noticed someone had moved in. May I ask who you are?’

‘Who are you? And why do you want to know?’ Andrew asked, blocking the man from entering. 

The man sighed and showed him a River Warden’s badge. ‘I’m Ron Grieves. I’ve been keeping an eye on this place, had some gipsies here last year.’

‘I’m the new owner.’

‘Pleased to meet you. I didn’t mean to disturb you, but you could’ve been squatters.’ He paused, frowning at Boy. ‘I didn’t know this house was up for sale.’

‘I inherited it.’

‘Really, that is interesting. The place has been empty for years.’

‘What happened to the gipsies?’ Rachel asked.

‘They set up in the grounds for a couple of months, but after the police were involved over some bare-knuckle fighting contests, they eventually left. I don’t think they used the house much.’

‘Did you know the people who lived here?’ Andrew asked.

‘Not personally. I’ve only worked on the broads for a few years. Anyway, it’s good that you’re here. It’s always sad to see an empty property like this. It must have been the bee’s knees in its day.’ He handed them a card with his name and telephone number. ‘You can contact me about getting a licence to use your boat on the broads.’

‘Thanks. I’ll do that later.’

Ron’s phone buzzed. He checked the message and frowned. ‘I’ve gotta go now. I’ll inform the office staff that the house is now occupied. Nice to meet you, guys.’ He nodded with a smile, turned and left along the path towards the gatehouse.

‘At least he didn’t come for Boy.’ She smiled at the dog and stroked his head.

‘Maybe Boy was a gipsy’s dog.’

‘He’s our dog now,’ she insisted with a stern look.

He didn’t object but wondered what they would do with him.

‘We need supplies and now some dog food.’ She fussed Boy. ‘There should be a supermarket somewhere around here.’

‘There are some shops in Wroxham, but it’s an hour’s drive.’ He paused, smiling at Boy. ‘We also need to get this fellow a collar and lead.’

‘Let’s go. We can bring back a takeaway for dinner. Save me cooking.’

‘Okay, and we’ll pick up a microwave.’
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Rachel put the ready meals and milk in the fridge freezer and the rest of the supplies in the walk-in larder. Then, Boy, in his new red studded collar, nudged her leg, looked up, and whimpered at her with sad eyes.

‘I haven’t forgotten you.’ She opened a tin of dog food and mixed it with dog biscuits in his new plastic bowl. ‘Here you go.’ In seconds, he finished it, looked up at her, and licked his lips. She got the hint and gave him another meal.

Watching him, she smiled with an emotional sigh. She had never been a dog person, but Boy had captured her heart. Whenever he looked at her, she knew he was an intelligent, thinking animal with a soul.

While setting up the new microwave, her laptop beeped on the table. It was a message from a website that searched local newspapers for articles. Two were about the gypsy-travellers at Avalon House. One was a report on the police breaking up the fighting contests and stopping people from attending. Over a hundred people were involved. The second article mentioned the fights and police harassment because some of their vehicles were not taxed or insured. However, it included an interview with one of the travellers, who revealed why he and the others were leaving.

She played the video clip.

‘The pigs busted up the fight contests and threatened arrests. But it was the Dhampir vamps who came from the house at night that made us get the hell out of that place.’

‘Dhampir?’ the interviewer asked.

‘The frigging dead! Sucking the life out of us. It almost killed our Chovihani women and got into our dreams. Even our dogs attacked us.’

‘Chovihani?’

‘Gypsy witches, man.’

‘Are you saying Avalon House is haunted?’

‘Haunted!' He cringed, making a face. 'This fucking place is infested with a godforsaken darkness. We won’t be coming back here.’ The man hurried away and joined the others who were leaving.

Then the camera panned to a view of the old house. ‘Well, that was interesting,’ the interviewer said, looking into the camera. ‘True or not, we don’t know. I tried to question some other travellers, but they threatened me. Now, they’ll soon be gone. Personally, I don’t like this place. I won’t be coming back here either.’

Shocked, she played it again and shuddered. Some rooms in the house, such as the solarium, had a dark, unpleasant atmosphere. Boy seemed to notice her concern and came over, wagging his tail. When she stroked him, the thought came to mind: Don’t be afraid, I’m here. Amused, she knelt and hugged his strong, muscular body, and he licked her face affectionately. His breath was warm and smelled of dog food.

Andrew entered, carrying a bag of tools. ‘I’ve got the second generator running as a backup. But we have a problem in the cellar. There’s a couple of feet of rancid, smelly water down there. It’ll need pumping out.’ He frowned at her. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘You’re not going to believe this,’ she said, standing to play the video clip on her laptop.

Andrew watched it twice and then shrugged. ‘It's probably gypsy nonsense, just scaremongering.’

‘I’m not so sure. I don’t like being alone in some of the rooms.’ 

He frowned. ‘Occasionally, I’ve sensed the presence of my aunt in the study and solarium, like memories of her being there.’ He paused with a big smile. ‘But life-sucking zombies back from the dead is just taking the piss. They don’t exist.’

‘I hope you’re right. It got to me a bit. I’ve always been afraid of being alone in the dark.’

He hugged her, and Boy stood on his hind legs to join in their embrace. He was a big dog and could reach to lick her chin.

He smiled at them and said, ‘I found where Boy lived in the barn. He must have been here for months.’

‘Since the gypsies left, maybe?’

‘Probably.’ He creased his brow. ‘I just hope they don’t come back.’

Boy yapped and went to sniff his empty bowl.

‘He’s already waffled down two tins of dog food.’ She opened another tin for him and smiled when his eyes lit up.

Creaking floorboards and a door banging upstairs made her tense.

‘I’ll check it out,’ he said and left. 

Alone, she trembled, with her gut churning. Was someone up there? Was the place haunted? Then, seeing Boy licking his bowl clean, she felt a sense of comfort. She wasn’t alone.

Making two mugs of coffee, she decided to start dinner. Now, she looked forward to going home in a few days. But what to do about Boy?

Her phone warbled on the table. It was Gloria, her flatmate.

‘Hiya, Rach, how ya doing?’

‘It’s a fab place, creepy as hell. And we found a dog here.’ She glanced at Boy. ‘He is adorable.’

‘A dog. Are ya going to keep him?’ 

‘I’d love to, but I’m not sure. Can't keep him in our rentals.’

‘Andrew has a house now. By the way, I’ve got Martin staying while you’re away.’

‘Martin.’ She smiled. ‘He works at the library. Can you ask him to find out anything about Avalon House? It’s on the Norfolk Broads.’

‘Is that Andrew’s place?’

‘Yeah, we’re camping out here. It’s all a bit rustic and bloody creepy. And it may be haunted.’

‘Haunted—’ The connection suddenly died.

Rachel tried repeatedly to reconnect, but the signal was weak. Annoyed, she went to find Andrew and was pleased that Boy followed.



In the study, she found Andrew sitting at Hilary’s antique desk, looking perplexed.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked him.

‘I remembered Hilary had a secret drawer.’ He searched the desk for several minutes, then the mechanism clicked, and a slender drawer opened. Inside was a letter.

She made a little gasp and smiled with the thrill of intrigue. She picked up the letter. It had Andrew written on the envelope. Her hand was trembling as she opened it.

‘It’s for you,’ she said, reading it aloud. ‘Dearest Andrew, if you are reading this, then I have died, and I can no longer protect you. You know I loved your father, and his tragic death destroyed a part of me, just as it did for you and your mother. This property is my gift to you, and it will help you remember. Then you will know the truth. You will always have my undying love. Remember when I touched your soul? The year, month, and day will reveal something important for you. Please forgive me. Love, Hilary.’ She handed him the letter. ‘What does that date mean?’

He grimaced and rubbed his forehead. ‘I know the year and the month but not the exact day.’ 

‘So, what does it do?’

He made a little gasp. ‘The safe!’ He stood up and removed Hilary’s picture from the wall, revealing a modern combination wall safe.

‘Wow!’ She came over to inspect it. ‘I wonder what’s in it.’

‘I think it was the second or third week in July.’ He entered the year, month and the 17th day, but it didn’t work. He tried again using an 18, then tried a 19, and the safe unlocked.

Inside was a red velvet box, a small diary and a brown envelope. He handed her the box.

She opened the box and gasped. Inside were five large cut diamonds and a card with the words: The Phoenix Stars. ‘These must be worth thousands,’ she said excitedly. Carefully, she picked up the diary and opened it. Frowning, she noticed it was dedicated to someone named Luther and showed it to Andrew.

‘He was one of her spirit guides. She used to give private readings for her wealthy friends and associates.’

‘These are mainly questions and answers.’

‘Hilary was treated as a modern-day oracle. People came from all over the world for her advice.’

‘I don’t believe this.’ She showed him an entry and read it aloud. ‘Question 87: My husband is having an affair with a younger woman who is after his money and may leave me. Answer: Have Hilary prepare a love potion to bind him to you.’

‘I didn’t know she was into all that. I thought she just communicated with people who had passed on.’

‘If she made potions, does that mean she was like a witch?’

He raised his hands and shrugged. ‘I remember Mum accusing her of being possessed and doing bad things. They had a hell of a fight, screaming and hitting each other. That was when we left, but Dad stayed to finish the work. Three weeks later, the accident happened. He never regained consciousness and passed away in the hospital. My aunt didn’t attend the funeral. She left to live in New York, and we never saw her again.’

‘Jesus, this is getting frigging weird.’ She put the diary back in the safe. ‘It’s amazing how your life can change through an inheritance from someone you hardly knew. But it means Boy can stay here.’

He hugged her, and she could sense he was changing, making him even more attractive.

He gave her that inviting look. ‘You can stay here and give up your rental. Move in with me?’

‘Hmm…tempting. But it’s a long commute. However, I could stay weekends and take holidays.’

Boy yapped, wagging his tail, and looked at the outside door.

‘I’ll let him out,’ she said, feeling overwhelmed by Andrew’s inheritance.

Outside, she tried to call Gloria, but the signal was still too weak.








  
  
Chapter two



Viewing the narrow stairs to the loft, Andrew shuddered. He had only been up there a few times with his dad to fit the new water tanks and pumps. Yet he felt disturbed and uncomfortable about that space, but didn’t know why. From the loft, there was access to the roof gardens where Hilary and her guests would sunbathe, party, play music and smoke opium. 

In the kitchen, he found Rachel feeding Boy.

‘I thought I’d check the gatehouse,’ he said, accepting a mug of milky coffee.

‘We’ll come with you. I still haven’t explored much outside. What’s this gatehouse?’

‘It’s just a shed by the barrier that stops boats from entering our private mooring.’

Her phone warbled on the table, and she picked it up.

‘Hiya, Gloria.’ She listened for a while and then frowned. ‘I’ll ask.’ Putting her hand over her phone, she faced Andrew. ‘How do you feel about Gloria and Martin visiting?’

He shrugged. ‘Sure, but if they want to stay the night, they’ll need to bring bedding.’

‘Thanks, babe.’ She blew him a kiss, then arranged the visit with Gloria.

Smiling, he finished his coffee and then fussed Boy, who nudged him for attention. 

‘They’ll be here sometime tomorrow.’

He chuckled. ‘It’s not an easy place to find, and the dirt road is a bit rough. Better tell them to call us if they get lost.’

‘With them coming, it might be an idea to get more supplies and a lot more dog food. He’s eating five tins a day.’

‘Okay, and we can splash out on stuff for this place. Hell, I can afford it now.’

‘I’m up for it.’ She hugged him. ‘Let’s go shopping. You too, Boy.’


      ***Andrew woke to the sound of Boy snoring on the chaise longue in the bedroom. He had been dreaming of his mother, who was in a care home suffering from a form of dementia. She seemed to be warning him about something, but he could only recall fragments. He would visit her when he picked up his belongings from his rental. And he looked forward to quitting the agency where he worked.

Dressed, he stood looking out at the shimmering sunlight on the distant broads. How many times had Hilary stood here, admiring this view? For a moment, he sensed her presence beside him. Then Boy nudged his leg.

‘You wanna go out?’ He stroked his head, and they went down to the back door.

While Boy was outside, he stood in the open doorway, thinking of Hilary. Why did she leave him this house instead of her own children? And why did she set up that Bond after his father's death? All that money—why? He hardly knew her.

Only once did she entertain him in the solarium. When she entered, he had just finished bleeding the air from one of the radiators, and she asked him to sit with her. At first, he felt awkward. He was in his working overalls while she was exquisitely dressed. She gazed into his eyes and placed her hand on his thigh, and he froze, transfixed by her. A whiff of her stimulating perfume teased his senses, and he relaxed.

‘That’s better, young man.’ She removed her hand, sat back and crossed her legs. ‘While the others are boating, I wanted to have a one-to-one with you.’

‘Okay.’

Smiling, she reached over and tapped his forehead with her fingertips. He tensed, and his mind became empty yet curiously alert.

‘Now I have your undivided attention. I’m going to tell you about my—’

Boy brushed past him, and it broke his reverie. He closed the door and saw Rachel heading for the kitchen. Boy followed her, wagging his tail.

‘Got a call from Gloria,’ Rachel said, giving Boy his breakfast. ‘They’re on their way and should be here by midday.’

‘If they don’t get lost.’

‘Yeah.’ She chuckled. ‘Anyway, I’m gonna sort one of the bedrooms for them. Oh, and the gas cooker isn't working.’

‘Probably out of propane. We can fire up the range cooker and use the microwave. Also, we have that new air fryer to unpack.’

‘I’ll do it while you prepare the range for dinner.’ She touched his arm. ‘Are you okay with them visiting?’

He smiled at her concern. ‘I like Gloria. She’s your friend and a great cook. And it might be good to have them here for a while. Bring some life back to this place.’


      ***Andrew stood with Rachel and Boy in the parking area, waiting for Gloria and Martin to arrive. Just after one o'clock, Martin drove up and stopped his blue Honda Civic. They got out, and Rachel greeted them while Boy stayed with Andrew.

Gloria waved at him, and he smiled back with a nod. She was a dark-haired, busty young woman in a flowing green dress. Martin, in faded blue jeans and a grey fleece, took two cases out of the boot and came over.

‘Hell of a place to find, and that dirt track is shit,’ Martin said wearily.

‘Nice to see you, Andrew,’ Gloria greeted him with a big, friendly smile. ‘And thanks for letting us stay.’

‘You’re most welcome, but it’s camping out until I get the place sorted.’

‘We came prepared. Even brought some weed.’ She frowned at Boy. ‘What breed are you?’

‘He’s a Bull Terrier cross with a Boxer, we think,’ Andrew said.

‘Do you know Martin?’ Gloria asked him.

‘I know of him, but we haven’t met.’

Martin smiled. ‘Good to meet you, Andrew.’ He made a hand gesture, stepped near, and Boy abruptly confronted him with a deep, menacing growl, his lips curled, showing his teeth.

‘It’s all right, Boy.’ Andrew stroked his head.

‘Come on, guys,’ Rachel said excitedly. ‘I want to show you the house and get you settled in. Got a room with a bed, and here that’s a luxury.’

‘I’ll check on the generators and meet you in the lounge later.’ Andrew left for the outhouse, and Boy came with him. Something about Martin bothered him, and a thought came to mind not to trust him.


      ***After setting up and lighting the range cooker, Andrew made himself a mug of tea and stood by the window looking at the overgrown, neglected herb garden. A memory surfaced of how it used to be, and thinking of Hilary, he felt sad. Why did she leave and abandon this lovely place?

‘There you are,’ Rachel said, coming in with Gloria and Martin. ‘Good, you got the range working.’ She finished his mug of tea. ‘Why don’t you show Martin around outside while Gloria and I start dinner?’

Feeling obligated, he made a little shrug because they were guests. ‘Okay.’ While leaving with Martin, he noticed Boy standing by his bowl. He was staying with the girls.

‘You got a great property here,’ Martin said with a half-smile. ‘Needs a total refurb, though. Are you going to keep the place?’

‘Don’t know yet. Only been here a few days.’ He noticed Martin was older than he first thought, probably in his early thirties. He had brown hair shaved at the sides and a wrinkled brow. ‘What do you do for a living?’

‘I’m an administrator at a library. I used to work as a reporter on a local rag, and I still do some freelance stuff for the money.’

Outside, as they walked around the property, Andrew asked, ‘How long have you been with Gloria?’

He frowned and puckered. ‘About five months now. We got together after my divorce.’

‘You were married?’

‘Yeah.’ He frowned. ‘It got messy at the end, and we had to sell the house. At least we didn’t have any kids.’

He sensed Martin didn’t want to talk about his ex-wife. ‘What made you want to visit here?’

‘Gloria’s been buzzing about your inheritance and said Rachel wanted to find out about this property. So, I did some research.’

‘Anything interesting?’

‘Do you know about the gypsies?’

‘Yeah, they were here a year back, and the police were involved.’

‘And the squatters?’ 

‘No.’

‘About three years ago, a large group of immigrant squatters moved in. They only stayed a few weeks because they fell mysteriously ill and left. Some were admitted to the hospital, and two died.’

‘Died!’ Andrew was shocked.

‘It’s on record but not directly linked to this property. However, I did discover that one of the owners, Mr Jacoby, his wife, family and servants all died here under mysterious circumstances.’

‘Really?’ He stifled a gasp. ‘That will freak Rachel out.’

‘Yeah, he was German, an ex-Catholic priest who came into a lot of money. After that, the place was vacant for decades until Ms Braveheart bought the property.’

‘Hilary Braveheart was my aunt.’

‘Oh, right, that makes sense.’ He took out a pack of Rothmans, lit one, and offered the pack to Andrew, who declined. ‘Your aunt was infamous here and in America.’

‘Infamous?’

‘She knew and entertained some dubious people, including elite criminals, political dictators, and even some foreign royalty. Then, after an accident here when someone died, she left to live in New York.’

‘How do you know all this?’ The man who died was his father.

‘I work in a library and can access a lotta information. Before she became a recluse, your aunt was known as the Oracle of the West.’

‘You know more about her than I do.’

‘There isn’t much on her besides being a famous cellist. The people who knew her didn’t spill the beans, not even on the Internet. I wish I’d known her.’

‘Hilary was an extraordinary woman. I was fascinated and admired her.’

Boy yapped from the open back door but didn’t come out.

‘Let’s see what the girls are up to,’ Andrew said, and they went inside.


      ***In the kitchen, Rachel laid the table for dinner, and Gloria prepared the food on the range.

‘Smells great,’ Andrew said, enjoying the aroma of the spicy curry.

‘Be another ten to fifteen minutes,’ Gloria said, checking the air fryer.

‘Take a seat.’ Rachel opened a bottle of wine, filled four glasses on the table, and sat beside Andrew. ‘What do you think of the property?’ she asked Martin.

‘Architecturally, it’s an interesting building with a disturbing history.’

‘Yeah.’ She frowned. ‘Gloria told me about Jacoby and his family dying here. And it does bother me that some of the rooms are creepy. What happened to them?’

‘They were found dead, probably poisoned. That was decades ago,’ Martin said.

‘You seem to know a lot about them.’ Rachel frowned at him.

‘I work in a library and have a good memory.’ He shrugged.

‘Hilary lived here for years.’ Andrew touched her arm. ‘And she never mentioned this Jacoby guy.’

‘He was a disgraced German priest involved with the dark arts. The Pope eventually excommunicated him. In the old days, the Pope would’ve had him burnt alive at the stake.’ Martin sipped his wine. ‘I recall he was called Luther Van Jacoby, but I couldn’t find much about him.’

‘Luther?’ Rachel looked at Andrew.

He sagged with a shake of his head. ‘One of Hilary’s spirit guides was called Luther.’

Martin raised his brow, rubbing his chin. ‘Interesting.’

‘Dinner is ready,’ Gloria said, and Rachel helped her serve the curry dinner.

There was little conversation during the meal, and Andrew spent some time pondering the possible connection between Luther and Hilary. He would need to read her diary, which was in the wall safe. Finally, he dismissed the thought and tried to enjoy the meal.
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Rachel was feeding Boy his second dinner when Gloria and Martin entered the kitchen. ‘We let you sleep in,’ she said. ‘Did you have a good night?’

‘Sort of,’ Gloria said. ‘I woke twice and heard scraping noises in the loft.’

‘Probably vermin. We haven’t been up there yet.’

‘Where’s Andrew?’ Martin asked.

‘He’s servicing the boat engine.’ She offered them tea. ‘If he gets it running, we could go boating.’

‘You have a boat?’ Gloria beamed.

‘Yeah, it’s on a trailer in the boathouse. When you’ve had breakfast, he wants help to launch it.’

‘I’m up for it,’ Martin agreed with a big smile. ‘It’s years since I’ve been on the river.’

‘Good,’ Rachel said. ‘I’m going to see how he’s doing. Meet you there when you’re ready.’ She left, and Boy followed her outside.

The large wooden doors to the boathouse were open, and Andrew smiled when she joined him.

‘The boat’s called Nautilus. How are our guests?’ he asked and hugged her.

‘Fine, they slept okay and will help get the boat on the water.’

‘Are they leaving today or staying?’

‘Not sure. Gloria has to be back at work on Monday. So do I.’

‘Can you book more holiday?’

‘Maybe.’ She liked the idea. It was tempting because she didn’t feel comfortable about Andrew being here on his own. Running her hand along the side of the boat, she asked, ‘Will it float?’

‘Of course, it’s fibreglass. And the engine is in good condition.’

She looked him in the eye and sighed. ‘I’m concerned about what happened to Luther and his family. I know it was long ago, but it’s disturbed me.’

‘I think the house just needs to be lived in.’ He paused and tilted his head. ‘Atmospheres may linger for a while, but not for years.’

‘Hilary dedicated her diary to Luther. Is that the same Luther who lived here?’

‘I don’t know. I think Luther was Hilary’s main spirit guide, but she never said much about him.’ He paused, making a face. ‘She did tell me what it was like to be psychic. It was more than seeing things and hearing spurious voices because you don’t know who is communicating. However, she could isolate and work with individuals who had passed on. Maybe her diary can tell us more. But I don’t want Martin or Gloria to know about it.’

‘Why?’

‘Martin seems all right, but I feel he might be trouble.’

‘Is that a psychic impression?’

‘Could be.’ He raised his brow thoughtfully. ‘I might be wrong, but let’s keep this to ourselves.’

‘Fine by me.’ She leaned close and whispered. ‘Martin lost his job as a reporter for plagiarising someone’s work and had to sell his house to pay the court costs and the fine. It caused a lotta stress, and his wife divorced him. Now, he works at the library and lives with his mother. And Gloria is besotted with him. They play video games like kids and smoke pot, watching Star Wars movies.’

‘Here they are.’ He motioned to them coming over.

‘You need a hand?’ Martin asked, admiring the boat.

‘While Rachel holds the mooring rope, we need to move the trailer down the slipway. The boat will float, and we will pull the trailer out.’

‘Nice boat. Let’s do it.’

‘What can I do to help?’ Gloria asked.

‘Take the other rope,’ Andrew told her. ‘It’s only to stop the boat drifting.’

Together, they launched the boat and secured it and the trailer.

While Andrew worked on the outboard engine with Martin, Rachel explored the cabin with Gloria.

‘It’s small but cosy. And it feels good in here,’ Rachel said, looking in the compartments. ‘There’s a chemical loo, a basin and a gas ring for cooking.’

‘It needs a damn good clean.’ Gloria cringed. ‘There’s thick dust and spiders everywhere.’

Suddenly, the roaring sound of an engine shook the air and vibrated through the boat.

They joined the men in the cockpit.

‘It’s noisy,’ Rachel said as Andrew revved the engine.

When he let it tick over, it spluttered, died and wouldn’t restart. ‘I’ll have to get some fresh petrol and call Ron about using it on the broads. It may be a while before we can take it out.’

‘What’s this?’ Gloria asked, pointing to a tarnished brass plaque on the cabin door.

Rachel wiped it with her hand and read the inscription aloud: ‘Enter the womb and survive the storm betwixt the worlds.’

‘Strange thing to have on a boat,’ Martin muttered, examining the plaque.

‘Storm between the worlds could be out at sea,’ Andrew said. ‘And the cabin like the safety of the womb.’

‘That makes sense.’ Rachel nodded approvingly at him, then frowned. ‘You can sort the boat out later. We need to look in the loft. Gloria and I have heard noises up there.’

Andrew tensed and paled. ‘I suppose so. Better watch out for rats, though.’








  
  
Chapter three



On the narrow stairs to the loft, Andrew paused, recalling the atmosphere up there, and a cold shiver ran down his spine. Tensing, he balled his fist and braced himself. 

‘What’s up?’ Rachel asked him.

‘Nothing, but I’ll go in first.’ He motioned for them to stay.

Climbing the stairs, a memory surfaced of being with his father when they installed the water tanks. They had to assemble the tanks and connect them to the pumps. That was when his father changed.

Opening the loft door, a stale, dusty breeze brushed his face, and his heart beat fast. He sensed something was dormant in there, something dark. Entering, he found the light switch. He felt relieved when the strip lights came on, dispelling the darkness. The expansive loft was boarded and made into a usable room. At one time, it was used as an apartment for the servants. Then, the tanks were installed, and the space was used to store furniture, chests and boxes. Most of it was now gone. On the far side were the stairs and entrance to the roof gardens.

Everything looked normal, and he breathed easily until he saw that the old wood and metal steamer trunk was still there.

‘Wow!’ Rachel joined him. ‘It’s a huge conversion. And what’s that stuff over there?’

‘Don’t touch anything. You might disturb the rats.’ It was all he could think of to stop her from going near the trunk. Then he sighed, recalling it was just an old fear that had surfaced. The thing was dormant now. Years had passed.

‘Can we go out and see the roof gardens?’ she asked when Gloria, Martin and Boy joined them.

‘Surely.’ He climbed the stairs and found a large iron key hanging on a hook, which he used to unlock the door. Stepping outside, he was greeted by sunlight illuminating the extensive, neglected gardens. Most of the plants had perished, leaving only patches of moss and weeds. Part of the garden was enclosed by an ornate stone and slate pergola, where Hilary used to play her cello for her celebrity guests.

‘This is fabulous!’ Martin said, exploring.

‘Love the views,’ Gloria added. ‘You can see for miles.’

Andrew stood with Boy by the parapet, looking down at the parking area and shuddered with an icy chill. 

Rachel seemed to notice and hugged him. ‘What’s up?’

He lowered his head and let out a heavy sigh. ‘This is where Dad fell. Hilary said he was working on the roof when he slipped. By the time I got to the emergency ward, he had died without regaining consciousness. I never got to say goodbye.’

‘I’m sorry. Can’t be easy on you.’

‘It was years ago. I’m okay now, but Mum never got over it. Sometimes, in the care home, she thinks he’s still here and even talks to him.’

Boy nudged him affectionately, and he stroked his head.

‘What a place you got here,’ Martin said with a big grin. ‘Be worth a fortune done up.’

‘At the moment, that’s the plan, but there’s a hell of a lot to do.’

‘This is nice,’ Rachel said, looking at a marble pedestal with a golden phoenix on top, spreading its wings.

‘Have you seen inside the pergola?’ Gloria asked. ‘It’s tiled like a Muslim temple.’

In the enclosure was a raised stage with seating for a dozen people.

‘My aunt had this built to entertain her friends.’ Andrew viewed the stage, and for a brief moment, he could see Hilary playing her cello. It was a memory, yet it was so real. He liked thinking of her.

‘Great place to have a party,’ Gloria said, breaking his reverie. 

‘They had parties that went on for days. Some of her VIP guests arrived in helicopters. They used to land in the parking area.’

Martin nodded. ‘I've read about her wealthy visitors.’ He frowned, creasing his brow. ‘Strange that they had parties up here because it’s where Luther and his family died. It was over a month before the bodies were discovered. They had no physical injuries, so it was assumed they poisoned themselves, but there was no evidence. The verdict was of a group suicide.’

‘You didn’t have to tell them that!’ Gloria chided him in an angry voice.

‘They killed themselves!’ Rachel gasped. ‘Even their children.’

‘It was decades ago,’ Martin said sheepishly. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’

Andrew shrugged. ‘It didn’t bother Hilary, and I have no problem up here.’

‘Let’s have a break.’ Rachel sighed. ‘I don’t like being up here now.’

Leaving, Andrew locked the door and replaced the key. Crossing the loft, he noticed a giant black rat sitting on the old steamer trunk. He stopped, mouth open, and Rachel gripped his arm.

Boy barked aggressively and went for it, but Andrew caught his collar. ‘Leave it, Boy.’ The rat scurried away behind the trunk.

‘You’ll need to set some rat traps in here,’ Martin said. ‘It may have a nest in that heap of covered stuff.’

‘I’ve never seen such a big rat,’ Rachel said in a shocked voice. ‘It was the size of a cat.’

Andrew switched off the light, and they left, closing the loft door.

‘You look flushed, and you’re trembling,’ Rachel said.

‘I saw a rat like that when I worked up there with Dad. It used to sit on that trunk, watching us. Dad fed it scraps. But I didn’t like it.’

‘What you gonna do about it?’

‘Don’t know yet.’ He tensed with an undefined fear. He never felt comfortable up there. And there was something he had forgotten, something to do with Hilary and that old trunk. Why couldn’t he remember?


      ***Andrew refused a hit on the joint that Martin was smoking in the kitchen. While the girls prepared lunch, they sat at the table drinking coffee.

‘What else do you know of this place?’ he asked Martin.

‘Not much more.’ He flicked some ash in the ashtray. ‘From the local rags, I found articles on strange lights and things happening around the property. Recently, some have heard cello music drifting across the water. Some reports of people breaking in. However, they didn’t stay or take anything. Most were freaked out, like those gipsies.’

‘Makes me feel uneasy being here.’ He glanced at Rachel. ‘However, I’m here and will make the most of it.’

‘I like your attitude.’ Martin puffed on the joint and stifled a cough.

‘I have some unresolved issues here to sort out, and then I’ll probably sell the place.’

‘If you need a hand, I’m not bad at DIY.’ 

‘What about your work?’

‘It’s flexible.’

‘I can’t pay you much.’

‘I’d just like to be involved. It’s an amazing property.’

He viewed Martin, trying to figure out his interest. Then he shrugged, thinking, what the hell? ‘When are you leaving?’

‘Tomorrow, but I can return on Friday and stay the weekend.’

‘I’d like to come too,’ Gloria said, looking at them from the range.

‘I’m taking more holiday,’ Rachel said. ‘I don’t want Andrew here on his own.’

He hugged her, pleased she was staying. The thought of being alone in this house disturbed him.


      ***Rachel waved as Martin drove off with Gloria. She turned to Andrew and bit her lip.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked her.

‘I’ve got another week's holiday, but they weren’t happy about the short notice.’ She forced a smile.

‘I appreciate you being here.’ He gave her that special smile. ‘I’ve got to pick up my stuff from the rental and want to visit Mum in the afternoon. She doesn’t know about Hilary’s death and my inheritance yet.’

‘What about Boy?’

‘We’ll take him with us.’

An hour later, Andrew and Rachel left Avalon House with Boy for the long drive.

After gathering his possessions and handing in the keys to his rental, it was five o'clock when they arrived at the care home. While he went in, Rachel stayed in the car with Boy.

‘I’m here to visit my mother, Linda Jenkins,’ he told the woman at the reception desk. ‘I did call earlier.’

‘Yes, I know. Also, there’s a note for you. The doctor is starting her on a new course of medication. It’s been very effective in the States, and we hope to see some improvement in four to six weeks.’ She made a sad smile. ‘Linda is in the rear garden. I’ll have someone take you there.’

‘No need, I know the way.’

‘I’ll let her nurse know you’re here.’

Outside, he found Linda on the patio, sitting with a male nurse on one of the many bench seats. As he approached, the nurse stood.

‘Your son is here, Linda.’

‘Hi, Mum.’ He sat beside her and went to hold her hand, but she pulled away and frowned at him.

‘You look familiar, dear. Do I know you?’

He sagged, hiding his disappointment. ‘I’m a friend. Come to see how you are.’

‘You remind me of my husband. He will be here soon. Do you know him?’

‘Yes, I knew Colin. Do you remember Hilary, your stepsister?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Stepsister, dear.’ She creased her brow, lowered her head and muttered, ‘I don’t have a sister?’

‘You do. Her name is Hilary.’

She shook her head. ‘I’ll ask Colin when he visits.’

He forced a smile. ‘Colin, your husband?’

‘Yes, dear, I was talking to him last week.’

He glanced at the male nurse, who shrugged and sighed.

‘Are you happy here?’ he asked her.

‘This is my home, dear. People look after me.’ She paused, frowning. ‘I don’t want to talk anymore. I’ll tell Colin I’ve seen you. Now go away.’

Not wanting to upset her, he stood, said goodbye, and left. 

‘How did it go?’ Rachel asked him when he returned to the car.

‘Not so good this time. She didn’t recognise me, can’t remember Hilary, and thinks Dad is still alive. However, they’re going to start her on a new medication and told me she could improve within a month or so. Fingers crossed. Poor old Mum.’ He drove off.

‘Time we get back, it’s gonna be late.’ She reached over and fussed Boy. ‘Might as well get a takeaway, save cooking.’

‘Good idea. You know, it feels strange. I’ve just left my job and old life to live and do up an isolated house that might be haunted.’
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Rachel woke with Boy's warm breath on her face. He was panting and licked her nose. Sitting up, she noticed Andrew was fast asleep and snoring.

‘You wanna go out?’ She slipped out of bed and pulled on a dressing gown. It was morning. ‘We’re gonna have to get you a dog door.’ She stifled a yawn and went down to the back door.

As Boy sniffed around the garden, she stood in the doorway, breathing in the cool, clean country air. The distant sound of a helicopter caught her attention, prompting her to glance up at the tiny flying machine. Then, a pang of apprehension gripped her heart. The property had a dark, eerie atmosphere, and she did not enjoy staying in such an isolated place.

Boy yapped and nudged her playfully. Looking into his eyes, a thought came to mind: You’re not alone. Immediately, she smiled and rubbed his head. ‘Let’s get you something to eat.’

Leaving Boy to have his breakfast, she went up to get dressed and found Andrew with his suitcase open on the bed. He was sorting out his clothes and putting them in the wardrobe and drawers.

‘Didn’t have time last night.’ He smiled at her. ‘I guess Boy got you up.’

‘The mutt licked my face.’ She chuckled. ‘But I do like him. So, what’s on the agenda today?’

‘I need to rig up the telly in the lounge to the satellite dish on the roof. Then, I want to read Hilary's diary and check those documents in the safe.’

She cringed. ‘Not looking forward to that, but it has to be done.’

Boy came in, licking his lips and wagging his tail.


      ***Andrew opened the safe and handed her the diary. He took out the large brown envelope and emptied it on the desk. While he went through the documents, she sat in one of the armchairs.

The diary was dedicated to Luther, and she read the intro:

Luther emerged from the darkness with the other ghosts and captured my heart. His light shines so brightly compared to my other guides. I have found a true master, and his insights are exceptional. He perceives the truth within and understands your secrets. He recognises trends and interprets the signs of our time. Now, people from all corners of the world seek my services, and they pay me well.

She skipped through several pages, selecting some of the later predictions to read.

Question: What should I do with the crime presenter who knows of my involvement with supplying arms to terrorists?

Answer: Have her discreetly killed by a professional assassin.

Question: The UK has slipped from our grasp, and we need their fish, gas, oil and money. How can we get it back under our control?

Answer: Boris must go to break Brexit. Use the media to discredit him continually. Then install your EU stooge to prepare the ground for your man to crucify the UK with millions of illegal immigrants. Within a decade, the UK could again be a slave to the EU, but this time without a voice. However, one man could stop this and, in doing so, destroy the EU powerhouse. Be warned because Winston's spirit guides him.

Question: How can we stop Trump from winning the presidency? 

Answer: Continuously drag him through the courts to discredit him or have him killed like Kennedy. If you fail, Trump will win a second term and cause havoc in the world.

She stopped reading and showed him the diary. ‘There are hundreds of these predictions.’

Reading some, he said, ‘She was right about Boris being victimised by the media over Partygate while Sunak and Starmer were conveniently let off their involvement.’

‘Yeah, it made me sick seeing them bring him down. The BBC were Boris-bashing day after day.’ Rachel balled her fist.

‘I wonder who asked these questions.’ He flicked through some more predictions and shook his head. ‘Shame she didn’t name them.’

‘None of that matters now, and these could be just your aunt's scribbles. We don’t know what she was doing.’

‘True. And…’ He frowned. ‘Some are more recent predictions, which means she or someone must have returned here to leave this diary, those diamonds, and that letter for me in her desk.’

‘You knew of her secret drawer.’ She looked at the desk. ‘And the letter gave you a date that no one else knew, which opened the safe. Obviously, she wanted you to find the diary and diamonds and not anyone else, but why?’

He rubbed his forehead and sighed. ‘Hilary did something to me, and I don’t know what. But maybe this was set up to help me remember. Here, in the solarium, and when we were on the roof garden, I sensed her presence, as if she was aware of me.’

‘Did something to you?’ She felt he was holding back and gave him a stern look.

He shrugged, creasing his brow. ‘It happened in the solarium that sunny afternoon.’

She pulled up her chair and faced him. ‘Go on.’

Boy came over and lay on the floor between them. 

‘We were together for five hours, yet I only recall a few fragments.’ He closed his eyes for several minutes, then opened his eyes and smiled. ‘I came away feeling ecstatically happy. Like she had bewitched me in some hypnotic or psychic way.’

‘You said she told you of her life.’ She encouraged him.

‘That’s how it started. She told me her father was a warlock, a male witch. He taught her to use her psychic abilities and use her music to empower her spells.’

‘Hilary was a witch!’ She made a little gasp.

‘Not really. She lived with her father, and when he became seriously ill, she nursed him. She was eighteen when he died, and she inherited his estate. And…’ He paused, holding his breath. ‘I just recalled she said his death changed her life. She had money, a musical talent, and certain powers.’

‘What did she do?’

‘She travelled the world, playing her cello for private audiences and being entertained by wealthy people. I don’t know when her psychic readings started.’ He paused, closed his eyes briefly, and said, ‘I think it started here. This was her base.’ He showed her a drawing from the envelope. It was a bird’s-eye view of the property, with red lines intersecting the house. ‘Hilary said this place was built on a unique focus of ley lines known as the Avalon Point. I don’t know if that makes sense.’

‘It’s weird, but when I let Boy out this morning…’ She touched her mouth. ‘I felt this property is not only isolated but on the edge of something. I even thought of leaving because I’m scared. Yet I’m also excited, and I don’t know why.’

‘Your intuition is sound.’ He smiled admiringly at her. ‘Hilary would approve of you.’ 

Boy stood watching them and made a little whimper.

She stroked his head affectionately, and he licked her hand.

‘I’ve still got some work to do in the kitchen.’ She stood, stretching her back.

‘I’d better check on the generators.’ He put the diary and papers back in the safe. ‘I'm so glad you’re with me.’

She momentarily sensed a presence by the desk, and the hair on her neck stood up. When she looked around with an open mouth, no one was there. Boy nudged her hand, and she glanced at him. She was trembling.
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