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  I thought Star Pilgrim was going to take me on a delightful journey. It ended up taking me on one hell of a ride. Star Pilgrim is gripping and very, very clever. It interweaves philosophy, mysticism and some home truths in an amazing story. The Da Vinci Code was a great tale and thought provoking, but Star Pilgrim goes one stage further. It is not just another good read, it deserves its place on the bestseller list. Sheer genius. Paul Salmon, Eternal Spirit magazine

  I was completely unprepared for the effect Star Pilgrim would have on me. From the word go, my imagination was captured. I went back to a time in my childhood where a story was so powerful that I could do nothing but keep reading until the end. Much more important than the brilliantly crafted story, however, is the simple message hidden in the book. Star Pilgrim is important, it is timely and needs to be read. Mary Anderson, Scientist, St Patrick’s Hospital, Dublin

  Star Pilgrim is a wonderful work of fiction that reminds us of some deep truths - which we already know if we look deeply enough within. Timothy Freke, author of The Jesus Mysteries

  From the first page Star Pilgrim grabs you by the arm and takes you into a mystical sci-fi labyrinth, not letting go until the very end. With a baptised imagination the author manages to achieve the near impossible - entertainment and enlightenment simultaneously. Star Pilgrim is a journey of the soul, a combination of Arthur C. Clarke and Paulo Coelho. At once an epic “close encounter” adventure and a quest for the very meaning of life. Mark Townsend, author of The Path of The Blue Raven (O-Books)

  A colossal achievement! Star Pilgrim somehow manages to combine a brilliantly written “page turner” with a spiritual handbook a la Eckhart Tolle. Elegantly embedded in the arc of the story, Star Pilgrim offers new responses for us all as we negotiate the opportunities of the coming years. Steve Coe, Song Writer, Music Producer and Film Maker
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    From the Bottom of the Pond: The forgotten art of experiencing God in the depths of the present moment

  


  Waiting.

  Feeling the currents of time brush past.

  A still rock in a flowing river.

  Ancient thoughts and memories about to give birth to a new future.

  All around, beautifully lit, subtle-hued grey dust undulating gently toward a not-too distant, fiercely delineated horizon.

  To one side, the dust is disturbed and trodden. Alien-looking metallic shapes loom, shrines to the god of light and lyre, emanating stark coal-dark shadows. Beyond the disturbance, all is tranquil. A place chosen for its multilayered meaning.

  Above is star-studded blackness, broken by a crescent of blue-white light, the only visible sliver of an invisible sphere. But he can sense the sphere in other, deeper ways. The swirling kaleidoscope of swarming consciousness that coats its surface impinges on his mind, as a gentle breeze on bare skin. One particular mind-spark draws his attention. Their thoughts have touched frequently in recent times and in a few moments they will entwine again.

  Then everything must change.

  For soon they must meet at another level, as once they did long before, as an ancient cycle is completed. It is this meeting for which he comes, so they may together serve that which is infinitely greater.

  Beyond the hidden sphere, still visible, though not for much longer, a disk of fiery incandescent light hangs motionless, the fulcrum of all it knows. For a brief second he becomes aware of the strange companion who waits with him. Instantly the light is transformed and becomes a pulsating cauldron of aliveness. Then it fades as, with great effort, he refocuses on the darkened world that hangs before him.

  It is time

  He reaches out with his thoughts and touches the mind-spark, which feels both alien and familiar.

  The waiting ends.


  Chapter 1

  With dawn only a little way off, Joseph dreamed.

  It was very strange, for he knew it was a dream. He had awakened within it. He knew that he was still asleep, yet was profoundly awake.

  He was flying, or rather floating. He sensed that he was being shown something that was very important, but did not know who the invisible teacher was, except that it was someone closer to him than a heartbeat. Joseph knew that they had met many times and there was a familiarity and intensity to the relationship that soothed an ancient grief, which had ached for longer than he could remember. He also had an intuition that the relationship was just as essential to the Teacher as it was to him, in that through their shared experiences, from very different perspectives, both evolved and grew. And in their journeying together, they came into even closer relationship.

  Joseph floated above the canopy of an oak forest that stretched away as far as the eye could see, the green quilt made uneven only by the rise and fall of the ground. It was one of the gifts of the dream that somehow he was able to see in all directions at once. The sweeping panorama of verdant green set against a blue sky filled him with its beauty. He was aware, without knowing how, that it was England in its glorious summer robes. Yet also, inexplicably, he knew that it was not yet England, as it had still to fully express that essence. He sensed that the consciousness of this place was in transition from one age to another.

  He found himself giving close attention to the area of the forest below where he drifted. The first thing he noticed was that he was directly above a hill, roughly oval in shape. He had not seen it at first, as its steep sides were camouflaged by the thick covering of trees. He now saw that below to the south was a deep, wide valley, within which flowed a narrow river, almost entirely hidden by the trees. As he took in more of the landscape, he saw that the hill was actually only steep on three sides and that its northern slope tapered off gently into the distance. The hill reminded him of a promontory projecting out into a gentle sea. He also sensed it as a wild and mysterious place, looming above the more sedate valley.

  Joseph looked closer and saw that on the hill below him the perfect flow of the forest was broken by an open space, so small that the boughs of the surrounding trees almost enclosed it as in an arched roof. The trees seemed to have been cleared to form what was, to the eye, a nearly perfect circle. It had the feel of a sanctuary; a sacred place; somewhere set aside. Joseph realized that the clearing was located close to the front edge of the escarpment, just before the ground fell away sharply towards the valley. At this time of year, there would be no view over the valley from ground level because of the thick foliage. But Joseph saw that in winter, when the trees were bare, the view would be wonderful.

  He then knew that he had to find whoever had created the clearing. It mattered enormously to locate them, but he did not know why. He found himself drifting northwards over the forest for a few hundred yards and then glimpsed through the trees what he was looking for. There, scattered between the trees, across a wide area, was a group of twelve simple rectangular wooden huts with sloping roofs made from thatched dried grass and mud. They were very small and Joseph could not imagine more than one person being able to live in each. The dwellings looked deserted and Joseph could detect no sign of life. But there was life. He could sense it.

  The slow, faint tolling of a bell gave him the clue he needed. It took a few moments, but then he saw the stone building resting quietly at the approximate center of the collection of huts. It was almost invisible, covered as it was by thick lichen and moss. Joseph immediately sensed how old it was. It had been there a long time, unchanging while the world evolved around it, serving in many different ways the same purpose. Again, without knowing how, he knew that it was now a church, but in ages gone by had served as a gateway into the mystery of existence for other, long forgotten creeds. Church was probably too grand a word for what he beheld. Although significantly larger than the huts that surrounded it, Joseph judged that it would struggle to hold more than a handful of people. The tolling bell drew his attention once more. Looking closely, he saw that the bell was concealed within a small turret, which rose out of the west end of the building. It was being rung with a very slow rhythm. Whoever lived in the huts must be in the church.

  At that moment, as though responding to his thought, the door to the church opened and eleven figures processed out. They were led by a solitary, tall, stately figure, who walked slowly setting the pace for the others. His hands, clasped together over his solar plexus, were almost lost in the voluminous sleeves of the garment that he wore. Behind him, the others followed in pairs. Each monk, for this was clearly what they were, was dressed in a long brown, rough looking robe, with a raised hood obscuring the face. Joseph could catch only occasional glimpses of features in the enfolding shadows. The robe of each was gathered around the waist with a rope girdle. He did not recognize the religious order to which they belonged and felt the Teacher telling him that they were maverick, outside the authority of the wider church, living out their lives in this lonely place. He sensed something esoteric, hidden, which sought safety from a hostile world in self-imposed seclusion.

  Behind the leader, the front pair each carried an object held out before them in ceremonial fashion. One carried a gleaming silver chalice and Joseph glimpsed what he knew to be red wine gently moving about inside. The silver and red made a startling, evocative contrast. The other held a small silver plate, or paten, on which rested a circular piece of bread. Joseph was now sure that these were Christian monks, for he was seeing the bread and wine of the Mass, the deeply mysterious primal rite at the heart of the Christian faith.

  Yet it was what the remaining monks conveyed between them that stirred his heart. As soon as he saw it, Joseph felt powerful, confused emotions erupt from deep within. He knew that the Teacher sensed this and had moved closer to steady him. For on a litter was a dead body. It was a monk, dressed as the rest were, with the hood pulled up obscuring the face and hands clasped over the breast. The brothers had lost one of their own. There had been twelve, now there were eleven. He could suddenly sense their sadness. One of the huts he had seen earlier would now be empty and would never be occupied again. This was the beginning of the end of an era. All was passing. All was impermanent. The community had served its purpose and would gradually fade away. This death was the first dimming. He then understood that their sadness was not just personal for the friend they had lost, but for what the death presaged. Joseph did not know how he was aware of all of this, but did not doubt its veracity. But he also knew something else. That in this ending something new and powerful would be born, that transcended time and would serve a great purpose. This was a deep knowledge within him, which was simply present without preamble.

  Joseph followed as the procession wound its way between the trees. He guessed that the monks must be following some kind of path, invisible from where he floated above. They clearly knew where they were going. At first he wondered if they intended to return the dead monk to his hut, so that it might serve as his last resting place, thus symbolizing the meaning of his life. But as they progressed beyond the outermost of the dwellings, he knew that they must be heading somewhere else. As he traced the direction of their journey, he saw that they were travelling south towards the sun that blazed high in the sky. Suddenly he could hear the birds singing and the beauty of their song filled him with a feeling of poignancy as he watched the sad procession below. Then he knew where they were going and, as he thought of the place, he was there in an instant, floating once more above the almost hidden clearing on the edge of the hill, arched over like a green cathedral by the surrounding trees. This time, however, the foliage did not seem to inhibit his sight and he was able to see clearly into the heart of the sacred space. And he saw something that once more stirred powerful feelings inside. There, at the center of the clearing, a grave had been dug with the earth piled up to one side, dark brown against bright green. Joseph found it difficult to breathe for a few moments, as the sight impacted on him. At one level he thought he knew why this was, but he could also sense his teacher trying to get him to push beyond the obvious, for there were deeper currents at work. He felt himself being pushed closer and was suddenly at ground level looking into the grave, which had been dug very deep. It would be a long time before any body placed within would be disturbed. He became aware of the Teacher telling him that it was important to contemplate the grave, to give it profound attention. He was reluctant but tried his best to comply. All at once he felt himself falling into swirling eddies of confused consciousness. Images flashed across his mind of faces, experiences and incidents, but in no coherent order. He felt himself starting to be pulled down into the surging mind waves, as though drowning. Then he was back at the graveside, disorientated and unsteady, with a deep sense of the Teacher, intangible but unseen, holding him firmly. He was being told that what had just happened was important and that it had unlocked doors in the inner recesses of his mind that had long been sealed; that the understanding that lay behind those doors would seep into his consciousness in the days to come and would guide him in something that was about to happen. Then there was silence for a moment, until once more he could hear the birds singing and could almost feel the warm sun on his skin. He was aware that the Teacher had pulled back and stood a little way off. Joseph remained at the edge of the grave for a little while allowing equilibrium to return, until approaching footsteps told him the monks were not far off. He found himself stepping back to the edge of the clearing until he stood just inside the ring of trees. For reasons he did not understand, he wanted to witness what was about to happen from ground level rather than from above. He wanted to be a part of events, not just a dispassionate observer.

  A few moments later the tall, stately monk led the others into the clearing. The litter was laid reverently on the grass with the head of the deceased monk facing the sun. The senior monk, for this is what he seemed to be, stood behind the head, between the chalice and paten bearers. The remaining monks lined up on either side. No words were said as, for one of those immeasurable periods of time that are common in dreams, there was only silence and stillness. Then the leader turned to his left and took the bread from the paten. Holding it in both hands, he raised it heavenward for a few moments and then replaced it on the paten. Very carefully and gently he broke it into pieces. He took one of the pieces and, turning to his left, dipped it lightly in the chalice, allowing a tincture of wine to stain the bread a light red. Bending over, he pulled back the hood of the dead man, exposing the face for the first time, and placed the fragment of bread into the mouth, softly closing the jaw when he had done so. He then returned to his place, took another piece of the broken bread, dipped it in the wine, but this time consumed it himself. Then, in quiet succession, each of the other monks did the same before returning to their place. Once more there was stillness. Joseph watched on transfixed, utterly caught up in what was happening. He very much wanted to see the face of the departed monk, but the others obscured his view. Then, without any apparent signal, the circle of monks broke-up. The ones who had carried the body walked to the pile of earth that stood to one side and, reaching down behind, produced long ropes which had been placed there in preparation for this moment. At first Joseph’s eyes followed them, distracted by what they were doing, but then he looked once more at the body. And this time he could see the face.

  The shock ran through him like a bolt of lightening. He felt the Teacher move closer in support. He knew the white, wax-like face that lay framed against the brown of the robe.

  It was his own.

  There was no exact resemblance. The features of the face echoed his own, as a child’s can hint at those of a parent or grand parent. But it was not this that left Joseph in no doubt as to the identity of the corpse. It was recognition. It was deep memory. He knew what he was looking at because he knew. Even though part of him accepted that he was dreaming, it was a shocking moment. He almost could not take it in, for the mind cannot grasp its own apparent non-existence. It is a denial of its deepest conviction about itself. Suddenly, as at the graveside a little earlier, Joseph found himself plunging into fragmented memories and surging, confused emotions, being thrown around like a leaf in a storm. Then he felt, almost physically, a hand grab him and heave backwards. In a moment he was once more on the edge of the clearing, aware that the Teacher, his unseen companion, stood close by his side. His mind was full of questions, but all he could sense from the Teacher was to be still and watch. He gathered himself and tried to focus again on what was happening.

  The leader still stood at the head of the deceased with the paten and chalice bearers on either side. Joseph watched silently as the others moved to position themselves around the body. The ropes were passed under the litter, there was a slight pause and then in one unified movement it was lifted off the ground and carried to hang over the open grave. The leader and his two companions followed until they stood once more at the head of their dead brother, with the sun blazing on their faces. Joseph saw the tall figure nod his head imperceptibly and the litter was slowly lowered out of sight. A chill ran through him as the body disappeared. It was so final, so real.

  Suddenly Joseph could not bear to watch any more. He did not want this dream and tried to wake up. But he felt the Teacher gently urging him to stay a little longer. Again he sensed the importance of what he was seeing. With a mighty effort he refocused his awareness on the clearing and was stunned by what he encountered. They were looking directly at him. They knew that he was present. The monks, with their leader and two companions at the center, had formed an arc between him and the still-open grave. From within their concealing hoods he was been regarded with deep compassion. Joseph felt his heart swell with a response that came from a distant but powerful place within. Without thought, he stepped into the clearing and walked over to stand before the tall figure at the center of the arc. He found himself smiling for no obvious reason, except for an overwhelming feeling of loving reunion after a long absence. Without a word, the senior monk took a final piece of bread that lay on the paten, dipped it in the wine and placed it in Joseph’s mouth.

  In that moment his mind seemed to shatter and he plunged into a warm, formless sea.


  Chapter 2

  On the other side of the world from where Joseph slept, the night was still young.

  Noelani felt guilty as she removed the telescope from the trunk of her battered Toyota. She looked furtively around the small car park and then got annoyed with herself. She was doing nothing wrong. The others at the University of Hawaii Educational Telescope on Mauna Kea would not miss her. There was too much excitement and talking for that. She had managed to slip out unnoticed and would go back a little later. She could always say that she had needed the ladies’ room and endure the inevitable student-type jokes that would come her way. But she needed to see what was about to happen for herself, in peace and quiet. It felt important.

  Noelani had been given the telescope as a surprise birthday present when she was twelve and it had quickly become the center of her life. She had always been enchanted by the night sky. Since she was a small child it had evoked something nameless deep within her. The telescope had been a gift from her grandmother, the matriarch of the family. When asked why she had bought it, all Grandmother would say was that she had seen it in a dream. This was her way, rooted in ancient Hawaiian spirituality. It was also how Noelani had acquired her name, seen in a dream by Grandmother. The telescope had taken Noelani’s interest in the night sky to a new level. It had become for a while all she could talk about at the dinner table, until she began to suspect that she was straining the patience of even her most loving of families. From that time she had never had any doubt that one day she would be a professional astronomer. Now here she was, eight years later, an astronomy major at the University of Hawaii, standing on the summit of the extinct volcano that hosted the world’s largest observatory. Over a dozen working telescopes being operated by scientists from eleven countries. It was Noelani’s favorite place in the whole world. It was where the sea of space lapped gently on the shore of Earth.

  She lifted the telescope onto her shoulder and closed the trunk as quietly as possible. Then she began to walk across the car park towards the secluded area of flat rock just below the summit that she had discovered a few days before. She was immediately grateful that she had dressed warmly in thick jeans and a padded jacket. She had pulled the hood up as soon as she had left the observatory and all that could be seen of her long dark hair was a few wisps that whipped in the wind around her Polynesian face. As she walked she looked up at the night sky, beautifully clear at this altitude, the stars dominated by the full moon that shone brightly with reflected sunlight. Looking down she could see patches of white billowing cloud lying below the mountain’s peak. She felt as if she was on an island in the stars. She turned her head and could see on the summit the upper parts of some of the buildings that housed the many telescopes. They glowed in the silvery light of the moon.

  Noelani reached the end of the car park and began scrambling across bare rock. Over the years she had carried her telescope to all kinds of remote places to obtain the perfect view of her latest cosmic obsession, so a short climb over rocky ground was not a problem. After about fifty yards she turned a slight corner and found herself between two shallow spurs that projected from the side of the mountain. She quickly located the large area of flat rock and began to set up the telescope under the light of the moon that hung clearly above. The task only took a few moments. She checked her watch; just a couple of minutes to go.

  Noelani had seen lunar eclipses before on numerous occasions. But this was her first opportunity to see one from such a fantastic viewing point, through crystal clear air at high altitude. Moreover, tonight would be a total eclipse when the moon would pass fully into the Earth’s shadow and be illuminated only by indirect light refracted through its larger neighbor’s atmosphere, painting the moon strange and wonderful colors. It thrilled Noelani to know that within a short time the mighty dance of the Earth, sun and moon would align them almost exactly, with the planet on which she stood in the middle. Whilst both the scientist and the human being in her were fascinated to see what was about to happen, it was the latter that had persuaded her to sneak her own telescope up the mountain and slip out of the observatory where her fellow students would be viewing the event. They would not be alone as, all over the night side of the planet, stargazers of all types would also have their instruments focused on the Earth’s largest satellite. Despite the party that was developing in the absence of any tutors, her colleagues would be taking the opportunity to make measurements of the refraction that would occur. Each eclipse produced different colored effects on the moon’s surface, which as yet could not be predicted with any accuracy. Normally she would find making such measurements an absorbing experience, but tonight something else was at work in her that had been building for days. It gently demanded that she connect with the eclipse directly, alone and in silence with her feet firmly rooted on the ancient rock of Earth. It was the side of her that arose from the deep mysticism of her Polynesian ancestors, which still ran strongly in the veins of her family. It did not deny the power of science, which she adored, but was simply another way of knowing. Both were powerfully present within her, ebbing and flowing in turn, in deep relationship, but tonight it was the inner silent voice that guided her.

  Noelani’s thoughts were interrupted by an almost imperceptible change in the quality of the moonlight. She quickly looked through her telescope and immediately saw a slowly expanding blackness starting to move across the upper left quadrant of the still bright full moon. The eclipse had started. Losing all track of time, she watched spellbound as the blackness rolled its ink-like way diagonally across the lunar surface. As it did so, the wonderfully bright light that had illumined everything around her dimmed and became deep shadow. As the moon slowly disappeared, Noelani wondered whether there would be any colors. This eclipse seemed too total. But then, as the blackness seemed about to cover the whole surface, the remaining slice that was still in sunlight brightened and suddenly the darkened surface had a green tint, which almost immediately began to shift into a pale red. Noelani looked on enraptured as slowly the lunar surface became visible once more, but now tinged a breathtakingly beautiful red, which gradually fluxed through the most delicate shades. She thought it was the most wonderful thing she had ever seen. She lifted her head from the telescope for a few moments to find that her rocky island above the clouds was no longer moonlit silver, but an eerie alien color that she found difficult to name. It was almost a mixture of pink and maroon, if such a thing were possible. She returned to the eyepiece of her telescope and sank once more into the extraordinary vision that it offered. All thoughts of sneaking back into the observatory before she was missed were forgotten in the quiet ecstasy of the moment.

  Her mind did not at first register the brilliant point of white light when, without warning, it flashed into existence. Perhaps it was too out of place, too unexpected. But it took no more than a few seconds for her to realize that something was wrong, or rather was not as it should be. She lifted her head for a moment and then bent over the eyepiece again. It was still there, in the Sea of Tranquility, just above the moon’s equator, slightly to the east. A dot of the most intense light she had ever seen, which to her keen vision seemed to be pulsing slowly and rhythmically. Her ecstasy was replaced by puzzlement. The scientist in her immediately began to offer mundane explanations for what she was seeing and methodically she checked the lenses of the telescope for anything that could be producing a false image. She also examined the sky closely for any passing aircraft that could account for the light, but could see and hear nothing. She returned to the image in the telescope and caught her breath. Even though she had only been away for a few moments, a change was clearly discernable. The point of light had grown significantly and was now gently pulsing even more brilliantly against the pinky red background of the moon’s surface. Noelani quickly tried to estimate how big the light must be if were really coming from the lunar surface, based on her knowledge of the size of nearby craters, but her mind was reluctant to process the calculations. There was something deep within that was telling her to absorb what was happening, to join with it and not be a dispassionate observer. For a moment, Noelani seemed to almost feel the presence of her grandmother, but then it was gone.

  The light began to move, slowly and gracefully and, as Noelani watched, hypnotized, it started to inscribe a simple pattern. From its point of stillness it moved in a straight line, which then became the radius of a circle. As the circle was completed, the light returned to its original location and became still for a few moments. Then the process repeated itself, but with a new radius. The import of what she was witnessing suddenly hit Noelani and she leapt backwards from the telescope in shock. With a struggle she calmed her whirling thoughts and tried to analyze rationally what she was seeing. It was clearly intelligent behavior. There was nothing random in the light’s movement or in the timing of its appearance when eyes all over the world would be trained on the moon. Then her inner skeptic asserted itself. It had to be a hoax, perhaps even by a group of students such as the one to which she belonged. But how? Try as she might, no obvious way of producing such effects would come to mind. A laser perhaps, fired at the moon from Earth, bouncing back off reflective material. But would not the reflective material need to have been pre-positioned with great accuracy – and on the moon? And would not the return beam be only visible at a very precise location on Earth? And would not an inconceivable amount of power be needed to produce such a sustained and brilliant effect? Noelani shook her head in bewilderment, not yet ready to grapple with the obvious, yet world-shattering explanation that patiently awaited her attention. She took a deep breath and calmed herself once more. She reminded herself that countless other pairs of eyes were watching the moon that night, many far more knowledgeable than hers. She would just watch what was happening and no doubt it would all be explained in the next few days. But deep within, she knew that it would not be that simple.

  Noelani bent over again to look through the telescope and after a few moments a shiver went down her spine. The eclipse was now gradually coming to an end, but that was not what had sent a jolt of electricity through her. The point of light was now getting steadily bigger, gradually obscuring the Sea of Tranquility. It was moving towards her, towards Earth. She suddenly became very still inside, and in the stillness something ancient moved and remembered. A distant song that could not yet be heard, merely sensed. But it was a joyous song. Somewhere in the stillness, for no apparent reason, the fact that her name meant “beautiful girl from heaven” suddenly seemed very important to Noelani.

  Her absorption was so total that she did not hear the distant shouts that erupted from different parts of the observatory complex. Neither did she hear the occasional slamming of car doors.

  Three thousand miles to the east, Professor Jim Carrick of the Apache Point Lunar Laser-ranging Operation in New Mexico was staring at the screen of his computer incredulously, ignoring the telephone that was ringing on his desk. It had been ringing for a while, but he was lost in what he was looking at. Professor Carrick was a very ordered scientist and, for an astronomer, remarkably unimaginative. A predictable clockwork universe appealed to him very much. It was how things should be. It felt right. But tonight everything felt very wrong.

  He had taken the opportunity of the eclipse to test the latest equipment and software that had just been installed at the observatory. For decades, Apache Point and other specialist observatories around the world had been measuring the distance from the Earth to the moon using laser pulses. Starting with Apollo 11 in 1969, numerous missions had left reflectors on the moon that, if hit accurately at the right time, would return the pulse to Earth. Using the speed of light, it was then possible to calculate how far the pulse had travelled through measuring the time taken for the journey. That night he had aimed the new equipment at the original reflector left by Apollo 11 at its base on the Sea of Tranquility, but right from the start he had experienced problems. It was as though something was in the way, interfering with the pulse. He had run all the diagnostic programs that he had, but they just kept saying that the equipment was working fine.

  Then, suddenly, the problem seemed to correct itself and he was now getting clear readings on his monitor. But what he was seeing had only increased his puzzlement. If the figures were correct, the moon was moving towards the Earth. Obviously, this could not be right. Unfortunately, the only other explanation he could think of was that something between the Earth and the lunar surface was reflecting back the laser pulses and this was what was approaching. But what ever it was, judging from the first distance readings, it must have started its journey on or near the surface of the moon. Also, the laser pulse was very narrow when compared with the lunar surface and the distance that it was travelling. The object, if it existed, must be moving very precisely along the beam. The odds against something like this happening by chance were enormous. None of this made any sense to Jim’s very methodical mind.

  And there was something else that puzzled him even more. The returning laser pulse was subtly different to what was being sent out. It had been changed in a way he could not identify. It was as though it now had hidden layers.

  He leaned back in the chair, removed his glasses and rubbed tired eyes. If only the telephone would stop ringing he might be able to think.

  A little while later, about two hundred miles to the south of Apache Point, Sergeant Marianne Webber of the United States Air Force could also hear telephones ringing with an air of urgency. The duty officers seemed to be rushing about with worried-looking faces. This was most unusual, if not unknown, where she worked. Despite the fact that many people found its name humorous, the Air Force Space Surveillance receiving station at Elephant Butte was a serious place, with an air of disciplined concentration. It was part of a network of radar transmitters and receivers, known colloquially as Space Fence, spread out across the United States of America, which tracked objects in near Earth orbit.

  Sergeant Webber, however, was determined to ignore the disturbance and concentrate on the radar screen in front of her. She had only started her new posting three days earlier and had worked long and hard to achieve such a prestigious job. She was determined that in the future she would be one of those officers and burning ambition demanded that she perform her job without blemish. The duty officers that night were quite junior and she had no doubt that the disturbance was just some minor administrative panic over nothing at all. She was not going to let herself be distracted. Just for a moment the focus of her eyes relaxed a little and she caught a glimpse of her face reflected in the screen in front of her. She had been told more than once that she looked like a young Diana Ross and she had to admit that there was a definite resemblance. But whereas most women would have been delighted by such a comparison, the recollection made Marianne scowl. She wanted to be taken seriously, very seriously, and she had already learned that being pretty did not always help in the Air Force. In the few moments that she stared at her image in the screen, all she wanted to see was an officer’s uniform, complete with braid. She sighed a little and then refocused determinedly on the radar screen.

  The problem was that the screen was not cooperating with her ambition. Something odd was happening and that was the last thing she wanted just three days into the job. She would feel humiliated if she had to call one of the officers over to sort out the problem. They were no older than her and one had already been getting a bit too familiar. Anyway, if they had been doing their job properly they would have noticed already that something was wrong. She looked hard at the images before her and tried to work out what was happening. Normally all she would be looking at would be tracks of satellites and the vast amount of debris with which human beings had already managed to litter space. Even in just three days, Marianne had become highly sensitized to the flow of traces that crossed her screen on a regular basis. It had taken only a moment to realize that out in space, at the limit of the system’s range, something new had appeared. And it was something that was behaving oddly.

  As surreptitiously as she could, Marianne had run every database cross-reference, diagnostic check and calibration of which she could think, but just like Jim Carrick she had found that it made no difference. The system appeared to be working perfectly. The object was new and refused to go away. But it was more than the mere presence of the object that was causing her concern. It could easily have been just a repositioned Chinese satellite or an uncatalogued item of space junk, perhaps knocked into a new orbit following a collision with another piece of debris. Both things had happened before. The problem was that neither space junk nor satellites behaved like this trace.

  First, it was not in orbit. Astonishingly, it seemed to be holding position around a particular coordinate. Marianne was not an astrophysicist, but she knew that if at that altitude it was not in orbit it should be falling to Earth, pulled down by the planet’s gravitational field. Yet it was another oddity about the trace that concerned Marianne the most. It was actually bizarre and was what had made her so reluctant to report the problem. The object was slowly weaving a pattern in space around its central coordinate. From its point of stillness it moved in a straight line, which then became the radius of a circle. As the circle was completed it returned to its original location, became still for a few moments and then repeated the process with a new radius. When she had first seen this, Marianne’s initial thought had been that someone was playing a prank on the rookie; had perhaps downloaded illicit code into the software of her equipment; but she had quickly dismissed the idea. No one would do such a thing. The work was too important and the consequences for the individual, if caught, would be horrendous.

  Marianne cleared her mind and tried to allow what she was seeing to make a fresh imprint. She thought that this might help her to finally understand exactly what it was. It was then that a tingle of shock went through her and a sheen of perspiration appeared on her furrowed brow. Cleared of all its technical questions, the most obvious explanation suddenly occurred to her. She was watching a powered craft on the edge of deep space, maneuvering with the clear intention of getting itself noticed. Marianne did not want to acknowledge the implications of this realization. She found herself hyperventilating slightly, until what happened next froze her in her chair. The trace suddenly started to move in a new way. It began to lose altitude. It was moving slowly and deliberately towards the surface of Earth. For one irrational moment, Marianne was convinced that it had waited until she had finally been willing to acknowledge the truth of what she was seeing. Her mind was numbed. She did not know what to do.

  Marianne was saved by one of the young duty officers entering the room and asking in a strained voice if anyone was seeing something odd on their screen.

  Marianne managed to raise a shaky hand.


  Chapter 3

  Joseph awoke alone.

  For a few moments he was confused and disorientated by the power of the dream and his sudden awakening. But even in the midst of his swirling thoughts, he knew one thing with absolute clarity. He was alone. It was the first thing he knew every morning.

  He rolled over in the large double bed and, with a struggle, opened his eyes. It was still dark and he could hear the quiet gurgling of the central heating as it fought against the midwinter freeze. In his still drowsy state Joseph knew this meant dawn could not be far away. The occasional rumbling sound of distant traffic suggested that for some the new day was underway already. He sighed, knowing that soon he must get up. He had commitments, things that must be done, which was good. Otherwise he might spend too much time with his thoughts, with his sense of loss and, worst of all, with the anger. The anger was the most difficult to deal with because it was a road to nowhere.

  He sat up in bed, opened his eyes fully and switched on the bedside light. As his vision adjusted, he took in the familiar room. His eyes paused at the two wardrobes against the far wall, one now emptied. They paused again at the small chair that once would have had clothing draped over, but now was bare. This was his morning ritual, but one from which he would happily escape. But its hold over him was too strong. For many years ritual had been at the heart of his life, feeding and nurturing him. It was a new discovery to find that it could also slowly crucify.

  Then, just for a moment, he thought he smelt coffee. This happened sometimes and, even though he knew that it was just his mind playing tricks, it gave the ritual its own particular incense. Every morning Clare had brought him a cup of coffee while he lay in bed adjusting to the new day. The aroma had become one of those seemingly insignificant details of married life that in loss revealed an unsuspected power. He closed his eyes again for a few moments and recalled how the clunk of the coffee cup on the bedside table would often be what woke him up. As he carefully, and with difficulty, eased his eyes open there would be the steaming mug in front of his face. He would listen as Clare moved to her side of the double bed, put down her own drink and removed her dressing gown. The mattress would sag as she climbed into bed. Then they would sit together with their coffee, usually in silence, gently adjusting to the new day. Sometimes he would find himself looking at her. Her brown mousy hair would already have been brushed and be resting on slim shoulders. He would often notice that she had already managed to spill a few drops of coffee onto her long sleeved cotton nightdress. Such accidents were an everyday part of Clare’s life, yet she always seemed surprised by their occurrence.

  A sob rose into his throat and with it came the anger once more. Anger at the man who had taken her away from him and anger at all such men, of whom there seemed to be so many. When days started like this they usually went relentlessly downhill. For the past couple of months he had been coping much better and had dared to hope that the worst might be over. But the pain was back this morning, as bad as before. And he knew why. It was the dream and what the dream was a part of. Only Clare had known what was happening to him. Only she had been able to soothe the deep disturbance that the experience brought with it.

  Joseph sat in bed as a faint ghostly light began to penetrate the drawn curtains. He found his thoughts going back to the evening three years before when he had first felt the presence of the Teacher in his mind. He and Clare had been sitting in bed reading, as they often did. It was spring time and still light outside. They liked to go to bed early and then to read and talk for a long time. In their different ways they only ever read around one subject. They were both entranced by the mystery of being, by the extraordinary fact of existence. Something within them was set ablaze by the exploration of the greatest mystery and it was a fire that neither of them could have quenched, even if they had so wished. Neither could say why the hunger was so strong. It surged up from their very roots. It was what had drawn Joseph into religion and Clare into what she would rather call spirituality. For both of them, these were ways of exploring, of getting better questions rather than easy answers. Their interest was drawn to whatever gave new insight into their quest.

  But that night the Teacher was suddenly there in his mind.

  Not in an overpowering way, making no attempt to take him over; just there, waiting politely to be heard. He had not even been aware of the moment of arrival. Up to that instant of Joseph’s life there had been nothing like it. Then, in less time than a thought could surface, the presence was palpable and indisputable. They had been talking about something she had just read when, without any apparent break in the conversation, Joseph was aware of answers and even more questions erupting into his mind. He had found himself speaking with an authority that could almost be felt physically in the room. He had been both one and two in the same moment. Present fully as Joseph, yet also Joseph and the Teacher. Eventually he had to stop himself speaking by an act of will. He was afraid to do this in case the Teacher left, but he seemed to accept Joseph’s wish with respect and good humor.

  Clare had stared at him for a full minute and then simply said, “Wow!”

  Joseph did not know what had happened or how to describe what he had felt. Clare had questioned him unrelentingly, her eyes shining with excitement, but there was little that he had been able to say. All he knew in that moment was that it had been the most extraordinary experience of his life and that the Teacher was utterly benevolent, profoundly wise and came with a powerful sense of unknown purpose. Beyond this, Joseph had no idea who or what the Teacher was.

  From then on the Teacher had appeared frequently in Joseph’s mind. Sometimes it was in full consciousness, as with their first encounter. On other occasions in vivid dreams, as with the one he had just awakened from. In the dreams he had strange encounters and conversations, made remarkable journeys and visited particular, but unknown places. One location seemed to be especially important and he frequently found himself in a great city in ancient times, situated between two great rivers. There he would meet someone. When he woke up, he could never remember what the person looked like or what had been said, but he always felt transformed, as though some fundamental breakthrough in understanding had occurred. There had also been other moments of connection, at the edge of consciousness, so subtle that it had taken Joseph a while to realize that it was the Teacher’s influence. He would find himself being drawn to books, people and places without knowing why.

  There was something else which the Teacher’s arrival seemed to trigger in Joseph. He sometimes found himself experiencing feelings of profound connection with existence. It was as though the rock-solid boundaries that had always walled him off from everything and everybody else would blur and he would taste the unity, the oneness from which all sprang. It was as if his mind became illumined, expanded, transformed into a new and deeper consciousness. It would not last long before fading, but each experience left an indelible mark on his memory – together with a poignant sense of loss.

  And there had been moments, extraordinary and strange, when he had no longer been sure whether it was the Teacher who inspired and guided or a deeper part of himself. He had, very occasionally, seemed to reach a depth where identities blurred and something else emerged.

  The journey with the Teacher had in time become an almost bipolar helter-skelter ride, with moments of incredible inspiration and insight too often followed by feelings of melancholy and lack of purpose. Joseph naturally found the everyday world a difficult place to be. He struggled with the mundane demands of life and had come to despair of people, collectively and often individually. From the terrible things he witnessed on the television news, to the thoughtless and sometimes cruel behavior he saw in his local community, to the aggression and politicking he witnessed continually among the people in whose midst he worked, he struggled to find any hope that humanity could evolve into something better. In his worst moments he wondered whether the universe might not be a better place without Homo sapiens. It was only his relationship with certain individuals, particularly Clare, which shone a light in the dark for him.

  Then the Teacher had appeared, evoking a sense of somewhere else where beauty and hope reigned, but in so doing had made it even more difficult for Joseph to live in the world.

  Sometimes he had resisted the whole experience, but had inevitably given way in the end. He became increasingly agitated until he allowed the Teacher back into his mind. Something deep within knew that the relationship was of immeasurable importance.

  As time passed the experience became difficult in another way. He could not help but sometimes question its reality. He had always been highly imaginative and this knowledge brought doubts and self-questioning. His moods swung wildly at times from complete belief to discounting the experience entirely. Clare never had this problem. For her its reality was never in doubt. She had a deep faith that eventually always communicated itself to Joseph. She had always been able to reassure him that something extraordinary was happening and that he had not lost his sanity.

  Although it did not make matters any easier, over time Joseph began to suspect an underlying purpose in the process. It was not to fill his mind, but to empty it. He began to see that each encounter, each experience of illumination, left him with more questions than answers. Everything he thought he knew, whether consciously or unconsciously, was being undermined. At times it left his mind reeling, with a growing sense of vulnerability. It was as though his mind was being methodically opened, cleared and made ready for … something.

  In the end, the journey with the Teacher had become the most real thing in his life, yet also the most unreal. Beside him all the way had been Clare, the only other person who had known what was happening to him. There was no one else he could have talked to, especially because of his role in life. Then she had gone and he had been forced to cope with the experience as best he could. The Teacher had simply continued as before, seemingly oblivious to the shattering of Joseph’s life. He could not help but feel resentment about this.

  Joseph thought about the dream of the forest monks. Its power and clarity had been greater, more focused than anything that had come before. He realized that it was this that had left him so disturbed. Something had changed. Then, suddenly, as though he had been waiting for this thought to arise in Joseph’s mind, the Teacher invisibly erupted into his awareness. Never had he felt so close, so tangible. Joseph gasped, feeling almost overwhelmed. Without being conscious of it, he clutched his head in his hands. Then the Teacher withdrew slightly, allowing Joseph to regain some equilibrium. With great effort, Joseph tried to focus his mind. He sensed that the Teacher was trying to tell him something, yet did not wish to speak. Joseph closed his eyes and tried to communicate with the inner presence, but all that came back was deep intuition of warning, or rather of being alerted. The conviction that this day really mattered came across with irresistible force.

  Then the unthinkable happened.

  Without warning, with an extraordinary sense of finality, the Teacher was gone. Joseph knew that he would not return. He knew this with utter conviction, without knowing how. It was utterly shocking and felt like a foundation stone had been removed, another link with Clare broken, another anchor in this difficult world wrenched away. Joseph’s mind was thrown into confusion and despair. He found himself reliving the moment, trying in vain to reconnect.

  He felt his frustration turn into anger.

  But he did not want that.

  He was weary of anger. It was eating away at his soul. Yet he wanted the alternative even less. As the anger moved into the background, the sadness came.

  He had never felt so alone.

  He knew that he had to go and find Clare.

  Only she would understand.

  He knew that this would bring as much pain as balm, but on this morning he needed her.


  Chapter 4

  Thousands of miles away, the night was no longer young.

  On the other side of the world, at Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado, there were no ringing telephones or harassed-looking officers in the NORAD control room. There was, instead, an intense mood of concentration and seriousness. In his nearly thirty-year association with the North American Aerospace Defense Command, Lieutenant General David de Lafitte of the Canadian Air Force had never experienced an atmosphere such as this. Even in 1980 when a computer failure had indicated that a nuclear attack was in progress, the suddenness of the warning and the almost immediate realization that it was false had not allowed any great sense of emergency to develop. But this was different. This time they knew something was coming and the waiting was allowing the tension to build. It was also different because in 1980 he had been a young, very junior officer on his first posting, carrying little responsibility. Now he was the Deputy Commander, fully in charge in the absence of his chief. It had been agreed in 1958, when NORAD had been established by the governments of the United States and Canada, that the commanding officer would always be American and the deputy Canadian. General de Lafitte had always quietly resented this junior status for his country, but now a bit of him wished mightily that his US Commander was not away on leave.

  The unthinkable for which they had prepared seemed to be happening. Not a nuclear attack by an enemy state, but something else that had been long planned for, without anyone being quite able to believe that it would ever come to pass. The general had been on secret seminars over the years to develop protocols for a moment such as this, but had struggled to take them seriously. This was not only because he believed the eventuality was extremely unlikely, but also because he doubted that it was possible to prepare for something of such extreme strangeness. Yet now, as the unthinkable seemed to be happening, he was grateful for those protocols. Perhaps, despite all of the evidence to the contrary, the object would prove to be a false unknown. But the protocols gave him something to hold on to in a place without reliable points of reference.

  So far, since the incoming target had first been detected and its likely nature shockingly confirmed, he had followed the protocols to the letter. Ground defenses were on high alert and aircraft were deployed in the estimated area of atmospheric entry. But these actions were precautionary only. Offensive action could only be taken on the direct order of the President and Prime Minister, both of whom were being rushed to secure locations. In reality, de Lafitte had no doubt that his orders would come from the President. Only if the actions of the incomer were clearly and instantly hostile could the general order retaliation on his own authority. The protocols had been written on the unequivocal understanding that should a day such as this ever come, they would be dealing with an unknown of awesome technological achievement and probable overwhelming power. It was also considered possible that an intelligence formed and shaped in unimaginable conditions might easily misinterpret well-intentioned actions, so treading softly was the theme that ran through the guidance. His aircraft were firmly ordered, therefore, to keep well clear and simply observe from a distance. All that was left now was to watch and wait. The object would enter the atmosphere somewhere over the northern Rocky Mountains and should be detected almost immediately by both ground and airborne radar. Its arrival was imminent.

  General de Lafitte stood solidly on the raised command platform looking out over the control room where his staff focused on the screens in front of them, an imposing figure in his immaculate uniform and close-cropped hair. He was determined to exude an air of calmness, despite the fluttering of his stomach and the perspiration trickling down his back. He knew from experience that his people would sense his calm, even if they could not directly see him. On the opposite side of the control room from where he stood, the entire wall was covered with a real-time display of all aerial activity over North America and its surrounding airspace. His eyes were fixed on the display at the point where it was expected that the first trace of the object should appear.

  And then, in a moment, without preliminaries, there it was, a white dot moving across the display. Something akin to a jolt of electricity went around the room. Numbers began to flash onto the screen. After his many years of experience the general understood what they meant, but he took the opportunity to break the silence by asking for an explanation. He wanted to create a feeling of normality as soon as he could.

  “The object is slowing rapidly, Sir. It’s already down below one thousand miles per hour.” There was a brief pause. “That should not be possible, Sir … it should be burning-up.”

  The general could tell that the junior officer was trying to keep his voice calm. “Not possible” was something of an under-statement. The object, like the other strange traces they had tracked over the years, was doing the impossible. But on this occasion it was different. Now there seemed to be real intent, rather than just some kind of random display. The demonstration on the moon, and its deliberate drawing of attention to itself, left little doubt that this time it meant business.

  “What reports do we have from shadowing aircraft?” the general asked in a measured tone. Whilst it was still the middle of the night, he knew that the planes were equipped with powerful radars of their own, together with enhanced night vision equipment. Another officer answered.

  “They’ve picked it up on their radar, Sir, and have visual contact. They report an intense white light, but not the same as that given off by a super-heated re-entry.”

  “Thank you. Okay people, let’s just watch and be prepared for anything.” A murmur of assent went around the room.

  He watched as the dot on the wall display continued to move across the map of North America. He could tell from the numbers flashing underneath that it was both descending and slowing at a rapid rate. Before long, it appeared to be merely crawling across the screen, before disappearing completely. He knew what had happened. It had dropped below the level at which ground radar could track it. It was at this point that the surveillance aircraft became very important. He was about to ask what they could see, but was cut off by one of his staff.

  “Sir, aircraft report that the object has come to a halt and is hovering at very low altitude. Estimated height, three hundred feet.”

  “And where is this please?”

  There was a short pause as the officer waited for more information from the aircraft. Then the reply came. There were a few sharp intakes of breath around the room. General de Lafitte thought for a few moments and then was forced to smile at what the object seemed to be doing.

  “Well people,” he said with a sigh, “there’ll be no hiding this one.”


  Chapter 5

  Joseph never used the front door of the old house if he did not have to. He much preferred to enter and leave via the venerable and aged French windows that opened onto the wonderful garden at the rear of the property. Garden was perhaps too grand a word for what was basically a large sweeping lawn, surrounded by ancient trees that reached all the way from the house to where the land fell sharply away towards the town spread out in the valley below. The drop at the end of the garden was precipitous and long, a mixture of dangerously loose gravel combined with large limestone outcroppings.

  The garden was a sacred place for Joseph. It was where he reconnected with his oldest and deepest yearning, a great theme of his life which had been an essential and mysterious part of his being for as long as he could remember. From the first moment when, as a child, he had looked up and seen the stars silently twinkling against their dark velvety backdrop, he had wanted to leave the confines of Earth and plunge into that fathomless ocean. Something had drawn him. It had filled his dreams and imaginings. As he grew older and read about people marooned on desert islands, he thought he knew how they must have felt. He experienced the world on which he stood in the same way.

  As an adult he had tried to interpret this yearning in more psychological terms, as a response to mundane human life that could never fulfill him in the same way that it seemed able to for others. Yet he knew, deep down, that this alternative explanation could at best be only partial. There was something else at work, real and powerful, that made him feel as if he was trapped in a rock pool while the mighty ocean pounded just a short distance away, but out of reach. He had done his best as an adult to suppress this great yearning, for it could only end in frustration, but it would not be held down for long. The garden on a clear night was the place where it always burst forth once more and he allowed himself to delight in the experience. Clare and he had shared many such nights.

  The garden was also the place, however, which brought the second great theme of his life into focus. He had long ago concluded that most of the inhabitants of the rock pool, with some notable exceptions, seemed to share a collective insanity. At worst he had a constant, nagging background fear of them, reinforced by everything from personal experience through to the nightly television news. And the loss of Clare had only confirmed what he already believed about humanity. He did not want to think in this way, but daily living only reinforced the deep primal feeling.

  Yet he had chosen a profession that sought to serve others, which meant that he was always in the midst of the world. At an individual level he often met people he liked and admired, who exuded goodness and kindness, but still the deeper distrust remained. He often thought that he was a confused mess.

  At best, he could not understand how people could be so absorbed in their tiny firefly lives, when all around, hidden in plain sight, was the breathtaking enigma of existence. Joseph would sometimes stand at the end of the lawn and look out over the town, imagining the stories that were out-flowing unseen below, so important to the people concerned, yet over in a flash and forgotten just as quickly. Very occasionally he met others who had the same relationship with the world as him and it was an unspeakable relief not to feel different, cut off and alone. Clare had been such a one.

  Yet, sometimes, on a clear night he would look upwards at the blazing stars, become conscious of the majesty at which he gazed and his mind would still. As he did so, paradoxically, a sense of the wonder of human life and an intuition of its limitless potential would arise within him. This would leave him even more confused as he then looked down into the valley.

  He closed the glazed door behind him with difficulty. The wood, though well-seasoned, had warped over many years and no longer fitted snugly into the frame. He leaned his body against the door to force it in a little more and was able to turn the key in the lock. He turned around and gazed out once again over the lawn. He loved the garden with its sense of spaciousness and the ancient, almost timeless trees that formed a kind of amphitheatre that presented to the eye the majestic view that erupted where the lawn finished. There was no clutter. Nothing was wasted. Everything was focused to nurture a deeper consciousness. For Joseph it was a kind of Celtic Zen garden in the heart of England. He had no idea if it had been planned with this in mind, for it had been that way when they moved to the house, yet this was the effect. But Joseph had to admit, with some slight pangs of guilt, that the garden was marred. The magnificent lawn was not as perfect as it should be. The grass was long and straggly, as it was a while since it had been cut. It had been Clare’s pride and joy, and it was she that had looked after it. When he had lost her in the middle of the previous summer, he had been unable to bring his mind to such things and the lawn had run wild. He regretted this now as he knew that, somehow, it really mattered to his state of mind that the garden and lawn continued to be loved and cared for. That it had not been for the last few months disturbed him. Part of this feeling was connected with Clare and the memories of her that the garden brought back, but there was also something else, much older and more powerful that urged him to care for this place. Joseph resolved there and then that, come the spring, the garden would be restored to its best. He had complete clarity on this resolution and knew that he would act on it. He had rarely experienced clarity over the last few months and his mind felt for a few moments refreshed and clear, before the numbing sadness returned.

  Joseph took a deep breath and walked across the small, irregularly paved patio and down a few steps onto the frozen grass with its milky-white frosty sheen. He paused for a few moments and considered walking to the end of the garden to gaze out over the valley for a while. It was now fully light as he had taken his time over showering and getting dressed that morning, despite his urgent need to get out. He had even managed a bit of breakfast. He had made himself do this. The basics of everyday living could easily seem overwhelming in a state of mind such as his and be neglected. He knew this was not a good habit, which once established could be difficult to break. In the early days after Clare had gone he had started to slide, but had been fortunate in having someone who had cared enough to talk bluntly to him. It was strange, because he had never really warmed to the bishop with her forthright way of speaking and horribly rational mind. Now he was grateful for her honesty and courage. Joseph stood, his cold breath billowing before him, and felt tempted to walk forward and contemplate the familiar view. He resisted, for he knew that the urge did not arise from the mysterious contemplative impulse that was so often at work within him, but from prevarication. His mind knew it was about to do something difficult and was using evasion tactics.

  He sighed, turned to his right and began to walk slowly around the rear of the house, his shoes crunching on the grass. As he walked he looked up at the house and, even now, could not help but be quietly entranced by its evocative appearance. Large, with a slightly gothic impression, it was a strange mixture of different periods. Its origins were unclear. The earliest parts were almost certainly Tudor, but it was the large Georgian windows that dominated its external appearance, while the interior was typically Victorian. Its uncertain history had resulted in a collection of myths and legends being associated with it, which Clare had researched as well as she could. She had always been fascinated by such tales. And it was, of course, here that the Teacher had first made himself known. Clare and he often wondered whether the house, or rather the grounds on which it stood, had some kind of power. There had been times when both of them had sensed that the veil was a little thinner in this place.
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