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**** It's hard to believe that so much can be in one book alone. Almost every genre is incorporated into this spectacular tale; fantasy, romance, mystery, urban fantasy, and even a touch of horror. I absolutely love the way Ms. Holley portrays ghosts. Ever since discovering The Ghost and Mrs. Muir, I've been hooked on "human ghosts" who interact and live with humans, rather than being terrifying. The end note of this chapter in what looks to be a saga leaves us with a bit of a cliff hanger and eager for the next installment. ****

                                            ―Reviewed by Amanda Killgore (Huntress Reviews)

I was impressed by Ms. Holley's meticulous plotting and felt the book was very well done. There was a lot to keep track of and given it's part of a series that only makes keeping everything straight even more difficult. My only critique of the writing is that the characters all spoke in a similar voice. Everyone spoke in clear, well-constructed sentences. But if you are looking for a well-written story that combines genres and will pull you in and keep you there for a while, then this one is for you.

                                                                                                          ―Vee for: http://www.nightowlromance.com/nightowlromance/reviews/reviewsearch.aspx

It takes a really sick and twisted mind to develop the evil diabolical monsters and plots running through this series―I enjoyed every page!! In this second book, the reader is exposed to the secondary plot running behind each of the stories in the series. There is real evil at foot and the bad guy is escalating his schemes along with the attacks against Kim and Liz. While Liz and Kim are battling in the present, the men are off on their own mission through the portal to save the earth and discover their connection to the past and the mystery surrounding the portal contained in McCann's Manor. It is like reading two completely different books at one time but the connections are obvious and the ending of this story leaves no doubt that there will be a third adventure where the main story lines will come together in a good versus evil battle for the world and their souls! I can't wait for the third story.

                                                                                                                                                                     ―Stevi B. for http://www.manicreaders.com 

Dedication

For those who love me and encouraged me to continue the story, even when I didn't believe in myself enough to try. You know who you are. I love you all!
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Prologue

"Jessica," a voice called in the stillness of the evening, "what are you doing up there? How long were you there in the dark, listening in on my private conversation?" The woman's tone was stern, demanding as she climbed the stairs, candle in hand, to the top floor of the bakery where their living quarters were. "Where are you? Show yourself this instant!"

Jessica appeared from behind the door leading to her room. "I wasn't listening to your conversation, Belle. I heard noises coming from downstairs, and I thought those rats were back tearing up things and getting into the dough. I was only coming down to shoo them away," Jessica said.

"You are a liar, little sister," Belle accused as she finished buttoning her blouse. "You were trying to catch me with James. Admit it!"

"No, I―" Jessica protested, and then stopped when the realization of what Belle had said sank in. "James? You were with James? Why, Belle?"

Belle shot a triumphant sneer at Jessica. "Why do you think, Jessie? James is far too much man for a little mouse like you to hold onto. I was merely proving to him I am more of a woman than you will ever be."

Tears sprang into Jessica's soft brown eyes, but she tried hard to hold them back as she said, "James loves me, Belle. He does!"

"If you believe that, you are even more gullible than I thought," Belle snapped. "Do grow up, little sister! James needs a real woman to hold him; someone who can appreciate his manly nature; not a sniveling, whimpering child. Why, he'd be afraid to touch you for fear you would cry or break."

"You are wrong, Belle. He's asked me to marry him," Jessica announced.

"Marry him?" Belle asked with a laugh, setting the candle holder on a hall table. "You little fool! That is just something men say to try to get you out of your bloomers. He has no more intention of marrying you than I have of letting you believe he is yours."

"He is mine," Jessica insisted in defiance. "Nothing you can do will change that, Belle. He loves me."

"Oh, yes, baby sister, he loves you all right. Look at me," she demanded. "Can't you see it on my face? Why do you think my lips are red and swollen? Why do you think I was putting my blouse back in order, even as I came up the stairs? Don't you even know how a woman looks when she has just been ravaged?"

Jessica stared in horror and disbelief at her older sister. How could she? Why did Belle always have to ruin everything for her? Did she really hate her that badly? Why?

Belle let a wide smile spread slowly across her face, proud of having made her little sister speechless. "What's the matter, Jessie, cat got your tongue?" she asked sarcastically. "Where do you think you are going?"

Jessica didn't answer, but tried to dodge around Belle on her way to the stairs. Belle caught her arm, attempting to stop her, but Jessica jerked away from her sister's clutch, then whirled again toward the stairway. Her eyes brimmed over with tears as she reached the top of the steep, darkened flight just ahead of Belle. Belle grabbed for Jessica again and spun her around. Jessica fought her way out of Belle's grip and made to turn toward the stairs once more―too quickly. She misgauged her footing, lost her balance and then tumbled down the stairs headfirst into the darkness.

"Jessie?" Belle called into the darkness. No reply. After a moment of silence, Belle crossed the hall, picked up the candle holder and returned to shine the dim light of the taper down the stairs. Jessica didn't move. Belle hurried down the stairs to kneel beside her sister's limp form. "Jessica? Stop pretending and answer me this instant!" Though Belle shook her hard, Jessica didn't move . . . didn't answer . . . wasn't breathing.

Belle took a deep breath. This was just like her selfish, spoiled little sister to kill herself and leave Belle to take the blame for it! Just like when they were children; Jessie could never do any wrong. Their parents always pampered Jessica and punished Belle for everything, even when Jessie was to blame―like the time the curtain caught on fire because Jessie left the candle too near the window, or the time . . . No, she thought, this time it would be different. She had to make it look like Jessie had killed herself on purpose, but how?

Of course! Jessie had heard James and her making love downstairs in the dark; had heard, maybe even seen them; and she snapped. Jessie was emotionally sensitive and she lost her reason and . . . no, throwing herself down the stairs wasn't good. Belle herself had fallen down this miserable flight of stairs more than once before and the worst she had suffered was a sprained ankle and a few bruises. The stairs weren't a reliable enough means of suicide. Then it occurred to her; they still had that rope slung over an exposed rafter upstairs, a remnant of a few months past when they had hauled water up to the second floor twice a week to bathe their bedridden mother. That was how Jessica had killed herself!

Belle hurried up the stairs and lowered one end of the long, sturdy rope down to the first level, ran back down, rolled and scooted Jessica away from the bottom step and into the hallway below where the rope was fastened, then tied it securely around Jessica's neck. Then she went back up the stairs and began the laborious process of pulling Jessica's limp body up, up to the level where it would appear Jessica had simply climbed onto the railing after she put the rope around her neck and jumped off. Belle fastened the free end of the rope to the railing and stood back to scrutinize her handiwork. She watched Jessica's body turning on the end of the rope but a moment before determining what her next step should be.

Then she took the candle to her own room to scrutinize herself in the mirror. Yes, she did look distraught after hauling her sister into position, but she needed something more, didn't she? Tears! She needed to look totally beside herself with grief. After all, she had been guilty of an act which caused Jessica to take her own life; she must feel some remorse, mustn't she? However, crying was foreign to her. Jessica cried a lot; not Belle. Belle was too 

strong for tears. She hadn't cried since . . . she looked at the reflection of her own eyes then and called the memory back to her.

She had been seventeen and so very in love. It was the first time she had been in love―the only time, and Michael Slade had known she loved him; had used her because of that love and had seduced her, all too easily. When Belle had told him she was pregnant, he laughed at her. Laughed at her shame, her pain. He had told her she was just a foolish child herself and he never had any intention of hanging around long enough to give the baby a name. He had walked out of her life as easily as he had taken her virginity that summer, without an ounce of thought or remorse.

Later, before the problem could begin to show on her slender figure, Belle had taken bitter herbs which made her sick for days in order to purge the tiny fetus from her body so no one would ever know. Her mother had thought she was going to die and before it was all over, Belle half wished she had died, because death was the only way she could ever put an end to the pain of her lost love, her lost child, her lost innocence. "Michael―" she whispered and blinked the first tears out of her eyes. "Oh, Michael, why couldn't you love me? Why couldn't you stay with me?"

Suddenly, she heard a groan so sad, so heartfelt, it took her by surprise as it burst forth from deep inside her own belly. She was crying, sobbing, inconsolable in her agony; so fierce was this expression of grief, it almost brought her to her knees. Yes, that was the emotion she had to display to the world now for the loss of her sister and her contrition over being part of the reason Jessica had killed herself. In truth, she felt nothing over Jessica's death. It was the unexpressed heartache she still felt over the death of part of herself so long ago which flowed from her now as vehemently as though it were only yesterday.

She staggered from her room, down the stairs and into the night to find James. He must be the one to share this news first, she decided. It was his fault it had happened, after all―his and Michael's, she thought.

####

Kimberly Henson awoke with a start. What a dream, she thought as she rubbed her eyes and looked at the clock. It was three in the morning. No sense trying to go back to sleep, she thought, not with a dream like that so fresh on her mind. She brushed her dark curls away from her face, reached for her robe, scratched Ghost the white Pekingese behind his ears, then pulled the robe on before she opened her door and made her way down the long hall to Liz's room at the front of the manor. At Liz's door, she and Ghost paused to listen and heard Liz's even breaths. No point in waking her; it wasn't that bad of a dream, but it had left Kim disturbed, all the same.

Instead, Kim turned to go down the front stairs to the first floor of McCann's rambling manor house, the mansion she and Liz Carr, her longtime house mate and best friend, now shared as payment for ridding it of the spirits which had been there for years. She would go to the kitchen, brew some coffee and take it to the huge octagonal library to ponder the greater meaning of the dream she'd just had. At the foot of the stairs, she was met by the steady scrutiny of Spooky, their black cat, who blinked at her when she turned on the light in the front hall.

"Don't look at me so accusingly, young man," she whispered to the cat. "You were already awake prowling around; I didn't disturb you!"

Spooky yawned, stretched and padded down the hall behind Kim to see what she was going to feed him. Ghost snorted and snuffled along behind the others. He was accustomed to his mistresses waking at all hours of the night; it usually meant  a treat for him when they got to the kitchen, so he didn't mind it at all.

Kim turned on the coffeepot she had set up before she went to bed, then looked at the dog and cat who waited expectantly for their early morning treat. She opened a small bag of soft cat treats, then split it between the two. Ghost might be a dog, but he had a real love for cat food and the few little morsels in this bag of treats wouldn't hurt him, she thought. Besides, it kept her from having to search out a Peke treat of leftover chicken legs, which were cold in the fridge. Just because she was out of bed didn't mean she was ready for the kind of chores people do when they are actually awake.

As she watched them eat, Kim thought over the dream again. There was something about the place she recognized, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it. Then the answer quite abruptly came to her―the old bakery downtown. The place had a reputation for being haunted, and the current owner had talked to her just days ago about trying to get rid of the spirit which seemed to cause trouble between whoever was currently living there and the romantic interests in their lives. "Hmm―" Kim mused, "are you the trouble maker, Belle?"

"Me‑ow," Spooky said in a throaty voice.

Kim smiled as she poured herself a cup of coffee. "Yeah, I know you're a trouble maker, little man, but I was talking about a different kind of trouble," she told him, then headed toward the library. She told herself she'd call Vicky Leighton, the current owner of the Olde Bastrop Bakery, and make arrangements to come talk to the bakery spirit later in the morning. Probably Liz would want to go as well, and it was always better to have two experienced parapsychologists than one when dealing with spirits. She wondered why Belle had contacted her in the dream; or had it been poor little Jessica? After all, her sister had passed her death off as suicide. Maybe Jessie wanted to set the record straight.

A hideous thought struck Kim. Suppose Jessica hadn't really been dead until Belle hanged her? Belle didn't listen for a heartbeat. If Jessica had been unconscious with the air knocked out of her, she might have appeared dead to Belle in her cursory examination of her sister. That would make the incident in Kim's dream manslaughter at best. Something told Kim her imagining was more on target than she wanted to admit, especially at this hour of the morning. She shivered at the knowledge and hurried on to the library.

####

Later in the morning, the phone rang and Kim picked up the kitchen receiver to the sound of excited gasps and high‑pitched squeals coming from the other end. "Hello?"

"Elizabeth?" a woman on the other end said breathlessly.

Kim rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. She recognized the voice of longtime associate and fellow psychic, Gertrude Leiderhausen, whose fabled German accent tended to fade in and out when she was particularly overwrought, which she undoubtedly was at the moment. "Gertrude," Kim began, "this is Kim. Catch your breath, dear."

"Ach, Kimberly! Is Elizabeth there?"

"Yes, she is, but she hasn't come downstairs yet. She is still asleep, I'm afraid." Kim said calmly. "Can it wait?"

"No! No‑no, this is most urgent. You see, I have had a vision and you and Elizabeth may be in grave danger," Gertrude uttered in a loud stage whisper for its dramatic effect.

Kim shook her head, changed the receiver to her other ear. "Now, Gertie, if this concerns both of us, surely you can tell me about it," Kim suggested, reluctant to waken Liz to the news Gertrude was on the phone.

"Ah, well, I'm on my way to your house this moment and I wanted to call ahead to make sure you were both there; this matter cannot be discussed over the phone," Gertrude hissed.

"On your way over here? Are you certain you know how to get here, dear?"

"Oh, yes, I still have my directions from the invitation to your Halloween party which got rained out, and I should be there within about ten minutes. I'm just leaving Bastrop," Gertrude assured her.

"Oh, great," Kim sighed. "Well, yes, we are both here so do come ahead, Gertie."

"You will wake Elizabeth?"

"Yes. I'll wake Liz, and we'll see you in a few minutes," Kim confirmed, shaking her head again.

"Ach, good! It will be so good to get the burden of this news off my chest. Soon," Gertrude said as she broke the connection.

"Oh, yes, Gertie, by all means―off your chest and onto our backs!" Kim said to the phone.

"What are you mumbling about?" Liz asked sleepily as she entered the kitchen.

Kim jumped at the sound of Liz's voice behind her. "Yikes! You scared the daylights out of me," she said.

"Scared you? Why are you so jumpy?" Liz asked with a grin.

"Oh, I don't know. Probably has something to do with the dream I had last night, and now Gertie just called and is on her way over here," Kim explained.

"On her way over here?" Liz parroted. "Why?"

"Yah, vell, she had a vision and ve may bote be in grave danger," Kim said in her best pretended German accent.

"Oh. What a piece of luck!" Liz said with a chuckle. "Your accent is better than hers, by the way! Whatever this vision was, it must be a real humdinger to bring her all the way from Austin. She seldom leaves her apartment these days."

"Yes, well, she was calling from Bastrop city limits and she will be here in mere moments," Kim said with a sardonic smile.

"Rats! Guess I'd better go back up and comb my hair and throw on some clothes, then. Nothing like a visit from Gertrude Leiderhausen to start the day!" Liz complained.

"Well, look at it this way; if Gertie comes to your house first thing in the morning, nothing worse can happen to you the rest of the day. Right?"

Liz laughed as she headed for the front stairs. "You are wicked, Kimberly Dawn―positively wicked!"

"Thanks! Means a lot to me, coming from you!" Kim chortled, raising her coffee mug in salute.

####

 "Ach! This house is indisputably―otherworldly," Gertrude pronounced as she entered the door. "So dramatic!"

"We like it. Come on in, Gertie," Liz greeted. "Here, let me take your hat and coat."

"Thank you, dear," Gertrude sighed as she allowed herself to be peeled out of her overly tight, worn woolen coat and scarf before handing her equally outmoded felt hat to Liz. Gertrude Leiderhausen was all of five-foot-two and had ragged gray hair and a triple chin which made her appear even shorter and stockier than she actually was. No one knew for sure how old Gertrude was, but it was a rare event indeed which brought her out of her self‑imposed seclusion of retirement. All the same, here she was standing in the entry of McCann's Manor, obviously forgetful for a moment of the dire emergency which had brought her there. She eyed the shining cherry wood paneling, the ornate grandfather clock at the end of the foyer, and the gleaming wooden floor peeping from beneath the edges of the luxurious Oriental rug which ran the length of the hall.

"Oh, my," she breathed at last, "when I heard you had moved into a mansion, I never dreamed―"

"I know," Kim said, leading Gertrude toward the front parlor. "It's still a little hard for us to believe as well, but it is starting to feel like home."

"You have been successful, then; in ridding the house of the evil spirits, I mean?" Gertrude asked, her large eyes bulging even more as she glanced about as though expecting spooks to come out of the shadows.

"Yes, we have been successful, although it won't be official until we have been here an entire year without further occurrences," Kim said. "Mostly, I don't think of them as being evil, though; misguided and misunderstood, certainly, but not truly evil."

"You are quite sure?" Gertrude asked warily, creeping on tiptoe into the parlor behind Kim.

Kim smiled in spite of herself. "Sure?" she asked. "What? That they were not evil, or that they're really gone? Please, sit down, won't you? Would you like some coffee? Tea?"

Gertrude laughed nervously as she took a seat near the window. "No, thank you; I shan't take much of your time. I just had to see you both to tell you about my vision. I meant, are you sure they are truly gone. Spirits can be quite devious, you know."

"Yes, we do know; and these were, but we're certain have thoroughly put all the mischievous spirits associated with this house to rest. They won't be back," Kim assured her.

"Vunderbar. I should like very much to hear all about it," Gertrude said as she smiled expectantly.

"We're sworn to secrecy at the moment, Gertie," Kim said.

"Oh?" Gertrude pouted.

"Yes," Liz confirmed. "You see, I wrote it up for the Parapsychology Journal and they made me promise we wouldn't tell anyone before the Journal publishes next month."

"Oh, but surely―" Gertrude began.

"Afraid not," Liz continued. "They wanted it to be an exclusive story, and that's why they bumped several other articles scheduled for publication next month to put in our story instead. If we told anyone, it might blow their exclusivity clause. I could get into trouble big time, and they might never publish any of my stories again! I would risk losing my credibility; I can't afford that." Liz was exaggerating, but she knew if she told Gertrude, everyone in the Austin Parapsychology Group would know the story by tomorrow.

"Oh, that is too bad, but I understand, of course. Parapsychology Journal is the cream of the crop as far as that type of publication goes. Still I wish . . . " Gertrude signed.

"You'll just have to wait and read it with everyone else, next month," Kim said, almost with more relish than she thought was fair. "But you have something to tell us, remember?"

"Ach! Yes, I do; terribly bad news," she said and then paused as though waiting to be prodded for the story she was so anxious to tell.

"Well?" Kim took the bait.

Gertrude's dark wide eyes began to dance with excitement as she considered exactly what to say and how to say it, but she kept the vision from her hostesses just a bit longer. "You realize I do not get this kind of information often anymore; precognitive, that is. Most of the time it is a vision of what has happened in the past, to help solve crimes and the like."

"Yes, we understand that, Gertie. Please go on," Liz encouraged.

"Oh, forgive me!" she said, then leaned toward Kim and Liz as though someone else might hear what she had to say, and she wanted to keep it between the three of them. "There is going to be a murder, right here in good ole Bastrop, Texas," she whispered, waiting for the news to sink in for effect. "Someone you two know well is implicated. You should be very careful, because he may be dangerous to you as well, especially when you discover his part in the crime!"

"Someone's going to be murdered. Here in Bastrop?" Kim reiterated. "Someone we know?" 

"I do not know if you know the victim, but you do know the perpetrator; and you know him well!" she whispered. "Beware of men you think you know, for a friend you know may also be an enemy you do not know!" Gertrude looked from Liz to Kim and back again, her round, black eyes gravid and full of mystery, looking for a sign her riddle had been understood and there would be no need to discuss it further. She ended this display with a wink and a nod before putting her pudgy index finger to her pursed lips as an instruction they were to tell no one for fear they might let it slip to the wrong person.

####

Chapter 1―Murder!

When they arrived in Bastrop, Kim and Liz found the street in front of the bakery swarming with people. Kim had failed to get an answer when she called Vicky Leighton earlier, so she and Liz had made their excuses to Gertrude, who would otherwise happily have stayed at the manor all day, before they ushered her off the property and headed off to Bastrop.

"What's all this?" Kim mused as she and Liz exited Kim's white Jaguar and tried to go into the bakery. Deputy Sheriff Jack Lance flung his arms out in front of them, stopping them abruptly.

"Sorry, ladies, the bakery is closed," he said curtly.

"What's up, Jack? Do we have a gas leak or something?" Kim asked.

"Oh, sorry; I didn't even look to see who it was. The whole county has been trying to go in there all morning. I was told to stop everyone," Jack said.

"What happened?" Liz asked.

Jack stood back a bit, then looked around to make sure no one was listening to the information he was about to impart to the two parapsychologists. "There has been a―a death―" he said, almost inaudibly.

"Vicky?" Kim asked.

"No, Ms. Leighton is fine; it was her boyfriend, Sam Wakeman," Jack said. "You know him?"

"No, not really. I don't know Vicky well, either," Kim said, "only talked to her a few times when I was buying goodies at the bakery. What happened?"

"Sam was stabbed. Looks like a lover's spat, maybe," Jack confided.

"You mean, you think Vicky actually killed him?" Liz asked.

Jack shrugged and lowered his eyes. "Look, I've already told you more than I should have. If Pete learns I've been talking, I'll be in a pile of trouble."

"Don't worry," Kim assured him. "We won't tell. Are you planning on coming to the psychic development class on Monday night?"

Jack brightened at her question. "I wouldn't miss it for the world," he said. "I've been looking forward to it ever since you first mentioned it. I thought January would never get here. I want to learn how to be more psychic!"

Kim smiled. "See you there, then. Oh, by the way, has Vicky been arrested?"

"No, we have to do some investigations first," he answered. "Pete just warned her not to leave town."

"Where is she? Is there any way we can talk to her?" Kim asked.

"She's over at Doc Adam's office. He's given her something to help calm her down. If anyone asks, you didn't hear that from me," he added. "I'm not supposed to tell anyone where she is, but seeing you're friends of Mark's, no one could stop you from dropping by to see him," he said with a wink.

"Thanks, Jack. See you next Monday night," Kim said as she took Liz's arm and led her back to the Jag.

"Isn't that interesting?" Liz said as she got into the car.

"What?"

"Well, first Gertrude arrives on our doorstep to tell us she has had a precognitive vision of a murder in Bastrop and voila, we have a murder on our hands," Liz deliberated.

"You think that's what she saw? Why would it put us in danger for Sam Wakeman to be killed? I mean, we barely know Vicky and if she is guilty, it is probably going to be a fairly open and shut case; end of story," Kim said.

"Maybe it isn't as open and shut as it sounds. Maybe someone else is involved," Liz speculated.

"Well, that's encouraging, Liz! Gertrude alluded to the culprit as a man that we know well. You can count the men we know well here in Bastrop on three fingers. John, Mark and Joel; John's out of town and Joel is a priest and not a likely candidate for murderer of the year," Kim chided.

Liz arched her eyebrow and looked at Kim. "Hmm. That leaves Mark, and she is with Mark right now."

"Come on, Liz! Mark is a doctor. He isn't likely just to go around killing people," Kim scolded.

"People, no; one person, accidentally―" she shrugged, "maybe."

Kim shushed Liz with a leer that turned Liz cold. "Mark would never kill anyone, not even if his life depended on it!"

"Kim, I like Mark, too, but how well do we know him, really?" Liz asked.

Kim was still staring at her. "You know, Liz, it's just possible Gertie was wrong about what she saw, or that she misinterpreted it. She used to be one of the best psychics in the business, but that was years and years ago. How long has it been since she has really gotten anything right?"

"I don't know how long it's been; I was just saying this whole thing was a little too contemporaneous to be a coincidence. I know I don't really know Mark all that well, and I was just hypothesizing," Liz said.

"Well I do know Mark a little better than you do, Liz, and I know he's no murderer," Kim reminded her.

Liz didn't say what she guessed, that maybe Kim's thinking about Mark was clouded by his charm and the fact Kim and he had been spending a lot of time together since Halloween. There had always been something about Mark Liz didn't quite trust, and now it gnawed on her again; there was something about him that didn't fit somehow, but she couldn't decide what it was. Still, she trusted Kim's perceptions as well as she did her own and Kim had always hit it off with Mark, so Liz had to admit she might be making too much of it.

Then there was the fact John Carter thought of Mark as a trusted friend as well and had known him for years. Surely John would know if Mark wasn't reliable. Maybe it was only happenstance that Gertie had warned them and then a murder had actually occurred. Or more likely, the murder had already happened when Gertie had her vision and Gertie just picked up on some part of it and theorized the rest. Maybe her vision hadn't been precognitive after all.

"Come on," Kim said, putting an end to Liz's musing as she opened her car door and stepped onto the curb again.

"Come on where?" Liz queried as she got back out of the car.

"Mark's office is just around the corner. No sense driving that short distance," Kim said.

"So, you're just going to go walking right into Mark's office, unannounced?"

Kim smiled and shook her head. "It isn't the first time, Liz! Besides, we came to town to see Vicky, and I intend to do just that. My guess is that she could use a couple more friends about now. Surely you don't think she's capable of murder, do you?"

"I really have no idea, Kim. If she didn't do it, who did?"

"How should I know? But last night I had a dream about a death in that very bakery. This morning, Gertrude warned us about a murder, and now they're probably going to accuse Vicky of killing that louse, Sam Wakeman. Doesn't all that start to suggest we ought to find out a little about what is happening here?" Kim asked.

"How do you know Wakeman was a louse?" Liz asked.

Kim stopped and stared at her friend, nonplussed. "You need to get out more, girl! You've spent too much time in that house these last few weeks. It's common knowledge Wakeman was a boozer and worse―that he abused Vicky whenever he got the chance."

"No wonder they think she may have killed him; being the brunt of abuse is a strong motivation," Liz said.

"Maybe, but it's also just the kind of situation that lends itself to a set‑up." Kim suggested. "Guys like Wakeman always have enemies; one of them may have got in, snuffed him out and then left Vicky to take the blame. The bakery doesn't exactly lock up tight as a drum. This is Bastrop; you know, small town, USA? Lots of folks around here don't even lock their doors at all."

Liz stopped in her tracks in front of Mark's office to stare at Kim.

"What is it?" Kim asked.

"That's John's SUV. What's it doing here?" Liz asked.

"Who drove John to the airport? Maybe Mark took him and they left the vehicle here," Kim suggested.

"No, John's been gone three days and his SUV was at his house yesterday when I went to check on things," Liz said, a peculiar, sick kind of feeling rising up from her innards. No one drove John's SUV except John. If it was here, so was he. But when did he get back and why hadn't he called to let her know he'd returned early? What could it mean?

Kim studied the shocked stare on her friend's face and guessed at the thoughts Liz must be having. John had been called to LA to do a voice‑over for a film the studio was getting ready to release. He'd planned to visit a few days with some friends while there and wasn't due to return home before next week at the earliest. He and Liz had been fairly constant companions since Halloween, and most of the folks at the Actor's Guild considered them to be a hot item. It was almost unthinkable for him to return from California without letting Liz know he was home, but it appeared he had. Now Vicky was a suspect in the death of her current boyfriend, and she and John, a past suitor of hers, were both at Mark's office, the plot seemed to be thickening rapidly.

"Maybe this isn't such a good idea after all," Kim said.

"What's not a good idea?" Liz asked.

"Barging into Mark's office unannounced. Maybe we should wait," Kim suggested.

"No," Liz said with a sigh, "we should find out exactly what's going on here, and the sooner the better."

"I'm sure there's a perfectly logical explanation for all this," Kim assured her.

Liz smiled absently. "I'm not. That's why I need to find out if there is any explanation at all. There could be a good reason why he didn't let us know he was home. Or it could be he is just a sneaky, lowdown cheat like all the other men I've had in my life the past several years." She shrugged. "It's better to find out now than later."

"No, I've seen the way he looks at you, sweetie. It's been over with Vicky for a long time. I'm sure he isn't two‑timing you," Kim posited.

Liz shrugged, biting her bottom lip. "Maybe they had a spontaneous reconciliation; maybe he figured out she was the one for him all along. Things like that do happen."

"What is this? Next thing I know, you're going to tell me you think he came back to town last night, went to surprise her with the news that he was really in love with her all along and found Sam Wakeman beating up on her Then he simply took one of her knives and carved Wakeman up? Don't you know him better than that?" Kim asked.

Liz let her shoulders slump and shot Kim a sideways glance. "No, but―yes. I mean―"

"But what? Either you trust him or you don't. I know he's still Vicky's friend; maybe Vicky called him to discuss things with him or to get his advice on how to handle the situation with Wakeman. Maybe she told him things were getting out of hand and he caught the next plane home and went straight to her because he thought it might be an emergency or something," Kim said, ending her sentence with an exasperated gulp of air. She wished Gertrude had kept her vision to herself. It was ridiculous to believe either John or Mark could somehow be responsible for Wakeman's death, or that Liz and she might be in danger because of it.

Gertrude had it wrong. Still, what had she seen that made her think anyone close to them was a murderer? Somehow, it all connected to her dream the night before of the two sisters in the bakery years ago, but how or what the link might be eluded her. She needed to establish a stronger contact with the bakery ghost to learn more, but in the meantime she had to admit she was perplexed as to what was going on. Yet, underneath it all was a growing tension that suggested to her―and to Liz―if only on a subliminal level, that there was a perilous, if illusive, truth in the warning Gertrude had given them. Either John or Mark―or both―might somehow be implicated in the death of Sam Wakeman. She dismissed the chill that crept down her spine as an effect of the cold January wind blowing through the streets of Bastrop as the door to Mark's office swung open and John, Mark and Vicky stepped out just a few inches from where Kim and Liz stood.

"Liz!" John said, his surprise at seeing her palpable. "What are you doing here?"

Liz cocked her head to the side to peer up at the tall, handsome screen actor she'd grown so fond of in the past few months. "I might ask you the same thing, but we came here to see Vicky," she said, her coolness a bit too contrived.

"To see Vicky? Why?" John asked.

Liz ignored John's question and looked deep into the eyes of the pretty blue‑eyed blond clinging to John's arm. The evidence of the shock she had recently experienced was clearly visible, in spite of the tranquilizers Mark had administered. An instant of connection passed between them and Liz knew beyond all doubt, Vicky was innocent of the death of Sam Wakeman. Even though she bore fresh bruises on her face from their most recent conflict, Vicky wanted only the best for Sam; that was what her soft blue eyes said. Vicky was scared and bewildered at the turn of events.

"Are you all right?" Liz asked her, softly brushing Vicky's natural blond locks away from her eyes.

Vicky burst into tears. "No, I'm not; I don't know if I ever will be again!"

"We were taking Vicky to my house," John said. "She can rest there away from reporters and prying neighbors until she's more able to think. I called Pete and he said it was all right as long as Vicky doesn't leave the area."

"We'll follow you, then," Kim said. "My car is around the corner at the bakery. Vicky, we aren't here to pry; we only want to offer you friendship and to do what we can to help. Will you talk with us when we get to John's house?"

"About Sam?" Vicky asked, confused.

"If you want, but also about the ghost at the bakery," Kim replied.

"Is that really important right now?" Mark asked.

"Somehow, I think it is. I know it doesn't seem like it would be an issue to be discussing right now, but for some reason, I think it has bearing on what happened there with Sam," Kim said. "I need to talk to you about the ghost and the trouble she has been causing."

"How do you know it's a woman?" Mark asked.

Kim looked at Vicky's pale, drawn face and replied, "Let's get her into the SUV and when we get to the house, I'll tell you all about it."

"Yes, we need to get her down for a rest," Mark agreed. "I'll follow you in my car so I can leave when I need to go."

"All right," John agreed. "See you all at my place."

####

Chapter 2―The Facts

Liz and Kim made the trip to John's house without discussion. They had been wrong about one thing, Kim thought. A visit from Gertrude Leiderhausen the first thing in the morning was no guarantee nothing worse would happen to you the rest of the day. None of this could have been happenstance―not the fact she had dreamed about the bakery ghost last night; not the vision Gertrude had seen; not that both John and Mark seemed bound to protect Vicky as though they had bonded together in a kind of secret society. What was the common element, and why did she feel so betrayed just because Vicky had gone to Mark for help? Mark was probably her physician, and it made sense for him to give her something to calm her, didn't it?

Sure, it was a professional relationship between Vicky and Mark; it had to be. Still, she thought it a glaring incongruency that John was suddenly back home unannounced and taking Vicky to his house to rest. What Liz must be feeling over the very unlikelihood of such an arrangement gave Kim pause. Liz didn't often trust men, but she'd trusted John and now―well, it was awkward at best. She didn't dare look at Liz, lest Liz guess at her speculations and grow more angry and confused than Kim was sure she already was. At least in Liz's position, Kim was sure she would be angry and confused. Actually, she still felt confused, and something else. Was it anger over Mark's involvement with Vicky, even though she told herself it had to be strictly a professional concern she had seen in Mark's eyes? Something wasn't right here. Were she and Liz both jumping to conclusions? She decided to hold her tongue until Mark and John had a chance to justify their actions.

####

Inside John's ultramodern split‑level painted white brick house, Vicky took a seat on the sofa, looking dazed and frightened one moment, stricken with grief and shock the next. John watched her attentively for a few moments before he headed for the kitchen. "You need something hot to drink," he told Vicky. "Tea?"

"Tea's fine, thanks," Vicky said absently.

"Is everyone all right with tea?" he asked.

"Sounds good," Mark said. Liz and Kim merely nodded and sat in the two overstuffed off‑white chairs across from the white sofa where Vicky was perched. Mark stared absently out the window.

John seemed to have an inordinate love for white, Kim thought as she glanced around the room. The carpet was a luxurious, deep plush white that covered the floor from the white tiled entry to the kitchen where the flooring there was a softly lustrous white birch, lending an almost achromatic air to the entire decorating scheme. The only contrast came in the form of black and white faux zebra skin throw pillows and various other neutral colored accessories which seemed almost mechanically placed about the room. It was the kind of place one saw depicted in posh magazines, the kind that never looked lived‑in and appeared so overly clean as to seem utterly uninspired to Kim.

Funny, Kim had never thought of John as the type to be at ease in such a dispassionate environment. She'd have taken him for warm browns with accents of red and gold and ostentatious bric‑a‑brac everywhere, souvenirs of his many travels. Obviously she didn't know him as well as she'd thought she did. Maybe the rest of the house was warmer, though; this was the formal living room, after all.

Now she was here in John's house, she suddenly felt more than a little out of place and she wondered if maybe she and Liz shouldn't excuse themselves and go home without pursuing the situation further. This was a cold place, one in which she was quite uncomfortable. Neither she nor Liz matched the decor half so well as did the all‑too pale, porcelain faced Vicky with her platinum blond hair and pale blue eyes. Vicky seemed to fit here somehow, almost as though the place were hers, Kim thought. Why was that?

"You wanted to talk to me, Kim?" Vicky was saying, seeming to suddenly have emerged from her stupor.

"Yes, but now it seems a little silly in view of what you have been through. Maybe now isn't the best time," Kim said apologetically.

Vicky managed a warm smile as she shook her head. "It might be exactly what I need. What did you want to discuss?"

"Well, I wanted to talk to you about your ghost, but if you don't feel up to it, I can certainly wait," Kim said.

"Oh, yes, the ghost," Vicky agreed. "What did you want to know?"

"You said you thought she was causing trouble between you and Sam. I was just wondering what had been happening and what I could do to help," Kim said.

"Did I tell you I thought the ghost was a woman?" Vicky asked.

"No," Kim said, "no, I guess I just assumed that part."

"Well, you are right; at least, that's the way it seems to me. I haven't ever seen her, of course, but I do have evidence of her presence," Vicky began.

"What kind of evidence?" Liz asked.

"Last week, Sam and I were painting the walls. I spilled some paint in the floor and went to get some rags to clean it up. Sam went to the kitchen to get a drink and when we came back to the living room, there were footprints across the living room. Apparently she stepped in the wet paint with her left shoe and walked from there to the window. She left a clear path marked in wet paint across the entire living room."

"Interesting. Are you sure they were ghost prints?" Kim asked.

"Let me put it this way: the prints went straight to the window and continued on the other side, as though someone had walked right through the wall without so much as breaking stride," Vicky said. "That window is nailed shut. No one's ever opened it since I've been there."

"Are the prints still there?" Kim asked.

"The ones outside on the terrace are, but I cleaned up the ones inside." Vicky said. "They look like some kind of old‑fashioned shoes. You know the type? Victorian or something, not a style like heels we wear today, but some kind of dress shoes, maybe."

"Well, that would tend to corroborate the information I have," Kim said. "I had a dream last night about two women who lived there probably around the turn of the century. It's my guess one of them is your ghost, but I'm not certain which one yet."

"You mean that there might be two of them?" Vicky asked in surprise.

"Well, there were two women in my dream; sisters," Kim said. "They had an altercation because the elder sister seduced the younger's fiancé. The younger sister wound up dead."

"Oh, my!" Vicky said. "You know, now that you mention it, there have been times when it seemed like there were two different personalities involved. I just thought maybe the ghost had a dual personality or something."

"That's also a possibility, if the ghost is Belle. She seems to have been quite a troubled woman. Jessica appears to have been a sweet, kind girl; at least until she discovered the truth about Belle and James," Kim mused.

"You know their names? From a dream?" Mark asked, seeming to have returned to the present from his reverie out John's window.

"In the dream, they were talking to each other. They used each others' names," Kim explained.

"And you remember all that went on between them, including their names?" he inquired. "You must have a photographic memory."

Kim shot Mark a glance. Was that sarcasm she heard in his voice? Why? "If you're suggesting that I remember everything I dream, every time I dream, the answer is no. This particular dream stuck with me because of what happened. It was a dream about the night Jessica died, which is why I remember the names and other particulars; also why I decided I wanted to talk to Vicky today about the ghost she and I had already spoken of some weeks ago."

"And why we went to the bakery this morning and found the town in an uproar over what happened there last night," Liz chimed in. "Kim and I thought last night may have been the anniversary of Jessica's death and that now would be a good time to contact the spirit and bring some kind of closure to the issue."

Vicky gasped, "And when you got there, you learned there had been another death on the same night you had that dream about the two sisters. That's weird, isn't it?"

"A little―a lot, actually," Kim admitted. "Anyway, when I heard Sam had been killed, I wondered if there might be some kind of connection between my having that dream and Sam's death. It feels like a little too much of a coincidence to be a coincidence, if you know what I mean."

Vicky nodded, her blue eyes wide. "You think there could be a connection? But how could Sam's death be connected to those women? Surely you don't think a ghost killed Sam?"

Kim took a deep breath, shrugging. She shouldn't pursue the subject of Sam's death here with Mark and John if what Gertrude had told them earlier was true. She silently scolded herself for thinking even for a moment Mark or John could be implicated in Sam's death, but how could she ignore Gertrude's warning? Should she chalk it up to the rantings of an old woman, a woman who in her day had been one of the best psychics in the entire state?

"Ghosts can kill, of course," Liz said tentatively, "but I don't think the ghost we are speaking of would have had a reason to kill Sam. What can you tell us about what happened, Vicky?"

John had busied himself handing out tea and listening to the women talk, but now he spoke. "I'm not sure it's wise to talk about what happened last night, Vicky. Maybe you should wait until you have spoken to your lawyer."

Liz registered the look of surprise Vicky shot at John before she said, "I already spoke to you about it, John. That's why you're here."

"Yes, I know you and I spoke, but I told you then, even though I do maintain my license in Texas and California, I'm not a criminal lawyer and you need a criminal lawyer," he protested.

"What's all the secrecy here, John?" Kim asked. "We're all friends, aren't we? No one's going to try to incriminate anyone else here."

"You don't understand, Kim," he said. "A certain protocol needs to be followed in a case like this."

"Sounds complicated," Liz observed.

"Aw, hell, John," Mark chided, "you're only going to make matters worse by acting the button‑lipped lawyer. You are more of an actor than a lawyer, remember? We agreed to keep it between ourselves, but Liz and Kim are involved now, and you might as well let Vicky talk to them."

John stared at Mark a long moment before answering. "All right, Vicky. Go ahead." He looked at Liz from under knit brows in a way that made her shiver. "Tell them everything, if that's what you want. Just don't say I didn't warn you."

Vicky looked first at Mark, then at John before leveling her gaze on Kim. She seemed to settle in for a long tale, her eyes glazing a bit, to distance herself from the events of the night before, Kim assumed. She said, "Sam and I have been having trouble for a long time; I guess everyone knows that. I loved him, but the man was almost impossible to live with sometimes. He was always accusing me of seeing someone else when he wasn't around, but I knew it was really his conscience. See, he felt guilty for hanging out at the bar and coming home drunk. It made him feel less guilty if he could pretend I was having an affair and that I was the one who should feel guilty.

"Things had been coming to a head for a couple of months until two weeks ago when he decided he was going to get help to stop drinking. Overnight, he sobered up and things were glorious between us for the first time in―well, for the first time ever, I suppose. I was afraid it wasn't going to last and it turns out, I was right. Last night, he came in drunker than a mockingbird that's been eating those chili petins," she confided.

"Is that when you got those bruises?" Liz asked.

Vicky ducked her head and nodded sullenly. "He was insane. He said he'd seen a man skulking outside for several days and that he knew that man was just waiting for him to leave so he could be with me. When I told him there was no one else in my life, he flew into a rage and started pounding me in the face."

"A man?" Kim asked. "Was there someone lurking around the bakery?"

"I don't know. I never noticed if there was," she answered. "Of course, business has been busy ever since before Thanksgiving, and I haven't had much time to pay attention to who hangs out and who doesn't. Anyway, Sam hit me in the nose and it started bleeding; I started to cry, so he stopped hitting me. I guess the sight of my blood sobered him up a little. He said he was sorry and left."

"Then what happened? I had the impression he was stabbed in the bakery from what Jack Lance said," Kim remarked.

"Yes, downstairs in the bakery is where it happened," Vicky confirmed. "After Sam left, I got some ice out of the refrigerator and applied a cold pack to my nose and face for a few minutes. Then I cleaned up the apartment. Sam broke a lamp and a couple of figurines, and my nose had bled pretty profusely. I changed into my nightgown and went to bed. Later―I think it was about one in the morning―I heard a noise downstairs, like Sam usually made coming in and stumbling around in the dark. At first I thought I should just stay put because it seemed evident by the noises I heard that Sam had continued to drink after he left; I didn't want to set him off again. I figured if I pretended to be asleep, he'd just come up and pass out and I'd be safe from further attack. But I heard him cry out and then there was a big crash and I decided I had to go down and see what damage he'd done this time."

"So you went downstairs?" Liz asked.

"Yes," she whispered and started to cry. After a moment, she continued. "I turned on the lights because I couldn't see him and he didn't answer me when I called to him. Then I found him. He was lying in a pool of blood in front of the counter with my butcher knife stuck in his heart! I couldn't believe it at first. I went over to him and tried to . . . well, I kind of went crazy, I guess. I couldn't believe he was dead, so I―"

"I think they get the picture," John inserted. "She was in shock. She called my service; they called me and I flew in. When I got there, it was almost sunrise. She was covered in blood. She'd apparently tried to stop the bleeding and resuscitate him. Of course, there was no reviving a corpse. I called Sheriff Humphrey. After Pete came and interrogated her in the charming and compassionate way only Pete can, I helped her clean up and get dressed. Then I took her to Mark's office for a sedative and some more amiable companionship."

"That would be when we came in," Kim surmised.

"Yes, just about," Vicky said, seeming to regain some of her composure. "Someone must have been downstairs when Sam came in; or maybe someone followed him? The back door was standing open. Either Sam or the intruder didn't close it. What if Sam was right and someone had been hanging around, waiting for an opportunity to rob me or something? If Sam surprised someone―"

"Did you have anything worth stealing? I mean, don't you make regular deposits at the bank?" Liz asked.

"Yes, I deposit daily and I can't think of anything anyone would want to steal, but you never know what some people might think of thieving, do you? I had less than fifty dollars of cash on hand, and that was still in the register," Vicky reported.

"Was anything missing?" Kim asked.

"I―I don't know. I didn't think of looking for anything," Vicky answered. "There are several antiques, but most of them are too large for anyone to be able to sneak out with them."

"Yes, I have seen them; lovely, heavy pieces, as I recall," Kim said.

"Yes, that's right, and so I'm fairly certain nothing is missing, although I do have some smaller bric‑a‑brac and a few old paintings," Vicky confirmed.

"Then it's likely the intruder didn't get what he was after and he will probably try again?" Kim speculated.

Vicky shivered at the thought, said, "I don't want him coming back! I can't help thinking if I'd gone down when I first heard the noise, maybe Sam would still be alive."

"Or more likely, you'd have joined Sam," Kim pointed out. "Anyone who could take on Sam could subdue you as well, even if Sam was compromised with drink."

"I hadn't thought of that," Vicky mused. "You believe me, then?"

"Yes, I do," Kim assured her. "We have to visit the bakery as soon as the sheriff and his gang finish with their investigation and figure out what it was the prowler could have wanted. It's likely he's one of your customers as well; maybe even comes in all the time and took a liking to something he saw there. Sam surprised him and he lost it, stabbed Sam and then took off. If he wants whatever it is that badly and he didn't get it yet, he'll probably be back."

"That's a pleasant thought―not!" Vicky said.

"Right!" Liz agreed. "Wonder what kind of act of Congress it will take to get Pete to let us snoop around the bakery."

"Lots of luck with that one!" Mark said.

"I know," Kim said.

####

Chapter 3―Confrontation

When they got home, Liz went straight up to her bead room on the third floor to think, as she put it, though pout was the more likely reality. She liked Vicky and believed her innocent of Sam's murder, but something about the events of the morning left her cold. She couldn't help thinking of Gertrude's warning. Didn't John and Mark's stories fit all too well into this entire scenario? But how could John be involved if Vicky had called his service and he had flown home after her call? Unless they were lying, but why would they all lie about this? She was certain something sinister was afoot, but what it might be totally eluded her. It was infuriating to think despite all her psychic ability, she was still sometimes totally in the dark. Why was it so hard just to look and see what had really occurred?  She seldom was able to hone in on the things she wanted to know, but the things she didn't want to know were all too easy to access.

The whole skulking‑man‑outside‑the‑bakery thing didn't ring true to her, either. In the first place, what kind of weirdo robs a bakery? In the second place, what kind of weirdo robs a small town bakery with only fifty dollars in the till, of all things? No, something else was going on, and she intended to find out what it was if only to prove to herself John and Mark couldn't be involved. What was she thinking? In her heart of hearts she couldn't believe John had anything to do with any of it, other than being a friend to Vicky and apparently the first person Vicky thought of when she needed legal advice.

That fact alone was something in and of itself, too. Peter Humphrey would make it into a big deal that when her fiancé had been murdered and his murderer might be hanging around waiting for another chance at whatever mischief he was planning, Vicky had called John's answering service instead of the police. If she thought someone else had been there, had killed Sam, why didn't she call the sheriff? Wasn't that what you are supposed to do first, call someone who is close‑by and able to defend you? John was in California; what could he do from there? Maybe she didn't know he was gone, but even so, the sheriff could get to the bakery faster than John could have driven the seven miles to town in the middle of the night.

She absently reached for the large garnet stone Benjamin McCann had given her just a few short weeks ago to protect her from the mind games of the entities who had tried to take over the manor. "Ben, I wish you were here," she whispered softly. She closed her eyes, envisioning his cool steel‑gray eyes, soft and filled with emotion when they looked at her and caressed her in their depths. His eyes were the only part of him that said John to her. Ben was John's past life and she loved them both. She trusted Ben with her life, her soul. John, she still had doubts about. How could that be, if, as Ben had said, they were the same? Was it because John still didn't know who he was, who he had been?

Supernatural things frightened John, made him uncomfortable, but the supernatural was Ben's life, like it was hers; no, even more than it was hers. She couldn't help believing she and Ben had much more in common than she and John ever would. John was too busy being jealous of Ben even to try to understand what her attachment to Ben meant to him, that it was the same attachment. Or was it? In her own mind, she still couldn't conceive of the two men as being the same soul, so how could she expect John to come to terms with it? In fact, she had never spoken to John about his relationship to Ben. She kept hoping he would all of a sudden one day come to her and say, "Guess what? I woke up this morning knowing I used to be Ben McCann in a past life, and now we can live happily ever after because I know everything!"

Sure; like that was ever going to happen. Of course, she couldn't say with any degree of honesty that she could remember her past life as Ben's beloved Constance, either. Could it be Ben had only told her they were connected because Ben could see she was falling in love with him and he knew the impossibility of fanning the flame with her? They were separated by more than two hundred years of time and an unbreachable abyss of differences. Even if he could still come through the portal to visit her in the flesh, which he had, what kind of relationship could they have? Talk about the difficulties of a long‑distance love affair! This one had them all beat.

She sighed and gently laid the stone back on her desk, running her fingers longingly over its smooth, dark facets as she watched the light play on the cool surfaces. How could she close the chapter of her life that linked her with Benjamin McCann? How could she possibly agree to closing the portal? Even though Ben was a powerful sorcerer, she was convinced the only way he could come to her as a flesh‑and‑blood person was through the portal. Their friend Joel Murchison had warned them about leaving the portal open, and she had to admit he had some very persuasive and logical arguments.

Joel, surprisingly for a Catholic priest, was an adept parapsychologist and he had warned Kim and her that if Ben, Moira, Sean and Tarrh McCann had been able to use the portal to come to the present from their respective times, there were certain to be others who could also use it to come to this time and wreak havoc in this house again. They would never be free of the danger of others intruding on McCann Manor as long as the portal remained open. He was right, of course. More than that, she knew they would have to close the doorway to time travelers once and for all if they ever hoped to keep the house secure.

Thus far however, she had found some plausible reason not to close it whenever Joel arrived to help with the ritual to render the portal inaccessible. The only real reason she had was that she and Ben would forever lose their ability to see each other. When the story of their ghost busting activities came out in the Parapsychology Journal next month, she knew another threat would present itself as well―namely the selfish curiosity seekers who wanted to find out what a doorway to the past, present and future could offer them. The members of the APG would want to study it, to experiment with it, to chase one another through time and space under the guise of learning and of furthering their already sizable knowledge of the occult. The house could well become a three‑ring circus of paranormal activity.

The plain fact of it all was, she couldn't bear the thought of closing the portal until she and John were―were what? Neither of them wanted to marry again, and she felt they could go on seeing each other forever without further commitment, so what did she want? She knew full well what she wanted. She wanted Ben and John somehow to be integrated, for John to know everything Ben knew. But even more than that, she wanted to keep her access to Ben and his world of two hundred years ago, and she wanted to continue to live in the present. How could she have that if they closed the portal? Was she just being selfish?

"That may well be it," Benjamin said behind her.

"Ben?" she asked, whirling around to see Benjamin McCann standing behind her. "Oh, Ben, you are here!"

"I told you I would come if you ever needed me," he whispered with a smile.

"But―but I didn't call you," she stammered, leaping from her chair to throw her arms around his massive shoulders.

"Ah, did you not?" he asked, a playful glimmer in his eyes as he pushed her just far enough from him to look at her face.

"But I―" she started to protest.

"Was that not you who said, 'Ben I wish you were here'?" he asked.

She was astounded. He had heard her! How could he actually have heard her words? "I―I did say that," she confessed.

"Aye, I hear your words and your thoughts, though sometimes I must choose not to listen," he confided. "'Tis hard not to listen all the time, though. I miss you."

She smiled at him then and whispered, "I miss you, too. I was just thinking―"

"About the portal," he said, finishing her sentence.

She nodded solemnly. "Joel says we have to close it, and soon," she said.

"I know," he said.

"I know? Is that all you have to say on the subject?" she asked.

"The good Father has a point, you know. 'Tis dangerous for you to leave it open when you cannot control who uses it," he said.

She didn't want to talk common sense with Benjamin. She wanted him to kiss her, to tell her he loved her. She wanted him to hold her to him and assure her he would never be parted from her again. He couldn't tell her he'd never leave her though, and she knew it. They'd already been through that, hadn't they? He had his own life in his own time to live, just as she had hers. "Is there a way to control who uses it?" she asked.

"'Tis something I shall have to research further, but if a way exists, believe me, I shall find it. I am not exactly anxious to close it myself," he said, pulling her closer to him.

"No?"

"No. I have had time to think in these past weeks, and I do not like the notion of never being able to come see you again. Closing the portal would mean I could never come here again except as spirit and I am not ready for that eventuality," he admitted.

His honest words, words she had longed so to hear, brought tears to her eyes. He did love her; she'd begun to wonder whether he did or not. He'd said good bye to her so easily, part of her had to believe he had told her he loved her only to ease their parting. "Oh Ben, these few weeks have seemed like an eternity to me. I didn't know if I would ever see you again."

He cupped her chin in his big hand and drew her still closer to him, searching her eyes. "Why do you doubt me so, lass?"

"It isn't you I doubt; it's myself, I guess," she said. "The strength of my feelings for you is not like anything I've known before, and it scares me. I don't trust my ears when I hear you say you love me, because how could you love me? I am just a woman and―"

"And I am a wizard," he concluded. "You think I have beguiled you into my arms? Nay, dearest, I am merely a man who loves you; against all reason, I adore you. 'Tis not easy for me to feel this way, you know. You think I have no doubts?"

She bit her lip. The heady sensation of being in his arms again filled her with emotions so strong she felt she would crumble. Surely this was the man she was meant to spend her life with. "Are you really John's past life?" she asked. It was all she could say, but she kicked herself for asking it. Wasn't it like saying all over again that she doubted him?

He smiled. "Do you not feel the same when he holds you as when I do?" he whispered.

"I―not exactly, no," she said.

"But you do love him, do you not?"

"Well, yes, but it isn't . . . I mean, something is less intense about what John and I feel for each other," she stammered. God, what was she trying to say?

"Are you sure it is less intense on his part?" he asked, brushing her cheek lightly with his fingertip.

"No, I suppose I'm not sure of that. I'm only sure of what I feel, I guess," she conceded.

"Are you sure, then, that what you feel for me is not clouded by the fact you still believe you can never be with me? You can spend all the time you like with John, but I am a rarity in your life and that makes me seem more attractive, perhaps?" he prodded.

"But if you and John are the same soul, why should there be a difference?" she asked.

"A difference exists in your perception. If you still doubt I am his past life, you think of him and me as two separate people, do you not?" he persisted in his questions. Still, he had not answered her inquiry.

"You are two separate people," she gasped in frustration.

"Aye," he said at last, "we are two separate people, yet we are the same. 'Tis the way it is with past lives, my love. One soul passes through many identities so that it may learn by all the different experiences being different people can afford it. John is unique from every other person this soul has been, but inside him―deep inside him―the soul is the same. Your reaction to me is under-standably different from your reaction to him; yet it is clearly, remarkably the same."

She stared at him in silence. Somehow his explanation was so on target it was incredible in its depth, yet fascinating in its simplicity. She realized then that even if John remembered everything about his past life as Ben, he would never be Ben. He could only be himself, the man he was destined to be this life―John Carter, movie actor, lawyer, her passionate friend and lover. Ben was the only man she had ever known who totally took her breath away, made her soul tingle with an awareness, an excitement she had never known before. Did this knowledge make things easier or better for her? No. Could she ever expect to have everything she wanted from either of these relationships? Probably not.

"Did you?" she asked at last.

"Did I?" he parroted.

"Did you beguile me into your arms?" she whispered, knowing he already knew the question she was just now forming. He was toying with her. He loved to do that.

He pondered her eyes, her face, her hair and pulled her still closer to him, kissing her lips lightly. "I would have, had it been necessary," he assured her, "but you loved me without being ensorcelled. My heart reached out to you and yours reached back, even through the centuries. Your passion was waiting for me when first I beheld you. Love survives everything, you see; time, death, rebirth―all else that is."

"You have an answer for the whole lot, don't you?" she asked, somewhat annoyed despite his beautiful words.

He kissed her again, this time deeply, with a passion and fervor that took her reason from her and dropped her hopelessly into a sea of emotion too strong to stay long afloat. She lost all sense of what it was he said or did that had annoyed her. She was about to drown in feeling, engulfed in a warm wave of love she didn't even want to fight. What difference did it make if he had enchanted her? She didn't care. She loved this man with all her being, and he was here with her now. Nothing else mattered half as much as this moment, with him. To feel this deeply was to feel totally alive. She leaned into his embrace to lose herself deeper in his kiss.

"Well! Is this how you've been spending your time while I was in California?" a familiar voice demanded from somewhere behind Benjamin.

Benjamin released her and turned to face John. "Hello, my friend," he said calmly to the other man.

"Don't my friend me, you bastard. What in the hell are you doing here? I thought we were through with you. Why don't you go back to the past where you belong?" John spat.

"John, don't. Ben came because I was thinking about him; I needed to talk to him," Liz said.

"And did you need him to kiss you, too? I don't like this, Liz. I don't like it one bit. He has no business kissing you like that!" John protested.

"John! Please listen to me. This isn't what it seems. Well, it is what it seems, but―" Liz sputtered. John didn't know all that had happened when she and Kim went with Benjamin into the past to save the manor and Tarrh. She'd decided to wait on telling him the whole story until later.

John stood looking helplessly at Liz. He wanted an explanation he could live with, but he could tell by the look on her face, the explanation was one he didn't want to hear. "Well?" he pleaded.

Liz was stunned by the hurt in his eyes, but she couldn't think of anything to say to appease him. Instead, Ben stepped forward, putting his hand on John's shoulder. "This is not an easy situation, John; I know that. You are in love with Elizabeth, and so am I. To her complete chagrin, she loves the both of us, which does nothing to make any of us feel better," he said.

"Don't be ridiculous; no woman can love two men," John spat.

"Aye, but she can if they are the same man," Ben comforted.

John's confusion at Ben's remark was visible. He looked at Liz, then at Benjamin. "Are you mad? What are you talking about?" he asked.

"You truly have no idea, do you?" Benjamin asked.

John doubled his fist, looked at it then dropped his hand again to his side. "I don't even have an idea what I'm supposed to have an idea about."

Benjamin looked deep into John's eyes for a moment, and then took both John's shoulders in his hands. "Sit down, lad. This is going to require more than a brief explanation. 'Tis time you learned the truth about who I am," he said.

John shrugged Benjamin's hands off his shoulders and backed a step away. "I think I will stand, thank you, and I know who you are; you are the man who built this house and the bastard who's trying to steal the woman I love," he hissed.

Benjamin looked over his shoulder at Liz, who stood frozen to the spot. "Lass, go down and make us some tea and scones, will you?" he suggested.

Liz shook herself back to cognizance. "Scones? We don't have any scones, Ben. Would cookies do?" she asked.

"Certainly, cookies will do, but take your time; I expect your John and I need to visit a bit," Benjamin advised.

"Ben, John, I―that is, no fighting. All right?" she asked nervously.

"I promise not to lay a finger on him," Benjamin said.

"I promise nothing," John said through gritted teeth. "Personally, I have nothing at all to visit with this man about."

"You run along, now, Elizabeth. We shall behave ourselves like gentlemen in your absence," Benjamin said as he nudged her from her place toward the door before turning again to face John. "You and I have much more in common than just our taste in women, as you will soon see."

"I don't have to listen to this," John said and turned to follow Liz from the room.

"Yes, you do have to listen to what I must say, John," Benjamin affirmed. "And you will listen, because deep down inside, you want to understand what you just saw; you need to believe I am not your enemy."

"I need nothing from you," John said as he sat in a chair near the door. "I'm only going to sit here and listen to you because I respect Liz, and I can't believe she is in love with you."

"Do you believe in reincarnation?" Benjamin asked.

"Reincarnation? What the hell does that have to do with anything?" John demanded.

"In this instance, it has everything to do with everything," Benjamin said simply. "Do you believe in it?"

John shrugged. "I haven't really thought much about it, why?"

"Because I know reincarnation is fact; I know, because I am one of your past lives," Benjamin explicated.

"Oh right, like I am supposed to believe that!" John spat.

"When you were a boy, you used to dream of being able to work magic, did you not?" Benjamin asked.

John shrugged again. "So?"

"In fact, you had a recurrent dream in which you went into a dark, deep chamber and called forth a magical dragon to do your bidding, did you not?" Benjamin pushed.

John frowned but was still unconvinced. "So?"

"The dragon's name was Loshan, a giant, magnificent emerald beast with golden shining eyes," Benjamin continued.

"Yes, how did you . . ." John began, then trailed off into silence.

"'Tis the same dream I had as a boy, a dream which seems to have been with me always. You see, Loshan existed in the original McCann Manor in Scotland. He belonged to my ancestor, Peaitarrh McCann, more than three hundred years ago. Elizabeth saw him when she and Kimberly visited the past. He saved her from falling to her death in Peaitarrh's pit when they went to change Peaitarrh's fate. Did she not tell you about Loshan?" Benjamin queried.

"She―no, she didn't tell me much. She said I would have to wait until her article comes out next month in that parapsychology magazine. Hey, what are you doing? How do I know you didn't just pull that memory out of my head and fabricate the rest? Everyone knows dragons are only mythology," John said.

"You do not know I am not fabricating all I say, but when Elizabeth returns, you could ask her the name of Peaitarrh's dragon. I would wager she remembers him well. Dragons do exist, John," Benjamin insisted.

"He was real?" John whispered.

"That he was; still is, for all I know. Dragons live almost forever, compared to the rest of us," Benjamin said, a twinkle in his eye.

"Hogwash!" John shouted. "You're just trying to change the subject."

"Nay, this is the subject," Benjamin insisted. "You had the same dream I had and I had the same dream my father had before me. 'Tis a dream which has been a part of me for three hundred years, because not only was it a part of my inheritance to have the dream, but it was a part of my soul's memory. You see, I am reincarnated from Peaitarrh's son William, who knew the dragon personally."

"This is all very interesting, but hardly germane to why you are trying to make love to Liz," John said.

Benjamin stiffened, perceptively bristling at John's words. "You insult me, man. I have never tried to make love to Elizabeth. Had I tried, I would have succeeded because she loves me," Benjamin said.

"You bastard!" John yelled.

"Calm yourself, lad," Benjamin advised. "She loves me because she is the reincarnation of my wife, Constance. She has been with me as long as the memory of Loshan. Longer than the memory of Loshan," Benjamin insisted. "My soul and hers―your soul and hers―are bound by eternal bonds of love which cannot be broken. She will always love you as, too, she will always love me. I am here because of that bond and my promise to her that if she ever needs me I will come."

"This is hard to believe," John mused. "I don't think I can totally grasp it. You are still Ben and I am still John; how can we be the same person?"

Benjamin laughed, shook his head and then said, "This is the same conversation I was having moments ago with Elizabeth. We are not the same person, but we are the same soul, you and I. At any rate, I am not your competition; Elizabeth's perception of the two us is the problem. She wants you to share her love of the occult as I do, but during the time I lay suffocating in that vault, trapped as I was by David Spencer, I willed my soul to forget all the wizardry and to forget the woman who, through no design of her own, could never be mine. You care not for the mystical, esoteric things of my trade, but you see, even my strong will could not prevent your loving the soul who is now Elizabeth."

John looked at the floor. "This is very confusing; she must be having a hard time with it and I―well, I have absolutely no idea what to do," he admitted.

"We are all having a bit of a problem with it just now, but her being with me is no threat to you. In fact, I believe the more she is with me the more she will love you," Benjamin said. "As for your own comprehension of the situation, I have an idea or two how to make that better for you as well. It will require something of a mind meld between the two of us. Here's what we need to do . . ."
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