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“THE OPPRESSED AND CONTROLLED life is not worth living. Run with the Wolves, or Bachus, or Inanna, Schechinah, Binah and Ereshkigal.” ~Stuart Mark Berlin 

“Passions are vices or virtues to their highest powers.” Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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“MR. AXEL, I DIDN’T ask you here to argue the finer points of non-Euclidian geometry,” the prim-looking teacher, Ms. Monroe, said, putting her hand flatly down onto the desk.  “I asked you here to discuss your daughter Constance.  How is she doing?”

Iain folded his hands upon the student desk at which he sat, deflated.  “My wife is taking her up to Michigan to recuperate with her aunt, who’s an RN.  The hospital said a week at least without strenuous activity, then five more weeks with the cast.  I guess we can all be grateful this happened at the tag end of the school year, but now she gets to spend her summer vacation with a broken arm.”

Ms. Monroe nodded ruefully.  “A sad situation, which we all regret.  Now, Mr. Axel,” she said hesitantly, leaning slightly forward, “I’m not so much concerned with her recovery... especially if she’s going to be with an RN... but what concerns me more is how she got the break.  I’m sure you’ve been told already that she was climbing a tree in the school yard when she fell.”

Iain nodded, curious as to where this was going.  Constance had told him already about her tree-climbing adventure.  He didn’t think she’d been dishonest about it.  She’d have told him if it had been a bully, or worse.

Ms. Monroe laced her fingers together onto the desk.  “She said she was going up the tree to talk to a ghost,” she said frankly.

Understanding flooded through him.  Of course it was a spirit.  She’d never have been so sloppy as to just fall out of a tree.  Over the years she’d climbed enough of them just on their own property that they began to suspect she was half-monkey.  

But a spirit... that might have distracted her enough.  He wondered what had transpired between them, to make her lose her footing.

Constance was growing into her medium-ship at an ever-increasing pace.  And she’d been reluctant to tell him exactly why she’d been up in that tree to begin with.  She was probably just embarrassed at flubbing up a spirit talk.  It made perfect sense now.

But if she felt her work wasn’t done yet...

Hm.  He’d have to go and check out the tree when he was through here.

“Now,” Ms. Monroe continued, an amused grin on her face, “we all know better in this day and age than to believe in ghosts.  Which is why I’m concerned.”

“Oh, don’t mind Patricia,” said a kindly old spirit standing behind Ms. Monroe.  Her grandmother, perhaps, or another deceased relative.  She was dressed in what looked like an old-fashioned ruffled nightgown... most likely the very thing she’d died in.  

He almost envied her.  He’d always hoped to die peacefully in his sleep... but that wasn’t likely to happen, since he pretty much couldn’t die anymore... at least not of natural causes.

“She hasn’t had a date in three years,” the spirit confided to him, shooting Ms. Monroe a pitying look.

Iain grinned a little bit in spite of himself.  Ms. Monroe took it as a sign of agreement.  “Now, Constance is an otherwise terrific student.  She’s such a sweet child, and she never causes trouble.  She’s a whiz at English and history, especially early American history.  But this...”

“I’ll talk to her,” Iain promised, nodding reassuringly.  “Is there anything else, Ms. Monroe?”

“No, except that I hope you’ll tell her we’re all rooting for a speedy recovery,” Ms. Monroe said, getting up.  Iain got up, thanked her, shook her hand, and left for the schoolyard.
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A LITTLE BOY GAZED down at him from up in the tree.

Iain glanced around in the blazing afternoon sunlight to see whether he was observed.  His sharp eyes spotted a mowing crew off on the other side of the field just setting up.  He wouldn’t have long before they got here.  He’d have to hustle.

Iain settled down comfortably in the shade, leaned back against the tree trunk, closed his eyes and left his body.

To any human onlookers he would appear to be just taking a nap.  But when the boy’s spirit saw Iain rise up out of his body and gaze directly up at him, he startled and tried to shrink away into a nook.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” Iain’s spirit said gently to the boy, and he climbed up the tree trunk and settled down on a branch beside him.  “Your tree is very nice,” he commented.  “I bet you could see a mile from here.”

“Are you a ghost?” the boy asked tremulously, curled up in his nook.

Iain laughed.  “No, silly, I’m a vampire,” he said.  He let his spectral canines slide out, stuck out his tongue playfully at the boy, and said, “Bleah.”

The boy giggled.  “You’re funny,” he said.  “But how can you see me?  Nobody else can see me, except for that little girl.”

“That little girl is my daughter,” Iain explained.  “You see, when I became a vampire it uncovered a latent ability to spirit-walk, and see and talk to spirits.  I couldn’t do it before that.  And now I help spirits.  But she inherited it from me naturally and is developing it all on her own.  When she came up here she was trying to help you.”

“I’m sorry she fell,” the boy said sorrowfully.  “And now she’s hurt.  It’s all my fault.”

“It’s all right,” Iain said gently.  “She’s being taken care of, and she’ll be just fine.  But you still need help, my young friend.  You don’t belong here anymore.  You need to move on.  I can help you with that if you’ll let me.”

The boy shook his head emphatically.  “I can’t,” he said, eyes wide with panic.  “I can’t leave this tree!”

“Why not?”

“I have to stop anyone else from dying.”

Immediately Iain understood.  Of course.  It made so much sense.  “Because you died here.  Because you fell.  Right?”  The boy nodded, his spectral face solemn and drawn.

Iain sighed.  “Well, you don’t need to worry about that anymore,” he said.  “They know this tree is dangerous now.  They won’t let anyone else near it, now that one student has died and another one has been injured.  In fact they might even cut it down.  So you see, you don’t need to stick around anymore.”  Iain held out his hand.  “Will you come down with me?”

The boy looked reluctant.  “Are you sure no one else will get hurt?”

“Positive,” Iain said, a big smile on his face.  “Come on.  I’ll bet there’ll be someone waiting for you when you come down.”

“Who?” the boy asked curiously, starting to unfurl from his hiding spot.

“There’s always someone nice waiting.  Usually a relative that you haven’t seen in a long, long time.  Someone who loves you who will help you move on.”  He beckoned with his spectral hand.  “You’ll never know if you don’t try.  Come on.  I’ll stay with you until they come.”

The boy looked at Iain uncertainly, looked down at his slumbering body, looked back up at him.  “Okay,” he said at last, reached out and took Iain’s hand.  Iain smiled.  “Ready?  On three.  One... two... three!”  And they jumped down onto the ground together, and landed on their ghostly feet, laughing.

Suddenly the boy straightened.  “Grampa?” he cried as an elderly spirit approached.  “Grampa!”  And he launched himself at the waiting, smiling spirit, and they embraced in a great, warm bear-hug.  Iain watched them walk off into the ether together, a happy smile on his face.

He realized his spirit was starting to smolder in the sporadic beams of sunlight filtering down through the tree.  He came back to his body and melted back into it just as a mower came up to him.  “Hey, buddy, you okay?” the man asked as Iain stirred.  “Listen, we’re about to start mowing here, you’ll have to move.”

Iain stretched languidly and yawned.  “Oh, sure, sorry,” he said, getting up.  “It’s just such a nice day for a nap.”  He waved goodbye to the man and strode to his car without a care in the world.

[image: image]

WHEN IAIN REACHED TO retrieve the mail, something stopped him.

There was a strange scent in the mailbox... one that was not the mail carrier’s scent, or any that he knew... but he recognized it immediately.

It was
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