
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


 


 


The Starless Square

The Storyteller’s Quest ~ Book Three

Alan McCluskey

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If
you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to where it was
bought and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the
hard work of this author.

 


First published in March 2016

Secret Paths Editions, Mureta 2,
2072

Copyright © Alan McCluskey

Cover illustration by Alan McCluskey

 


ISBN 978-2-940553-07-5

 


 


Other books by the author

 


The Reaches - The Storyteller's Quest
Book One

The Keeper's Daughter - The
Storyteller's Quest Book Two

Boy & Girl

In Search of Lost Girls

 


 


 



Prologue

 The
rising sun eclipsed the last remaining stars and cast a promising
glow over the emerging world. Gulls turned and swerved and plunged,
their squawking strident against the soft hiss of the sea. The tide
rode high, sparing only a narrow stretch between the breaking waves
and the stone wall that lined the front. Brent inhaled, savouring
the tang so typical of a seaside town, and sprang from the wall
onto the wet sand. His footprints were the first of the day as he
walked away from the mouth of the river where both the port and the
university lay. In the distance he could make out the lighthouse
and the keeper’s lodge perched on the Head. The Keeper. His mind
turned to Lucie, the young woman he’d left in that other world.
When he first met her, she’d been the Keeper’s Daughter and he’d
taken the form of a young girl. Later, in troubled times, she’d
become the Keeper herself, the head of her town. He had loved her
like a sister, like a mother, like a sweetheart. An irresistible
urge to skip and dance and jump in the puddles broke upon him. He
longed to burrow into her arms. Only when he was with her could he
quell the restlessness that drove him ever onwards. At the end of
the weekend he promised himself, and lengthened his stride, forcing
his stiff limbs to move faster until he broke into an easy run. A
startled seabird rose from amongst the tufts of grass that bordered
the beach and skimmed nearby. Brent halted to watch, admiring the
curve of its wings as it swerved skywards. A part of him soared
with the bird, winging its way upwards and as he did he looked down
on his body standing forlorn at the water’s edge. “What do you want
of me?” he cried out across the waves, venting his frustration.
“Will I ever be at peace?”

 


 


 



Chapter 1 ~ Whirlwinds




 


Truant

The policeman planted himself in
front of An, blocking her path.

“Shouldn’t you be in school,
Miss?” he asked, glancing at his watch.

An laughed. How absurd. She had
adopted the form of a teenage girl during her stay in Avan.
Outwardly she looked a slender, fourteen or fifteen year-old with
long blond hair and graceful limbs. It was the form she preferred,
affording most freedom of movement, behaviour and thought. How
could she explain to this man in his strange dark blue costume with
a funny round hat that where she came from such institutions didn’t
exist? That ‘school’, from what she’d heard, was the last place
she’d go to learn? And, what’s more, that she was not just a
school-aged girl, but also a wise-woman, a fighting Amazon and much
more?

“You wouldn’t be being
impertinent, would you?” His features crinkled in the warning signs
of annoyance, clearly misinterpreting her laughter.

Don't shock the natives, her
sister Sally had said. Easier said than done. Despite all Sally had
told her, she didn’t always know what shocked and what didn't. How
could she have guessed that walking through town at her age at that
time of day would get her accosted by a policeman?

Sally had good reason to be
concerned. A band of weirdoes, led by a bureaucrat from the
University, was trying to discredit the Theosophy Department where
Sally and her friends worked. To counter these attacks and win over
public opinion, the Department was organising festivities to
show-case their work the coming weekend. Any additional trouble
with the authorities or the press could destroy everything.

“Not at all, Sir. I am new in
town. I know nothing about schools here.”

“And where would your parents
be, young lady?”

They were in the world she came
from, seeking help against the wild men whose rampage made the
countryside unsafe to travel. Her parents knew full well she could
fend for herself. What's more, the notion of child didn’t make much
sense when you could be both child and adult.

“My parents are busy, far away.
I am staying here with my older sister, Sally. She works at the
University.”

Taking out a tiny notepad, the
policeman extracted a pencil from the binding, licked the lead and
jotted down a few notes. “Where does your sister live?”

Flushing with embarrassment, An
admitted, “I don’t know the exact address.”

Since her arrival the day
before, she had always gone with Sally and her friends, paying no
attention to the names of streets. She hadn’t imagined it would be
important.

“Runaway?” the policeman mumbled
to himself.

An wasn’t sure what the word
meant, but, judging from the policeman’s tone, she guessed she
could not ask without raising further questions.

“Come with me, Miss. We’ll sort
this out at the Station.”

The ‘Station’, which was not so
far away, was a reasonable-sized house built of red bricks that
contrasted with the other buildings around, made as they were from
a grey-green stone. A blue fluorescent sign over the door
announced: ‘Police’.

“Step inside, Miss.” The
policeman held out his arms to herd her inside as if he were
expecting her to bolt.

The entrance hall led to a large
room in which a young woman dressed much like the man but without
the hat, stood behind a long wooden counter, gesticulating with her
free hand as she talked on the phone.

When the call was finished, the
policeman asked, “Can you handle this, Mandy?” jerking a thumb in
An's direction. “We might have a runaway on our hands,” he added
quietly, but not quietly enough to stop An hearing. What was wrong
with these people that they repeatedly talked about her in her
presence as if she weren’t there?

“OK Jock,” Mandy replied, her
eyes lingering on him.

Mandy led An to a tiny room that
was bare except for two wooden chairs and a small table. Indicating
that she should sit, the policewoman closed the door and sat
opposite her.

“What’s your name, Miss?”

“An.”

“Would you like some tea,
An?”

“I’m not thirsty. Thanks.”
Despite Sally’s encouragement, she had not acquired a taste for the
strong dark liquid these people drank all day long.

“Where do you go to school?”

“Why do you people keep harping
on about school?” An was perplexed at the insistence with which
these people reduced everything to a question of school.

The woman frowned. “Because
school is compulsory.”

Even though she had a pretty
good idea what a school was, An decided it might be fun to tease
the woman a little. She wouldn’t have done so, if the woman hadn’t
been so apparently easy-going. “Where I come from,” An explained,
affecting the naïveté that pleased her so much about being a young
girl, “we don’t have these things you call schools. What do people
do there?”

A look of exasperation crossed
Mandy’s face. She straightened her back and fixed An with
no-nonsense eyes. “They go there to learn.”

“But why go to a place to learn
when you can learn everywhere?”

“Enough! I need to verify your
address. Where are you staying?”

“I don’t know the address, but I
can find my sister’s flat easily enough.”

“Maybe you have a phone
number?”

“Yes. My sister did give me her
number.” She fished the paper from the depths of her coat pocket
and handed it to the policewoman.

Mandy pulled a phone out of her
pocket and dialled the number. “No answer.”

Of course. Sally had planned to
visit the Rector about Mae. Mae was the secretary of the
Department. She had been the victim of a scheming man called Frick
who was trying to have her sacked. “Sally must have gone to see the
Rector,” she explained, grinning.

“You don’t take this very
seriously, An, do you? It can be dangerous for young girls like
yourself to wander the streets unaccompanied, even during the day
time.”

An couldn't help laughing.
Compared with some places in her world, Avan was a peaceful
haven.

The policewoman shook her head.
“Only the other day a young woman from the local library
disappeared leaving no trace despite all our efforts to find
her.”

Sally had shown An the newspaper
article relating the so-called disappearance of her friend Keira
who worked in a library. She hadn’t really disappeared: she had
been on an adventure in the Reaches.

“We’re going to have to keep you
here for a while till someone comes to fetch you.”

No way! She had no intention of
staying with the police. She fidgeted in her chair and blushed. “I
need to go to the loo.”

Still irritated, the policewoman
stood and led her down the corridor and showed her the door. “Hurry
up! I haven't got all day.”

The woman would surely stand
guard outside the door, so she hastened into one of the two
cubicles and closed the door. There was no window through which to
escape. She hastily transformed into an old lady, and, wedging one
of the cubicle doors closed, she shuffled out of the toilet and
walked passed the waiting policewoman who eyed her suspiciously but
said nothing.

 


 


First contacts

Mae strode across the bridge
that joined the main university campus to the island in the River
Avan on which the Theosophy Department had been built. She hadn't
been to her office for over a week. The thought of the immense pile
of post awaiting her had her groaning. It might be a small
department, but as its secretary she was inundated with
correspondence. When she had rushed off after Professor Rafter who
was gravely ill, she hadn't thought to close her office, let alone
ask anyone to sort the mail. How was she to know she'd travel to
another world?

The thought had her touching the
gold pendant that hung around her neck, concealed beneath her
blouse, a present from D’rick the head of the Litt’l People. It
conferred the ability to travel between worlds.

She had managed to bring back
Sally and her friends just in time for the final preparations of
the Department's celebrations planned for that weekend. The other
members of staff didn’t know it yet, but these young people were to
be the stars of the festivities that she fervently hoped would save
the Department. That meant, however, there would be a lot of
modifications to make.

She wasn’t sure how the
Professors would react to such last minute changes. Uppermost in
her mind, however, was worry about Professor Rafter. Would he be
fit enough to give his talk the following morning? Two of Sally’s
friends, Keira and Jenny, were doing their utmost to improve his
health.

The moment Mae entered the
Department she was assailed with requests.

“Have you seen Professor Rafter?
We’ve absolutely got to discuss the programme with him,” Professor
Enquist asked.

Mae took a deep breath and,
trying to conceal her agitation, she explained to Lyra Enquist:
“The Professor will only be here tomorrow morning. I will be
coordinating the preparations. Can you tell everyone we’ll meet in
the small seminar room in ten minutes?”

Lyra stared at Mae. The woman
knew her well. They had been friends for quite a while. So Mae
wasn’t surprised at the look of astonishment on the woman’s face at
her new found assurance. Lyra was about to question her further
when Mae stopped her.

“Trust me, Lyra,” she said
cryptically before she turned away to answer Professor Trundle
who’d also asked her a question.

“Gavin, Sally will be helping
you. She’ll be here in a short while. Let her know which sites you
want to visit.”

“But Sally was never interested
in history,” he countered.

“You’ll see.”

He looked at her, unbelieving,
but she had no time to explain further. She turned back to Lyra who
had taken several steps away and was observing her. Mae grinned.
“Lyra. I forgot to tell you, I’ll introduce you to Jenny Tay.
She’ll be demonstrating the use of earth magics for farming and
healing on Sunday morning. I thought we could use Hoyt Park or the
botanical gardens. Do you know any farmers who might be
interested?”

Seeing Professor Dryman enter
the Department, she called out to him. “Chris! Do you think we need
permission to use the ring of standing stones to hold a celebration
at dawn on Sunday morning?”

“I’ll check,” he said, as usual
taking everything easily in his stride. “Will Professor Rafter be
leading the ceremony?”

“No. Keira will be singing for
the sunrise. I just hope her concert Saturday night doesn’t go on
too long.”

Mae was caught up in such a
whirlwind of action that it was only then that she realised
everyone was staring open-mouthed at her. She burst out laughing
and entered her office calling out over her shoulder, “See you all
in ten minutes.”

 


The seminar room was just big
enough to seat the twenty members of staff now crowded into it. Mae
hesitated on the threshold, trying to gauge the atmosphere.
Professor Greenacre, the oldest of the professors, was complaining
to Martina.

“… I thought we’d got the
programme fixed,” he said, shaking his head, making his long white
hair sway from side to side. “I don’t see how we can possibly
change things at this late stage. It starts tomorrow.”

Martina, who was professor of
occult sciences, didn’t agree. “What we had planned was rather fad.
Surely even you can appreciate that, Wolf?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not
against change, Martina. It’s just that we need time to do things
properly, especially if they are new. And we have no more
time.”

Gavin Trundle sided with
Greenacre, patting his friend knowingly on the shoulder, while
Chris Dryman supported Martina, laughing as he did.

Mae had heard enough. She
stepped into the room and wove her way between those people still
standing, encouraging them to be seated, till she reached the
computer at the front. Flipping the switch to turn the machine on,
she faced the assembled staff and greeted them.

“I’m so glad you could all
attend at such short notice.” She glanced at Greenacre who nodded
in agreement, presumably at the lateness of the convocation. “As I
mentioned to some of you, Professor Rafter will join us only
tomorrow for his talk.”

“Can we know why he can’t be
here now?” Lyra asked.

“I won’t hide the news from you,
although it would be better if no one outside this room were to
know. Professor Rafter has been taken ill and is undergoing
treatment.”

“How serious, is it?” Lyra
asked, alarmed.

Mae hesitated a moment, fighting
back the tears that threatened to flow. “It is extremely grave.
There seems little chance of recovery.”

A worried hush fell as Mae bowed
her head, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. “He will give
his talk as planned tomorrow…” her voice broke and she was forced
to stop for a moment “… but otherwise he will not be present. He
has asked me to oversee the organisation of the event.”

A buzz of conversation rippled
through the room as people speculated on the implications of the
Head’s illness and absence.

“Colleagues. Friends,” Mae
called out, using Rafter’s own words to address them. “The
Professor would not want us to spend time discussing his health. He
would want us to make a resounding success of this weekend.”

The talking ceased and all heads
turned towards Mae. Seeing that Chris Dryman was seated next to the
door, Mae asked him to open it. “We are to receive unexpected and
very valuable help in our work,” Mae continued as Sally and her
friends filed into the room and came to join her, “from a group of
young people some of whom you know.”

She waited till all were settled
then pursued.

“The people you see before you
have just returned from a voyage that has taken them to places that
most people could hardly imagine, even in their dreams.”

“Don’t underestimate dreams,”
Professor Lettrot interrupted.

Everybody laughed. Professor
Liam Lettrot taught dreams and dream travelling.

“We don’t all dream like you,”
Chris Dryman joked.

People laughed again. They need
to laugh, Mae thought. This is going to be very hard for them.

“Let me introduce them to you,”
Mae suggested. “Sally you all know,” she began, adding as an after
thought: “or you think you know.”

She saw Lyra smile. Yes my
friend, Mae thought, many things have changed. Not just me. “What I
am about to tell you must be kept a secret. If any of you have
difficulties with that, I ask you to leave now.”

Nobody moved.

“You will probably know that
Sally took part in an experiment financed by a Swiss entrepreneur
that involved travelling to the dream realm. I won’t go into the
details of that mission which turned out to be extremely dangerous
and from which Sally was lucky to escape with her life. The outcome
was that all the people standing here before you, including myself,
journeyed to another world called The Reaches.”

Several people gasped, others
looked incredulous. So much for their extensive experience in the
transcendent and the occult.

“And in the course of that
journey many of us have developed skills that we can put to good
use to make the coming weekend a resounding success.”

Mae paused for a moment,
expecting people to challenge or question what she’d said. And sure
enough, Prof. Greenacre cleared his throat and spoke, addressing
his colleagues rather than her.

“Here we all are, worried about
our public image and trying hard to do something to improve it. But
I can’t help wondering what people will think when they know that
it is a secretary who is coordinating these festivities. Shouldn’t
it be a professor?”

A number of the professors
looked at each other, ill at ease, as if they had been found guilty
of an unforgivable oversight.

“Without going into a long
debate about the relative merits of professors and their status in
universities,” Lyra responded, “it is clear that the organisation
of these festivities requires skills and leadership that only one
person in this room possesses. And that person is Mae.”

“You may be right, Lyra” Gavin
Trundle conceded, “but as Wolf said, it’s a question of image and
the continuing status of professors.”

“I was not aware we were talking
about the status of professors,” Martina put in, not bothering to
conceal her irritation, “but about the organisation of an event,
which I remind you Professor Rafter himself delegated to Mae.”

A tense silence filled the room,
broken only when Sally stepped forward and spoke: “We all work in
the Department of Theosophy. We study and practice transcendence,
the occult and healing, amongst other things. If you want to
question Mae’s credentials you should know that in addition to her
brilliance in organisation she has the gift not only to travel
between the worlds, but she can also transport other people between
the worlds. She saved the lives of a whole town in the Reaches by
using her gift to transport the women, children and elderly as well
as many of the men to safety. How many of you could transport
thousands of people solely by the power of your mind?”

“Wow!” Lyra exclaimed.

“Amazing!” Martina added, so
excited at the idea that she was unable to sit still.

“Professor Greenacre, Professor
Trundle and any of you who may have had doubts, are you prepared to
accept Mae’s leadership for this weekend of festivities?” Sally
asked.

“I accept,” Professor Trundle
hastened to agree.

“So do I,” Greenacre added. “And
I apologise for bringing this matter up, although I am glad I did
because now we know what talent we have amongst us.”

“The Theosophy department is
really special,” Lyra pointed out, a broad grin on her face. “If we
were in any other university department, someone like Mae would
never be entrusted with such a responsibility.”

Mae laughed, relieved. “Thank
you for your confidence,” she said. “But I warn you, Professor
Greenacre, you haven’t heard the last of the unexpected talents
that are in this room today. When I mentioned Sally earlier, I
didn’t tell you what she could do. Apart from the ability to travel
and to transport people between the worlds, she has developed a way
to transform the world around us so as to reveal the forms it once
had. That was why I suggested she work with you, Professor Trundle,
when you take people on a guided tour of the historic sites in and
around Avan.”

“Of course, we’ll have to figure
out how far to go and how much people will be able to take without
panicking,” Sally put in.

Mae made no mention of the other
things Sally could do. Nor did she mention Vee, the mysterious
voice in Sally’s head that accompanied her and guided her. It
wasn’t necessary and probably wouldn’t be wise.

“Let me introduce the others to
you,” Mae continued. “Most of you will know Keira who is already
quite a celebrity with her singing. She used to work at the Avan
library.”

“So that’s what happened to
her,” Chris commented, chuckling. “So much for the reliability of
the press.”

“In the Reaches she has been
working on the use of singing and sound for healing. It may mean
little here, but she is an honoured member of the Sisterhood of the
Stones. She’s also worked intensively on developing simples and
potions. She will give a concert at the Arena on Saturday evening
singing songs in Gran, the dialect in Granwich, a town in the
Reaches. And she will celebrate the rising sun in the circle of
standing stones at dawn on Sunday.”

Keira bowed theatrically,
grinning.

Mae almost expected people to
applaud but they all seemed in a state of shock. Couldn’t blame
them really.

“Brent, you may also have met in
Avan. In the Reaches he worked on transformations, being able to
take on several different forms. He also underwent the rite to
become a fully-fledged shaman, but that’s another story. Rest
assured that we won’t be demonstrating transformations during the
weekend.”

“We must talk,” Chris Dryman
said, gazing intently at Brent.

“Think you’ve found a fellow
soul?” Martina asked, grinning.

“But the most important gift
that Brent has is story telling,” Mae told them.

“His stories are so
captivating,” Sally told them, “that his listeners have the
impression they are really living the story.”

“We thought we might have a
session of story telling during the weekend, but we haven’t decided
when to put it yet,” Mae explained. Brent made no comment,
apparently embarrassed at being the centre of attention. Sally had
told Mae that he was still having difficulties adjusting to being a
young man again after a prolonged period as a little girl.

Mae continued. “Martin and Fran
you may have already met around the Department this week. Martin is
Swiss and Fran German. In the Reaches they learnt the art, or
should I say ‘magic’, of cooking and have been working with Lyra’s
students to prepare a giant buffet for Sunday midday. Before that
they’ll hold a workshop on the use of herbs and wild flowers in
cooking.”

“Anju you may recognise. She’s
Professor Outman’s granddaughter. She accompanied him for his
conference about Chaos Theory here in Department a while ago. With
her friend Dieter, who comes from Germany, they have developed
spectacular forms of unarmed self-defence, that were tried and
tested in real life combat in the Reaches.”

No need to tell people that
Dieter was a former police inspector who had investigated a mass
murder, one of the dead being Tyrell, Professor Rafter’s late
assistant.

“It’s more like an aerial dance,
that is very effective in combat,” Anju explained, full of
enthusiasm.

“Anju invented it all,” Dieter
put in, chuckling. “I’m just one of her students.”

Anju playfully pummelled his
shoulder then slung her around him and pulled him in a tight
embrace.

“They’ll be giving a
demonstration followed by a master class at the end of the
afternoon Saturday,” Mae explained.

“Jenny is an artist from
Switzerland. In the Reaches she discovered she has a talent for
earth magic. She can rebalance the energies of the earth and
encourage plants and trees to grow. She also works with the earth’s
energies to anchor people and heal them.”

Jenny beamed. “It’s a bit like
painting. Just as Sally works with musical vibrations to transform
the world around her, so I work with the colours and forms I
perceive in the energies.”

“Wonderful!” Lyra exclaimed.
“You must teach us how to do it.”

“I’d love to,” Jenny said with
her delightful French accent. “But that will have to wait. We all
have to return to the Reaches straight after the weekend.”

Mae glanced around the room. She
had the impression that all these weathered academics looked like a
bunch of children being told a fairy tale and Brent hadn’t even
used his magic on them, yet.

“Jenny will give a workshop
about earth energies to farmers and amateur gardeners on Sunday
morning,” Mae told them. “And last but not least, meet Tom, Jenny’s
boyfriend. He was a journalist in Switzerland. In the Reaches, he
was working on what you might call surveillance techniques, but a
terrible accident almost took him from us.”

Tom adjusted his wheelchair as
he turned to Jenny and held out his hand to her.

“It was the combined efforts of
Jenny, Keira and our dear friend Ma’gina that saved my life,” he
told them. “My spine was broken but they managed to get it to knit
back together.”

Mae could see that Lyra was
bursting with excitement at the prospect of such healing abilities.
“Tom has been in contact with press here and abroad, organising
coverage for our event this weekend,” Mae concluded.

“So there you have it. I have
prepared a revised programme for the weekend…” and she lent over
the beamer to switch it on and project the programme on the screen.
It was then that the door opened and an old lady sauntered in.

“I’m sorry lady. This is a
private meeting,” Chris said, about to lead her by the arm back out
the door.

Mae had no idea who the woman
was, but apparently Sally did because she burst out laughing. “Let
her in, Chris. She’s with us.” Sally continued to chuckle. “You
really know how to make a spectacular entrance,” she said to the
woman. Then turning to the others she presented the woman. “Meet my
sister An from the Reaches.”

Well that will put the cat
amongst the pigeons, Mae thought. Here was a woman from the
Reaches, who, in addition, Sally claimed was her sister.

“Excuse me,” Professor Trundle,
said perplexed. “But judging from this woman’s age, she can’t
possibly be your sister.”

Others seemed to agree with
him.

“One of An’s abilities,” Sally
explained, taking An by the arm, “is to transform into different
shapes. This is not her usual form.”

“May I?” An asked Sally.

“Only if you’re good,” Sally
giggled.

An transformed into the young
girl she often was. Several people gasped. Professor Trundle
fainted into the waiting arms of Martina. Keira went swiftly to his
side and administered a small quantity of a liquid from a vial she
extracted from her pocket.

“Extraordinary!” Trundle
muttered as he recovered his senses.

“So you two are sisters?”
Martina asked.

“Half sisters,” Sally
clarified.

“We have the same mother,” An
added.

“So you lived in the Reaches?”
Martina pursued. “I didn’t know that?”

“Neither did I!” Sally laughed.
“Apparently I spent the first few years of my life in that world.
So my mother told me.”

“Excuse my curiosity,” Martina
went on. “It’s just that I’d heard you were an orphan.”

“That’s what I thought too till
quite recently.” Sally sounded embarrassed.

Mae could see that Martina was
full of questions but this was neither the time nor the place.

“OK. Now that the show’s over,”
Mae joked, “we need to get down to some serious work.”

An stopped her. “There is one
more thing. I caught sight of a tall, thin man with a black
moustache snooping around your offices.”

“Frick!” Mae gasped, suddenly
feeling weak at the knees. The man was a plague she couldn’t seem
to shake off.

“We’ll check,” Anju said,
nodding to Dieter. “Should we bring him back here?”

“No take him next door,” Sally
suggested. “We can observe what happens there from here through
this one way mirror.”

Once they’d left, Dryman asked:
“Isn’t that the man from the University Council who’s behind the
audit?”

“It is indeed,” Mae explained.
“He’s also trying to get me sacked, saying I am incompetent.”

Lyra scoffed at the thought.

“As I was leaving to fetch some
medicine for the Professor, he tried to stop me.” She pulled back
the sleeve of her blouse revealing a deep blue bruise around her
wrist. “That was a week ago! When I ordered him to stop, he put his
hands around my neck and tried to strangle me.” She pointed to the
finger marks on her neck.

“What did you do?” Lyra asked,
leaning forward in her seat, gripping the arms of the chair.

“I laid him out with one of the
moves I learnt in self-defence classes for women.”

“Well done,” Martina said,
applauding.

“He must be mad,” Greenacre put
in. “His behaviour doesn’t make any sense otherwise.”

Several people muttered their
agreement.

Through the one-way mirror, Mae
could see Anju and Dieter lugging in Frick, unconscious between
them.

“How are we to deal with Frick?”
Mae asked, pointing to the window. She was unsure what to do and
cautious of trusting her own judgement when she disliked the man so
much.

“Let me talk to him,” Brent
said. “I’ll tell him a story and ask him a few questions.”

“OK!” both Sally and Mae said
together.

“Why did he say he’d tell him a
story?” Martina asked once Brent had left.

“His stories are so compelling,
he can make people react the way he wants.”

“Sounds a bit like hypnosis to
me,” Liam Lettrot said.

“In a way, yes,” Sally replied,
“except that he doesn’t actually need to speak for the person to
hear the story.”

Mae caught a worried look on
Greenacre’s face. She wondered how many others might be concerned
about the extent of Brent’s power and the thought of how it might
be abused.

“Can you wake him?” they heard
Brent say to Anju.

She touched the man’s neck
lightly and he stirred. The moment he opened his eyes, he started
shouting at Brent and the others. “I’ll make you pay for this. You
are doing filthy black magic …” Frick took a step towards Brent and
raised his hand to hit him but his hand remained suspended in mid
air as his eyes glazed over.

Brent stood silent, intently
looking at Frick for a minute or two, then sat down saying: “Please
take a seat Doctor.”

Frick lowered his hand and
seated himself awkwardly as if finding it difficult to coordinate
his movements.

“Please voice you complaint,
Doctor. And keep it succinct,” Brent said.

“There are subversive elements
in the University, operating from within the Theosophy Department.
One of them is that secretary. She physically attacked me the other
day. What’s more, the Department is a complete waste of money. We’d
be much better off without it.”

“What are you going to do?”
Brent questioned him.

“As for that horrible secretary,
the University has decided to sack her. The hearing took place this
morning.”

Mae gasped in horror and fury.
“How dare he!” she exclaimed. She couldn’t say more as everyone
wanted to hear what Frick was saying in the next room.

“…The audit will prove I’m
right. But the procedure is far too slow. I’ll use other methods to
discredit them and reveal what they are up to. Their backers will
withdraw and the university will close the Department by the end of
the academic year.”

“Tell me, Doctor, how many of
you are carrying out this work?” Brent asked.

“I have the backing a powerful
group who will help if necessary.”

“Thank you, Doctor. You may
leave now.”

They could all see that Frick
hadn’t left as prompted.

“Did something go wrong?” Lyra
asked, worry in her voice.

Mae could sense growing fear
filling the room. The fairy tale had moved on to a more sinister
phase. People were no longer smiling as they watched Brent at work.
He had resumed his intent silence in front of Frick whose eyes were
glazed over again. Then suddenly, to their general surprise, Frick
stood and left without acknowledging anybody. Several people
breathed a deep sigh of relief now that the man was gone.

When the door opened, a number
of people jumped nervously, maybe imagining that Frick was about to
enter and catch them in a secret meeting. They were relieved to
find it was only Brent followed by Anju and Dieter.

“Will he remember anything?”
Chris asked.

“He shouldn’t remember our
meeting,” Brent informed them. “Although he probably will remember
that he visited the Department.”

“What are we going to do about
him?” Mae asked, feeling the ambient fear gripping her.

“Brent, Anju, Tom and I will
keep an eye on his activities. We’ll try to find who he is working
with or for,” Dieter said.

“Dieter used to be a police
detective,” Mae explained.

“How could he discredit us?”
Martina asked.

“That’s for you to tell us,”
Dieter replied.

Nobody had an idea.

“Will he try to disrupt the
festivities?” Mae asked.

“It’s possible,” Sally said. “It
would be one way to try to show we are incompetent.”

“Maybe Tom could work with the
assistants, rather like the Watchers in the Reaches,” Jenny said.
“Keeping a constant eye on them.”

Seeing people’s incomprehension,
Tom spoke up: “The Watchers were a group of citizens in the town of
Granwich whose job was to be aware of everything that happened so
as to prevent trouble. I worked with them for a while.”

Several assistants present said
they’d be delighted to help. “We could even enlist help from some
of the students,” one of the assistants suggested.

“Let’s be cautious about whom we
choose,” Tom concluded.

“And what about Mae?” Lyra
asked. “We can’t accept this! It’s totally unjust.”

“I don’t think they can sack her
so easily,” Chris mused. “I’ll ask a few friends from the Law
Department.”

“Whatever happens,” Martina
added, “you should know, Mae, that you have our fullest
support!”

“Hear, hear,” everybody said.
Lyra came forward and hugged her and Chris gave her a friendly tap
on her shoulder. Mae couldn’t stop herself shedding a tear or
two.

“But what about our backers?”
Professor Greenacre asked. “Didn’t he say he would get to
them?”

“Can you organise a meeting with
the people from the Blavatsky Foundation, Rolf? We need to talk to
them urgently,” Chris asked. “I think they should meet Mae and
Sally and her friends. They are our strongest card.”

“I’ll try to organise a meeting
this afternoon or tomorrow morning,” Rolf said. “Where should we
meet?”

“Not here,” Mae said.

“I’ll ask Alo if we can
commandeer his house. It’s not far from the centre and we can
direct operations from there,” Sally said.

Yes. They could trust Alo, Mae
thought. He was a shaman who had helped them prepare their trip to
the dream realm and beyond to the Reaches.

“Good. Now we have to work on
the festivities,” Mae said. “We won’t need Frick to discredit us if
we don’t prepare properly.”

Everyone agreed.

“I’ll send out for sandwiches,”
Mae suggested.

“You don’t need to bother,” Fran
told them. “Martin and I prepared lunch for you.” The two of them
carried in a number of heavy wicker hampers and opened then on a
table in one corner. The moment the containers were open the smell
of food was irresistible.

“OK. Let’s pause to eat,” Mae
announced, giving in to the desire to eat and drink.

“That was wonderful,” Mae said,
thanking Fran and Martin on behalf of everybody once the meal was
over and the hampers removed. “Sally, you have something to
say?”

“Yes. Thanks Mae. I had Alo on
the phone and he’s delighted to let us use his town house as a
centre for our operations during the weekend. I told him we’d
probably move there during the afternoon.”

“Excellent,” Mae said.

“I have news too,” Prof.
Greenacre said. “The representatives of Blavatsky Foundation have
agreed to meet us. If it’s OK with you, we can meet them early this
evening. I could call them and suggest we meet at Alo’s place.”

“Could you dim the lights a bit,
Chris?” Mae asked as she pulled up the programme for the weekend on
the screen. “I’ll go through this rapidly and then we can split up
into groups and continue to work on the details. We begin on
Saturday morning at ten o’clock with Professor Rafter’s talk. His
talk is ready.”

“What do we do if he’s not fit”
Lyra asked.

It was Jenny who answered.
“We’ve managed to improve his condition considerably but there are
some things that we can only contain but not eradicate. Keira and I
believe he should be able to give his talk, but it’s probably
better if he doesn’t have to answer questions.”

A thoughtful silence followed
Jenny’s words.

“As we want to get out into the
town and meet the people,” Mae continued, “Prof. Rafter’s talk will
take place in the reading room of the main Avan library. Keira
organised that and we have sent out word as widely as we
could.”

“Your guided tour, Professor
Trundle, will begin at two o’clock on Saturday afternoon, if that
is OK with you. It looks like the weather will be good. You told me
you planned to start from the Cathedral, so the posters we’ve put
up invite people to meet there. Tom has managed to get a spot on
the radio later today so you can talk about what you plan to do and
why you are doing it. Is that alright?”

“Excellent. Sally, I suggest we
walk around the tour together this afternoon and see what you can
do to illustrate our collective history.”

Sally nodded. From his choice of
words, Mae guessed the professor hadn’t really grasped the extent
of what Sally was capable of.

“It might be wise not to
announce your itinerary on the radio,” Dieter suggested. “Just in
case anybody seeks to disrupt the visit.”

Mae shuddered, as did several
others. Dieter had an uncanny knack of reminding people of the
difficulties and dangers ahead of them.

And so they continued for more
than an hour as Mae presented the programme, event by event, and
people made suggestions and proposed improvements. Towards the end,
Fran slipped out to fetch drinks and homemade cake that she and
Martin handed round, much to everybody’s delight.

“We have to leave now,” Fran
told them a while later. “Lyra’s students will be waiting for us
and we still have a lot of things to prepare for the buffet on
Sunday. We’ll see you all at Alo’s place this evening where we’ll
cook the evening meal .”

“If the people from the
Blavatsky Foundation are still there, you might like to invite them
to join us,” Martin suggested. “Don’t you say in English, ‘the way
to a man’s heart ...’?”

Everybody laughed.

As they left, the meeting broke
up, people going off in different directions in twos and threes to
continue their preparations. Tom left with a group of assistants to
a secret destination they’d fixed with Dieter and Anju while other
assistants went to enrol students from the Department.

Only Mae and Chris were left in
the deserted Department. Mae welcomed the calm and quiet after the
whirl of activity. Despite the inevitable difficulties that lay
ahead, she felt confident. She could feel her pendant vibrating
peaceably on her chest and she said a silent prayer of thanks.
Prof. Dryman accompanied her to her office along empty
corridors.

“You did an excellent job, Mae.
You should be proud of yourself. And even if you are not, I am
proud of you.”

“Thanks.”

He stood in the doorway watching
her gather all the material she needed to organise the weekend. As
a precaution she also took all the files about the staff. You never
know what might happen, she told herself. “Can you grab my laptop
for me and that hard disc. I may not be able to get back in here if
Frick has his way. It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t get an
injunction preventing me from entering the campus.”

Dryman chuckled. “You may well
be right. What a block-head!”

Mae turned off the lights and
locked the front door to the Department as the two of them
left.

“I can’t help seeing this as a
symbolic act,” she confided. “Frick may well get what he wants but
the energies here are too strong for him to be able to stop us
moving forward and doing something even better.”

 


 


Warehouse

From the shadows of his vantage
point in a recess, Tom watched.

One by one, or in twos, people
slipped into the building through a small door concealed in a
narrow alley. They crossed the wide, empty space of the giant
warehouse, their steps echoing off the walls, entered a long dusty
corridor that seemed interminable and climbed several flights of
stairs till they reached the disused conference room on the top
floor. From there, had the blinds not been pulled, they would have
had a postcard view over the rooftops of Avan.

The warehouse had once been used
to store bales of cotton when transatlantic trade by steamer had
been in its heyday. Many years later, an aspiring entrepreneur had
had part of the building transformed into large offices at great
expense, mistakenly believing that enough businesses would prefer
to trade near the port, but a subsequent slump had put an end to
his dream.

One relic of an earlier
occupation was an immense assortment of oiled ropes and reinforced
cords of all lengths and colours, along with fixations to hold them
in place. The former owner had apparently planned to map out a
future city in the New World. New surveying techniques however had
undermined his project causing him to go bankrupt and his stock had
been abandoned since then.

Ownership of the building had
shifted often until it ended up in the hands of the father of Kean,
one of the assistants. His father, who currently had no use for the
place, had loaned it to him on condition he made no structural
changes.

The former user must have left
at short notice, abandoning most of the furniture, which lay
scattered around the conference room. Much of it remained usable.
Dieter and Anju were busy righting chairs with the help of several
assistants, as more and more young people arrived. Not knowing what
to do, some offered to help, but most stood alone or in small
groups chatting quietly or glancing furtively at each other. It was
hard to believe that they attended the same small Department
together.

Tom made a mental note of who
mixed with whom, who talked most, who just stood and observed. He
delighted getting back into the feel of being a Watcher, an
activity that had brutally ceased in the Reaches after his
accident. He counted thirty-five people present when Anju closed
the door. Rolling his wheelchair forward, he greeted everybody.
“Welcome. Do take a seat.”

A number of people jumped, few
had seen him watching.

“A Watcher has three key
qualities,” he began as he wheeled his way around the table. “One
is to melt into his or her surroundings: inconspicuous at all
times; always on the move; never predictable. Another is the
meticulous observation and memorisation of what happens. And
finally, a Watcher knows how to communicate the essential of what
he or she has seen to the other Watchers.”

Both Dieter and Anju grinned.
They knew him well.

“We have asked you to join us
because the Theosophy department is threatened by one or more
ill-intentioned people and we think it is likely they will try to
disrupt the festivities this weekend. We also know that they plan
to try to discredit the Department. Our job will be to understand
their mind-set and to be aware of, if not to anticipate their every
move. Nobody is forcing you to help, so if you are not where you
thought you were, I suggest you leave. It goes without saying that
all you will hear in this room is confidential. If that is a
problem, you should also leave.”

He paused a moment as he looked
around the group, most of whom had now sat at the large conference
table. Nobody moved. No one spoke.

“Thank you. My name is Tom and I
have been trained by some of the best Watchers that exist. And this
is Anju and Dieter. Amongst other things they are experts in
unarmed combat. You shouldn’t need to fight, but just in case …” He
noted that several of the students grinned at the prospect. “We
have very little time. The festivities open tomorrow at ten o’clock
with Professor Rafter’s talk. I suggest we fill you in on the
situation. That should take about thirty minutes. Then we’ll split
the group in two. I will work with one group on techniques for
Watchers for an hour and Anju and Dieter will work with the rest of
you on self-defence. Then we’ll swap for another hour.”

Anju and Dieter explained about
Frick and what he planned to do. “Dr. Frick is affiliated to a
secret organisation and is counting on the support of its members.
We urgently need to find out who that might be,” Dieter told them.
“As soon as we’ve finished with our crash course here, some of you
will have to gather information about all the clubs and
organisations he’s belonged to.”

When the students heard that
Professor Rafter was seriously ill many of them expressed their
concern. All knew him personally. Many had had seminars with him.
For all of them he was the central pillar of the Department.

Anju then unrolled a large
detailed map of Avan and its surroundings on the table. Most people
stood to get a better look. She went on to explain the weekend’s
programme and pointed to the places where things would be
happening. She also told them of the radio broadcast and the later
meeting with the Blavatsky Foundation that evening.

“Before we split into groups, I
have one more thing to tell you,” Tom said. “We have to cover a
much wider area than the Watchers and that could put us at a
considerable disadvantage. So I have got hold of a series of tiny
walkie-talkies that my friends and I use when we go potholing. We
have enough for each team to have at least one. I’ll show you how
they work.”

Several hours later, almost all
of the students and assistants had left on various missions. Anju
and Dieter had gone with them, but Jenny had come to fetch Tom
accompanied by Professor Enquist. A laptop lay open on the table
next to the map.

“Look!” Kean was saying, excited
at his discovery. “It’s called the Starless Square. There’s not
much about them, but Frick was a leading member when he was a
student. From the little written here by a former member who turned
against them, they are linked to the ultra conservative wing of the
church.”

“I’ve heard of them,” Lyra said.
“They were suspected of manning witch hunts. There was a scandal a
few years ago. Several young women were badly burnt when someone
set fire to their house. Some members of The Starless Square were
taken in for questioning, but no proof could be found and they were
released.”

“Attacking the Theosophy
Department sounds like something the Starless Square would make a
point of honour about doing,” Kean said.

“Do we know where they meet?”
Tom asked.

“I have an idea,” Lyra said.
“Anyone for a drink in the pub across from the Cathedral?”

“Hold on a moment,” Tom said.
“We can’t all just walk in there. Kean, I suggest you and the
others take up positions in and around this place and watch while
Lyra and Jenny go for a drink. If one of you students can drive me
to the radio station, I’ll go and keep and eye on Sally.”

 


 


Dark Pub

“Look!” Lyra exclaimed, pointing
at the sign of the pub. Swaying gently in the breeze, it was pitch
black and devoid of any marking lest it be the three words: The
Starless Square.

Jenny shivered despite the
warmth of the late afternoon air. She glanced over her shoulder.
The cobblestoned square stretched from the darkened door of the pub
to the majestic walls of the cathedral. Hurried figures crossed the
open space, not one of them lingering in the shadows.

“Let’s get inside,” Jenny said.
“This place is sinister.”

They were the sole customers in
the pub apart from an old man slumped in an armchair near a fire.
The two women chose two stools at the bar and ordered drinks.

“What a puzzling name this pub
has,” Jenny said to the bartender. “Have you any idea how it came
about?”

The bartender planted two
glasses in front of them and poured out the white wine.

“You ain’t from around ‘ere,” he
remarked and went about his work.

Charming, Jenny thought. So much
for a warm welcome!

“Let’s go sit over there,” she
suggested, pointing to a corner with armchairs. They had been
chatting amiably about this and that when the old man, who’d been
sitting nearby, stood up with difficulty, a glass of beer in his
hand, and sidled over to them.

“I couldn’t help hearing your
question,” he said. “May I join you?” And not waiting for an
answer, he sat opposite the two women.

Taking a swig of beer, he wiped
the froth from his mouth and leant closer to them across the low
table. “The Starless Square! Makes you wonder, hey?” he said in a
conspiratorial whisper. “The pub got its name at a time when this
square had a sinister reputation. The Bishop had a thing about
witches. He liked to see them burn. Called it God’s good work.
There,” and he jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards the door,
“out in the square, right in front of the church.”

He took another swig, looking
intently at the women over his beer glass. “In the end, rumour has
it, he was cursed by a witch, and a dark cloud has hung over this
place ever since.” He chuckled.

“What was the Bishop’s name?”
Lyra asked.

“No idea,” the old man said,
struggling to his feet.

“Thanks,” Jenny said, watching
him shuffle back to his place and sink into the armchair as if
nothing had happened.

“Let’s get out of here,” Jenny
said. “This place gives me the creeps.

 


 


Radio

When you look behind the
surface, Vee was saying in Sally's head, it’s amazing what you
discover.

Sally smiled. He’d been quiet
since she had returned to Avan. She missed his voice in her
thoughts.

You did well not to show him too
much of your ability, Vee continued. It would have frightened
him.

Sally appreciated his advice.
Although he was in many ways a part of her, his perspective on the
world was different and he spotted things she hadn’t noticed.

“That’s extraordinary,” Sally
said to Professor Trundle as they neared the radio. “I hadn’t
realised how much this town was steeped in its past.”

“Not half as extraordinary as
your ability to …”

Professor Trundle was
interrupted by a young man who staggered drunkenly up to them and
asked: “You gotta light, mate?”

Trundle shook his head
disgusted, clearly annoyed at the interruption. But the young man
swayed forward and whispered just loud enough for both of them to
hear: “Tom says mind what you say in public.” And then he staggered
off down the street. Trundle was frozen in mid step, his mouth
fallen open.

Sally took him by the arm and
led him on. “It’s over here, Professor.”

The radio was housed in a large
Victorian mansion that had once belonged to an important family
who’d made and then lost their fortune buying and selling raw
materials shipped from America. The receptionist asked them to wait
while she called the journalist. From where they sat Sally caught
sight of a girl making signs at her from the door of the
toilets.

“Please excuse me a second,
Professor, I have to visit the loo.”

She walked casually to the door
marked ‘Women’s’ and entered. The girl was waiting, a finger
pressed to her lips. Having made sure there was nobody in the
cubicles, she whispered: “Tom asked me to tell you that Frick is
part of a conservative religious group called the Starless Square.
They are known to carry out witch-hunts against anything to do with
the occult or magic. Be careful if the journalist tries to get you
onto talking about black magic or the like. It might be a
trap…”

The girl broke off at that
moment, hearing two quiet knocks on the door. She hastened into one
of the cubicles and locked herself in just as the door opened and a
woman walked in.

“Are you Sally?” she asked. “I’m
the journalist.”

Sally made a show of washing her
hands and followed the journalist out of the room.

The studio was small, seating
three at a tiny round table on which three microphones were placed.
Behind a thick glass window a technician gave a thumbs up and spoke
over the intercom asking them to test the levels of their
microphones. The journalist donned a set of headphones. There was
no way Sally could warn the professor of what she’d heard. Taking
out her notebook she scribbled: AVOID OCCULT AND BLACK MAGIC. COULD
BE A TRAP. Showing it to the Professor she hoped he wouldn’t react
too strongly.

“Yes. I agree,” he said.

Relieved, Sally smiled at
him.

“We will have about five
minutes,” the journalist told them, asking them to stay quiet now,
it was almost time.

When the red light came on the
journalist introduced her two guests as a Professor and an
assistant from the Theosophy Department and briefly mentioned that
a series of events was being organised in the town that
weekend.

“Maybe you could explain why you
are organising a public event this weekend, Professor?” she
asked.

“We want to show the town’s
people the work we do and explain why it is relevant for them.”

“And what sort of work do you do
Professor?”

“I’m a historian. I teach the
history of religions.”

Sally was relieved he hadn’t
mentioned paganism that was also part of his work.

“And how do you plan to show the
people of Avan that your interests should interest them?”

“You’d be surprised how much
both the town of Avan but also the way we live in it and work here
have roots that can be traced back to religious practices hundreds
if not thousands of years ago.”

The journalist was about to
interrupt him with another question, but the Professor pushed
on.

“That is why we have planned an
itinerary around Avan tomorrow morning, beginning at ten o’clock by
the cathedral, to show some of the history that is still present
amongst us. Everyone is welcome.”

“And you?” the journalist asked,
turning to Sally. “What does your work as assistant involve?”

Sally suddenly felt a wave of
panic grasp her. Most of what she had done could hardly be talked
about on the radio.

Tell them what you are
interested in, Vee suggested.

“I am particularly interested in
the way quite simple actions like singing or dancing or story
telling or cooking can improve the world around us.”

“I’m not sure I understand. That
sounds a bit like magic or wizardry. Is that what you do?” the
journalist said.

Careful Vee whispered. Don’t go
into details.

“The best way to explain would
be to demonstrate. That is why we are organising the events this
weekend. There will be singing and dancing and storytelling and the
most delicious cooking, so people can judge for themselves.”

The journalist looked a bit
peeved at the answer but time was up and they had to stop. “Thank
you both for coming,” she said and the red light flicked off. The
journalist shook hands with both of them and scuttled away without
another word.

Once outside, a wave of relief
washed over Sally. The whole experience had been much more
stressful than she had expected. She glanced around wondering if
she would see Tom or one of his Watchers, but nobody was in
sight.

“Well done,” Trundle said
quietly.

“Don’t thank me. Thank Tom and
his team for warning us.”

The Professor chuckled, much to
Sally’s surprise. She had never seen him so relaxed and at ease. “I
think we have another important meeting to attend,” he said, taking
Sally by the arm. “Let’s hope we do as well there.”

 


 


 



Chapter 2 ~ The Witch-Hunt


 


Meeting

“Are you all right Doctor?”

What a stupid question! Of
course he wasn’t. “Do I look all right?” His hands were shaking,
his heart fluttered dangerously. He could hardly breathe, such was
the weight on his chest.

“It’s true, you do look
pale.”

Hardly surprising. He’d been
through a nightmare. “How would you look if you’d been bewitched?”
Maybe even worse! Who knew what they’d done to him while he’d been
held captive.

“White, probably. Bleached of
blood. I’m not sure. Confused too, maybe.”

The thought made him shudder.
But he certainly wasn’t confused. Everything was crystal clear. Too
clear.

“Have they left any marks?”

The idea revolted him. It was
the first thing he’d checked. “Nothing.” At least, nothing that was
visible.

“That’s a relief.”

It didn’t make things any
better. They might have scribbled invisible signs all over him for
all he knew. He could be damned forever. “The worst is, I can’t
remember a thing.” A whole hour of his life had gone up in smoke.
All he could remember were the two who had overpowered him; a
deceptively pretty-faced girl with oriental perfume and a muscular
man with a moustache like his own. Those faces he wouldn’t
forget.

“They could have done anything
to you!”

Thanks for reminding me. “Isn’t
it time the others arrived?” he muttered, grinding his teeth,
impatient to get his revenge. The filthy Satan worshippers! May
they burn in Hell!

“It’s true. They should be here
by now.”

“Did you warn them to come in
the back way?” he snapped.

“Yes. Doctor. They know the
drill.”

A quiet knock heralded their
arrival.

At last!

They filed in, nodding wordless
greetings and took their places in a long rehearsed ritual. The
Starless Square was the scene of their regular meetings.

“Gentlemen,” he welcomed them.
He could feel his fury ready to brim over, but he reined it in. He
had to. Now was not the time. Clenching his fists till his knuckles
turned white, he forced his voice to remain level and calm.

“The devil workers in that
Theosophy department have struck again.” He paused to let the shock
sink in. “I was victim of a cowardly attack by a group of
them.”

Several gasped.

“As I delivered word of the
sanctions of the University Council against their foul secretary, I
was set on by a whole gang. I fought back with all my force,
knocking several down, but they unleashed their witch’s spell
leaving me powerless. When I finally came to, an hour had gone by
and I was alone in the corridor, drained and feeling dreadful.”

“This is ghastly,” one of the
group said.

All agreed.

“How dare they?” another said.
“Attacking a distinguished member of the University Council in
broad daylight!”

Frick let them rant and rave for
a few minutes, revelling in their indignation.

“We must go ahead with our
plans,” he insisted, bringing the meeting to order. “We must hit
hard and drive them to their knees before this goes any further. We
must rid Avan of this nest of black magic and sorcery.”

He had the impression that those
around him were glowing with enthusiasm. He certainly felt warmth
suffuse through him at the idea. Pulling a crumpled piece of a
paper from his pocket, he held it up, saying: “Before they attacked
me, I managed to get hold of a copy of their programme for the
weekend.”

“Excellent!” several people
exclaimed, drawing close to get a better look.

“They begin at ten tomorrow
morning with a talk by their guru, Rafter. It will take place in
the Avan Central Library and is open to the public so it will be
easy to get our people in to heckle.” He didn’t need to go into
details. They already knew who was to do what. “But the real fun
comes at two when they take people on a tour of the town beginning
from the entrance to the Cathedral.” He cackled, his wide grin
echoed by several of those present. One of the members looked
worried. “You’re not afraid they wheedled our plans out of you
while you were in their hands?” he asked.

The possibility had crossed his
mind, but he was determined to go ahead. The situation couldn’t go
on any longer. “They might have, but I doubt it. Just in case,
though, I think we should alter our plan. We’ll bring forward the
big show we’d planned for the evening so it greets them when they
arrive at The Square in the morning. It’ll be just like it used to
in the good old days.”

“What a wonderful idea, Doctor,
so exquisitely refined,” one of the members exclaimed. "The Square
will once again be starless."

 


 


Old People’s Home

The avenue was lined on both
sides by a row of ancient lime trees, reputed to induce peace and
calm in those living nearby. A load of superstitious nonsense,
Frick thought. None-the-less many of the mansions that had once
housed the richest families in Avan had been bought up and were now
occupied by old people’s homes. Like every Friday afternoon, he
hastened along the quiet road, past shuffling pensioners and
misshapen codgers in wheelchairs pushed by foreign nurses, on his
way to visit his mother. She was not so old that she would normally
need to be placed in a home, but at the death of his father she had
broken down, rapidly becoming incapable of catering for
herself.

When he spoke to her, something
that happened more and more rarely given her precocious senility,
they never mentioned his father. The man’s erratic behaviour had
terrified both of them for years. From good humour, he would
suddenly wax violent, lashing out at all around. Frick had never
been able to figure out what provoked the change. All he could do
was keep out the way.

He’d plunged himself in his
studies. Not that he was a particularly good student, he had no
illusions about that, but he worked hard and it had paid off,
ensuring him a place at university. Unfortunately he couldn’t
always avoid his father. He’d suffered many a beating. Even when he
was locked away in his room, his textbooks open around him, he
couldn’t block out the screams of his mother as his father’s temper
got the upper hand and he sent her flying across the kitchen.

The receptionist greeted him
with a smile. “Your mother is in the lounge, Dr. Frick.”

The pale woman had been there as
far back as he could remember. He found her unfailing presence
reassuring. Nodding a greeting, he strode into the lounge. At this
time of the day, he generally found several inmates seated here and
there, each alone and silent. Today they had deserted the lounge in
favour of the gardens. A number of magazines were scattered unread
across a low table and the television droned away in one corner.
His mother was sitting in an armchair in the bay window staring in
the direction of the trees, her eyes vacant. She made no sign that
she’d seen him arrive.

“Mother,” he began, laying his
hand on hers to attract her attention. “How are you today?”

She jerked her hand away,
avoiding his touch and continued to peer out the window. He was
used to her silences, but he still wished she’d show some sign of
recognition.

“Good news,” he told her. “We
finally managed to get rid of that secretary I told you about.”
Taking a seat opposite her, he glanced out of the window noting
that they had recently been cleaned. He wondered how much it cost
to maintain such a place.

The two of them had developed a
ritual that dated back to his childhood. When his father was out
with his cronies, young Frick would settle at the kitchen table
while she did the cooking and he would tell her his plans and
schemes. She never commented. He preferred it that way. As a child,
he had taken her silence to imply approval. Now, of course, her
silence had a different meaning, but he still enjoyed telling her
his ideas, even if she understood nothing of them.

He was about to tell his mother
of their plans for the weekend, of the delightful prospect of
marring the festivities planned by Rafter’s acolytes, when an
uncomfortable feeling of being watched made him cautious. He
glanced around the lounge, but they were alone. He despised
superstitious people and couldn’t stand the thought that he might
be succumbing to superstition. He briefly wondered if his untoward
feelings could be the result of a spell cast on him earlier in the
day. But the feeling persisted, if anything getting stronger, so he
decided to act on it.

“Mother,” he began, “do you
remember that evil professor I told you about?” He didn’t wait for
her to answer. He would have been alarmed had she done so. “He’s
giving a talk tomorrow morning at the library. I really don’t
understand why the local authorities let him get away with it.
There’s far too much laxity in this town. Well our little group has
planned a surprise for him.”

He laughed at the thought that
he, of all people, should be spinning such a story. It was so
unlike him! He shuddered. Could it be a spell at work? Surely not.
“We plan to make it impossible for him to continue spreading his
filthy lies.”

It wasn’t true, of course, their
main action was planned for later, but if anyone was listening
they’d be misled. He smiled at the idea knowing that his smile
would be misinterpreted. He decided he would attend Rafter’s talk
after all, so he could see what the fools did to try to prevent the
promised ‘surprise’.

He stood and leant forward till
he was very closer to her. They never kissed each other on the
cheek as some families did and she didn’t like him to touch her
either. Instead he whispered: “I’ll tell you all about it next
time.” It was only a game, but it made him feel a little better.
“Goodbye Mother,” he said as he straightened up and turned to
go.

She hadn’t ceased staring out
the window the whole time. For all she cared, he might not even
have been there. A wave of red-hot hatred flamed brilliant within
him. His hands clasped into fists, his teeth ground together. How
he hated his father! How he hated being like him!

 


 


The Foundation

The doorbell chimed and Sally
hurried to open the front door. The representatives of the
Blavatsky Foundation were punctual. Standing on the doorstep was
Professor Greenacre accompanied by a man, a woman and a girl, all
dressed in grey suits and overcoats. Sally had imagined them more
flamboyant.

It’s a disguise, Vee joked.

Sally gave him a mental
nudge.

The man and the women were the
same age as Greenacre and smiled to see Sally. The girl must have
been several years younger than Sally and looked severe and
tense.

This is not going to be so easy,
Vee whispered.

“Do come inside,” Sally invited,
stepping aside to let them in. Once she’d taken their coats and
hung them in the entrance, Professor Greenacre introduced Sally.
“This is Sally Sarri, Professor Rafter’s assistant and one of the
bright lights of the Department.”

The image made Sally smile.

“Sally, I’d like you to meet
Moira Campbell, President of the Blavatsky Foundation and John
Draycott, Administrator.” Greenacre paused a moment as they shook
hands and then turned to the girl and said: “And this is Irina,
rumoured to be a descendant of Madame Blavatsky herself.”

Sally shook her hand, surprised
at how cold and bony it was. “Pleased to meet you all,” Sally said.
“Do come into the sitting room.”

They had decided that the people
from the Foundation would be received by only a small group. Then,
should they accept the invitation, they would meet the others at
the evening meal.

“Professor Dryman, you probably
know already…” Greenacre said, presenting his colleague, “… and
this is Mae Owen, Administrator of the Department.”

Interesting that he gave her an
instant promotion, Vee noted. I wonder what they’ll think if they
know the university has sacked her.

Shhhh! Sally thought.

“Where is Professor Rafter?” the
President asked.

“He was unable to attend,” Sally
replied, “but sends you his greetings.”

Once all seven were seated in
Alo’s armchairs, Chris began. “I’m very glad you were able to come
at such short notice.”

“We were planning to attend the
events you have organised this weekend, so we were already in
town,” the President explained.

“We asked you here this
afternoon,” Chris continued, “because the Department is currently
in a strange situation and we feel it is important to present that
to you.”

Sally glanced at their visitors;
only Irina showed any sign of concern as she frowned.

“For many years, under the
leadership of Professor Rafter, the Department grew and developed,
while the university environment in which it existed changed very
little. Now modifications in society are beginning to have a
profound effect on academic institutions. In particular
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