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For my beloved sister Armida, who never found an ancient cairn or stone circle she didn’t love. Thank you for being my friend and travel companion.
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Katherine Gilbert’s More in Heaven and Earth Universe
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

(These first three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with the short story at the end of this list and one other prequel short story)

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

(These second three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These third three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a behind-the-scenes short story)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves & Wombats

Frozen in Fairyland

“Things to Do at the British Museum When You’re Dead: An Unearthly Remains Prequel Short Story”
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Author’s Note
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Although Teena and William first appeared as secondary characters in Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships, and the members of the Outer Banks Irregulars first appeared in Postcards from Another World, this story can be easily understood without starting there. Consider those novels a prequel. If you enjoy this work and wish to spend more time with these characters, you can always go back to them later. Any events required for understanding will be explained here.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1—The Mystery of the Talking Dog

Teena
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As days went, this one wasn’t exactly stellar, but it also wasn’t the worst. There had been that one time her college roommate had turned into a wolf, and that other time a demon on a ship she’d been visiting—the same one where she’d been murdered in a previous life—had sent her spiraling into a timeline which had never actually happened, with only a revenant, a nearly-sorceress, and an ex-cat for company. And then there had been the time when she had left William . . . 

. . . but she wasn’t going to think about that anymore. She’d promised herself.

But now . . .

When Teena Jones told these sorts of stories to people, she was usually seen as anything from full-blown looney toons to several bottles short of a six-pack, which was why she typically didn’t bother. She’d learned to be quiet among family and friends early or risk the oh, you poor dear looks they always gave her.

Because of this, she couldn’t talk about anything from the last two years or so, so she’d been quietly minding her own business, instead. Sitting on a bench at the Venice Beach pier, half-watching the roller-bladers and tourists, she was trying to pretend that she didn’t miss her job or her boyfriend.

Of course, her attempts hadn’t been working even before the small, fluffy white dog came up and started a conversation with her. That was definitely something she’d never be able to tell her parents.

To make the experience stranger, the pooch had some sort of New York accent—she’d never been able to tell them apart—and was really grouchy.

“And then you know what she says to me?” the dog—possibly a Highland terrier, although Teena was determined not to inquire further—demanded, shuffling from foot to foot agitatedly. “She says, ‘Mr. Fluffy, I don’t know that it’s meant to be between us.’”

His voice was an extremely annoying falsetto in an attempt at capturing a woman’s tones, and it grated on Teena’s nerves, but she was forcing herself not to start a conversation with a strange dog in public, no matter how mouthy he was.

“‘I don’t know if I can wait another six years till you’re back on two legs again.’ I mean, jeez! Like this shape is my fault!”

As this doggy tirade continued, Teena stared off down the pier, as a woman in nothing but a very-revealing thong bikini zoomed by, lost in a world of her personal music and the speed of her blades. While Teena had on the 1920s flapper-type dress her ex-boyfriend—or kinda-not-a-spirit lover or whatever he could be called—William, had given to her, she was here mostly because she hoped no one would notice her.

Too bad for doggy interruptions.

Granted, as much as she wanted to be invisible, she hadn’t made herself stop wearing William’s present. It was a pretty Kelly green, unlike most of her usual choices of clothing in a hundred shades of black, and matched her hair, and it somehow made her dark brown skin shine. There was even a matching ribbon tied around her close-cropped head. Of course, lost in a world of tourists staring at Californians going about their daily lives and her fellow denizens of L.A. doing their thing, she fortunately wasn’t sticking out.

Three unicyclers rolled by in helmets which had both crosses and skulls on them, with the words, “Live Free or Die Young” on them. They didn’t notice her, either, which was for the best, as it gave her time to be lost in her own misery and memories.

The day she’d left her man from another century, standing in the rain like in some sort of music video, she’d cut her longer hair off, nearly down to the scalp, and changed its color from blue to green.

It didn’t make any difference, though. All she remembered was him, fading from solid into spirit, until the only thing left was the rain.

Clearly not noticing her sad memories, as he collapsed down onto his fluffy paws, the dog looked dejected, although Teena was trying not to notice.

“Dames,” he muttered darkly. “Ain’t nothin’ good enough for them.”

Sighing, Teena replied softly, “No, I suppose not.”

Not even a man from another century who was about a thousand times too good for me.

Although, honestly, the whole, he’s physical/no, he’s a spirit thing had always been a little confusing.

“Anyway, now I gotta work with her when she won’t accept me as her own,” the dog groused, although his head was so deep against his paws that his voice was sort of muted.

Of course, Teena didn’t understand how he could talk, anyway, and was sort of wondering whether she’d finally lost her last marble. She’d kind of been expecting it.

Given that I gave up my job with the Magical Council—which NO ONE with any sense does—I probably have.

It had only been a month since the end of that and of her relationship with William. If he were still around, she couldn’t see him, and she’d gotten a lot better at seeing ghosts lately.

Thus, she’d come home to Venice Beach to sit around and ponder what she should do with her life. Admittedly, it was harder to find a job, since putting down “Counselor to Victims of Past-Life Trauma” as her last one made her sound like she was cuckoo.

The sudden appearance of the moping talking dog didn’t help.

“Anyway,” the fluffy, verbose pooch went on, grumping his way to his feet. “I was sent here to get you. You have an appointment with Tillie in fifteen minutes.”

Suddenly, Teena’s whole body went cold. Only her eyes moved down to look at him.

Torn between running and gibbering, although she wasn’t certain there was anywhere to hide from Mrs. Patel, or whatever she was supposed to be called—one of her many failures at her former job was in never getting Tillie’s name or title right—she stared at the pooch.

“Do they have me surrounded?” she wondered, very still.

The dog looked at her like she was nuts—which was an even bet these days—and then around at the pier.

“You think you’re in some sort of spy movie or somethin’?”

He gave her a very hard doggie stare which clearly questioned how far over the edge she was and why he got all the nutty gigs.

Well, no. Not really.

Tillie—or Councilwoman Patel or whatever—was always very soft spoken. It was just that she had this kind of Of course you’re going to do it attitude whenever she suggested something, this assumption that there couldn’t ever be an argument. And there was something about that aura around her, a power which she had thoroughly under her control and which made it clear that she could force the world to her will if she chose it. And that kind of power had always freaked Teena out.

Not to mention that, if I go back, I may see William again. And I don’t know if I can do that without crying.

Still, this very unsympathetic pooch was probably not willing to listen to her tale of romantic woe, no matter how much he chattered about his own, and there was no doubt that Tillie was not used to waiting. Since, in some ways, Teena wasn’t sure why she’d left, anyway, it made it harder to explain, but she supposed she had no real choice but to go with him.

Finally, she sighed.

“Fine, Mr. Talking Dog. Take me to your leader.”

It wasn’t like magic didn’t exist. Now, she had to find out where it would take her.

As she thought this, a door made of golden light appeared in front of her, and Teena sighed again, as she rose and wandered toward it. Clearly, none of the other mortals could see it besides her.

Of course, that was also part of the problem. Everybody she’d worked with before had been a witch or a sorcerer or some sort of magical being. She was just your average girl from L.A. who also happened to remember how she had died in her past life. About the only power she had was belief.

Between one step and the next, whatever escape attempt she’d been making was over, and she was back in Tillie and her companion’s comfortable living room/office again. As usual, Tillie was model beautiful and perfect, her long black hair in a waterfall around her which only magic could control. Your average woman would have been constantly trying to pick it out of her tea.

Smiling around her teacup, Tillie watched her, as Errol helped their toddler daughter—who also had a green ribbon around her short, dark hair—“dance” while holding onto her hands, as she bounced.

Teena didn’t hear any music, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any. Magic could do a lot stranger things.

“Hello, Mrs. . . . Um . . .”

Teena had never gotten her name right. On the first night they’d been introduced—right after there’d been ghosts and a demon and a goddess and enough other weird things to make her miles less than coherent—William had started calling her Mrs. Patel, but Teena got the idea that this wasn’t right. It was simply that no one had ever explained to her what was. And William, being a sort of alive/sort of not revenant from the early twentieth century, couldn’t get the idea of anything except Miss or Mrs.

The Indian woman seemed amused, and her partner Errol glanced over to share it with her, his blond hair shining in the lights of the apartment. Teena always wondered whether the woman kept them that way to show his highlights off.

“Again, Tillie will do,” the woman assured her, pointing her toward a seat.

Feeling awkward, Teena took it and waited.

She probably won’t cuss me out. Hopefully, she won’t turn me into a frog, either.

But seriously—why AM I here? Surely, someone must quit the Council sometime.

Of course, it hadn’t been a bad job, just sort of a depressing one. She’d trained to be a counselor in college, was fully accredited, although, granted, not for past-life trauma. But something about the work and the unsettled nature of her relationship with William had made her feel like running.

So she had. Not that it had gotten her very far.

Smiling, Tillie pointed at a cup of tea, but Teena shook her head, having always preferred coffee. Of course, with magic, she could probably have asked for it, but she was way too nervous to hold the delicate china without clattering it, and she hated being a bother to everyone.

That was sort of the problem which had made her run, too.

Tillie began.

“I understand your reasons for quitting.”

You do? Can you explain them to me, then?

While part of Teena suspected that Tillie saw her every thought, the woman went on.

“I’m not certain the counselor’s job was quite the right fit for you. Still, there’s a new case which has opened up which we could use your help with, and I’d appreciate it if you’d think of coming back, at least temporarily, to look into it.”

That made no sense.

“Why me?” Teena shook her head.

I mean, hello, all-powerful sorceress lady! I’m just some mundane who’s had a few weird experiences and been in love with a ghost.

Well, sort of a ghost, anyway.

As always, Tillie’s smile was kind and knowing.

“It involves past lives, and it’s difficult to find those who can remember them.”

“My past lives?”

Looking her usual enigmatic self, Tillie shook her head.

“Not wholly. But we’re tracking someone who’s using people’s past lives to hunt them. And he needs to be stopped.”

Gulping a little, Teena managed an “Um, ‘hunt’?”

Um, hello! I’m no detective, lady! And I have trouble killing a fly!

It was only then she noticed that the dog was there, too, and staring at her and Tillie interestedly. Apparently, Tillie’s power could even make him shut up.

Or so she thought.

“Your boyfriend suggested you,” the dog put in, but whimpered a little when Tillie looked at him.

“George . . .” she warned.

Wishing her throat wouldn’t hurt so much from the repressed tears and entirely ignoring the whole issue of George the talking dog, Teena tried to sit up straighter.

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

But, of course, it was then there was a movement at the door, and William was standing there. The door hadn’t even opened.

As always, he looked like a businessman out of a Magritte painting, except with the slightly longer hair she’d asked him to grow. Light skin, dark hair and eyes, proper early twentieth-century suit, complete with gentleman’s hat. He nodded to her, his eyes warm.

“Hello, Teena. I’m happy to see you again.”

And it was then she knew she was probably stuck with whatever this was.

“Smells like your boyfriend,” the dog opined.

Now I just have to figure out how to stop being in love with a century-old, sort-of-dead gentleman.

But, dang, it was hard when she liked a man in a good bowler hat.
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Chapter 2—The Question of the Ex-Flame

William
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For what no doubt felt like quite some time to the still living, Teena simply stared at him, all the same passion and uncertainty in her eyes as there had been the night she’d left him. Although she’d cut her hair quite short and dyed it another odd color, she was still immensely beautiful. That she was wearing the dress he’d given her meant that he couldn’t quite hide his smile.

She hasn’t forgotten me.

Although he saw the spirit trails between them, knew that she had not left him so much as having gotten lost in her own life’s—and past life’s—mysteries, it settled his heart, nonetheless. The month without her had been devastatingly long. And, for a man who’d been wandering the earth for nearly 100 years after his death, this was saying something.

Finally, she managed to find her voice, although it sounded rather forced.

“William.”

She looked somewhere between ready to cry and as though she’d just swallowed a frog.

The fact that she was a dead loss when it came to hiding her emotions only made him love her more.

Always honest. Even to her own detriment.

The fact that she had to hide all she knew about her former life and death, as well as the magical world, from her friends had to be difficult for her, which, he suspected, might have been part of why she’d run.

Having a boyfriend who’s dead and from another time isn’t something she can explain to them, either.

Eventually, Mrs. Patel cleared her throat, and William looked for a seat somewhere which wouldn’t be directly beside Teena. Unfortunately for his poor beloved’s feelings, there wasn’t one. William suspected Mrs. Patel had planned it that way, especially since the woman was more than capable of enchanting a chair or two into existence.

Bowing his head in an apology to Teena, he took a seat beside her on the tiny couch and politely ignored her small squeak, his eyes focusing back on one of the rulers of the Magical Council. While he had none of the prejudices he’d been raised with left—all those polite, social hatreds burned away in the seconds after his death, as the truths of the world sank in on him—he both trusted and was completely suspicious of Mrs. Patel. The woman simply knew far too much—about everything.

I would think her a chess master, but it’s more like she’s watching a game she already knows the outcome of and is mildly interested in seeing the inevitable happen.

“Why don’t you bring Teena up to speed on the investigation?” Mrs. Patel prodded him, and he nodded, turning to Teena.

Trying not to let too much of his feelings show, as he sat this close to the woman he loved, he made himself begin. This would be difficult enough for her without him pressing his needs upon her, too.

“Mrs. Patel . . .”

He heard a small grunt from the woman and knew she objected to his name for her, but some habits were too hard to break.

“. . . has assigned me to a group of . . .”

For a moment, he was stumped. How on earth did he describe them—or their work?

“. . . demon hunters, and . . .”

This time, Teena’s squeak was louder.

“Demon hunters? Seriously?”

She looked back to Mrs. Patel.

“How am I supposed to . . .?”

Mrs. Patel held up her hand.

“Let him finish. I’m not planning to toss you directly at demons yet.”

Clearly, it was the “yet” which had Teena worried. She had her, as she always called it, Animal’s gonna freak, man face on, which she’d explained to William several times and even shown him the puppet show in question where it had originated. But it was still a bit of a mystery to him. Vaudeville with puppets was confusing.

There’s not a lot of Muppet watching when you’re a revenant.

Although he worried a bit about doing so, he reached out to touch her hand—very lightly, with the tips of his fingers—but still her eyes blazed back to him instantly in need and terror. It was the latter reaction he wished he could get her past.

Still, this wasn’t the moment, as he tried to start again.

“There’s been a series of murders.”

It didn’t help, Teena now seeming half a second from panicking. When he held her hand more tightly, he saw Mrs. Patel and her partner—as he was a white man, it seemed odd to call him Mr. Patel, so William usually avoided names—exchange glances and also noticed Teena seeming caught between worry, love, and despair. But he wasn’t certain what to do about this now, so he moved on, instead.

“Although the pattern is odd, we believe that this murderer . . .”

He didn’t want to say “demon” again, for fear she might start screaming.

“. . . is targeting those who worked against him in a former life.”

This left out so much, but he’d already decided that he wasn’t the right one to tell her more. If he could get her to come back to the house with him, the others could do a much better job.

More importantly, they won’t have the romantic baggage I do with Teena. I’m not certain whether she’s worried over demons and murderers or over being forced to be near me again.

Apparently, Mrs. Patel picked up on this, as well.

“Why don’t you and William go back and discuss it with the rest of the Irregulars?”

Now, Teena simply seemed confused, her dark eyes begging.

“The Irregulars?”

Mrs. Patel’s smile was kindly, but she had already obviously decided this recruitment would happen, whatever Teena’s feelings. William was never certain what he felt about her for that very reason.

“It’s a self-chosen name,” she explained without explaining, then looked down to the dog. “George, would you like to lead the way?”

Honestly, William had forgotten the creature was there. It was so odd to have ten minutes together without George nattering and whinging that his silence had sort of blotted him out of William’s memory.

The dog glared at them all and then made his way to his paws as though it were a terrible effort.

“Fine,” he growled. “But I’ll tell you one thing for free. This dame ain’t gettin’ my bed.”

And, with this less-than-welcoming introduction, William still holding Teena’s hand, they headed back through the portal to the house.
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Chapter 3—The Circus Trick Distraction

Teena
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Although she was still freaking out over William holding her hand and kind of wanting to give little shrieks at somehow not only being pulled back into the Council’s work but being taken in by some group with talking dogs and demon fighters, Teena managed to shiver only a little, as she walked through the portal with the muttering dog and her ex-boyfriend to find herself on a beach.

A beach entirely full of ghosts.

Swaying, she was both embarrassed and enticed by having William catch her, but her eyes were only on the ghosts.

They were everywhere.

Ranging from the basic wandering spirits to those who seemed to be reliving their last moments, the ghosts covered most of the beach. There was even a ghost ship or two she could see, stretching up from the broken wooden ribcage half-buried in the sand or covered by the surf.

“William,” she whispered, although she wasn’t even certain what she was asking for.

“You’re safe,” he assured her in his old-fashioned, confident way.

Before she’d met him, she hadn’t realized that what she was looking for was a man from a time period where doubt wasn’t even allowed. Well, mixed with a very modern sensibility which saw her as her own person, despite her gender and race. Granted, it was a combination you needed a hundred-something-year-old revenant to find.

When he turned her away and toward a beach house, George the dog was staring up at her with his usual disgust.

“Please. You’re freaked by ghosts?”

He gave her a look which she suspected was a doggy equivalent of rolling his eyes.

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, lady.”

Still grumbling under his breath about “newbies” and “dames,” George padded in front of them, as William led her toward a large house, his arm still around her waist.

The place looked like your basic, rundown beach property—not from anywhere in California she knew. The front door had a plaque on it which read “Magical Council Demon Hunters—Outer Banks Irregulars.”

Somehow, from that and the ghosts, she guessed she was somewhere on the east coast of America, although she’d never heard of the Outer Banks and didn’t want to be a demon hunter. She also wondered if the sign were visible to other mundanes and what they would make of it, if so.

Or she was wondering all this, anyway, until they entered the front door of the house and she felt the weird, spider-webby tingle of shifting through time and space.

She swayed again.

“That was another portal, wasn’t it?”

Looking to William, she waited. She was used to portals which . . . well, looked like portals, like kind of doorways of light. It hadn’t occurred to her that this was more an appearance put on for a mundane like her, and that a portal could be entirely invisible otherwise. It was a worrying thought.

Imagine how many dangerous situations I could wander into without knowing.

Trotting and grumbling, George whined, “Jeez, lady, get over it. Portals are nothin’ ‘round here.”

Attempting to stand up on her own without getting all weak-kneed over ghosts and portals and being almost in William’s arms again, Teena tried. While she had no doubt that she was stuck with this new life and new “home”—Tillie being the master chess player that she was—it was hard not to freak out.

It was even harder when they turned a corner, and she was confronted with the house’s next resident. She nearly let out a bleat.

There, hanging upside down by her knees from a large hoop attached to the ceiling, was a white woman in a sparkly pink, circus girl type outfit. While she had the kind of red hair which probably came from a bottle, she was rather daintily pretty, despite the ample flesh on display being covered in tattoos.

Among the most prominent ones were, on her left bicep, a flaming skull, and, on her right, a very anatomical-looking red rose. There was also a green right-side-up pentagram on her breastbone, and her fingers had tattoos on them, as well, although they were moving too fast for Teena to read.

Still, this wasn’t the part which made Teena want to run. That was the fact that the woman was apparently juggling lighted torches.

They were no illusion, either. Teena could feel the heat from the flames, as the things whirled through the air, were caught deftly and then tossed again, so quickly she couldn’t even follow.

While she wanted to back up by several steps to get away, William was right there behind her, seeming unfazed. Then again, he was already dead, so it wasn’t as though the fire could hurt him.

George plopped down on his furry butt about six inches below the fiery display.

“Yeah, yeah, Polly, very impressive.”

A torch came close enough to nearly singe his fur.

“If you can find a circus who accepts the undead, you’ll be the star of the show.”

Blinking, Teena wondered what sort of undead this Polly was, but the girl didn’t stop juggling, as she answered with a snort.

“Yeah, right, poochie. Find a circus which doesn’t accept the undead. There’s a trick.”

George was about to give his retort when someone with very white skin and in a long, silver-sequined dress came down the stairs.

“Now, now, Georgie-kins. Be nice.”

Unlike Polly, whose hair color came out of a bottle, the newcomer’s hair was probably bought wholesale. She wasn’t doing much to hide her tremendous Adam’s apple, either.

“We don’t want to scare our new guest,” she went on, smiling just broadly enough that Teena could see her very sharp fangs.

It was a good thing William was behind her, because she really wanted to run.

George took one look at the newcomer and flopped onto the floor, sighing. A lighted torch narrowly missed his head.

“Dames,” he muttered darkly, and it occurred to Teena that this was probably the, um, woman who had rejected him.

So, his ex is a vampiric drag queen?

George the dog became more unusual all the time.

For the first time, the fire juggler seemed to see her.

“Oh. Hey.”

Catching each torch until she was holding them together like a bouquet, she grinned and tossed them all a little away into a big bucket of water. Then she took hold of the giant ring and did a sort of sinuous flip which brought her back to her feet about six inches away from George’s unmoving head. He gave her a long-suffering look.

Teena guessed that George was not this girl’s favorite housemate.

The barely-covered, tattooed girl held out her hand with a grin which was thankfully free of fangs. It was then Teena noticed that the tattoos on her fingers spelled out F-I-R-E.

“Polly Nichols, at your service.”

Looking down at the pooch with an eye roll, she added, “I see you’ve met George. And this here . . .”

She stuck a thumb out at George’s apparent former paramour. The tattoos on her left hand read, T-I-M-E.

“. . . is Lady Stephanie.”

Somehow, Teena suspected the title was not one the King would recognize, but that was fine with her. It wasn’t like she’d be invited to the Jubilee ball, either.

A bit tentatively with the whole vampire/undead
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