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AWEN:  a mysterious Welsh word that has been defined as “inspiration” or “poetic gift,” but also as “flowing spirit.” 

It refers to a principle of sacred inspiration which flows out of the spiritual realm to poets, bards, and wisdom keepers.

~ Source: The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Celtic Wisdom
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  Prologue

Fifteen Years Earlier


“Ninety-four, ninety-five,” Sean counted aloud. He faced the cold, stone wall of Awen Manor with his hands cupped around his eyes and his nose touching the damp stones. 
Rule Number One. Count loud enough the others can hear, so they know you’re not cheating.
Rule Number Two. He needed to keep his back turned toward the thick outer wall that surrounded the yard like a world all its own. The lush pastures, small towns, and farmlands lay far beyond.
“Ninety-six, ninety-seven…”
Somewhere in the night, as his cousins, Sebastian and Anna, ran across the soft grass around the manor away from the large stone that was “home base” near the gnarled and rare sessile oak in the far corner. His cousins looked like fraternal twins but were born ten months apart.
Sebastian, the elder of the two, had brown eyes with a milky complexion and dark hair chopped short in military fashion. Not to Sean’s liking, he preferred his scruffy cut that made him look like Ed Sheeran, but that was how Sebastian had to wear it for boarding school.
Anna wore her dark hair in long braids ever since she was little. She also had a swan-shaped almond birthmark that stood out on the left side of her porcelain neck. She hated it enough to attempt to scratch it off several times, leaving a couple shallow scars on either side.
“Ninety-eight…”
Sean adored Anna’s birthmark and wished he had one. He tended to sneak peeks of it since he’d always thought it was cute. Instead, he had his mother’s green eyes and flaming Irish red hair. His pale face bore a splash of golden freckles across his nose and cheeks that darkened in summer. Milk chocolate chips, his mother called them. At eight, he was eleven months older than Sebastian and about four inches taller.
“Ninety-nine, one hundred. Olly, Olly, oxen free, here I come, ready or not,” Sean yelled as he spun around quickly.
He paused to take in his surroundings with a quick scan.
Nothing moved.
The full moon rose slowly in the east as a light mist flowed over the uneven land until it reached his knee level. Above the mist, Sean could see like it was still before twilight. Although he couldn’t see or hear either of his cousins, he turned left and ran around the side of the manor. If his devious plan worked, they wouldn’t see or hear him lay his trap.
Once he reached the corner, he peered around the stone building. The window of Grandfather’s study glowed from the light cast by the antique oil lamp inside. The old man’s gravelly voice rumbled as he spoke loudly about something probably not meant for little ears. Death, legacy, money, kingdoms those sorts of things.
Grandfather was an old man who looked nothing like other grandfathers Sean saw while shopping or at school. While other men his age were hunched, or crippled by arthritis, his grandfather appeared almost as young as Sean’s father with a full head of hair and strong muscles from yard work and whatever else he did when if family wasn’t around trying to mollycoddle him. How did he stay so young and fit?
This was no time to worry about adult things. He was on a mission. His cousins were hidden somewhere in the yard dotted with trees and climbing rocks.
When a rustle caught his attention, he glanced back to the east corner. Was that someone running in the backyard? It was possible he’d run right past them. The lawn had dips and dives in spots although most of it was level. Those dips and dives were perfect for laying down to hide in the fog that thickened around him.
Wary of any missteps, he edged his way to where he saw the movement. The mist danced and swirled around his knees and thighs in spots where he was sure something had moved. It seemed to muffle all the sound and affect his vision. Was it possible for someone to move unseen around him or was he hallucinating?
He shook off the thought to refocus his senses, since he still needed to find his cousins. Odd how he could see shapes and movement, but he couldn’t hear any sounds. Every night since they’d arrived from Canada, the kids had all heard growls coming from somewhere in the fields outside the confines of the wall. Tonight, he heard nothing. Not the hoot of an owl nor squeak of a bat. Not even a cricket, let alone one of his cousins giggling or breathing hard.
With his next step, he lurched into a dip but kept his balance until his foot hit something solid. He pitched forward, falling ass over teakettle, as his grandfather said.
“I don’t remember a rock there,” he said, not sure what to expect as he reached out a tentative hand. His fingers brushed against something soft. When he realized it was a long braid, he’d found Anna, he crowed, “Gotcha, Anna! You’re out.”
His cousin didn’t respond. For a second, Sean thought she’d fallen into the dip and was knocked out. He leaned closer to see her face. Her dark eyes were wide, and she seemed to stare at something over his left shoulder as her breath came in small, puffs of white, moonlit mist.
“Anna? What’s the matter?” He helped her sit upright.
Still no response. Her lower lip quivered as though she’d either cry or scream in the next heartbeat. He couldn’t let her do that or Sebastian would know where they were. If he didn’t already.
When Anna still didn’t speak or move, Sean turned slowly to peer over his left shoulder. At first, he thought he caught a glimpse of Sebastian and started to grin. Then a form made of mist drifted toward them.
Mist didn’t do that. Did it?
“Sebastian, where are you?” he bellowed, staying next to Anna. His heart raced as he tried to listen for footsteps, breathing, anything.
The moving mist in front of him became a pillar, which took the form of a woman dressed in flowing robes.
“What the hell kind of magic is this?” he whispered, standing slowly for a better look.
Anna whimpered and cowered against his leg. Her warmth comforted him, but only slightly. The chill of fear had set into his body. Sean wanted to run but his legs seemed rooted to the ground.
The woman glided toward them, then stopped directly in front of them. She was as beautiful as she was transparent. Scary, yet mesmerizing. She had to be a ghost of some sort, but whose?
As much as Sean wanted to scream and run for the Manor, he couldn’t move so much as his pinky finger. Where was Sebastian? Why didn’t he come out of hiding to rescue them?
Behind him, Anna made small noises as she clung to his knee.
The spirit woman reached a wispy hand to touch Sean’s cheek. Her fingers caressed him like a bead of ice water trickling over his skin. Did he imagine the wave of heat the coursed through his body from her touch?
“Do not be afraid, Sean of Awen,” she said, smiling as though to put him at ease. “You are braver than you think. We shall meet again one day.”
Her lips hadn’t moved, yet he was sure he’d heard her soft, musical voice. He tried to reply. Although his mouth moved and his thoughts raced, he had no idea what to say or how to form words.
“What are you doing here?” a gruff voice yelled from near the Manor. “Leave them alone. It’s not time.”
The ghost woman chuckled, then vanished like she’d never been there at all.
Sean grew light-headed as the mist swirled around he and Anna. He had the brief sensation of falling right before the damp, soft grass touched his cheek.
Everything grew cold and dark.
* * *

Sean awoke with a gasp sometime later. He lay tucked in his bed under a thick layer of blankets to ward off the cold. A wide, three-wick candle flickered on the night table nearby. Sebastian and Anna’s faces hovered on the other side of the flame, solemn with wide, frightened eyes.
After a long moment, Sebastian muttered, “You suck at hide and seek.”
Anna gave her brother a solid elbow to the ribs. “Don’t mind him, Sean. He didn’t see what we saw. You were very brave.”
“Ah, he’s awake, is he?” A tall, red-haired woman bustled into the room and flashed a relieved smile. She hushed the kids as they all spoke at once and sat next to him on the bed. “You can rehash it all in the morning. Now that you’ve seen for yourselves that Sean’s okay, it’s time for bed. Both of you.”
“Aww,” the twins groaned, pausing long enough to touch Sean’s legs. He couldn’t feel their touch beneath the thick quilts.
“Go on,” she said, waiting until Sebastian closed the door behind them before she sat next to Sean and placed a hand on his forehead.
“But, Mom, I’m—,” Sean started.
“You gave us quite the fright, young man. I hear you bumped your head while you were playing outside. You should know better than to be running all willy nilly in the mist. There are rocks in that yard just waiting for a thick skull like yours.”
“But I didn’t, I—”
“Get some sleep, sweetie. You’ve been tossing with nightmares ever since Grandfather found you. Don’t worry, you will be as right as rain in the morning.”
Nightmares? “It seemed so real,” he whispered.
“What did?”
“The woman in the mist.”
His mother chuckled. She tossed her long, red hair over one shoulder before leaning to kiss his cheek. “Dreams can be like that. You’re safe now. Get some sleep or I’ll kiss everyone of those little chocolate chips right off your cheeks.”
Sean threw his arms around her neck. “Not a chance. There’s too many.”
“Lucky for you, young man.” She tucked the covers to his chin, then sat next to him and stroked his forehead until he closed his eyes.
As his breathing slowed, he fell into a deep sleep. The ghost woman vanished from his mind completely.
Just like magic…






  
  Chapter one
Return to Awen Manor


Fifteen years to the day after his last visit to Awen Manor, Sean set the battered blue suitcase on the ground by his worn left sneaker. He slammed the trunk lid of his rented, silver Toyota. The barrister’s words came back to him like a barrage of machine gun fire. Grandfather. Sole heir. Inheritance. Estate. Awen. Memories had flooded over him in a tidal wave, but he’d managed to shake the majority off during the flight from Toronto to Ireland. 
He blew out a slow breath as he gazed up at the gray stone manor cloaked in creeping moss and climbing ivy. It had been too many years since he’d last set foot in Awen Manor, his ancestral family home tucked behind a thick, stone wall in the rolling Irish hills. So many, in fact, he was surprised Grandfather even remembered he existed.
Too bad the old man had requested cremation. Sean would’ve loved to see how, or if, the old man had finally aged. He rubbed his scruffy jaw. If only he’d aged as gracefully. Unlike his grandfather who’d roamed the hills endlessly and—from what he’d heard in the nearby town when he arrived—was as fit as a Roman god, Sean spent the past three years pent up in a cubicle in a large accounting firm. His pasty complexion came from a fast-food diet, cigarettes, and fluorescent lighting. He looked far more like an eighty-year-old man at twenty-three than his grandfather likely ever had.
Sean surveyed the rolling green hills, stone wall, and sheltered house. Everything appeared exactly as he remembered. Not a stone or tree out of place.
No sign of the barrister’s car.
Not a sound aside from birds and the steady breath of the wind in the trees.
Alone in what felt like the middle of nowhere, he leaned against the trunk of the rental car. His gaze roamed over the thick stone walls studded with gargoyle guardians around the manor. He’d heard countless stories from both his father and grandfather about how those gargoyles protected Awen from evil. As a boy, he had nightmares about them coming to life, especially when the fog rolled in.
Thankfully, the day was bright and warm with no sign of the low-hanging fog he remembered wandering through as a kid. That fog had always instilled unease in him whenever he heard disembodied grunts and cries of unseen creatures cut through the gloom. A shiver swept through him as a memory swept over him. It was gone like a vapor before he could grasp it. Brushing the memories off his sleeve along with a small leaf, he picked up his suitcase.
The main house sat at the end of a gray cobblestone walkway. While he’d expected everything to be overgrown with tangles of weeds and thick moss, someone had taken care of the yard work. Aside from a few crumbling moss-covered stones, the house and walkway hadn’t changed.
Beautiful and eerie all at once.
He walked through the open gate, surprised to see a cheery red BMW parked on the inside of the stone wall. It was huddled beneath the branches of a large alder tree. Sean guessed the hunched over man inside was his grandfather’s barrister. Why sit in the shade of a car working when the unusual warmth of a glorious Irish day beckoned? Lawyers were a weird breed.
When Sean rapped the backs of his knuckles against the window, the slender man jumped, tossing his pen at the glass. He had a pencil thin moustache and small round glasses. His thin lips formed a small “o” before he opened his window.
“Mr. Eason?” he asked.
“Yes. I’m Sean Eason.” Sean narrowed his eyes, already suspicious of the man.
Rather than escape the sweltering heat that seeped from his car, the barrister opened the window an inch wider. “Rowan McGillicutty, Esquire. I have papers for you to sign before I hand over the key to Awen Manor.”
When Rowan McGillicutty, Esquire tried to slide a manila folder through the gap, it caught on the lip of the glass. He pulled it back inside, then lowered the window a couple more centimeters before trying again.
Sean raised his brows. Adept and athletic, this man was not. He reached for the folder and flipped it open to give the papers a quick once over. Just the garden variety legalese. He’d become accustomed to it after his parents—
McGillicutty cleared his throat. His head bobbed as he glanced around impatiently. Why was he so nervous? There was no one around for kilometers.
He took notice of three bright yellow paper arrows stuck to the paper instructing him to “sign here,” then asked, “You don’t happen to have a pen, do you?”
“Aye.” McGillicutty searched his briefcase and car before he stuck a pen out the window. His hand trembled violently before he dropped it into the dirt.
Sean frowned, not sure if the man was ill or afraid of something. “Are you okay?”
“Just in a wee bit of a hurry. Please get on with it, Mr. Eason.”
“I can see that,” he muttered. The little hairs rose on the back of his neck rose as he knelt to pick up the silver pen. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were afraid.”
McGillicutty grimaced. “I quit smoking. It’s withdrawals.”
Sean pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. “Take one of mine. You might need to take the edge off before your next appointment. You look ready to pass out.”
The solicitor waved him off. “Just sign the damn thing, so I can be on my way. Since your grandfather had no servants, you will be alone here. No one has stocked the manor since he went on. I imagine you should find quite a mess inside.”
Sean drew his eyebrows together. “You mean you haven’t even checked?”
Focused on taking care of business, the man seemed to ignore him. “There is a petrol station and a grocer down the road in Tooms, across from the pub.”
“Yeah, thanks. I passed them on the way here.” Sean took his answer as a no. He signed both copies of the papers the barrister gave him, then wedged them back through the window clipped together by the pen before he asked, “So now what?”
McGillicutty took a metal object out of his briefcase and pounded it against both pages before he slid one copy of the paperwork back out the gap in the window. “I also have your keys. Your grandfather set out a few rules concerning the estate. They are clearly laid out in the documents you signed. Essentially, you have already agreed to the details on paper, but...”
When McGillicutty didn’t continue, Sean leaned over to peer inside. “But what?”
“Read the documents very carefully, lad,” McGillicutty warned. He handed Sean a three-inch-long metal skeleton key and a brown envelope with a gob of reddish sealing wax on the flap. As he met Sean’s gaze, his expression became deadly serious. “No one would think less of you if you ran back to Canada and forgot this place existed.”
Sean turned away to hide the grin that played on his lips. “I’m a rich man now, Mr. McGillicutty. Why would I want to run back to Canada so soon?”
“You shall find out soon enough. You have my number. Feel free to ring me up if you need anything, just do not expect me to show up again in person. Ever.” His jaw tightened as he started the car.
“I’m starting to think you don’t like me, Mr. McGillicutty,” Sean said.
McGillicutty closed the window.
Before Sean could ask why he was so afraid, he was left to stare at his reflection in the glass with Awen Manor standing watch behind him as McGillicutty stomped on the gas and peeled out of the yard. The trail of dust he raised along the road would take several minutes to settle.
“What a loon,” Sean mumbled as he tucked the papers into the side of his suitcase.
He stuck a cigarette between his lips while he fumbled to pull the cheap lighter he’d settled on at the Dublin Airport from his pocket. Nothing flammable allowed on the plane. Security had confiscated his thirty-dollar gold lighter—a gift from a girlfriend. Molly? Meagan? Regardless, he’d ditched the girl but kept the lighter. As the first puff of smoke swirled around his head, he turned to study the grounds of Awen Manor.
Built in the late sixteen hundreds, the gray stones of the Awen Manor were covered by dense moss and ivy that should’ve broken them to dust at least a hundred years ago. If he remembered right, there were a couple bathrooms and a half dozen bedrooms as well as Grandfather’s study, a library, a large kitchen, and a formal sitting room.
The gardens were tidy, but housed brambles and ivy that climbed the walls of the manor just as they always had been. Life went on after his grandfather’s departure without anyone to tame it. Beech, Sissel, oak, and alder trees towered over the thick stone wall that protected the manor from intruders. Leaves rustled as the wind murmured and ruffled his hair like Grandfather did every chance he got.
Up until now, Sean hadn’t taken the time to read the will the solicitor sent via courier. He guessed he’d have to do something lame like spend twenty-four hours alone in the manor before it became legally his. Fine by him. It was Friday night. Since he was on bereavement leave, he had nowhere to be until the end of next week. He could spend as many nights as it took to clean any valuables out of the manor.
His boss had wrongly assumed he and his grandfather were close, especially since he was Sean’s last living relative. Not that Sean wanted to take any kind of leave. It was difficult to mourn a man he hadn’t seen in over a dozen years. At least he was out of his cubicle and away from the rat race for a while.
He took a deep breath of sweet Irish air before taking another puff on his cigarette. For the bulk of the week, he planned to stay in Awen Manor to catalogue all the valuables, then sell everything in Dublin. By the time he left Ireland, he’d return to Canada a rich man. If he remembered the stories correctly, he’d be a filthy rich man.
As for Awen itself...
Sean swore he heard a low whistle and harsh whispers all around him. It had to be the wind breathing through the trees. Goosebumps rose along his arms, and he swore the house watched his every move. Knew his every thought.
If the fog were to move in now, he’d jump in the car and spend the rest of the week drunk in Dublin.
Being drunk for a week in Awen didn’t hold the same appeal.
Another drag on the cigarette later he glanced at each window of the manor. No curtains moved. No strange faces appeared. No snarling cats leaped out to startle him. The building stood still and silent. Stone cold, so to speak. He grinned at his own pun. His imagination was toying with him, just like his father did him when he was a kid.
Sean tossed his cigarette butt on the ground and snuffed the remains with the toe of his shoe where a new hole had appeared. Now that he was rich—filthy rich—he could buy new ones and still pay the rent. Better yet, he could buy a multi-million-dollar house along the Bridal Path in Toronto where all the other rich people lived.
He picked up his suitcase before clutching the thick skeleton key in his right hand. Mounds of treasures lay beyond the stone walls of the manor—he was sure of it—and there was no way they were going to wander out to find him.
Emotion stopped him at the door, and he took a bracing breath. He gazed at the initials gouged in the door jamb. His, Sebastian’s, and Anna’s. They’d caught holy hell after that stunt. Grandfather took to calling them T.I.O., Three in One. Three bodies. One brain.
Sean chuckled. The old man had never gotten rid of the evidence. He shook off the memories, then decided he would start by rummaging his grandfather’s study, then loot, pillage, and plunder his way from there like some sort of foreign pirate.
Who’d stop him?
Awen Manor and the outlying lands were his and his alone. He had no siblings or relatives to contend with. They were all dead or missing so long they’d been declared dead. He was the sole heir to what he guessed was a large—make that an enormous fortune. The actual amount would be determined once he sold every antique he laid his grubby hands on.
Sean slid the chunky key into the lock and turned it with ease. He’d expected to struggle with a stubborn, rusty lock. No way the old man could have kept everything clean and in working order. Not alone. Was the barrister serious about hiring someone to clean before Sean’s arrival?
Not bloody likely. McGillicutty probably wouldn’t recognize a joke if it bit off the end of his pointed nose.
A gust of cool, musty air greeted him as he pushed open the heavy wooden door. He coughed, then announced, “What a lovely stench. The first thing I need to do is open a few windows. This place smells like...”
Like someone had died.
Sean closed his eyes glad to be alone with his embarrassment. He set his suitcase on the floor, closed the door, and fought the urge to ask if anyone was home. The answer was obvious.
Awen Manor hadn’t changed a bit. Right down to the layer of dust on the banister and the mahogany table in the front entrance. The table had stood in that same spot for longer than he’d been alive. He could get a few hundred bucks for it alone, especially with the ornate mother-of-pearl inlay that decorated the top in a familiar design.
The symbol of Awen. His grandfather described it as three rays emanating from three points of light. The points represented the points at which the sun rose during the equinoxes and solstices. The Triad of Sunrises. He’d also heard it translated from Welsh as “inspiration.” With no idea who’d been inspired by three dots with three lines, he continued looking around.
Down the hall to his left lay Grandfather’s study. To his right stood a washroom which reminded him he had more urgent needs than finding treasure.
After answering the call of nature, he flushed the avocado green toilet, a flashback to the last time his grandfather renovated the manor. Back in the seventies. He washed his hands while entertaining visions of the things he could do with his newfound wealth. Thoughts of partying with rock stars seemed so real that he swore he could hear the murmur of voices outside the bathroom door.
Impossible. His grandfather didn’t have any staff, and the rest of his family...
Sean caught a glimpse of his bewildered expression in the mirror.
He had no idea what had happened to the rest of his family. His aunt, uncle, cousins, and parents had disappeared over the years never to be heard from again. Not by him, anyway. Was it possible one of them might return to Awen and seek to worm their way back into the manor and the will now that Grandfather was gone?
He turned off the faucet and listened.
Nothing but silence.
Sean opened the door to poke his head out. The voices, if there were any outside of his head, had stopped. He chuckled.
“Great,” he said. “Five minutes in Awen and I’m losing my grip on reality.”
For a split second, the symbol on the hall table seemed to glow. “I’m even hallucinating.”
With his gaze focused on the hall table, he stubbed his toe on the suitcase and cussed. Leaving his luggage near the front door, he wandered through the house, keeping his shoes on for safety and warmth. With no one to light a fire in the hearth since his grandfather’s death, the stone house held in the cold like a refrigerator.
Or a morgue.
“Stop that.”
His first stop was the study where he was greeted by the Fire-Breathing Monster. The enormous fireplace that filled several feet of the far wall and still haunted his nightmares. It was embedded with two circles that resembled eyes, each the size of his splayed hands.
Everything remained in the exact same places they had twenty some years ago. He had no doubt that once he’d removed every item from the mahogany desk and bookshelves, each would leave behind a stark imprint in the dust as though stenciled in place for fifty years or more. He’d leave the dust untouched. A sign to future scavengers he’d been there and gone with all the good stuff.
In the dim light, he pictured his grandfather sitting behind the desk pouring over one of the thick, leather-bound journals that stood on the mahogany bookshelves. The family history books anyone under five feet tall were forbidden to touch that were written in foreign languages.
His breath stuck in his throat. Sebastian and Anna, the twins, were inseparable since birth. AS kids, the trio—TIO—according to Grandfather, spent as much time together as they could. He hadn’t heard from either of them in years. Even after his parents...
Sean leaned against the cool door jamb as his head spun. Had the twins died as well, and no one could find him to let him know?
Once he’d regained his wits, he entered the study slowly, careful not to stir up the fine dust in the carpet. Despite his best efforts, dust tickled his nose made him sneeze several times. As he wiped tears from his eyes, he thought there was a movement near the desk. He caught a whiff of tobacco mingled with something less familiar and more pungent. Not quite flowery. More herbal.
Sean scanned the room until his gaze fell onto the portrait above the stone fireplace. Robert Seamus McAwen Eason the Third. His grandfather.
Far from being frail with translucent skin, he was rosy cheeked and hearty. Healthy. The man ran through the Irish hills daily and could outlast Sean and his cousins when they took long treks across the fields.
The painting was commissioned to a local artist when his grandfather was in his prime, around thirty. Five years older than Sean was now. He’d always found it odd that over the years his grandfather’s hair had grayed, but he hadn’t changed in any other way. The last time Sean saw him Grandfather appeared no older than Sean’s father, who’d become soft from a life behind a desk.
The year Sean graduated high school, his parents, Seamus and Rhiannon, took a trip to Ireland to visit Awen where they disappeared. He hadn’t heard from them in seven years. While he could legally have them both declared dead, deep down he was sure they were very much alive. They probably just couldn’t live with his antics anymore.
Not that Sean could blame them. Drugs, alcohol, partying. It was a small miracle he was still alive and a functioning member of society. Well, an accountant. Little more than a drudge who lived in a cubicle by day and slept in an apartment not much bigger than that at night.
As he wandered through the manor, he made mental note of where the most valuable possessions awaited. By the time he returned to the study, the dollar signs he envisioned made him grin. Good thing he had enough foresight to pick up several moving boxes and flatten them in the trunk of the car. He’d need every one of them. Depending on what he found, two or three trips to Dublin would be necessary to sell off the antiques and treasures he’d inherited. It might even be worth him renting a truck for a couple of days.
His stomach rumbled. Before he could dive in to filling boxes, he needed a bite to eat. Good thing he’d stopped at the pub on his way and grabbed a greasy burger and chips in case he had to wait for the barrister. The food sat in his car. All he had to do was microwave everything and eat. He’d likely find a pint of ale somewhere in the house. Beer was one thing his grandfather was never without when they visited.
Within minutes, he’d moved the rental car closer to the house to where the barrister parked earlier. He hauled the empty boxes into the house and leaned them in the foyer, then carried his lunch to the kitchen.
No microwave. No ale.
He cursed, ate the burger lukewarm, tossed the flaccid chips, then lit the stove to boil water for a cup of tea. Plenty of tea in the cupboard as well as tins of beans, vegetables, and meats. Fresh produce was reduced to fuzzy piles in the bottom of the fridge. The bottle of milk on the top shelf had the consistency of cottage cheese.
Good thing he had a strong stomach. He only vomited once.
As he closed the fridge door, the whispers met his ears again. He still couldn’t make out a single word, just the hum of what sounded like a half dozen voices talking at once. Trying to follow them, he was baffled to realize the sounds came from everywhere, yet nowhere. Since he’d already done a quick search of the house, he knew he was completely alone without so much as a radio or television for company.
So where were the voices coming from?
His head, most likely. A byproduct of jetlag. A good night’s sleep would hush them and allow him to think more clearly.
He hoped.






  
  Chapter two
The Talisman


“Seek the talisman.” 
Sean’s eyes snapped open as he jolted awake in total darkness.
He didn’t remember going to bed, let alone falling asleep. He went from what felt like a deep slumber to full on alert with his senses tingling. Sitting upright, his heart raced as though he’d downed two pots of strong coffee in a single gulp. He shivered from the surge of adrenaline and his sweat-soaked shirt.
“Seek the talisman,” a chorus of disembodied voices repeated.
He couldn’t make out a thing in the inky darkness. Finally, he whispered, “Who’s there?”
Again, the voices taunted him. He couldn’t make out what they were saying or where they were coming from. Was this all a trick being played on him by his grandfather and that creepy barrister? If so, the man was a better actor than Sean gave him credit for.
Or by his cousins? That he’d believe.
All he knew was that he tired of hearing them. Whoever “them” was.
Sean reached out a tentative hand to feel the area around him. He was sprawled on top of one of the thick, handmade wool comforters on a bed. Probably a guest room. If he was right, about five feet in front of him was a dresser. The door stood a couple steps to his left.
“What talisman?” he asked aloud.
When no one answered, he stood and lurched forward. Rather than walk with his arms extended, decided to trust his instincts. Taking his third step into the darkness, he ran face first into the wall. So much for that idea. City living had ruined every instinct he used to rely on as a kid.
From somewhere in the gloom came a sound that closely resembled laughter.
“Oh, shut up.” Sean growled, even more determined to find a light switch and discover who was mocking him. He stuck out both hands to feel his way along the wall, the rocks smooth and cold to his touch. Better to look like a fool than to run into another wall and remove all doubt again.
“Seek the talisman.”
“What talisman?” Sean growled, following the voice toward his left. “What are you talking about?”
No doors, just a corner and a wall that extended even further. One step at a time, he followed the wall until he ran into a night table with his thigh. “Crap. I’m on the far side of the bloody room.”
What seemed like twenty minutes later, he finally touched the open doorway. He’d hoped for a glimpse of moonlight to orient himself. Instead, the hallway beyond lay in inky darkness.
“Olly, Olly, oxen free,” a familiar voice from his childhood called out.
A chill ran down Sean’s spine. “Sebastian?”
He and his cousins played tag and hide and seek throughout the manor and inner yard when they were little. Never beyond the wall. In happier times. Safe in the familiarity, yet always aware of a presence. Mostly Grandfather’s. With practically free reign, they discovered Awen’s hidden rooms.
The back of Sean’s neck prickled. He hadn’t thought about those rooms in years, convinced he’d imagined them. Now that he looked back…
He was always amazed no one had ever told them not to run down the dingy passageways or play in the hidden rooms with dusty cobwebs and bugs large enough to cart them all off at once. Could he remember where they were?
He patted his pockets until he found his pack of cigarettes. Sticking one between his lips, he took out the cheap lighter. With one flick, an orange-yellow flame leaped into the air. Before he could bring it close enough to light his cigarette, a puff of icy air extinguished the flame and sent a blast of frigid air into his face.
Just his luck.
“Drafty old dump,” he muttered, then tried again. Yet another gasp of air snuffed the flame as though someone next to him blew it out.
“What the hell?” Sean shouted. As far as he knew, he was still alone in the house. Yet the voices and the drafts…
He had to be dreaming.
Yup, that was it. Between jetlag and being back in Awen Manor, his imagination had created dreams too realistic for his liking. He’d need a lot of energy to inventory the house come morning. It was best if he dreamed about returning to bed to let his body catch up to his mind.
Those so-called voices were just a by-product of his overtired brain. Once he got some rest, they’d stop. All he had to do was turn around and make his way back down the inky hall. At least that was the story he told himself as he felt his way down the hall. Until a shiver swept through him again. The damp Irish night seemed to wrap around his entire body like a thin, wet blanket and chill him to the bones.
“I should’ve lit the fire when I got here and slept in front of it,” he spoke aloud, mostly to hear a voice that wasn’t a ghostly whisper.
“Seek the talisman.”
Right on cue. The voices came from the study.
Sean felt his way along the wall toward the source. Toward what he hoped was the study. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m an Eason and I belong here. You’ll get out of Awen Manor if you know what’s good for you.”
“Fifth,” came the voice. “Seek the talisman.”
Fifth? Sean froze. He hadn’t heard that name in years.
Suddenly, the gloom brightened as the crackling of wood, and the flicker of light came from the study ahead. Someone had lit a fire in the hearth. But if he hadn’t lit it, who had?
He swallowed hard as a shudder ran down his spine. “Who’s in here? Show yourself.”
Show yourself? Sean cringed. He’d only just arrived and yet he already thought he was some kind of guardian of the manor.
“Fear and jet lag,” he announced. “That’s all you are.”
He crept toward the study with his gaze fixed on the golden light that played on the stone walls ahead, then asked, “Hello? Who’s here?”
No reply.
“Sebastian? Anna? Is that you?” He placed a hand just inside the doorway of the study and peered slowly around the corner. “Olly, Olly, oxen free.”
Not sure what he expected to see, the sight of the empty room disappointed him. Even seeing his grandfather as a floating spectre would’ve answered more than one question.
“Hello?” Sean called out as he stepped into full view of anyone—or anything—inside the study.
He scanned the room inch by inch, squinting to get a better look in each dim corner before he turned his attention to the roaring fire. The Fire-Breathing Monster seemed to watch his every move with glowing green eyes beneath the thick wooden mantle.
Sean’s heart pounded in three-quarter time against his ribs. He and Sebastian gave his grandfather’s fireplace that nickname so many years ago he’d lost count. Some nights, Grandfather built fires that seemed to belch enough heat to warm the entire manor, and half of Ireland. Yet he’d still walk around grumbling about the damp and cold. Where Sean once chalked the man’s muttering up to old age, he now felt the dampness as well.
“Seek the talisman,” the voices said all around him at once.
“What talisman? What the hell are you talking about?” Sean asked as he spun around. When he saw nothing, he sighed. “Why am I even talking to you? Tomorrow, I’m taking everything of value out of here and selling this place. You can keep your stupid talisman I don’t need it. I’ll be a rich man without it.”
The house grew so still and silent that Sean’s eyes grew wide.
A sound like the rumble of an oncoming freight train began to rattle the house even though there were no tracks for a good twenty kilometers in any direction. The only other time he’d heard a similar noise was when a tornado touched down near Toronto.
Sean gasped as unseen hands picked him up and lifted him into the air. He flailed his arms and legs, trying to catch hold of anything to hang onto. A second later, the hands slammed him face down on the floor in front of the blazing fire.
He twisted, covering his neck and head with his arms as he lay hunched on the floor in a tight ball. As fast as the sound came, a sudden silence pained his ears. Only after several muffled breaths did he dare to look around, expecting the study to be in complete shambles.
The only thing the wind—or whatever it was—had moved was him.
Eyes wide and hands clammy, he sat on the study floor and run a hand through his disheveled hair. The voices were not only real, but they were also capable of causing bodily harm if he didn’t start to co-operate. He needed to put his plans of becoming filthy rich on hold. At least until he could figure out what was going on in Awen Manor.
“Okay, then,” he said, unable to keep his voice from shaking. “Where do I find this talisman?”
The clock across the room ticked the seconds. It seemed like a full five minutes before the voices replied, “Remember the secret places.”
Sean scowled at his grandfather’s portrait and narrowed his eyes. “Remember the secret places? What the hell is that supposed to mean? You’re going to have to give me a clue here.”
The Fire-Breathing Monster roared and it’s green eyes glowed.
Grandfather used to tell stories about those eyes. Circles cut into the stone with designs inlayed with green crystals. Sean had long forgotten the meanings of the other Celtic symbols his ancestors carved into the stone for protection.
He stared at one of the symbols. Protection against what?
The circle to his left with three lines pointing down away from three dots in the center stood for Awen and the manor’s link with the sun. Creation. Life force.
Mesmerized, Sean stood to touch the circle’s center before he traced the lines with his left index finger the way Grandfather showed him years earlier then pushed the center of the circle with one hand. A loud click came from within the fireplace.
“The secret room.” He glanced at the second circle which was barely in his reach. The one Sebastian always traced and pushed.
When he, Sebastian, and Anna had run amok through the house, they’d discovered hidden passageways behind walls and into the attic. He’d never thought of them as secret places, just forts and hidden caverns.
The triple moon symbol showing the waxing, full, and waning moons. Lightness and darkness. The sun and the moon. Since he and Sebastian were opposites from the day they were born, it seemed fitting that they each had their own symbol. Anna, the lone girl, had no such honors that he knew of.
Sean traced the triple moon symbol with the index finger of his right hand just as Sebastian did years earlier, then pushed. Nothing. He pushed again, this time with a bit more force. From behind the fireplace came one more click before the set of shelves that housed his grandfather’s giant leather-bound books creaked.
He ran his hands over the shelves until he found a gap. A door. When he nudged the books, the shelves swung away from him into the darkness. The strong, stale scents of dust, old leather, and oil assaulted his nostrils. Had he found a gateway to Hell itself?
“Figures. I never thought to buy a flashlight.” With a shiver, Sean reached for his lighter and took one last look around the study to gather his courage. That was when he spied a thick candle near the desk. Much less dangerous than flicking his lighter repeatedly and possibly burning himself.
“Seek the talisman,” the voices urged. A gust of air ruffled his hair as if trying to nudge him into the gap.
“I’m seeking. I’m seeking.” His voice wavered as he lit the candle. Holding it at arm’s length in front of him, he followed the flickering light down a short hallway, through a haze of cobwebs and a thick layer of dust.
“I’m not afraid, you know,” he said. “I’ve been here a dozen times before. There’s nothing scarier here than a couple of spiders.”
“Olly, Olly, oxen free,” Sebastian sang from twenty years earlier. “You can’t catch us, Fifth.”
An icy chill ran over Sean. There was that nickname again. “Fifth.”
His grandfather and cousins called him Fifth because of his father, Robert Seamus McAwen Eason the Fourth. Rob, for short. His grandfather was simply Grandfather, but Sean was called Fifth since the day of his birth. He only called himself Sean once he and his family left Ireland.
“Did you find the secrets?” Anna asked in her child-like voice. Her presence—Sean didn’t know how else to think of it—was stronger in the secret rooms.
He hadn’t seen his cousins in years. Both she and Sebastian came to visit Grandfather alone when they were young teenagers. Sean hadn’t heard from them since.
Before they all immigrated to Canada, both families lived in Awen Manor with Grandfather. He assumed there’d been a falling out between his father and his uncle. Or between them and their father.
Continuing down the hallway, Sean emerged into a small room lined with roughly hewn wood shelves. The acrid scents of oil and leather were much stronger here. Chests of every size and type of material sat on shelves as well as on top of one another. Some of them appeared to be centuries old. How was that possible when he’d never seen them before?
Sean set the candle on a dusty shelf to open a chest the size of a toaster. It was filled with something that resembled dirty ice. He’d seen rocks like them before. Raw, uncut diamonds. Once cut and polished, the stones in that box alone would be worth a vast fortune. He’d be beyond a millionaire. Able to buy Ireland.
Nah, too damp. He’d settle for his own tropical island.
Heart racing, he reached for a slightly smaller chest. That one was filled with loose, cut diamonds in assorted sizes and shapes. Thousands of them. He caught his breath before moving on to yet another chest, which held sapphires as blue as the summer sky and as large as chicken eggs.
Wide-eyed, he opened chest after chest filled with rubies, emeralds, and other assorted precious and semi-precious stones. Gold in primitive bars marked with an odd logo. Stamped silver coins and bars of various sizes, as well as gold jewelry. Various gemstones set in a variety of precious metals. Each finished piece he discovered appeared older and more valuable than the last.
“Wow, this is some inheritance.” Incredulous, Sean opened the last chest which was filled with a variety of gold coins. “The old man was sitting on a fortune. I guess this is how he paid the bills.”
Forget finding a small fortune. Robert Seamus McAwen Eason the Fifth—Sean to the rest of the world—was filthy, stinking rich. Good-bye cubicles. No box could contain him anymore. All he needed to do was pack every single chest into the car and haul his loot to the nearest jeweler.
Considering his grandfather hadn’t worked a day in his life, as far as Sean knew, that he’d amassed such a grand fortune was incredible. Was he an archeologist who had looted pyramids and castles? A pirate?
“Seek the talisman,” the voices demanded, as if to remind him of his mission.
He scoffed, closing the chest of coins. “Forget the bloody talisman. I have everything I need right here. All I need to do is load the car, leave at dawn, and I’ll be in Dublin in time for breakfast. I’ll be richer than any man on earth. I could buy my own mansion and get a Lamborghini in any color I choose. Hell, I could buy my own country and get a car in every color.”
“Seek the talisman.” This time the voices were harsher. More insistent. Their intensity sent an electric jolt of fear straight through him.
Gathering control of his senses, Sean examined the walls for more secret doorways, positive he remembered using at least one other entrance as a child. Nothing. Not a single symbol, no cracks, no more hidden passageways.
At least the damned voices had stopped hounding him about some ridiculous talisman.
After searching chests and combating spider webs, Jetlag snuck up on him again. He yawned. Once he got some sleep, he could inventory the gems which were safe in the secret cavern for the meantime. If he took care of things while he was groggy, he might make mistakes that would cost him a great deal of money. Besides, if he humored the voices, he could find even more.
Stumbling back down the passageway, he pushed the door shut before he remembered the trick to locking it. He grinned, running his fingers over the circles in reverse. Not bad for a day’s work.
Just as the bookshelves slid back into place, the voices instructed, “Seek the talisman.”
His shoulders sagged as he asked, “Are you sure it wasn’t in there? I could’ve sworn I saw something in one of those chests that looked like a—”
“Seek the talisman,” the voices repeated, louder and more demanding than before. Closer. Since they nearly broke his nose earlier…
Sean shuddered. “I will. I promise. Right after I get some sleep. I’ve been awake for two days straight.”
Had he? He recalled waking up in the guest room with no memory of falling asleep or even entering that room. His stomach churned.
“Help us, Fifth,” a woman pleaded, her voice haunting and clear in the night.
The hair rose on the back of Sean’s neck as he stared into the crackling fire. He’d heard that voice before, but who did it belong to?
“Help you how?” he asked.
His heart throbbed at a frantic pace. When had he begun to talk back to the disembodied voices without a second thought? As their commands suddenly changed to a woman’s plea for help, his elation at finding the treasure deflated. Whatever they wanted seemed more important than he’d given them credit for.
“Seek the talisman.” This time the voices came from the hallway behind him.
Armed with nothing but the candle, Sean took a few tentative steps out of the warmth of the study and into the dark, cool air. To his right stood the front entrance and washroom. He had half a mind to grab his suitcase and run screaming into the night. Past that was the stateroom, kitchen, a small library, and a servant quarters where he’d never seen any servants.
“Where do I need to go?” he asked, gazing to his left where his grandfather’s bedroom, a bathroom, and a couple of guest bedrooms lay. While he had no idea what the talisman looked like, he headed right. He would start with searching the library, then go from there.
“Wrong way,” the voices whispered. Several unseen hands spun him around.
He sucked in a sharp breath too afraid to move. Something—or someone—had touched him. The voices weren’t as disembodied as he thought. That unnerved him far more than the voices themselves.
Jet lag. That was the only logical explanation for what just happened. Or maybe he was still slumbering in the guest room. None of this was real.
“It’s just a dream,” he whispered.
“Seek the talisman.”
“This isn’t funny,” he shouted out of fear and frustration. “If someone’s in here, you’d better come out before I call the cops.”
The house grew quiet. Had he finally scared the trespassers off?
Around him, the manor around him creaked and shifted as if dancing with the wind outside. He took careful steps into the darkness listening for the voices and holding his breath until his chest ached. He exhaled, slow and quiet, once he neared his grandfather’s bedroom, which was off limits to them as kids.
The bedroom door opened with a groan before a gust of cold air blew past him and extinguished his candle. Goosebumps rose up his arms all the way to his scalp.
Sean reeled back with a gasp. “Whoever you are, you’re definitely not subtle.”
Light flickered beyond the door. His unseen guest, or guests, had lit the fireplace as if to welcome him.
“Neat trick,” he said, wiping his clammy hands on his pant leg. “You’d make a fortune doing that at parties.”
“Seek the talisman.”
“I’m going.” He relit the candle before he stepped into his grandfather’s bedroom to scan the gloom.
The headboard of a gigantic four poster bed with a dark canopy stood against the far wall along with the usual wardrobe closet and bedside tables. A massive stone fireplace was built into the stone wall. It wasn’t nearly as intimidating as the Fire-Breathing Monster but about the same size.
“It would help if you told me what this talisman looked like,” he said, walking around the end of the bed toward a closed door. Another secret room? “Great. Another bathroom.”
The ensuite bathroom had a regular sink and toilet, but an over-sized, claw foot bathtub. As he stepped inside, the floor creaked with an odd grinding sound. Metal on metal as something shifted. Sean knelt to look beneath the tub.
He still wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Nothing hid underneath it but stale air and a couple cobwebs. It did appear to rest on a raised portion of floor that extended to the wall and upward beyond the taps and spout. That couldn’t be right.
Sean sat and rubbed his face with one hand. “I’m exhausted, I’m hallucinating, I’m hearing voices, and my imagination sent me on a wild goose chase. That’s all this is..”
If he didn’t get some sleep soon, he’d completely lose his mind. When he pressed his back against the edge of the tub, there was a loud click before it shifted. He flung his arms forward to keep from falling back and nearly dropped the candle.
“What the hell?” His voice echoed off the tile walls.
The tub hadn’t moved. Sean gave it a shove, but it still didn’t budge. Setting the candle on the edge of the sink, he tried pulling the tub away from the wall, praying none of the pipes burst. The entire tub slid toward him, complete with the raised flooring and a portion of the wall.
Giving a low whistle, he circled the tub, then noticed a two-foot square panel behind it. When he crouched to push on the panel, it sprang outward to reveal an opening. Finding another secret room shouldn’t have surprised him as much as it did. He returned for the candle, then wiggled behind the tub. Holding the candle in the opening, he realized there was a short tunnel which led to a dark space beyond.
“Grandfather had a warped sense of humor,” he muttered.
“Fifth, seek the talisman.”
Fifth. His grandfather hadn’t built Awen Manor. His great-great-grandfather had. Every hidden room and tunnel in the manor was decades—if not centuries—old.
He took one last breath of semi-fresh air before wiggling his way into the hole, then stopped. It would serve him right if he got stuck. Too many late-night pizzas and pints of beer. The only person who’d even know where to find him was the pasty barrister. From the way he acted, there was no way he’d check on Sean before he retired in twenty years or so.
“Seek the talisman,” the voices repeated. They were louder now. More urgent. Was he finally getting close?
Sean continued to wiggle through the hole. By the layers of dust, it was obvious no one had been down here in years. He wished he could reach up and wipe the cobwebs from his face. Luckily, the tunnel opened into a larger room. Glad he thought to push the candle through the tunnel ahead of him, he paused to get his bearings.
The larger room was empty. No furniture or treasure chests, just a short flight of stairs against the far wall several feet away. Ten steep steps that led into nothingness. Sweat trickled off his forehead, soaking his dusty clothes as he moved the candle to one side and pulled his torso through the opening. Apparently, the trip through the tight tunnel wasn’t enough. He had two more obstacles to hurdle.
The first was standing up after being cramped into the tunnel.
The second, was the stairs. Sean hated stairs. At work, he took the elevator. These stairs rose almost a foot apart
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