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      Fifteen Years Ago

      I caressed the faded ivory keys of the Cristofori pianoforte, hesitant, hopeful, like approaching a new lover. This was one of the first instruments to be called a piano, forte or otherwise. One of five left built by the noted instrument maker. It dated to 1610 and was the oldest instrument in the collection of the St. George Conservatory of Music.

      The ivory warmed to my touch, almost begging me to press the keys, to allow me to coax music from them.

      My heart beat faster in anticipation. I wasn’t supposed to be here, in the darkened concert venue lit by a single spotlight–an intimate space that used to be a chapel attached to a castle. Remnants of the castle remained, and the chapel was still attached, though the connecting door that had been sealed ages ago.

      Play me. A masculine voice echoed in my mind.

      “Who’s there?”

      Let me become your music.

      “Is anyone there?” I stood up from the narrow bench in front of the keyboard.

      I heard a deep sigh in the back of my head. My eyes opened wide. “No. It can’t be. There’s no such thing as ghosts.” I backed toward the arched double doors that led to the forecourt of St. George Manor. “I refuse to believe the tales of haunting.”

      Don’t leave. I need you. I need your music to complete me.

      “No, no, no.” I shook my head in denial as I continued putting distance between me and the pianoforte. Students at this special conservatory whispered tales. Faculty denied the stories. Servants warned newcomers out loud. The administrators scoffed.

      Margot Tremayne.

      Gulp. The voice knew my name. Atavistic chills ran up and down my spine and extended into my hands.

      You are the only one worthy to play me. None of the others competing in this gathering deserve me. I deserve your genius. I need your music to fulfill my destiny.

      The words and the tone seduced me to linger and consider.

      I can ensure that you will conquer the prejudice of the judges in this most glorious musical competition.

      Somewhere in the acoustically perfect chapel I heard a sharp intake of breath. Mine?

      I didn’t want to think about the possibility of someone official catching me playing this precious antique instrument.

      “I’m already the odds-on favorite. I don’t need your guarantees.” Nineteen years old and I’d already won three international competitions and recorded three albums, as well as guested with world-renowned orchestras twelve times. I had multiple degrees from well-respected conservatories. None of the other eleven competitors had my credentials, even those older musicians in their last year of eligibility for the St. George at the age of twenty-four.

      But you are young. Too young, say some of the judges. They think they should award the trophy, the recording contracts, and the cash, to someone who can’t compete again in three years. They say you still have time.

      “But I’m the best of the lot of them.”

      You know that. I know that. Now prove it. Play me. Play the Bach cantata that sounds limp on any other instrument.

      “The cantata. The first cantata.”

      The master composed it for an instrument like me. It needs me to make it the best of all music. You need me to make the most of your genius.

      “No one plays the Cristofori. It’s forbidden. You are too fragile...” I took one slow step back the way I’d come.

      I can be fragile under ham-fisted amateurs. You are no amateur. You know how to caress a keyboard into the finest performance.

      “I... can’t.” But I took three more steps toward the circle of light shining on the Cristofori.

      You must!

      “I... want to.”

      You need to.

      I sat and stretched my fingers, clenching them again to complete the exercise, but also to give me a few more seconds to reconsider.

      Please begin. Do not prolong the anticipation.

      The voice sounded excited, almost as if he had grown beyond foreplay and needed consummation.

      I spread my fingers to the spacing of the first chord. Waited, heard the notes in my head, tasted the music, smelled the antiquity, and dropped my hands, caressing the notes into fluidity. My heart leapt with joy. I continued, grabbing whole phrases out of the air and bringing them to life.

      The voice of the haunted pianoforte hummed along with me. Audibly. I heard his voice with my ears as well as my mind.

      The realization that I’d been communing with a ghost turned my left forefinger numb.

      I pushed my fingers to find the original chord. I stumbled and struck the accidental sharp I had practiced and thought a better fit. One lousy note difference.

      The keyboard cover slammed down.

      Pain exploded from every joint and bone in my hands.

      I screamed as I jerked away from the keyboard. I couldn’t move. The lid imprisoned me.

      Darkness swirled and claimed my senses. In the distance, my screams faded to whimpers.
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      Nine Months Ago

      Reflexively I flexed and stretched my fingers before grabbing the stack of envelopes, large and small, from the inbox on my desk. The cushy office on the fourth floor with a window and a spinet piano was one of the perks of my job as music director for original programming at Studio Twenty-Three in general and Bryant Thomas Productions specifically. But my name, Margot Tremayne wasn’t embossed on the door, or a brass plate beside it. You had to know where I lurked to gain entrance.

      The mail came here and not to my house. I preferred only a select few people knew where I lived. All of my utility bills, solicitations, bank statements, etc. came here and passed through a mailroom and two administrative assistants before I saw it. I didn’t even have a landline at home.

      If the demon in the Cristofori pianoforte ever broke free, he’d have a hard time finding me.

      “Bill, bill, bank statement.” I set them back into the inbox. “Junk, junk, junk.” Those went into the recycling bucket.

      And then my fingertips rubbed across a thicker envelope, heavy parchment texture. It measured four by six, narrower and taller than a standard business size, a fancy invitation. The British stamp and postmark sent shivers of bad memories up and down my spine. There was only one thing it could be.

      My hands ached more than usual. I’d checked the weather report this morning. No storms loomed on the L.A. horizon. Rapid changes in air pressure triggered stabs of pain in old scar tissue, artificial joints, and remodeled bones.

      This ache and the invitation were something else entirely. I’d received the same invitation every three years and refused them all. I’d had one six months ago and ignored it. Now it had cropped up again like a reoccurring cancer that wouldn’t stay in remission.

      I flung it back on the desk just as a knock rattled the door to my office. I left the locking knob loose so even a light touch made a lot of noise. My boss at this studio, Bryant Thomas, had set up most of my security.

      “Come in,” I called, without bothering to check who could bypass those two assistants. Someone with an interesting proposition, I hoped—like a new series needing me to compose a theme song.

      I moved behind the desk but did not yet sit. I needed a balance between cordial and distance until I knew who was brave enough to enter my private sanctum.

      “I’m so glad I caught you before rehearsal,” Abigail Fitzwarren said. The Admin was a mousey middle-aged woman with less remarkable brown hair spilling from an untidy chignon held in place with a pencil.

      “What does Mr. Thomas want this time?” I asked before she could begin tidying my desk. Bryant’s Administrative Assistant had a fetish for neatness. That made her thread-bare twin set, a knit blouse with a matching cardigan in a frowzy shade of brown, out of place. Apparently, her compulsion didn’t extend to fixing a frayed hem or worn elbow.

      “It’s not Bryant Thomas or his ballroom dance competition that requires your attention.” She straightened from her slight stoop and her eyes focused upon the creamy, parchment envelope I could barely bring myself to touch.

      All of a sudden, she looked like someone else, someone with a great deal of intelligence and authority. Her mask of frumpiness fell away. I stared into the keen eyes of a woman used to authority, and used to getting her own way.

      There was a reason only Bryant called her “Abby”. Everyone else knew her as Mrs. Fitzwarren, or Abigail.

      “What do you want, Mrs. Fitzwarren?” I tightened my hands and stuffed them into the pockets of my jean skirt, protecting them.

      “This.” She picked up the parchment between two fingernails, carefully avoiding tainting it with her own fingerprints.

      “That is a private invitation. I don’t remember offering to share it with you.” I used my prima dona conductor voice that brooked no sass from arrogant soloists.

      “Forgive me for intruding, Dr. Tremayne.”

      That was a low blow. In true casual California life-style I avoided announcing my hard-won degree. I only acknowledged it in academic circles or the rarified world of classical music. It didn’t have any importance elsewhere.

      “This is of vital importance. You need to accept that invitation to judge the St. George competition.”

      Outrage at her suggestion that I return to St. George Conservatory, warred with horrified curiosity that she knew my business and the nature of the hated invitation with a York postmark and a British stamp.

      “How do you know?” I narrowed my eyes and focused upon her as if studying an unfamiliar piece of music, or new arrangement before touching a keyboard.

      She swallowed deeply, stiffened her spine, and closed her eyes for a moment, considering.

      “Do you remember anything from the time immediately after the accident?”

      I hadn’t seen that coming. But I should have. The “accident” was directly connected to the invitation. My fingers itched to examine my emotions by playing the spinet against the inner wall of my office. I protected all my instruments from direct sunlight and temperature variations beneath the AC vent. I thought better while making music.

      “I remember pain. Bandages. Not being able to move my fingers. Having no music left in my soul.” There. I’d said it.

      The demon inside the Cristofori pianoforte had robbed me of my music, the very essence of who and what I was.

      “Do you remember speaking with anyone about the experience?”

      “I don’t like visiting the past.”

      “This is important.” She planted her palms flat on top of my desk and leaned toward me, anxious and yet controlled. It was as if she willed me to speak and say what she wanted me to say.

      I couldn’t let her. That would be giving up another piece of my soul. I’d worked too long and too hard to regain what was stolen from me in those awful moments in the chapel with the Cristofori.

      “Why?” I asked her with a sharp and demanding voice.

      “Because part of my purpose in this world is to monitor ripples in the... the ether. Ripples caused by demonic activity.”

      A vacancy exploded between my ears, across the back of my skull. When did the world stop turning? I had to sit. The padded throne of an office chair accepted my butt and cradled my back.

      “No one believed me. Not even my shrink. That’s why I fired him five years ago.”

      “I should have sent you to one of the psychiatrists employed by the Guild. They have the experience and training to believe a story like yours. You aren’t the only person damaged by demonic contact. I don’t have to believe. I know,” she replied on a long exhale. “Who came to see you in hospital?”

      “It may have been a drug-induced hallucination. I was on a lot of pain meds, for both physical and psychic trauma.”

      “For just one moment, pretend that it was real and not a dream. Or a nightmare, which could be the same thing. Who visited you?”

      “Bryant Thomas. Our paths crossed occasionally in those day. I knew of him, more than I knew him. He was the first to tell me that I was the victim of a demon and not a vindictive ghost. Bryant was still a competitive ballroom dancer in those days, not a high-profile Hollywood producer.”

      Abigail jerked her chin downward in one decisive movement acknowledging my statement. “What did he say to you when you told him what had happened to you? Don’t run your words through a brain filter or give into your fear of judgement. Give me the honest-to-God truth.”

      “There was no God involved. Only a demon. A real honest-to-Satan demon, who destroyed my hands and my career. When he robbed me of my music… he stole my soul.”

      “What did Bryant Thomas say in response?”

      “He reassured me that he would take care of it. Banish it back to... wherever it came from.”

      Mrs. Fitzwarren straightened and placed her clenched fists at her side. Then she paced. Back and forth in front of my desk. She took in the view of the distant hills from my window. She glanced once at the exposed keys of my piano with a stack of sheet music on the rack awaiting my attention. She did not engage my gaze—avoided it, actually.

      “He only half-completed the job.”

      I had to swallow, twice, in disbelief. “All these years I thought I’d dreamed up Bryant’s presence, even after he called me five years ago and demanded I apply to the network for this job. I was playing for lounge acts in a New York nightclub at the time.” I never forgot that he didn’t come on board the show as head judge until two years later. Then last year he leveraged the old producer out and took over. Was that his plan all along?

      “You didn’t want to remember him, and I don’t blame you. He was there. He wrestled that demon to the point of exhaustion. In the end all he could do was curse it to confinement in the pianoforte from the hours of midnight to dawn. Now the curse—which was limited because Bryant messed it up—is breaking down, and Mr. Fix-it Thomas isn’t available to fix this situation. It seems his wife is about to deliver a baby and he won’t leave her, or his new season of Dance From The Heart.”

      My chin started quivering in fear.

      Bryant had told me about the Guild and Abby, then never mentioned either again through our years of working together. I wanted to dismiss that conversation as the product of drug-induced dreams. Until now. Now Abby was all too real.

      “I cannot return to England. Not ever. Not even to launch a British version of Dance From The Heart, which I turned down last year. I cannot return to Britain, especially not now if the demon is awakening.” My squirrel brain started running around, frantically deciding what I could pack and how fast. Was Singapore far enough away that the demon could not find me?

      But I couldn’t run. I had nowhere left to run to.

      “Accept the invitation. I’ve assigned a field agent to assist you. You are the only person who can speak to the demon. We know its name now. Euterpius.”

      “Euterpe is the muse of music,” I said numbly. “And muses are always feminine.”

      “And this demon has some kinship with her. The name stems from a very ancient form of the proto-Indo-European language that spread from the Fertile Crescent outward. Music is universal.”

      “Music is ethereal. It is the closest humans can come to heaven on Earth.”

      “Earth is the key. Music may come from the heavens, the music of the stars—and there is evidence that celestial bodies do sing after a fashion—but demons come from the land and are bound to it.” Her eyes glazed as she stared into a distance I could not see. Then she focused again, this time studying the piano. “Demons are tied to the land. For now, Euterpius is confined to the land around that blasted hill where they built the manor house, the ruined castle, and the ancient hill forts beneath that. Confined for now. If he can break a magically induced curse, who knows how far he’ll be able to roam? To find you.”

      “I can’t go,” I said flatly.

      “You have to. That invitation to judge the competition this summer is in part an apology to you for what happened fifteen years ago. But it was inspired by Euterpius. If he’s breaking down the curse that confines him, he’s also seeking you.”

      I swung the chair around to face the back wall where dozens of framed certificates and diplomas hung, making my throne a barrier between her and me and my past.

      “The demon needs you to fulfill a purpose. We don’t know that purpose. We believe that you are the only human he has interacted with directly. He needs you. We can’t banish him back to the netherworld of his origins without you. He’s been in this world too long to go back willingly or easily. Bryant Thomas underestimated Euterpius’ strength. At the time we did not know how old he is, and each year away from the netherworld increases his desire to remain in this realm. At the same time, he must draw more and more from his tether to his home realm. If we can sever that lifeline…”

      “No.” I could no longer sit idly and silently. Music beckoned me. I left my chair and sat at the spinet. My hands found keys at random, one at a time. Ghostly notes drifted around me. Before I knew what I was doing, I found the Ghost Waltz, grabbed the melody I’d compose for an off-Broadway musical, and played it with the simple, but eerie accompaniment I’d created back when I’d first started making music again after multiple surgeries and exhausting physical therapy on my hands.

      I’d had three joints replaced. They’d never achieve the dexterity, speed, and stamina required for a concert career. But club music, TV background music, conducting, teaching, composing, I could manage.

      I’d never play Bach again.
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      Six Months Ago

      Arthur Doroughty grasped the crossbar on the weight set. His trainer, Antonio spotted him, adjusting his grip with gentle nudges.

      “Now lift,” Antonio said.

      Artie pushed upward to free the weights from their restraints. His shoulders and back protested the strain. He felt the strain of his neck cords bulging. His eyes crossed and wanted to close. He had to keep them open and focused on the weights. Over the last six weeks, he’d gradually built up to two hundred pounds with few problems. This was his first try at two-twenty-five. The weights wobbled. He might have reached his limit.

      He wondered if he’d pop a blood vessel. Not a good thing so soon after completing the rigors of augmentation for the International Guild of Vampire and Demon Hunters.

      “Balance!” Antonio snapped.

      Artie focused on his core, as he’d been taught, and found his center. The weights followed his thoughts.

      “That’s it. Balance, strength, and speed all come from your core and your thoughts. Use your core to guide your body so your thoughts can find a strategic path through the problem.”

      The problem was, he had to bring the weights down to his chest, lift them straight up, down again, and then replace them on the frame.

      Best do it and get it over with. Making certain his belly remained taut, feet pressing firmly into the upright rests, his shoulders even, he lifted, controlled the down, then up again, down, and up to rest.

      “How’d I do that?” he muttered, hoping Antonio didn’t hear his amazement or the muscle fatigue in his quivering jaw.

      “How much could you lift before your augmentation?” the PT asked as he spun the locking mechanism and removed the outermost weight from each end of the bar.

      “Um... I never tried. I was an accountant and a musician. I ran a couple miles three times a week to stay fit.”

      Antonio chuckled. “That is not fitness. That is a useless attempt to overcome the inertia of a desk job.”

      “Well, yeah. I never aspired to anything more.”

      “And then Mrs. Abigail Fitzwarren entered your life and sent all your nice, comfortable assumptions about yourself skittering into the wind.”

      “And they all came back to slap me in the face.”

      “And she comes again to upset your assumptions,” a feminine but authoritative voice said from the entrance to the weight room.

      “Ma’am.” Artie acknowledged her presence. Instinctively he wanted to call her Abby as his former mentor had, but knew she hated the diminutive. He also needed to jump to his feet and salute her. That protocol was not proper at the moment. Antonio ruled the weight room, not her.

      “Have you chosen your new name yet?” she asked, frowning at him still stretched out on the weight bench.

      “I thought Archibald Driscoll would suit.” He leveraged himself to sit up even though Antonio hadn’t given him permission to move.

      “Good. It’s close enough to the original name that you can cover a misspeak if you use the old one. This is your first reinvention of yourself, you will misspeak.” She approached, shoulders back, head high, steps firm. Middle-aged, mid-height, soft neutrally light brown hair, she’d disappear in a crowd, except for the fact her forceful personality and authoritative air sucked all the air out of every room she entered. He’d met some psychic vampires who couldn’t do it as thoroughly as she did.

      She squeezed his biceps and traced his flat belly with a delicate fingertip. “Still wiry. You’ll do, for now. You can bulk up for your next assignment. You’ve done good work, Antonio. You may sign off on his treatment. He’s mine now.” Then she turned and started to leave.

      “Mrs. Fitzwarren, what is my first assignment?”

      “Oh, didn’t you get the memo? I sent it to you this morning.”

      “I’ve been in PT since before breakfast. Which I haven’t had yet and it’s after ten, Geneva time.”

      “Shower, eat, check your email, and report to my office in thirty minutes.”

      “Which office? I thought you were directing things from Los Angeles now.”

      But she was already halfway down the hall toward elevator.

      “Try the administrator’s office, ground floor, just off the lobby,” Antonio whispered.

      Twenty-nine and one-half minutes later, Artie—nope, he was Archie now—skidded to a halt in front of a door with “Administrator” embossed in large gold letters on the opaque glass in the top half. Square, blocky letters, nothing cursive about the title. He raised his hand to knock politely on the wooden frame.

      “Come in, Archie,” Mrs. Fitzwarren called before he made a sound. “There’s coffee on the credenza. Help yourself while I finish up this email. Bryant Thomas is still insisting he’s retired and not following up on some paperwork I need.” She touched the computer mouse and then closed the lid of the laptop. “Can you imagine giving up the adrenaline rush of taking down a ravening vampire in favor of fatherhood? Did you ever notice that Margot Tremayne has had the keyboard cover removed from every piano under her control?”

      Archie’s head spun trying to keep up with her rapid changes of subject. He thought it through as he’d been taught, making invisible connections. Bryant Thomas had buried paperwork that Abby thought necessary. Bryant produced, and judged, a televised ballroom dance competition. His music director was Margot Tremayne. Therefore, this conversation must be about Margot and why she didn’t like the lids that covered a piano keyboard when not in use.

      That was strange. He’d been taught to always cover a keyboard when not in use to protect the ivories from dust and damage.

      Got it.

      “No, ma’am. I had very little interaction with Ms Tremayne when we were in L.A.”

      “Study her resume and her extensive background check. I emailed both to you five minutes ago.”

      “Is she involved in something out of the ordinary?”

      “Yes.”

      “What am I supposed to accomplish?”

      “It will be obvious when you read the email. Now tell me how you managed to figure out an algorithm that defines every J.S. Bach piece.”

      Archie winced. After the Guild surgeons had implanted micro devices in his brain to speed up synapses, give him greater control over his lungs and heart, and allow him to engage a zoom function and infrared in his vision, he’d spent weeks mentally reviewing every note composed by the great Johannes Sebastian Bach to maintain his sanity. Then, suddenly and without warning, he went from fighting off demons chewing on his mind to full acceptance of the new functions–without question. Bryant Thomas had said that would happen. He should know. He’d survived three augmentations and refused a fourth, because he wanted to stay home with his new wife and imminent baby.

      “I found a way to predict every chord and phrase of the entire piece of music upon hearing the tonic note. Any outliers were imposed upon the work later by other musicians tampering with the arrangements.”

      “And can you play every one of those pieces?” Abby turned her entire intense attention on him.

      He felt as if he should squirm, like the time he was called to the principal’s office for punching a bully in the nose.

      But he remained calm. There was another device in his brain that allowed him to control the hormones of panic and think his way out of any worst-case scenario. “Why should I want to play Bach again? He’s boring and predictable now. But I can play the pieces on the piano. A lot were composed for an organ. I’m not comfortable with the footwork required for an organ. Given a choice, I play piano.”

      “The music is boring to you, perhaps. Not to the rest of the music world.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you want to play?”

      “Gershwin. I find jazz a natural extension of Baroque theme and variations music. Gershwin was a genius who took it to a new dimension.”

      “I don’t know.” She tapped her teeth with the end of a pen.

      Archie waited her out. When he had been her forensic accountant, he’d learned that her mind worked faster than his and it sometimes took her a while to remember to speak her thoughts.

      “Have you heard of the St. George?”

      His heart sped up and his breathing grew shallow. “I have.” Not many classical musicians hadn’t heard of the prestigious competition. Just to be accepted to audition for it took years of training and long applications. And it all had to be done before one grew too old to compete by the age of twenty-four. He’d passed that birthday ten years ago.

      “Are you good enough to compete for the St. George?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t played much since I started working for you and then began treatments.” Lots of injections. Surgeries. More injections. PT. Training in martial arts and weapons. Then there were obstacle courses where he had to distinguish friend from foe in nanoseconds and make the decision to shoot or not. He’d almost figured out the pattern for that, but not quite. He wouldn’t get his field agent certification and Hunter badge until he passed that three times in a row without a single mistake.

      “Before I accepted the accounting job with the Guild, I played with a jazz quartet on weekends and directed a church choir. All part time amateur stuff. Then I didn’t have the time to continue.”

      “Start practicing now. There’s a baby grand in the patient lounge, recently tuned. I’ve arranged an audition for next month–with new credentials that say you are twenty-two. I expect you to be accepted to the competition. You don’t have to win—the notoriety would be inconvenient. But I need you in place at St. George Manor, the home of the music conservatory and competition by the second week of the long summer holiday.”

      “I’ll need hundreds of hours of practice.” He gulped.

      “I’m giving you the time; I expect you to use it well.” She opened her laptop as a signal that he was dismissed. “And plan to play Gershwin—the Concerto in F has a classical feel to it beneath the jazz. Part of the competition is to adapt an orchestration to the solo keyboard instrument. Time to set the fuddy-duddies on their ears.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he choked out.

      “Oh, and wear this at all times, even in the shower or making love. We developed it after Bryant couldn’t smell a Psychic Vampire.” She held out a silver Celtic cross dangling from an intricately-woven silver chain.

      “Why?” He took it from her fingers and examined the scroll work on the arms of the cross. Hmmm, a six-pointed star and a pentagram were inscribed symmetrically around the bit of jewelry. On the back a Buddhist mandala and a Muslim crescent moon and star were etched deeply into the metal.

      Definitely a talisman covering many bases.

      “It will glow when a demon or vampire in your proximity becomes active.”
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      Two Months Ago

      “Here’s your renewed passport, dear.” Abigail Fitzwarren handed over a plastic card embellished with a hologram and my photo. She’d cornered me in my office where I didn’t have room to avoid her.

      “I miss the old blue folders,” I sighed, taking the card and turning it front to back. My signature from the application for renewal had been replicated onto the appropriate box.

      “The old ones are too easy to forge,” she replied. “I’ve done it too many times to trust them.” She didn’t turn away, so she had more to say.

      I’d learned to read her body language over the months of increased acquaintance.

      Since she’d manipulated me into accepting the invitation to judge the St. George she spent almost as much time in my office as my own Admin.

      “I’ve made an appointment for you with Millie, the costume designer, for fittings. You’ll need new gowns for the formal events. I presume you have adequate clothes for casual professional. Shorts or jeans and Ts won’t cut it at the conservatory.”

      Quickly, I reviewed the contents of my closet and agreed with her. “Why Millie? Surely I can pick up two cocktail dresses at the mall and have them altered if they don’t fit right.”

      “Millie is better, and more intuitive. She’ll give you pockets so carefully hidden no one will notice if you carry a lipstick or a gun within the folds. She’ll also make sure you have the shoulder room to conduct or play without hindrance.”

      This time she did turn to leave. But I had more questions.

      “Why do you feel the need to babysit me?” I asked before I could swallow the question that had been uppermost in my mind for months.

      “I need to remove any obstacles that might give you the opportunity to back out of the job.”

      This time she did leave, closing the door quietly.

      I stretched my fingers and moved over to my spinet ready to play the 1812 Overture to keep from canceling all of Abigail’s careful plans.
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      The strains of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue jangled Archie out of his fugue state. His phone. Where was his phone? His fingers jerked off the keyboard of the Yamaha baby grand in the patient lounge of the clinic overlooking Lake Geneva. The startlement left him feeling half empty until he could complete the phrase of music he played—Gershwin’s Concerto in F—but the phone insisted he answer it.

      He grabbed the annoying device before the ringtone could disturb the rest of the patients in various stages of rehabilitation or preparation for augmentation. The blinking time on the phone told him he’d practiced twenty minutes past quiet hours. That told him the importance of his upcoming mission. No one had disturbed him for four hours.

      “Archibald Driscoll,” he answered quietly. He had to get used to the name, so he used it whenever possible.

      “Artie, it’s a girl! The ultrasound was inconclusive, so the doctors defaulted to boy. But it’s a girl. We have a little girl.”

      “Mr. Thomas?” The voice from six thousand miles away and six months into his past, a past that needed to be forgotten, sounded crisp and bright, as if his former boss was calling from the next room.

      “Call me Bryant, Artie, I’m not your boss anymore. And it’s a girl, Sondra and I have a girl. Six pounds, eight ounces, and she’s a blonde.”

      Ah, yes. Bryant had married Sondra under her real name. “Bambie Bright” had been the stage personality imposed upon her by her former agent.

      “Congratulations, sir. Do you have a name for her yet?”

      “Bryanna, with a Y. The closest we could come to Bryant. Sondra insisted.” No mention that someone else had sired the child. People who survived augmentation were sterile. But Bryant would be the baby’s father in the truest sense of the emotional bond.

      “Speaking of names, sir, I’m Archibald the musician now. Artie the accountant is no more.”

      “Oh, yeah. Music. That’s what got you through the augmentation.”

      “Sir, how long must I endure the muscle twitches? No one said that was a side effect of augmentation.” Archie stood and stretched, kicking the kinks out of his legs, leaner and more muscular legs than before the grueling augmentation process.

      “It will calm down, but never go away as long as those nanobots that trigger chemical releases to your muscles remain in your brain. That’s why I still dance. Movement helps. But I’m not going for another augmentation, so my twitches have been replaced by spasms and cramps. That’s another side effect they don’t tell you about. The chemical releases become erratic, demanding updates. I’ve been lucky and haven’t seized up in the middle of a cha-cha-cha.” The excited edge in the man’s voice faded. Then he cracked a yawn.

      Contagious. Archie felt his own jaw working to stretch into a mimicking expression. Since the augmentation and following rehab, he only needed about five hours sleep at a stretch, and often went two nights with a total of five hours. Bryant was at the end of his last treatment. He’d need normal amounts of sleep now. If he remembered to rest.

      “Um... Sir, how long have you been up?” Archie didn’t know much about the process of childbirth, but he’d seen enough television shows to believe that it took hours, many long hours. Longer than he needed to practice this piece on the baby grand that was in tune but not voiced properly for jazz.

      Another yawn. This time, Archie heard the bones and tendons crack through the ether of mobile phones.

      “I don’t know. What time is it?” Bryant’s voice began to slow down, his words separated by a whole sentence’s worth of time.

      “It’s almost midnight here in Geneva. You are nine hours behind me.”

      “Mid-afternoon here then. Oh, God, Sondra was in labor over twenty-four hours. No wonder they call it labor. She’s exhausted, lost a lot of blood, and we had to go for an emergency C-section, but she’ll recover once she’s had time to absorb two transfusions, and the baby is healthy, normal, and beautiful. I’m sorry to call you so late, Archie. See, I remembered your new name. What are you still doing in Geneva? You should have left rehab weeks ago.”

      “I’m chasing a musical demon.”

      Silence. Then the sound of a deep inhalation. “I’ve exorcised ghosts from theaters, and staked a vampire living in the cellar of a music hall....”

      No mention of his previous encounter with Euterpius.

      Archie wandered over to the mullion windows of the new wing of the isolated, antique chateau. New wing, as in stables converted to housing in 1925 when the Guild purchased it. It was updated two years ago. Solar electricity and high-speed Internet made the place livable.

      The patients tended to be high-strung and needed modern comforts to coddle them.

      An orderly poked his head into the lounge and placed his index finger to his lips indicating the requirement for quiet.

      Archie’s need for sleep crashed over him like a sneaker wave. He wanted nothing more than to drop the phone and rest his head on the keyboard.

      “Um... Bryant, I have to go.”

      “Then go. Call if you need me.”

      Silence from the phone. Archie pocketed it, stuffed his feet into moccasin slippers, tightened the tie belt of his new, red plaid, wool bathrobe, and stumbled off to bed. He’d worry about Bryant’s strange silence on the matter of musical demons tomorrow. After he ordered flowers and a baby gift for Sondra.
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      Second Week of June

      “Driver, stop here, please,” I reached across the back of the cab’s seats to touch his shoulder, barely believing that I had succumbed to Mrs. Fitzwaren’s orders to return to the St. George Conservatory of Music in rural Yorkshire.

      The surly cabdriver in his rattletrap sedan confirmed my location with every curve taken on two wheels. New York and Paris cabbies weren’t this reckless.

      “Cain’t, mu’um.” He leaned forward, crouching over the steering wheel as if protecting it from a violent attack.

      “There’s a lay-by at the crest of this hill.”

      “Yes, mu’um. There be one.”

      “Then pull over. I want to see St. George Manor before we descend into the valley.

      “Lay-by might be occupied.” He hit the accelerator.

      “Are you afraid of the ghost?” I almost chuckled. Then I remembered why I wanted to stall, delay my arrival.

      “T’aint no ghost haunting t’ manor, mu’um.”

      “There are ghosts there, too.” The ghost of my younger self.

      The black cab crested the hill and began the steep plunge down to the river valley. From here I could see most of the half-timbered manor house beside a crumbling Medieval castle where it sprawled over the entire hilltop. I knew the history of the place. On the first day of residence for the competition, Derek Campbell, the headmaster, had given a tour of all the rooms and the instruments selected to suit that room in tone and size and natural acoustics.

      I’d paid attention mostly to the antique square grand piano in the formal Drawing Room. It enticed me more than the modern twelve-foot Imperial grand Steinway in the ballroom.

      But then we’d gone to the restored, but not re-sanctified, chapel and I’d encountered the Cristofori. It bewitched me. No other instrument in the manor-turned-music conservatory existed for me after that.

      From this angle, careening down the hill to arrive before sunset, I could pick out the gabled windows in the front that were updated in 1712 to honor a visit from Queen Anne. The timbers in that portion were smooth, uniform, and placed symmetrically, unlike the original timbers from 1490. Then there was the ballroom at one end of the manor, added in the early Napoleonic era. The former stables, now administrative wing and garage, extruding from the now truncated curtain wall weren’t visible from this angle. Also obscured by the steep roof and multiple stout chimneys, the brick refectory/kitchen (updated in the 1960s), guest wing, and the student quarters jutted out behind the original manor. The architecture formed a giant E in commemoration of a visit from Queen Elizabeth I.

      Through the incessant drizzle, my gaze riveted not upon the architectural history of the British Isles, but on what remained of the castle’s round tower and its attached chapel.

      Mist rose in wisps to invade the grounds. It drifted eerily around, now revealing, now obscuring the buildings, like a veiled dancer beguiling the audience to peer more closely to find her barely concealed secrets. Only the crenelated top of the tower remained a constant landmark. In the shifting light it appeared a lot more solid and intact than reported.

      Second by second, the tower and the adjacent curtain wall (the latter greatly reduced in height and mass as the stones became convenient building material for other structures near and far) grew closer, dominating my field of vision. My driver wanted to dump me, collect his money, and dash off the haunted hilltop before the sun set. I couldn’t say I blamed him. I had to cling, fiercely to the inside door handle to keep from sprawling across the back seat. Maybe I should stay down and not watch the place of my impending doom.

      I had little hope of surviving this week with my sanity intact.

      It had taken me fifteen years, a fortune in psychiatric care, and the insistence of Abigail Fitzwarren to bring me back here.

      She’d promised me a trained field agent to deal with the demon. I had no idea who among the contestants, judges, and permanent staff might be my unknown contact. Mrs. Fitzwarren had said I’d know the agent when I needed to and not before, so I wouldn’t accidently betray him, or her.

      We sped down the cobbled main street of the supporting village that hadn’t changed much in five hundred, or even one thousand years, except for TV antennas and streetlight poles. Electric lights began peeking through windows beneath thatched overhangs. In another lifetime I might have been charmed. I did note that the Dragon and St. George pub remained in place, as did the chemist, and the post office. A coffee shop with a drive-up window had replaced the petrol station, and an electronics sales and repair shop now filled the green-grocer’s shop. Villagers still needed fresh produce and petrol, but they commuted to larger towns between here and York.

      I’d barely noted the changes before we were through the village and climbing the tor, or solitary hill, in the middle of the valley. It might be volcanic. I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know any more about this place than I already did.

      “Gate’s still open,” the driver grunted. “Lights on at t’ gatehouse.”

      He stopped beside the massive wrought-iron gate with depictions of a dragon on one side and a mounted knight with a long spear on the other.

      “Um...”

      “I let you off here. Then you are on your own.” The odor of his fear-induced sweat permeated the closed vehicle.

      “My luggage?”

      “You haul it yourself.”

      “Ten quid?”

      “Not for a hundred.” He drummed the steering wheel with the fingers of one hand while his other reached for the gear shift. He wanted out of here.

      I sighed as I passed him a wad of pound notes and coins, exact change without a tip. This far off the beaten track, he carried no device on a smart phone to accept my credit card.

      The boot lock clicked, and the hatch bounced open. My hands ached in the damp chill of not-quite-summer, only a week before the solstice. No help for it, I shouldered my portfolio that doubled as a purse and hauled out my big wheeled suitcase and the wheeled carry-on bag. I dropped them a bit too abruptly as my aching, gloved, fingers refused to grip the handles any longer.

      The second I closed the boot, the door to the gatehouse creaked open.

      The cab sped off, putting as much distance between him and the manor as possible.

      “May I assist you?” asked a man with more than a hint of a brogue in his voice. His deep, sonorous tones had been educated in England but hailed from the north.

      “Headmaster Campbell.” I extruded the handles of my luggage and twisted them so that he could grab them.

      “Ah, Dr. Tremayne, I wondered if you’d make it here tonight. You are the last to arrive.” He wrinkled his nose and looked around, narrowing his eyes as he peered into gathering darkness at the red glow of a cigarette. “You there, Toby,” he called to a lumpy shadow leaning against the eight-foot stone wall, all that remained of the once-massive curtain wall of a medieval castle. The front and one side of the boundary of the manor house and the ruined tower gave brooded atop the hill like a Gothic movie set.

      “Toby, put out that cigarette and help Dr. Tremayne with her luggage,” the headmaster commanded. He never asked.

      “Sod off, old man. I ain’t your dog’s-body.” The lump leveraged away from the wall, resolving into a tall, broad teen. He looked as if he should play rugby. The softness around his cheeks and jaws suggested fat rather than muscle.

      He raised his middle finger to us, took a long drag on his cigarette, and ambled down the footpath toward the village.

      “Lazy bugger,” Headmaster Campbell muttered. “He knows there’s to be no smoking here. My apologies, Dr. Tremayne. The local bully home from school for the summer. I wonder that he managed to stay in school after his sixteenth birthday. I will assist you.” He stooped his tall and spare frame to deal with my luggage. He wore a Campbell tartan kilt, as usual, but for a casual evening at home he had exchanged his short, tweed jacket for a dark cable-knit sweater. Excuse me, in Britain they call them jumpers. In the flickering blue light from his television inside the gatehouse, he looked cadaverous. His body moved with a litheness that belied his age. Fifteen years ago, he’d been new to the conservatory, about forty, having taught at other prestigious academes. He still looked forty.

      A flash of movement inside the gatehouse caught my attention. A second man peered out the window, then withdrew, lifting a beer bottle to his lips.

      Could the stranger, or even Campbell himself, be the field agent Abigail promised me? One who’d undergone the Guild’s mysterious augmentations that retarded aging?

      “I expected a driver to meet me at the train station in York,” I said flatly, trying not to sound accusatory.

      “So sorry, our driver went to the Glasgow airport to fetch two of your fellow judges. I wanted to alert you, but I did not have your mobile number. A bus runs from York to St. George twice a day.” He raised his shaggy eyebrows at me, as if he hoped I knew about the bloody bus.

      “The train from Heathrow was late. I missed the evening bus.”

      “Ach, that explains it. We’ll reimburse you for the cab fare. Nevertheless, you are here and a late supper’s about to be served. I’ll put your bags in your suite and you can run along to the refectory.”

      A glimmer of movement in the doorway to the original manor house caught my attention. Twin silhouettes stood there, unmoving: Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, close cousins who taught at the conservatory. I couldn’t remember their names. They were a fixture here.

      I imagined they frowned at me. They didn’t approve of anything more modern than the 1920s.

      Campbell reached for my portfolio.

      I clutched the strap protectively. “My music stays with me.”

      “Aye, Dr. Tremayne. All the judges and students are like that. Run along now. The rest of your bags are safe with me. We’ve had a bit of trouble this week from the local children. They are home for the long hols, the summer holiday, without enough to occupy their adolescent imagination, so some have tried to break in after hours and see what they can steal. Little things mostly. Trophies rather than larceny. You’ll need to keep your door locked at all times. Here’s your key.” He pulled a jangling bunch of keys from his sporran—the leather purse kilted men wear on a chain around their waists. He removed a long, simple key from the carabiner and handed it to me. “You’re in the lavender suite, ground floor, southwest corner.”

      I’d have a clear view of the chapel from my parlor window. I didn’t think I was grateful.
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      She has arrived at last! Already her presence fills the tor with life and energy. I can smell her fear, but at the same time she fights it like a warrior goddess leading her tribe into battle. She has become worthy of me.

      If she errs when she plays again, I will
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