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        For Hailey

        Who believes in

        fairies, magic, ghosts,

        the power of dreams

        … and me.

        Love you, Bean

      

      

      
        
          [image: Black and white line drawing of a briar heart]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            ROSALBA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        NOW

      

      

      He said he loved me.

      He said he’d come back for me after the war and marry me, that nothing could keep him away. Not even death.

      But he lied.

      I fisted my skirt in my hands, glaring across the garden.

      Dew sparkled in the moonlight, glistening on the petals of fragrant peonies and lilac, while beyond the flowerbeds and imported trees, rugged bushland stretched away into the night.

      I had tried to move on.

      To forget the way his eyes lit up when he smiled at me, the warmth of his hand clasping mine. His promise of a beautiful future together. But every night, as I stalked the gravel pathways and trails that meandered between the tree shadows, his face tormented me.

      “Leave me alone!” I yelled into the dark. “Haven’t you haunted me long enough?”

      The breeze lifted my hair away from my face, but I didn’t bother raking it back. There was no one to see me. No one to run screaming in fright. Just the owls and insects, the frogs in their muddy hollows, and the stars gazing down from the inky bed they shared with the moon.

      I envied the stars, twinkling and dancing in the endless expanse above. They were free while I was trapped in this leafy prison forever. A monster, my father had called me. An evil spirit, the locals said, warning each other not to come here.

      They were right to be afraid.

      Right to stay away.

      No one was welcome here. No one. All my secrets were buried here. All my lies, and the bad things I’d done that made me tell them. Buried in the earth that sank under my feet as I ran past the prickly roses and blackberry vines, the shadowy tree trunks, under the tangled branches, always restless. Always searching for that one truthful thing I had misplaced, yet dreaded to find.

      I slowed to a walk, my toes sinking into the damp grass.

      Mosquitoes buzzed and nagged around me, even though their quest for a feed was pointless. I could feel their confusion as they circled me, the scent of my blood stirring them into a frenzy, but of course it was unobtainable to them and anyway probably deadly.

      I snatched a little bloodsucker from the air and caged it in my fingers, puffing my icy breath on it. When I opened my hand, its tiny, lifeless husk floated silently to the ground.

      William once told me that true love’s kiss could break any spell—or curse or affliction, even one as terrible as mine. He hadn’t called it terrible, of course. Your father has a lot to answer for, Rosalba. Putting those ideas in your head, filling your heart with fear and self-loathing. To me, you’re perfect ... if only you could see yourself the same way.

      Typical William, always the shining knight. Back then, as a naïve girl, I had believed him. At least for a while. And when he said he loved me, I had believed that too. I’d cross endless deserts to be with you again, Rosie girl. Scale deadly peaks, and swim raging rivers. Nothing will keep us apart, not even death …

      “Then where are you?” I shouted, my voice echoing in the treetops like an owl’s cry. “If you loved me, why did you stay away?”

      I listened hard, but there was no reply.

      There had been no reply for a hundred years, yet the silence still dragged on my heart. If only I knew why you broke your promise, William. Were you rotting in a foreign field? Or was our love a lie, as Father said? I’ve been waiting for more than a century, and my heart still hasn’t healed.

      “So many years alone … yet I keep hoping you’ll return for me.” Return and break the curse that trapped me here in an endless, timeless loop.

      Time was a funny thing, wasn’t it? The way it slipped through your fingers like flakes of rust, or dead leaves. Or broken heartbeats. It was a trickster, a magician. Making a hundred years pass in an eye-blink, while stretching out the moments till you wanted to scream⁠—

      A noise rumbled through the night.

      The growl of a car motor echoing up the mountainside.

      I stopped walking, holding my breath.

      Was that shouting?

      Yells and catcalls, drunken laughter.

      My heart began to punch against my ribs, my breath quickening as I turned back along the track and hurried uphill. When I climbed the ridge that overlooked the dirt road beyond the front gateway, I saw headlights carving through the dark.

      Tyres screeched as a beat-up ute came over the rise, three youths bellowing and hooting as they leaned out the windows. The vehicle skidded onto the gravel driveway at the front of my garden and the boys tumbled out.

      One of them clutched a shotgun.

      I darted into the shadows and ran downhill, dodging between the tree trunks as I raced towards the gates, my palms damp, my blood turning to ice. The chirp of insects and night-time rustling in the surrounding garden fell silent. There was just the drunken calling and laughing, the harsh voices invading the night and making me giddy with fear.

      Why did they do this?

      Why couldn’t they leave me alone?

      And why now, during the waning moon, when I was most vulnerable? I never left my garden. I craved solitude and tranquility, tending to my memories and weeding out the things I needed to forget. Why did the outside world insist on tormenting me?

      One boy elbowed his mate, his gaze flicking towards me as he searched the darkness. Could he actually see me, or was his sixth sense suddenly aware of my presence? The three of them started jeering and yelling obscenities. The one with the rifle fired a shot in my direction. Then another. Bullets whooshed past me, and one even zinged right through my body.

      I glared at the intruders.

      Hateful creatures.

      “You’ll be sorry for this,” I hissed under my breath.

      I moved closer, my torn dress billowing around me in the night air, tentacles of dark hair lifting around my head as though electrified.

      One youth whipped his head around in my direction, still searching. “Oh-ooh, spooky Briar witch! You don’t scare us!”

      They couldn’t see me, but they could sense me. Sense my agitation, my anger crackling in the air, turning it electric.

      Another bullet zipped past my ear, striking the trunk of a beautiful old elm—one that William had planted a century ago—and a spray of bark splintered off its side. The tree moaned softly. Or maybe it was me.

      I swallowed my fear and rushed towards the youths, my arms spread wide, my dark energy gathering between my shoulder blades and then exploding from me as I screamed like an avenging angel. For a heartbeat, the night stilled. There was just the roar of my fury, deafening and monstrous. Then the wind rose and screamed too, gathering leaves and twigs and grit into gusts and hurling them in a gale force at the intruders.

      One boy clutched his eye and cried out, blood trickling through his fingers.

      The other boys exchanged glances. Their smiles fell away as they backed towards their vehicle.

      I inhaled the night and screamed again.

      Suddenly, the intruders were piling into the car, all panicked limbs and harsh voices. The motor choked to life and the car lurched away, pebbles and dust flying in its wake.

      I could see how terrified they were as they spun out of control on the gravel road and careened down the mountainside. I was glad. They wouldn’t return. News would spread, and others would come, but I’d send them away as well.

      No one was welcome here. No one.

      I stood panting and trembling, watching until the car had disappeared around the curve of the mountain road. Then I dropped to my knees in the dirt.

      My garden was safe—at least for now. My secrets still buried, my past unexposed.

      Yet my father’s warning echoed in my mind. The world does not tolerate monsters like you, Rosalba. People will hunt and kill you. Is that what you want?

      “No, of course not.” My father was long gone, yet his words continued to taunt me even more than a hundred years later. I lifted my gaze to the sky. “All I ever wanted were the things you couldn’t give.”

      Acceptance. Respect. A family who cared enough to love and protect me. But those were for others, not me. Who was I to wish for them?

      “You were right about me, Father. I really am a monster.” My breath caught in my throat, the weight of the surrounding darkness crushing me. “I never wanted to be this way. Never meant it to happen. I’ve just forgotten how to be anything else.”
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      A bead of sweat trickled down the side of my face and into my scruff. I scratched it away, shifting my boots on the creaking staircase, locking eyes with the spectral figure of a boy on the top step above me.

      My prey.

      The entity I had bought this old house especially to banish. To send into the next world, even if it meant forcing him over against his will.

      The boy glared back at me through the dimness, his dark aura radiating outwards. Despite having all the lights blazing, the clammy shadows that darkened the stairwell had seeped through the rest of the place like a black fog—a cold black fog that pulsed with desperation and clung to everything it touched.

      Especially me.

      I clenched my teeth, fighting to stay focused, but I could feel the aura overwhelming me, a cobwebby rankness that stuck to my hair and skin and made the air go stale in my lungs. If there was one thing I loathed more than a ghost, it was the fog of toxic energy they always emitted.

      “We can do this the easy way,” I told the boy. “Or the hard way. It’s your choice.”

      He scowled, shoving a lock of greasy black hair off his face. He was fourteen, only a handful of years older than my daughter, and his clothes hung off his bony frame like rags. The collar of his shirt gaped from a missing button, revealing a neck blackened by bruising.

      “What do you want with me, mister?”

      I stepped back down onto the next riser. “I can help you find peace.”

      His frown deepened. “I don’t want peace. I just want you to leave my house.”

      “It’s my house now, Lewis.”

      It had taken me six months to strip away everything in the derelict old Victorian. Rotten floorboards, defaced plaster walls, sagging ceiling. I gutted it and rebuilt from scratch, investing all my money from my last house sale. It was a steal. Way below market price on account if it languishing unsold for so long. Neglected. Derelict. Haunted, people said. 

      Someone died on those stairs, you know. A woman, years back. One rainy night, her son pushed her and then strung himself up.

      Slowly, I took a small tin from my pocket and eased off the lid, sprinkling a line of black salt crystals across the step.

      As a dank odour filled the air, the boy recoiled.

      “What’s that smell?”

      “It’s a blend of salt and bone ash, mixed with earth from your grave.” My voice came out harsher than I intended, no trace of the gentle calmness Elsie would have used. “It’ll weaken your attachment to the house and help you cross over to the other side.”

      “Cross over? If anyone’s crossing anywhere, it’s you.”

      A pulse throbbed in his bruised neck as he descended towards me, angry shadows swarming in his eyes. But as he neared the salt line, he looked down suddenly and then scrambled backwards, slapping at his limbs, shrieking and howling.

      “It burns! You tricked me, mister! You’re as bad as my mum. But I got rid of her. And I’ll get you, too!”

      He charged towards me in a sudden blur of dark energy, yelling as he crossed the salt line I’d made. I gripped the bannister, dragging myself out of his path, but his fingers still managed to claw down my arm.

      The shock of contact was instant. I buckled forward, my skin turning ice cold as everything grew dark. I was no longer myself, but seeing, feeling, breathing inside the mind of Lewis’s mother⁠—

      Stout and unsteady on my thick legs, the taste of tobacco and cheap liquor souring my tongue. My face twists in disgust as I stand on the stairs, shouting at the boy. “You no good loser. Why don’t you get a job? Lord knows we need the money, but you’re just like your useless old man!” When he shoves me, my scream is so loud and drawn out it tears the lining of my throat. I’m flailing as I fall, my fingers clutching at nothingness, my body crashing onto the floor below, bones snapping⁠—

      I gasped the air back into my lungs, clutching the bannister like a lifeline. Fighting the nausea my visions always brought on.

      “Jeez, kid.”

      Lewis had reached the bottom of the stairs. He frowned as he approached the open back door, peering outside into the courtyard. Another trail of black salt glinted in the porch light, but he seemed unaware. Something beyond it had spellbound him.

      He stepped across the salted threshold with barely a shiver, heading into the yard. Strange. He’d been so resistant to leaving the house before, now he seemed almost eager.

      The salt turned blacker as it soaked up the fog while the boy’s aura grew fractionally lighter. When the bright, waning moonlight struck him, he gasped softly and began to shimmer.

      As I stepped into the doorway after him, my breath caught. A small, slender figure stood in the courtyard. Her dark hair jutted up from her head, gilded by the porch light, her baggy shorts making her legs look like matchsticks.

      I froze in place. My daughter was only nine, already a talented hunter, but she was also still a kid and way too vulnerable to be doing this.

      “Elsie, get back!”

      She ignored me and walked towards the boy.

      “Hey, Lewis! I found something of yours.” She put out her hand, revealing a glinting metal button. She had found it while we were gutting the place, and later noticed loose threads on the boy’s shirt.

      Lewis’s hand drifted to his collar.

      “My mum grabbed me. On the stairs.” His voice was barely a whisper. “I was angry. She drank too much and smelled funny, and sometimes she thrashed me with a belt. I wanted her to stop shouting at me, so I pushed her, but I never meant for her to die.”

      “It’s okay, Lewis,” Elsie said encouragingly. “She’ll forgive you. Once you cross over, you’ll feel better.” She kept her eyes on him, her pixie face serious.

      She had known the button would lure him out under the waning crescent moon, when the lunar energies were weakening and entities at their most vulnerable. It hadn’t been part of our plan, but she knew what she was doing.

      She was like my father that way. Observant. Focused. A regular little Sherlock Holmes. Once she set her sights on something, not even a nuclear blast could sway her. For her, this was personal, and she took immense pride in her work. Unlike me. Hunting supernatural beings was purely a job, and the less emotionally invested I was, the better.

      “Elsie, get back.” I lifted my arm in warning. “You can’t trust him.”

      She gestured to the boy to put out his hand, then dropped the button on his palm. It slithered through his fingers and clinked on the path, but he didn’t notice. His gaze stayed fixed on her.

      I started patting my pockets for the matches.

      “Elsie? Move away!”

      Her shoulders twitched, as though my voice was an irritating fly she could shrug off.

      “Look around, Lewis,” she told the boy gently. Then she smiled, her blue eye gleaming like a raindrop, the other darker iris lost in shadow. “Can you see a shaft of light somewhere? Like a moonbeam? It’s your doorway to the other side.”

      Ignoring her instructions, Lewis clenched his hand as if gripping the button. He leaned closer to Elsie, his eyes dark and intense.

      “You’re the only light I’m seeing,” he murmured. “I want to stay here with you.”

      Elsie shivered, as if a cold gust had shot up her spine. Lewis forgot the button and inched his hand towards her face⁠—

      “Dammit, Elsie!” I struck a match and dropped it on the salt line.

      The crystals crackled and spat. The boy’s head turned at the sound, and then he was running back along the path, his hair electrified around his head, the bruise on his neck glowing angrily. He started towards me, his eyes alight with the same shock and fear all entities got when they began to untether.

      “Dad, no!”

      I stepped back too late. Lewis reached out to me, his arms passing straight through my body.

      The shock of cold numbed me. Dead cold, like I was drowning in a sunless ocean. I buckled over, gripping the door frame. Fighting the nausea, and the flashes in my mind of his mother writhing broken on the floor as she died⁠—

      The boy’s eyes widened, and he stumbled back outside. The sky and fence, the dark yard with its manicured trees, became visible through his body. His cry of rage was barely audible as he evaporated like morning mist.

      Elsie stalked along the path towards me, swiping her foot through the crackling salt and killing the embers.

      “Why’d you burn the salt, Dad? He was going peacefully. Now he’s probably tetchy again. He might come back.”

      “He won’t come back. He crossed the salt three times. Did you see him?”

      She scattered the remaining salt with her foot.

      “Lewis wouldn’t have hurt me.”

      “He reached for you, Else.” I shivered, my stomach clenching. “It’s too dangerous. I don’t want you ending up like your granddad.”

      She swiped under her eye. “I’m okay with it, Dad. I don’t get sick from their touch like you do. You’re the one who shrivels up and dies if one of them even breathes on you.”

      She was right, but that didn’t make me any less afraid for her. My daughter loved befriending trapped spirits. If she could, she’d send them over the rainbow with a hug and a packed lunch.

      I was more like my mother. I had seen what they could do. What they could steal from us. Fear was healthy. It kept you on your toes. Kept you alive.

      Elsie huffed, her thin little eyebrows inching closer. “You need more faith in me, Dad. In them. They’re not all bad. Even the bad ones don’t always mean to be. They’re just lost.”

      “You’re too trusting, kiddo. That’s what scares me.”

      “And you’re not trusting enough, Dad. They’re people, not monsters. People who need our help. You can’t just trick them into doing what you want. It’s mean.”

      “It keeps us alive, kiddo.”

      She grumbled something under her breath and stomped off.

      I left her to it and headed back inside for the dustpan and broom. Shaking my head at her words. Trust one of them? That’d be the day. I’d sooner trust a busload of maniacal axe-wielding killers than someone who’d made such a royal mess of their life that not even death could fix it.
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      My mother offloaded two huge jars of black salt onto the kitchen counter, and then followed me out to the lounge room. Her long hair was pink today, and the charm bracelets around her wrists jangled as she patted my arm.

      “Nice job, Cleary. The place looks wonderful.”

      She approached the stairs and looked up at the bright light coming from above. “It’s so welcoming now. No more gloom and doom. I’m impressed.”

      “Let’s hope the new buyers agree.”

      She shook her jangly bracelets, smiling. “You should take a moment, Cleary. Be proud of what you’ve achieved here. You’ve transformed a sad old rundown house and given it a new lease on life. Why not stay and establish yourself?”

      I shrugged, already restless, feeling the tug of impatience to get started on my next project.

      “That’s not how I roll, Ma.”

      “What about Elsie? Constantly moving around is not ideal for raising a child. She’s only nine. She needs a permanent home. She’s attended so many schools, yet never made any lasting friends. Why don’t you settle for a year, let the grass grow under your feet?”

      “Elsie’s fine, Mum. No friendships are lasting at her age. We’re good.”

      Mum pinched her lips together, and lifted her hands as if in defeat, but I knew her better than that. Once she got an idea in her head, she couldn’t let it go.

      She sighed. “Elsie said the boy you untethered was close to crossing peacefully. She said he only panicked at the last moment because you ignited the salt. She thinks you don’t trust her.”

      “It’s not her I don’t trust. It’s them.”

      “You mean Lewis?”

      I nodded. “Elsie let him get too close for comfort.”

      Mum jangled her bracelets, adjusting the charms. “She told me all about it. And Cleary, I know you were trying to protect her. But isn’t it better to teach her the ropes while she’s young so she can protect herself, rather than wrap her up in cotton wool and hope for the best?”

      “She gets too attached to them. Wants to be friends with them.”

      “That’s why she’s so good at untethering, Cleary. She’s a natural. Which is why you need to teach her how it all works. In our game, knowledge and experience mean safety.”

      “It didn’t help Dad.”

      “After forty successful years in a dangerous job, your father made one mistake—and it cost him everything. It cost us, too. Elsie can learn from it and use her grandfather’s experience to protect herself. But only if you let her.”

      “I let her do plenty. Within reason.”

      Her gaze softened. “After what happened to your father, I understand you’re wary. But it’s not just the others, is it? Maybe if you’d trusted Jolene more, she’d have stayed?”

      “Jolene didn’t leave because I lacked trust, Ma. She left because she found someone else who could give her the things I couldn’t. Flashy things. Diamonds. Gucci handbags.” I shrugged. “I’m just glad she agreed to sole custody.”

      “Me too. I mean, I cared for Jolene. But she was a handful. And Elsie’s just so …” She hugged her hands to her heart and gave a besotted smile.

      I laughed. “Glad we agree on something.”

      “So, silly question. Have you found the next place?”

      “Yeah. Snapped it up a few days ago.”

      “Of course you did.”

      I pulled a rumpled contract of sale from my back pocket and passed it across.

      “The place is stunning, Mum. Or it will be once I work my magic on it. An hour north of Melbourne in Woodhill. An enormous house on the mountainside with views to die for and an old historic garden. It’s been on the market forever. I got it for a song.”

      “And the entity?”

      “The locals reckon there’s a young woman haunting the place. They call her Briar Rose. Past tenants claim they heard her screaming, and someone reported seeing a ragged figure stalking the grounds at night. I reckon she’ll be a breeze to untether.”

      “Why, because she’s a young female?”

      “Because I know what I’m doing.”

      Mum looked dubious. “That’s what you said about Lewis. You’ll be careful, won’t you? Not let your guard down.”

      “Always, Mum.”

      She handed back the contract and wandered to the window, peering outside into the yard. Elsie was poking paper flowers she’d made into the grass, dotting the expanse of perfectly trimmed lawn with rainbow shades. Making everything pretty for the new owners.

      “Look at her, Cleary. I know you hate me saying this, but that girl needs a mum in her life. And I’m not talking about Jolene. She needs someone who gets her, who appreciates her uniqueness. Someone who’ll stand by her no matter what.”

      “And I don’t do all that?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart. Of course you do. But Elsie needs to settle and form connections. You both need that. Far more than you think.” She looked at me. “Love has the power to transform someone for the better, Cleary. Take me and your father. Apart, we were a couple of shambling messes. Together, we were strong. That deep connection still sustains me. Even with him gone all these years.”

      I huffed. It broke my heart a little each time she mentioned my father. Regardless of what she said about their bond sustaining her, I knew she still missed him every day. I knew the pain that still dogged her. Maybe if she’d loved him less, she would have moved on already.

      I didn’t plan on making the same mistake.

      “There’s only one connection I need, Mum. That’s the one leading me to the next property. The next challenge. The next ghost I can flush out and send to the afterlife.” I folded the contract and pushed it back in my pocket. “And I think I’ve found her.”
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      Golden sunlight streamed into the kitchen, casting a warm glow over the sleek granite countertops and pristine tap fixtures. Today was the big move, with all our belongings boxed and stacked by the door.

      Only two large glass jars remained on the kitchen countertop, full to the brim with black salt. In the bright morning light, they seemed to glow, their crystals shimmering like specks of charcoal ice.

      I wrapped the first jar in paper and stowed it in a cardboard box. The other jar I unscrewed and tilted back and forth, making the grains glitter as they scented the air with ash and bone.

      My mother’s secret recipe for black salt was never much of a secret in our family.

      Growing up with the odour of burning bones—the organic beef bones Mum bought in bulk from the butcher—we all knew she used only three ingredients. Salt, of course. A string of incantations. And greasy bone ash scraped from the base of the big iron skillet she positioned low over the flames on the brick barbecue in the yard.

      She could have achieved the same result by using powdered charcoal or black chalk dust to colour the salt. But Mum wasn’t taking any chances. When it came to her family—first Dad, then my sisters, and now me—she refused to cut corners, determined to do everything in her power to protect us.

      “Dad?” Elsie’s voice chirped from outside. “You ready to go?”

      “Sure, kiddo.”

      I pinched out some salt and tossed it over my shoulder. For luck. Or a final, parting insurance policy. The faint gummy smell of bone ash wafted in the surrounding air.

      Mum’s words drifted back. After what happened to your father, I understand why you’re wary. But it’s not just the others, is it? Maybe if you’d trusted Jolene, she’d have stayed?

      My father had trusted the others—the poltergeists and wisps and funnel ghosts he routinely untethered from the properties they haunted. He called them lost souls who only needed a nudge towards the light. Towards peace.

      Until one of them latched onto him and refused to leave. A young female, a girl my father felt sorry for. He used to joke that she was the baby of the family, coddling her and playing to her whims in a way he never did with my sisters.

      Mum took it in her stride. She called my father the most careful man on the planet and said she wasn’t worried. But she started putting extra bone-ash in his salt, and fortifying her incantations. Even tying the jars with bright crimson blessing threads she knotted herself.

      I gripped the counter and gazed into the yard, inhaling the familiar scent drifting from the open jar.

      I could still see Pa crumpled on the ground that day, outside the old house we had restored together. He wore the navy three-piece suit he was so proud of, the suit he got married in and claimed was his lucky charm. He lay flat on his back, a broken jar of Mum’s black salt scattered beneath him in the dirt. The air reeked of bone ash and death, and the clammy fog of a malevolent aura.

      Pa stared up at the grey sky, his lips moving, his face chalk-pale and his eyes … heaven help me, his eyes.

      Andrew Branchwood had seen so much death in his 48 years, you’d have thought his own would come as no real surprise to him, especially in his line of work. But what I glimpsed in his eyes just before his spirit slipped from his body left me cold to the core. The weight of the world in their depths, the silent terror. The realisation that someone he’d been trying to help had brutally slain him.

      And me crouched helplessly at his side, pounding his chest as the tears slid down my face. An entity had felled the man I hero-worshipped, cut him down like an oak tree, and there was nothing my mother or I could do to bring him back.

      Pa always used to joke that if anything happened to him, he’d come back as a ghost and haunt us himself. I could still hear the pride in his voice as he delivered the motto he lived by. True love is putting someone else’s happiness before your own needs, Cleary. And if that means giving up a prize perch in Heaven to hang around with my family a bit longer, then I’d do it in a heartbeat.

      But the salt he’d fallen on, the same powerful black salt my mother had concocted to keep him safe while he untethered the spirit he was hunting, had instead untethered my father. Leaving my mother broken, my sisters consumed by grief, and me with a burning appetite to make everything right again. Restore the balance. Make someone pay for taking him from us too soon.

      At eleven, with no genuine talent for the business at all, I had stepped into my father’s oversized shoes and set out on a journey to finish what he had begun. I’d been hopeless at it too, learning everything the hard way, making more mistakes than progress, even with my mother’s wise counsel. But when Elsie was born nine years ago, all that changed.

      She was like my father, with her sharp features and wispy dark hair—and an alarming connection to all things otherworldly. A connection that even outshone my father’s. It felt wrong to bring a small kid into frightening places. But since she could walk, Elsie insisted on coming with me. Her only tantrums were when I tried to leave her behind. She was never afraid. Never. And I had never seen anyone, not even my father, clear an aura fog as quickly as Elsie could with a smile and a gust of her bright, babyish laughter.

      With her around, my job got easier. The money flowed in as we cleared one house after another. We became a team and stayed that way ever since⁠—

      “Dad!”

      I lurched around, gripping my chest.

      Elsie stood in the doorway. “You’re taking forever!”

      I slumped. “Thanks for the heart attack, kiddo. Why aren’t you waiting in the car like I asked?”

      “Got bored. You said five minutes.”

      I rapped my knuckles on the jar lid. “Just packing these.”

      She sighed, and I’d have sworn my father was peering back at me from her bright nine-year-old eyes.

      “Come on, Dad. Woodhill’s over an hour away.”

      I tucked the jar into the box and collected it under my arm, then grabbed my keys. Before we left, I quickly scanned the room.

      Lewis and his mother wouldn’t recognise the place now. Pristine white walls offset the gleaming floorboards, and floating concrete and steel had replaced the old wood staircase. I was especially proud of the cottage garden brimming over with roses.

      The old Victorian terrace had sold for a breathtaking sum. Even I was surprised. A retired Sydney couple looking for a quieter life in Melbourne had quickly snapped it up. Their deposit alone had allowed me to purchase our next project, sight unseen, online.

      According to the website, Loch Ard had been on the market for years. It was a secluded property with fifteen acres of sprawling gardens and breathtaking views of the town. The real estate agent had confirmed my suspicions.

      No one stays very long, and the property’s fallen to neglect, which is why they’re selling so cheap. Apparently a young woman died tragically there a hundred years ago, and the locals swear it’s haunted. But most historic places have a story, don’t they? I hope the hearsay won’t put you off⁠—

      Elsie had already buckled herself into the passenger seat, kicking her heels on the footwell mat. While we reversed out, she glanced over.

      “Who do you think lives there, Dad?”

      She’d been asking this for weeks, and my answer was always the same.

      “They reckon a young woman.”

      “I hope she’s nice.”

      “When are they ever nice?”

      She tucked in her chin and glanced over. “Lewis was nice.”

      “He pushed his mum down the stairs.”

      “Nobody’s perfect, Dad.”

      I grumbled under my breath. Hunting entities wasn’t just a job, but a burning passion that consumed me. Sometimes there were hiccups, but when it ran smoothly, the feeling was addictive. Banishing one dark fog after another, making the world a safer place. Especially for kids like Elsie—kids who were sensitive to the darkness and psychic pollution that all ghosts dragged around with them.

      I glanced over at her.

      “Whoever’s inhabiting the next place, Else, I’m pretty sure ‘nice’ doesn’t come anywhere close. I want you to stay away from them this time, okay?”

      She nodded, pretending interest in the passing scenery. But the brightness in her eyes told me she had no intention of doing anything of the sort.
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      The garden glowed in the bright midday sun as I raced barefoot along the track.

      Up the hill and through the shady pines, along the wild perimeter where the gum trees grew. Passing the wrought iron shade house and running down the wide gravel track until I reached the lightning tree.

      I stopped in front of it, gazing up into its twisted branches, black against the sky. I saw it every day, but it still filled me with wonder. After more than a hundred years, it was tall as the sky, its knotted old arms sprouting grey-green leaves that tickled the clouds, its tiny, spiky flowers filling the air with their peppery scent.

      The night I was born, a massive thunderstorm tore across the mountain. Lightning struck the tree and set it alight. It had blazed for days, even in the deluge, the core of its great trunk continuing to burn. Eventually, the rain had put it out, leaving a blackened cavity at its base. Yet somehow the tree continued to grow. Like me, it survived that night against the odds.

      I leaned against the vast trunk, gazing down across the valley.

      Far below, the little town of Woodhill snuggled in the river’s curve, the surrounding woodlands growing thick and green along its banks. Trees had grown up over the years, hiding William’s stone farmhouse. Perhaps they’d torn it down, built another in its place. What it once symbolised for me—having my own family, and a place to call home—had faded but not vanished entirely. Just knowing it had once stood there made me feel William’s presence close by. It hurt, but it was sweet too, as I remembered that long-ago day he held me in his arms and kissed me, whispering goodbye⁠—

      A car door slammed.

      I went still, my eyes suddenly wide as I stopped breathing to listen.

      A voice called shrilly from across the garden. I couldn’t make out the words, they came from too far away. But one thing was certain.

      It was a child’s voice.

      Time froze. Or maybe it was my heart. From my depths, a memory emerged. A tiny starfish hand clutching mine, and large blue eyes framed by thick lashes peering up at me from the time before. Before I got trapped here in this bright, sun-drenched garden. Before I destroyed everything that mattered most to me and became the monster my father always feared I would be…

      I turned and ran back uphill along the track. Past the shade house with its ferns and choking vines. Past the old piper’s cottage, and the thickets of blackberry and wild rose, past shady beds of violet and thistle. Past the loch, the horrible loch, with its mossy boulders and deep, unforgiving water. Up higher until I emerged onto the bright, bushy ridge overlooking the dirt road that ran past Loch Ard’s front gates.

      I could see them through the trees.

      A young girl and a man.

      She was about nine years old. Scruffy and boyish, with cropped hair and oversized shorts, sandals on her small feet. Skipping from foot to foot, chirping like a magpie. Beside her, the man stretched his back and yawned at the sky.

      Lord.

      Like a protective giant, he loomed over the child, scanning the road for hidden dangers. Then he shrugged, as if satisfied the coast was clear. After all, what dangers could lurk along such a pretty, deserted country road?

      What indeed.

      He walked along the verge to a thicket of ironbarks below me. His shaggy hair was black as ink, and a thin shirt hugged his muscular torso. Shadows hastened to touch him, enfolding him in their dark embrace. Through the foliage, small inquisitive fingers of sunlight jealously caressed the beautiful scruff of his jaw.

      I leaned further forward, squinting through the leaves. He seemed familiar. Had he been here before? Surely I’d have remembered a man like that?

      Hands in pockets, he continued along the dirt road for a way and then pivoted his head in my direction. Shading his eyes, he looked up the hill—straight at me.

      My hand shot up, pulling my hair over the ruined side of my face. Impossible, he couldn’t see me. Could he? I stood rock still, hidden behind a thicket. But still I lowered my head, the old shame burning through me. I hadn’t worn my veil in years. What was the point? No one could see me except the birds and possums. But I wanted it now, that veil. I needed somewhere to hide.

      And yet.

      This man…

      He stepped onto the sunlit verge directly below me, still searching, as though sensing me here. As he looked up, the sun hit him. The shadows retreated from his face. A frown line cut between his brows. His scruff softened his jaw, but there was no hiding the challenge in his eyes. Then his frown fell away and he scratched his chin, the gesture achingly familiar.

      I gasped. “William?”

      He scowled, stepping closer, his lips parting as if to speak⁠—

      Then the child called to him, and he tore himself away, heading back along the road to join her.

      I dragged my fingers through my hair. Of course it’s not William. You’re seeing things, you dill. William’s been gone for a hundred years, his bones rotting in the mud of a forgotten French battlefield.

      I clung to a branch, staring at them.

      The man and the skinny girl. You can’t be here! I don’t want you! The garden is mine. I won’t have you coming here and trampling my memories. Unearthing my secrets. Ruining the fortress of solitude I’ve worked so hard to build. Just climb back into your car and return to wherever you came from and leave me and my garden alone.

      They continued up the hill, oblivious to me. The girl skipping along and chattering like a grass wren, the man clomping through the weedy grass, checking over his shoulder. Searching the ridge.

      He felt me, then. Was sensitive to my presence. Good.

      Sensitive people were easier to scare away.
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      The back of my neck prickled, and the hairs along my arms stood to attention. I twisted around, searching the slope again. Further up on that ridge, sunlight streamed through the branches of a tall gum tree. I’d have sworn something moved. Just a bird, probably. A shadow.

      Or maybe the entity I had come here to drive out.

      I pushed through the heavy white gates and ducked under a weather-beaten sign—LOCH ARD—then headed up the grassy driveway with Elsie hot on my heels.

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah, possum?”

      “I like this place. It’s perfect for us.”

      “It’s a neglected mess, is what it is. A money pit. It’s gonna blow out my budget and drive me into the poorhouse.”

      She beamed. “Is it our forever place?”

      Whenever we bought a property, she asked the same thing. She already knew the answer, so I didn’t bother replying. Instead, I climbed to the top of the rise and gazed down the mountainside. Between the trees, I could see farms and bushland stretching to the horizon, the river winding through it like a blue snake. In the distance, a mountain range glowed faintly purple in the clear midday light.

      “Oh Daddy, it’s lovely.”

      “Hmm.”

      She slid her fingers into mine and peered up at my face. Her cheeks were pink, her freckles dancing on skin far too fair and sensitive for the Australian sun.

      “Dad, do you like it?”

      “Where’s your hat?”

      “In the car.”

      “Go get it.”

      She kicked the toe of her sandal in the dirt. “I wish we could stay here forever.”

      “We haven’t even seen the house yet.”

      “It feels like the one.”

      I made a dismissive sound. “Don’t get your hopes up, kiddo. We’re only flipping this place. Not living here permanently.”

      “Oh, but could we keep it, please?”

      “Next one, possum. I promise.”

      She slumped, letting go of my hand.

      “That’s what you always say. But then we move again and it’s like we’re stuck in a loop. Always moving. Never really living.”

      I sighed and crouched in front of her.

      “We talked about this, remember? What do we always say?”

      She heaved a sigh. “A rolling stone gathers no moss.”

      “Right.”

      “But what if I like moss?”

      “No one likes moss. Moss is the worst. It bogs you down and gets you stuck in a place. Next thing you know, you’re stagnating. Right?”

      She nodded. “I guess.”

      “So, we’re good?”

      “Sure.”

      “Now run and get your hat before you turn into a beetroot.”

      I continued up the driveway, recalling what the agent had said. A wealthy Scotsman built Loch Ard in 1890 to replicate his childhood home. It has a small manmade loch, imported iron shade house and a piper’s cottage. Sadly, the cottage is derelict, you’ll probably need to pull it down …

      I climbed higher, then let out a whistle as the valley opened up before me. “What a view.”

      Far below, a green patchwork of farms and bush corridors stretched for miles. The purple haze of hills smudged the horizon, and in the middle distance a lazy blue river meandered along a leafy course. Right below us, the sleepy village of Woodhill nestled at the base of the mountain, surrounded by farmland and sparse pockets of bush. The highway bypassed the town like a silver ribbon, tiny cars rushing north to the border or south back to Melbourne.

      A view to die for. Except for one towering, blackened eyesore.

      The huge old gum tree had been struck by lightning at some point, but had continued to grow. Partially blackened by fire, some of its branches were bare and broken. A real blight on that breathtaking view. Nothing a chainsaw wouldn’t fix. I could hire a bobcat and clear the entire garden back to its former glory in a few weeks.

      Rattling out the keys, I went along the wide gravel driveway. Elsie skipped up along behind me, the brim of her sunhat flapping around her face, chattering to herself and swishing about in the grass.

      “Don’t wander off,” I called.

      She answered with a baby bird chirp that made me smile. But then, a twinge of guilt as I remembered her words. It’s like we’re stuck in a loop, Dad. Always moving and never really living.

      It won’t be forever, I silently promised. We were just a couple of house flips away from buying our forever home. Maybe we could finally retire and settle down, something my father dreamed of but never achieved⁠—

      I inhaled a lungful of sweet air, but as the house came into view, I puffed it out again.

      Holy heck.

      The website photos hadn’t done it justice. It sat amid the overgrown garden like a stately colonial queen, head held high and majestic. Its creamy sandstone walls nestled behind wooden fretwork eaves and sweeping verandahs. White timber shutters framed the vast picture windows, and the height of the steep iron roof made me dizzy. A tall paperbark cherry tree nestled against one flank, littering the ground with a froth of white blossoms. On the other side grew a rambling cypress, scenting the warm air with pine.

      Climbing the front steps, I went inside.

      The air was a little musty. And cold, as if the air-con had been running overtime. I sent out my feelers, but despite the icy chill in the air, there was no sense of anyone inhabiting the place. Strange. Maybe local hearsay had got it wrong.

      Rubbing my arms, I ventured deeper. Shadows sprang around me as I crossed the glossy old floorboards towards a wide, welcoming staircase.

      The walls needed a coat of paint, but the bones were good. More than good. Wonderful. Enormous rooms. An open fireplace. Wide windows overlooking views that made me catch my breath. The garden was lush and inviting. I was already itching to get lost in it.

      Little sandals slapped across the floorboards. Elsie slipped her hand in mine.

      I gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

      “You sense anyone?”

      She glanced around, then frowned out at the garden.

      “Not in the house.”

      “We’ve been wrong before.”

      “I don’t care if there’s no one here. I already love it, Dad.”

      The yearning in her voice touched a nerve in me. After so long in the city, hemmed in by crowded buildings and noisy city streets, this leafy paradise seemed overwhelmingly beautiful. Almost too good to be true. Like stepping into a different world.

      When it came time to sell, we’d make a bucketload. Maybe more than ever before. Dollar signs flashed before my eyes. Elsie could go to an elite progressive school. I could get that flashy ute I’d been eyeing off. Heck, I could buy a fleet of them. I pictured Jolene begging to come back, and me taking great pleasure in turning her down. I smiled.

      Selling this property was going to make all our dreams come true. We could have anything we’d ever wanted. All I had to do was flush out the ghost of Briar Rose—if she existed—and banish her from this place forever.
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      I’d been watching them for days, the man hauling boxes from his vehicle, dragging furniture around the big empty house, filling the old barn with tools and whatnot. The girl prancing and chattering in the garden or rocketing her bike along the pathways, her face glowing pink.

      Didn’t she own a sunhat?

      She seemed like an annoying child. The way she larked about, ignoring her father’s calls. Venturing up the hill or poking around in the shade house, despite his warnings not to wander off. Her feet were wearing new trails in my grass, and her chirpy chatter setting my teeth on edge. Her presence in the garden was a thorn in my heart, pricking open old wounds. Old memories that made the dark places in me ache.

      A child … I can stand anything but a child.

      As dusk fell, I walked up the hill to the lightning tree and gazed back down towards the house. They’d been here a week. Already their television invaded the soft damp blackness of the night, the blaze of electric light swamping the stars.

      I sank into a big fallen log, taking comfort from its solid reassurance. High above me, the leaves whispered. He won’t be satisfied to dwell here peacefully. You know that, don’t you? He’ll want to leave his mark, change the house and garden to suit him. Erase your presence here and replace it with his own …

      Everything I cherished was in danger.

      My solitude. My memories. My secrets.

      The intruders had to go. It should be easy enough. Scaring people away was my superpower. I could strike now, tonight, while the garden was at its darkest.

      I sighed up at the pale crescent moon. It was a silver fingernail tonight, dangling up there in the cold blackness of space. Not even a solitary star for company. It looked lonely. Lost. Almost afraid.

      I stopped by the lily pond on the hill overlooking the house and found my reflection in the moonlit water. Matted hair. Wild eyes. Ragged dress and bare, grubby feet. What a shame they couldn’t see me. My appearance alone could send them screaming … but I had to make sure they wouldn’t return.

      I pushed back my tangled hair to reveal my face, far more disturbing than the other attributes combined. I clenched my fists, my heart rate quickening as adrenaline coursed through my veins. Bright, dark anger bubbled up inside me, giving me a boost of strength.

      Think of the loch. The horrible loch. Remember how cold the water is, how the slimy mud sticks to your skin. How the weight of terror drags your limbs under till there’s nothing left to cling to but your screams …

      As the little moon climbed higher, my body began to tremble, and then shake uncontrollably. All around me in the glow of my rage, the garden had grown treacherously dark, the shadows even darker. But I needed more. More power. If I was going to drive away the intruders so they never returned, I needed more might, more potency.

      Think of him … think of Father. What he did in the stables, how he hurt you. Made you kneel on thorns. How he said wicked things, and forced you to say them as well. Making you hate him. Making you hate yourself even more⁠—
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