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This book is dedicated to those looking for their spiritual path,

to those wishing to balance their karma

and to those wishing to create a nicer world for us all to live in.
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New Year’s Eve 2014

Cornwall

––––––––
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‘SERIOUSLY ASH? YOU couldn’t have done that before we got here?’ Emma Dalton drove the Mini One through the iron gates that marked the entrance of the Broadfield estate, clearly annoyed by the unprepared state of her companion.

‘Hey, at least I had the foresight to bring them with me. It’s your fault anyway, getting me all dressed up like some society dude. There’s no way I was wearing these all the way down here, and if you’d been able to drag yourself away from the office earlier, we could have come down yesterday and arrived at the party all fresh like Sam and Declan. Ouch!’

The red braces that had become a fairly recent addition to Richard Ashford’s wardrobe, thanks to a promise he had made to his young niece, pinged up and hit him in the face as he squirmed around in the front passenger seat trying to attach them.

‘Just leave them you idiot, I’ll sort them out for you when we stop.’  Emma tried her hardest to keep a serious face, but she loved this man and everything he did just created a warm and happy feeling inside her. There was no getting away from it, as frustrating as he was from time to time, she could not imagine spending her leisure hours with anyone else.

She had thought that by now, as it had been two years since they first met, that their relationship might have developed into something deeper. She was sure that Ash was as fond of her as she was of him, but his refusal to grow up and enter the real world, and her commitment to her business meant that what they had for now was just a friendship: a very special friendship.

The Mini One pulled up outside the impressive oak doors of Broadfield Castle, the ancestral home of their friend and fellow P.O.I.S.E. operative Lord Rory Broadfield. A valet stepped forward and opened the car door for Emma, offering a firm hand to steady her as she eased gently out and shook straight her black, lace top, designer evening gown.

Ash walked around the front of the car, still fiddling with his braces. ‘Ah, gotcha!’ he exclaimed with an air of satisfaction. ‘See, no problem, Lass, all under control.’

Emma gently straightened his tie, kissed him tenderly on the cheek and took his arm as they both ascended the stone steps into the castle.

‘You look fabulous, as always,’ he whispered into her ear. She smiled and said nothing.

***
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THREE KNOCKS ON THE old oak doo to his bedroom suite, alerted Lord Rory to the fact that time was up. He could put it off no longer. He stood in front of the bathroom mirror and wondered why he did this to himself. It was bad enough that he had to socialise in London in order to promote his art, but to have his home invaded ... his sanctuary. It was just too much, what had he been thinking? No, he knew what he had been thinking. He had been thinking that he had made some wonderful friends over the past year and a half, and that he really did need to make the effort to be more social with them. The party plans, however, had got a bit out of hand with so many more people coming than his close friends at P.O.I.S.E.

He poured himself a glass of white rum and slugged it back in one. ‘On my way!’ he shouted, in answer to the knocks.

Leaving behind the safety of the master bedroom, he stepped onto the landing to be met by his agent Timothy Scott.

‘Rory my boy, your guests are wondering where you had got to.’ As he spoke Timothy placed his arm around Rory’s shoulders, urging him toward the main staircase. ‘Look, I know you hate these things but it’s good for business. Come on, its New Years Eve, let your hair down a bit and enjoy yourself.’

‘Is she here yet?’ said Rory, ignoring his agent’s comments completely.

‘Yara? Yes, she arrived about an hour ago. I put her in one of the guest rooms to freshen up. Can’t have the inspiration for your most successful collection looking travel worn now, can we?’

‘I’d like to speak to her before she enters the throng. Which guest room is she in?’

‘Are you sure you’re not just stalling Rory? Come on, I’ll take you there, but you’d better make it quick, your guests have waited long enough.’

‘Don’t worry, Tim, I’ll be sure to make a grand entrance, but I want Yara and I to do it together.’

Rory walked up to the third guest room and tapped lightly on the door. ‘Yara, it’s me. Can I come in?’

‘Meester Rory!’ came the shrill voice from inside the room.  The door flung open, and the beautiful young Brazilian girl hurled herself at him, jumping into his arms and wrapping her bare legs around his waist.

‘God, you’re not even dressed Yara!’ said Rory as he let her down gently.

‘Oh, you don’t have to concern Meester Rory; I am ready in just two minutes. How are you? You look handsome ... very ... suave. Is that right? Suave?’

‘Yes, that’s right, Yara. Although I’m not sure it’s quite accurate.’

‘Oh, Meester Rory, all this success and you still think you no good? Does nothing change?’

‘Actually Yara, quite a lot has changed since I was in Ouro Preto. I’m working with a great new team now, most of them will be here this evening. I would like to introduce you to them. They are my only real friends.’

‘But you have so many friends. I have been watching all the cars arrive, hundreds of them.’

Rory smiled. ‘I don’t quite think its hundreds Yara, at least I hope not. Come on, get dressed and we’ll go face the horde together.’

Yara was true to her word. It took just two minutes for her to slip into the slinky peach satin dress. She placed a camellia winter rose in her hair and donned a pair of four-inch heel transparent shoes.

Although Rory, at more than twice her age, had no romantic interest in Yara he could not fail to see in her the sensual and mystic quality that had originally inspired him to create his latest collection of sculptures. He inhaled deeply and felt a fleeting pride as he acknowledged to himself that he had done both her outer and inner beauty justice, and for this he was thankful. ­­

Together they left the room arm in arm and headed for the staircase. Yara, beaming from ear to ear, intent on lapping up every moment of the evening; Rory cringing at the thought of spending the next few hours, the last of 2014, dishing out platitudes and trying to avoid standing on other people’s toes.
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THE GREAT HALL WAS bustling with music coming from the live band, laughter and conversation and the clinking of champagne glasses. Small groups of people stood around talking and drinking, soaking up the atmosphere that came with spending New Year’s Eve in a genuine Cornish castle.

Rory had toyed with the idea of making the party a costume event, at least that way he would have had a character to hide behind. In a way though, he was hiding behind a character of his own creation. The talented artist, man about town and eligible, if slightly ageing, bachelor that most of his guests saw, was nothing like the shy, sensitive man with a very special psychic gift that just a handful of them knew.

Having lost sight of Yara almost as soon as he had entered the room, as she excitedly skipped off to the dance floor, it was this handful of people, the members of the P.O.I.S.E team, for whom Rory now scanned the room. It didn’t take long until his eyes found the stunning red hair of Miss Emma Dalton.

‘Emma!’ he called across the room, and immediately began to make his way through the crowd, stopping only when accosted by an over enthusiastic fan. Politely he tolerated the adoration, then excused himself and made a beeline for Emma and the small group of people standing by the doors to the conservatory.

‘Rory Lad! Great shindig. All you’re missin’ are the pipes and haggis!’

‘This is C.. C... Cornwall Ash, not Bonnie Scotland. We do things a little d.. differently here,’ replied Rory.

‘Oh, ignore him,’ said Emma as she passed her glass to Ash and gave Lord Rory a loving hug and a kiss on the cheek. ‘It’s absolutely wonderful. Thank you so much for inviting us.’

‘It’s g.. good to see you t.. too Emma; good to see all of you. Sam, Prof, did you two settle in alright?’

‘Awesome thanks, your Dudeship,’ responded Declan, ‘hoping for a personal tour of the old ancestral homestead tomorrow, followed by a bit of clay pigeon shooting. I could quite see myself as aristocracy given half the chance.’ Professor Declan Shaw was anything but aristocratic. Usually sporting torn jeans and a leather biker’s jacket he had refused Sam’s request that he should wear a dinner jacket for the party and instead looked somewhat out of place dressed in a tight-fitting t-shirt imprinted with buttons and a bow tie.

Samantha Knight, personal assistant to Ash and the bubbly ultra-organised receptionist at The POISE Institute, P.O.I.S.E.’s face to the outside world, gave Declan a sharp dig in the ribs. ‘All of the brains and none of the class,’ she apologised. ‘I’m sorry Rory, maybe I should lock him up in the cellar. You do have a cellar?’

‘Actually Sam, I have a dungeon. So perhaps after we’ve locked him up in there, you and I could go to the cellar and help ourselves to a few bottles of the good stuff rather than what they are serving here tonight.’ He leaned forward and gave Sam a friendly peck on the cheek. These were his friends. These were the people he enjoyed spending time with. 

The band began to perform I’m Gonna Be by The Proclaimers, and Sam grabbed Rory’s arm and dragged him towards the dance floor. ‘C’mon Emma!’ she called back as she disappeared into the crowd. Emma once again gave her drink to Ash to hold and followed them onto the enormous dance floor, ever eager to dance the night away.

‘She never slows down does she.’ commented Declan as both he and Ash watched Emma walk away.

‘Never slows, never stops, never runs out of energy and always manages to look so bloomin’ fantastic.’

‘I know it’s none of my business, but isn’t it about time you did something about that, Ash, before someone else sweeps her off her feet?’

‘It’s not that easy Dec, she’s got her business...’  Ash was interrupted by the vibration of his phone in his jacket pocket. Retrieving it, he read the text then keyed in a response, his dark eyebrows pulling together in a frown.

‘I know that look.’ said the young Professor.

‘Mmmm’ Ash responded, too deep in thought to say anything else. Then he added ‘the clay pigeon shooting’s going to have to wait I’m afraid, Dec. We have a case. You hang on here and let the others know what’s happening. I need to check out a few things back in my room so you might as well all enjoy the party. I’ll call when I’ve got all the details.’

‘Sure thing, Ash. Emma’s going to be disappointed.’

‘She’ll understand.’

‘But it’s New Year’s Eve!’ Declan called out after Ash, but it was too late. He was gone, his mind already preparing for their next esoteric investigation.
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BACK IN GUEST ROOM two, Ash found his overnight bag at the foot of his bed, his ever-present laptop case by its side.

A quick glance around the room assured him that he had everything he needed to get down to work. Power for his laptop, kettle, refreshments, and an en-suite bathroom.  The staff must have been in earlier to lay a fire and Ash considered lighting it for a moment but decided that the coolness of the room would help him to concentrate. It had been a long day already and he had a lot of work to do.

He unpacked his laptop and set it up on the small writing table in front of the window. Cursing himself for not having packed any of his favourite Brodie’s breakfast tea, he settled for making a cup of strong coffee before setting down in front of the computer screen and logging on.

The usual pink welcome screen appeared showing the silhouette of the elegant woman with her string of pearls. Instantly recognisable as the logo for The POISE Institute, Ash shuddered at its overstated femininity, as he did every time he saw it.  He acknowledged however that it was the perfect cover for the real work undertaken by the P.O.I.S.E. team, and quickly moved on to the next layer of security.

Once he was logged in, he opened his e-mails and entered the code that had been text to him earlier. Immediately he had access to a series of files and folders providing details of the team’s next assignment.

Kicking off his shoes, leaning back in his chair and resting his feet on the edge of the desk, Ash reached for his coffee, clicked the first file open and said to himself, ‘Looks like you’re gonna be here a while, Sonny, Happy New Year!’
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A New Assignment
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IT WAS 8.30AM ON NEW Year’s Day and Ash was woken by a gentle tapping on the bedroom door.

At some point during the night, he had been aware that the party had ended, and that the guests were returning to their rooms, but he had been too engrossed in his research to pay much attention. Sleep had taken him over somewhere around 4am but he had not managed to make it to his bed. He woke now with his head half on his desk and half on his laptop. As he slowly straightened up, he was aware of a crick in his neck, and shoulders and arms that couldn’t have hurt more if he had spent the night swinging through trees.

The tapping on the door was repeated. ‘Ash, are you awake?’ It was Emma.

‘Aye, coming Lass’ he groaned as he made his way toward the door. Opening it slowly he was taken aback to see her looking so fresh and energized as she breezed into his room.

‘We didn’t hear from you last night so I guessed you must have been deep in your research, but when it got to 8 this morning, I started to get a bit concerned. Is everything OK? Is there anything I can do?’

‘Yeah, it’s fine Lass, I must have fallen asleep in the wee hours. Let me get a shower and a shave and I’ll join you downstairs for breakfast in a half hour, OK? Oh, and could you wake the rest of the team? I know it’s still early, but we’ve a lot to do and breakfast is as good a time as any for the briefing.’

‘I’ll take care of it, Ash, although I’m not sure what sort of state Rory will be in, I don’t think the last guests left until about six this morning.’

‘Just do your best, if he can’t make it, he’ll have to catch up later.’

Emma was hovering as Ash gathered up his handwritten notes and tried to sort them into some kind of order. He looked at her. ‘Was there something else, Em?’

‘Well ... er ... it’s just that it’s ...’ She stepped towards him in her usual graceful manner, placed her arms around his neck and gave him a gentle and loving kiss on the lips. As tired as he felt he could not help but respond. He pulled her in close, wrapping his arms around her waist and returned her kiss enthusiastically.

After a moment or two, or it could have been hours, Ash really couldn’t tell, Emma stepped away.

‘Happy New Year’ she said, a beaming smile all over her face. Then she turned and left the room calling behind her, ‘see you at breakfast.’

Ash was left stunned. This is what he had wanted, she had taken the next step; their two-year friendship had taken a new turn and that was wonderful
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