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Chapter One

 


The scent of lavender,
sweet and fresh as a spring garden, wafted in advance of the old
woman. She moved with silent grace, gray hair pulled into a
tight topknot
and eyes as vital as if she were alive. Her navy
skirt and the crisp ironed white blouse with a cameo
brooch in place dated her. She either had crossed over a long time
ago or had been old-fashioned because elderly women today tended to
wear jeans and faux pearls. Aislin nodded in
acknowledgment
but whatever the woman might want, she’d have to
wait until the reading now underway ended. As if she understood,
the spirit turned into the parlor and sat down on the vintage
crushed gold velour sofa. Then she folded her hands
into her lap, prim and proper.

“Your sister shows me paper dolls,” Aislin
told her client. “But they’re not store bought. From what I can
see, she’s holding up images clipped from a catalog.”

“OMG,” Lindsay Mace said with a nervous
giggle. “That’s what we used to do, cut out the models we liked
from the pages of the catalog. If we were careful, we could get
most of their body and clothes. No one knows that!”

“It’s Annette’s way of
validating the communication.” Aislin schooled her voice level
and bright,
but she wearied of the never-ending explanations.
Her gift often seemed as much a curse as a blessing and a lot of
people couldn’t accept it. They wanted to nitpick or doubt the
evidence she provided. “Now, your sister wants you to be sure and
tell your mother there wasn’t anything she could have done. There
wasn’t any way your mom or you or anyone else could’ve known
Annette would be stung by a bee then veer off the highway and
across the median because she turned out to be allergic. Nobody’s
to blame.”

“I’ve always felt I should’ve known,
somehow,” Lindsay stated with a sob behind the words. “Are you sure
it’s my sister, though?”

Annette’s spirit smiled as she communicated
to Aislin, “Tell silly old bear it’s me. Who else ever put
chocolate milk on their cereal?”

Aislin repeated the message and Lindsay
began to cry. “Oh, it’s ‘Net,” she gasped. “It really is!”

Fifteen minutes and half a
box of tissues later, Lindsay departed, still offering thanks.
Aislin shut the front door and leaned against it for a long moment,
drained. Readings made her weary. It required energy to bridge the
physical plane with the spiritual realms and if it hadn’t been for
the old woman waiting in the parlor, Aislin would’ve headed
upstairs for a long, hot soak in the tub. Instead, she summoned
up her last bit of energy and joined the visitor in the parlor. She
sat down in her great-grandmother’s timeworn rocker and waited.
Sometimes the dead spoke immediately but often not. Aislin learned
early not to speak first or ask what they wanted. They would tell
her—in their own time.

“I’ve come about my
grandson,” the woman said without any greeting. Her hands fluttered
together. A distinct Scots bur flavored her soft voice.
“I’ve nowhere to go for no one else sees nor hears me but
I’ve an important message he must hear and soon. Will you help
me?”

“I will if I can,” Aislin replied. “What’s
your name?”

“I’m Jenny Carmichael and
the lad’s name is Morgan Carmichael. I’ve been desperate to reach
him, you ken
for some long time.”

“Did someone send you to me?”

“Nay, I found you on my
own. You seemed to be a nice young woman, one with a gift I
ken well for I have it myself. I tried to get Morgan to
hear me,
but he’s closed his mind to such
things.”

Aislin forced a smile onto
her lips. Sometimes spirits found her this way, a method she
likened to insects gathering around a porch light on a summer
night. Some of what showed up might be innocent, even
lovely, but it wasn’t a given. Although Jenny Carmichael appeared to
be both harmless and genuine, she needed to be certain. And
reaching someone who didn’t believe or wouldn’t willingly receive
often proved difficult. “I’m sorry to hear that but I’ll do what I
can. How long have you been on the other side, Mrs.
Carmichael?”

With a death date, she
could verify this was indeed the soul it claimed to be and move
forward. Although it didn’t happen often, she’d run into a few dark
entities hiding behind someone else’s mask. “Oh, lass, call
me ‘Jenny,’
please,” the woman said. “I died on the fifth of
February in 2000 I believe ‘twas. I’m buried out at
Ashland Cemetery too, dearie.”

She could tell Jenny to
wait while she checked the facts, but Aislin decided to
believe her. Nothing about the woman’s spirit raised any hackles or
alarms. “All right but it’s been more than twenty years ago. Is
your message still urgent?”

“Och, aye, more than
ever,” Jenny said with a firm nod. “Morgan’s a firefighter and
a brave one but he’s going to die if he doesn’t heed my warnings. I
had a vision and I’ve tried to reach him but I’ve failed. That’s
the main thing I need to tell him, but there’s a few
odd bits he needs to know too.”

“Let me get my notebook,”
Aislin said. “Oh, and by the way, I’m Aislin
Tiernan.”

Jenny smiled, for the first time. “I
know.”

They ended up sitting at the kitchen table
while Aislin scribbled notes. “So Morgan’s in danger of dying in
the line of duty?” she asked Jenny to make sure she understood.
“But you’re not sure of the date.”

“No, dear, I’m afraid not. And there’s more
than just that.”

“You mentioned there was.”

“The woman he’s seeing, Paige Erikson, she’s
two-timing him,” Jenny said. “He deserves better. She’s a piece of
work, that one. I don’t like her at all.”

Danger of
dying during
fighting a fire, Aislin
scribbled, then added GF cheating on
him. “Is there more?”

The woman’s spectral hands fiddled with her
brooch. “Well, isn’t it enough for now?”

Shit. There’s more and
probably a trainload of it. Aislin nodded.
“Okay, then. You said he’s closed his mind to you but does he
believe in spirit communication at all?”

“He doesn’t though he full
well knows better,” Jenny replied. “I was born fey and with The
Sight myself. He showed signs of it as a wee lad himself. But
Morgan doesn’t remember or wants to forget so he shuts it all
away.”

“How do I find him, your Morgan?”

“He works out of the main fire station,”
Jenny told her. “The downtown one, you know.”

She did. Aislin passed it
each morning on her way to Central High School where she taught
literature to teenagers. She’d often ogled the firemen as they
washed the big, bright red trucks or went about their daily
business. Aislin had always had a real thing for cops, firemen,
guys in uniform. More than once she considered taking a stroll past
the police station so she could wave or toss the guys a cheerful
“good morning.” She tried to imagine making a visit to ask for this
Morgan and struggling to explain the situation. “I do. But I don’t
like to just show up and deliver a message out of the blue,” she
told Jenny. “It never works very well. People tend to reject the
idea. I’ll do it, I will, but I need to figure out how and
when.”

Jenny shook her head. “Aye, as long as you
will. I’m grateful for your help and I’ll be near until you have.
I’m often around Morgan though he doesn’t seem to notice like you
did, dearie.”

Oh, yeah, I have and I
will. Somehow I doubt you’ll be bashful about hanging around or
coming through. “Yes, I expect so. Give me
a few days to get in touch with your grandson.”

“Aye, very well,” Jenny
replied, sounding disappointed somehow. She offered a finger wave
and dissipated. One moment, she was there, solid as a living soul,
then faded to a transparent shade and vanished. Aislin stared at
the empty seat and shook her head. She’d been tired after the
scheduled reading, but the exchange with Jenny
Carmichael left her drained and weary. Her gift sometimes proved to
be a heavy burden, especially when she’d never been able to
tell any wandering spirit no. If she did, Aislin thought it would
be as awful as a doctor refusing to treat a patient, unconscionable
and unprofessional. She lacked the ability to be so callous so
she’d do what Jenny asked and would do the same for any positive
entity. But she didn’t have to like it and probably
wouldn’t.

Upstairs, she ran a bath with the water as
hot as she could stand it, added a handful of scented rose bath
salts, and soaked away the tension. Aislin remained until the water
chilled and climbed out feeling boneless. A glass of pink Moscato
wine added the last step for relaxation and she climbed into bed
drowsy. Before she slipped into the depths of sleep, Aislin recited
the prayers learned as a child, as protection. Then she surrounded
herself with the brilliant white light of all things good. If she
missed either one, her dreams were too often haunted with unknown
spirits and populated with ghosts. Unwilling to be bombarded
nightly with such intense interaction, Aislin did what she could to
keep them at bay.

She preferred to keep her
dreams private but somewhere near morning she dreamed of fire,
intense and hot. Aislin tasted the smoke on her tongue. It choked
her lungs and caused her eyes to tear. Heat blasted her skin and
through the orange gloom she caught sight of a fireman. He wore the
heavy coat, the boots, a helmet and the breathing apparatus meant
to shield him from the smoke. She couldn’t see his features but
knew it would be Morgan Carmichael. He tugged
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