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In loving memory of Arthur McCloud

who was with us for a short time,

when we needed him most.

He is sorely missed.
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The Summons




Hugh hauled his luggage from the trunk of the taxi, disturbed to note that the tiny inner-city terrace was in total darkness. He closed the boot, considering whether he should ask the driver to wait, but the vehicle took off down the street before he was given a chance.

‘Back to plan A, then,’ said Hugh, deciding to have a little more faith in the word of his best friend.

Wade had been acting a little strange since Hugh had been accepted into Oxford. Hugh had always been open about his aspirations to study there. Yet now that he had been accepted, Wade was finding it a little difficult to be happy about it. They’d been mates for some twenty years; their families had arrived in Australia on the same boat from England. However, since Wade had lost his parents a couple of years ago, and he was an only child, Hugh had become his family. So it was no wonder that their imminent separation was troubling him. This had led to a couple of ugly moments of late, about which Hugh had endeavoured to be patient and civil. But if Wade’s offer of a lift to the airport in the morning turned out to be a farce he would not be so understanding.

With all his baggage piled high on the porch, Hugh rapped on the front door a few times and pressed the buzzer.

Wade answered the door holding a candle that cast creepy shadows across his face. ‘You rang?’

Hugh breathed a sigh of relief. ‘What happened to the power?’

‘Cut off.’ Wade broke from his pose to assist with the bags.

‘What?’ Hugh was stunned. ‘Surely, my ears deceive me!’

Wade was computer-crazy. He went nuts without power — it was one of his priorities in life.

‘Sad, but true.’ Wade tossed a few pieces of luggage into the hall, and Hugh struggled in with the rest. ‘Unfortunately, I’m a bit strapped for cash at present.’ He closed the door behind them.


‘But — you can’t be?’ Hugh dropped all his bags except the one hanging on his back that housed his laptop. ‘What about your big win? You couldn’t have spent a grand in two days!’

Wade nodded guiltlessly.

‘On what?’ Hugh cried, but was startled as the lights came on and everyone yelled, ‘Bon voyage!’

 

Hugh’s parent’s and sisters were among those gathered at the farewell, hence the celebrations remained fairly tame until they left. The volume of the music jumped considerably at this point, and the room was suddenly filled with the smell of dope smoke.

Fortunately Hugh had managed to steer Wade clear of chemical drugs. Both of them only drank on the odd occasion, and with all his study Hugh rarely indulged in anything. But pot was sacred to Wade, more important than food; the smoking inevitably gave his friend an appetite, however, so Wade remained well-fed nevertheless.

‘You didn’t really spend the rest of your winnings on this party?’ Hugh commented, as Wade lit up a joint in the kitchen. Wade only nodded. Hugh shook his head, preparing to lecture him, so Wade quickly exhaled to defend himself.


‘You’re not allowed to get mad until you see what I bought you.’

‘I don’t want a present,’ insisted Hugh, calmly. ‘Nothing you could have bought me is more important than your livelihood.’

‘We’ll see.’ Wade handed Hugh the gift still residing inside the retailer’s bag. Reaching inside, Hugh pulled out a Quick-Cam camera attachment for his computer — the very latest thing in visual communications. ‘I’ll miss seeing your ugly moosh around the place,’ Wade explained, before having another toke of the joint to smother his sudden dread of the morrow.

Hugh couldn’t be angered because he recognised the sentiment behind the present. ‘Brilliant!’ He graciously accepted it. ‘What will I do without your grungy, crude influence at Oxford … I might forget myself and become a gentleman.’

‘Heaven forbid.’ Wade rolled his eyes as he passed the joint to Hugh. ‘Someone has to keep you up-to-date with the present. Study history if you must, but technology is the future, my friend.’

Hugh did not take offence, as this had been Wade’s long-standing argument against Hugh’s course of study. ‘Having no interest in our heritage, Wade, I don’t expect you’ll ever understand, but, we can learn from the wisdom and mistakes of the past. And just for the record, my major is philosophy — you do know what that is?’

Wade frowned at this, pulling a piece of paper from his pocket which he promptly unfolded and read. ‘Literae Humaniores. The Classics, Philosophy, Classical Archaeology and Ancient History.’

Hugh snatched the piece of paper from him and had to smile when he viewed the printout. Wade had, at long last, taken enough of an interest in what he was trying to achieve to seek out some information.

‘Oxford has a rather extensive website happening. Looks like it will be pretty cool there,’ Wade advised, nodding to agree with himself.

‘If you’d only been a scholar, instead of a rebel,’ Hugh fantasised, ‘we could be heading there together tomorrow. With your family history, I feel sure Oxford would have accepted you.’

Again Wade frowned, for in truth Hugh knew more about Wade’s ancestry than he did. His father didn’t like to speak about his own childhood in England. He’d always encouraged Wade to concentrate on a future here in Australia. ‘The way I figure it, my father worked too hard to get me away from the place for me to just up and go back there.’ Wade shrugged apologetically.

Hugh couldn’t argue with his reasoning, any more than Wade could argue with his. So they just stared at each other, silently resigning themselves to the fact that parting was the way it had to be.

‘Come on.’ Wade spoke first. ‘Let’s rig this little baby up, and make sure it works.’

Hugh, who was by nature more openly sentimental than his friend, sniffled back his emotions. ‘Good idea,’ he smiled.

 

Wade’s head shot up abruptly from his computer keyboard — where it had been residing for some time presumably. He didn’t recall crashing out, nor did he feel at all rested from his nap.

‘I didn’t mean to startle you, old boy.’ Hugh placed a cup of coffee in front of Wade. ‘But time is getting on, we’ll need to make a move soon.’

‘Is it morning?’ Wade struggled to part his eyelids, and decided it was far too painful.

‘Ten o’clock,’ Hugh informed him, turning and opening the blind. His friend gave a groan of protest as daylight flooded the room, but Hugh chose to ignore it. ‘Oh, by the way, there is a whole pile of unopened mail in the kitchen. Email is not the only form of communication there is, you realise …?’

Wade waved this off as he sipped his coffee. ‘I conduct all my business through the web these days. All that stuff is junk.’

‘I’ll make a note, then, not to bother sending any postcards.’

‘It’s for the best,’ Wade agreed. ‘You could carve a fine career in the medical profession with your handwriting.’

Hugh was about to retort, when a knock on the front door roused a look of curiousity at each other. ‘Are you expecting somebody?’

‘No.’ Wade raised himself to investigate.

‘No more surprises, please.’ Hugh gave him a second chance to confess.

‘I swear.’ Wade crossed his heart as Hugh pursued him to the door, no doubt making sure that the caller didn’t detain them too long. ‘It’s probably just a bible basher, or someone selling something.’

Upon opening the door, they found a young, well-dressed man, who didn’t seem to fit the mould of either a religious fanatic or a salesman.

‘Good morning to you, sir,’ the young man announced in a distinguished English accent, holding out his hand to shake Hugh’s — for Hugh appeared to be the better bred of the two men confronting him. ‘The name is Giles Furlong. I’ve been sent to escort you back to England.’

‘Really?’ Hugh was delighted, although confused about the reason. ‘Is this some new service Oxford is providing these days?’

‘Sorry?’ Now Giles was confused. ‘I am from the solicitor’s office. Regarding the reading of your grandfather’s will.’

‘You must be mistaken,’ Hugh said politely. ‘I’m afraid both my grandfathers have been laid to rest for several years.’

‘You are Wade Ashby, are you not?’

‘I am he,’ Wade interrupted.

‘You are the grandson of Baron Edward Ashby?’ The gentleman was obviously surprised to discover this, though he hid his shock so as not to seem too rude.

‘Baron?’ Wade echoed, overawed by the title. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Yes, Wade, I expect you might well be,’ Hugh intervened. ‘I’ve tried to explain this to you before, but you wouldn’t hear a bar of it.’

‘What!’ Wade freaked. ‘I thought you were making it up, to get me interested in history. After all, Dad never mentioned anything about his father being a Baron!’


‘And his father, and grandfather, and great-grandfather,’ Hugh added.

Giles felt he must interrupt at this point. ‘It was all in the letter from Hapwood, Baxter and Bentley. Did you not receive it?’

Wade looked at Hugh, whose expression made it unnecessary for him to say, I told you so.
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The Will




The title of Baron held by the Ashby family was a feudal title, a territorial honour which passed with the ownership of the lands to which it was attached.

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Hugh commented.

‘What is?’ Wade appealed. He didn’t understand any of it.

‘Your title is not attached to a seat in the House of Lords,’ Hugh explained. ‘For a minute there, I thought the realm might really be in trouble.’

Wade didn’t even react to the dig. He was too busy worrying about what other scary surprises might be attached to the inheritance. ‘So what is expected of me, exactly?’

‘We won’t know for sure until the will has been read,’ Giles advised.


‘I’m going to change my flight.’ Hugh patted Wade’s shoulder to reassure him. ‘I have some time to spare before first term commences, and it sounds like you could use an adviser.’

‘Yes,’ was all Wade could say, his frown causing great ridges in his forehead.

‘Don’t look so worried.’ Hugh made light of his friend’s predicament. ‘All it means, most likely, is that you’ve inherited some property and a big wad of cash.’

‘There is a family business, also,’ Giles conveyed, as Hugh dug the phone out from under the pile of mail on the table.

This worried Hugh. Wade couldn’t hold down a job, let alone run a company.

‘What kind of business?’ Wade beat Hugh to the question.

‘Horse racing, so I believe.’

The announcement transformed Wade’s dread into elation. ‘Now there’s something I know about.’ He looked to Hugh to back him up on this point, to find him looking amazed.

‘How very fortunate,’ he stated, looking from Wade to Giles. ‘When it comes to thoroughbred horses, you could say that our young Baron-to-be here has an uncanny talent for picking a winner.’ Hugh shook his head, thinking the coincidence ironic also. ‘You might just make a go of this, after all.’

With a smile and a nod, Wade quite agreed with him. ‘It certainly sounds like destiny to me.’

Destiny indeed, considered Hugh, as his wish to entice Wade to England had been granted.

 

In addition to arranging Wade’s first-class flight to London, Hapwood, Baxter and Bentley had taken the liberty of accommodating him at an exclusive hotel close by their offices.

While Hugh and Wade gaped at the splendour of the suite, Giles advised that the will was to be read the following morning. ‘I shall be by to collect you at ten-thirty. Good evening, Hugh, Baron Ashby.’ He tipped his head to Wade and left.

As the door clicked closed, Hugh erupted into laughter. ‘First-class flight, chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce from the airport, and this suite! I am sticking with you, my friend.’ Wade had collapsed into a chair, and appeared not so amused.

Hugh quelled his own cheer to address the odd mood Wade had been entertaining ever since they’d left Sydney. ‘I find your reaction to good fortune highly peculiar.’

‘Do you, Hugh?’

‘Well, it’s not every day one stumbles into nobility,’ he reasoned. ‘My father will be ecstatic about the event.’

‘But my father obviously wasn’t,’ Wade remarked, allowing his concerns to surface. ‘Why didn’t he ever mention this Baron business? Perhaps Mum’s health wasn’t the only reason he left England?’

Hugh bit down on his bottom lip as he pondered. ‘My guess is that your father expected to inherit the title long before you ever did. I’m sure he planned to tell you, but perhaps his untimely death prevented it.’

Wade raised himself to investigate the bar, and was pleased to find it well stocked. ‘But he can’t have been proud of the fact if he went to such lengths to keep it secret.’

Hugh took a seat on one of the bar stools, playing with the neat goatee beard sprouting from his chin. ‘If your father confided in anyone, it would have been my father. They were friends for almost eighteen years.’

The frown dispersed from Wade’s forehead for the first time all day, and he poured them both a shot of bourbon. ‘Well, let’s give him a call, courtesy of Hapwood, Baxter and Bentley, shall we?’

‘Don’t mind if I do.’ Hugh lifted the receiver and dialled home.


The whole scenario was news to Damian Prescott, and Hugh had been right in saying that his father would be over the moon about the event. He swore Peter, Wade’s father, had never so much as even hinted at the fact.

‘Did he ever mention why he left England?’ Wade fished for clues.

‘Because of your mother’s health. The climate was no good for her, Wade, you know that.’

Wade’s mind accepted that this was his father’s true motive for the move, and yet his gut disagreed — it was all in knots. It was not like him to be so uptight, and he wondered if he might be experiencing some kind of after-shock, or plain old nerves. Or perhaps this was what jetlag felt like? So much had happened today and, having travelled halfway around the world, the day had been longer than usual.

‘Get some rest,’ advised Hugh, as Wade sat rubbing his weary eyes. ‘Tomorrow will bring a fresh perspective, and a few facts. You can’t do much without them, so forget it!’

Hugh was right, but he was also not the one in this weird predicament.

Wade wasn’t really into material possessions, apart from his computer and suchlike. This probably explained why he had no problem with squandering his money. And now, some fool was going to make him responsible for the family fortune and title!

‘I can’t do this, Hugh,’ Wade announced.

‘Yes, you can,’ replied Hugh, who had already made himself comfortable in one of the suite’s two huge beds. ‘Just close your eyes and count backwards from one hundred.’

‘I meant —’

‘I know,’ Hugh broke in. ‘I also know that you’ve thought yourself brain dead. Not to mention the jetlag, the shock, the fact that you’ve had about four hours sleep in three days.’

‘All right!’ Wade stood to shake off his thoughts, then dived onto the spare bed. ‘I’ll drop it.’

‘Thank you,’ whined Hugh, rolling over. ‘Goodnight.’

Wade grabbed the closest pillow and tucked it under his head in a futile attempt to settle down to sleep. His thoughts again turned to tomorrow. He couldn’t help but wonder if his grandfather’s will would shed any light on his father’s decision to ignore his heritage.

 

Surprisingly enough, Wade did manage to get some shuteye. His usual confidence and humour had returned by morning, and he felt himself more open to the possibilities that lay ahead of him this day.

He did his best to look presentable, meaning he dug out a pair of jeans that didn’t have any holes in them, and wore a shirt rather than a T-shirt under his long, black trenchcoat. His fine fair hair, which had not been cut in years, was tied back in a ponytail.

‘What do you think?’ he inquired of Hugh, who looked him up and down.

‘You’d best lose the earring,’ he advised, referring to the small silver marijuana leaf that hung from Wade’s left earlobe.

Wade reluctantly complied, though he resented not feeling free to be himself.

Hugh managed to look the part in his two-piece suit and woollen vest. His dark unruly curls, along with well-trimmed beard and moustache, gave him that lived-in look whilst making him appear older and more worldly than he truly was.

‘That will be Giles.’ Hugh moved to answer the knock at the door. ‘Are you ready, Baron Ashby?’

‘Hey, that will be Your Excellency, if you please,’ demanded Wade, in jest.

‘Uh, not until after the title has been signed over,’ Hugh informed him.

 


The legal company’s Rolls Royce awaited them at the hotel entrance, and it transported Wade’s party a good two blocks before it parked on the doorstep of the firm.

Wade climbed out of the Rolls, amused to discover he could still see their hotel. He then turned and looked up at the sandstone stairs of Hapwood, Baxter and Bently.

‘What! No red carpet,’ he joked for Hugh’s amusement, though the statement caught the attention of the two women who were scaling the stairs.

The older, more refined looking of the ladies wavered from her course to inquire: ‘Would this be the young Baron Ashby I have the pleasure of addressing?’

‘It certainly would be.’ Wade advised in a cocky though friendly fashion.

A large smile graced the woman’s face. ‘Your accent gave you away.’

‘Your Excellency,’ Giles intervened, before Wade was given the chance to offend the Contessa. ‘May I introduce Baron Wade Ashby, and his associate, Hugh Prescott. Gentlemen, this is the Contessa Selene Montagu.’

‘Am I bowing?’ Wade queried sideways to Hugh, as they climbed the stairs behind Giles.


‘Definitely,’ he advised in a whisper.

The Contessa, in her early fifties or thereabouts, seemed to find their banter amusing. She held out her hand to Wade as he neared her and he, on impulse, kissed it.

‘Just like your grandfather,’ she commented with delight. ‘Please allow me to introduce my assistant, Hannah Martin.’

The woman to whom the Contessa referred was barely more than a girl, and was a cross between a highly-paid secretary and a ballet dancer. ‘How do you do?’ She came forward and shook Hugh’s hand firmly. Then, taking a step back, she astutely bowed her head to Wade. ‘Baron Ashby.’

‘A pleasure.’ He found Hannah too snobbish for his taste. The Contessa was far more interesting. Wade had been immediately enthralled with her, which wasn’t hard, as she was beautiful despite her age. ‘Did you know my grandfather well?’

‘The Contessa and your grandfather had vested interests in a college for the performing arts,’ Giles interjected.

‘Yes. Thank you, Giles,’ the Contessa dismissed him, taking hold of Wade’s arm to escort Wade inside.

As they entered the large foyer of the building, a distinguished-looking gent was exiting with a young lady, and he tipped his hat to the young Baron-to-be. ‘Baron Ashby.’ He nodded to acknowledge the new noble and his stately escort. ‘Contessa.’

Wade, wearing a dumbfounded expression turned and watched the couple exit out the front doors of the establishment. ‘What … am I wearing a sign? Who was that?’ He turned back to consult the Contessa, who was also watching the very polite gentleman disappear.

‘That’s the very odd thing, I have no idea.’ The Contessa smiled to herself, obviously finding the handsome stranger intriguing. ‘I shall have to do some snooping,’ she advised Wade, as they resumed their course. By the time they’d reached the partners’ offices, the Contessa had given Wade her pitch on the college and invited him to visit. ‘Your forefather’s have always been ardent supporters of the arts,’ she informed him. ‘I hope that the college can continue to rely on the generosity and patronage of the Ashby Family.’

Wade didn’t know what to say. He had no idea how much he was inheriting, nor could he be sure that the charming Contessa was telling him the truth. ‘I hope so, too,’ he told her with a smile.

After a brief pause, the Contessa gave a quiet chuckle and, patting Wade’s cheek affectionately, she turned and entered the room where the Will was to be read. Not too sure what to make of her response, Wade looked to Hugh, who merely shrugged and motioned him to lead the way.

Aside from the partner handling the title claim and the Will, there was another small gathering of men in the room. They were all rather aged, except for one who looked to be in his early twenties.

Are they relatives? Wade wondered, as the master of ceremonies came forward to introduce himself.

‘Lord Ashby. I am Robert Hapwood, the solicitor and nominated executor of your grandfather’s will. The Contessa you have already met. And these gentlemen,’ he referred to the group of men Wade was curious about, ‘were in the late Baron’s employ, and are present at his request.’

The most distinguished of the three old men came forward to address Wade.

‘Talbot Jenkins, at your service, my Lord.’ He bowed as much as his ageing back would allow. ‘I was butler to your grandfather for forty years, and he highly recommends me. He would also like to recommend the services of his chauffeur, my son, Andrew Jenkins.’ The young man in their party stepped forward and bowed. ‘Your grandfather’s grounds-keeper, Dougal McMurry.’ Talbot motioned to a greying, redheaded man, who looked very fit for his age, and then to the little, round man remaining … ‘And your grandfather’s cook, Winston Hobbs.’

‘One meal, my Lord, and you shall never let me go.’ Winston bowed, rather confident of his abilities.

‘Well, I am very pleased to meet you all.’ Wade was a bit lost for words. ‘This is my friend, Hugh,’ he advised, whereby they all shook hands and were seated.

 

Although the Will did not yield up any reasons why his father had kept their ancestry and inheritance a secret, Wade did learn a thing or two about his family history.

The Ashby title stemmed from the pirate legends of the Elizabethan era. The Queen bestowed the title of Baron on William Ashby in 1580. It came with a ninety-nine year lease on forty acres of land in Oxfordshire that was equipped with a modestly-sized Hall and quarters.

The baronage was William’s reward for his outstanding seamanship on Sir Frances Drake’s flagship during Drake’s first circumnavigation of the globe. Queen Elizabeth extended the title lease to nine hundred and ninety-nine years in 1597, when the young Baron Ashby was killed during a daring raid on a Spanish fleet assembling in Cadiz Harbour.

As only four hundred and eighteen of those years had expired, and there was no outstanding mortgages against the property, Robert Hapwood had seen to it that the will was declared valid.

‘I entrust the family leasehold estate,’ he read, ‘known as “Ashby Manor” at Ashbury in the county of Oxfordshire, along with the title of Baron thereunto attached, to my grandson, Wade Ashby, the sole and rightful heir.’

The solicitor went on to inform the Contessa about the endowment of a scholarship foundation for her college, which was additional to a very generous final donation from the late Lord Ashby.

Hapwood then advised of the sums of money set aside for the employees of Ashby Manor, Ashby Stables, and a considerable fee for Hapwood, Baxter and Bently, who were to continue to oversee the financial affairs of Ashby Holdings.

Wade thought he might fall asleep if the endless roll call of names, positions held and sums of money bequeathed didn’t come to an end soon.

But when he heard his name, Wade paid attention. ‘I bequeath the residue of my real and personal estate, including Ashby Stables, to Wade Ashby, the thirteenth Baron.’

As there were others present, Robert Hapwood would only say that the estimated value of this part of the inheritance amounted to an eight figure sum.

Wade had to stop and think about it, but when he figured that Hapwood was talking of somewhere between ten and ninety-nine million dollars, he nearly had a stroke.

‘It is your grandfather’s wish that Tunstan Wilks and myself continue to advise you in regard to your family’s business holdings, as long as that is pleasing to you, Baron Ashby.’ The solicitor raised himself, and gave a slight bow. ‘Congratulations. You are a wealthy man.’

‘Is that all there is to it?’ Wade was startled out of his shock.

‘Your forefather’s have made it so,’ Hapwood reassured him. ‘I merely require your signature on a few documents, then Talbot Jenkins will see you to the manor. I realise you must be anxious to see the property.’

Hapwood motioned Wade to a seat in front of his desk, and held out a pen.
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The Manor




After a closed meeting with Robert Hapwood, Wade was relieved to make it back outside for a breath of air. No fan of responsibility, Wade had always gone out of his way to avoid it. He could scarcely conceive of the huge sums of money Hapwood had been talking about, and the notion that he alone was in charge of it all, along with the livelihood of so many people, was starting to make Wade feel nauseous.

Andrew Jenkins emerged from the vintage Rolls Royce parked next to the sidewalk and opened the rear door. ‘Talbot, Dougal and Winston have gone on ahead to Ashby, my Lord. I took the liberty of collecting your luggage from the hotel.’

Wade cringed at the lad’s formal tone, but made no verbal protest. ‘Good-oh. Thanks, Andrew.’ He climbed inside the vehicle to find Hugh reading the morning paper and smoking a fine cigar.

‘Another Rolls!’ Wade announced in an exaggeratedly bored fashion, collapsing into the comfortable leather seat.

‘I’m afraid so.’ Hugh turned the page. ‘Only, you own this one.’

‘You don’t say.’ Wade gave the lush interior a once-over. ‘I have great taste.’

The drive down to Ashby took them until well into the afternoon, as they had stopped to have lunch at a country cafe.

Wade indulged in a few drinks from the built-in bar during the second half of their journey, and smoked nearly a whole packet of cigarettes. It was getting to that time of day when he usually settled down with his computer and a fat joint.

‘Hey, Andrew,’ Wade leaned over the back of the driver’s seat to have a chat with him. ‘You’re an enterprising young lad. You wouldn’t happen to know where I might score myself some dope, perchance?’

‘Er, no, my Lord,’ Andrew stammered, almost breaking into a sweat at the question.

‘It’s cool.’ Wade patted his shoulder to calm him, before collapsing back into his seat beside Hugh. ‘Isn’t that just typical,’ he grumbled. ‘I can never afford the bloody stuff, and now I’m worth millions, I can’t find it!’ He lit another cigarette instead.

‘Well, Amsterdam is not far from here,’ Hugh suggested, in jest.

‘Brilliant!’ Wade played along, ‘Andrew, to Amsterdam.’

‘Ah …’ The chauffeur became flustered. ‘If it pleases my Lord, there might be a closer source.’

Wade and Hugh looked to each other, both sporting a mischievous grin. ‘It would seem young Andrew has been holding out on us.’ Wade gave his new driver the old chug on the shoulder. ‘Chill out, Andy, old buddy, old pal … if what you say is true, you’ll be in my employ for life.’

‘He’s quite serious,’ added Hugh.

‘As it pleases, my Lord. I shall arrange it.’ Andrew breathed a sigh of relief as he watched Wade in his rear-view mirror. Wade was obviously delighted with the situation. ‘My Lord?’

‘Yes, Andy,’ responded Wade, all chipper.

The young chauffeur was hesitant to make his request, but he was more afraid of not voicing it. ‘It might be advisable not to mention this arrangement to my father. He’s a little old fashioned about such things.’

‘That goes without saying, my good man. It shall be our little secret.’

 


After a short detour to the local pub, Wade and Hugh were as high as kites by the time they reached the turreted gatehouse that marked the entrance to Ashby Manor. The gates opened by remote control, chauffeur operated from inside the car.

‘That’s a relief,’ commented Wade when he discovered this. ‘For a minute there, I thought we were haunted.’

Andrew, who was stoned from just being in the car, gave a chuckle. ‘That doesn’t mean we don’t have ghosts, my Lord.’

‘O … o … o … oooooh!’ Hugh and Wade joined in with a duo of creepy moans before looking out of the window to the tree-lined drive and the beautiful grounds and gardens beyond.

‘So all this is my property,’ Wade assumed calmly.

‘My Lord, we’ve been on your property for the last ten minutes.’

The shock of the statement spurred Hugh and Wade to laughter.

‘What?’ Wade peeled himself off the seat. ‘Do you mean to say that all that bush belongs to me?’

‘That it does.’

‘And what am I meant to do with it?’

‘You hunt in it, my Lord.’


‘Hunt!’ Hugh and Wade collapsed into hysterics again. Wade couldn’t kill an insect, let alone an animal.

Their laughter ceased as the manor came into view, causing Wade to mouth a four-letter word that expressed his feeling of awe beautifully.

‘I can’t wait to view the architecture,’ uttered Hugh. ‘Just look at that dome,’ he drooled.

His friend’s obvious worship of the structure disturbed Wade. ‘Steady on there, Hugh! It’s not as if it were a beautiful set of breasts. It’s just a dome!’

Andrew bit his lip in an unsuccessful attempt not to laugh.

‘See, Andy agrees with me.’ Wade acknowledged the chauffeur’s chuckle.

‘Sorry, Excellency, but it’s not that. If I might direct your attention to the fountain.’

The fountain was the central feature of a roundabout at the end of the drive, and was in itself a work of art. The great stone structure was adorned with marble sea nymphs and mermaids who beckoned you around to the front of the house. The half-naked beauties who dwelt on the far side of the fountain bade farewell as visitors departed the manor.

‘Now, there’s something worth admiring.’ Wade lowered his sunglasses to inspect the craftsmanship. ‘Taste,’ he decided.

‘True perfection,’ agreed Hugh.

Talbot and the rest of the staff awaited Baron Ashby and his guest on the pillared veranda above a flight of sandstone stairs.

There was one new face among them, that of a woman, Rosia Hobbs. She was the wife of Winston, the cook, and was responsible for the cleaning of the manor. ‘We are so pleased to have you home, my Lord.’ She curtsied, clasping her hands to her heart. ‘The last time I saw you, you were just a little boy.’

Wade was stunned by the comment. ‘I’m sorry. Did we live here before my father shifted us to Australia?’

‘Yes, Excellency,’ Talbot intervened, thinking the young Baron had probably had enough excitement for one day. ‘But as you were little more than a toddler at the time, I doubt very much if you would recall your time at Ashby.’

Curious to see if Talbot was right, Wade entered the foyer that opened onto a huge two-storey hall and staircase.

‘Perhaps that’s why you’ve never worried about money,’ Hugh whispered as they entered the Great Hall. ‘Because subconsciously you remember you don’t have to.’


But Wade wasn’t listening. The antique weaponry and armour that lined the walls had captured his full attention. ‘My God,’ was all he could say.

‘That’s nothing.’ Hugh drew Wade’s attention to the ceiling, which was one huge painting. It depicted a raging sea battle between Spanish galleons and English frigates in a bygone era.

‘Cadiz Harbour,’ Wade decided.

‘That would be my guess.’

Talbot, having dismissed the staff, moved ahead of Wade to guide him. ‘Allow me to show you to your rooms.’ The butler proceeded up the staircase in front of Wade and Hugh, his son trailing behind with the first load of baggage.

The stairs led to a round chamber that housed the dome. At forty-two feet in diameter and twenty feet in height the room was huge; the dome rose to a circular skylight that added warmth from the light flooding in. Everything therein was curved: the doors and bookcases, the settees, and even the paintings sat snug to the wall. The fireplace opposite the staircase was neatly inset in its own little circular niche.

Though this magnificent chamber was now little more than a picture gallery, Hugh explained that it would once have been the saloon — the place for pre-dinner drinks, music and general chitchat.

‘Andrew will show you to your room, Mr Prescott,’ Talbot advised. ‘If you would follow me, Excellency.’

The butler and his son parted ways, Talbot to the door that led to the west wing, and Andrew to the matching door on the east side of the picture gallery.

‘We simply must do dinner,’ Wade suggested in the most baronial English accent he could muster.

‘I’ll check my schedule,’ replied Hugh, as he pursued Andrew and his luggage.

Wade followed the butler through a hallway that resembled a small room. This had a door at the far end, and a door directly opposite the one they’d just passed through — the latter of which Talbot opened.

‘Should you be so inclined, my Lord, this is the music room,’ the butler advised as Wade entered behind him.

Wade was glad of the information, as there was nothing which indicated that this was the room’s purpose.

‘Your late grandfather, though a great admirer of the arts, proved not so musically gifted himself.’


‘Must run in the family,’ Wade considered out loud.

The room had a superb aspect, however, and he decided on the quiet that it might serve as a good place to set up his computers. The only other doors in the room were to Wade’s left, which was the closest wall to him as he entered. ‘Through here is your drawing room.’ Talbot opened the big double doors to reveal a cozy lounge and dining room all rolled into one.

‘Seems like the wrong sort of furniture. I expected a draftsman’s desk or an easel, maybe?’ Wade planted himself in the most comfortable-looking chair, positioned right by the fireplace.

‘The drawing room was formally known as the withdrawing room, my Lord. So called because it is the place to which you withdraw after dinner. Or, if dining intimately, as you shall wish to do this evening, this room also serves that purpose.’

Wade smiled at the butler’s informative commentary, so artfully delivered. ‘My thoughts exactly, Talbot. It does seem better suited for just that.’ Wade sprang from the chair, eager to see what was next.

The door on the far side of the drawing room granted entrance to the main bedchamber, which, other than the domed gallery, was the most extravagant room Wade had seen so far. The four-poster bed supported a canopied ceiling shrouded in valances and curtains of deep red velvet.

Paintings of love, marriage and seduction graced the walls, and a large bay window overlooked the fountain of nymphs at the front of the house. ‘What a babe trap,’ Wade mumbled.

‘Pardon?’ Talbot missed the comment.

‘Oh, nothing. Is this the bathroom?’ Wade found another door, and opened it to investigate.

‘Your dressing room, my Lord.’ Talbot followed him in.

‘Was he overweight, my grandfather?’ Wade thought the size of the chamber excessive. ‘You could dress a whole army in here.’

‘No, my Lord,’ Talbot smiled. ‘In the early days of this house, dressing rooms served as a place for meetings of the secret variety.’

‘Lovers?’ Wade queried, thinking the bedchamber more appropriate.

‘More like one’s private counsellors and advisors.’ Talbot corrected the misconception. ‘Hence the room’s size to accommodate several men at once, if need be.’

This room also overlooked the fountain, and on the opposite wall to the feature window was a door that led to the bathroom.


This, too, was a room of regal majesty, containing a bath four times larger than one would expect. The polished black slate bath was sunk in a raw black slate floor, and the shower was a room unto itself. Sculptures of beautiful maidens graced all four corners of the bath and large three-tiered candelabras adorned the walls.

‘Your grandfather would only ever bathe by candlelight,’ Talbot explained.

‘Different,’ Wade granted. ‘I’ll have to try it.’

‘After dinner, perhaps?’ Talbot suggested.

The notion struck Wade as appealing. ‘That would be good. Thanks.’

‘As you are no doubt very tired and eager to rest, I shall have dinner for my Lord and his guest served in the drawing room within the hour. Is that pleasing to Your Excellency?’

Wade was cringing again. The formality of his title was really starting to bug him. ‘You read my mind.’

‘Then, may I ask why you frown so?’

‘I’m having a bit of a problem with all this “Your Excellency”, “my Lord” stuff. I suppose addressing me as Wade is out of the question?’

‘Absolutely,’ Talbot advised.

‘How about plain old Sir?’ Wade met him halfway.


‘In private that would be acceptable.’ Talbot acknowledged. ‘Now, if there is nothing else you require of me, Sir, I shall leave you to settle in. Andrew will deliver your luggage presently.’

‘I am a content and happy man.’ Wade gave the butler his leave to go about his business.

 

It was midday when Talbot delivered a hot breakfast to the new Baron, complete with coffee and the morning papers.

Thanks to a superb three-course meal the night before, Wade did not get the chance to soak in his tub or explore his new house. A few glasses of port by the fire had left him out like a light on the chair in the drawing room.

He was therefore surprised to awake in bed, stripped to his underwear.

Talbot put the breakfast tray aside to place a warm robe around Wade’s shoulders as Wade hoisted himself from beneath the bedcovers. ‘Good morning, Sir. I trust you slept well.’

‘Weird dreams,’ he mumbled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

‘Well, that’s not really surprising, when one considers the upheaval you’ve experienced these past few days.’ Talbot placed the breakfast tray in front of the Baron and moved to draw the curtains open.


Wade reached for the coffee, frowning as he struggled to capture the gist of the dream. ‘I was walking through the house … this house.’ He took a sip of coffee, discovering that the flavour was as euphoric as the aroma. ‘I passed through the round room, down the stairs and out the front door. I went left to the far side of the house …’ He indicated in an easterly direction … ‘and I came to the most amazing place.’

Talbot, knowing the area, took a guess. ‘The gazebo, Sir?’

‘No,’ Wade replied, sounding terribly disillusioned. ‘You mean, it’s not really there?’ He placed his breakfast aside and scrambled out of bed.

‘To what do you refer, Sir?’ Talbot inquired, as Wade tied on his robe and started searching for his trousers. ‘Your clothes are in the dressing room, my Lord.’

‘Uh!’ Wade cautioned, charging into the huge walk-in closet to find the few clothes he’d brought with him unpacked into one small corner.

‘You didn’t have to do that, Talbot. I would have got round to it.’ Wade ripped a pair of jeans from the hanger.

‘I was my pleasure, Sir … believe it or not, I get paid to do such things.’


Then Wade had a horrible thought. ‘You didn’t attempt to unpack my computers, did you?’

‘I’m afraid that kind of technology is far beyond my reckoning,’ Talbot assured him with a smile. ‘Your equipment is awaiting your attention in the music room.’

This statement made Wade stop and think. He hadn’t mentioned his intention of making the music room his office. ‘I am really beginning to think you are telepathic, Talbot.’

The butler shied from the suggestion. ‘Just very good at my job, Sir.’

 

Wade stopped in at Hugh’s room to conscript him into his little adventure, discovering another drawing room on the way there.

Hugh was propped up in bed with his breakfast and the papers when Wade came striding in.

‘Get up, I want to show you something,’ Wade demanded, eager to keep moving.

Hugh threw his head back and gave a hearty laugh. ‘Not for a million dollars,’ he stated bluntly, and went back to his paper.

‘You’re no fun anymore.’ Wade resorted to the tactic that usually won him his way.

As Hugh had just about polished off breakfast, he allowed himself to be persuaded. ‘Oh, very well. I do pride myself on being fun,’ he said with some sarcasm, but raised himself all the same.

Once Wade had rushed Hugh through dressing, to no great effect, they headed down the staircase, through the Great Hall and out the front door.

‘Speaking of strange dreams, I must say that fountain featured heavily in mine,’ Hugh confessed, as they descended the stairs towards it.

‘Half your luck.’ Wade veered to the left. ‘All I got was this great, huge cat! At least, I think it was a cat. As large as a medium-sized mutt it was, with these weird lookin’ ears that kind of folded over.’

‘That’s interesting,’ mused Hugh. ‘The cat is said to represent your intuitive or psychic aspect.’

‘Yeah? Well, my psychic aspect doesn’t like me very much. It took a swing at me.’ Wade’s eyes parted wide as he recalled the vision. ‘All puffed up, it was … like someone had shoved its tail in an electric socket.’

‘Why did it attack you?’

‘Oh no!’ Wade groaned, as they cleared the house and he spied a gazebo where the wondrous dwelling had been in his dream. ‘This wasn’t here … it was an octagonal temple thing, that housed a large circular room.’

‘Was the room furnished?’

‘I don’t know, I never got to see the inside. The cat was blocking the entrance.’ Wade strode towards the small gazebo that, although beautiful, was no comparison to the structure he’d imagined.

‘Look here.’ Hugh was standing before the gazebo’s central pillar, staring at a plaque that was inset in it. ‘Erected in loving memory of my grandfather, John, the sixth Baron Ashby, who perished in the Temple fire of 1779. His passion for art and thirst for knowledge were equalled only by his devotion to those he loved. John is sorely missed.’

‘A chapter house of the occult, some would have you believe, my Baron.’

Wade spun around to find Dougal, the gardener.

‘The sixth Baron referred to it as his temple of knowledge. His private library was beneath the chapter house, you see, and that’s where the fire started. Once it got hold of the books, well … poof! It is said the Baron died attempting to save the books.’ Dougal concluded the yarn, which he’d no doubt perfected for the summer tourists.

‘That’s all very interesting, Dougal, but tell me … is there a painting of the temple anywhere?’

Dougal had to think a moment, as he never had much cause to roam inside the manor. ‘I do believe there is one in the long gallery, my Baron.’


‘Oh.’ Wade was none the wiser. ‘Well, thanks for the history lesson, Dougal.’

‘Anytime, my Lord.’ The old fellow went back to his gardens.

‘Well, how about that.’ Hugh was gazing back at the house, where a long open walkway on ground level supported an enclosed structure above. ‘I’ll bet that’s the long gallery up there,’ Hugh advised Wade. ‘In which case, we’ll find it goes to the end of my drawing room.’

‘Well, maybe we can get through this way.’ Wade was off, keen to explore. ‘Let’s try the tower.’

But as they entered the pillared walkway they were diverted from their course. The thick glass walls on the other side of the walk enclosed a whole host of plant life — and bird life, too, by the sound of it.

Wade opened the French doors that led inside. One storey up, the glasshouse roof slanted on all sides to meet in a central pinnacle that formed a glass pyramid.

‘It’s a greenhouse cum aviary …’ Hugh closed the doors quickly behind them.

‘I can see that.’ Wade observed the many exotic and colourful species of bird living it up in the carefully-tended paradise.

‘This house is really something extraordinary.’ Hugh gazed up through the glass roof to the rooms on the second floor, where large bay windows looked down upon the aviary gardens on two sides. ‘I find it unbelievable that you, who have no appreciation for anything historical, should inherit this. Perhaps there was a mix-up on the ship on the way to Australia and I am really the Baron.’

‘I have to admit, it does seem as if the cosmos got its lines crossed somewhere,’ Wade agreed.

The path led to a T-junction, where a cafe setting was placed in a small, paved clearing.

‘Left or right?’ Hugh asked the navigator, as both ways led to double French doors.

‘I should have asked for a map.’ Wade shrugged, heading left.

‘Enter, the library,’ Hugh announced with glee, going weak in the knees as he beheld the rows of books running from floor to ceiling. The room also had a mezzanine level.

‘Check this out.’ Wade took hold of a ladder and slid it along a track until it aligned with the gap in the wooden railing above. ‘This way.’ Wade proceeded up the sturdy wooden steps to the next level.’

‘Have you no soul, man. Just look at these works of art, both painted and written.’ He perused the titles on the shelves, some of which Hugh had only dreamed of reading. ‘This room alone must be worth a king’s ransom.’

‘Later, Hugh.’ Wade was off towards the tower that would, he hoped, grant him entry to the long gallery.

The tower room was completely enclosed with stairs leading down to a door located halfway down the stairwell.

‘That will lead back down to the outside walkway.’ Hugh caught up to his friend in the tower.

‘So this must lead,’ Wade opened the door, ‘to the long, long, long gallery,’ he decided, upon viewing it.

This enormous space also served as a games room, for chess boards and the like were set ready to play on the tables by the windows. The highlight of the room, in Wade’s eyes, was positioned halfway down the gallery in front of the fireplace.

‘A pool table!’ Wade cried in rapture, then mumbled praise to God as he hurried over to admire it more closely. ‘Just look at this baby — chunky, full size, with a surface as level and smooth as they come.’ Wade took up the cue to knock a couple of balls around the table. But, as he leaned forward to take his shot, a painting in the background caught his eye. ‘That’s it, that’s the place I saw.’


The plate read: TEMPLE OF KNOWLEDGE, SPRING, 1778.

‘The year before the fire,’ Hugh pointed out.

‘But the detail is exactly as I saw it, not a feature out of place.’ Wade turned pale. This was really freaking him out.

‘Hang about,’ Hugh interrupted to calm him down. ‘You could have seen this picture when you were a child.’

‘You’re right.’ Wade was much relieved to have a rational explanation until his logic shot a hole in the theory. ‘So how did I know where the temple was located?’

‘Who knows. The human mind is an amazing and complex instrument.’ Hugh waved it off, and led Wade away from the cause of his dismay. ‘But this much is painfully obvious … we need to set up your computer, my friend. You get so weird when you don’t get your fix.’

‘Absolutely.’ Wade shook off the scare. ‘And I don’t suppose you’ve spied a stereo, VCR or television anywhere?’

‘Not as such,’ Hugh informed him. ‘But never mind, once your modem is connected up, we can go shopping.’
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The Hidden Benefits




By breakfast the next day, Wade and Hugh were able to sit up in their own beds and talk to each other as they ate, via their laptop computers.

Wade also had a top-of-the-line Macintosh and all the accompanying hardware, down to his own CD burner. All this desktop equipment had now transformed the music room into a graphics studio; fantastic visual images were Wade’s forte. He constructed websites, logos and suchlike to earn a living, but what he really wanted to do was create interactive games. Trouble was, he couldn’t seem to come up with a concept that hadn’t been done a thousand times before.

‘Talbot has just handed me a ghastly-looking brochure on the house. I’ll have to design a new one,’ Wade informed Hugh, who could be seen sipping coffee on the screen of the laptop positioned on the bed beside Wade.

‘Good morning, Talbot.’ Hugh gave him a wave.

‘And a good morning to you, Mr Prescott.’

‘What do you think of our little setup?’ Hugh inquired.

‘Oh, it’s most impressive, Sir,’ Talbot conceded dryly, ‘I feel just like Dr Spock.’

Wade had opened out the brochure of the house, and sat observing a floor plan of Ashby. ‘According to this, there are still several rooms we haven’t discovered yet.’

‘Good.’ Hugh was delighted. ‘I’ll be along soon. Now that you’ve had your electronics fix, it should be safe to take you exploring. No strange dreams last night?’

‘Nah, too stoned,’ Wade explained. Then, remembering Andrew’s warning about mentioning such things around his father, Wade glanced over to catch Talbot’s reaction. The butler was going about his business as if he hadn’t even heard the comment. Wade, who was not used to having other people around him all the time, decided he would have to be more careful about his off-the-cuff comments.

 

By that afternoon, Wade and Hugh had explored the interior of the manor.


There was only one room upstairs they had yet to stumble upon and that was the conservatory — to be found at the far end of the mezzanine level of the library.

Wade, being a softy at heart and rather fond of animals, found this room most disturbing. The bug and butterfly collections he could almost appreciate, but the sight of the other stuffed creatures made his stomach turn. ‘What compels someone to hunt down and slaughter little furry animals?’

Hugh could have predicted this would be his friend’s reaction. ‘In this instance, I believe it was probably for scientific observation.’

‘It’s still sick.’ Wade screwed up his nose and left.

Downstairs, off to the left at the rear of the Great Hall, was another drawing room. The two bedchambers adjoining had an en suite each. The only difference between them was that one of the bedchambers was slightly wider than the other.

A hallway led straight out of the back of the Great Hall, and took you past a cool room and pantry into the huge kitchen and servants’ dining area. At the far end of the kitchen, a hallway led past the servants’ sleeping quarters to an enclosed stairwell. This flight of stairs gave access to Hugh’s rooms — back before the Restoration period his had been the master’s chambers. Another room, dividing the kitchen from the eating area, housed a staircase that led to the little hall between the music room and the round picture gallery upstairs.

Downstairs, at the foot of the enclosed staircase, but off to one side, was a door that led outside. Opposite the bottom of the staircase, was the door to the cellar — a very well-stocked cellar, at that.

‘And last, but by no means least,’ Wade announced as he headed towards the double doors located to his right and at the rear of the Great Hall, ‘the marble dining room.’ Wade breezed inside, though he nearly had a coronary once he beheld the opulent splendour of the chamber within.

It looked more like a Roman temple than a dining room. Fluted alabaster columns towered up and down each side of the room and statues of classical gods and goddesses were inset into small individual shrines around the walls. The dining table had been placed hard up against the wall, along with the twelve or so chairs; this was so that nothing would detract from the beautiful mosaic in the polished marble floor.

‘Wow, what is it?’

‘I’m not too sure.’ Hugh eyed the design closely.

It was in the shape of a cross, with arms of equal length. A central feature in the simple design was a lotus flower. At each end of the cross’s arms was an equilateral triangle. Two of these were pinnacle up; the other two were pinnacle down. One of the inverted triangles had a line drawn across the middle, as did one of the triangles that was right way up. The two remaining triangles were perfectly plain.

‘The symbolism is strikingly masonic, but don’t quote me on that,’ Hugh stated at last. He had seen these symbols during the course of his studies, though for the life of him he couldn’t recall where.

‘Masonic?’ Wade frowned.

‘Yes. You know, as in the freemasons,’ Hugh prompted, though Wade seemed none the wiser. Hugh was about to expand on his explanation when Talbot knocked and entered.

‘Sorry to disturb my Lord, but —’

‘Now what did we agree about my title, Talbot?’ Wade interrupted.

‘We have company, Baron. Lady Louisa Sinclair, who handles the affairs of your stables, awaits your presence in the lower drawing room.’

‘My mistake,’ Wade granted, looking back to Hugh. ‘Do I bow to this one?’

‘No.’ Hugh got them moving. ‘This one bows to you.’

 


‘Louisa Sinclair, my Lord.’ She strode straight up to shake Hugh’s hand.

‘I could be wrong, of course,’ Hugh uttered for Wade’s information, passing Louisa’s hand onto the rightful recipient.

‘I’m pleased to meet you, Louisa,’ said Wade, delighting in her bemused expression. ‘This is my friend, Hugh Prescott.’ Wade returned her hand to Hugh’s, who bowed accordingly.

‘Delighted, my Lady,’ Hugh stated, as he considered to himself: A beautiful, tenacious, redhead … how interesting.

‘I should have guessed.’ Louisa looked back to Wade and smiled warmly. ‘You have your grandfather’s eyes.’ She paused only long enough for Wade to recover from the mention of his grandfather, before she withdrew a few paces. ‘I am sorry I was unable to be at the reading of the will. I had an important auction to attend … and I think that the late Baron would have wanted me to make sure that everything ran as usual.’

‘So is that what you do for me, buy and sell the horses?’ Wade motioned for Louisa to take a seat, as he and Hugh did the same.

‘I buy them, race them, breed them, and sell them. As well as hire and fire employees and generally take care of all the financial dealings of your stables,’ she concluded confidently.

Louisa looked to be in her late twenties, and it seemed an awful lot of responsibility to have been placed in the hands of one so young. ‘You, alone, do all that?’

‘I’ve been involved with horses since before I could walk, Baron. I have a gift,’ she assured him. ‘Your grandfather highly recommends that you listen to me.’

‘Does he now —’ Wade began.

‘Wade, too, has a gift when it comes to racehorses,’ Hugh informed Louisa, to head off any unpleasantness.

‘Really.’ She was surprised, though delighted, to learn this. ‘In what area — breeding, training?’

‘Punting, actually,’ Wade explained, proud of the fact.

Louisa found this information amusing, though she was gracious, careful not to insult the new owner. ‘So you think you know a winner when you see one.’ She gave a cheeky smile. ‘Then you must come down to the stables and take a look at our latest acquisitions.’

‘Well, let’s go.’ Wade was on his feet immediately, which surprised his guest.


‘You wish to go now, Baron Ashby?’ She rose accordingly.

‘Well, it’s only a short walk.’ Wade recalled seeing the stables on the layout of the property.

Louisa, understanding his misconception, again smiled. ‘Those are your personal stables, my Lord. Your commercial stables are in the next county.’

‘Oh.’ Wade sat back down, not yet ready to leave his new home. ‘Some other time then.’

‘I should be passing by here next week,’ Louisa said, as she lowered herself back into a seat. ‘How does Tuesday suit?’

Wade looked to Hugh to catch his thoughts.

‘I’ll be off to Oxford, come Sunday. You’re on your own, old boy.’

‘How exciting.’ Louisa’s interest shifted to Hugh for the first time since she’d discovered he was not the Baron. ‘What courses do you intend to study?’

‘Philosophy.’ Hugh was quietly stunned by her sudden change of focus. ‘Lit Humaniores,’ he further advised.

‘How wonderful. Does that mean there is a Masters or a Doctorate on the horizon?’

Although this was Hugh’s ultimate goal, it seemed so far off that he couldn’t even think about it at this stage. ‘God willing,’ was all he said.

‘Well, then,’ her attention reverted back to Wade, ‘will Tuesday be suitable for you, Baron?’

‘Sure, why not?’ Wade figured, as Talbot entered bearing lunch.

Although Louisa had been informed of Wade’s passion for horses, she discovered over lunch that he’d never actually ridden one.

‘Then this afternoon you shall have your first lesson,’ Louisa decreed.

 

The lady proved to be an excellent instructor, as far as Wade was concerned anyway. Poor old Hugh barely got a look-in all afternoon. He felt like little more than a spare appendage of his friend, the Baron, by the time the lesson was over. Louisa was polite enough when she had to be, but from the way she lavished her attention on Wade, Hugh began to suspect she might be after something. Or perhaps he was just jealous and she really did find Wade more attractive. Usually, just the opposite was the case.

It wasn’t that Hugh was any better looking than Wade; it was that most women, especially the refined ones like Louisa, found Hugh more readily charming.


Whatever the reason behind her attraction to Wade, she was seducing him with enthusiasm. Hugh had seen that glint in Louisa’s eye when she’d first approached to shake his hand, mistaken in thinking he was the Baron. The expression, once she’d realised her error, had seemed to Hugh rather more like disappointment than confusion. He must have been mistaken, however, as she was clearly not disappointed with the new Baron now.

‘What a nice girl,’ Wade concluded, as they watched her sports car tear out of the roundabout and down the drive.

‘That girl is a woman,’ Hugh pointed out, ‘and I’d proceed with utmost caution, if I were you.’

‘Proceed, I will,’ Wade assured. ‘The lady wants me bad, wouldn’t you say?’

‘And everything that comes with you, like the stables, I’ll warrant.’

‘You’re jealous.’ Wade picked up on it at once. ‘Well, fancy that. I’m hitting it off with the female aristocracy better than you are, and that bugs you.’

‘Not really,’ said Hugh. ‘You’re one of them, so that’s to be expected.’

‘Well, it’s Louisa then,’ Wade concluded with a smile. ‘Fancy her, do you, Hugh?’


‘No, I do not. And even if I did, it wouldn’t matter. Her kind don’t see a man, only a title and estates,’ Hugh stated, turning to head up the stairs to the front doors.

‘Well, I think she was just being nice to the new owner of her business.’

Hugh paused, and was again compelled to smile at how naive Wade was. ‘Well, if she doesn’t try to get you in the sack next Tuesday, we’ll know for sure, won’t we?’

‘But what if I coax her into it?’ Wade queried.

‘Somehow, I don’t think you’ll have much trouble doing that.’ Hugh headed indoors.

‘Bastard,’ Wade mumbled. ‘Now he’s spoilt the fun, whichever way it goes.’

 

As the weather kept them indoors for the next few days, Wade and Hugh didn’t get the chance to explore the gardens until the morning of Hugh’s departure.

This was most disappointing for Hugh, as he did not have the chance to make use of the huge telescope inside the temple observatory. This was located beyond a large fountain that had been erected between the observatory and the gazebo.

‘I shall come for a weekend, soon. And every other chance I get,’ Hugh vowed, as his baggage was loaded in the Rolls. For in truth, Ashby’s old-world charm and elegance had Hugh completely enchanted. ‘God, if only I could stay a while longer.’ He gazed up at the house mournfully.

Wade gave him a chug on the shoulder, not wanting to get too emotional over a couple of weeks without his mate’s company. ‘Give me a holler once you’re connected.’

‘Will do.’ Hugh gave a wave and headed off. ‘Oh, and if any of these bloody heiress’ talk you into marrying them, promise you’ll call me before diving in?’

‘Of course,’ Wade assured. ‘You’ll be my best man.’

Hugh hesitated before climbing into the car. ‘And for heaven’s sake, don’t knock any of them up.’

‘Yes, Dad.’ Wade waved him goodbye to encourage his departure.

Once inside the Rolls, Hugh wound down the window. ‘Well, aren’t you going to wish me luck?’

‘Luck is not a factor with you, Hugh,’ Wade assured. ‘Go, knock ’em dead.’ He pursued the car a ways, one arm raised in victory. Wade held this gesture until the car was out of sight.

A sense that playtime at Ashby was over descended upon Wade. Now that he had nothing to distract him, he supposed it was time he took some sort of interest in his responsibilities, like the stables and the arts college.

‘This could be fun,’ he decided, unable to keep the grin from his face; both the Contessa and Lady Sinclair were appealing associates indeed. ‘I have to hand it to you, grandfather. Your taste in women was exquisite.’ Wade turned to view the mermaid fountain and, admiring it a moment, nodded in firm agreement with himself.

 

That evening Wade took an early dinner in front of the computer, and so retired the servants for the day. After a few joints he became heavily engrossed in a 3D animation program, and lost track of time.

It must have been well after midnight when the door that led from the hallway to the music room creaked slowly open.

Wade, not easily spooked, paid this no heed, expecting that a draft had set the door in motion. But when he glimpsed a movement out of the corner of his eye, Wade froze. It was the cat from his dream. It could have been a lion, such was the fear that set Wade’s heart pounding in his chest.

The animal was every bit as large as memory served, and sported the same folded ears. Its colouring was primarily deep blue-gray, with white legs and underbelly, and huge amber eyes. The gray colouring encompassed its face, apart from a little white on its mouth and cheeks. In fact, the cat looked like it was wearing a Batman mask.

The feline had crossed the room and jumped onto a chair that was positioned before a small bureau. For the first time since it had caught Wade’s eye, the cat turned to note his movements.

‘Hi there,’ Wade whispered, not wanting to scare or rile the animal.

The cat looked back to the bureau, pressed its paw against a small wooden notch at the base of the rolled timber paneling and the desk cover retracted. When the cat stepped onto the open desktop, Wade thought it was time to object, and stood to do so. But as soon as he raised himself, the feline’s ears pressed hard to its head and it hissed violently at Wade. The animal was clearly not about to give up the ground it had gained, and its incessant hissing did not cease until Wade was again seated.

Then, calm as you please, the cat went back to its business. It perused the various compartments in the bureau before raising itself onto its back haunches — which made it look like an otter. This enabled the cat to draw an envelope from the top shelf using the sharp middle claw of its right paw. The envelope in question fell to the desk, whereupon the cat looked from it to Wade, back to the envelope and then to Wade again. Without further ado, it leapt from the desk and dashed out the door.

Wade was practically on its heels, yet when he arrived in the tiny hallway both the exit doors were closed, and there was no hint of any movement or sound.

‘How weird is this?’ In the belief that he might have imagined the whole thing, Wade spun around to check the envelope was still on the bureau. ‘Maybe I’ve fallen asleep at the computer, and I’m dreaming?’ The sealed envelope was still where the cat had left it.

Wade walked over and took the letter in hand. He headed into his drawing room.

The fire had burnt out hours ago, but with a little coaxing and some fuel, Wade managed to get it crackling again. After getting himself comfortable in his favourite chair, Wade broke the seal on the envelope and took out a long parchment which he proceeded to unfold. The letter was written in a stylish, bold calligraphy, and he was stunned to find it was addressed to himself.


Dear Wade,

I trust this letter finds you safe and well as Baron Ashby. This inheritance has come as a shock to you, I realise, for my son, Peter, was none too fond of Ashby or his birthright. Of course, you have questions, and I shall endeavour to answer those issues that must be foremost in your mind.

‘Well, it’s about time somebody did,’ commented Wade, lighting a cigarette and looking back to the parchment.

After your parents’ sad death, I roused the courage to contact you, but heart trouble prevented me from travelling to Australia. As I wanted to meet you in person, I put off introducing myself … for too long it seems, as now I find myself with little time remaining. My condition has worsened, practically overnight, and I regret that I have not been able to prepare you for what lies ahead.

‘Not so regretful as I, Grandpa.’ Wade shuffled his fingers down the paper to read on, whereby he nearly set the parchment alight with the burning tip of his cigarette. ‘Whoops.’ Wade stubbed the burning hole out with his fingertips, and placed the cigarette out of harm’s way.

I inherited Ashby at age seventeen, though that does not make me the youngest Baron. The second Baron, Frances I, was only fourteen when he inherited the manor and title.

‘Shit!’ exclaimed Wade, suddenly feeling himself fortunate.

For sixty years Ashby has been a source of wonder and inspiration to me. For the inquiring mind and adventurous spirit, there is treasure buried in this place. By now you will have noticed that there is something a little different about Ashby, something mysterious, something inexplicable and alluring.

‘Yeah, I have as a matter of fact.’

This is the gift of your forefathers and is not to be feared, but embraced and investigated. The twelve Barons of Ashby who preceded you have all shared a passion for the arts, thoroughbred horses, and the exploration and study of all that is yet to be explained in this world. I have learned, through investigation, that you share this love of strange realms, having taken an active interest in cyberspace. I believe your interest in fusing art with an exciting new frontier is proof that you are an Ashby in the fullest sense. Educated and loving your father may have been, but he was the first of his line ever to fear the unknown. This is what drove Peter from Ashby, and his rightful place in her history.


This was a true enough claim. His father had always hated discussing ghosts, aliens, or anything else that might be considered bizarre.

I imagine, from what I have been able to learn, that this shall not be the case with you, Wade. Take what your forefathers have given you, explore it, learn from it, build on it, then pass it on to your sons. Thirteen generations have benefited greatly from what the first Baron, William Ashby, established here. It is up to you to see to it that the next thirteen generations are allowed the same advantage. Your forefathers are watching over you, Wade. My best wishes for your future.

Edward Ashby, 12th Baron.

‘Is that it?’ Wade flipped the long sheet of parchment around, but the other side was blank. ‘Explain what you mean by mysteries, buried treasure … What about the cat? And the temple in the dream? If I’m not dreaming now, that is.’

Some strange stoned logic led Wade to scan a copy of the document into his computer before he went to bed. It was too late to email the document off to Hugh for an opinion; Wade knew he couldn’t think clearly enough to write a letter of explanation to accompany it. In the morning, he’d have a better grip on reality.
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The Phantom Feline




Wade hid the original copy of the letter from his grandfather beneath his pillow for safekeeping. Come morning, however, it was no longer there.

Another dream? Wade wondered, having searched under the bedclothes and beneath the bed. ‘Is there a cat about the house, Talbot?’

‘A cat, Sir? No, Sir.’ The butler seemed quite sure about it. ‘Is that what you’re looking for?’

‘What about the neighbours? Do any of them own a huge grey and white tomcat, with funny folded ears?’ Wade became more hopeful when he saw how pale Talbot went suddenly.

‘You saw this cat, Sir?’

Wade shrugged, ‘I might have imagined it, which is why I was asking you if it exists. Does it?’


‘There was only one cat like the one you describe. It was your grandfather’s cat. McCloud. So called because it was of a rare feline breed known as a Scottish fold. The cat’s father had been a prize-winning British short-hair, thus your grandfather gave him the first name of Arthur.’

‘The cat’s name is Arthur McCloud?’ Wade thought this to be a bit eccentric.

Talbot nodded. ‘Nobody has seen hide nor hair of Arthur since your grandfather’s death. The cat just seemed to vanish.’

‘It’s real good at that,’ Wade assured Talbot. ‘So, was I dreaming or not?’ He had to know.

‘Do finish breakfast one morning, my Lord,’ Talbot pleaded, as Wade headed into the drawing room. ‘Surely your curiosity can wait ten minutes.’

‘I’ll be back in two seconds.’ Moments later. ‘Talbot!’

The butler made haste to discover the cause of Wade’s alarm, and found the Baron just beyond the music room doors.

‘What happened to the wooden bureau that was here.’ Wade pointed to the empty space against the music room wall.

‘We moved it out of here to make way for the home entertainment centre you have coming today.’


‘Oh?’ Wade’s heart slowed down to a normal pace — for a second, he thought he’d started imagining objects as well. ‘It’s a bit early in the day to be shifting heavy furniture about, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ Talbot replied, rather curious about the comment, ‘so it is fortunate that we moved the bureau out of here two days ago.’

‘Two days ago!’ Wade gripped his head. Did none of what happened last night make sense? ‘Today is Monday?’ He thought he’d better check.

‘Well, as yesterday was Sunday, I certainly hope so,’ Talbot advised.

‘Damn it!’ There went the possibility that he’d somehow missed a couple of days. Wade made a flying leap for his computer, and booted up. ‘Please be here, please be here,’ he mumbled over and over. That document was the only proof of his sanity he had. ‘Come on,’ he whined as he waited for the system to finish loading. ‘Yes!’ Wade threw both arms in the air when he spied the new folder on his desktop. ‘Thank God.’ He double-clicked on the icon to check the text and read over the letter.

‘Shall I bring your breakfast in here, perhaps?’ Talbot inquired, as the young Baron seemed to have settled in one place for the moment.

‘Sorry, Talbot,’ Wade granted, realising he’d got sidetracked already. ‘That would be great, thanks.’ ‘Have you gone completely nuts!’ Hugh’s face filled Wade’s monitor screen. ‘I’ve only been gone a day! If this is what happens when I leave you alone in big creepy houses, then …’ Hugh didn’t know what to say about re-occurring furniture, but he had a solution for the cat. ‘I think it’s time we got you a puppy!’

‘That’s it! That’s your big solution. A puppy!’ Wade couldn’t believe that Hugh would pick now to find his sense of humour. ‘What did you make of the letter?’

Hugh frowned. ‘It seems to be an old eccentric’s attempt to cover up whatever gripe he and your father truly had with one another.’

‘But the delivery of the note was mysterious.’

In truth, Hugh thought Wade’s imagination was running away with him, as it often had a tendency to do. ‘I suspect you’ll find the aforementioned treasure and mysteries buried in the library.’

‘Why the library?’

‘Elementary, my dear Ashby … your grandfather was speaking of knowledge, a wealth of knowledge.’

‘Are you quite sure about that?’ Wade was most disappointed, as books weren’t really his idea of adventure and intrigue. ‘You’re a real spoilsport, you know that, Hugh?’


‘Just try and stay sane until I get back,’ Hugh advised before Wade’s screen went blank.

Determined to find some answers without reading every book in the known universe, Wade chased up the little bureau, which had been moved to the downstairs drawing room. Wade found the missing letter from his grandfather in the same compartment from which the cat had procured it the night before. The seal on the back was broken, as he’d left it, and the small burn hole his cigarette had left in the parchment made it clear that this was indeed the same document.

 

Understandably, Wade’s thoughts were a little preoccupied for the rest of the day.

His new home entertainment system arrived, complete with cabinet, video and laser-disc player, four-in-one stereo system, and a huge fibre-optic television. Wade didn’t bother with a mini-disc player, as he already had one rigged up to his computer.

Wade insisted on setting up the whole system himself, although Andrew did lend a hand, and Talbot cleared away all the discarded packaging.

‘Hey, would you like to go down the street later, grab some videos and something to drink … we could make a night of it?’ Wade put forward.


Andrew was holding up one side of the cabinet whilst the Baron searched for the right-sized screwdriver, and checked to make sure he was the only other person present. ‘Who, Sir? Me, Sir?’

‘Yeah, you.’ Wade got up to search his desk drawers for the tool he sought. ‘You watch videos, don’t you?’

‘Well, yes, but —’

‘You have a date, is that it?’

‘No, Sir, I —’

‘You don’t like me, then?’

‘No, Sir. I mean, yes, Sir, I do like you.’ Andrew was finding himself torn; he would have loved to befriend the young Baron, who was not much older than himself. ‘It’s just that I don’t think my father would approve.’

‘What? Talbot and my grandfather never hung out together?’

‘No, Sir, never.’ Andrew informed in all seriousness.

Wade was really surprised to hear this, as Talbot had been in his grandfather’s service for so long. ‘Well, I don’t believe in all this keeping the classes separated crap! Everything else aside, if you could accept my invitation, would you?’

‘Of course I would, Sir.’ Andrew looked around at the entertainment system. ‘I’ve never even dreamt of half this stuff.’

‘Then consider it a done deal. I’ll take care of it.’ Wade discovered the screwdriver he sought on his desk. But as he reached for it, he noticed some people walking through the garden. ‘Do we run tours at this time of year?’

‘No, Sir.’

‘Then, who are those people?’ Wade pointed out the window.

Andrew couldn’t see down into the gardens from where he stood supporting the cabinet, but he knew who the people were all the same. ‘Some of the locals cut through the grounds to get to Ashbury. Your grandfather knew most of them, so it never bothered him.’

‘I suppose it’s okay then.’ Wade looked back to the job at hand.

When Talbot returned for the next load of rubbish, Wade asked his permission for Andrew to keep him company this evening. The butler was more than a little reluctant to agree, and asked his son to leave whilst he spoke with the Baron alone. ‘Sir, I realise you may be wanting for company, now that Mr Prescott has left us, but to befriend my son will only lead to his confusion and disappointment in the end.’


‘Why do you say that?’ Wade cocked an eye in curiosity.

‘Well, Sir, what happens when he must return to being your chauffeur, and he forgets his place? He will simply appear unprofessional.’

One side of Wade’s face screwed up as he considered this reason, for he was sure it wasn’t the true one. ‘I don’t think you give Andrew enough credit, Talbot … he’s a smart kid. You manage to shuffle my formal title with another more informal one. Why can’t he?’

‘But I never become personal, Sir, therefore there is no confusion.’

‘Then I’ll fire him as my chauffeur and hire him as my friend.’

‘And will you supply references for that, Sir, when his time in your employ is over?’

Wade’s mouth opened ready to protest, but he found he could not; he got Talbot’s point. ‘All right, you’re right. But I’m going to go insane in this place if I am forced to keep my own company all the time, and Andrew must be going mad, too! Couldn’t we just give it a trial? It would only be now and then, as I work on my computers a lot of the time.’

Talbot found this situation absurd. Here was the Baron begging his leave. It was true that Andrew was bored most evenings. He had been sent away for schooling, so his son didn’t have many friends his own age close by. ‘Please forgive my suggestion, Sir, but I really don’t want Andrew picking up any expensive habits.’

‘No dope, I swear … just a couple of beers.’

Talbot took a deep sigh. He knew where this relationship was headed before it even began. ‘Well, Sir, I find friendship has a way of defying all obstacles. To try and prevent it would be futile, and possibly quite wrong. Even as his father, it is not my place.’

‘You’re a righteous man, Talbot.’ Wade gently punched the old butler’s shoulder. ‘Thanks for trusting me.’

Talbot nodded, a vague smile on his face. ‘Just don’t get him hurt, Sir, that is all I ask.’

‘You got it.’

 

‘I still can’t believe you talked him into this. He never lets me have any fun.’ Andrew cracked a can of beer open, took a couple of sips and gave a satisfied sigh. ‘Did you threaten to fire him or something?’

Wade, who was powering up the video, had a chuckle at this. ‘Your old man is cooler than you think.’ He hit surround sound on the stereo and hurried back to his favourite chair, dragged in from the drawing room. ‘All right, we’re happening.’ He rubbed his hands together briskly and was seated, taking the master control in hand.

Andrew was shuffling through all the videos Wade had chosen, and noticed a similarity. ‘Did you realise that every movie here is about a big haunted house?’

‘Not scared, are you?’

‘No, Sir.’

Wade cringed. ‘Can’t you call me by my first name when there’s no one else around?’ Andrew was slow to respond, clearly uncomfortable about the idea. ‘I know! You could call me Baron, but in the context of a nickname. How would that be?’

‘Just … Baron.’ Andrew tried it out. ‘That works for me.’

‘Me too,’ Wade agreed. ‘Now, a little quiet, please, so we can watch this masterpiece.’

 

Talbot couldn’t resist taking a wander past the music room before retiring for the night. The butler could hear the sound effects from the horror film showing in the Baron’s chambers from two rooms away. As he moved closer, the garbled conversation and laughter of the lads could also be heard, the sound of which brought a smile to the old man’s face.

 

Between movies, Andrew requested permission to roll a joint — knowing what the Baron was like, he didn’t think he’d object.

‘I promised your father no pot,’ Wade confessed. ‘He doesn’t want you picking up my expensive habits, as it were.’

Andrew had to laugh at this. ‘I’ve been smoking the stuff since school.’ He pulled out his own stash. ‘And anyway, I didn’t make any such promise.’

‘A man after my own heart.’ Wade folded, suggesting they smoke the joint out the window at least, so the smell didn’t attract attention.

As they hung outside, freezing, Wade got around to asking Andrew about the ghosts he’d mentioned on the first day that Wade had arrived at Ashby.

‘I’ve only ever seen the couple that frequent the servants’ quarters,’ Andrew commented, flicking the ash from the end of the smoke. ‘But Rosia, the maid, she reckons she bumps into them all over the place. She won’t come up into the main house at night … gets too crowded, she said.’

Wade couldn’t work out if Andrew was winding him up or not. For someone who seemed so meek and mild all the time, there was a much deeper, darker side to this fellow. Wade rather liked it. ‘So you believe in them, then, ghosts?’

‘Hey, seeing is believing, Baron,’ Andrew advised and passed the smoke on. ‘I believe.’

Wade grinned, still sceptical, but Andrew didn’t crack a smile. He was either a bloody good fibber or dead serious about what he was telling him. ‘Did my grandfather ever mention seeing ghosts?’

‘Seeing them!’ Andrew forced half a laugh. ‘He used to talk to them.’

‘Talk to them. Really?’

‘Sure! He used to have arguments and sword fights with them, go dancing, you name it.’

‘You’re kidding me?’ Wade’s jaw was starting to drop.

‘Yeah, I am.’ Andrew ducked inside to avoid a backhander.

 

Not long into the third feature, the music room door creaked open.

Remembering the previous night’s events prompted Wade to look this time, and sure enough the cat came striding in. ‘Hey, Andy,’ Wade whispered, motioning to the cat now cleaning itself by the door.


Andrew was stunned when he saw the animal. ‘That cat has been dead since I was a kid,’ he whispered back.

Wade rolled his eyes, knowing Andy was exaggerating this time. ‘Nice try, kiddo … but your father already told me it only disappeared a few weeks ago.’

‘Why would he tell you that? It isn’t true,’ Andy defended his claim.

‘Shh!’ Wade instructed, turning down the volume with the remote control. ‘Here, Arthur. Here puss.’ He patted his leg to encourage it closer.

‘No, Baron.’ Andrew was horrified as the cat sauntered over.

It stopped just short of Wade’s touch, meowing as it hesitated and then withdrew to the door.

‘Where are you going?’ Wade raised himself quick-smart to pursue the cat. He didn’t want it getting away from him a second time.

‘Baron, please. I’m telling you the truth.’ Andrew detained him.

‘Give it up, Jenkins. It’s just a cat.’ Wade took off to find the elusive feline.

The doors, all the way to the long gallery at the other end of the house, were open. The cat was scampering across the marble floor of the dimly-lit domed gallery, headed for the drawing room on the far side.

Wade, however, only made it halfway across the gallery before espying a couple of figures emerging from the shadows where the cat had gone. Andy halted right behind him.

Two middle-aged, well-dressed gentlemen were headed their way, but they were not of this time. They appeared to have stepped straight out the eighteenth century, and were deep in discussion as they walked.

‘Do you believe in ghosts now?’ Andy mumbled.

‘Shh!’ Wade didn’t want to attract their attention, as they looked so engrossed in their conversation they might just walk on past.

But they did not. The gentlemen came to a stop beside Wade to address him.

‘I’m afraid the Baron is certifiably mad,’ the larger of the two stated.

‘No doubt about it,’ the other man agreed. ‘We shall recommend the estate be signed over. Good day, my Lord.’ They bowed astutely and continued on their way down the stairs through the Great Hall, where they let themselves out via the front doors.

‘What the hell was that about?’ Wade dared to speak, but at that moment the cat emerged from the shadows of the drawing room to lure him back into a chase.

‘You’re following a ghost. Why won’t you believe me?’ Andrew queried, innocently. He received no answer and gave chase through the drawing room into the long gallery where Wade had paused to reassess going further.

‘Is it Halloween or something?’ Wade uttered, his eyes fixed on another strange character, who, judging from his appearance, was from same period as the last two.

Caught up in his own little world, the colourful noble was bustling around the large open spaces of the long gallery, which was entirely candlelit.

‘Do we usually leave candles ablaze all night?’

‘No, Baron.’ Andrew couldn’t understand it. ‘We haven’t used candles in here for as long as I can remember.’

‘I knew you were going to say that.’ Wade ventured further into the room to discover something else amiss. ‘Where’s my pool table?’ he cried out in dismay.

Andrew noticed the noble had stopped his idle movement, and was observing them. ‘I think you’ve got its attention.’

‘I don’t care. Where the stuff’s my pool table?’ Wade stormed towards the empty space it had occupied only days ago. ‘Did you move it?’ He looked to Andrew, who was speechless.

‘I took it,’ the noble claimed, in a loony, though proud fashion. ‘And I will be damned if I will tell you where it might be found. So there,’ he concluded, and then blew a big raspberry at Wade.

The lads were so stunned by the performance they had to laugh.

‘Laugh if you will.’ The skinny old noble was offended. ‘I know you all think I’m mad! Should be locked up! Well, go ahead, lock me up, see if I care. It won’t make any difference … I still won’t give it to you.’

‘Give me what?’ Wade gasped for breath. ‘The pool table?’

‘No! The key, you fool, the key!’ The noble’s mood swung to a more frustrated one. ‘I promised my grandfather, all right? So you can just forget it. End of story!’

‘What key?’ Wade appealed.

The nobleman snorted in an attempt to laugh. ‘Do you think me stupid? You’re not about to trick me that easily. You are with them.’ His eyes darted all over the place, as if he was searching for spies, as he backed up towards the tower that led to the library.

‘Wait a minute, who are they?’ Wade called, motioning Andrew to join the chase as he bolted up the long gallery after the loony.

By the time they got to the tower the madman had gone. Wade put in a good search, checking the library and down the tower stairs, but came up with nothing. Andrew was closely observing the furniture in the long gallery when Wade returned.

‘This fabric is like new.’ The lad looked at Wade. Andrew was wide-eyed with amazement, and was a tad fearful.

‘So?’

‘So, where are we?’

Wade spotted the cat again, down near the drawing room, and threw himself back into the chase.

‘Baron.’ Andrew implored him to listen. ‘I think there’s something really amazing happening here.’

‘Me too, come on.’ Wade disappeared around the corner into the drawing room.

‘Aw!’ Andrew gave in and followed. On his way past one of the games tables, he recognised a large cigar case. The only difference being that it was all shiny and new instead of tarnished and old. He grabbed it to use in explaining his point to the Baron later on.

The last Wade saw of the cat it was headed into the music room — where it vanished.


The movie was still playing on the television, and strangely enough, only the first few minutes of the film had lapsed.

‘Good pot,’ said Wade, unable to grasp what was really going on.

‘Everything is still normal in here.’ Andrew looked to the new cigar case in his hand, his sights turning back to the long gallery at the end of the row of open doors. ‘I’ve got to check something.’ He headed back to the other end of the house. Wade followed in a daze.

In the long gallery they found the electric lights dimmed low, the pool table returned, and the old cigar box missing.

‘At least someone was with me this time.’ Wade quietly thanked God for that.

‘This has happened to you before?’ Andy was shocked. He’d been here nearly all his life and had never experienced anything like this.

Wade nodded. ‘I thought I might have been dreaming … I still could be, for all I know.’

‘Then we’re having the same dream, Baron.’ Andrew placed the new cigar case on the games table in the space where the old tarnished case had once been. ‘A most curious dream at that.’

All the excitement had been a drain on Wade and his young friend, and though they wanted to sit up to discuss what had happened, they were yawning each other to sleep. They gave in, in the end, deciding to sleep on it. Perhaps one of them would have a revelation by morning.
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The Alliance




When Talbot woke his Baron with an early breakfast, he found him as grumpy as hell.

‘Later, Talbot. I had a late night.’ Wade waved the butler away and disappeared back under the covers.

‘But Lady Sinclair shall be here to collect you within the hour, Sir. Don’t you want to eat first?’

‘Oh, shit.’ Wade flipped the covers down, his face all scrunched up with remorse. ‘I’d forgotten all about that … damn it.’ Now he and Andrew wouldn’t have time for their little powwow. ‘Never mind.’ Wade pulled himself up into a seated position, figuring that he could follow Louisa in his own car and talk to Andy on the way. Plus it would save Louisa’s chauffeur from having to drive him back to Ashby this evening. Moreover, Wade wanted to prove Hugh wrong about Louisa. But, as his friend was usually a far better judge of women than he, Wade intended to keep his distance, at least until he knew Louisa better.

 

‘Then I shall travel down with you,’ Louisa suggested playfully.

‘I chain smoke,’ Wade blurted out. ‘Ask Andy, I’m chronic.’

‘Like a chimney, my Lady,’ Andy assured her.

‘Well, I smoke,’ she informed Wade, ‘so there’s no problem.’

As Louisa moved to the car’s open back door, both men searched desperately for something that might deter her.

‘My Baron also passes an offensive amount of wind, my Lady.’

Wade gave Andy a look of objection, and Andy shrugged, as he couldn’t think of anything else on the spur of the moment.

‘I work around horse manure all day. I think I can handle it.’ Louisa climbed in the Rolls.

‘Great,’ Wade uttered on the quiet.

‘Looks like our discussion will just have to keep.’ Clearly disappointed, Andy motioned the Baron into the car.

 


Louisa killed the first ten minutes of the hour long journey with polite conversation about the stables and Wade’s grandfather. But Wade’s mind was very obviously elsewhere. Louisa was not used to being ignored, nor did she like to beat around the bush. She knew exactly how to gain his attention, and keep it.

‘Am I boring you, my Lord?’ She began to unbutton her blouse.

‘No, I’m —’ He turned to see Louisa expose her lacy bra, which didn’t leave much to the imagination.

‘Not bored any more.’ She finished his sentence for him, drawing him into a kiss.

Before Louisa came up for air she was on top of Wade, her skirt hoisted up around her waist to flaunt her black suspender belt and stockings.

These proceedings did not go unnoticed by Andrew, who was watching in the rear view mirror. As Louisa ripped the shirt from her body and reached for the bra clip at the centre of her back, the young chauffeur became mesmerised.

The ride became a little bumpy suddenly, and before Andrew realised it they were off the road — the vehicle had gone into a spin in the mud. The next thing Andrew knew, a tree was implanted in his passenger side door.


‘Baron?’ Andrew’s first thought was for his charge. ‘Are you alright?’

As Wade raised himself, he couldn’t help but laugh.

Louisa pulled her clothes on indignantly, obviously not so amused. ‘Weren’t you taught to keep your eyes on the road?’ she snapped at the chauffeur.

‘Hey, don’t be mad at him.’ Wade put Louisa in her place. ‘What do you expect is going to happen when he spies a hot-looking redhead undressing in the back of the car! What the hell were you thinking?’

She stared blankly at the Baron before bursting into tears and scrambling out of the car.

Andrew rolled his eyes at the melodrama. ‘What’s she crying for? I’m the one in trouble.’

‘No. You’re not,’ Wade insisted.

‘As far as you’re concerned, maybe … but my father will have a very different view.’

‘I’ll think of something,’ Wade vowed on his way out to calm Louisa down.

‘I’m so sorry. I claim total responsibility,’ she blubbered, wiping the tears from her face with a handkerchief. ‘You must think me an awful tart.’

‘No, no, it’s not your fault … I have that effect on women all the time!’ Wade made light of it.


‘And your Rolls …’ She bit her lip, wanting to die where she stood. ‘I’ll pay for all the damages.’

‘I’m sure the family fortune can cope.’ Wade declined her offer. ‘It needed a new paint job anyway.’

Louisa observed the immaculate bodywork; Wade was clearly just being nice. ‘I don’t know what’s come over me lately,’ she confessed, looking back to Wade. ‘Since your grandfather’s death, everything has been so up in the air. The fate of the stables and so forth … I just wanted to …’ she became stuck for words.

‘Please me?’ Wade helped out.

‘Quite,’ she cringed, as he’d hit the nail right on the head.

‘Louisa, when we met the other day, I think I might have given you the impression that I imagined I could run Ashby stables on my own. If I did, let me assure you that there is no way in hell that I would even attempt it. Furthermore, there is no one I would rather have to advise me than you. The position you hold is yours for as long as you want it.’

‘Are you the kind of man who listens to advice?’

Wade cocked an eye to think about this. ‘If it’s good advice, as I’m sure yours will be.’


The smile returned to Louisa’s face. ‘You know, Baron, for someone who was not brought up to nobility, you are very noble nonetheless.’

Wade shrugged off her compliment with a flick of his head. ‘You probably have Hugh to thank for that. Some of his manners must have rubbed off somewhere along the line.’

‘Your friend, Mr Prescott?’ Louisa’s gaze shifted to distant ground and, recalling Hugh’s image, her smile softened. ‘Yes, he seemed an intriguing fellow.’

Wade thought her comment curious. ‘I don’t get it? If you thought Hugh was so interesting, then why did you ignore him all day?’

‘I wasn’t ignoring him,’ she snapped. The question clearly made her ill at ease.

‘Don’t bullshit me, Louisa. If I can’t trust you to be straight with me, then how are we supposed to work together? Jesus, I’m straight with you, aren’t I?’

She nodded her agreement, damning her own fears as she did so, and her inability to blindly trust others as Wade obviously did. ‘As I have already explained, I was on a bit of a mission that day, and didn’t wish to be distracted.’

‘And the temptation was so great, you had to ignore Hugh completely?’ This made Wade smile, although Louisa was horrified at the implication of what he said. ‘Well, holy shit, Louisa, it must be love!’ Wade teased.

‘Oh no, it must not!’ she stated adamantly, moving to retrieve her mobile phone from her briefcase in the car.

‘So Hugh was right about you,’ Wade was sad to concede. ‘Land and title is all you’re about.’

‘He said that?’ Louisa was quietly fuming inside.

‘I really thought he was wrong.’ Wade offered his point of view.

The look of disappointment on the Baron’s face made Louisa’s heart melt, but not her resolve. ‘Well, he’s right … in so far as he is most certainly out of the question.’ She opened her mobile phone to end the conversation. She would get them a tow and a new set of wheels.

Although Louisa wanted to continue on to the stables, Wade was not about to leave Andrew to explain the accident to his father.

‘Baron, my father will be even more annoyed if I spoil your plans.’ Andrew urged Wade to go.

‘I can do it another day. It’s no big deal,’ Wade insisted.

Louisa stood at a distance, watching them argue. In all her born days, she had never seen anything like it — a Baron more concerned about his people than his business or his possessions. She let loose a whistle to draw their attention. ‘Come on. I shall get my driver to take us back to Ashby. I can hardly allow our new Baron to catch a ride in a tow truck.’

 

Although the excuse seemed lame, Wade managed to convince Talbot that Andrew had swerved to miss an animal that had wandered onto the road. Louisa backed the Baron up on this. It was far better than having to confess the truth.

After lunch at Ashby, Louisa’s chauffeur drove her and the Baron down to the stables, and later returned them to Ashby for dinner.

Louisa was much more at ease by evening, as the Baron had been most impressed by her whole operation. She suggested over dinner in the lower drawing room that she take Wade to the races. Unfortunately, there was not much happening in the United Kingdom at this time of year, but Louisa promised to send Wade a schedule for the upcoming season.

Once they’d polished off dessert, Wade politely excused himself on the premise that he had some work to do. Louisa, who had decided to stay the night at Ashby, and return home in the morning, seemed a little put off by Wade’s early departure.


‘What kind of work do you do?’ she inquired.

‘Computer stuff. You wouldn’t be interested.’

‘On the contrary, Baron, I am most interested,’ Louisa insisted.

‘All the same,’ Wade smiled, hoping he would not appear too rude. ‘I need to concentrate. I could show you some other time, perhaps?’

In truth, Wade was dying to speak with Andrew, and he simply couldn’t put it off any longer. Louisa got the distinct impression, however, that Wade was avoiding her because of this morning’s misadventure.

‘Of course.’ She forced a smile. ‘I’ll look forward to it, then.’

 

Wade felt like a complete heel as he climbed the staircase to his quarters. Louisa would be gone in the morning, and it wouldn’t have killed him to play host for just a while longer.

‘What took you so long?’ Andrew stood up, thankful to see the Baron. ‘I was paranoid that the cat would show up before you did.’

‘Been smoking have we, Andy?’ Wade jeered.

‘Well, yeah. Between last night and the crash this morning, I had to do something to calm my nerves.’

Wade sat down in front of the computer and booted it up. ‘So, have you had any thoughts about our spooks?’

‘If that is what they were.’ Andy seriously doubted that theory. ‘It seemed more like we went to them, than they came to us, if you catch my drift. Only that scenario could explain the candle lighting, the outstanding condition of the furniture, and the missing pool table.’

Wade shook his head, certain that this simply could not have been the case. ‘My logic says it is far more likely that we were hallucinating, or —’

‘Rubbish! Why do you persist in clutching onto that conclusion, when there is no evidence to support it. The movie we were watching at the time would have played on if we were dreaming.’ The sound of the door creaking open silenced Andrew. Both men looked to the doorway, anticipating the cat’s entry. When Louisa walked in, however, Wade and Andrew released a disappointed sigh.

‘Well, thank you so much.’ She entered despite their reaction. ‘I am just here to apologise to you both for my behaviour this morning.’

‘Think nothing of it. The whole thing is forgotten.’ Wade rose from the computer to get Louisa out of his chambers, just in case the house had another strange episode planned for this evening.


‘If that is true,’ Louisa queried Wade, as he accompanied her to the door, ‘why are you so eager to be rid of me? Am I really such dreadful company?’

‘Heavens no.’ Wade paused in his course to assure her. ‘It’s just that I’m …’ he fished for an excuse.

‘Busy.’ Andrew helped the Baron out.

‘That’s absolutely right.’

‘And your chauffeur is helping you?’ Louisa sensed that she was not getting the whole truth.

‘Ah, yes. I am expanding young Andrew’s horizons,’ Wade informed her.

‘O-oh.’ Andrew spied the cat by the open music room door, and motioned Wade to it.

Wade cursed upon sighting the animal and, much to Louisa’s confusion, he pushed her around behind him, as if to protect her from it.

‘Is it diseased or something?’ she wondered out loud, though it certainly looked healthy enough.

As the cat disappeared out the door, Wade seated Louisa on his computer chair. ‘Wait here until we get back,’ he instructed sternly, motioning for Andrew to follow him.

‘What is going on?’ she appealed, exasperated by their boyish behaviour. As both men completely ignored her, Louisa decided to defy the Baron’s instruction and follow.


‘Holy moley, the great chamber,’ Andrew mumbled, wonderstruck to be standing in an entirely different room than the round gallery usually located here.

The chamber, though of the same dimensions, was now squared off, and housed a large wooden dining table and chairs. Bare timber feature supports sustained the roof in place of the dome, and the marble floor had turned to lacquered timber.

‘What’s happened?’ Louisa gasped.

‘I thought I told you to —’ Wade, having turned to chastise her, noticed a blank wall where the doorway to the music room had been. ‘Oh shit!’ The little hallway was still there, though there was no door at the far end.

Wade’s companions were just as alarmed to discover this.

‘We must be in a time before the music room existed.’ Andrew turned to eye their surroundings very carefully. ‘This looks like the musicians’ gallery, which hasn’t been in use since around the time of the restoration of Charles the Second.’

‘What does he mean?’ Louisa demanded to know, horrified beyond all reason.

‘Hey,’ Wade cautioned her. ‘I told you to stay put, you didn’t listen, so cope with the consequences. We don’t have any answers, so … Just stay close to us,’ he advised, in a more obliging fashion and followed Andrew back into the great chamber. ‘Did you see where the cat went?’

‘Ssh!’ Andrew set them all straining their ears.

A loud thumping on the doors of the Great Hall startled the three of them out of their wits.

‘Quick, in the drawing room,’ Andrew urged, and all were quick to comply.

The long gallery, located to the far end of this chamber, had vanished. Only the door to the bedchamber Hugh had occupied during his stay at Ashby remained.

A guard emerged from the downstairs quarters to answer the door, though he did not unbolt it, only the small hatch that sat at eye level. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I demand this door be opened in the name of the Lord High Protector of England,’ a harsh voice yelled from beyond the doors. ‘A charge of treason has been brought against Gisborne, Baron Ashby, and we have been sent to escort him to answer these charges before Cromwell’s council.’

As the guard was explaining to the soldiers outside that his Lord was not at the manor at present, another more distinguished gentleman had come to stand in the middle of the Great Hall.


‘Open the doors, O’Mally,’ the gentleman instructed, placing his hands on his hips to confront the soldiers as they entered.

Reluctantly, the guard complied, and the half dozen soldiers barged into the room.

‘Gisborne Ashby. You are under arrest on suspicion of conspiring with, and harbouring, Jacobite supporters of Charles Stuart.’ The Lord in charge of the soldiers had the Baron seized.

‘That is ridiculous,’ Gisborne argued. ‘The Ashby family are not political.’

‘Is that so,’ the Lord challenged. ‘Search the house,’ he ordered his men. ‘If there are Jacobite spies herein, I want them alive … for now,’ he concluded with a grin.

Only two of the soldiers headed up the stairs to the grand chamber and, rather fortunately, they moved to check the musicians’ gallery first. This gave Wade and his party time to withdraw into the main bedchamber, which was only lit by the flaming timber in the fireplace.

‘They are going to find us if we don’t get out of here,’ Andrew started barricading things against the door, and Wade lent a hand.

‘Well, how do we do that?’ Louisa beseeched them, having no desire to be carted off to some medieval dungeon.


‘Ah, we’re not exactly sure,’ confessed Wade, ‘but I think it’s got something to do with the cat.’

Upon this revelation, all three of them bowed down low and began to chant, ‘Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.’

‘Arthur McCloud!’ Wade whispered hoarsely in desperation, as the soldiers were heard approaching.

A strong meow was forthcoming from the adjoining dressing room. At the same time the soldiers tried to enter via the withdrawing room door and, finding it blocked, they began to ram it.

‘The cat’s got my vote.’ Wade headed into the dressing room to see Arthur disappear down the stairwell that led to the servant’s quarters.

‘Excellent.’ Andrew spied keys in the inner locks on both the dressing room doors. These security measures were no longer necessary in the twentieth century, but at this early stage of the house’s history this was the main cabinet room. Andrew turned the key in the inner cabinet room’s lock as the soldiers burst through their first barricade inside the main bedchamber.

Louisa hesitated as Wade pursued the animal into the stairwell. ‘But they are searching downstairs!’

‘We don’t have much choice,’ Wade said as he grabbed Louisa’s arm and pulled her through the doorway after him.


Andrew grabbed the key from the inside lock on his way through the stairwell door, and locked it closed behind them. The sound of the cabinet room door crashing open was to be heard behind them, but this final door was the sturdiest, and he expected it would hold the soldiers there for longer.

As Wade and Louisa reached the bottom of the stairwell, the door upstairs yielded to the soldier’s relentless pounding and gave way. Wade eyed the corridor ahead, realising he’d lost the cat again. ‘Damn it.’ The rattling sound the soldier’s armour made as they hurried down the stairs sent chills down Wade’s spine. ‘Andy, let’s go!’ Wade urged his young friend to move it.

‘Can I help you?’

Talbot startled the wits out of everyone as he stepped out of his bedroom into the corridor before them.

But not one of the three young people would look at him, let alone answer his query. The Baron, Lady Sinclair and Andrew were all staring back towards the stairwell, alarmed by the sounds that escaped his old ears.

The clanking noise of the advancing soldiers started to fade, and tapered out completely by the time they would have come into view.


‘Is it over?’ Louisa dared to draw breath.

Andrew nodded, placing a hand on Talbot’s shoulder. ‘My father may be old, but he’s not that old.’

‘Is what over? Have I missed something, Sir?’ The butler inquired of his Baron.

‘No, Talbot.’ Wade managed to advise calmly, with the adrenaline from the chase still coursing through his veins. ‘Sorry we got you up. We’re just going to fix ourselves a cup of coffee.’

‘But, Sir —’

‘Don’t worry Father,’ Andrew assured on his way through to the kitchen behind the others. ‘I’ll make it. You go back to bed.’

 

The three adventurers scrambled back up to Wade’s quarters to find everything as they’d left it. According to the computer, all of two minutes had elapsed.

‘So now you see why we were trying to get rid of you, Louisa?’ Wade thought he’d put her mind to rest on that issue, at least.

Louisa had taken a seat to gather her wits in the wake of their ordeal. ‘Ah, yes.’ She raised her brows in consternation, ‘and I must say your true motive had unexpected depth, Baron.’

‘Do you know who the man was, the one they arrested?’ Andrew asked Wade, who shook his head. ‘Well, that was your great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great grandfather, Gisborne Ashby. He was sentenced to slavery on the charge of treason, by Oliver Cromwell. I remember this because it was the only time in the history of the manor that it nearly fell out of the hands of the Ashby family.’

‘So how did we get it back?’ Wade took a seat beside Louisa.

‘Gisborne’s ship was seized by pirates, and when they discovered the galley slave was the grandson of William Ashby, whose name was then synonymous with Sir Frances Drake, they freed Gisborne and accepted him into their ranks.’

‘Excellent,’ Wade cheered, ‘so he became a pirate too.’

‘For a short time,’ Andrew explained. ‘Soon after, Cromwell died, and Charles the Second took the throne of England. As soon as the King’s restoration was completed, Gisborne was given a full pardon, and his lands and titles were restored to him. Charles wanted to increase the Ashby’s lands and title at this time, but Gisborne graciously declined. He truly had no desire to dabble in politics further, nor to try and manage more lands than suited his purpose. The Ashby family have outlasted many of the higher ranking families because they have never bitten off more than they could chew.’

‘So Gisborne was guilty of treason, as charged?’ Wade, knowing nothing of history or politics, didn’t know whether to be proud of this or not.

‘You bet your bottom dollar he was,’ Andrew assured. ‘For, although Cromwell did manage to enforce peace in England, Scotland and Ireland, via a military dictatorship, his methods were harsh to say the least. He destroyed much of what was beautiful in his lands … the arts, literature and scientific study suffered terribly. This was how Gisborne was persuaded to rebel against Cromwell. In the eyes of the ruling class of the time he was doing the right thing.’ As the Baron appeared to be set at ease by this news, Andrew skipped to the next subject. ‘So, as you have now witnessed an actual event in your family history, do you still think we’re all hallucinating?’

‘I never really did,’ Wade confessed. ‘That was Hugh talking. None of this started till after he left, except for that first dream. If that’s what it was?’

‘Tell us about this dream?’ Louisa implored him.

Now that she had recovered, Louisa considered the episode to be the most extraordinary event she’d ever witnessed in all her born days. Her whole being tingled with curiosity, excitement and wonder. For the first time in ages Louisa truly felt alive.

As Wade obliged Louisa with all the details of the ghostly experiences she had missed, both she and Andrew questioned why the cat had been blocking Wade’s passage in the first case, and so obviously leading him in all of the others?

‘Well, in the first instance you were outside the house, but in all those that followed you were inside … in here in fact.’ Andrew pointed out, motioning to the music room around them.

‘Maybe next time we should try and get outside?’ Wade suggested.

‘And risk losing track of the cat?’ Andrew shook his head in the negative. ‘I say you stick with Arthur. He saved us from becoming galley slaves, you realise.’

‘Yeah,’ Wade conceded, a little disappointed about that in retrospect. ‘But the ship would have been ambushed and we all would have become pirates.’ He almost cheered in conclusion.

‘But how would we explain the fact that you were Gisborne’s great grandson nine times removed?’ Louisa put forward in jest.

‘You’re really getting into this, aren’t you?’ Wade noted the Lady’s enthusiasm.


‘Well, it’s all very mysterious, isn’t it? If you’re going again, you must let me come.’

Wade looked at Andrew who was shaking his head profusely and mouthing the words, too dangerous.

‘That’s a little difficult,’ Wade told her, ‘as we don’t plan it. It just happens.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Louisa was disappointed. ‘Perhaps I could come down for the weekend then, and if it happens then fine, and if it doesn’t …’ She shrugged. ‘What do you say?’

Andrew was trying to wipe the horrified look from his face with both hands, when Louisa followed Wade’s gaze to catch the chauffeur’s protest.

‘Hey, I could really be of help to you.’ Louisa pleaded her case. ‘I know the library better than just about anybody. I could help research.’

‘Don’t you have other things to do?’ Andrew queried.

‘Don’t you?’ she replied. ‘Besides, my weekends are my own at present. How I choose to spend them is my business.’

‘Hugh is going to be here this weekend,’ Wade informed, hoping this might put her off.

‘I don’t have a problem with that,’ Louisa announced under sufferance.


‘And you promise to be nice to him,’ Wade pushed his advantage, ‘and see him, even?’

‘Yes, I promise.’ Louisa skipped over the vow quickly. ‘Can I come, please! You’re not going to make me beg, are you?’

‘I’d pay money to see that,’ Andy mumbled, to Wade’s amusement.

Louisa took offence at this, or at least pretended to. ‘Forget it. Keep your little boys’ club.’ She stood and made for the door. ‘But don’t come crawling to me when you want answers, because you won’t get them.’

‘Louisa.’ Wade went after her, much to Andrew’s annoyance. ‘We’re just winding you up. Of course you can come. You’re always welcome here.’

‘Well, maybe I don’t want to now.’ She attempted a ploy for a little more attention.

‘Cool.’ Wade withdrew abruptly. ‘It’s your call.’

‘No, I will.’ Louisa jumped in before she lost the opportunity. ‘I’ll be here, Friday night.’
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Wade and Andrew spent the next couple of days in the library, reading and searching for clues that might unlock the mystery of Ashby.

Over two days they barely made a dent in the mountains of literature, though they did manage to confirm the existence of the loony ghost they’d encountered in the drawing room. The apparition seemed to be a prime candidate for Ernest Ashby, the eighth Baron, who was declared mad in 1822 at the age of 54. The tower that the ghost had vanished into in order to escape them had become the madman’s prison for the rest of his days — some twenty years in all.

They also discovered that the man Cromwell had installed in Ashby during Gisborne’s brief exile had built a chapel on the grounds. As he despised organised religion, Gisborne had the place of worship levelled upon his return. This chapel had been located where the gazebo now stood.

Although Arthur did not make an appearance on the nights they spent in the library, Wade and Andrew kept a watchful eye out for the animal. They also had to consider that the music room was perhaps the only point of origin for the strange time phenomena.

 

Come Friday, however, the Baron and his chauffeur were obliged to leave the house. Wade had promised the Contessa Montagu that he would visit her school for the arts. Quite frankly, Wade wanted to get the engagement out of the way so that he might concentrate on the mystery of the manor undisturbed.

There was also the possibility that, being close to him in age, and a peer, the Contessa might have been a confidante of his grandfather. Perhaps Edward had told her something of strange occurrences that took place in the manor?

The Baron left in the early morning so as to be back at Ashby by the time Hugh and Louisa arrived. The notion of those two being left in each other’s company for too long amused Wade. Maybe he should return late just to spite them both?


The college was on the other side of Ashbury, just a short drive from the manor, as was the Contessa’s main estate of Glenoak.

The Baron had his laptop computer on hand, just for appearances as much as anything else, and had no idea what a fortunate vanity that would turn out to be.

The gatehouse guard alerted the Contessa to the Baron’s arrival. He was met and escorted to her office chambers by several of her loveliest students.

‘My dear Baron,’ she turned from the window as Wade came through the door, ‘how wonderful of you to come.’ She remained in her sun-drenched position, and held out her hand to him.

The Contessa had the deportment of a Queen, so much so Wade almost felt obliged to kneel before her. ‘I’ve been looking forward to it.’ He bowed and kissed her hand.

The gesture greatly pleased her, though she knew the young Baron was lying through his teeth. ‘But I was under the impression you had little interest in the arts?’ she queried winningly.

‘Alas, it is true, Contessa.’ Wade grinned. ‘I must confess that my interest lay more in you.’

‘In me?’ Her smile broadened with his implication and, though she knew his motive was not romantic, it was nice to briefly imagine. ‘You are curious to know more about your grandfather, I presume.’

‘Um, yes.’ Was everyone around him psychic, Wade wondered. ‘I know this might seem a personal question, Contessa, but how well did you really know my grandfather?’ As the lady appeared a little overwhelmed by the question, Wade added: ‘In so far as, did you know him well enough that he might entrust you with a family secret?’

‘I think you shall find that, here in England, family secrets usually stay in the family. However,’ she took up Wade’s arm to guide him out of the room, ‘if you will allow me to show you around my college, I will tell you what I do know of Edward … God rest his sweet soul.’

As Wade was led through buildings that his forefathers had funded, the Contessa boasted of all the wondrous productions and exhibitions Edward and she had staged together. The tour started in the halls of music, moved on through the halls of poetry, writing, and acting, then into the halls of painting, sculpture and the like. It seemed all very traditional to Wade; there was nothing progressive about the school at all. The last cluster of buildings were the halls of dance, or rather, ballet. Wade felt like a rooster in a henhouse here, though there were other males scattered throughout these dwellings.

As they strolled along the first floor promenade, Wade thought that it gave the hall of ballet an appearance similar to squash courts. The timber walkway ran down the center of the building, and overlooked the classrooms on one side and the smaller rehearsal rooms on the other. One of the students noted their presence and asked the Contessa for her opinion on a piece of the student’s choreography. Wade advised the Contessa to take her time, because he was going to take a stroll.

Wade spied the Contessa’s assistant, Hannah, in one of the rehearsal rooms a little further down the walkway. She was going through the motions of a routine with one of the male students. The student seemed, to Wade, to be a bit of an arsehole. He stood yelling at Hannah, who had her head bowed low, nodding to agree with him. Over the noise of the other rooms, it was hard to hear what was being said, until the room next door shut off their music.

‘All these flimsy movements!’ Hannah’s partner was heard to complain. ‘This is ballet, classical ballet! If you want to be a showgirl, go find a good jazz class.’


‘I am sorry, Ivan,’ she said, her eyes to the floor as she ground the tip of her right point shoe into the timbers. ‘I should have known anything slightly contemporary would be frowned upon.’ She tossed her head up suddenly, and looked defiantly at him. ‘Shall we try it again?’

Ivan just stared at her a moment. ‘I can’t work with this!’ He threw his arms in the air and stormed from the room.

As the door slammed closed behind her partner, Hannah poked her tongue out at him for good riddance. Wade was tempted to cheer at this point. Hannah had more spunk than he’d previously imagined. But as she moved to the stereo, Wade refrained — she was going to dance.

She changed the CD and hit the play button, before taking her place in the centre of the room.

Neither the music Wade heard nor the movement he saw could have been construed as classical, but it was, nevertheless, the most moving piece of dance he’d ever seen. He was so impressed he found the stairs and went down into the rehearsal room to compliment her in person.

‘Hi there.’ He entered without knocking and almost startled Hannah out of her wits.

‘My Lord.’ Her tone was precarious, to say the least, and she went straight back to removing her shoes. ‘I just wanted to say, that was brilliant!’ Wade awkwardly pursued the conversation in spite of her mood.

Though he did not bother to say so, Hannah could only assume he’d seen her dance. ‘You know good technique when you see it, I suppose?’

‘Actually, I was referring to the way you handled that arsehole,’ Wade lied, as he didn’t know the first thing about ballet.

‘Ivan is a great dancer.’ Hannah stood and took up her bag to leave. ‘He was yelling at me for my own good … and I should have been listening to him.’

Deep down, Wade realised that her anger wasn’t really directed at him, so he thought he’d try one more time to boost her spirits. ‘Hey,’ he called after her as she made for the door. ‘I know what I like, and I think your style is better than anything I’ve seen here today.’

Hannah looked to him, nearly in tears. ‘Well then,’ she said, ‘that’s it! I’ll just blow a promising career so that I can pursue contemporary dance instead.’ She rolled her eyes, and exited with haste.

‘Was it something I said?’ Wade didn’t understand, but then, when it came to women, he seldom did.

 

Wade and the Contessa retired to her chambers for lunch. And after a superb three-course meal, the heiress got around to asking the Baron about his thoughts on her college.

‘Well, Contessa …’ Wade looked thoughtful, deciding he’d do her the courtesy of being perfectly honest. ‘I think you need to expand —’ The Contessa’s face lit up with delight at the comment, until Wade added, ‘into the modern arts.’

‘What?’ She was outraged.

‘Contessa,’ Wade leant forward, ‘you are going to be left behind, maybe not this century, but beyond the year two thousand most definitely. Have you got any idea what you could do if you added film, editing and sound studios, multimedia, modern music and dance departments —’

‘Stop, stop, stop …’ The Contessa was waving her arms about. ‘What do you mean by multi-media?’

‘Interactive games and books, graphic design and animation, special effects, that kind of thing.’

‘That isn’t art …’ the Contessa had to laugh, ‘the computer does everything for you.’

Wade resented her view and placed his laptop on the table, opening it.


‘I am sorry.’ The Contessa realised she’d put her foot in it.

The Baron waved her to silence. This was his favourite sermon, and Wade had yet to find a critic he couldn’t convert. ‘The computer is only a tool, a medium, like a brush and canvas, paper and pen. And, as with any other art form, the extent of one’s technique is limited to how well you can utilise your tools for your own creative expression. Apart from imagination, however, there is the comprehension of the differing programs, and the extent of their applications to be mastered. One also has to know how to communicate with the computer and interface with other computer systems. In other words, one must understand the linguistics, and computer programming languages are fast becoming as numerous as those spoken. Still, when one has a firm grasp of these, what you can do with that knowledge is limitless! Your students could design their own stage sets, lighting, costumes, brochures, even advertise on the worldwide web … design a new wing for the school, film and edit your productions, burn CD recordings, both musical and literary, and that’s just for starters. You already have all the talent to produce major in-house productions … recitals and exhibitions could be recorded for future reference. It would cost a fortune to get outsiders to provide the same services for any extended period of time, but we could supply these services to other colleges, and turn it into a thriving business.’

It was a good thing the Contessa was seated, as Wade was completely blowing her mind; everything he said was perfectly true. He showed her some of the images he’d designed for the web, along with some 3D animation sequences.

‘But, if you do decide to get with the times,’ Wade said in a cheeky fashion, knowing he’d already convinced her, ‘I believe you have to go contemporary all the way. Music, dance, the lot!’

The Contessa frowned slightly.

‘Keep all the traditional arts you have now,’ Wade continued, ‘and I shall fund new halls for the new curriculum, along with state-of-the-art equipment.’

‘A very tempting offer, my dear Baron.’ The Contessa bit her lip. ‘I shall have to think seriously about it first, and there would need to be much more discussion before we could proceed.’

‘Of course,’ Wade granted. ‘And I shall have to speak with my grandfather’s financial advisers, and get their thumbs-up on the matter.’

‘Leave Mr Hapwood and Mr Wilks to me. I’ve been dealing with them for years.’ The Contessa waved away this concern. ‘But these new additions would have to be introduced gradually, you understand. We can’t risk losing our other more traditionalist supporters, either.’

‘Well,’ Wade shrugged, ‘we could start by upgrading those arts you already have, like dance and music, and then go from there.’

‘Perhaps?’ One side of the Contessa’s mouth curved to a smile. ‘Leave it with me.’

Her assistant, Hannah, had been telling the Contessa for years that they needed to modernise. Here was one student who was bound to embrace the young Baron’s proposal with open arms!

 

The Baron made it back to Ashby before sunset, and Hugh arrived shortly after him. Wade told his friend nothing of the weird occurrences he’d experienced in his absence, opting to wait until he had the others to back up his story.

Instead he spoke of his visit to the college and of the plans he’d discussed with the Contessa. They raved briefly about Hugh’s first few days at Oxford, before Wade announced that Louisa was coming down for the weekend.

‘Wonderful,’ said Hugh. ‘I do enjoy feeling invisible.’


‘No. I made her promise to acknowledge you this time,’ Wade informed, sitting back in his chair by the fire in his drawing room.

‘You broached the subject of her ignoring me?’ Hugh became more interested. ‘What reason did she give?’

‘She said she was after my stables, and didn’t wish to be distracted from her quest.’

‘Louisa admitted that outright?’

Wade nodded.

‘So I was right about her.’

‘Not entirely,’ Wade considered, looking over to Talbot who had come to stand at the music room doors.

‘My Lord, Lady Sinclair has arrived. Should I show her —’

As the Lady in question came striding in, Wade gave the butler his leave … ‘Thank you, Talbot.’

‘Has anything happened since I left?’ She took a seat beside Hugh on the couch.

Hugh thought this a strange way to begin a conversation. ‘Good evening, Lady Sinclair. How nice to see you again.’

‘I am sorry.’ She turned in her seat to face Hugh. ‘It’s just all so intriguing, don’t you find? I’ve been able to think of little else for days.’ She excitedly expressed her feelings. ‘And, please call me Louisa. We’re all friends here.’ She looked back to Wade, leaving Hugh stunned by the total transformation of her character. ‘Now, please answer my question, before I burst!’

Wade grinned broadly, keeping both Louisa and Hugh in suspense. ‘No, you haven’t missed anything, though we did manage to dig up a few interesting facts from the library,’ Wade informed, and Louisa clapped her hands in joy.

Hugh could only stare at the pair of them in amazement. Louisa was like a gleeful child, and it was no act. And Wade had spent time in a library, reading books! ‘Excuse me, folks —’ Hugh interrupted their excited banter, and stood up to express his confusion.

At this point, Andrew came barging into the music room, and spying everyone inside the drawing room he joined them, closing the doors behind him. ‘Have you told him yet?’

The once meek and timid chauffeur also seemed to Hugh to be sporting a lot more confidence than usual. ‘What the hell has been going on here? Did you all find God or something?’

‘Close,’ Wade informed as he looked to Louisa and Andrew, who both nodded to confirm his claim. ‘I think you’d better sit down,’ Wade suggested to Hugh. Wade then began to tell the tale of the past week.

Louisa and Andrew added their impressions as the story progressed, though Hugh was beginning to think they’d all gone nuts.

‘You lot have been smoking Wade’s pot, haven’t you?’ he grinned. Surely it was either that, or they were all pulling his leg.

‘I wouldn’t have believed it unless I’d experienced it,’ Louisa told him sincerely, then smiled. ‘But I’ll grant that by the end of this weekend, you won’t doubt it either.’

 

As the evening marched on, the house seemed to be supporting the sceptic’s view. They waited up, anticipating the cat’s arrival, until two o’clock in the morning, when Hugh decided to retire.

‘Well, adventure seekers, maybe tomorrow night, hey?’ Hugh rose to go to bed.

‘I don’t understand!’ Andrew was most annoyed. ‘Maybe Arthur hasn’t made an appearance because we’re waiting for him.’

‘Maybe Arthur hasn’t made an appearance,’ Hugh postulated, ‘because he doesn’t exist.’

‘Oh, he exists, alright.’ Louisa rose to leave with Hugh, not wanting to risk stepping into another time period on her way to her room alone.


Wade and Andy were silent for some time after Louisa and Hugh departed, absorbed in their thoughts as they observed the crackling fire.

‘There must be something that serves as a trigger for the occurrences,’ Andy posed. ‘Something we’ve overlooked.’

‘Well, one thing’s for sure.’ Wade raised himself. ‘I’m going to get a couple of videos for tomorrow night’s wait. Be buggered if I’m going to sit around doing sweet f.a.’

‘That’s it!’ Andy sprang from his seat, nearly startling the wits out of Wade. ‘Maybe it has something to do with the electronics! The first time the cat came to see you in the music room, what were you doing?’

‘I was on the computer,’ Wade concluded, following Andy’s train of thought. He found this theory rather fascinating. ‘The next time, we’d just installed the entertainment system,’ he remarked further. ‘And last time, I was also on the computer!’ he concluded firmly, then wavered. ‘Yet, when I had that first dream about the temple, I didn’t have any of this set up?’

Andy frowned. ‘So again, that episode is contrary to the pattern of the others.’

‘Well,’ Wade slapped the lad’s shoulder, ‘we shall test out your theory tomorrow night and turn everything on. If you’re right, Hugh is in for a rude shock.’

 

The next morning Hugh remained in bed until quite late, enjoying the house privileges, and Louisa went out riding.

So Wade found himself wandering around the house checking for electronics. Most of the lighting was gas, as was the hot water and the stove. The cool room was running on a generator.

‘Winston,’ Wade queried the cook about this, ‘would you like me to buy you some more cooking apparatus, and a dishwasher, perhaps?’

‘Oh no, my Lord, I do not need them?’

‘But wouldn’t you prefer to have such things?’

‘Well, of course,’ the chef confessed. ‘But my wife, Rosia, she won’t even use the washing machine. Modern technology frightens her,’ Winston whispered, discreetly. ‘She is not a young woman, my wife, best not upset her.’

Winston concluded his answer with a wink, returning to his normal tone of voice: ‘We manage just fine, my Lord, but bless you for asking.’

Wade found the cook’s explanation most curious indeed, and headed out the back door to investigate the laundry. He found a brand new washing machine and dryer, covered over with sheets, but there was a large tub, scrubbing board and hand-wringer that still appeared to be in use.

‘Were you looking for something, my Lord?’ Rosia entered with a large basket of washing.

‘I was wondering, Rosia, why you don’t use the machines to do the washing?’

The elderly woman shrank backwards, looking to the covered apparatus as if it were taboo. ‘Is my laundry not satisfactory, my Lord?’

‘No, Rosia, your laundry is excellent,’ Wade assured her. ‘I just wondered why you make your job harder than it has to be?’

‘I don’t understand …’ Rosia was bewildered by his words. ‘If my ways are too old-fashioned for my Lord —’

‘No, no!’ Wade cut her off; she was getting him all wrong. ‘Whatever works best for you, is good for me.’ He backed away before he really upset her. ‘Carry on,’ he said with a smile, heading back inside.

‘There you are, my Lord.’ Talbot confronted him in the kitchen. ‘You have a visitor. Hannah Martin from Glenoak College is in the lower drawing room.’

‘Really?’ Wade was intrigued, though dubious, as the girl seemed to entertain an eternal bad mood.


‘I must say, this is a surprise.’ Wade entered the lower drawing room, closing the door behind him.

Hannah stood up when he arrived. She seemed troubled, but not angry. Wade had never seen her in casual clothes, and with her long, dark hair loose, Hannah seemed an entirely different person.

‘My Lord, I am so sorry to barge in uninvited like this, but I felt I must apologise for my behaviour yesterday.’ Wade moved to wave this off and interrupt, but Hannah persisted with her speech. ‘There I was treating you like an ignorant fool, but it is I who am ignorant and a fool. The Contessa told me of your proposals for the college.’ Hannah took a few steps towards him, inspired by her own convictions. ‘And I want to help, in any way I can.’

How fortunate, thought Wade, motioning her to take a seat. ‘Well, I don’t think the Contessa is one hundred per cent convinced.’

‘Oh, believe me, I’ve been fighting to update the curriculum for ages, and this is far and away the closest the Contessa has ever come to even considering such a proposal. I fear we must move swiftly, however, before her excitement fades.’

‘It won’t,’ Wade assured Hannah. ‘What I showed the Contessa yesterday on that little laptop was nothing compared to what my system upstairs is capable of. If the Contessa cools down, I’ll just blow her mind with something even more impressive.’

‘Could I see?’ Hannah was curious to observe what had turned the Contessa’s head.

‘Sure.’ He moved to lead the way, but then, remembering Andy’s notion that the equipment could be the trigger for the time phenomena, Wade refrained. ‘Oh damn, that’s right. I’m in the middle of cleaning out my system.’

‘Does that take long?’ Hannah queried.

‘Hours!’ Wade exaggerated.

‘Well, if you have no objection, I don’t mind waiting?’ As there was a frown threatening to form on the Baron’s brow, Hannah added, ‘… or I could come back another day, if you’d prefer?’

Hannah’s big blue eyes seemed in vast contrast to her dark hair and pale milky skin. Her luscious red lips had a cute kind of pout happening as she awaited his response.

Wade was torn. The time phenomena hadn’t occurred for days now. What if Andy’s theory about the equipment proved to be wrong? He could be blowing the perfect opportunity to get to know this girl better. ‘Whatever you’d prefer,’ he said, whilst a little voice in his head cursed his change in resolve. ‘You could even stay for dinner, if you’d like?’

‘I wouldn’t want to impose,’ insisted Hannah, looking to the drawing room door as it opened and Louisa entered.

‘Oh, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.’ Louisa looked at Hannah, and obviously had no intention of withdrawing. ‘How are things at Glenoak, Miss Martin?’

‘Very well, thank you, Lady Sinclair.’

‘You two know each other?’ Wade queried, noting that both women seemed to become slightly agitated by the other’s presence.

‘We have met on more than one occasion,’ Louisa informed Wade. ‘So, what brings you to Ashby?’ The Lady retrieved a cigarette from her silver case on the table, and lit up.

As Hannah seemed to be at a loss as to how to respond, Wade intervened. ‘We are going to be working on a project together.’

‘How nice.’ Louisa strained to produce a smile.

‘I was just trying to talk Hannah into staying for dinner this evening.’ Wade again looked at the dancer for her response.

This announcement was most disturbing to Louisa in view of the episode she anticipated would occur. ‘Do you think that is wise, Baron?’

Hannah, knowing Louisa to be the money-grabbing bitch she was, resented the question. She was sure that Louisa was only out to monopolise the new Baron’s attention and cheque book, just as she had done with his grandfather. ‘Actually, Baron, I will come back for dinner … if it’s no trouble, and you can show me your images then.’

Terrific, thought Louisa, as Wade smiled at Hannah and assured her it was no trouble at all.
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The Gang’s All Here




Considering there were several people expected for dinner this evening, Wade thought that perhaps they should eat in the dining room.

He sought Talbot’s opinion in regard to Andy joining Hugh, Hannah, Louisa and himself for the occasion. He didn’t wish to put any of the servants in an awkward position by inviting their co-worker.

‘I feel sure Andrew would much prefer to dine with you young people,’ Talbot granted. ‘I don’t believe any of us old fogies are going to object to the lad enjoying himself on a night off.’

When Wade advised the cook of his plans, Winston was both delighted and concerned by the prospect of entertaining. ‘This occasion demands something more lavish than usual … I shall head into the village at once, my Lord, to procure that which I shall need.’

‘Don’t put yourself to too much trouble, Winston,’ Wade tried to head off the cook’s obvious panic.

‘Oh, it’s no trouble.’ Winston removed his apron and replaced it with his coat. ‘It’s an excuse,’ he chuckled, placing a hat on his head. ‘Besides, my reputation demands it,’ Winston informed, heading out the back door.

As most of the servants were getting on in years, Wade roped Hugh into helping Andrew and himself shift the dining furniture into the middle of the room.

The long, slender table separated into four sections. These divisions enabled them to manoeuvre the table around the four huge columns that ran parallel to the wall where the table was positioned. In the end only one section of the heavy wooden piece was required, this section being more than adequate to accommodate a party of five.

‘I’ve never been to a dinner party before,’ Andrew remarked, as they finished placing the chairs around the table in the middle of the huge marble dining room.

‘That’s okay,’ said Wade, ‘I’ve never thrown one.’

 


When Hannah arrived back at the manor, she was more suitably attired for dinner. Talbot led her to the lower drawing room, where the others making up the party were indulging in a few pre-dinner drinks.

‘Wow,’ commented Wade as he moved to greet her, ‘you look amazing.’ As Hannah only smiled, a little awkward about his comment, Wade changed the subject. ‘You remember my friend, Hugh?’

Hugh stood, unable to place her. If he had met such a beauty, surely he would recall. ‘Sorry, we met when?’

‘This is Hannah Martin, the Contessa’s assistant.’ Wade jogged his memory.

‘Oh, of course.’ Hugh could hardly believe the transformation. ‘I do apologise. You appear quite different out of business hours.’

‘I try,’ was Hannah’s droll reply.

‘Louisa you know.’ The two women smiled at each other sweetly, so Wade skipped quickly to his remaining guest. ‘And I’m sure you must have met Andrew.’

‘Yes.’ Hannah reached out and shook his hand. ‘How are you, Mr Jenkins?’

‘Very well, Miss Martin. And yourself?’

‘Stop, stop, stop!’ Wade objected. ‘This is my dinner party, therefore we dine by my rules.’


‘Ah, I don’t think you usually have rules for a dinner party, old boy,’ advised Hugh.

‘Then what do you call all that using the right fork rubbish?’

‘Fair enough,’ Hugh shrugged. ‘State your rules?’

‘There is only one,’ Wade informed them, ‘and that is, everyone must call each other by their first name.’

‘And if we don’t comply?’ Louisa toyed.

‘Then there’s the door,’ gestured Wade, just as playfully.

 

This rule worked wonders; everyone relaxed rather quickly. Only the two women seemed to be avoiding each other, but even their animosity mellowed after a few drinks.

As they finished the main course, Wade rose to make a toast. ‘To my new friends, and my old one.’ He acknowledged Hugh, who tipped his head in appreciation. ‘And to my new-found home and wealth. May we all profit greatly from the acquisition.’

‘Here, here.’ Everyone drank to that.

‘That means you, too,’ Wade commented to the butler and the maid, as they cleared the dishes onto a trolley.


‘Thank you, my Lord.’ Talbot glanced briefly at his son, who was deep in conversation with Lady Sinclair. ‘I am a content and happy man.’

A second later, a dish shattered on the marble floor. Wade turned to discover that Talbot had dropped the object, but before he could inquire after the problem he spied it.

Arthur McCloud was seated by the dining room doors leading into the Great Hall. One of the doors was opened just enough to allow a cat of his size to enter.

‘Andy …’ Wade looked at him. ‘You didn’t turn on my equipment, did you?’

‘Well, yes … you said to.’

As Rosia spied the cat she screamed and fled through the doors at the opposite end of the room.

‘What is all the fuss about, Talbot?’ Wade queried, as the butler backed away in fear. ‘You told me that Arthur had only recently disappeared?’

‘I lied, my Lord. I didn’t want to alarm you.’

‘See.’ Andy stood up. ‘I told you I was telling the truth.’

‘So that’s Arthur, hey?’ Hugh rose also, still not convinced that the cat’s appearance gave the rest of their tale any credence.


‘It sure is.’ Louisa watched the feline’s movements from behind Hugh.

Hannah didn’t know what to make of everybody’s reaction. The cat may have been large, but it was one of the cutest she’d ever seen.

‘Why, he’s lovely,’ Hannah commented, moving to comfort the animal in the wake of the maid’s hysterical reaction.

‘Hannah!’ Wade was not quick enough to stop her getting too near, and Arthur exited out the door.

‘It’s scared, poor thing.’ Hannah sped up a little to avoid Wade’s grasp, and slipped out the door after it.

‘Hannah, wait.’ Wade exited in her wake.

‘Quick …’ Andy advised the others to follow, and all three of them ran for the door.

‘No son, don’t,’ cried Talbot. ‘It’s not natural!’

By the time the old butler hobbled to the doorway, there was no trace of the young folk. He called and called for them, but no response was forthcoming.

 

The Great Hall was overflowing with people, dressed in the grand, evening attire of the mid-to late-seventeenth century.

‘Dear God,’ uttered Hugh, as he came to a stop behind Wade and Hannah, who were also staring in awe at the scene.

‘Is it a surprise party?’ Hannah queried, admiring all the beautiful gowns the ladies wore, and the music that filtered down from the orchestra on the floor above.

‘You could say that,’ Wade ventured, as Andy came forward to have a quiet whisper in his ear.

‘Perhaps we should back out of here, discreetly,’ Andy motioned to their attire, ‘before the women get arrested.’

The strange thing was that the colourful characters around them acknowledged their party with smiles and nods, not seeming in any way curious or affected by their presence.

‘Nobody seems too bothered.’ Wade spied Arthur halfway up the staircase, and he took hold of Hannah’s hand to make after the cat.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, delighted and bemused all at once. Wade did not reply.

Andy was quick to join the pursuit, and although the lad was admired by several ladies on his way up the staircase he managed not to be swayed from his course.

‘My Lady,’ Hugh held out his hand to Louisa, who placed her hand on top of his.


‘Charmed,’ she played along, as they followed the rest of the party up the stairs.

Arthur entered Hugh’s drawing room, which was more sparsely occupied than the grand domed saloon, or the Great Hall. As Wade and Hannah kept pace with the animal, a small boy came charging out of the long gallery to collide with them.

‘Steady on there, mate,’ Wade made sure the lad was stable in the wake of the crash.

‘Let me go’ The boy tried to wriggle free of Wade’s grasp.

‘Ernest!’ An elderly man entered the drawing room in pursuit of the boy. ‘Hold him,’ he requested of Wade, and approached quickly to apprehend the cause of the dismay. ‘Thank you kindly.’ The old man took the five year old by the arm and headed back into the long gallery with the lad squirming in protest.

‘That’s not fair, Grandfather,’ said Ernest. ‘You said I could keep it.’

‘After I die, and not before,’ the old man clarified. ‘Now give me the dodecahedron,’ he ordered, disappearing around the corner with the child.

‘What is wrong?’ Hannah asked, seeing Wade’s perplexed expression.


‘Who was Ernest, again?’ he inquired of Andrew as he caught up with them.

‘The loon,’ Andrew replied, refreshing Wade’s memory.

‘Then his grandfather was John Ashby, the one who built the temple … and if he is still alive at this time, then …’ Wade nicked into the long gallery to peer down into the gardens through the closest window. ‘The temple is still here,’ he uttered, admiring the exquisite dwelling seen in his dream.

‘Unreal,’ Andrew mumbled, to second the Baron’s awe as he joined Wade at the window.

‘What temple?’ Hannah followed Wade and Andrew’s line of vision to spy the opulent dwelling that stood in the gazebo’s stead. ‘Oh … that temple.’

Wade looked to the old man as he carted young Ernest into the tower. Arthur McCloud sat waiting by the tower door. ‘Finally, he’s taking us there.’ Wade grabbed Hannah’s hand and started off again.

Hugh and Louisa, having just arrived on the scene, briefly gaped out the window at the magnificent temple before catching up with Wade and Hannah.

‘Wade, I notice a similarity between this temple and your gazebo.’ Hugh waved him back to the window to take a look, and although the delay frustrated Wade, he backed up to see for himself.

His need to get moving blinded Wade for a moment, but then he saw the common feature to which Hugh referred. Out of the temple roof rose the same large metal spike that currently extended from the roof of the gazebo.

‘That looks rather like an antenna of some description,’ observed Hugh.

‘You think he’s trying to pick up cable?’ Wade commented in jest, moving off after the cat that had by now wandered into the tower. ‘Come on, Andy,’ he called back to his young friend who was dragging the chain.

Wade preceded Hugh, Hannah and Louisa down the stairs, to find the tower door, which granted access to the open walkway, was open. Arthur disappeared into the darkened shadows of the arched walkway outside as a hysterical woman, wailing like a banshee, ran into their midst.

‘Rosia?’ Wade grabbed hold of the maid.

‘My Lord?’ She gulped, looking back to the dining room where she’d just left him. The maid went into another brief screaming fit, before she finally fainted.

‘Damn it!’ Wade lowered her carefully to the ground, realizing that if Rosia was here, the temple was gone.

‘It’s vanished!’ Louisa confirmed his thought. ‘Only the gazebo remains.’

‘Speaking of missing —’ Hugh turned a few circles, then moved to peer back up the stairwell, ‘where is Andrew?’

 

Andrew was distracted from his pursuit of the Baron by the silhouette of a man and woman who were occupying one of the moonlit, bay-window seats in the long gallery. For it looked as if the woman was being held there against her will. ‘Are you all right, my lady?’ he queried.

‘This one is no lady,’ the rather overweight, middle-aged man spat back in response. ‘You would do well to mind your own business, boy.’ With a hand clasped over the mouth of the whimpering girl, the gent was more than a little the worse for liquor.

‘I was addressing your lady friend,’ Andrew ventured, unaffected by the middle-aged drunkard’s threat.

‘Stay,’ the man ordered the maid, releasing her as he stood to confront Andrew. ‘This is no way to treat your host, lad. Someone should teach you some manners.’


Andrew laughed at this, considering the fellow’s state. ‘Well, I have nothing planned, if you think you are up to it.’ Andrew coaxed him away from the distressed female, who was now openly sobbing.

‘Up to it, I am,’ the man vowed. He turned, enraged, and retrieved a sleek sword from its place of display on the wall.

‘Oops!’ Andrew jumped back to avoid the sharp tip of the extended blade as it sliced through the air only inches away from his gut.

‘Lost your sense of humour, son?’ The man took another swing at his defenseless opponent and fell short of his aim yet again.

Andrew spotted a large silver tray on the coffee table and quickly retrieved it to use as a shield. He edged his way towards the matching sword still mounted on the wall, fending off his attacker’s blows as he went. But as Andrew reached for the weapon, the drunkard quickly deterred him with a slice to the forearm. ‘Shit!’ Andrew withdrew, searching the dim room for an alternative form of defence.

‘Would you like to apologize, before I run you through,’ the man offered, gloating over the fact that he’d drawn blood.

At a loss for a witty retort, Andrew was startled by the sound of breaking china. His assailant dropped to the floor like a stone. The maiden stood over her unconscious Lord, obviously horrified by what she’d done.

‘He shall have my hide for this … that vase is worth more than I shall earn in my lifetime.’

‘He’ll have to find you first.’ Andrew tossed the tray aside and, gripping his wound with one hand, held out the other to the petrified young woman.

Her first reaction was to take her saviour’s hand, but with a second thought she hesitated. ‘I thank you, Sir. But there is no point in risking yourself further. Lord Ashby shall only hunt me down.’

‘Not where I can take you,’ Andrew assured.

She shook her head and was seated. ‘Make no mistake, he will find me, no matter where I go in the whole of the known world.’

Andrew could understand her reserve and even though he was fairly sure he shouldn’t even be suggesting she accompany him, the young woman’s despair urged him on. ‘What is your name?’ He decided to try another tack.

She drew deep a breath to contain her dismay. ‘Grace, my Lord.’

‘Do you have family in this house, Grace, or anyone the Baron might punish in your stead?’ When Grace shook her head, Andrew closed the distance between them a little. ‘Then consider this … if you are right, all you’re risking is the chance to have a bit of an adventure before the Baron turns his wrath upon you. And if I am right, which I am sure I am, you shall never have to give this aging bastard another thought.’

Grace calmed to mull over his words. ‘Why would you help me? I am no one of any consequence.’

‘Nor am I,’ he replied. ‘I am a servant, just like you, only I am in the employ of a good and just man who would be outraged by your Lord’s treatment of you. He will guarantee your safety, Grace … trust me.’

Again he held his hand out to her, and this time she dared to take it.

‘You’ll not regret this.’ He encouraged Grace to her feet, and quickly guided her into the tower.

‘Baron … Hugh? Louisa?’ Andrew called into the shadows that obscured the stone staircase leading to the outside walkway. ‘Arthur? Arthur McCloud.’

At the sound of a cat’s meow, Andrew did an about-face. The large feline was pacing to and fro in the doorway that led to the library. Arthur appeared rather agitated, and Andrew wondered if it was because the cat had been forced to come back for him? Or perhaps the animal was protesting Grace’s presence?

‘Sorry, puss, I’ll try to keep up this time,’ Andrew commented, heading in the cat’s direction.

‘Are you conversing with a ghost?’ Grace wondered, seeing no-one in the doorway.

‘You don’t see the cat?’ he paused to inquire.

‘No, my Lord.’

‘Then I guess it is a ghost.’ Andrew resumed his pursuit, as Arthur was protesting loudly from the wooden ladder that granted access to the ground level of the room.

The cat leapt from the mezzanine down onto one of the wooden desktops below. Andrew aided Grace down the ladder, when a loud, gruff voice commanded them to halt.

The Baron had regained consciousness and was clinging to the wooden railing of the mezzanine for support as he hobbled after them. ‘Stop I say! After them!’ he ordered the guards who had pursued him into the library.

‘It’s no use,’ Grace insisted, as she watched the Baron’s guards making haste for the ladder.

‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained.’ Andrew urged her out through the library doors.

Arthur led them through the glasshouse towards the double French doors into the marble dining room.

Andrew could hear the sound of the guards running along the sandstone path of the aviary, as he and Grace entered the dining room and bolted the doors behind them.

‘That won’t hold them long,’ Grace announced in a panic. ‘Give up. I shall only bring you grief.’

‘There you are.’

The pair turned, their hearts pounding in their chests, to find Wade, Hugh and the girls.

‘Thank God.’ Andrew gave a great sigh of relief.

‘What happened to you?’ Wade referred to the bloody wound on Andrew’s right arm. ‘And who is this?’ The Baron noted the young woman’s old-fashioned dress, and shook his head.

‘This is Grace. Grace, this is Baron Ashby.’

‘Charmed …’ Wade tried not to appear too rude as he dragged Andrew aside for a quiet word. ‘You brought a maid from the seventeenth century back here with you! Are you nuts?’

‘Please don’t be mad, my Lord.’ Grace came to Andrew’s defence. ‘It was all my fault.’

‘It’s not your fault that old bastard was accosting you,’ Andrew insisted.

Louisa and Hannah appeared moved by his words.


‘Andrew! You saved her from molestation?’ Louisa sighed. ‘How gallant.’

Grace, in her fluster, was ignoring everyone but Wade. ‘Please, my Lord, just give me to my Lord’s guards and I shall take full responsibility.’ She looked back to the doors, expecting the guards to come crashing through them at any moment.

‘Grace.’ Andrew gripped both her hands to try and calm her. ‘You are safe now.’ He led her back to the double French doors and opened them wide. ‘See, they’re gone, and they won’t be back.’

Almost too afraid to look, Grace slowly ventured into the aviary to find it devoid of human occupants. ‘But how is that possible? They were right behind us.’

‘Andy.’ Wade motioned him back into the dining room. ‘I think you’d best ask your lady friend to sit down. This could take some explaining.’

 

Although Grace plummeted into a state of shock and disbelief when informed of her leap into the future, the claim was not that hard to prove. And the relief that Andrew had made good on his promise to hide her far outweighed Grace’s fear of the unknown. For she was assured by all present that, to the best of their knowledge, her tormentor, Frances, Baron Ashby the Second, could not follow her into the twentieth century.

Wade advised Grace that she was welcome to enter his employ until they decided if they should, or indeed could, return her to her true place in history. What the Baron thought interesting was that this young woman had frequented the house during the brief fifty-year period of the Temple’s existence. The maid could well turn out to be more informative than Ashby’s entire library when it came to what the sixth Baron, John Ashby, really got up to inside the phantom dwelling. Wade suggested that Andrew show Grace to one of the spare rooms in the servant’s quarters. They could discuss the perplexing details of this evening’s events in the morning.

 

‘I think you’ll really like it here.’ Andrew made casual conversation as he bundled clean blankets and linen into Grace’s waiting arms. ‘You’ll certainly get paid, and treated, a whole lot better.’

‘It is all so overwhelming, Sir,’ she stammered, as she eyed over all the fine bedding. ‘I do not know what to say.’

‘My name is Andrew,’ he insisted politely.

‘Andrew,’ she repeated, daring to smile. ‘You have my deepest and most heartfelt gratitude.’


‘Andrew?’ Talbot stood poised in the hallway, just outside of Rosia’s and Winston’s sleeping quarters. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ The butler eyed the old-fashioned attire on the mysterious young woman in his son’s company.

‘Give me five minutes, Father,’ Andrew begged his patience, ‘and I’ll explain everything. The Baron is well aware of the situation.’

Talbot, although appearing decidedly worried, gave a nod to grant Andrew leave.

‘Thanks. I’ll be right back.’ Andrew led Grace down the hall to the room located next to his own.

‘My gosh!’ Grace gasped upon noting the one big bed therein. ‘I once shared this room with two other girls. It has changed some since then.’

‘Then I trust you’ll be comfortable. The bathroom’s the last door at the end of the hall.’ Andrew pointed in the general direction. The questioning look on Grace’s face made him wonder if he should give her a lesson in using all the apparatus.

In the era Grace was from, there hadn’t been any such thing as a bathroom. There had been Cabinet Rooms, and Dressing Rooms where the Baron and his family could wash, on the rare occasions when they did. But the servants would have been lucky to have had a wash bowl and a bedpan between them.

Just the thought of explaining to Grace that she could strip naked and bathe in a full tub of water made Andrew feel a mite uncomfortable, let alone enlightening her as to how the toilet was used.

‘I’ll show her.’ Louisa had entered in time to hear Andrew’s directions and, to his great relief, she ushered him out of the room. ‘I’ve brought you some pyjamas,’ she told Grace, holding out her offering. ‘Probably not quite what you’re used to … but hey, you’re in the twentieth century now.’

 

Andrew found his father in the dining room with the Baron. He and Hannah were listening to Wade explain what he knew about the strange occurrence to which they had just borne witness.

‘Well!’ Hannah raised her brows in disbelief, unable to truly fathom what she was being told. ‘You certainly put on an extraordinary dinner party.’

‘The emergency is over,’ Hugh announced, as he entered behind Andrew. ‘All the equipment is switched off.’

‘Good-oh,’ Wade acknowledged, shifting his sights from Hugh to Andrew. ‘I think it’s safe to assume that we found your trigger, Andy. That theory of yours concerning the electronics is looking pretty well spot on.’

Talbot, having noticed the blood on his son’s sleeve, had moved to investigate his wound without interrupting the conversation.

‘As someone older and wiser, Talbot, what do you make of all this?’ Wade queried.

‘My Lord, I am certainly no expert on such matters. This is an old house, and one expects it to have a few ghosts in the closet … but the occurrences you describe go far beyond haunting.’ The butler inspected the bloody slash on Andrew’s right arm. Luckily, the wound was not deep enough to be serious. ‘Still, I don’t think you need me to tell you that to toy with such phenomena is obviously dangerous.’

‘I’m inclined to second that view,’ Hugh stated, having a peek at Andrew’s arm. ‘At least until we have some idea of what we are dealing with.’ He looked at Wade in appeal to his better judgment. ‘You can’t just go around pulling people and objects out of history. We don’t know what kind of disastrous impact that might have on the present.’

‘He’s right,’ Hannah agreed, although the Baron quite obviously didn’t like their view.


‘What … so I’m supposed to do without my computers? I’ll go stark raving mad!’

‘No, not necessarily,’ Hugh theorized. ‘Be a bit conservative with the power for awhile though. And if the cat shows up, don’t follow it.’
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The Temple




He moved down the staircase and through the Great Hall, where the front doors were open wide. The great fountain and the estate grounds were shrouded by an unearthly mist. Neither day nor night prevailed, but an eerie kind of twilight — Wade had been here before. He turned left and made his way towards the side of the house where the gazebo was located, only now the temple stood in its stead and Arthur guarded the entrance.

As Wade approached the dwelling the cat hissed incessantly, warning him against proceeding further.

The temple door crept open and a deep growl was heard from within. A great wolf-like hound sprang from the shadows to attack the feline. Fear beset Wade’s heart at the sight of the huge canine, though the dog seemed to have little interest in him. Arthur turned, and reared to confront the larger beast. Although he put up a good fight, the cat was eventually persuaded to flee, the dog hot on his heels.

Beyond the open door, the temple was begging to be explored.

The interior of the circular dwelling was lush. The heavy velvet curtains on the curved windows were drawn open, to allow the spooky exterior light to illuminate the chamber’s extravagant furnishings. In place of the gazebo’s central marble column there now stood a much larger room. On the opposite side of the rounded feature there was a door that opened as Wade neared it.

Within was a staircase that spiralled down and around a huge metal beam. This beam was part of the base of the metal spike that rose to a pinnacle far beyond the glass apex of the roof. Wade descended, in search of the sturdy beam’s source, to find a perfectly rounded library area that was the same dimensions as the room above. The great metal pole, however, disappeared into the solid timber floor.

Wade moved further into the room. Beyond the reading lounges and side tables he came to a writing desk, where a large notebook lay open. There on the page before him was a hand-drawn copy of the mosaic that was set into the floor of the marble dining room. Apart from the cross with triangles at each point, there were some scribbled notes next to each of the differing triangular images.

Wade was not given a chance to absorb the information, as the room was suddenly engulfed in flames.

‘Grandfather!’ cried a lad who came charging down the spiral staircase. He threw back a rug, located between the reading lounges, then lifted a trapdoor in the floor beneath.

Unlike the episodes Wade had experienced in the house, the boy seemed oblivious to Wade’s presence. This young man was Ernest Ashby, five or six years older than the last time Wade had glimpsed him.

‘That contraption will be the death of you,’ he cried down through the hole in the floor. ‘Leave it! We must get out of here.’

As Ernest descended to the lower level, Wade followed him — down another staircase. This room was much larger than the two previous floors and housed a huge apparatus of mind-boggling proportions.


‘Take this, quickly.’ An aged John Ashby placed a peculiarly shaped object in a wooden box before handing it to his grandson. ‘You must hide this, and my notebook, from your father.’

‘Come with me now, and you can hide them yourself,’ Ernest begged.

The aging Baron grabbed hold of the boy and shook him. ‘You keep your promise to me, Ernest. Your father and his peers must not discover the power source … it is not the right time.’

The lad, wide-eyed with horror, nodded in accord.

‘Now go!’ the Baron urged, ‘and don’t turn back, no matter what happens, understand?’

Ernest backed up a few steps, his teary eyes fixed on his grandfather, before he turned and quickly fled the burning structure.

With the lad’s departure, John seemed to calm down. ‘My discovery shall be buried with me,’ he said, taking a seat to await his fate. He then turned his sights to Wade. ‘Immortality will be mine,’ he told him, as the flaming ceiling timbers collapsed in on them both.

 

The next thing Wade knew, he was seated bolt upright in bed with perspiration pouring from every inch of his body — even his toes were sweating. He looked at the door that led to his drawing room; someone was coming.

Lit by rays of twilight, the door swung open wide and Hugh scampered into view. ‘Where’s the fire?’ he demanded to know. ‘Are you alright? You were yelling fire at the top of your lungs. Wade?’ Hugh approached his friend, concerned as he noted Wade’s distressed state of being.

‘There was a third level,’ mumbled Wade in explanation.

‘To what?’ Hugh took up Wade’s robe and placed it around his shoulders, for his friend was clearly trembling.

‘The temple.’ Wade’s eyes were fixed in midair as he recalled the finer details of what he’d seen. ‘John Ashby was secretly building something down there.’

‘Steady on.’ Hugh gave half a laugh to lighten the spooky, and somewhat serious, mood that Wade was in. ‘I hate to point this out and spoil your speculation, but you are not wandering around the house now, old chum … you’re in bed, having experienced nothing more than a nightmare.’

Wade found Hugh’s view to be not entirely convincing. ‘I was only dreaming on that first night, too, though the facts of my vision proved true enough. John Ashby’s secret project has something to do with the strange occurrences in this house, I know it.’

Hugh, ever the sceptic, failed to see how this could be the case. ‘You’re talking about a man who died over two hundred years ago … they did not have enough technological know-how to invent such a device back then … we don’t have the technology now! The damn temple was destroyed anyway, its contents along with it.’

Wade inhaled deeply as he considered Hugh’s words, but as he allowed the air to rush from his lungs his belief remained unchanged. ‘I wouldn’t bank on that.’

 

At breakfast, in the servants’ quarters, Andrew introduced Grace to the rest of the house staff and she was greeted warmly by all, except Rosia.

‘Mamma-mia.’ Rosia slapped both hands to her cheeks and backed up out of the room in haste.

Andrew excused himself to pursue her. ‘Rosia, what is it?’ He caught up with the housemaid as she entered her sleeping quarters.

‘She is a ghost,’ she explained, pacing to and fro in a fluster.

‘No, Rosia. She is very real, I assure you.’ Andrew attempted to calm her down.


‘I have the sight,’ she stated in a whisper, her tone harshly serious. ‘And I have seen this girl before.’

Andrew was not given the chance to wipe the scepticism from his face.

‘Have you never heard the crying late at night, from the room next to your own?’ She raised an eyebrow in question.

The expression on his face must have been enough of an answer, for indeed he had. ‘But upon investigation there is never anybody there.’

‘To your eyes, perhaps, but not to mine.’ Rosia smiled, pleased to have made her point, then she was deadly serious again. ‘I have seen the crying maid, on more than one occasion, and the visitation is always the same. She stands upon a chair, in the middle of that room, her clothes tattered and ripped in places.’

Andrew’s eyes opened wide, drawn into her tale.

‘The maid places a noose around her neck,’ Rosia continued, ‘and, with one final howl, she kicks the chair from beneath herself.’

Andrew felt giddy as a scenario took form in his mind. ‘Did she appear like she might have been raped?’ He was almost too scared to ask.

‘That would be my guess.’ Rosia was frank, ‘and, more than likely, by more than one fellow. Poor little mite must have killed herself, rather than live with the shame of it.’

‘But Rosia,’ Andrew put to her, ‘if I have, somehow, reached into time and plucked her out, won’t she be spared all that now?’

‘I am not God, I don’t know, and you shouldn’t presume to play God either.’

Andrew wasn’t really listening. His own speculations preoccupied his thoughts. ‘But I saved her from such a situation … and if Grace kills herself almost immediately afterward, then pulling her out of there can surely have no great affect on history.’

‘You can’t know that for sure, Andrew. Grace is not of this time. It is not right,’ Rosia insisted.

‘Just because it’s never been done before doesn’t mean it is wrong,’ Andrew argued.

‘Oh, it’s been done before,’ Rosia nodded to assure him. ‘There are portholes to other eras and dimensions all over this planet, where the veil between inner and outer time is very thin. The Bermuda Triangle and the Devil’s Triangle are both famous for such time-slips, but there are many other similar places that are less well known.’

‘Do you think Ashby might be one such place?’ Andrew quizzed, most intrigued by her theory.


‘If what you claim is the truth, it would certainly seem to be a possibility.’

Andrew spent some time with Rosia, telling her of the occurrences he and the new Baron had experienced and of his seriously incomplete trigger theory. Although Rosia had seen many a ghost at Ashby she hadn’t, to the best of her knowledge, moved out of the present day when confronted by one of them. She had noted that visitations were strengthened and were more frequent when electrical devices were in use in the house, which was why she avoided using modern machinery.

Rosia agreed with Andrew that all the young Baron’s electronics could have something to do with the materialisation of ghostly presences in the house. Still, she was not very well schooled in science. She suggested that as the previous Barons of Ashby had been most interested in such phenomena, Andrew might find more information in the library.

 

Later that morning, Wade had Grace brought to his drawing room for a little chat. Hugh, Louisa and Andrew were also present.

Wade was curious to know how long Grace had been in the employ of John Ashby.

‘Just a few months,’ she replied. ‘He was a good man, hard-working and honest. Unlike his son, Lord Frances, who drank to excess, gambled and frequently assaulted the female staff.’

‘Would you say that the Baron was a man of science?’ Wade queried further.

‘Oh, most certainly. It was said that many a famous scientist had stayed at the house as the Baron’s guest. He was a fellow of the Royal Society, and travelled there often to hear lectures.’

‘Lectures on the nature of electricity, perhaps?’ posed Wade.

‘Objection,’ Hugh cut in playfully. ‘You’re leading the witness.’

‘Shh!’ Louisa urged, looking back to Grace.

‘Yes,’ she recalled, ‘I heard that word mentioned.’

‘Did you ever see inside the Baron’s temple?’ Wade asked the pertinent question, and everyone held their breath as they awaited the response.

‘I did serve tea there to the Baron and his guests a couple of times.’ Grace couldn’t understand what everyone was so fascinated by.

‘On the first or second level?’ Wade pried further.

‘Both,’ replied Grace.

‘What about the third level?’ Wade raised a brow in question.

‘Why, my Lord, there was no third level,’ Grace advised politely.


‘See.’ Hugh was most pleased to hear this. ‘You were dreaming, my friend.’

‘Although …’ Grace ventured to say, ‘the Baron’s wee grandson did mention something once about a wonderful machine beneath the library, but the Baron made the child out to be imagining things.’

Wade looked back to Hugh with a grin. ‘Dreaming, hey?’

‘But I never saw it,’ Grace was quick to add. ‘Nor was there ever any other mention of it.’

‘Thank you, Grace.’ Wade wound up their little talk. ‘You’ve been most helpful.’

 

Hannah arrived back at Ashby later that day with a bag full of clothes that she’d collected from the girls at the College. ‘I thought Grace might be able to use these,’ she explained to Wade. ‘And,’ she rummaged into the bag, pulling out a gift-wrapped package, ‘I brought you a present.’ She held her offering out to him.

Taken by surprise, Wade didn’t know what to say. Was this some sort of an indication of her affection?

‘Call it a peace offering,’ she advised upon noting his perplexed expression. ‘I thought they might help contain the strange occurrences you’ve been experiencing.’


When Wade unwrapped the two huge chunks of solid quartz crystal, he was even more confused.

‘Apparently crystals absorb electromagnetic radiation.’ She shrugged to imply she wasn’t sure if she believed it either. ‘It’s worth a try.’

‘Well, thank you.’ Wade accepted them graciously, although he was sceptical. ‘It was a lovely thought.’

‘Actually, I do have an ulterior motive,’ Hannah confessed. ‘I thought that, if they do work, you might be able to show me some of your computer images.’

‘In that case, we’ll certainly give them a try.’

 

Hannah found Grace in the kitchen, helping Winston clean up the dishes from lunch. The cook excused the girl, and the two women retired to the maid’s quarters before Hannah handed over the bag of clothes.

‘I thought this stuff might suffice until you have the chance to buy some new clothes of your own,’ she explained.

Grace, who’d never owned more than two sets of clothes at a time, was struck completely speechless as she viewed all the attire laid out on her bed.


‘I could take you shopping, if there’s nothing here you like,’ Hannah added, not too sure of how to take the maid’s reaction.

‘No, ma’am,’ said Grace. ‘They are lovely … more beautiful than anything I have ever owned. It’s just …’ she hesitated, fit to blush.

‘Yes,’ Hannah prompted.

‘Are you sure they are appropriate? I don’t mean to seem rude or ungrateful,’ Grace was quick to add, ‘but these appear more like underclothes.’

Hannah giggled, considering that they probably did seem a little daring compared to the attire Grace was used to. ‘Take a look at what I am wearing.’ Hannah rose to model the skin-hugging bodysuit, short flared skirt and boots that she had on.

Grace smiled broadly, very much liking the outfit although she could hardly imagine wearing it.

‘There are some things in here that are more modest.’ Hannah sorted through the pile of clothes, selecting items.

Grace held some of these up against herself to view them in the mirror. ‘And Master Andrew would not think me cheap, if I were to dress so?’

‘Not at all,’ Hannah assured her, then, recalling she had some fashion magazines in her bag, she pulled them out for Grace to flick through. ‘Take a look for yourself. These are the very latest fashions.’

Grace blanched at the images that passed before her eyes as Hannah arranged a few outfits for the maid to try on, and then seated herself down beside her. ‘You like him, don’t you? Andrew, I mean.’

‘I owe him much, ma’am,’ Grace defended. ‘I want him to think well of me.’

Again, Hannah laughed. ‘Because you fancy him,’ she teased.

Grace was taken aback by Hannah’s accusation, though she did have to suppress a smile. ‘I would never assume —’

‘It’s all right. I won’t tell,’ Hannah concluded, shocking the poor girl further. ‘Besides, I think he fancies you too.’ Grace was wide-eyed with disbelief at the comment. ‘Well, why else would he have braved bringing you back here with him?’

‘I think he was just being kind, ma’am.’ Grace simply could not accept the possibility. ‘After all, he hardly knows me.’

‘Well, I don’t know what men are like where you come from, but here, that doesn’t make any difference.’ As Grace was biting her lip and looking a tad worried, Hannah decided to drop the subject. ‘Anyway. Why don’t you try some of these on and see how they fit.’

 


When Grace braved leaving her room dressed in modern attire, Hannah led her to the kitchen to seek some of the older servants’ opinion. As it was Sunday afternoon, Talbot and Winston were at leisure, reading the papers at the servants’ dining table.

Grace was modestly dressed in a long black skirt, a white shirt and cardigan, yet she felt a little awkward, as the skirt seemed rather tight fitting.

‘What do you think?’ Hannah directed the two male servants to the young maid, whose cheeks were flushed as she awaited their opinion.

‘Much more suitable,’ Talbot stated frankly.

‘You look lovely, my dear.’ Winston assured.

‘Hey, Grace, is that you?’ Andrew entered via the back door, returning from washing the cars. ‘You look great!’

The girl’s cheeks went from flushed to deep red, and she strained to keep an awkward smile from her face. ‘Thank you. You are all too kind.’

As it was plainly obvious to old Talbot how uncomfortable the girl felt, he thought it best to take the focus off her. ‘Andrew, why don’t you show young Grace around the house and grounds? Get her familiar with the place.’

‘Good idea.’ Andrew went to take her hand, but Grace shifted both her hands behind her back before he could. Try not to be so forward, he reminded himself, motioning her to follow him outside. ‘This way.’

 

Hannah was headed into the Great Hall on her way to find Wade, when she spied him at the front doors, saying goodbye to Louisa.

‘I am sorry I can’t stay longer.’ Louisa took both of Wade’s hands. ‘But I might be able to get back here a couple of weekends from now.’

‘Well, keep me posted will you? You still owe me a day at the races, don’t forget.’

‘I won’t.’ Louisa kissed his cheek in parting. ‘You be careful, now,’ she cautioned him. ‘I don’t want you getting lost in some other time zone.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ he told her.

‘Say goodbye to Hugh, wherever he is. Tell him I wasn’t ignoring him this time. I just couldn’t find him.’

‘Sure thing. He’s probably buried somewhere in the library.’ Wade gave her a wave as she descended the steps to her car.

As the sports car roared down the long drive that led to the front gates, Hannah joined Wade out front. ‘I think she has her eye on you,’ she commented, startling the Baron out of his daze.

‘Nah,’ he assured. ‘She’s just after my money.’


‘Did you work that out by yourself, Baron?’ Hannah was most impressed by his perception.

‘Of course,’ he assured, then changed his tune. ‘I didn’t … Hugh enlightened me.’

‘Smart man, your Mr Prescott.’

‘That’s why we hang out together. He’s the brains and I’m the looks,’ Wade stated, only half in jest.

‘You think so?’ Hannah smiled at the suggestion.

‘That’s just what I’ve been told.’ He waved away all responsibility for the claim.

‘I see.’ She turned, suppressing her amusement, and headed back inside.

‘You don’t agree then?’ Wade could only assume it was so by her reaction.

‘I don’t have an opinion either way.’ She attempted to discourage further comment.

‘But you must have. You’re not gay, are you?’

‘No, I am not gay.’ Hannah was moved to a smile by the query. ‘I just hadn’t given the matter any thought.’

‘What? So you’re not interested in any guy that doesn’t wear tights?’ Wade ribbed her about her dance partner.

‘Look.’ She paused before ascending the stairs, realising Wade wasn’t going to drop the subject. ‘If you really must know, I found Mr Prescott more attractive upon first meeting.’

Wade pulled his head in, trying not to look too offended. ‘And now?’

Hannah rolled her eyes, embarrassed by his persistence. ‘I’m here to see your computer skills, Baron, not to feed your ego.’ She motioned upstairs.

‘Feed my ego you do not,’ he agreed, leading the way to his studio.

‘I am sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.’ She shrugged, trying not to laugh at his dejected expression. Wade was acting it up to a degree.

‘No, if you’ve got a thing for Hugh, I understand.’ Wade covered his face to hide his smile, making out that he was going to cry.

‘That’s not what I said.’ Hannah took the bait, hurrying up the stairs to catch up with Wade.

‘You’re more attracted to Hugh.’ He twisted her quote, to tease her.

‘Upon first meeting,’ she added, frowning, as that didn’t really fix the misquote.

‘But you’ve changed your mind now, is that it?’ Wade brought the conversation round full circle.

‘No, that is not it.’ Hannah took a step away from the Baron, and was unable to look him in the eye for a moment. ‘It just so happens that I am already seeing someone.’ She lied to put an end to his inquisition.

‘Oh.’ Wade didn’t know what to say to this, as it hadn’t occurred to him that Hannah might already have a boyfriend. ‘Not Ivan, I hope.’

‘Hardly.’ She shuddered at the thought. ‘I can’t stand him on a professional basis, let alone —’ She cut herself short. ‘Could we please just drop the subject, and get back to the matter at hand.’

‘Sure.’ Wade accepted defeat, and headed off towards the studio.

 

In the little spare time Wade had found since arriving at Ashby, he’d been working on a 3-D model of the mansion.

‘It’s incredible!’ Hannah gasped at the amazing graphics.

‘It just started out as a project, but now I think I might actually develop it into a game. You know. Follow the cat, get caught in another time zone, that sort of thing.’

‘Based on a true story,’ Hannah added with a smile. ‘But how did you make it look so real? All the paintings and everything are so exact, it must have taken you ages.’

‘Nah.’ Wade handed Hannah his digital camera to look over. ‘I just photographed the artwork, and then loaded the images straight into the computer. Now the only problem I have is creating the house in its different stages throughout history.’

‘Well, why don’t you just take the camera with you on your next trip through time,’ Hannah jested, but Wade was excited by the idea.

‘Good call.’ He hadn’t thought of that. Still mulling the notion over, he placed the camera aside. ‘I started on the proposal for the college this morning. Want to see?’

‘Yes please.’ Hannah took a seat to make herself more comfortable.

‘It’s only two-dimensional at this stage, but I’ll have a 3-D format in no time.’ Wade opened up the file where the plans were stored. ‘Now … all the existing buildings are in black, the new wing is in red.’

‘Wow.’ Hannah marvelled at the size of his vision. ‘It’s huge!’

‘You see that building there.’ Wade enlarged the structure in question. ‘This is your school of modern dance. I based the design on the existing ballet studios, although I thought we’d enclose the rooms in glass at observation level. That way you won’t have the same problem of sound spilling over into the surrounding studios.’ He turned to catch her reaction, to find Hannah leaning forward over his shoulder to view the image, and she was therefore closer than he’d expected.

‘It’s beautiful.’ She looked at him fondly, making no attempt to withdraw.

‘The real thing will be far more amazing,’ Wade said softly, afraid of scaring her off.

‘I’m sure it will be.’

‘I found a connection!’ Hugh announced as he barged into the studio, and noticed Hannah and Wade abruptly move away from each other. ‘Sorry, am I interrupting something?’

‘No.’ Hannah and Wade insisted at once.

‘What did you find?’ Wade spun around on his chair to face Hugh and be enlightened.

‘I finally realised what the symbols in the mosaic on the dining room floor relate to.’ Hugh came forward and placed a huge old book on Wade’s desk. ‘It’s not freemasonry, it’s alchemy.’

‘Alchemy?’ Wade was none the wiser. ‘What’s that?’

‘Alchemy is the science of altering the structure of an object to a different vibrational frequency. It’s an ancient art dealing with the control of mutations in and transmutations of matter, substance, energy, and life itself. It especially dealt with changing baser metals into gold.’


Everything Hugh said was going straight over Wade’s head, but he allowed Hugh to continue his rambling, hoping he’d grasp the concept somewhere along the line.

‘The accomplished alchemist was also said to have the ability to transform his own state of consciousness to a higher vibrational frequency by the purification of the atoms in his own body. This supposedly allowed the alchemist to dematerialise his purified body into an invisible vibrational frequency, the etheric world and even into a different time zone.’

‘But how was this purification achieved?’ Hannah asked; she seemed to be following Hugh’s spiel.

‘Good question,’ Wade added, pretending he was also understanding it.

‘Via an elixir of life, which has been called many things throughout the ages. The Philosopher’s Stone, the Keys of Solomon, the Manna, the ORME, the Alchemist’s Mercury, and White Powder Gold or Ghost’s Gold.’

‘So where did they find this Ghost’s Gold?’ Wade asked.

‘No, it wasn’t something they found. They made it, using a long process of reducing mercury to its essentials by separation and distillation. It is said that this Ghost’s Gold was a skillful, perfect equation of all the elements. Which is exactly what the symbols in your mosaic represent.’ Hugh flicked through the pages of the old book until he came to the one that laid out the different triangular shapes that were featured at each point of the cross on the dining room floor. ‘See, they represent Earth, Air, Fire and Water. If the element is fixed, as with Water and Earth, the triangle is upside down. Therefore, the elements of Fire and Air are volatile, and are represented by triangles that are upright.’

‘So what does it all mean?’ Wade also recalled seeing these images in his dreams, though he dared not mention that to Hugh.

‘I wish I knew.’ Hugh confessed.

‘And what about the shape that is featured in the middle of the mosaic?’

Hugh raised his brow at the question. ‘I can only assume that that represents the fifth element, which, according to Aristotle, was ether, or space.’

‘Well …’ Wade leant back in his chair, ‘that makes everything much clearer. Thank you, Hugh.’

‘Look, old son, I said that I had found a connection. I didn’t claim to know what it meant.’ Hugh closed the book and tucked it under his arm. ‘It does seem to indicate, however, that if John Ashby was into alchemy, perhaps he found a way to employ these strange vibrational principles in a more practical sense.’

‘Into a time machine, you mean.’ Wade smiled, knowing he was right.

‘Now I didn’t say that.’

‘But it’s a possibility, right?’ Wade pushed for confirmation.

‘Anything is possible.’ Hugh gave in. ‘May I borrow this?’ He referred to the book tucked under his arm. ‘I’d like to do some more research but I’m running out of time. I really should think about getting back to Oxford.’

‘I feel sure it will be of more use to you than me,’ Wade granted.

 

Later that evening, when all at Ashby had retired for the night, Andrew awoke from a peaceful slumber to hear Grace screaming in horror.

‘Peggy, what are you doing?’ Andrew heard the maid say as he raced into the hallway towards the next room.

He found Grace huddled against her bedhead, screaming and sobbing uncontrollably as she stared at the empty void in the centre of her room.

‘Grace, what is it?’ He touched her shoulder, whereupon she sprang from the bed, crying out in dismay. ‘It’s all right, it’s me, Andrew.’ He hesitated to approach Grace as she still seemed alarmed, looking from him to the centre of the room and back again.

‘Don’t you see?’ Grace pointed to the empty space.

Please don’t let her be perceiving her own suicide, Andrew prayed on the quiet. But how could she, if it hasn’t happened? he reasoned logically. He was about to assure her there was nothing there, when he heard the wail of a third party.

‘Peggy, stop, you don’t —’ Grace gasped suddenly, and turned away horrified by what she’d witnessed.

After a moment, Andrew ventured closer to the distraught girl. ‘Grace? I want to help you. I know you’re upset, but …’ He didn’t know what to say next.

Slowly Grace turned to find that the source of her dismay had vanished. ‘Oh God,’ she uttered, ‘Peg hung herself. Why, why would she do that? Lord Frances Ashby,’ she answered herself, her voice full of spite as she sank to the floor. ‘That could have been me.’ She looked at Andrew, realising he had saved her from more than losing her virtue.


Andrew came to kneel beside her, placing a hand on her shoulder in comfort, whereby Grace collapsed into his embrace and wept with relief.

‘Is everything alright?’ Talbot appeared at the door, having heard the girl’s cries.

‘Yes,’ Andrew assured his father. ‘It was probably just a nightmare.’

‘’Twas no nightmare.’ Grace pulled away from Andrew to assure both he and his father.

‘I’ll take care of it,’ Andrew advised, giving Talbot leave to go back to bed.

‘Can I get you anything, child?’ the butler offered before he departed.

Grace shook her head. ‘No, thank you.’

‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Rosia implored Talbot as she reached the scene.

‘It’s nothing,’ he advised her. ‘Go back to bed.’

Still, her curiosity was too great. Rosia bypassed the butler to look in through the younger maid’s door. When she saw Andrew consoling the girl, she shook her head. ‘Had no great effect on history,’ she said, before the butler led her away.

Although her words meant nothing to Talbot, Andrew knew what Rosia was implying, and Grace had a fair idea.

Now that she’d calmed a little, Grace returned to her bed and pulled a cardigan on over her pajamas. ‘I am sorry I woke you. I am fine now.’

‘Who is Peggy?’ Andrew took a seat at the end of the bed, well away from where Grace sat.

‘She was one of the girls I once shared this room with.’ She wiped the tears from her cheeks.

Then Rosia is right, I did change history.

Andrew suggested that they might move Grace into the next room. ‘Perhaps there are too many memories in here,’ he explained. ‘I should have thought of that before.’

‘I don’t want to put you to any bother.’

‘It’s no bother.’ He waved off her concern. ‘We’ll see to it first thing in the morning.’

Grace nodded, thankful for the suggestion. ‘I am sorry to cause you so much grief,’ she added, as Andrew moved to leave.

‘You don’t cause me any grief, Grace,’ he told her surely, and then smiled, ‘quite the contrary.’

‘It seems I have you to thank for my life.’ She voiced the realisation that had been made apparent from the visitation.

Andrew shook his head to disagree. ‘It is by your own courage that you are here, Grace. I was merely an option at the time. You were the one who chose to seize the opportunity to change your life.’


She raised both brows, casting her sights about the room. ‘Well, change my life I surely did.’

‘Do you regret it?’

Grace shook her head. ‘I feel for Peggy … but I cannot say I am sorry that it wasn’t me. As strange as the past few days have been, I wouldn’t trade them for all of my days from my birth to the moment you found me.’

‘And tomorrow will be even better,’ Andrew assured with a wink. ‘Now are you sure I can’t get you anything.’ He rubbed his hands together to lighten the mood and make his exit.

Grace shook her head and waved as she watched him leave. ‘What else could I possibly want?’ she whispered, and found herself smiling despite her ordeal. ‘I must be dreaming,’ she decided, as such a man was far too good to be true.
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The Dig




The following month passed without incident: no ghostly appearances, no time warps, no strange dreams. As the crystals seemed to be counteracting the occurrences, and as Wade had much work to do on his computers, he purchased quite a few more of the large stones — one for each piece of electrical equipment he owned.

Hannah had been a great help with the proposal for the college, and had acted as spokesperson for the presentation to the Contessa and the college patrons. This had left Wade free to deal with the visual part of the proposal, which was so complete in every detail that even the greatest traditionalists among their audience had to be impressed.

Stage two of Glenoak’s expansion plans was getting Wade’s financial advisors, Robert Hapwood and Tunstan Wilks, to agree to the massive outlay of funds. For although the final decision was Wade’s, he couldn’t feel comfortable about investing a large part of the family fortune without the full consent of those who had also been advisors to his grandfather. Still, between Wade and Hannah’s presentation and the Contessa’s aptitude for arguing the business side, Wilks and Hapwood had to agree that, by all appearances, the project was a sound investment. It was decided that the funding should be split into three stages: building construction, interior decoration and furnishing, and equipment, the last of which was estimated to be the largest outlay of them all. If each stage progressed according to the schedule and budget, then Wilks and Hapwood would have no just cause to deny the project their full ongoing support.

 

By the time of Hugh’s next visit to Ashby, all the plans for the college had been finalised, and Wade was of a mind to celebrate. Louisa had also been invited to the get-together, along with Hannah and the Contessa.

Hugh arrived at the manor ahead of Wade’s female guests, but the Baron was not present to greet him.


‘You’ll find the Baron around the side of the manor.’ Talbot, who sounded most disenchanted, directed Hugh towards the gazebo.

‘Thank you, Talbot.’ Hugh left his luggage with the butler, and headed off to investigate.

To Hugh’s great astonishment, he was confronted by some major types of machinery as he rounded the house. The gazebo had been completely disassembled, and was piled up in pieces out of harm’s way — the only part that still remained was the large metal spike that arose from the centre of the site. Wade was there, overseeing the dig-in-progress, which looked as if it was in its latter stages.

‘Whoa!’ Wade motioned to the man in the giant earth-mover to cease action. ‘We’ll continue the dig manually from here, thanks mate.’

‘What are you doing?’ Hugh was horrified by the desecration of the beautiful grounds. ‘Have you taken leave of your senses?’

Wade had expected this reaction from Hugh, and so remained in good spirits. ‘Well, you said you wanted to know what we were dealing with, and I figured this was the only way to be sure.’

‘It’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?’

‘Not at all.’ Wade was confident. ‘If I’m wrong, I can erect the gazebo again … no harm done.’


‘But …’ Hugh was lost for words.

‘I know it looks bad, but the garden will grow back. Right, Dougal?’ Wade referred to his gardener, who was in the earthen hole digging away madly.

‘Yes, indeed, Mr Prescott. Have no fear of that.’

‘See.’ Wade placed his shovel aside and removed his gloves. ‘You look as if you could use a drink.’ He slapped Hugh on the shoulder to lighten his mood. ‘We’ll call it a day,’ he advised his workers. ‘Grab yourselves a drink, and I’ll see you all at the same time on Monday.’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ they all confirmed with glee.

‘It’s been good, this dig,’ Wade remarked as he escorted Hugh into the house. ‘It’s given me the chance to get to know a few of the locals.’

‘Well I’m glad it’s been of some benefit,’ said Hugh, still outraged by the fact of the dig. ‘I mean, that gazebo was a memorial to one of your great forefathers. Have you no respect?’

‘Now, don’t be like that. If I discover John Ashby’s time machine you’ll be the first to start patting me on the back. Besides, he wants me to find it.’

‘How do you know?’ Hugh stopped in his tracks, thinking that perhaps Wade might have experienced another historical episode in his absence.


‘The dream,’ Wade explained. ‘I wouldn’t have had it if he didn’t want me to find the third level.’

‘If there is a third level,’ Hugh stated with a good serve of cynicism.

‘Gentlemen!’ Louisa breezed in through the front door, seeming delighted to see them both. ‘Wade, darling.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘Going for the rugged ditch-digger look, are we?’

‘You could say that,’ Hugh answered for him.

‘Hugh, you look well.’ She shook his hand. ‘How goes all at Oxford?’

‘No Doctorate yet,’ he jested, ‘but I’m working on it.’

‘Mighty fine.’ She backed up to follow Andrew and her luggage to her room. ‘I’m just going to freshen up. Meet you for drinks in your drawing room?’

Wade confirmed this with a nod as she vanished into the downstairs guest quarters.

‘She seems fresh enough already,’ commented Hugh.

‘Well, thank God somebody is, or I might end up becoming a monk.’

‘I was under the impression you were more interested in Miss Martin.’

Wade waved this off as he walked up the stairs towards a much earned drink. ‘Miss Martin is already seeing someone.’

‘Well, what’s he like? Surely he’s not a Baron!’ Hugh encouraged him to pursue the matter anyway.

‘Who knows? He’s away on business, so I’ve never even met the guy.’

‘Then you have the perfect opportunity to steal her out from beneath him, so to speak.’ Hugh followed Wade through the studio and into his drawing room.

‘Nah, it’s a complete waste of time. We’ve built up a pretty good rapport over the last month or so, and still Hannah is not even the slightest bit interested in me,’ Wade announced in exasperation, as he poured a couple of bourbons. Then, noting the worried look on his friend’s face, he felt he’d best reassure him. ‘Don’t worry, Hugh. I’m not going to seduce Louisa just for the hell of it.’

‘It certainly wouldn’t bother me if you did.’ Hugh accepted his drink. ‘I just think that she’d make a highly dangerous bedfellow, that’s all.’

‘And you like a bit of danger do you, Hugh?’

‘Hey.’ Hugh held up his glass to Wade. ‘I have nothing to lose, you do. I’m just watching out for you, old son.’


‘How very considerate.’

‘What are friends for?’ Hugh clinked his glass against Wade’s, and they both drank the shot in a couple of gulps.

 

Wade had invited Hannah to stay the weekend at the manor, and much to his surprise she’d accepted.

She looked a complete knockout in the slinky black pants-suit she wore for dinner, and Wade placed a hand over his heart to confess: ‘I think it’s completely cruel of you to show up looking so stunning.’

‘This old thing.’ She waved away the compliment. Yet secretly she was delighted, having brought the outfit specifically to impress him. ‘I must say you look rather handsome yourself, Baron.’ She straightened the black bow tie that went with his new tail coat. Still, he hadn’t gone all the way with his Lord of the Manor attire, as he wore jeans and black boots to complete the outfit.

‘What? This old thing,’ he grinned, waving the comment away in the same fashion.

Hannah smiled at this. Wade was so charming when he wanted to be. ‘So. Where is the infamous Lady Sinclair, and your good friend, Mr Prescott?’ she asked, hoping that Wade would tell her they’d been unavoidably detained elsewhere and had been forced to cancel.

‘They’re awaiting us in my drawing room.’ He held out an arm, inviting her to accompany him in that direction.

 

Once the Contessa completed the party, they all moved into the dining room.

Andrew didn’t join them on this occasion. The chauffeur claimed that he felt it would be rather inappropriate, since the Contessa was attending as guest of honour. But in truth, Wade knew Andrew just wanted to spend the evening with Grace. The Baron hadn’t seen much of his young friend since the girl arrived in the twentieth century. Wade didn’t mind too much, as he had plenty to keep him amused.

Although there was some degree of contention between the women Wade had invited, they did manage to keep the conversation polite.

Louisa didn’t much like the way the Baron was admiring Hannah, just as Hugh resented Louisa’s preoccupation with Wade. The Contessa found the whole situation somewhat amusing, but nearly choked on her drink when Wade asked for her opinion of Hannah’s boyfriend.

‘The Contessa doesn’t know Simon very well,’ Hannah jumped in quickly, hoping the Contessa would play along.

‘Oh, Simon!’ The Contessa raised half a smile. ‘He seems a nice enough fellow … although he is rather elusive.’

‘I didn’t know you were seeing someone.’ Louisa’s mood boosted considerably. ‘How wonderful! What does he do?’

Hannah was beginning to regret her little fabrication now. She’d grown rather fond of Wade over the past month. The thought of Louisa getting her hooks into him made her more jealous than she cared to admit.

‘I really don’t know how long it’s going to last,’ Hannah informed them. ‘He’s a lawyer, you see. His work keeps him away quite a bit, and I’m not too sure how I feel about these long separations.’

‘Are you concerned he might be unfaithful?’ Louisa teased her.

Hannah gave a laugh at this. ‘Simon. Heavens, no. I’m more liable to be unfaithful than he.’

The Contessa was forced to smother her amusement at this, and raised a glass to her host instead. ‘My, it is refreshing to dine with young people. It always adds a certain spice to the conversation. Thank you so much for inviting me.’


‘The pleasure is all mine, Contessa.’

The stately woman placed her glass aside. ‘I, too, have a proposition for you.’ The Contessa mocked the younger female competition ever so slightly, as she spoke to the young Baron.

‘I am intrigued,’ he flirted, ‘and all ears.’

‘Well, after speaking with the college patrons, whom you completely won over with your presentation, it is their suggestion that I offer you a job as head of the new multi-media department at Glenoak.’

‘Do you mean teach? Me?’

‘Yes, you,’ the Contessa confirmed with a laugh. ‘Can you think of anyone more qualified? Not only teaching, but overseeing the hiring and firing of staff, and you would also be taking care of our clients and our business prospects. It would be your little baby. What do you say?’

‘Why … I’d be honoured,’ he decided finally, and congratulations were expressed by all at the table.

Hugh shook his head, amazed. How far his friend had come in just a few months.

 

The Contessa left after dessert, having achieved her objective. She said goodbye to everyone at the table, and Hannah walked her to the car.


‘Thanks for covering for me,’ Hannah was a little shy in saying.

The Contessa raised both brows and gave a sigh. ‘Take a little advice from an old spinster … if you like him, my sweet, don’t play games. Life is far too short.’ She kissed her assistant’s cheek and climbed into the car.

 

After the Contessa’s departure, it was a competition to see who could stay awake the longest. Hannah was not about to retire and leave Wade in Louisa’s company, and neither was Louisa going to excuse herself whilst Hannah was still awake. In the end it was Wade who gave in first. He was a little drunk by this stage and completely unaware of the female rivalry.

Louisa and Hannah said goodnight to each other in the drawing room they were sharing for the weekend.

‘Bitch,’ Hannah uttered once she’d found herself in the privacy of her bedchamber. She pulled a slinky black nightgown from her overnight bag and smiled broadly. ‘After tonight, she won’t stand a chance with the Baron.’

In the next room, Louisa was thinking exactly the same thing as she slid on a red silky number that she felt sure would win the Baron over.

 


Wade stripped off and fell into bed. In his drunken state it didn’t take him long to settle into a comfortable position. He was just drifting off to sleep when he became aware of someone climbing into the bed beside him. Still, he didn’t fully stir until lips enfolded his in a kiss.

‘Wade?’

He heard Hannah call for his attention, yet she sounded far away.

The lights came on, and there were gasps of shock all round.

Hannah was by the door, looking the very image of seduction, but it was Louisa who was on top of Wade in his bed.

‘Well,’ said Hannah, hurt into sarcasm by what she perceived. ‘Simon is looking pretty good after all.’ She abruptly turned and left.

‘Hannah, wait!’ Wade tossed Louisa aside to go after her.

‘Wade!’ Louisa smiled at him, all in a fluster. ‘You might want to put some trousers on first.’

Noticing that he was butt-naked, Wade raked on his jeans. ‘What are you doing in here anyway? I thought we’d been through this.’

‘Well, Hannah is already seeing someone, so I hardly thought she’d be visiting you,’ Louisa explained innocently. ‘And as far as I could tell, it wasn’t like you were objecting.’

Wade was going to argue, as his enjoyment came from believing it was Hannah. ‘That’s hardly the point,’ he stated diplomatically, before taking off in pursuit of the other woman.

Louisa was slightly offended by the Baron’s obvious concern for what Hannah thought. She was also kind of pleased that she’d thwarted Hannah’s attempt at seducing him. Miss Martin was not the type of girl who would understand Wade’s story of mistaken identity, and thus Louisa was fairly confident she’d just eliminated the competition. ‘I am very patient, Baron, you’ll come round.’

 

Wade found Hannah in her room, tossing her clothes back into her bag.

‘Please don’t go. I honestly thought she was you.’ His words only seemed to infuriate Hannah, as she paused from her frenzied packing to inquire.

‘You didn’t even stop to look?’ She placed both hands on her hips. ‘And for your information, my Lord, I am not the kind of girl who would just jump into your bed uninvited.’

‘And I’m expected to know that?’ Wade asked, as Hannah grabbed her coat and pulled it on over her nightdress.


‘That says a lot for what you think of me.’

‘Well, you could be a complete nymphomaniac under that cool facade.’

‘Nymphomaniac!’ She slapped his cheek so hard it nearly bowled him over. ‘I think Louisa is the girl you’re looking for.’

She exited with haste towards the front door.

Wade raced into the Great Hall to make one final plea before she vanished into the night. ‘Come on, Hannah … don’t you know me better than this by now?’

‘In my experience, one should always trust a first impression … I don’t want to know you.’

Wade’s head sank into his shoulders as the door slammed in her wake. ‘Perfect.’

‘What the hell is going on?’ Hugh paused at the top of the stairway to inquire. But when Louisa entered the domed picture gallery, wearing nothing but her slinky red nightdress, Hugh figured the answer out by himself. ‘Never mind, I can guess.’ He couldn’t help but shake his head.

‘What are you shaking your head at?’ Louisa didn’t like his cutting expression either. ‘We’re all adults here,’ she said, attempting to justify her appearance and crossing her arms to hide some of her cleavage.


‘That’s debatable,’ he commented, turning to head back to his bedroom.

Needless to say, Louisa took offence. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You heard me.’ Hugh turned around. ‘Although I am sorry to say it. Louisa, I’m afraid that you make it plainly obvious that the “Lady” is just a title.’

If Louisa had been closer to Hugh, she would have hit him. ‘How dare you!’

‘If I overstep the mark, Lady Sinclair, I do apologise … still, at least I can admit to it.’ Hugh resumed his course and vanished into the darkened shadows of his drawing room.

For all he knows, I might have been invited up here? Louisa quietly resented his premise. Why does he just assume I am to blame? Then it occurred to her that Wade might have mentioned the car crash incident to Hugh.

‘You told him, didn’t you?’ she accused Wade as he traipsed back up the stairs, and for a moment he had no idea what she was on about.

‘About that day in the Rolls,’ Louisa clarified. ‘You swore to me you’d tell no-one.’

‘I never told him anything about that day,’ Wade asserted.

‘Then why does he think so poorly of me?’


It was clear Louisa didn’t believe his plea; either that or she was just fishing for some more attention. ‘Since when do you care what Hugh thinks? He’s just a peasant, right?’ Wade moved past her, too exhausted and depressed to bother trying to figure out her mood.

Being attacked by Hugh was one thing, but Wade’s cutting comment really hurt. ‘Obviously, Hugh is not the only one who thinks poorly of me,’ Louisa mumbled, as she ran back to her room.

‘Aw …’ Wade turned to go after her, then thought better of it. ‘In the morning,’ he decided, ‘when I’m sober.’ He returned to his bed.

 

In the wake of his disastrous misadventures the night before, Wade felt the need to burn off a little frustration. So, shovel in hand, he climbed into his little backyard excavation and began to dig.

About an hour later, Hugh tracked him down. ‘I had a strange feeling I might find you here.’

Wade looked up at his friend, not really in the mood for talk. ‘Well, don’t just stand there, make yourself useful.’ He motioned Hugh to a shovel.

After removing his tweed jacket and woollen vest, Hugh rolled up his shirt sleeves and climbed into the pit with Wade.


‘Go for around the pole,’ Wade instructed, not pausing from his chore.

Hugh worked in silence for a time. ‘I suppose Louisa is still mad at me,’ he eventually had to ask.

‘I haven’t seen her this morning, so your guess is as good as mine,’ Wade replied. ‘But if it makes you feel any better, she’s probably still pissed at me too.’

‘Why, what did you do?’ Hugh paused to inquire.

‘Don’t ask.’ Wade’s digging became more furious, when suddenly his spade hit wood. ‘Hey, I think I found the library floor.’ He got down on his hands and knees to brush the earth away from the hard wood timbers. ‘See.’ He referred Hugh to the point where the pole disappeared into the flooring. ‘It keeps going. I’ll bet if we can clear enough rubble off these timbers to drag them up, we’ll be able to get into the room underneath.’

‘But you said that in your dream the floor collapsed?’ Hugh hated to point this out. ‘So even if there was a room, it’s probably buried.’

‘The floor only collapsed over near the trapdoor, where I was.’ Wade pointed further over to where the secret door would have been located. ‘The machine may still be fine.’


‘All right, if you say so.’ Hugh assisted him to clear a larger area around the base of the pole.

Wade slammed his foot down hard upon the boards, half expecting them to give way, and although they didn’t, it did sound as if it was hollow underneath. ‘Where’s that chainsaw?’ Wade scrambled up the ladder to grab it, turn it on and start cutting into the timbers.

Louisa approached the pit, and was of the mind to say goodbye, when she spotted the activity within. ‘My goodness,’ she exclaimed, as Wade switched off his power tool, and a square section of timber floor fell away into the dark recess. ‘What have you found?’

‘We’re not too sure,’ Hugh was quick to answer.

‘We are exactly sure,’ Wade corrected, switching on his flashlight and sticking his head and shoulders down into the hole.

As Hugh went to retrieve the ladder to place it down the hole, Louisa quickly climbed down to join them.

‘Oh my God!’ Wade exclaimed, raising himself. ‘You’re not going to believe this.’

‘Probably not,’ agreed Hugh, urging him out of the way, so that he could drop the ladder into the space below.


Wade descended first, followed by Hugh and then Louisa.

‘There it is,’ Wade announced upon their arrival, ‘just as I said.’

‘Good Lord!’ Hugh circled the huge obstruction.

The pole descended from the roof, splitting into four sections around the corners of a metal compartment, before continuing down to join the machine.

On one side of the compartment was a door that had a small handle that allowed you to open it when it was unlocked.

‘The object John Ashby gave Ernest was taken out of this,’ Wade explained to Hugh, who had climbed up the metal ladder alongside the huge machine to investigate the compartment on top.

Predictably, it was empty. The other four such compartments, positioned at either end of an even, cross-like structure on the upper surface of the machine, were locked closed.

‘What’s this?’ Wade noticed a long metal door in the front of the machine. He grabbed hold of the wooden handle and turned it. Wade was surprised when the heavy metal door folded down — instead of outwards — to grant access to the belly of the huge steel construction.


Light sparkled from within as electric currents passed over a mass of canisters that were all placed strategically in rows and joined together by a series of interconnecting brass rods.

‘Do you know what this is?’ Hugh was most excited by the discovery.

‘I have no idea, but …’ Wade took a guess, ‘some sort of a battery?’

‘Exactly,’ Hugh gave his friend a pat on the back for using his brain. ‘The canisters you see featured in this configuration are known as the Leyden Jar. It was invented in the mid-eighteenth century, and they made it possible to store an electrical charge for the first time. Men like Benjamin Franklin and William Watson utilized the Leyden Jar for their research into electricity.’

‘And they were both contemporaries of John Ashby,’ Wade assumed.

‘They would have been,’ Hugh granted, thrilled to see that the archaic device was still functioning. ‘Yet, this apparatus appears far more complex than anything invented at the time.’

‘So what do you think its function is, Hugh?’ Louisa queried, looking on from behind.

‘I have no idea.’ Hugh scratched his head.

‘I do,’ Wade concluded. ‘I just can’t prove it, yet.’

 


The discovery gave Wade the perfect excuse to visit Hannah. He left Hugh and Louisa to investigate the device, and instructed Andrew to bring the car around the front. After a quick shower and a change of clothes, Wade was off to Glenoak College.

‘We’d best stop at the local florist on the way,’ Wade instructed. ‘Or I may not even get through the door.’

‘Right you are,’ Andrew comfirmed.

 

Hugh removed all the dust and debris from the machine to get a better overall view. His attention then turned to the locked metal boxes, located at the end of each arm of the cross-like structure on the top of the device. ‘You wouldn’t happen to have a bobby-pin on you?’

Louisa plucked one from the little bun at the back of her head, and handed it up to Hugh.

‘Thanking you.’ Hugh stretched the metal pin apart, and stuck it into one of the locks to see if he couldn’t pick it open.

As her only company looked like being preoccupied for awhile, Louisa grabbed another torch and wandered further into the darkened room. She passed under a couple of fallen timbers, being careful not to disturb them, and spotted a chair. As she shone the torch over it, she was shocked to find some skeletal remains.

Her screech startled Hugh, who dropped what he was doing to come to her rescue. Louisa backed right into him in a fluster, whereby she screamed again.

‘It’s me, Louisa,’ he assured, turning her to face him. ‘What is the matter?’

Louisa buried her face in Hugh’s chest for a moment, relieved, then ventured to point towards the cause of her dismay. ‘There’s a goddamn corpse … in there.’

‘Well, that would do it,’ he granted, understanding her frightened outburst. ‘I gather they never bothered digging John Ashby out of his haven. Or perhaps it was his wish to be buried here.’ Hugh led Louisa back into the lit part of the room. ‘Are you all right?’

Louisa nodded, and even though she was strangely affected by Hugh’s strong embrace, she slowly pulled away. ‘I’m fine.’

‘You’re sure?’

Louisa nodded again, running her hands up and down her arms to dispel the chill that had beset her body.

‘Okay.’ Hugh left her to go back up the ladder and work on the lock.


Louisa, having lost her urge to explore, didn’t want to leave either, just in case Hugh discovered something new. Hence she stood quietly watching him work.

The shafts of light from above danced upon Hugh’s long dark curls, which he brushed back behind his ears now and then as they escaped and hindered his view. Hugh’s well-kept little moustache and beard made him appear to be not of this time; he seemed more akin to the romantic bygone era of the machinery with which he toyed.

As Louisa was being awfully quiet, Hugh glanced down to see what she was doing. Her head was tilted slightly to one side as she gazed at him. As this was not your average observing kind of stance, it made Hugh a little uncomfortable. ‘What?’ he appealed, cracking a smile.

Louisa smiled too, although her stance remained the same. ‘You really are very handsome.’

‘Well, thank you.’ He went back to his picking. ‘Coming from you, that is a real compliment.’

The hard edge in his voice made Louisa wish she hadn’t said anything. ‘Where does this disdain of me come from, Hugh? Was it something I did, or did you just despise me from the second we met?’


‘I don’t despise you, Louisa. You just …’ Hugh paused from his chore to consider how to phrase it. ‘You just disappoint me, that’s all.’

‘How so?’ She folded her arms defensively.

Hugh shook his head, and looked back to the lock. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Louisa dropped her hands to her sides. ‘It does matter, I’d really like to know.’ She climbed the ladder to speak with him directly.

At that this moment the lock suddenly clicked. ‘By jove, I think I’ve got it.’ Hugh raised the metal trapdoor and peered inside, his eyes opening wide in awe.

‘What’s in there?’ Louisa wanted to know.

‘Come to daddy.’ Hugh lifted the beautiful crystal cube out into the light.

‘Wow,’ Louisa uttered, observing how it glimmered. But what was more amazing were all the tiny little specks of light that appeared to dance around within the object. ‘What’s that inside?’

‘Well, I’m no expert …’ Hugh observed the cube with amazement, ‘but I’d say it might well be some of our Ghost’s Gold.’

 

When Wade arrived at Glenoak, he inquired after Miss Martin’s whereabouts and was told he would find her in rehearsal studio seven.


Hannah was alone, working on the new contemporary dance curriculum, as this department was to be her little baby.

‘Hannah.’ Wade ventured to disturb her from her activity.

‘What are you doing here? Go away. I have nothing to say to you.’ She continued her routine.

‘I found the third level of John Ashby’s temple … and the remains of the machine he was building.’

Although the announcement was enough to make her pause, Hannah decided to hold to her anger. ‘That is of no interest to me.’

‘I thought as much,’ Wade confessed. ‘But before I start messing about with the unknown, I just wanted to say sorry and give you these.’ He produced the large bunch of flowers from behind his back. ‘You don’t have to accept them, of course, but just in case I get caught in some other time zone, I just wanted to say my piece.’

The pathetic look on his face made it difficult for Hannah to maintain her annoyance. What’s more, she was concerned. ‘Then don’t toy with the damn thing.’

‘I didn’t think it would bother you, at least you’d be rid of me.’

‘But,’ she became quite flustered, ‘you have commitments to the college. What about your teaching position? Is it worth risking everything?’

‘The way I see it,’ Wade moved a few steps closer, ‘I’m risking everything if I don’t look into it.’

‘But the occurrences have stopped.’

‘At present,’ Wade granted, ‘but who can say how long that will last.’

Hannah stared back at him, not too sure of how to pursue the argument. She didn’t really wish to be rid of him, and wanted to apologise for the things she said to him the night before, but the words wouldn’t come.

‘Please.’ Wade broke the silence. ‘Just accept these and I’ll leave you in peace.’

Although hesitant for a moment, Hannah took the bunch of flowers in hand. Wade smiled, turned and abruptly made for the door.

‘Did you invite Louisa to your room last night?’

The question halted Wade, and he wiped the smile from his face before he turned back to answer. ‘You were right beside me all night, Hannah. Do you recall me making her such a proposition?’

‘You could have arranged it before I arrived.’

‘Aw, come on,’ he appealed, noticing Hannah had that cute little pout of hers happening — and it was driving him nuts. ‘I was doting on you all night! The only reason I didn’t invite you up to my room was because of this damn boyfriend of yours.’ He swung around to face the opposite direction to control his frustration.

‘There is no boyfriend.’

Wade turned back to Hannah with a look of annoyed disbelief on his face.

‘I just invented him, to keep you in check.’ She smiled winningly, and admired the bouquet she held.

Wade decided to let the matter slide to avoid another argument. ‘So what is going to keep me in check now?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘I’ll just have to rely on your integrity as a gentleman, I guess.’

Wade gave half a laugh at this. ‘I really don’t think that is going to save you.’ He walked back to where she stood.

‘Maybe,’ she placed both arms about his neck, ‘I don’t really want to be saved.’

As their lips met, a round of applause sounded from the observation level. Wade and Hannah looked up to find an all-female audience gathered there, the Contessa amongst them.

‘We really need to get these rooms sound-proofed,’ Wade commented quietly to Hannah, his face reddening with embarrassment.


‘Come with me.’ Hannah took his hand to lead him to the door. ‘My quarters are more private,’ she whispered.

Wade raised both brows as he followed her, very much liking the sound of that.
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The Key




Andrew arrived back at Ashby alone. He located Hugh and Louisa in Wade’s studio, and informed them that the Baron would not be returning until the next day. Andrew noticed the four crystal objects positioned alongside one another on the desk. There was a cube, an octahedron, a tetrahedron and an icosahedron.

‘But no dodecahedron,’ Andrew noted aloud, recalling John Ashby chasing his grandson, Ernest, to retrieve such an item.

‘There is a setting for one in the machine, however,’ Hugh advised. ‘The central compartment seems to have given host to such an object once.’

‘Then that must have been the object Wade saw John give young Ernest before the temple collapsed,’ Louisa concluded.


‘The key!’ Andrew uttered. ‘I just thought it the ramblings of a madman at the time. But I’ll bet that’s what Ernest, the loon, was taking about … he really did have the key.’

‘Sorry?’ Hugh wasn’t following.

‘During that first experience I had of a time-slip, Wade and I ran into Ernest Ashby, the eighth Baron, who kept telling us he had the key.’

‘Oh yes …’ Hugh vaguely recollected Wade mentioning the episode.

Andrew’s mind was ticking away now, and he began to pace. ‘But Ernest must have meant he had the key to his grandfather’s machine, that only he knew about.’

‘So where is this key now?’ Louisa posed.

‘According to Wade, it’s hidden somewhere with John Ashby’s diary,’ answered Hugh.

‘But where?’ Louisa queried.

‘That’s a very good question,’ Andrew granted, with no idea of where they would even start to search.

 

That evening Hugh and Louisa dined in the downstairs drawing room. They discussed the strange crystal objects until finally they ran out of speculation and the conversation died.

‘You didn’t answer my question earlier … about why it is you dislike me so much.’ Louisa had to bring the subject up again.

Hugh gave a heavy sigh, not really wanting to discuss it. They’d been quite pleasant to one another all afternoon and he didn’t want to spoil it now. ‘I could ask the same of you, Louisa. After all, it was you who ignored me in the beginning, not the other way around. Could it be because I am a mere student, with no title and no lands?’

‘No, of course not,’ Louisa defended.

‘Really? Because you certainly seemed more disposed towards me when you were mistaken in thinking that I was the new Baron Ashby.’

‘Well, it was an honest mistake. You certainly looked more the part than Wade did.’

‘So what you’re saying is that, at a glance, I appeared more your type.’

Louisa smiled at his assumption. ‘Are you jealous, Mr Prescott?’

‘More curious,’ Hugh maintained.

Louisa slouched back in her chair and took up her drink. ‘You think I’m just after the Baron’s money … and in the beginning that was probably true. But I am genuinely fond of him these days.’

‘Fond of him,’ Hugh emphasised. ‘That doesn’t seem to warrant a scorching affair.’


‘What difference does it make now?’ Louisa referred to the Baron’s absence.

‘Well, I’m sure a woman of your beauty and position doesn’t lack for male suitors.’

‘True. But the upper class gentry are all so boring!’ Louisa rolled her eyes to accentuate the fact. ‘Wade is different. He’s a real person, who has real feelings that he’s not afraid to show.’

‘I’m a real person.’ Hugh moved around one seat, so that he was seated beside Louisa, and taking up her hand he gently kissed her fingers. ‘And I’m not afraid to show how I feel.’

Louisa couldn’t keep the smile from her lips. ‘Is this some sort of test, Hugh?’

He turned her hand over and kissed her palm. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘Well, you’ve already made it rather plain that you think I’m easy. So if I submit, I’m a whore, and if I don’t, then I’m a social snob.’

Hugh let go of her hand, feeling somewhat insulted. ‘I see. It’s okay for you to throw yourself at Wade, who is plainly not interested, yet to sleep with me would make you a whore?’

Louisa was stunned by the swing in Hugh’s mood. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t think you were serious.’


‘And why not?’ Hugh stood. ‘Because I couldn’t possibly aspire to a relationship with a woman of your social standing?’

‘Hugh, you’re getting me all wrong.’

‘I don’t think so. And you know what, I feel sorry for you, Louisa, because you are what is commonly known as a control freak.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘Really? Think about it. As long as you are calling the shots in a relationship, it’s okay, but as soon as anyone else tries to take control, or get close, you can’t handle it!’

‘Is that what you think?’

‘That’s what I know. And I’ll tell you something else for nothing. As long as you insist on following your intellectual idea of the perfect mate, you’re going to miss out on any chance you may have to experience real love and emotion. Money may get you hot, Louisa, but it will never make you truly happy.’

Tears began to well in Louisa’s eyes. ‘Just because I won’t let you have your way with me, suddenly I’m an emotional misfit?’

‘I don’t think there’s anything sudden about it. How many other truly genuine suitors have you passed over because of their bank balance, or their chosen line of work? Huh?’


Louisa opened her mouth to retort, but realised that to deny what he said would be a lie. How could he know me so well? she wondered on the quiet, hanging her head as she had no response.

‘I figured as much,’ Hugh resolved, and left Louisa to dine alone.

 

Come Sunday morning, Wade felt so high that he decided to walk back to Ashby.

Hannah excused herself from going with him on the pretext that she still had much work to do on the new dance curriculum. She vowed to make it over to see his excavation later in the week. Wade suspected that Hannah had no desire to confront Louisa after Friday night’s episode, which he felt was fair enough.

After passing through the village, Wade cut across country as the locals did — it was all his property anyway.

He rounded the house to find Louisa loading her belongings into her sports car. ‘Where are you going?’

‘I wanted to get moving before Hugh wakes up,’ she replied.

‘Love ’em and leave ’em, hey?’ Wade jested, sure that Hugh and Louisa would have figured out how they felt about each other in his absence.


‘Hardly. We had a bit a falling out, I’m afraid.’

‘God, you two are hopeless.’ Wade threw his arms in the air, still smiling broadly.

‘You obviously had a good night.’ Louisa lowered her sunglasses to view him better.

‘Outstanding!’ he emphasised, but when he noted how puffy Louisa’s eyes were, he dropped the cheery demeanour.

‘Jesus, Louisa, what the hell happened here last night?’

She quickly replaced the sunglasses, which would otherwise not have been necessary as the day was rather overcast. ‘Nothing that I won’t get over.’ She forced half a smile and climbed into the car.

Wade was suddenly struck with guilt. ‘I should have come back here. I’m so sorry, Louisa. It was very rude of me to invite you and then —’

‘Nonsense,’ she told him. ‘I’m glad you worked things out with Hannah, truly I am. If I hadn’t been so damned selfish in the first place, you wouldn’t have had to stay away.’

‘Well, what did Hugh do to upset you like this?’

Louisa stuck the keys in the ignition and started up the car. ‘He just hit me with a few home truths, which perhaps I wasn’t quite ready to face.’ She sniffed and released the handbrake. ‘I should thank him really, he certainly helped put my life in perspective.’

As she waved, Wade spied the tears beneath her sunglasses as they began to flow down her cheeks. ‘I should have known better than to leave those two alone.’ He watched her drive away.

 

Wade made straight to Hugh’s bedchamber, and was not entirely surprised to find him packing. ‘What are you doing?’

‘What does it look like?’ Hugh continued to make haste about it. ‘I want to get out of here before Louisa wakes up.’

‘Louisa just left,’ Wade informed him. ‘Whatever went down between you two last night, it seems to have her pretty upset.’

‘She’s upset!’ Hugh scoffed. ‘She makes a mockery of my emotions, and she’s upset … typical!’ He took a seat on the bed to calm himself, and then looked at Wade.

‘You got your end in I presume?’

‘If you’re asking if I had a fantastic night of unrivalled passion, yes, I did.’ Wade grinned.

‘What about the boyfriend?’

Wade shrugged, figuring it would be more diplomatic not to go into it. ‘I’m the boyfriend now.’


‘Well, good for you.’ Hugh tried to sound happy for him.

‘So.’ Wade decided to change the subject. ‘Did you discover anything interesting in my absence.’

‘Hell, yes, I almost forgot.’ Hugh raised himself and motioned Wade to follow him to the studio.

 

‘I’d like to take them to the labs at Oxford, and have the contents analysed.’ Hugh commented, after Wade had looked the crystal objects over.

‘No way … not until we find the key and the notebook.’

‘But —’

‘But nothing! Until I know exactly what these things are, nobody is to know about them, understood?’

Hugh, although disinclined to, agreed.

‘If you want to do something useful, you could research these shapes and see what you can find out about them,’ suggested Wade.

‘Consider it done.’ Hugh gave a heavy sigh.

‘Now don’t be like that.’ Wade had seen this reaction in Hugh many times before. ‘These objects all appear well sealed. If you start mucking around with what you don’t fully comprehend, you’re liable to destroy them before we really know their function.’


‘But the substance inside, which I strongly suspect to be Ghost’s Gold, has been lost to science for centuries.’ Hugh pushed his view.

‘And it will remain lost, until such time as we figure out that machine’s function.’

‘I don’t think you understand,’ Hugh stressed. ‘You could be holding the key to human immortality in your hand.’

‘I know I am,’ Wade responded, looking one of the objects over. ‘John Ashby told me so.’

‘Well, this is bigger than you or me. You can’t just deny science —’

‘Don’t give me that!’ Wade interjected. ‘John Ashby, the creator of this device, saw fit to deny science what he knew, and I’m sure he had good reason. I will not betray his secret. Not yet.’

‘All right,’ Hugh caved first, ‘have it your way. But don’t blame me if the whole thing blows up in your face.’

‘I take full responsibility,’ Wade assured him.

 

In the months that followed, Wade and Andrew turned the house upside down searching for the fabled key and diary of John Ashby. As the warmer months approached, however, Wade didn’t have as much time as he would have liked to dedicate to the search.


Louisa requested that the Baron attend some of the training sessions of horses they were preparing for the imminent racing season. This side of the business he greatly enjoyed, but it was time-consuming.

The Contessa was requiring his attention as the new wings of the college were being erected at an amazing rate. The plan was to have the new buildings operational for classes the following year. Although the Contessa was taking care of most of the furnishings and decoration, Wade was personally supervising the purchase of equipment, which demanded a good deal of his time.

His new relationship with Hannah was also very important to Wade, and although she understood that he was a busy man at present, he set aside time to spend with her as well.

Thus between all the women in his life, the young Baron’s spare hours were very few and far between.

Hugh had been of some help with the house mystery, having chased up some information on the strange crystal shapes they’d pulled from the machine. He’d discovered that some of the esoteric schools of thought considered these shapes to be forms-with-power, especially when combined with crystal. These forms had varying vibrational frequencies that increased the energy of the material that was moulded in that form.

As Hugh had suspected, the objects each related to one of the elements, as with the alchemic symbols on the dining room floor. The cube related to Earth, the octahedron to Air, the tetrahedron to Fire, the icosahedron to Water, and the dodecahedron to Space or Ether. The interesting thing was that, except for the dodecahedron that was featured in the centre, none of the shapes corresponded to the same directions as the symbols on the dining room floor. For example, the Earth symbol on the mosaic was depicted to the north. Yet the cube shape, also relating to Earth, was found in the box that was positioned to the east of the cross on the machine. In fact, all the corresponding shapes were one quarter turn past their compass position as depicted on the dining room floor moasic.

This discovery prompted Wade, Andrew and Hugh to re-examine the machine room. Using large metal props to support the remains of the roof, they dug deeper into the refuse and discovered an archaic winch. This contraption connected to the large cross that had housed the crystal objects. The lever, which was the control arm of the winch, was frozen in the ‘on’ position, and as hard as they tried to shift it into reverse it would not budge. Even when they’d replaced the crystal keys into their respective housing, the winch still remained frozen stiff.

‘We must need the key,’ Wade concluded, out of breath from trying to shift the weighty metal control arm.

Hugh raised a brow and shrugged. ‘Then again, the mechanism could just be stuffed from being buried for so long.’

‘I don’t think so.’ Andrew slouched beside the Baron, just as exhausted. ‘I reckon that once we find the key —’

‘If,’ Hugh corrected.

‘Okay, if we find the key, then it will only be a simple matter of placing it, throwing the lever and all our problems will be solved.’

Wade grinned at his young friend’s optimism. ‘There will be no way of returning Grace to the past, you mean.’

‘That, too.’ Andrew tried not to sound as excited by the prospect as he felt.

‘I sincerely hope it is that simple,’ Hugh voiced his view. ‘And, should that be the case, then may I take the keys to Oxford for examination?’

Wade nodded to confirm this. ‘Then, you can do whatever you like with them, so long as this thing remains off.’

‘Here, here.’ Andy seconded that.

 


The next day Wade voluntarily refrained from the search for the elusive key. Louisa was finally making good her promise of a day at the races and for the first time ever, Wade was going to the track in style.

He felt like a million bucks in his new white shirt and long black coat. He’d even invested in a pair of trousers for the occasion.

As the young Baron eyed himself over in the full-length mirror in his dressing room, he fancied himself as rather dashing. His ponytail and plain silver earring just gave him a touch of the windswept and interesting look in his opinion.

‘Lady Sinclair is awaiting you at the front of the manor, Sir.’ Talbot’s announcement snatched Wade from admiring himself, whereby he turned and made immediately for his date with destiny. ‘Wish me luck, Talbot.’ Wade slapped his butler’s shoulder on the way past him.

‘Lady Sinclair has spent a good deal of time and money to ensure that nothing as flippant as luck will be required.’ Talbot tipped his head and smiled. ‘I wish you every success, my Lord.’

‘Thanks, my man,’ Wade hung in the doorway long enough to wave. ‘If I win big, I’ll give you an early Christmas bonus.’

 


‘Well now …’ Louisa lowered her sunglasses to admire the Baron as he sprang down the stairs. ‘Don’t you look dashing.’

‘You think so?’ He turned a full circle to show off his new look.

‘Not too flashy, not too shabby … perfect,’ she assured, with a clap of delight. ‘So, are you ready for the winners’ circle?’

‘Hell, yes.’ Wade rubbed his hands together, anticipating one win after another. ‘The question is more whether the winners’ circle is ready for me?’ He moved his eyebrows up and down a few times before ducking into the back of the Rolls, much to Louisa’s amusement.

Wade also had another mission today. Lately with Louisa, he’d avoided the subject of Hugh, but having two of his closest friends at odds with each other was really starting to bother him. Normally he’d never dream of interfering in the personal affairs of others, but then he’d never before been in a position to interfere. Now was not the right time to broach the issue, however. Wade thought it better to wait until his subject was high from a couple of wins and a few drinks.

Upon arrival at the venue, Louisa advised of a private lounge where they could view the races, but she wanted to sidetrack to the stables first to make sure everything was running smoothly there.

‘Sounds good,’ Wade agreed. ‘That will give us the chance to check out the competition.’

‘Exactly,’ she confirmed. ‘This way.’

Wade strolled through the crowd taking in the atmosphere. There was nothing like the thrill of a race track, and today’s event was a little more grand and gala than the race meets he was used to.

Louisa kept chasing him up to introduce him to people, although her associates were of a particular social class in the main, none of whom Wade was particularly interested in and none of whom seemed particularly interested in him either. Wade felt a lot more comfortable once he got in amongst Ashby’s trainers and stable hands.

While Louisa went about reassuring herself that all was well, Wade grabbed himself a program and began assessing the competition. He wandered around viewing horses, putting crosses through the names of competitors whose chances of a win, he considered, were slim against his own stock — so far every candidate’s name had been struck out. Wade was just starting to feel really confident of cleaning up, when his eyes beheld a damning vision. The most magnificent racehorse Wade had ever seen was led from its trailer in front of him. It was a glossy black colt with a fiery presence.

Louisa noticed the young Baron drooling and so approached to advise: ‘That’s Cyber Knight. We’re up against him in the fifth.’

‘We’re going to lose,’ Wade had no qualms about admitting. ‘What’s his odds?’

‘Five to two,’ Louisa advised. ‘Only because today will be his first race … if he wins, his odds will drop to five to four by the next race meet.’

‘I’ll bet his odds drop to five to four before the end of the day.’ Wade found the news rather savoury. ‘So why don’t we own him?’

‘Because I was outbid. I didn’t feel right spending one and half million pounds on a racehorse the same week as your grandfather’s death.’

Louisa was obviously a bit irked about the horse’s untimely auction. ‘Sorry, I wasn’t questioning your eye, Louisa.’

‘Yes, you were.’ She smiled all the same. ‘But I’ll let it pass.’ She took his arm to escort him to the VIP lounge. ‘A multi-media Baron brought her in the end, hence the horse’s name.’

‘Multi-media did you say?’ Wade’s ears pricked up.

For, although Wade had the money to develop and package his own 3D games, he was ignorant of the marketing and distribution side of the business.

‘Yes. He owns a few software publishing companies, although he is not heavily computer-inclined himself. He’s just in it for the huge bankroll. I’ll introduce you if you like?’

‘If you would be so kind,’ Wade proffered, ‘then I shall buy you that horse.’

Although Louisa loved his proposal, she shook her head. ‘I shouldn’t think he’ll want to sell, after preparing him for this season.’

‘I’ll bet you a favour that he sells,’ Wade put forward.

‘What kind of favour?’ Louisa found his choice of wager rather curious.

‘Afraid you’re going to lose?’ Wade vexed her in fun.

‘Actually, no, I’m not.’ Louisa held out a hand to shake on it.

‘That’s the ticket.’ Wade wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. He was really starting to get into the spirit of the occasion. ‘I just need to visit the little-boys’ room, I’ll met you in the lounge, okay?’ He waved as he headed off into the excited masses.

Louisa had never really seen Wade in his element before, and she considered that he was truly adorable like this. The peculiar thing was, that, although her love for him rivaled that of her love for his business, her emotion was not wanton as it had been in the past. Wade’s patience and understanding had got her past all that. The love she felt for him now was so pure and perfect, that she wanted nothing more from their relationship than for it to go on like this forever. Wade was truly the best friend she’d ever had.

 

It was a good half an hour before Wade arrived in the club lounge. Louisa had taken the liberty of seating herself with Cyber Knight’s owner, and waved Wade over to meet him.

‘Baron Foxworth, I would like you to meet Baron Ashby.’ She did the honors and Baron Foxworth rose to shake the younger Baron’s hand.

‘Please call me Wade,’ he appealed. ‘I’m quite fond of my first name and it’s so rare I get to use it these days.’

‘Barry.’ Foxworth seconded the comment with a ‘here, here,’ and seated himself again. ‘Louisa was just telling me that you were admiring my colt.’

Wade nodded as if only vaguely interested. ‘I was even going to put some money on him to win, but it seems everyone has had the same idea.’


Louisa and Foxworth looked to the board to find Cyber Knight’s odds were now five to four. Louisa looked back at Wade, recalling that he’d predicted as much.

‘Damn shame about that.’ Wade shrugged. ‘I’ll bet our horse for a place instead. I’ll make a better profit.’

Foxworth laughed. ‘That doesn’t sound very confident … I thought you said this man was a gambler?’

Louisa knew Wade was up to something. ‘I’m sure Baron Ashby knows what he’s doing.’

‘That I do.’ Wade smiled confidently. ‘I’m willing to bet that your colt is not as fast as he is pretty.’

Now Louisa was really confused. That’s not what Wade had been saying an hour ago.

Foxworth smiled broadly. ‘Does ten thousand sound like a fair thing?’

Wade pretended to be a bit disappointed with the stakes. ‘I’ll tell you what … I’ll bet you twenty thousand pounds against a favour that our horse comes in ahead of yours?’

‘What kind of favour?’ Foxworth cocked an eye to inquire.

Louisa could hardly believe how easily Wade had arranged the perfect opportunity to sell his 3D game concept to Foxworth. The Baron listened contentedly as Wade outlined the storyline, and described the visual layouts.

‘So, if my horse wins, all you have to do is have a look at my game and see if you think it has a market,’ Wade concluded, raising both brows to await Foxworth’s response.

‘Good deal.’ Foxworth shook on it. ‘You’re on, my lad.’ The round, middle-aged Baron sat back in his seat and raised his glass to toast their new acquaintance.

 

The name of the horse Wade had in the fifth against Cyber Knight was Line Catcher — this young colt had a tendency to excel himself in the home stretch.

As they waited around for the race to start, their party moved to the large club windows that overlooked the track to watch their horses being led to the starting gates. Louisa pulled a couple of pairs of binoculars from her bag and handed one set to Wade.

‘Excellent,’ he uttered, as the magnified lenses awarded him a much-improved view of Line Catcher being led into the number eight gate — Cyber Knight was in number three.

Wade turned his binoculars on the crowd and was surprised to note a gentleman down below looking up through binoculars at him. When the gent lowered his glasses, Wade knew he’d seen him somewhere before.

The solicitors’ offices, he recalled.

This man had been on his way out as Wade and the Contessa entered the legal establishment. He had known the young Baron well enough to address him by his then new title. ‘Do you know that guy?’ Wade pointed him out.

Louisa aimed her binoculars where directed. ‘The man looking up here at us?’ she clarified.

‘That’s him.’

‘No, I don’t think so. Why?’

Her question remained unanswered as the starting gates flung open and the horses took to the track.

The next few minutes were spent in a frenzied blur of excitement as they barracked their horses towards the finish line. True to his name Line Catcher made up several places in the home stretch to seize second place behind Cyber Knight in what was a photo finish to the race.

Wade breathed a huge sigh of relief at the result.

‘My word, that was exciting.’ Foxworth turned to pat Wade on the shoulder. ‘Bad luck, son.’

‘Oh, I don’t know?’ Wade held in his hand a ticket for Line Catcher for a place, which would cover his twenty thousand dollar bet with Foxworth. But from his coat pocket Wade pulled another ticket for Cyber Knight to win at five to two odds.’

‘You son of a gun,’ Foxworth chuckled.

‘How much did you bet?’ Louisa inquired, figuring that Wade had been the reason that Cyber Knight’s payback dividend had lessened so dramatically during his supposed trip to the little boys’ room.

‘One and a half million,’ he announced with glee, stunning Louisa speechless as he turned to Foxworth to proposition him. ‘Thus, I now have a spare two million to spend on a racehorse. Do you know anyone who might be interested in selling one?’

The old Baron went quiet as he considered Wade’s offer. ‘Actually,’ Foxworth corrected, after a moment. ‘You’ve got a spare two and a quarter million.’

Louisa’s jaw dropped when she realised Foxworth was actually considering a sale, and even if Wade accepted the higher price Foxworth was asking for the thoroughbred, Cyber Knight would still have cost Ashby nothing!

‘You drive a hard bargain, Barry?’ Wade hesitated to accept. He was enjoying giving Louisa heart failure.


‘Two and a quarter,’ Foxworth posed, knowing the deal that the young Baron was holding out for. ‘And I’ll take a look at your game as well.’

‘Done.’ Wade held out a hand to shake on it, whereby Louisa got so excited she sprang into the air and gave a cheer.

Then, always the business manager, Louisa took Foxworth aside to discuss Ashby’s latest acquisition.

Now that the race was over and his gamble had paid off, Wade raised his binoculars, of a mind to seek and find the mysterious gentleman who kept crossing his path. The young Baron scanned the crowd below, but the seemingly anonymous stranger was nowhere to be seen.

 

The rest of Ashby’s horses ran well, so the remains of the day found them with much cause to celebrate.

On the way home in the car, Louisa was in finer spirits than Wade had ever seen her; now was the time to venture into Hugh territory. Wade pressed the button that raised the window between the cab of the Rolls and its driver.

Louisa observed Wade curiously as he reached into his pocket and pulled out some papers which he handed to her. She unfolded them to find they were Cyber Knight’s ownership papers — the horse had been signed over to her personally and not Ashby Stables as she’d imagined.

‘He’s all yours,’ Wade clarified, in case there was any confusion.

Tears filled Louisa’s eyes. ‘When you said you’d buy him for me, I thought you meant —’

‘That’s not what I said, though, is it? And you can’t feel guilty about accepting, as it cost me nothing but a little worry. However,’ Wade raised a finger to remind her, ‘you now owe me a favour, as per our other bet.’

Louisa flung her arms around Wade’s neck and gave him a huge hug.

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ Wade commented, then realised that Louisa had begun to cry. ‘Hey, come on, don’t make a big thing out of this. No tears allowed.’

‘I can’t believe you, Wade.’ She pulled back and smiled. ‘Of course I’ll do you a favour, and you don’t have to give me two and a half million pounds of horse for me to do it either.’

‘Then I’d be very grateful if you’d talk to Hugh.’ Louisa’s elation suddenly dispersed, so Wade expanded on his reasons for asking. ‘I know Hugh feels bad about what happened the other week, but he won’t come to you to apologise, and I hate that the two of you are so —’


‘So what?’ Louisa appeared most curious.

‘So … not getting along,’ Wade resolved finally, to avoid any unpleasantness. ‘I just don’t understand it … Hugh is a great guy and you’re a great gal, so why can’t you both just see that?’

Louisa released a heavy exhalation to confess: ‘It just seems like every time I see Hugh, I have to confront some deep dark part of myself, that I don’t want to know about.’

‘He challenges you.’ Wade considered that that was why he and Hannah worked so well together.

Louisa knew Wade desperately wanted his friends to get along, but she had to wonder if she and Hugh ever truly would. ‘Sometimes when people get off on the wrong footing, the damage is done for good.’

Wade shook his head, not wanting to believe that. ‘Please couldn’t you just —’

‘But as a favour to you …’ Louisa spoke up over Wade’s plea, ‘I shall do my very best to make peace with Mr Prescott … as soon as I work up the courage to spend five minutes alone in his company.’

‘Hearing that is the perfect end to a perfect day.’ Wade gave Louisa a friendly nudge with his shoulder, as they lent back in the seat exhausted from all the excitement. ‘We did good today, Louisa. Grandpa would be proud.’


‘He certainly would have been proud of you,’ Louisa emphasized, before a yawn escaped her lips. ‘I was,’ she mumbled, leaning her head back onto the seat and closing her eyes.

Wade had never felt more proud of himself than he did at that moment, and it wasn’t because of his big payoff today. It was everything: the manor, the business, the school, his teaching position, his beautiful and wonderfully-talented girlfriend. It was actually seeming like he was quite good at this Lord of the Manor gig. Soon he’d be a fine up-standing member of the community, and for the first time in his life the idea didn’t make Wade cringe. God bless my forefather’s. He smiled.

 

Hugh was cramming for an exam when his roommate entered to inform him that there was a hot-looking redhead in a sports car downstairs asking after him.

‘No.’ Hugh couldn’t believe that Lady Sinclair would drive all the way down here just to see him. Unless, of course, there had been some development with the house mystery at Ashby?

‘Take a look for yourself.’ His room-mate opened the window wide and they both stuck their heads out to view her and her racy vehicle below.


‘Well, I’ll be damned.’ Hugh suppressed his urge to smile. A crowd of young men had already began to surround Louisa; thus Hugh quickly withdrew back into the room.

‘If I were you, I’d get down there quick-smart,’ his room-mate advised.

‘Well, I am me, and I plan to do exactly that.’ Hugh grabbed a coat and headed out to rescue the lady from his colleagues.

 

‘Hugh!’ Louisa waved to him, and the crowd of men expressed their disappointment that the fellow she sought had arrived. Those of the students who recognised Hugh called him ‘an old dog’, ‘a devil’ and suchlike, as he approached to lead Louisa away.

‘I assure you gentlemen that Lady Sinclair and myself are just good friends.’ Hugh played up his innocent plea to look guilty as hell, and wallowed in the speculation as he and Louisa walked across the lawn to escape the onlookers.

‘Are we friends, Hugh?’ Louisa asked in all honesty.

Hugh was taken aback, as Louisa’s questions were usually a little more subtle. ‘I certainly hope so.’ He made light of the moment. ‘I’d hate to think I just lied to everyone back there.’


Louisa smiled; the first time she really needed Hugh to take her seriously and he finally finds his sense of humour. ‘Look, I didn’t mean to embarrass you in front of your friends —’

‘Embarrass me! You just did my reputation more good than you can possibly realise.’

‘I’m here to say,’ Louisa endeavoured to stick to the point, ‘that you were right about me, and that I was so terribly wrong about you.’

‘No, I wasn’t.’ Hugh gave half a laugh to argue. ‘I had no right to judge you like that. I was just jealous, as I have been since the day you met Wade.’

Usually Louisa could manipulate her feelings to suit her purpose, but the tears that welled presently she could not suppress. ‘But surely my behavior of late has tarnished your view of me, and rightly so.’

‘No, Louisa.’ Hugh slowly shook his head. ‘And just to prove there’s no ill will,’ he lightened up a little upon noting her tears, ‘I’d truly love to take you to dinner. Just as friends,’ he clarified, in case she got the wrong impression.

Although Louisa appreciated the sentiment, she declined. ‘My whole emotional state is on tenterhooks at present. I’ll be far better company in a couple of weeks.’


Hugh understood this to be her true motive and not an attempt to avoid him for social reasons. ‘The offer is there whenever you need it.’

‘Friends then,’ Louisa stated, holding out her hand to shake Hugh’s.

‘The best of.’ Hugh bypassed the handshake to give her a hug. Louisa felt surprisingly comfortable in the embrace and was sorry when they were forced to bring it to an end — all of Hugh’s college mates had began yelling instructions on how to proceed.

‘Sorry about them,’ Hugh now regretted all the attention they’d drawn.

‘That’s alright.’ Louisa backed away, emotional but steady. ‘I should really go anyway.’

Hugh knew Louisa was still at odds, and the ruckus his colleagues were kicking up wasn’t aiding the situation. ‘I wish you’d let me take you somewhere quiet.’

‘You do, Hugh.’ She gazed at him a moment, committing his sultry expression to memory. Perhaps Wade had been right all along. This foreboding desire Hugh never failed to stir in her was indeed love — mixed with the fear of having to face the complications it might cause to her life plan, so carefully laid out for her by her parents and their peers. Louisa bit down on her lip to keep her emotions in check until she reached her car.

‘No more diving in.’ She assured herself that she was doing the right thing by leaving, once safely concealed inside her transport. There was no room for error where Hugh was concerned. Until she was certain this was love, she must keep her distance.

 

They looked in every logical and illogical place they could think of in search of the elusive key. Andrew finally decided to review the history of the Ashby family that he’d found in the library. This had been penned by Lawrence Ashby, the eleventh Baron — Wade’s great-grandfather. Andrew looked up John Ashby, and began reading from there.

It was approaching the midnight hour when Grace arrived, bearing a tray of tea and light snacks.

‘What are you still doing up?’ Andrew stubbed out the joint that was smoking away in his hand.

Although Grace was used to retiring early, she’d grown accustomed to the benefits of gas lighting and had become more and more of a night owl as the months passed. ‘I thought you might be hungry.’ She set the tray down on the desk beside him.


‘Now that you mention it, I do have a bit of an appetite.’ Andrew pushed his reading aside and invited her to take a seat.

Grace was happy to join him, and poured tea for them both. She was well aware of how Andrew took his tea. In fact, she’d made it her business to be well aware of all his likes and dislikes. ‘The master told me what you’re trying to do,’ she commented.

Her words were of concern to Andrew, and he hoped that the Baron wasn’t attempting to play matchmaker. For Grace, as attractive as Andrew found her, wasn’t like the headstrong, uninhibited women of this day and age. ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’

Grace thought he was being modest, which made her understanding all the harder to voice. ‘I know that you are working on a way to ensure I can stay here in the twentieth century, and I wanted you to know that I am ever so grateful.’

Andrew breathed a sigh of relief, since Wade’s whisper in her ear worked very much to his favour. ‘I want you to stay here, Grace,’ he confessed, placing his hand upon hers. Usually she would have been quick to pull away, but in this instance she did not. ‘I want your future here to be secured, so …’

‘Yes,’ she urged.


Andrew could hardly believe that a marriage proposal had nearly slipped from his lips. ‘Well,’ he gave half a laugh in conclusion, ‘best not get ahead of ourselves.’

‘Oh.’ She sat back, seemingly disappointed by his response.

Andrew picked up on this, and had to figure that she might finally be ready to broach the subject of a relationship. ‘I’m sorry, Grace —’

‘No, don’t be,’ she was quick to interject. If Andrew didn’t feel as she hoped he did, she didn’t want to know.

‘I don’t want to seem too forward,’ he added awkwardly. ‘I don’t want to rush you —’

‘You’re not.’ She encouraged him to continue, sitting forward in her chair and taking hold of his hand again.

‘Well, it’s just that I —’ He was lost for words. How far should he go with his confession?

‘Can’t stop thinking about you,’ Grace suggested to aid him along.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed wholeheartedly.

‘More and more each day,’ she added, leaning closer, ‘until it has reached the point where I can think of little else.’

‘You’re reading my mind,’ he uttered, lost in her pale blue eyes that glistened with delight.


‘I feel the same,’ she whispered, before surprising Andrew with a kiss — a long, sweet kiss, that they both became lost in for some time.

When their lips parted, the couple found themselves standing with their bodies pressed hard against each other. They could do little more than stare at one another as they panted in the wake of their sudden arousal. Her eyes never leaving his, Grace began to unbutton her shirt.

‘No, Grace.’ Andrew grabbed her hand to stop her undressing. ‘Not out of gratitude.’

‘This is not gratitude,’ she vowed as tears of desire filled her eyes. ‘This is self-preservation. I want it to be you.’

‘It will be me,’ Andrew assured.

Grace held a finger to his lips, to silence his resistance, shaking her head as she did. ‘But what if something goes wrong, and I was to find myself back in my rightful place in time. I couldn’t bear that you’d never held me, that we’d never …’ She went silent, afraid of sounding wanton, and looked to the ground in the shame of how much she felt for him.

‘I just want to do right by you,’ Andrew told her.

Summoning her courage, she again looked him in the eye. ‘This feels right to me.’


Andrew held her face in both his hands. He could not argue against her wish, as it was, indeed, his own. ‘For love then,’ he told her, and drawing her closer he kissed her again.

 

Long after Grace had fallen asleep, Andrew was still buzzing. Hence, he left a few flowers, picked from the garden, beside his new lover, and returned to the library to resume his research.

Andrew re-lit the large roach in the ashtray, and after a few deep drags settled down to read.

He’d covered the text on Ernest’s early life and was just getting to the part where his eldest son, Simon, the ninth Baron, had his father deemed insane.

Ernest Ashby, the eighth Baron, was declared mad in 1822, at the age of 54 years. The tower at Ashby manor became the madman’s prison for the rest of his days — some twenty years in all.

‘The tower. That’s it!’ The smoke dropped from his mouth, and Andrew was quick to save the antique desk from being scorched. He discarded what was left of the joint into the ashtray, and scampered up the timber ladder that gave access to the mezzanine and tower beyond.

 


At dawn’s first light Andrew was startled when the door leading from the long gallery creaked open. He stood, paused with bated breath, until Wade wandered into the tower room.

‘Jesus, you scared the life out of me!’ Andrew leant against the wall to recover from the fright. ‘I thought you were the damned cat.’

‘Sorry,’ Wade yawned. ‘But I was mulling over what you said about Ernest being locked up in this tower for twenty years and —’

‘So you figured he’d probably hidden his treasure in here somewhere.’ Andrew finished the sentence for him. ‘I had exactly the same thought.’

‘What’s with the sword?’ Wade noted the long metal object Andrew held.

‘Well …’ Andrew raised it and began butting the sandstone bricks with the metal hilt. ‘If Ernest had hidden the key in a piece a furniture, it would have been too easy to find. The brickwork is the only long-standing feature in here.’

‘Good call.’ Wade was impressed. ‘Is there another sword somewhere? I’ll give you a hand.’

‘A decent-sized coin will do, as long as it’s metal.’

As Andrew was looking around the upstairs area, Wade began checking the brickwork where the door to the outside was located, halfway down the stairwell.


He’d worked his way back halfway up the stairs, when he hit upon a brick that had a distinctly different sound to the others.

‘Hey, Andy, come here.’ Wade hit the brick again, to confirm the drumming sound. ‘I think this one’s hollow.’

‘It certainly is!’ Andy confirmed his find with excitement. ‘Wait here a minute. I’ll fetch a hammer and chisel.’

After hacking away at the mortar, the front of the brick fell away to reveal a hollow compartment. Wade reached inside and retrieved a black box and notebook hidden within.

Andrew flicked through the first few pages of the notebook. ‘It’s John Ashby’s all right.’ He showed Wade the inscription in the front.

Their eyes then turned to the black box as Wade raised the lid, and peered inside to find the missing dodecahedron. ‘Bingo.’
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The Bust




Even though they’d found the missing piece of the puzzle, Wade couldn’t test the key out. Hugh had begged him not to unite the dodecahedron with the machine until he could be present. Hugh would not be coming down to Ashby until Friday fortnight, so Wade was obliged to hold off for eleven more days.

As all the new computer equipment was to be delivered and installed at Glenoak Collage over the next couple of weeks, Wade had plenty to keep him amused. Most of his time was spent in testing and programming of equipment in the new graphics department classroom. Wade liked working here at Glenoak, for he could use the computers without fear of being interrupted by any ghostly intruders.

‘Wow!’


Wade looked up to find Hannah in the doorway, staring in awe at the massive electronics set-up.

‘Now that’s impressive.’ She took a stroll behind the first long bench at the front of the classroom. This housed a whole row of computer terminals that were all running the same animation sequence.

‘You like?’ Wade queried from behind his desk and terminal at the front of the classroom.

‘Very much.’ She paused in the centre of the row of computers to aim her grin of admiration at Wade.

‘It’s a training program I’ve been working on. I can assume control of all the computers in the room to run the students through applications and then, at my instruction, the terminals can be switched over to the students for individual use.’

Each of the computer screens began to run different programs, and as all the diverse images flashed before her eyes, Hannah’s smile broadened. ‘You’re going to be good at this.’ She was happy for him, for she herself loved to teach almost as much as she loved to perform. It seemed that deep down Wade and she had a lot in common after all.

‘Yeah, I think so, too,’ Wade said, responding to her broad grin. He lounged back in the chair, rather tickled with himself. ‘This way, I have total control. I can stop the students exploring while I’m trying to demonstrate.’

‘Yes, you’re very clever, and talented,’ she flattered him, feeling that he had good reason to be pleased with himself.

‘As are you,’ Wade concurred, holding out his hand to Hannah and beckoning her to his lap.

‘Are you nearly finished here for the night?’ She straddled his legs to take a seat and kissed him passionately.

‘Since you put it that way.’ He put the computer to sleep and kissed her again.

As the situation started to get steamy, Hannah abruptly pulled away from Wade. ‘Can we eat, I’m starving,’ she pleaded, wearing that pout that always won her her own way. ‘I could take us to dinner,’ she suggested with enthusiasm.

‘I’ve got an even better idea,’ Wade grinned mischievously. ‘Why don’t we head back to my place, and I’ll have Talbot deliver us dinner in bed … breakfast, too, if it pleases my lady.’ He caressed her neck and cleavage with his lips, the idea making him feel all amorous again.

Although the suggestion was a romantic one, it bothered Hannah. ‘I don’t think Talbot quite knows what to do with himself when he finds me in your bed. He’s a bit old fashioned, I fear. I don’t think he approves.’

‘Well, he’d better get used to it,’ Wade commented with glee, not looking up from his amusement.

‘I wonder if he knows that Andrew and Grace are sleeping together?’ Hannah wondered out loud.

‘They are?’ Wade’s head shot up.

Hannah nodded with a laugh, surprised that Wade had no idea what went on under his own roof. ‘For weeks.’

‘Grace told you?’ Wade assumed, with some reserve.

Again Hannah nodded.

‘But she seems so prim and proper.’

‘Ah,’ Hannah raised both brows, ‘it’s us nice girls that you have to watch out for … we know how to bag our man.’

‘You certainly do.’ Wade smiled submissively, and gave her a hug. ‘Now, what about my place? You’ve got the day off tomorrow, and I can modem into the college computer system to work on this from home. What do you say?’ His brow folded into a plea and, as Hannah couldn’t resist that puppy-dog face, she was finally persuaded.

 

Wade could never sleep after sex. Hannah went out like a light, but his mind was set racing.


He closed the doors to the bedroom quietly and proceeded to his studio, where he intended to do some more work on the college system. On his way through the drawing room, however, Wade spied John Ashby’s diary on the small reading table beside his favorite chair. He hadn’t really had the chance to have a serious look at the work, and thus he was swayed from his course to do a little reading.

Surprisingly enough, John Ashby’s diary made interesting reading at first. There was a section in the back where Ernest, the grandson who’d gone mad, had contributed some notes during his imprisonment in the tower. Here Wade learned that it had been Ernest Ashby who’d commissioned the mosaic to be set into the floor in the dining room, and not John as previously assumed. The funny thing was, Wade found Ernest’s notes hauntingly coherent, and began to wonder if perhaps Ernest’s insanity had just been a charade to prevent anyone finding the treasure that he had vowed to his grandfather to hide.

Wade also found the page in the diary that he’d seen in his dream, featuring the layout of the symbols in the mosaic. The scribble beside each figure, which he had failed to comprehend at that time, outlined the relationship between the symbols and the elements that Hugh had already decoded.


There was also a large section dedicated to John Ashby’s experimental research into the attainment of the so-called ‘Ghost’s Gold’.

As I am unable to find a suitable power source to fuel my machinery, I shall embark on a course of experiments with a metal with which I have had no previous experience. It is my intent to rediscover the fabled Mercury of Philosophers, the white substance described by St Germain as the primary essence of all life.

John went on to describe various experiments pertaining to the separation and distillation of the unnamed metal’s elements. Most of his dabbling had been unsuccessful, and had resulted in explosions due to the very flammable and volatile solutions with which he toyed. After a seemingly endless string of mishaps and observations that went way over Wade’s head, John finally wrote of a breakthrough.

Thus, having found my two principles, Mercury and Sulphur, I mixed them in exact quantities with the dead, black body of metal in a sealed crystal structure. This I heated at an exact temperature, whereby the black colour of the metal diminished. Colour after colour came and went, until the mixture turned to a white and shiny powder. These sparkling particles floated about inside the crystal housing, defying gravity whilst emitting their own light, just as I had hoped. However, this amazing substance has proven impossible to remove from the sealed housing for further investigation, as, once it is exposed to air, the strange powder is immediately squandered.

In view of this information, Wade thought it fortunate that he’d refused Hugh’s request to have the sparkling powder analyzed. He had to grin as he read on, knowing Hugh would be annoyed to discover that Wade’s hunch had been correct.

Still, I have found my energy source, as this exotic white powder gold has proven to be the powerful electrical conductor that I have been searching for.

‘I am so sorry to disturb you at this hour, Sir,’ Talbot interrupted Wade’s reading.

‘That’s all right.’ Wade closed his eyes and squeezed the top of his nose tightly. ‘It was starting to bore me anyway.’ As he’d managed to release the pressure build-up in his forehead from reading in bad light, Wade opened his eyes to note the time and Talbot’s distressed state. ‘What are you doing up and about at this hour, Talbot. You look troubled?’ Wade wondered if perhaps the old butler had caught Andrew and Grace out.


‘I’m afraid I must beg your leave, Sir,’ the butler explained. ‘A rather embarrassing situation has arisen, that requires my immediate attention.’

‘Well, of course you may go.’ Wade stood, placing the diary aside. ‘Is it anything I should know about?’

‘No, no,’ Talbot insisted. ‘I’m afraid my son has got himself in a spot of bother —’

‘Andy?’ Now Wade was really worried, perhaps he’d got Grace pregnant? ‘What’s happened? Can I help in some way?’

‘It’s nothing that should concern you, my Lord.’ Talbot was reluctant to be out with it, though he suspected the Baron could have something to do with his son’s predicament.

‘Talbot!’ Wade insisted, ‘Andrew is my friend. If he’s in trouble, I want to know.’

‘What’s happened?’ Hannah emerged from the bedroom, tying on her wrap-around. ‘I thought I just heard you say Andrew is in trouble?’ She too feared that the young lovers had been found out.

Talbot was now twice as reluctant make the situation known. Still, as he was eager to get moving and there seemed no way he was going to be excused before he confessed, he just came right out with it. ‘It would seem that Andrew has been arrested for the possession of an illegal substance.’


‘Pot?’ Wade clarified in horror, knowing that Andrew was probably scoring on his behalf, as he always did.

‘So I am told, Sir.’

‘But that was for me.’ Wade had no qualms about confessing. ‘I’m coming down to the station with you … we’ll clear this matter up.’

‘No, my Lord, I couldn’t possibly allow you to become entangled in this affair. Better that Andrew is charged, than the lord of the manor.’

‘How can you say that, Talbot? Andrew is your son!’

‘If Andrew is charged for such an offence, it will be forgotten in a week. If the Baron Ashby is charged, it shall never be forgotten, and could have disastrous consequences for the whole household.’

‘Talbot’s right,’ Hannah intervened. ‘If the patrons of the school find out you smoke that stuff, you’ll lose your teaching position for sure.’

Wade paused for a moment to mull over the sad predicament. ‘I can’t allow Andrew to be lumbered with a criminal record on my account,’ he resolved. ‘And besides, I promised Talbot that I’d keep him out of harm’s way.’

‘My dear Baron. I shall be far more perturbed if this incident is allowed to blemish the good name of the Ashby family. If I can at all prevent that, I will.’

‘Please Wade,’ Hannah added an additional plea, ‘don’t throw everything we’ve worked so hard to achieve away like this. Andrew wouldn’t want that, and some of the dope was probably his anyway.’

‘That’s hardly the point.’ Wade looked from his lover to his humble servant. ‘I admire your loyalty to my family, Talbot. But surely, allowing an innocent bystander to take the blame for my crime is an even greater disgrace to my forefathers.’

‘With all due respect, Sir,’ Talbot raised his voice in an agitated manner, ‘I beg you to consider the massive repercussions. For once in your life, put the greater good first.’

Although Wade was shocked by Talbot’s outburst, and heartbroken by the look on Hannah’s face, his mind was made up. ‘I’m truly sorry, folks,’ was all Wade said, as he left the room and made for his car.

 

The Baron was led to the cell where Andrew had been locked up for the night, along with his dealer and a couple of other clients.

‘Baron!’ Andy jumped to his feet upon spotting Wade, obviously shocked to see him. ‘What the hell are you doing here? I told father to come.’


Andrew had long held a fear of his father finding out about his habit, so the fact that Andrew had called Talbot instead of him, made no sense to Wade. ‘You should have called me first. Your father need not have known.’

‘I didn’t want you getting involved in this,’ Andrew stressed.

‘I was already involved,’ Wade insisted. ‘And I intend to confess.’

Andrew reached through the bars and gripped hold of Wade’s jumper. ‘Like hell you will.’

Wade pulled himself free. ‘I’m not going to let you take the rap for me.’

‘Have you lost your mind,’ Andrew demanded in a harsh whisper, so that the policeman by the door wouldn’t overhear. ‘There’s no point in us both being charged.’

‘They won’t charge you if I tell them you were acting under my instruction.’

The policeman’s ears picked up. ‘What’s that you say?’

‘This man is innocent,’ Wade announced.

‘No, I’m not!’ Andrew intervened, ‘Ignore him, he doesn’t know what he’s saying. Need I remind you,’ he uttered to the Baron, ‘that possession is nine-tenths of the law.’

‘Let this man go.’ Wade became more adamant, raising his voice. ‘I’m the one you’re after. Andrew was acquiring the pot for me.’

‘Is that so, my Lord?’ As the policeman strolled over to where Wade stood and took hold of his arm, an amused smile crossed his face. ‘The press are going to have a field day with this one.’

There wasn’t much excitement down here in Ashbury, and the young constable rather fancied getting his picture in the papers.

‘No,’ Andy pleaded, ‘no press.’

‘Yeah, right,’ the policeman scoffed. ‘Let’s have a little chat then, shall we, Your Excellency?’ He led Wade back into the offices.

‘I’ll have you out in no time.’ Wade looked back to Andy to assure him.

‘You’re a damn fool!’ Andy shouted after him, before lowering his head and banging it hard against the bars. ‘Shit!’

 

By the time the policeman had finished recording the Baron’s confession, and Wade had posted bail for both Andy and himself, it was the wee hours of the morning. Their day in court had been set for early the following week.

As they wandered down the steps onto the street, Wade held out the keys. ‘Do you want to drive?’


Andy just served the Baron a filthy look, and snatched the car keys off him.

‘What are you so pissed about? The constable said that you probably won’t end up with a record.’ Wade shook his head, considering his young friend to be rather ungrateful.

‘But you will,’ Andrew snapped back.

‘So,’ Wade shrugged. ‘That’s the way the cookie crumbles.’

Andrew rolled his eyes. ‘Look, I don’t need you to bail me out of trouble all the time, especially when it is my fault.’

‘Well, sorry chum, I was under the impression we were friends … that’s what friends do.’

‘We are friends,’ Andy shot back at him. ‘In fact, you’re my best friend. But this was my stuff up! How low do you think I feel?’

‘You wouldn’t even have been there, if it wasn’t for me —’

‘Yes I would!’ Andrew roared over the top of Wade. ‘And I’ll pay for my own mistakes, if that’s quite all right by you, Your Excellency.’ Andrew opened the back door and waited for Wade to climb inside.

‘Look …’ Wade paused before getting in the car. ‘I thought I was doing you a favour.’

‘How do you figure it?’ Andy eased up a little. ‘I mean, it’s not like you were going to fire me, now is it? But the snobs at Glenoak won’t wear this. You’re going to lose your teaching position, and that’s my fault.’

‘Well.’ Wade slapped Andrew on the shoulder to relieve him of the responsibility. ‘They probably would have found out sooner or later, anyway. I really don’t know who I was trying to kid? Me, a teacher!’ Wade roused half a smile and shook his head, sinking into his seat in the back of the car.

Andy closed the car door and gave a deep sigh. He knew as well as Wade himself did that the Baron had been excited about the position, and no slap on the shoulder was going to relieve him of the guilt of ruining it for his friend.

Still, no sooner had Andrew pulled the car out from the curb, than Wade was lighting up a joint. ‘You are completely insane! You know that, don’t you?’

‘I am what I am,’ Wade agreed calmly, ‘and if the rest of the world doesn’t like it, well … stuff ’em.’

 

Come the next morning, Wade didn’t feel so nonchalant anymore. As he gazed down from his bedroom window, his eyes met with a huge cluster of reporters and photographers gathered on the front steps of the manor.


‘Who let them in?’ he complained, as Talbot placed his breakfast tray on the table beside the bed.

‘They let themselves in, Sir, the same way the locals do, I would guess. Shall I call the police and have them removed?’

Wade forced a laugh at the suggestion. ‘I think that might only add fuel to the fire.’

‘Very good, Sir.’ Talbot went back to laying out the Baron’s meal.

‘Hannah returned to the college, I presume?’

‘She was most upset after you left last night, my Lord. Strangely enough, she couldn’t seem to understand why you would flush a promising career down the toilet … women are funny that way.’ As breakfast was laid out, Talbot took up his tray and went to leave.

‘Look, Talbot. A bum and a drug addict I may be, but a liar I am not.’

Talbot turned back with an affectionate look upon his face. ‘For the record, Sir, I think what you did was most admirable, however stupid.’

‘Thank you, Talbot.’ Wade wasn’t sure if he was being patted on the back or kicked in the teeth.

‘You’re most welcome, Sir.’

 

As there was no way Wade was venturing outside, he connected to the college’s computer to do some more work on the new system. He was of a mind to finish the training program before they fired him. He wasn’t proud of the fact that this scandal was going to leave the Contessa in the lurch, but at least if the system was set up, it would make life easier for his replacement.

Wade had tried calling Hannah a couple of times, but she was always tied up. Either that or she wasn’t taking his calls.

As it seemed everyone he cared about was mad at him, Wade had begun to wonder why he’d done what he had. Perhaps the teaching position represented more responsibility than he usually felt comfortable with, and thus he’d just jumped at the first opportunity to shrug it off?

‘Aw, I don’t know.’ He slouched back in his chair, unable to concentrate. ‘Maybe I’m just a natural born loser.’

‘I think you might be exaggerating.’

Wade turned in his seat, to find Louisa in the doorway.

‘I came as soon as I heard.’

‘About my big drug scandal?’ Wade supposed.

‘No, that I only just learnt about.’ She took a seat, without kissing him as she normally did. ‘You’ve got reporters from every major social magazine known to man out front.’


‘Yes, I know. I’ve had so many bids for my story, I could probably make enough money to buy my way out of this mess.’ Wade raised himself to pour them both a drink. ‘So then, what brings you here?’

Louisa smiled. ‘The key. Hugh said you’d found it.’

‘You’ve actually spoken to Hugh?’ Wade could hardly believe his ears.

She nodded. ‘And you’ll be pleased to know we are officially getting along.’

‘Is that why I didn’t get my kiss?’ Wade teased, handing over her drink.

This made Louisa laugh. ‘I was afraid Hannah might be lurking around somewhere, ready to take my head off, should I get anywhere near you.’

‘I’m afraid not. I think she might be a little angry about my new outlaw status.’

‘In that case,’ Louisa raised herself and gave him a peck on the cheek, ‘there you go.’ When she was again seated, she raised her eyebrows in expectation, and posed the big question once again. ‘So where is it?’

 

When Hugh arrived at the manor he was surprised to have to fight his way through the press to the front doors. All manner of accusation was flying around about Wade, but Hugh just hid his face and mumbled, ‘No comment’, until he was safely inside.

‘How the hell did Wade’s habit become common knowledge?’ Hugh queried of the butler angrily, once inside the closed doors of the foyer.

‘The afternoon paper, Mr Prescott.’ Talbot handed the newspaper to Hugh as he relieved him of his hand luggage. ‘You will find the Baron and Lady Sinclair in the main drawing room.’

‘Yes, thank you, Talbot.’ Hugh wandered towards the staircase, reading as he went.

‘You bloody idiot!’ Hugh stormed into the studio, where Wade was lifting the crystal dodecahedron from its box.

As Wade and Louisa looked over to Hugh, they didn’t notice the electrical waves that began to enfold the stereo, the closest piece of electrical equipment to them that was switched on.

Hugh stood, aghast, as a current of electricity shot forth from the hi-fi unit towards the sparkling key Wade held.

‘Ouch!’ The shock wave caused Wade to drop the precious dodecahedron back into the box.

All three of them then looked to the stereo system to find it shorted out and smoking.

‘What the hell was that?’ Wade blew on his fingertips in an attempt to cool them down.


‘Are you okay?’ Louisa couldn’t help but laugh, as Wade’s hair was standing on end in the wake of the electrical discharge.

‘Oh fabulous!’ Wade eyed his reflection in the blank television screen. ‘I always wanted to look like one of the Jackson Five.’

‘That was extraordinary.’ Hugh dropped the paper and scrambled over to view the key.

‘Don’t lift it out for God’s sake,’ Wade warned as Hugh took hold of the case. ‘I don’t want it frying anything else.’ Wade then moved to inspect what was left of his hi-fi unit. ‘Aw, this is completely wrecked.’

‘It’s really not your day, is it?’ Louisa sympathised with the Baron.

‘Yeah, I think you’re right. Maybe I should just go back to bed while I’m still alive.’

‘No fear,’ Hugh protested. ‘I didn’t travel all the way down here so you could sleep. We’d best shut that archaic machine down, don’t you think? If any of those reporters spy some of your deceased forefathers wandering about the place, they’ll really have something to write about.’

‘Good point,’ Wade granted, as the telephone on his desk began to ring. ‘We can probably sneak out to the dig via the tower, without any of the press seeing us.’ He picked up the receiver. ‘Talbot, I said no more calls. Oh, if it’s the Contessa, you’d better put her through.’

‘Tell me it isn’t true, Wade.’

Her plea nearly brought tears to his eyes as Wade turned from Louisa and Hugh to face what was coming to him.

The incident had forced the Contessa to call an emergency meeting with her primary patrons and sponsors.

‘Chances are, they’re going to want to withdraw your position.’ The Contessa, though disappointed in him, was still sad to admit this.

‘I understand,’ he told her, as a large lump developed in his throat. He hadn’t really realised how much the position had meant to him until now, when it was being taken away. ‘I’ll still be allowed to fund you, won’t I?’

‘I really couldn’t say at this stage. This kind of publicity certainly won’t do the college any good. They may insist we disassociate ourselves from you altogether.’

‘I see.’ He couldn’t prevent his voice going hoarse.

‘I’ll do what I can and keep you informed,’ she told him.

‘I am sincerely sorry, Contessa, I never meant —’

‘You did what you thought was right, Wade. I know that.’


By the way she said this, Wade knew Hannah was with her. ‘Could I speak to Hannah?’

All was quiet at the other end of the line for a time.

‘Well, that’s that then,’ Hannah announced.

‘Look I know you’re disappointed —’

‘Disappointed! Wade, I’m way beyond disappointed. I’m furious! Did I actually say you were clever, yesterday … I must have been delusional.’

‘You did,’ Wade confirmed, ‘and you said I was talented too.’

‘That you are,’ she was sorry to admit, ‘and if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s seeing talent go to waste.’ Her tears began to choke her, as she considered all that would never be. ‘It was a glorious vision, Wade. It’s a pity we couldn’t have followed it through.’

‘But, you’re still there, babe. You can do it without me.’

‘I’m sorry, Wade.’ The Contessa had resumed the call. ‘Hannah is a bit upset at present, perhaps I could get her to call you back later.’

‘Yes, do that, thank you.’ Wade hung up the phone and after a moment turned back to Hugh and Louisa, who both appeared to feel for him. ‘Could things really get any worse?’
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The Resurrection




By late that evening most of the press had given up on capturing a glimpse of the Baron. Wade had Andrew drive the Rolls out of the manor’s grounds, and as the lush car sported dark-tinted windows, the die-hard press who had remained on duty assumed the Baron was inside the vehicle, and followed it.

With their privacy restored, Wade, Hugh and Louisa headed out to the dig site to put an end to the strange time occurrences once and for all.

Wade had instructed Dougal to run a couple of extension leads out from the house, so they now had enough light to see what they were doing. Hugh replaced the crystal cube, the octahedron, the tetrahedron and the icosahedron in their respective boxes.


‘Now for the dodecahedron.’ Wade carefully lifted it from its case and was about to hand it up to Hugh, who was on top of the machine, when someone was heard to sneeze — and it wasn’t any of their party.

‘Who’s there?’ Wade quickly replaced the key in its box, and grabbed a torch to investigate.

Hugh jumped down from the machine and stood alongside Louisa, just in case.

‘Don’t be alarmed.’ A tall, slim, blonde woman stepped out into the light, her hands held in the air in truce. ‘It’s only me.’

‘Who the hell are you?’ Wade demanded an explanation from the woman, when an overweight fellow, sporting a large video camera, followed her out of the shadows.

‘I’m Tace Bonnell, freelance reporter,’ she advised, then motioned to the cameraman. ‘And this is Rex Coen.’

‘Well, this is private property,’ Wade announced, becoming quite irate, ‘so get the hell out of here before I sue your arse for trespassing.’

‘So you’re Baron Ashby, I presume.’

‘Correct.’

‘Well, then, Baron Ashby, we’ll be happy to go,’ Tace advised, sporting a confident grin, ‘if you’ll just tell me who the stiff back there on the chair is?’ She motioned into the shadows from where they’d emerged.

‘There’s a corpse back there?’ Wade was shocked by her query.

‘Oh damn.’ Hugh slapped himself on the head. ‘I forgot to mention that we found old Johnny’s remains.’

‘Who’s old Johnny?’ Tace pushed for information. ‘And what is this?’ She referred to the huge piece of archaic machinery.

‘None of your business!’ Wade insisted. ‘Louisa, would you kindly go and call the police for me?’

As Louisa moved to the ladder, Tace folded her arms to confront Wade. ‘Yes, call the police. I’m sure they’d be most interested to know who the skeleton in your closet is.’

‘For your information, he’s my great, great, great, great, great, great grandfather, who’s been dead for over three hundred years. Shit, I don’t have to explain myself to you.’ Wade grabbed hold of her arm to show her the way out.

‘Hey,’ the huge cameraman warned, ‘let the lady go.’

Wade halted and looked to the big guy, not complying at once.

‘Or I’ll make you,’ Rex clarified himself, in a calm fashion.


‘Then leave.’ Wade let her go, and took a step away.

‘Look.’ Tace mellowed into a more friendly attitude and tone of voice. ‘I’m not here to cause you any grief.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Wade scoffed.

‘Have you seen any of my stuff?’ she appealed. ‘I’ve never made a good man look bad.’

‘I don’t watch the news.’ Wade looked to his two companions to see if they could confirm her claim.

‘I recognise her from a couple of reports I’ve seen,’ advised Hugh, ‘and they were both on the side of the downtrodden.’

Louisa shrugged, reluctant to voice her view, as Tace was a tad too good-looking for comfort. ‘From what I know of her, she’s less brutal than most in her field.’

As Wade was clearly still not interested, Tace quickly added: ‘The policeman who took your statement at Ashbury told me that you’d confessed to the drug charges laid against your chauffeur. Now there’s not many of the gentry who would do that. Hence, I figured if you wanted to tell your side of the story, it might make you look a whole lot better in the public eye.’

‘I don’t,’ Wade again motioned her to the exit ladder, ‘thanks all the same.’


Tace gave a heavy sigh, resigning herself to go. She directed Rex to follow her out, then hesitated. ‘Look, I saw those illuminated objects you placed into the machine, and, reporting aside, I’m really curious to know what that thing does.’

‘What’s in it for us?’ Hugh reasoned, and Tace desperately contemplated an exchange.

‘I could document the experiment for you,’ Rex suggested, casually. ‘If something should go wrong, it would be handy to have film of the event.’

‘If something goes wrong that’s the last thing I’m going to need, believe me!’ Wade stressed. ‘Now, I’m not going to ask you again.’

‘Come on, Rex.’ Tace finally gave in. ‘Let’s go.’

‘I’ll see them out.’ Hugh followed Rex up the ladder. ‘Wait for me,’ he told them, before disappearing up through the hole.

 

Hugh came to a stop at the mermaid fountain to watch Tace and her cameraman complete their long stroll to the front gates.

‘Is he still watching us?’ Tace enquired of Rex, who glanced back towards the house.

Hugh gave the cameraman a wave and a smile of encouragement.

‘He sure is,’ Rex confirmed, and, having worked with Tace for years, he had to figure she was foxing. ‘We’re not really leaving, are we?’

‘Hell no. We’ll just get back in the same way we got in in the first place.’

 

When Hugh returned to the machine room, Wade was poised ready to place the dodecahedron in its central compartment. ‘No!’ he protested. ‘Let me do that. You and Louisa man the lever.’

Wade shrugged, not fussed either way. ‘Whatever. But let’s get on with it … all those press people are making me nervous.’ He climbed down off the machine and handed the key to Hugh.

Once they were all in place, Hugh looked to Wade who gave him the nod to proceed. ‘Here goes nothing.’ Hugh placed the dodecahedron into its compartment and locked it.

He’d been using an allen key to secure the objects in their respective compartments. When wriggled around correctly in the locks, the allen key served its purpose almost as well as the old key that John Ashby would have used in his day.

‘Go!’ Hugh urged Louisa and Wade to throw the lever into the ‘off’ position.

They pushed, but although the lever shifted a couple of inches it would not move any further.


‘It still won’t budge,’ Wade said in a panic. Just then a rumble was heard from deep within the belly of the machine.

‘O-oh,’ Hugh struggled to unlock the dodecahedron from its casing, and in his rush the allen key proved to be not so efficient.

‘Hugh, get down from there!’ Louisa entreated him.

He resisted a moment, still battling with the lock. ‘I’ve almost got it.’

‘Hugh!’ Wade stared in horror at the blue waves of energy that had begun to enfold the lower part of the machine. ‘Move it, now!’

Hugh took a dive for the earthen floor not a moment too soon. The blue energy waves engulfed the machine in his wake, shooting up the long metal spike and through the roof.

The three were thrown backward by the awesome force of the occurrence. They watched helplessly as energy unleashed itself upwards in waves.

 

Tace and Rex had found their breach in the estate’s fence, and as the outlying trees of the gardens parted before them, they spied the metal spike crawling with iridescent electromagnetic waves.


‘Rex!’ Tace urged him to start filming, but Rex had already lifted the camera onto his shoulder.

‘I’m on it.’

As they rushed towards the pulsing light show, a beam of electricity shot forth from the manor’s fuse box to connect with the metal spike.

‘Holy moley!’ Tace stopped in her tracks. There wasn’t much she was afraid of, but as she’d never seen anything like this before she decided it would be best to proceed with a little caution.

 

Wade, Hugh and Louisa scrambled out of the dig site in time to see the electricity bolt collide with the tip of the spike overhead.

‘This is very bad,’ Hugh mumbled. The three of them backed up, staring in awe at the towering conductor, as its surface colour changed from dull silver to glowing red.

‘What the hell is feeding that?’ Wade traced the steady stream of power back to the manor’s fuse box, which was consumed by the blue pulsing waves. That’s when he spotted the strange blue current passing down the telephone cable. ‘Shit, it’s headed for the school!’ Wade hit himself on the head with the palm of his hand.

Hugh found Wade’s announcement a worry. ‘Please clarify.’


‘I was doing some programming,’ Wade whined.

Hugh grabbed hold of him. ‘Yes. So?’

‘I’m still connected to the system at Glenoak,’ Wade blurted out in frustration.

‘How many computers?’

‘About sixty.’

‘Oh dear.’ Hugh let Wade go, stunned by the information.

‘Not to mention the rest of the electricity the school uses,’ Wade added. ‘I shudder to think just how much power that could amount to.’

‘That means we’re in big trouble, right?’ Louisa ventured.

‘Maybe yes, maybe no.’ Wade endeavoured to stay positive.

‘I think, yes.’ Louisa pointed to the electrical wires that ran down towards the house.

A huge ball of electricity headed another great beam of power that was headed towards the manor’s fuse box.

At present the machine was only being fueled by the manor’s power supply. But if, as Wade surmised, the energy source reached out to draw additional power through the phone link with the modem, the anomaly heading down the electrical wires toward the house could well represent the additional power stores that the strange magnetic energy source was beginning to draw from the school, linked as it was to his computer. Once the mobile current reached the house mains the machine would have created a complete circuit between Ashby and Glenoak, and would be drawing electricity from more equipment than it had ever had access to before.

‘Jesus!’ Wade cried. ‘Run!’

As they bolted away from the manor, watching the beam’s progress as they went, the three collided with the reporter and her cameraman, whereupon they were all sent toppling into the grass.

The power surge hit the fuse box and combined with the beam of electricity already feeding the machine. The sound that resulted was equal to that of a bomb going off, yet no explosion could be seen.

A great blast of energy was felt to rush past the young people who witnessed the event. Then all was quiet, except for the constant buzzing sound that steamed from the machine. The metal spike had again changed in colour from glowing red to white.

Rex, who was used to recovering from a crisis situation quickly, was the first to raise himself. ‘Is everyone okay?’


‘What the hell are you still doing here?’ Wade sprang to his feet, annoyed.

‘I think you ought to be thankful that any of us are still here.’ Tace stood to confront him in a righteous fashion. ‘What the hell is that thing?’

Wade had never struck a woman in his life, but he was really tempted at this point.

‘Forget her,’ Louisa pacified him. ‘Hadn’t we better shut off your modem? Or a least try and warn the Contessa?’

‘Good call.’ Wade immediately turned and headed for the house, with Louisa hot on his heels. ‘Where’s your mobile phone?’ he asked her, figuring that the house phones would be useless to them.

‘In my room,’ Louisa advised.

‘Wade, what if you-know-what happens?’ Hugh called out after his companions. ‘We can’t just leave them here.’

‘Just watch me,’ Wade called back. ‘They had their chance to leave, now they’re on their own.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Tace started hounding Hugh for answers.

‘Hang around long enough and you’ll find out.’ Hugh started to move off after the others. ‘However, I strongly recommend that you leave. Curiosity has been known to kill the cat.’


Tace turned to Rex to see whether he thought they should take Hugh’s advice.

The cameraman smiled. ‘No way, I’m not leaving.’

The Baron’s party disappeared into the manor, whereby Tace waved Rex after her. ‘Come on. Let’s get a closer look at the workings of that machine.’

As they approached the dug-out site and Rex lifted the camera onto his shoulder to resume filming, a bolt of energy lashed out from the metal spike and struck his precious piece of equipment from his hands. The camera was rendered an unrecognisable, burnt out, smoking shell of metal in a matter of minutes, and the battery oozed a gooey muck. ‘I don’t think my insurance covers acts of God.’ He tried to make light of his loss.

‘I doubt very much that that is the case in this instance.’ Tace looked to the manor entrance through which Wade had disappeared. ‘And when I prove as much, those responsible will pay, I assure you.’

 

Wade headed straight upstairs to the studio and, seeing his equipment swamped by the blue waves of energy, he realised he stood little chance of getting close enough to switch it off.


‘I need something long and wooden,’ he commented over his shoulder to Louisa, scanning the room for such an item, although he knew he wouldn’t find one.

‘Perhaps in the kitchen,’ Louisa suggested. ‘You look, and I’ll grab my phone.’

‘Right you are.’ Wade barged past Hugh who was on his way to the stairs at the end of the old musician’s gallery. ‘I’ll meet you down there.’

‘No, we should all stay together,’ Hugh insisted.

‘You go with Louisa,’ Wade instructed, continuing on his merry way.

‘Oh, come on, Hugh.’ Louisa grabbed his hand and dragged him into the domed picture gallery. ‘Let’s be quick about it.’

The pair nearly flew down the staircase of the Great Hall, and entering the downstairs drawing room, Louisa let Hugh go so that she could rummage through her bag. ‘Got it,’ she announced, pulling the phone out and slinging her bag over her shoulder.

‘Alright, let’s go.’ Hugh grabbed hold of Louisa’s free hand and hastened her out the door, where they nearly ran over poor old Talbot.

‘Did you hear that frightful noise, Sir?’

‘Yes, we heard it.’ Hugh shuffled around the butler, dragging Louisa behind him.


‘Do you know what it was?’ Talbot followed the pair as fast as his aging limbs would allow.

‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ Hugh yelled back.

But, judging from the speed at which the young folk were moving, somehow Talbot didn’t feel very reassured.

Upon their arrival in the kitchen, Louisa and Hugh found Winston preparing food.

‘Where’s Wade?’ Hugh inquired of the cook.

Winston looked stunned by the question, as he was about the last person who should be questioned about the Baron’s whereabouts. ‘I haven’t seen him all day, Sir.’

‘Didn’t he just rush through here?’ There was a panicked uneasiness in Louisa’s voice as she motioned to the enclosed staircase by the back door that led directly to Wade’s chambers.

‘No, my Lady,’ Winston stated. ‘I would surely have seen him if he had.’

Hugh raced over to have a quick check around the servant’s dining area, thinking Wade might have slipped in there unseen. He found the space devoid of life, however, and so started to panic himself. ‘Quick, call the Contessa.’

‘And tell her what?’ Louisa beseeched him. ‘Besides, I don’t have her mobile number.’

‘I can help you there.’ Talbot hurried to the little phone table that was behind the staircase in the Great Hall to retrieve the manor’s telephone index.

 

In the conference room at Glenoak, the Contessa greeted her patrons and investors. Naturally, they were all eager to learn if the story the newspapers were printing about Wade’s arrest was true.

‘If you will all be seated,’ the Contessa invited, not at all eager to break the news.

At this point, the lights in the room began fading in and out.

‘We must have a faulty fuse,’ she advised. ‘If you will all excuse me for just a moment, I’ll see what can be done.’

The Contessa entered the outside office, where Hannah sat behind the reception desk staring curiously at the telephone receiver in her hand.

‘What’s the matter?’ The Contessa closed the door behind her.

‘There’s something wrong with my phone.’ Hannah passed the receiver to the Contessa so that she could hear for herself. ‘I was going to call maintenance about the power, but the interference is too great.’

The Contessa replaced the receiver back on the hook. ‘Then be a dear and run down there for me. I can’t just leave the investors waiting.’


‘Sure.’ Hannah forced a smile and rose, seeing no alternative.

With Hannah on the case, the Contessa was about to return to the conference when she heard her mobile phone ringing in the office beyond. She thought to ignore it, but as the meeting was already delayed and she was halfway there, she quickly moved into her office to take the call.

‘This is the Contessa Montagu speaking, how can I help you?’ she tried not to sound annoyed as she spoke.

‘Contessa, please forgive the intrusion,’ Hugh began in a polite tone, ahead of explaining who he was.

‘Yes, Mr Prescott, I remember you. Although I am in the middle of a meeting at present, if this could perhaps wait —’

‘I’m afraid it can’t.’ Hugh cringed at his own rudeness. ‘Have you experienced anything strange going on with the power at the school.’

‘As a matter of fact, we seem to be having some trouble with our fuses.’ The Contessa glanced at the lamp on her desk that was flickering on and off, when it was suddenly beset by waves of blue energy. The bulb shattered under the pressure, and the Contessa jumped away. ‘My goodness, we must have had a power surge, my light —’ she began to explain, whereby she looked up to see that all the lights overhead had been overrun by the same blue waves. ‘In fact, all the lights have —’

‘Have what, Contessa?’ Hugh implored.

But the Contessa could not answer. The strange blue energy seemed to be reaching out to her. ‘No, go away!’ she cried and, on impulse, cast the phone away from herself.

It didn’t even hit the ground. The pulsing force claimed the phone and held it in midair until it had sucked it dry of all power. The smoking remains dropped to the ground, before each of the overhead lights shattered in turn.

The Contessa ran for the outer office to escape the shattering glass, only to find that a similar situation had erupted out there. In the conference room she found her investors taking cover under the huge table. ‘Dear God, what is happening?’

 

Andrew was thinking exactly the same thing as he drove down the manor’s drive and saw the spectacular exchange of energy running between the house and the spike rising from the dig site. What’s more, an electrical storm was spreading across the horizon, adding to the dramatics of the already incredible scene.


He didn’t bother returning the car to the garage. Andrew parked out front and raced up the stairs into the manor. Grace and his father were foremost in his mind.

‘What happened?’ Andrew aimed his query at Louisa and Hugh, as he joined them in the kitchen. ‘I thought you were going to shut it down.’

‘I’m afraid your theory proved incorrect this time,’ Hugh informed. ‘The key didn’t shut the machine down, it started it off.’

‘Where is the Baron?’

Hugh didn’t know quite how to answer this question. ‘He’s … missing.’

‘Missing!’ Andrew echoed in horror, looking to his father. ‘Where is Grace?’

‘Last I saw of her, she was cleaning upstairs with Rosia.’

Andrew went to take off, when Hugh restrained him. ‘Keys,’ he explained in a word, holding out his hand to take possession.

‘Where are you going?’ The chauffeur handed them over.

‘To Glenoak.’

‘To Glenoak! Why?’ Andrew accompanied Hugh and Louisa as far as the staircase in the Great Hall, where they were to part ways.

‘Because they could be in more trouble than we are.’ Hugh continued on to the front doors, and opened one for Louisa to exit through.

‘What about the Baron? Aren’t you going to wait and see if he shows up?’

Hugh shook his head. ‘Hardly any time elapses here during the episodes, so if Wade was still in the house he would have found us by now. Hannah is at the school, so Wade is sure to head there,’ Hugh concluded with a shrug. He wanted to caution Andrew against wandering off into the house alone, but he knew there was little point whilst Grace was still unaccounted for. ‘Beware of the cat,’ was Hugh’s parting advice.

Andrew nodded in acknowledgment of the warning and raced up the stairs.

As Hugh rounded the car to the driver’s side door, a loud clap of thunder chilled him to the bone. He looked up to the darkening sky, where great flashes of lightning lashed out at distant ground.

‘Hurry, Hugh,’ Louisa noticed Tace and her cameraman rushing towards them in the rear-view mirror.

‘Hey you!’ Rex shouted ahead. ‘Your experiment just ate my camera.’

‘I warned you, didn’t I,’ Hugh advised, as he started the car up and took off round the fountain.


Rex bolted across country and threw himself into the path of the oncoming vehicle.

Hugh slammed on the brakes and managed to stop only inches from the man. ‘Are you insane?’

‘I think I deserve an explanation,’ Rex advised calmly. ‘And you’re not going to shake me until I get one.’

‘So, I guess we’ll just have to tag along.’ Tace climbed into the back seat of the Rolls.

‘Get out!’ Louisa demanded, but a gentle touch on the arm from Hugh subdued her protest.

He didn’t feel right about leaving Tace and Rex to their own devices when they had no idea what they were up against.

‘Well then. Where are we going?’ Tace enquired, as Rex joined her in the back seat.

‘You ask too many questions.’ Hugh took off down the drive, throwing his unwanted passengers back into their seats.
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The Time Is …




When Wade reached the bottom of the stairs that led from his quarters to the kitchen, he was horrified to find Arthur awaiting him. ‘Not now,’ he pleaded, hesitant to proceed.

The cat looked rather indifferent to his plea, as if to say, well, it’s your own damn fault.

Wade thought about returning upstairs and attempting to reach the kitchen via another route, but his decision did not come quickly enough.

The room that housed the stairwell vanished from around him and Wade was left standing in the middle of the manor kitchen, which was a hive of activity. Many cooks and servants rushed around preparing food over large open fireplaces. Wade, who was no great expert on history, couldn’t begin to guess at the era, but the dress of the people around him was what he would consider medieval attire.

‘Hey Arthur, old buddy, old pal.’ Wade crouched down to quietly address the animal. ‘Any chance of getting me out of here, and back to where I belong?’

The cat, who was sitting, appeared to be most put out by the request, but raised itself nevertheless. It meandered over to the back door through which it disappeared.

Although a few of the servants eyed Wade as he moved to exit in the wake of the cat, nobody bothered to come after him. Wade gathered there was a big feast being prepared and everybody was too busy to be distracted from their duties.

Arthur led him down an old cobblestone path, and Wade followed without question until he realised where the cat was going.

‘Why are you taking me to the stables?’ Wade whispered. ‘How about the garage? Couldn’t we go there instead?’

The cat only gave him a supercilious glance, as there was no garage in this day and age.

In through the stable door the cat wandered and proceeded down the long aisle. Arthur browsed left and right, as if perusing the selection of horses on offer. Three-quarters of the way down the stables, the cat came to a stop and took a seat facing the left row of stalls. He then meowed as if demanding the urgent attention of someone therein.

The horse perhaps? thought Wade.

‘Hello there. Where hast thou sprung from?’ The voice came from inside the chosen horse’s stall.

Wade was startled to find someone else present, and unsure of what the cat was up to, he was also undecided about how he should react. When a lad emerged from the stall, Wade didn’t have time to be startled or to think, he just ducked for cover into the closest horse box.

The stablehand moved to pat the cat, but Arthur drew away from him and meowed again.

‘Art thou thirsty, or hungry perhaps? Well … I might be able to rustle thee up something quickly. Come on, puss.’ The stablehand led the cat towards a room at the far end of the aisle, and Arthur glanced back at Wade, victorious.

Once the coast was clear, Wade crept from his hiding place. ‘What does he expect me to do?’ He approached the stable the lad had vacated, hoping it might hold a clue.

The large, dark stallion therein was fully saddled and ready to ride.


‘You’re kidding me?’ Wade mumbled to himself. ‘Surely he doesn’t expect me to ride this thing out of here? Why on earth can’t I just walk?’

Then the thought occurred to Wade that perhaps the time phenomenon had spread further than he imagined? Now that John Ashby’s machine was feeding off the school’s power, could the same strange occurrences have spread as far as the school?

‘Hannah.’

With the thought of her, Wade found himself in the saddle. It wasn’t until he was charging down the aisle on his way to the door that he wondered how he would know where to go to get out of this time-zone without Arthur to guide him?

‘Halt, thief!’

He heard the stablehand cry out behind him. But the cover of darkness rushed over Wade as he cleared the doorway and blindly rode off into the night.

The lad didn’t even attempt a chase, with no other horse saddled to ride. Instead, he headed back into the room where the cat had led him. In the quarters beyond, the head stablehand was resting, and he must report the theft to him at once.

‘Thou hast got me in big trouble, cat.’ He glanced over to where he’d left the animal. The bowls of food were still there, but the feline was nowhere to be seen. ‘Puss?’

 

Wade clung to the horse for dear life, realising that one riding lesson with Louisa was not enough to handle this little escapade. Staying low, he dared to look about him in an attempt to get his bearings when he spotted a light up ahead in a patch of trees.

Head for the light, Wade, as fast as you can, a voice in his head advised; a voice that Wade recognised, though he had not heard it in quite some time.

‘Dad?’ Wade sat taller in the saddle, somewhat stunned.

No response was forthcoming, but as Wade was confident of what he’d heard, he did as his father instructed.

‘Ya, ya,’ he urged his steed to hasten its speed, and as the light grew brighter, Wade realised it was Arthur marking the way out.

‘Thanks puss,’ he turned and shouted on his way past the cat. Then, looking back to view where he was headed, Wade discovered a large hedge. ‘Oh shit!’ he cried as the horse took a great bounding leap to clear it. Upon landing on the other side, Wade was thrown from the saddle. He landed with an almighty thud and rolled across the hard earth, finding the surface was somewhat harsher than expected. That’s when he realised he was laying down on bitumen. ‘Oh no.’ He looked up to see the oncoming headlights, and only just managed to leap clear of the speeding car honking its horn in protest on its way past him. ‘Ouch!’ Wade found the gravel on the roadside to be an even more unpleasant landing pad.

The horse had escaped unscathed, however, and stood by waiting for its rider to resume the saddle.

‘Do you think me suicidal?’ Wade put to the animal as he rose, picking dirt and rocks from his grazed hands.

Even in the poor light, Wade knew where he was. The town of Ashbury was just down the road a way, and Glenoak wasn’t too far beyond that. To walk would take him half an hour or so — if he rode, perhaps ten minutes.

‘Alright, I am nuts.’ He reached for the horse’s reins, placed a foot in the stirrup and raised himself into the saddle. ‘Let’s just take it a little slower this time.’ Wade turned the animal around and headed towards town.

 

‘Was that idiot riding a horse?’ Hugh enquired of the others who were all still breathing a sigh of relief in the wake of the near miss.


‘I believe so.’ Tace turned to confirm the sighting out the back window.

‘Well, I wish they would stick to the bloody fields where they belong. Fancy riding a horse on the road at night, and in this frightful weather.’ Hugh shook his head in disbelief and then looked to the electrical activity that was now almost directly overhead.

‘Here it comes,’ he commented, as a loud clap of thunder brought the rain pouring down.

 

Grace was cleaning one of the large, long gallery windows that overlooked the gardens, when she noticed the bright activity surrounding the dig outside. ‘Ma’am. She motioned the older housemaid to come and see.

Rosia, who was polishing a coffee table, struggled to her feet. ‘What is the matter, child?’ She was slightly annoyed to have to make the effort.

‘I’m sorry, but this doesn’t look right to me.’ Grace pointed to the glowing light show. It could have been a regular occurrence, but knowing little about the century she was living in, Grace thought it best to make sure.

When Rosia spotted the cause of the girl’s concern, she gasped. ‘Great mother of God.’ She pulled the younger maid back a couple of paces. ‘It most certainly is not right.’

‘Should I run and tell Mr Jenkins?’ Grace suggested, becoming slightly panicky. She knew her ticket to freedom here in the future was tied up with the strange machine that now glowed like a second sun. Grace feared that Time was coming for her.

‘Yes, child, tell Talbot at once. I’ll be right behind you.’

Grace hurried off and Rosia looked back to the frightful mass of energy outside, which even outshone the extensive storm front that closed in over it. The thunder boomed and a great bolt of lightning shot from the sky to latch onto the towering, glowing rod in the garden.

A burst of matter shot forth from the dig in all directions. It hit Rosia with the force of a large ocean wave, throwing her backwards into the pool table. Her head collided with the solid timber trim, knocking her unconscious.

Grace was more fortunate, as she was cast forward onto the carpet. As she fell she could hear Andrew calling her from the other end of the house, then silence. She lay there a second, recovering from the surprise attack, before raising herself up onto her elbows and giving her head a shake.


‘So, you finally decided to come back, did you?’

The voice sent shudders through Grace’s entire being, as she slowly turned to see the dominating form of Frances Ashby the second.

No! She screamed inside, as the Lord’s hand stung her face with a sharp slap.

 

Andrew had begun his search for Grace and Rosia in Wade’s quarters, and was heading back across the domed picture gallery when the wave of matter hit him.

‘Grace!’ he cried, and was sent hurtling backwards into the stair banister. On the rebound Andrew lost his footing on the top stair of the long, grand staircase, and was sent toppling down to the marble floor of the Great Hall, where he landed with a thud.

He was too scared to move right away, fearing that he’d broken every bone in his body; he’d certainly managed to bruise every inch. He rolled onto his back, and managed to raise his battered carcass to a seated position.

At first glance everything around him appeared normal, but then the subtle differences in the decor began to register.

‘Are you alright, Mister?’

Andrew turned to find the young Ernest Ashby addressing him, a boy about seven or eight years old.

‘Oh, God no, anywhere but here!’ Andrew staggered to his feet. He had to find Grace before Ernest’s father did. ‘How can this be?’ Andrew mumbled, propelling his bruised body back up the stairs with the help of the timber stair railing. ‘I never even glimpsed the cat.’

Upon reaching the domed saloon Andrew hobbled through the drawing room, concluding that Arthur’s appearance obviously had nothing to do with the time-slips. It now seemed more likely that the cat was the only one who could see the portholes that led between one time and another.

 

By the time Wade reached the centre of Ashbury, the rain was bucketing down. Hence, he was forced to bring the horse to a halt, under the shelter of one of the shop awnings in the main street.

Most of the town was deserted, normal business trading having ended hours ago, but the pub up the road was still looking lively, along with a couple of restaurants close by.

‘Nice night for a ride, Your Excellency.’

Wade turned in his saddle to find the young constable who had taken his confession the night before walking down the steps of the police station.

‘I mean, the locals have reported seeing some pretty outrageous things in the last couple of hours,’ the policeman added, fit to laugh, ‘but if this don’t beat all.’

Wade did feel rather ridiculous, considering the circumstances, but as he had no explanation, he didn’t bother trying to come up with one.

‘What kind of outrageous things have been reported?’ Wade, sopping wet, climbed from his mount.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ the officer assured. ‘This happens every full moon … people hit the bottle a tad harder than usual.’

As the constable made a move for his car, a great gust of wind knocked him to the ground.

Wade went flying backwards, although one of the store pillars prevented his fall. Caught by surprise, Wade let go of the horse’s reins, whereby it reared up and bolted off up the street. ‘Damn it!’ He leant back against the pylon, still winded from the collision, when his support suddenly collapsed behind him and Wade fell backwards onto the ground.

By the time he and the young constable got to their feet, they found themselves standing on the side of a narrow cobblestone road in a little baroque-style township. The pub was still in the same place, only it appeared more like a tavern now, and the rain had gone.

The young policeman didn’t know what to say. ‘It’s the wrong time of year for Allhallows Eve, isn’t it?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Wade mumbled, rather stunned himself. For although he’d had this experience before, he’d never imagined it on such a grand scale.

As they stood gaping at their remodelled surroundings, a coach pulled to a halt beside them and a beautiful eighteenth century madam leant out the window.

‘Could either of you fine gentlemen tell me how much further it is to the asylum?’

The young policeman was rather captivated by the sight of her. ‘There hasn’t been an asylum around here for hundreds of years.’ When he realised what he was saying, and took another quick glance at his surroundings, he pointed up the road towards the college. ‘I think you’ll find it just a few minutes down the road.’

‘Much obliged,’ she smiled, and withdrew into the carriage.

‘Hold on.’ Wade approached the constable, worried by his perception. ‘Are you saying that the asylum was somewhere near Glenoak?’

‘I’m saying,’ the policeman emphasised, ‘that it was Glenoak.’

‘Oh no.’ Wade gripped both sides of his head, as if his brain might explode. ‘And I thought our ghosts were bad.’

The young constable was stunned as the Baron suddenly took off after the carriage and jumped onto the rear of it to catch a ride.

‘Wait on, you’re not just going to leave me here.’ The police officer launched into a sprint to catch up to Wade, finally hopping onto the back of the coach alongside him.

 

Glenoak College was in virtual darkness when Hugh’s party arrived out front. Due to the widespread electrical faults, the students and faculty had evacuated the buildings and were waiting around in the car park for help to arrive or power to be restored. Most had found a car to cram into to escape the dreadful weather, and the school buses were also being utilised.

‘Things look pretty much under control here.’ Hugh opened his door, preparing to make a dash for the administration building. ‘But we’d best find the Contessa and Hannah, just in case.’


Louisa nodded in accord, climbing out into the rain to join Hugh in his sprint for cover.

‘Hey!’ Tace objected to their sudden departure, scurrying out of the car with Rex right behind her. She brushed the water and wet hair from her face to make sure she didn’t lose sight of Hugh and Louisa. They were about twenty metres ahead, scaling the final set of stairs that led to the building’s entrance, when they unexpectedly vanished.

‘Huh?’ Tace couldn’t believe it, racing to the spot to find no trace of them.

Rex sidetracked onto the lawn thinking that they might have rounded the building. ‘Hey, Tace —’ he called as he turned to her and disappeared.

As fast as she hurried to find Rex, her effort proved fruitless. ‘What the hell is going on?’ she cried in frustration, being soaked to the skin by the heavy rainfall. ‘Rex!’ Tace stumbled around in the darkness in a desperate attempt to find her cameraman, but no answer was forthcoming.

 

Dipping and dodging the exploding bulbs of the overhead lighting, Hannah found her way to the basement. Here she found the fuse box ablaze with blue waves of electricity, and the two maintenance men scratching their heads over what to do about it.


‘In all my forty years as an electrician, I’ve never seen or even heard of anything like this,’ the senior maintenance man told her. ‘I was going to call the electricity station and have them shut us down, but the phones —’

‘I know,’ Hannah intervened, ‘there’s too much interference.’

‘Perhaps it has something to do with the storm?’ the younger electrician suggested.

‘Could be,’ his senior nodded.

‘Well, what am I to tell the Contessa?’ Hannah quizzed impatiently. ‘She’s in the middle of a very important meeting.’

‘I wish I could suggest something, Miss Martin, but we can’t get close enough to the fuse box to do anything about it. And even if we could, chances are this overload will have melted all the circuits anyway. If that happens, the problem is solved, although we’re going to have a hell of a lot of repairs to do around the campus.’

‘Terrific.’ Hannah knew the Contessa was not going to like that scenario. ‘Well, let us know if there’s any change.’

‘Will do,’ the maintenance man assured her. ‘And, Miss Martin …’ He called her back from the stairs to give her a candle.


‘Thanks.’ She forced a smile. ‘I’m going to need it.’

The corridors of the administration building were deserted by this time, and Hannah wondered if the Contessa had already fled the building with the investors. ‘Don’t be a chicken,’ she quietly encouraged herself. She proceeded onward, just in case the Contessa was still awaiting her report.

As she scaled the staircase that led to the offices, Hannah felt a wave, thicker than air, pass over her. The occurrence was chilling to the senses and unlike any draft Hannah had ever felt.

Light was suddenly restored to the building and, breathing a sigh of relief, she made greater haste up the stairs.

But how can that be? Hannah considered, for she had witnessed all the bulbs self-destruct on her way down the staircase earlier. She raised her eyes to discover the candelabras fixed to the wall. These had three candles each that lit the stairway with a dim golden glow. A string of eerie sounds and distant cries stopped Hannah’s ascent altogether, for it sounded as if hell itself was up ahead.

 

The sudden dispersal of the rain prompted Hugh and Louisa to cease their sprint. That’s when they noticed their destination’s ominous change in appearance.

The building before them was dark and foreboding. A huge iron fence with sharp spikes lining the top surrounded the large dwelling on all sides. As they were already inside the grounds, Hugh and Louisa didn’t have the problem of getting past the gatehouse guard — not that they were sure they’d want to, given a choice. The building had bars over many of the windows, and unearthly moans and groans echoed from within.

‘Is it a prison?’ Louisa questioned in a timid manner, gripping Hugh’s arm with both her hands.

‘I don’t think so,’ Hugh observed, trying not to sound as apprehensive about their new situation as he felt. ‘It looks more like a private institution. In the eighteenth century such places were established to house the insane and other undesirables of the upper class.’

‘What happened?’ Rex stumbled over to join the pair, his eyes fixed on the haunting structure ahead.

‘Where’s Tace?’ Hugh wondered aloud.

‘I have no idea.’ Rex glanced behind him, only just realising his partner was missing. ‘Where are we seems a more pertinent question?’

‘Beats the hell out of me,’ Hugh informed in all honesty, wondering why on earth only they had been transported to wherever it was they were. ‘Did you see us vanish?’

‘Yes,’ Rex replied simply.

‘And you just followed us in?’ Hugh gathered, wondering why Tace, with all her effrontery, had not.

‘Well, no,’ Rex recalled. ‘Actually, I sidetracked a little, thinking you might have circled round the building. Why?’

‘Off this way?’ Hugh motioned to his left, which was the direction the occurrence would’ve been moving if it were heading away from Ashby.

‘Yes. Why? What is going on?’

‘Did you feel something like a ripple of matter wash over you on your way here?’ Hugh quizzed Rex further.

‘I felt that, too,’ Louisa interjected, before looking to Rex to see if he had.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed, both baffled and intrigued. What had he stumbled into?

‘And Tace didn’t follow you?’ Hugh found this point most curious indeed.

‘I think she tried,’ Rex explained, ‘but I really don’t know.’

‘What are you getting at?’ Louisa encouraged Hugh to voice his theory.

‘Well, obviously these portholes are mobile. That would explain the different points of entry and exit. But it would seem that they are concentrated and directional. Otherwise, we should have a whole car park full of people off to our right, and Tace would have been able to follow Rex through after us.’

‘Maybe she just got scared,’ Louisa posed.

‘Tace, scared … never.’ Rex could offer a view on that scenario, although the rest of Hugh’s babble was a bit of a mystery.

‘But Tace would have been thrust here like the rest of us if the wave was widespread.’ Hugh stressed the point. ‘Whether she was scared has no bearing on the matter.’

‘So you think that something is channelling the phenomenon?’ Louisa concluded. ‘But what? The power-lines?’

‘I don’t know.’ Hugh shook his head. It was a bit hard to hypothesize, given their current circumstances.

‘What phenomenon?’ Rex demanded an answer. ‘I mean, obviously we’ve travelled without moving, but to where?’

‘When, is more the question,’ replied Hugh, as the front gates opened, and a horse-drawn coach entered and proceeded up the carriageway. ‘Into the bushes,’ he encouraged.
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The Path of Power




When the carriage stopped at the gatehouse, Wade and the young constable concealed themselves underneath it. Once it had passed through the gates into the asylum, they lowered themselves onto the carriageway and then rolled off and over into the cover of the bushes that lined the drive.

‘Well, look at that,’ whispered the young policeman, who could hardly believe his own eyes — the school, barring one big dwelling, had vanished, and the structure that remained was vastly different to the one he’d come to know. ‘I thought old farmer Brackstone was losing it when he reported, on numerous occasions, that his whole farm had vanished. But now … I do confess I believe him.’


‘Is that the report you were on your way to check out?’ Wade enquired.

‘It was.’

‘And where is farmer Brackstone’s place?’ Wade knew the answer before he’d asked the question.

‘Just to the other side of your manor, as a matter of fact.’

As Wade contemplated the information, the young constable became restless.

‘So what’s the plan, Your Excellency?’

‘The name is Wade.’ He held out his hand to the policeman, who shook it.

‘Phil,’ he informed Wade. ‘Phil Stewart.’

‘Well, Phil, I don’t fancy our chances of waltzing in the front door unnoticed, so perhaps we’d best check around the back for a way in.’

‘Are you sure your girlfriend and the Contessa are in there?’ Phil double-checked their reasons for doing this.

‘No,’ Wade confessed, ‘but I’m not leaving until I make sure. You can wait here if you like.’

‘Hardly,’ he scoffed. ‘It’s my job to protect the locals … even the drug addicts.’

Wade ignored the dig, happy not to have to proceed alone. ‘Good-oh.’ He motioned Phil to follow him and, squatting low, they headed through the gardens towards the back of the asylum.

 


‘Well, I’ll be buggered,’ mumbled Rex, as he witnessed the eighteenth century madam climb out of the carriage and enter the building.

‘Yes. Well,’ Hugh raised both eyebrows, ‘at least we have a better idea of when we are placed.’

‘So how do you expect we’re going to get in there?’ Louisa squirmed around in her squatting position, as her legs had begun to stiffen.

Hugh shrugged. ‘In all of the other episodes we’ve experienced, nobody we encountered seemed to think us out of place. So let’s try our luck at the front desk.’

‘Are you nuts?’ Rex rose to stop Hugh’s advance.

‘Nuts enough,’ replied Hugh. ‘How about you?’

‘If you’re game,’ Rex decided, motioning for Hugh to lead the way.

Upon entering the foyer of the asylum, they found no one in attendance at the front desk.

‘The lady that entered before us must have the night clerk detained,’ Louisa supposed.

‘I’m not complaining.’ Hugh headed down the corridor towards the staircase to the next level. ‘Is this the way to the administration offices?’

‘It was,’ Louisa confirmed, gripping hold of Hugh’s hand to ascend the stairs.

 


The hallway that had once led to the Contessa’s offices was now lined with solid timber doors, and each had a small barred window inset at eye level.

What is this place? Hannah wondered, too scared to voice her query out loud.

She dared a look in through one of the peepholes, to see an old regal-looking gentleman who was not of her time. He sat in the middle of the sparsely-furnished room taking swipes at himself as if several people were touching him and he was madly trying to brush away their prying hands.

‘Schizophrenia maybe,’ she supposed in a whisper, as the history of the structure in which she stood suddenly came to mind.

Hannah had thought it rather creepy when she’d first learned that the main college building had once been a private institution for the insane. Yet this knowledge now served to give her a fair idea of what was transpiring here.

Slowly she proceeded down the hallway, braving a brief glance into each of the locked rooms. All manner of what people might consider undesirable types were contained therein. Some of the committed were deformed, whilst others were raving lunatics; some wept and moaned in pain, and others just huddled in corners or were strapped to their beds.


Why do I get the distinct feeling that Wade’s machine has got something to do with this? Still, she couldn’t imagine how Ashby’s strange time phenomenon could have spread this far. Wade’s computers! Hannah recalled how he could dial in and connect with the school’s system.

Normally, her first reaction would have been to be furious with Wade, for she’d warned him repeatedly not to mess with the archaic construction in his backyard. But her heart sank in her chest as fears arose for his well-being. What if he’d been injured in all this, or worse!

Suddenly Wade’s imperfections didn’t matter any more. He was a gentle lover with a heart of gold. What did she care if he had a few bad habits or irresponsible tendencies? It was love, she realised, not just some relationship that she could cast aside and hope to be over in a few days, or even months. And how could she have abandoned Wade just like that, when he’d needed her support most? Perhaps if she’d stayed to aid him, this situation would never have arisen. Perhaps I am the one who is irresponsible and childish? she conceded finally.

‘Hannah?’

She heard her name uttered in desperation, and so turned from the cell she was viewing to seek the source.


‘Over here.’

A hand extended from between one of the tiny barred sections of a door that was on the other side of the hallway up ahead.

Who here would know my name? Hannah crept cautiously forward to investigate. Oh my Lord! She rushed to the aid of the occupant, having recognised the Contessa.

‘Dear God, Hannah. Am I dreaming? Is that really you?’

‘Yes, Contessa.’ She grabbed her mentor’s hand to reassure her.

The Contessa breathed a sigh of relief upon feeling the touch of an ally. ‘Please, you must get us out of here.’ The Contessa moved aside briefly, so that Hannah could see all the investors who were trapped with her. There was also an old woman huddled in a corner, holding her rosary beads before her as she mumbled prayers incessantly.

Hannah looked down to find a large metal padlock on the door. ‘I’ll have to find the key.’

‘The warden holds the keys,’ a gruff old voice advised from the cell next door. This undesirable was of the chronically intoxicated variety. His family had obviously committed him, along with a full supply of booze, in the hope that he would slowly but surely drink himself to death — and by the look of him, he was doing a fine job of it too.

‘And where might this warden be found?’ Hannah enquired politely.

The old drunkard smiled to display a great lack of teeth and bleeding gums. He urged Hannah closer in order to whisper. ‘He’s in a room downstairs.’ He nearly suffocated her with his breath, pointing to the end of the hall. ‘You’ll find stairs down that way.’

‘Yes, I know the layout.’ Hannah forced a smile to her face as she backed up a few paces.

‘He’s a big fella, our warden.’ He looked Hannah up and down with a gleeful look in his eye. ‘And he’ll rather fancy you, I’ll warrant.’

Hannah didn’t much like the way the old man’s eyes were undressing her; thus she fled down the hallway to escape his gloating stare.

‘Tell him the Duke sent you now, ya hear!’ he yelled after her, breaking into a devilish laugh which served to incite the other occupants into a great ruckus.

Hannah reached the end of the hall and slowed down to descend the narrow, dimly-lit staircase. She looked to the ground to ensure she didn’t miss a stair and trip on the way down. Because of this and all the noise from the floor above, she didn’t notice the huge warden ascending until he was nearly on top of her.

‘Well, what have we here?’

Hannah did a quick about-face, her heart pounding in her throat, to race back up the stairs, but the huge hulk of a man grabbed hold of her foot and she fell and hit her head on the timber lip of one of the stairs. The sudden collision with the ground also winded her, and in her daze she heard the warden utter: ‘Run from me, will you?’ He flipped her onto her back, and proceeded to unbutton his trousers. ‘Well, we’d best teach you a lesson.’ He reached down to pry her legs apart, when he suddenly found himself being choked by his own collar.

‘I don’t think so.’ Wade heaved the huge man backwards, sending him tumbling down the stairs.

The warden recovered quickly from the fall and, enraged by the interruption, moved to retaliate. He was so focused on Wade, he failed to notice a second man behind him.

When Phil spotted the antique pistol stuck through the warden’s belt, at the back, he quickly retrieved it. ‘What have we here, then?’

As the warden felt the cold barrel of pistol press hard against his temple, it persuaded him to refrain from movement.


‘Unless you want your brains to become a permanent part of the decor, you’d best calm yourself, big fella,’ Phil advised.

‘Hannah.’ Wade helped her to a seated position. ‘Are you alright?’

Hannah threw her arms around his neck and, relieved beyond belief to see him, burst into tears.

‘It’s okay.’ Wade gave her a squeeze of reassurance. ‘I’m sorry I put you through all this, but —’

‘No, I’m sorry,’ Hannah cut in. ‘I’ve been such a bitch. I should have supported you. I love you, you know … no matter what happens. I was just being selfish.’

‘No, I was the one being selfish,’ he corrected. ‘The thought of all that responsibility scared me shitless. You were right, I was just looking for a way out.’

‘Excuse I,’ Phil interrupted. ‘I hate to break up this heart-warming scene, but shouldn’t we be doing something about getting out of here?’

‘The Contessa!’ Hannah gasped, remembering her mentor’s predicament. ‘She’s trapped in a cell upstairs with all the investors … we have to get them out. He has the key.’ She motioned to Phil’s captive.

‘Come on, big guy,’ Phil got him to his feet. ‘You heard the lady. Let’s go.’

 


Hugh, Rex and Louisa had found their way to the Contessa’s cell. She was in the middle of informing them of Hannah’s mission, when her assistant reappeared with Wade, the policeman, and the huge warden.

‘We’ve been worried sick.’ Hugh was well pleased to see his friend. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

‘Here, there and who knows where,’ replied Wade, lightheartedly. ‘I’ll tell you all about it, once we get everyone out of here.’ He unlocked the heavy padlock and swung the door open for the Contessa and her associates to exit.

‘My hero.’ The Contessa kissed his cheek upon her release, and turned to usher the investors out the door.

‘What is going on?’ one of them demanded to know on his way past.

‘There’s a time and a place,’ Wade advised, ‘and this is not it.’ He urged the stately gentleman to keep moving.

‘What are we going to do with our friend here?’ Phil quizzed, motioning to the large warden.

Wade considered their options for a second, before looking to Hugh. ‘Get these people out of the building,’ he instructed and Hugh complied at once, leading the way. ‘Hannah, my love,’ he looked at her, ‘your stockings, if you please.’ He clicked his fingers to encourage her to hurry.

Phil guided the warden into the cell, whereby they gagged and tied him to the old woman’s chair. The poor old dear couldn’t pray fast enough as she witnessed the proceedings around her. She huddled against the farthest wall ignoring the warden’s muffled pleas to be released as Wade shut and bolted the door on his way out.

 

Downstairs Hugh was startled to find that the night clerk, a man equal in size to the warden, had returned to his post.

‘Where do you lot think you’re going then?’ The huge figure of a man stepped into their path.

‘Allow me,’ Rex advised Hugh, and he moved past Hugh to confront the clerk. ‘Why, I think we’d be heading straight out that door.’ He let loose with a punch that sent his opponent reeling backwards.

The clerk wasn’t down for long. Once he was back on his feet, he launched himself at Rex and they proceeded to fight their way down the lower corridor.

‘Go!’ Hugh urged everyone to make a break for the door, but he stayed where he was hoping he’d be able to aid Rex.


The cameraman was doing just fine on his own, however, and with one final punch, he finished the scuffle by knocking his opponent out cold.

Wade, Phil and Hannah arrived at the bottom of the main staircase just in time to witness the victory.

‘One of your journalistic skills?’ Wade questioned.

Rex winked up at the Baron. ‘You bet … it’s saved my camera from being destroyed on many occasions.’

‘In that case,’ Hugh interjected, ‘I’m sure the Baron here could see his way clear to reimbursing you for your most recent loss of equipment.’

‘Why? What happened to it?’ Wade assisted Rex back to his feet.

‘Your machine ate it,’ Rex informed.

‘What?’ Hannah was annoyed to learn of this. ‘The machine’s digestive system didn’t come in the form of pulsing blue light waves, perchance?’

Rex confirmed this with a nod. ‘Turned my camera into smoking, gooey muck in a matter of minutes.’

Hannah’s accusing eyes turned back to Wade. ‘Sounds much like what was afflicting the school’s fuse boxes, right before I found myself in this mad house.’


Wade’s brow wrinkled into a pitiful frown. ‘You love me no matter what, remember? Honey?’ He pleaded for her understanding as she folded her arms and glared at him.

‘Are they implying that you have something to do with this weird episode?’ Phil stepped into the middle of the dispute.

‘Ladies.’ Hugh called for everyone’s attention. ‘If you could all kindly take this argument outside, it would be greatly appreciated.’

Wade was more than happy to drop the subject and make for the door. The rest of their party were hot on the Baron’s heels, firing questions and accusations at him as they went.

 

When Andrew entered the long gallery to find Frances beating Grace in an attempt to defile her, the pain of his own injuries was overcome by his rage. He came up behind the Baron, and grabbing him by the collar, wrenched him away from his girlfriend.

‘So, you like attacking young women who cannot defend themselves, do you?’ Andrew punched Frances so hard that he was sent reeling into the far wall, where he collapsed onto the floor. ‘Well, I enjoy beating up old, drunken perverts.’ He pulled the Baron to his feet and headedbutted him square between the eyes. ‘So how do you like them apples?’ Andrew laid into Frances’ kidneys, before thumping him to the ground and kicking him a few times.

‘Andrew, stop, you’re going to kill him,’ Grace pleaded. She held no love for the aging gent, but she didn’t want him dead.

At the sight of his lover’s face, battered and bleeding, Andrew’s anger was fuelled anew. He lifted Frances up off the floor and the Baron began to beg for mercy.

‘Shut up you disgusting weasel, and listen,’ Andrew demanded, whereby he nodded. ‘If you ever, ever, so much as think about laying a hand on any female again, servant or otherwise, I will personally see you to your deathbed … do I make myself clear?’ He shook the trembling man to hasten his response.

‘Yes,’ the Lord replied, spitting blood as he did so.

‘And don’t think I won’t find out, or that your guards will protect you, because I am not of your world, Frances, and there is nowhere you can hide that I will not find you. My wrath is a promise that shall haunt you to your grave, of that you may be assured,’ Andrew told the Baron harshly as he let him drop to the floor.


‘Father?’

Andrew and Grace turned to see young Ernest standing in the doorway that led to the drawing room. When the child saw the state of his father he immediately ran to get help.

‘Quickly,’ Grace urged, ‘you must get out of here.’

‘We,’ Andrew corrected, grabbing hold of her hand.

‘But he is badly injured …’ Grace hesitated.

‘Grace.’ Andrew held her face to drill his words into her eyes. ‘You are badly injured. We have to find Arthur. I’m taking you back with me.’ Grace appeared to be torn between his words and staying in her own time, but there was no way Andrew was leaving without her. ‘We belong together. If you stay, I stay too.’

‘No,’ Grace uttered in horror. ‘You’ll hang for this.’

‘So will you,’ he pointed out. ‘Please, come with me.’

At the sound of hurried footsteps on the main staircase, Grace’s resolve was swift. She took hold of Andrew’s hand and fled with him to the tower.

Outside, Andrew looked left and right. Which way should they run? Then he sighted the Temple of Knowledge. ‘I know somewhere where they won’t find us.’ He hurried Grace towards the circular dwelling.

Downstairs, they entered John Ashby’s private library. In between the two reading lounges, Andrew lifted the rug to find a trapdoor. ‘Just as the Baron said,’ he grinned. ‘Quickly.’ He urged Grace to descend, and climbing in himself, he pulled the rug back over the top of the hatch and lowered it.

The pair backed up, looking at the closed trapdoor overhead, as people were heard entering the library above.

‘Well, I am impressed.’

A voice came from behind. Both Andrew and Grace were stunned into an about-face.

‘Nobody has ever discovered this place,’ the regal old gentleman smiled. ‘Don’t worry, they won’t find you,’ he assured. ‘You’d think they would have worked it out by now, but my hideout continues to elude them.’

‘They must have headed out the other side of the temple,’ one of their pursuers was heard to say as the party who sought them left the library.

‘See,’ said the gent, ‘stupid.’

‘John Ashby?’ Andrew questioned Grace and the obliging character in front of them.

‘Indeed.’ He held out his hand to shake Andrew’s. ‘And who might you be, young sir?’


‘Andrew Jenkins,’ he introduced himself. ‘This is a great honour, as you could say I am a great admirer of your research.’

A frown beset the nobleman’s face. ‘Only a select few people know anything of my work, and I am sure you are not one of them.’

‘It is not that any of your associates have been indiscreet,’ Andrew assured Ashby, ‘but rather, this machine,’ he looked to it, to find it was only partially constructed, ‘has had a profound effect on the future, which is where I am from.’

The old gent was forced to laughter, until Grace added: ‘It is true, my Lord. I have been there. To the twentieth century, in fact, a most grand and amazing place.’

‘Is that so?’ John was still sceptical, although somewhat curious as well. ‘Then do sit down, both of you.’ John headed for a decanter of brandy to pour them all a drink. ‘Tell me of the future … and while you’re at it, you’d best explain why half my household is chasing you.’

 

Over the next few hours, Andrew and Grace entertained the Baron with the whole sordid story, including the temple fire, the Baron’s descendants, and the machine. They told him of all the strange time occurrences that had happened since the thirteenth Baron had come to occupy the house, bringing with him all his electrical equipment.

‘So that’s how I make it work. Of course!’ John rose to gaze in wonder at his creation in progress. ‘What you have said makes so much sense; so many of my conundrums have been answered. Now I can proceed with my research … you have steered me in directions I would never have considered. My invention may not work in my lifetime, but in a few centuries … it will be possible!’

Andrew, however, could not share the Baron’s excitement. ‘But this machine is wreaking havoc with the future. I was hoping that this information might discourage you, not the other way around.’

‘But, my dear lad, don’t you see? If I was to stop now, then you would not be here. How could you be? And some good has come of this … I would never have found out about my son’s abuse of my female staff, which I assure you will come to an end this instant. I was wondering why that poor young maid hung herself some months back … well, now I know.’

Andrew was pleased about the latter matter. And, as he considered John’s statement about stopping his research, it made him realise that he would never have found Grace if it were not for the machine.


What Andrew needed was a way to get Grace and himself back to the future, and a means by which to destroy the machine once he got there. He thought back to what Rosia had said about there being portholes to other eras and dimensions all over the planet, where the veil between inner and outer time is very thin, and he wondered if John was aware of this.

‘Did you build your temple in this particular spot for any reason?’ Andrew phrased the question carefully.

John’s smiled broadened. ‘You know, don’t you, about the path of power.’

‘The path of power?’ Andrew quizzed innocently.

‘The paths of power that extend around the world and are marked by the great megalithic sites. The earth’s natural energies are very strong along these paths. I had hoped that it would increase my chances of making my creation work … which, of course, it must.’ He clapped his hands with new-found resolve.

‘But Ashby has never given host to any great megalithic marker.’ Well, it hadn’t as far as Andrew knew.

‘Ah, but it did,’ John enlightened him. ‘In the time of my great forefather, Gisborne, this spot was marked as sacred by a huge stone boulder. When the manor was temporarily stolen from him by Cromwell’s injustice, the man who came to run Ashby removed the marker and built a damn church in its stead.’

Andrew recalled reading about this. ‘But upon Gisborne’s return he tore the church down, right?’

‘That he did. None of my forefather’s ever could stand organised religion.’ John screwed up his nose in disgust.

‘So, this path of power …’ Andrew questioned further. ‘In which direction does it extend?’

John advised that the path ran at an angle through the house.

‘Let me guess,’ ventured Andrew. ‘Downstairs it would run through the greenhouse, through part of the marble dining room and on through the kitchens. And upstairs it would run through the long gallery, the domed salon, the musician’s gallery and the music room.’

‘Very good.’ John gave him a round of applause. ‘How did you guess?’

‘That’s where strange time phenomenon occur.’ When Andrew considered the time period John Ashby was born into that lacked the advanced scientific tools of the twentieth century, he had to wonder at this man’s knowledge. ‘So how did you discover this path of power?’


‘By dowsing, of course.’

‘Dowsing?’ Andrew wasn’t sure he understood correctly. ‘But isn’t that how you find water?’

‘It has been used for that. But it also has many other applications. It’s a simple matter really … all one does is hold a bent metal or wooden rod in front of oneself, and when you are confronted by the path, the dowsing tool will flip up, repelled by the force.’

Andrew thought this a useful piece of information. ‘So, how far beyond Ashby does this path of power extend?’

‘Quite a way would be my guess,’ said John. ‘Through the township, then it would continue on through the madhouse and beyond.’

‘But beyond the township is Glenoak College.’ Andrew began to panic.

‘In your time, perhaps.’ John raised his brow. ‘But here, I can assure you, you’ll find the madhouse.’

‘Oh, dear God.’ Andrew jumped to his feet. ‘The others are in deep shit! We have to find the cat. He’ll show us the way back.’

‘But how?’ Grace reasoned. ‘With the whole house looking for us?’

‘Fear not,’ John assured the couple. ‘I shall take care of my staff and family. You two are free to find your way back … to the future,’ he added with a smile, impressed with himself.

 

Out in front of the asylum, Rex and Phil assisted Wade in hijacking Madam’s coach. The ladies and investors were crammed into the carriage. Hugh took the reins and Wade rode up front with him, whilst Phil and Rex clung to the rear.

As the night was dark, the gatehouse guard opened the front gates at the coach’s approach. The carriage whizzed past him and down the road. Thus the guard was none the wiser about the occupants or the theft.

‘Hugh, we’re clear. I think you can slow down now,’ Wade advised, as they approached the town.

‘Whoa,’ Hugh encouraged the horses to a calmer pace, and looking ahead, the buildings of the township suddenly lit up.

‘I believe we just got lucky.’ Wade slapped his hands together, well pleased to note the cars parked under the streetlights down both sides of the road.

Hugh pulled the carriage to a stop, and both he and Wade climbed off to free their cramped passengers.

‘Thank Christ!’ commented Phil as he jumped off the back, and headed towards his police car.


‘Hey, Constable.’ Wade followed him. ‘You wouldn’t happen to have a map of the area lying about?’

‘Sure would.’ He opened the car door to root around for it.

‘Is it over?’ the Contessa asked Hugh as she climbed out into the familiar surroundings.

‘For you, yes,’ he assured her, then looked to Louisa. ‘Make sure everyone is alright, will you? I’m going to see what Wade is up to.’

Louisa nodded, then grabbed Hugh’s arm. ‘Don’t do anything without me, will you?’

‘Anything?’ he teased with a smile. Despite her grin Louisa hesitated to comment, thus, Hugh headed off across the road.

As Louisa wasn’t too sure if his response meant yes or no, she kept a watchful eye on the Baron’s movements as she carried out Hugh’s bidding.

 

Phil shone the torch over the map that Wade had laid out on the bonnet of the car.

‘Got a pen, anyone?’ Wade requested as Hugh and Rex joined them.

‘I do.’ Hugh passed it over, curious as to what Wade was doing.

‘Okay.’ Wade looked back to the map. ‘Here’s Ashby.’ He marked the manor with an X. ‘The town of Ashbury and Glenoak.’ He marked them also. ‘Now, where is this old farmer Brackstone place that you were telling me about earlier?’

‘Here.’ Phil pointed, and Wade marked it, ahead of drawing a straight line through all four locations.

‘There seems to be a pattern emerging, wouldn’t you say?’

‘So, what are you getting at, exactly?’ Rex inquired, completely engrossed in following the mystery of what had taken place this day. And not for the sake of a story either. It was now more just to satisfy his own curiosity and bewilderment.

‘What I’m saying is, the time phenomenon seems to be concentrated in the areas along this line.’

‘So?’ said Phil.

‘So,’ Wade emphasized, ‘if I need to get back to Ashby, without becoming misplaced in time, chances are that if I go around this area, I should be safe.’

‘That goes along with what you were suggesting earlier, about the time holes being channelled by something.’ Rex looked at Hugh in awe, as if he considered the scholar to be some sort of genius.

‘Yes, but by what?’ Hugh pondered, looking back to Wade. ‘And what’s all this I business,’ Hugh corrected. ‘If you’re heading back to Ashby, I’m coming with you.’

‘Me too,’ added Rex.

‘Me three,’ said Phil.

The three men looked at the policeman, not too sure if they wanted him along or not.

‘Hell,’ Phil shrugged. ‘I haven’t seen this much action in my whole career. And if what you have told me is true, and this whole situation isn’t really your fault, then it’s not like I’m going to charge you or anything.’

‘Alright then.’ Wade settled it. ‘We’ll head around the back of the town, and cut across country.’

The other three men all nodded in agreement.

 

When Louisa spied the map being folded and the policeman approaching to have a quiet word with the Contessa, she tried to off-load her responsibility onto Hannah. ‘Could you keep an eye on everyone?’

‘Hold on,’ Hannah protested, knowing Louisa was off after the boys. ‘Why should you get to go?’

‘You’ve already got your man,’ Louisa reasoned. ‘I should be so lucky.’

Hannah cracked half a smile at this. ‘Are you saying —’


‘I don’t know what I’m saying,’ Louisa cut in. ‘I just know I don’t want to lose track of Hugh, before I have a chance to figure out exactly how I do feel about him.’ But inside, Louisa knew what the truth was, well enough.

‘But what if Wade gets lost?’ Hannah panicked.

Louisa calmed Hannah with a shake of her head and a gentle smile. ‘If there’s one thing I do know about our Baron, it’s that he is never lost … unlike the rest of us,’ she added, somewhat remorseful about the fact.

Both women were distracted as the Contessa approached, and the policeman ran back to join the Baron’s party.

‘What did he say?’ Hannah wanted to know.

The Contessa waited until she had reached them, before answering the query. ‘Officer Stewart has suggested I take the investors across country to my house. He seems to be of the impression that we’ll be out of harm’s way there.’ Both Hannah and Louisa shot a fleeting glance towards the Baron’s party and then back to the Contessa. The look on both of their faces said it all.

‘You go,’ the Contessa urged. ‘I may not know exactly what is going on here this evening, but whatever it is, I’m sure I am capable of handling anything that might arise. Now that I have some idea what to expect, that is.’

She didn’t have to suggest it twice. Louisa had gone.

‘Take care,’ Hannah cautioned, squeezing the Contessa’s hand before racing off after Louisa.

 

When Wade saw Hannah and Louisa approaching he started waving his hands around in protest. ‘No,’ he stated firmly; that is, until Hannah was close enough to sway his judgment personally.

‘I made the mistake of not standing by you once before.’ She took hold of both his hands. ‘I won’t make that same mistake twice.’

‘This is different,’ he argued.

Hannah shook her head to disagree. ‘If we get lost, we get lost together.’

Wade was surprised by her resolution. ‘But what about your responsibilities?’ he quoted some of her own logic back at her.

‘I’m making you my main responsibility from now on.’ She sealed her vow with a kiss.

Whilst Wade was losing his argument with Hannah, Hugh urged Louisa to return with the Contessa to her house.

As Louisa was clearly not going to win her argument as easily as Hannah had, she dragged Hugh aside. ‘Alright, I’ll go,’ she told him, ‘provided you come with me.’

‘Louisa?’ Hugh was surprised by her selfish fears. ‘You’ll be fine.’

Louisa rolled her eyes at his misunderstanding. ‘It’s not me I’m worried about.’

Now Hugh was even more shocked. ‘Surely you couldn’t be worried about me?’

‘Why not?’ Louisa asked. ‘Because I couldn’t possibly aspire to a relationship with someone of your high morals and intellectual standing?’ She barely got the words out, before the welling tears made her choke on them.

Hugh required no further prompting to kiss away her confession.

When his lips parted from hers, Louisa’s senses were left swimming in a heavenly mixture of excitement and desire. ‘My word,’ she uttered. And unable to ravish him where they stood, she settled for another taste of that kiss.

‘Oh great!’ Rex threw his arms in the air. ‘Are we going to get on with this, or are we all going to just stand around and suck face all day?’

‘Well, sucking face is good,’ Phil commented, noticing that neither couple broke from their preoccupation with each other. ‘That is, provided you’ve got someone to suck face with.’


‘Alright … you can come,’ Wade relented, when he finally came up for air. ‘But you stay close. Speaking of close.’ Wade noted Hugh and Louisa glued together over yonder. ‘I can’t believe they took this long to work it out.’

‘Well, you know what they say about people pulling together in a time of crisis,’ Hannah jested, raising half a smile from Wade.

He whistled to get their attention, whereby Hugh and Louisa parted abruptly, appearing to have totally forgotten where they were or that anyone else was present.

‘Yes, right.’ Hugh snapped to attention. ‘We were, um?’

‘Moving,’ informed Wade, heading down an alley and into the back streets, away from the main road and the invisible force that pulsed along it.
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The Ghost in

the Machine




It took Wade’s party about half an hour to reach Ashby across country. In the garden, but still some distance away, they stood staring in wonder at the energy transferral from the main power grid of the house to the glowing white rod of the temple.

‘So now what?’ Hugh quizzed.

The way Wade figured it, the first thing he needed to do was to cut the power feed. The question was, how?

‘Baron!’ Andrew called, as he and Grace came racing across the lawn to join them. ‘I’m so glad you’re all alright. In John Ashby’s time, Glenoak was an asylum,’ he explained his concern.


Everyone present rolled their eyes, thinking his news a tad late.

‘Yes, thank you, Andrew.’ Wade slapped his shoulder in a condescending fashion. ‘We are all painfully aware of that now.’

‘Sorry I couldn’t have warned you sooner, but I’ve been detained in the eighteenth century for the past few hours, speaking with John Ashby, as a matter of fact.’

‘What?’ Everyone in the Baron’s party was immediately intrigued.

Andrew nodded to confirm his words ahead of giving them all an explanation of why he held a forked copper rod in his hands.

‘Did he tell you how to switch this thing off?’ Wade questioned, hopeful.

Andrew shook his head. ‘He couldn’t. He hadn’t even finished constructing it yet.’

‘Excuse I,’ Hannah interrupted. ‘But isn’t that Arthur?’ She directed everyone’s attention to the small glowing figure heading across the lawn towards the dig site.

‘What’s he up to?’ Wade wondered out loud, moving to investigate.

‘Are you nuts? Don’t follow it!’ Hugh insisted, grabbing hold of his friend by the arm. ‘We need you here, in the twentieth century.’


‘Settle,’ Wade advised, loosening Hugh’s grip to continue his pursuit. ‘He’s trying to help us.’

‘How the hell do you know that?’ protested Hugh.

‘He’s been trying to help us all along,’ Wade explained.

‘Hold on!’ Andrew took off after Wade, holding the metal fork out in front of himself. ‘Just in case,’ he advised the Baron.

Arthur came to a stop beside the chainsaw, and began to circle the power tool.

At first Wade didn’t know what to make of the cat’s interest in the device, but glancing back at the large wooden poles that ran the power across the huge property to the house, it suddenly dawned on him. ‘Nice thinking,’ Wade commented to the cat, as he took the chainsaw in hand.

‘What are you doing?’ Hugh grew frustrated as Wade walked past him towards the long driveway.

‘Just get back out of the way,’ Wade advised them all.

‘Oh my Lord,’ uttered Rex, ‘he’s going to bring down the power lines.’

‘No!’ Hannah went to race off after her boyfriend, but Rex detained her and dragged her kicking and screaming out of harm’s way.


Wade made sure he was a good distance from the house and the dig before he fired up the saw. ‘Here goes nothing,’ he mumbled, digging the blade into one of the wooden poles. It was a race against time to get the saw blade through the thick timber pole, as the threatening blue force overhead began lashing out towards the power tool Wade held. The pole began to waver and Wade gave it a good kick before making a run for it. When he’d reached a safe distance, he turned to watch it crash to the ground. The power lines snapped from the adjoining pole and began to whip around wildly. The surge of electricity from the house’s mains to the dig disappeared, although the rod still glowed white with energy.

As Phil approached the Baron, he gave him a firm slap on the shoulder. ‘Well, that’s one way of doing it, I guess.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Hugh, ‘but that machine is still powered up to the hilt, and is therefore highly unstable.’

‘Then we’ll just have to power it down.’ Wade dropped the chainsaw. ‘The three of us may have been unable to throw the “off” lever, but with a bit of help from Phil and Hercules here,’ he motioned to Rex, ‘we might just do it. Who’s with me?’


As all the men nodded in accord, Hannah barged through them. ‘You’re not going anywhere without me.’

‘We’ve been here from the beginning,’ Louisa added. ‘We should be allowed to see this thing through.’

‘I don’t want to risk being separated again,’ Grace directed a plea at Andrew, taking hold of his hand.

Wade covered his frustrated expression with both his hands. Why did these women always have to make things so difficult for him? ‘Goddamn it!’ he cried, exasperated. ‘Alright, you can come,’ he decided, just knowing he was going to regret the decision.

 

Down in the dig site, the blue waves of power pulsated over the main body of the machine, making access to the metal boxes containing the keys impossible.

‘Is this the lever?’ Rex wandered over to evaluate how hard it was going to be to shift.

‘That’s it alright,’ Wade confirmed, as he and the other three men followed to assist with the chore.

‘Well then,’ Rex placed both his hands on the large lever, ‘let’s give this a whirl.’

All five men took a firm hold.


‘Ready?’ Wade asked, and as all nodded to confirm, he announced, ‘on three. One, two —’

‘Don’t do it, lads!’

They all paused, hearing the imploring voice, and looked to find the source. John Ashby had emerged from the shadows.

‘If you throw that lever, all this energy shall be wasted. Now is our best chance.’ He was quite excited about the fact.

‘How the hell did he get here?’ Wade looked to Andrew, as he’d been the last to encounter the late Baron.

‘He must have followed us here,’ Andrew admitted.

‘And who might he be?’ Phil queried, eyeing over the gentleman’s old-fashioned attire.

‘He’s my great, great, great, great, great, great grandfather, who’s been dead for the last three hundred years.’ Wade filled him in.

‘No wonder you’re on drugs,’ Phil allowed, with a shake of his head.

‘This is spooky … the ramifications of this could be mind blowing!’ advised Hugh.

‘We’ll discuss that after we shut this thing down.’ Wade motioned everyone back to the task at hand, choosing to completely ignore his forefather’s plea.


‘Wade?’ Hannah requested his attention, and Wade turned to find John Ashby holding a pistol to her head.

‘I did ask politely,’ John advised.

Phil immediately pulled the pistol that he’d confiscated from the warden at the asylum and aimed it at the intruder. ‘Drop it.’

‘Are you out of your mind.’ Hugh placed a hand on the barrel of the policeman’s gun and lowered it. ‘You could wipe Wade from existence.’

After a second’s thought, Phil realised what Hugh was on about and refrained of his own accord.

John smiled. ‘I would ask all you gentlemen to kindly step away from the lever.’

‘No.’ Wade encouraged Phil to raise his gun again. ‘At this stage of his life, John has already had Frances, and Frances has had Ernest. Therefore, I am in no danger.’

‘But your lady friend is.’ John rested the pistol barrel against Hannah’s temple. ‘At this range I doubt very much if I shall miss.’

‘It would seem we are at an impasse,’ announced Hugh. ‘You realise that if we finish John now, he will never complete the machine and there’s a good chance that all this won’t happen.’


Wade didn’t know what to think. ‘But it is happening,’ he stressed.

‘This is also a good point,’ Hugh admitted.

‘We have a rare and wonderful opportunity here, children,’ John advised them all. ‘A chance to explore time as none before us have been able to do.’

‘We’ve all done as much time exploration as we care to,’ retorted Wade.

‘Well I haven’t.’ John got a tighter grip on Hannah, and a squeal slipped from her lips. ‘So, I would ask you all to leave my laboratory.’

‘Come on, John.’ Andrew attempted to reason with him. ‘You’ve made it to the twentieth century, isn’t that enough?’

‘It’s only the beginning,’ the aging inventor advised. ‘History is immense, and I for one want to see it all.’

‘But this machine is completely random. There is no controlling the destinations of these portholes in time,’ argued Wade. ‘We are all at the mercy of infinity.’

‘Here, in the twentieth century, I could probably fix that. Then, immortality will be mine,’ said John, again motioning them all to the ladder.

‘But you already possess the Elixir of Life,’ said Hugh, attempting to distract the old Baron with conversation. Louisa was edging around behind John and his hostage, a large spanner in her hand. ‘The sparkling dust contained inside the crystal keys of this machine is said to give life everlasting if ingested.’

‘Hogwash!’ John waved this off with his free hand. ‘It cannot be exposed to the air for even the shortest time.’

Hugh cocked an eye as he ventured to ask the million-dollar question. ‘So what was the base metal, John?’

John smiled broadly as Louisa brought the metal tool crashing down onto the back of his neck and the old inventor dropped to the floor, unconscious.

Hugh let out a heavy sigh. He was pleased Louisa had rid them of their problem. It was just her timing that really sucked.

‘I’m so sorry, Hugh.’ Louisa realised his woe. ‘Should I have waited?’

‘No.’ Hugh mouthed the word, in an attempt not to sound annoyed with her.

Hannah rushed to Wade, who comforted her momentarily. ‘Now’s our chance,’ he announced, urging his team back into action.

‘So what are we going to do with him?’ Andrew queried as he gripped the lever alongside the others.


‘He’ll just have to settle in the twentieth century, I guess.’

Wade’s flippant comment brought a smile to Hugh’s face. Perhaps he would discover the unnamed base metal of the ‘Ghost’s Gold’ after all.

‘One, two, three,’ Wade cued, and all five men strained for all they were worth.

Slowly the metal lever began to shift.

‘Come on guys,’ Louisa encouraged them to try harder. ‘It’s starting to give!’

Just then something snapped within the machine, the chain to the lever mechanism was freed and the lever crunched into the ‘off’ position. As it did so, the metal cross on top of the machine, which housed the keys, turned a one-quarter rotation anti-clockwise. The waves of blue energy that encompassed the machine fizzled into nothingness.

‘Andrew!’ Grace cried, as she began to fade along with the power. ‘What is happening?’

‘Dear God.’ Andrew rushed to her side, his feet passing right through the vanishing form of John Ashby.

‘I love you,’ she uttered and was gone, before Andrew could reach her. ‘No!’ he cried in protest, swinging around to confront the Baron. ‘Turn it back on.’


‘I can’t do that, Andy. She’ll only disappear again when we turn it back off.’

‘Then we’ll leave it on.’ Andrew took hold of Wade, whereupon Rex and Phil were forced to restrain the outraged lover.

‘You know we can’t do that,’ Wade regretfully informed Andrew, as he pulled on a set of gloves and moved to climb up onto the machine.

‘At least give me the chance to say goodbye to her.’

The heartfelt pain of his friend’s appeal brought Wade to a grinding halt. ‘Look Andy, I’m truly sorry about Grace, but you heard what John said … we’ve shut off the power feed and shut down the machine … the huge energy stores have been wasted. Now we both know that I am not going to willingly charge them up again, so please, let me end this.’

Andrew, who knew he was being unreasonable, hung his head and gave Wade the nod.

The metal frame of the machine was still very hot and quickly began melting the thick rubber soles of Wade’s boots. Still, he was determined not to rest until all the keys were destroyed, thus rendering the machine useless. He went after the main key first, but upon unbolting the compartment, Wade was surprised to find it empty. ‘What?’


Nobody could have removed the key whilst the machine was operational, or they would have been toast, and the machine obviously hadn’t been shut down at any time.

‘What is it?’ Hugh wanted to know.

Before answering, Wade rushed to one of the other compartments and finding it was also empty, rushed to the next and then the next. ‘They’re all gone,’ he announced finally.

‘Aw, damn it!’ Hugh cursed. ‘Now I’ll never find out what the base metal was.’

‘But where could they have possibly gone?’ Hannah questioned, as Wade jumped back to the ground, leaving half the soles of his shoes on the top of the machine.

‘You don’t think they could have been destroyed in the power surge, do you?’ Louisa suggested.

‘Without a trace left behind?’ Hugh shook his head to dispel the theory.

As all discussed the possibilities, Rex had a thought and left the others for a time to move deeper into the dig.

‘I’ll tell you something else strange,’ he announced as he reappeared, ‘the corpse is gone, too.’

‘You’re kidding?’ Wade moved to investigate for himself. He found the claim to be quite true.


‘Corpse!’ Phil repeated, alarmed. ‘What corpse?’

‘Chill,’ Wade advised. ‘It was the remains of John Ashby, buried here in the fire of 1779.’

‘Phew.’ Phil gave a sigh of relief. After this evening’s events he’d rather warmed to the new Baron Ashby, and didn’t really want to see him in more trouble.

‘So what do you think this disappearance means?’ Wade put to Hugh, who merely shrugged.

‘I think it means that this machine is no longer of concern to you, my friend … or any of us.’

‘Thank God,’ uttered Hannah, before considering Andrew’s feelings. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t —’

‘That’s okay,’ he cut her short, and moved to exit up the ladder. ‘How long can one expect a miracle to last?’ With his emotions fit to burst, Andrew departed as fast as his legs were able. He craved privacy, where he could mourn his loss alone.

 

When John Ashby found himself returned from the future to his laboratory containing his half-constructed time machine, his mind began to reel with the knowledge of all the work he had ahead of him.


Grace was seated on the ground close by, wailing her eyes out. ‘Come, come, young Grace, there is nothing to cry about.’ He reached down and gave her the handkerchief from his pocket. ‘If you wish to see your love again, dry your eyes, child, for we have much work to do.’

Grace looked up to the aging Baron, startled from her grief by his words. ‘My Lord wants my help?’

John tapped her head lightly. ‘I need your memory, your experience, your expertise!’ He assisted the maid to get to her feet. ‘So, how would you like to be my new assistant?’

Grace’s emotions soared from the pit of despair to great heights of elation. ‘Why,’ she gasped, overwhelmed by the suggestion, ‘that would be my great honour, my Lord.’

‘Very good.’ John braced her shoulders to assure her she was making a sound decision, then reached for a work-coat and gave it to the maid. ‘Let’s get to work then.’

Although Grace was a little stunned by his eagerness, she put on the coat as requested.

John looked back to his machine, struck with pride by what he would accomplish. ‘The future is ours, young Grace.’

 


Wade and company emerged from the dig site to see a couple of torches being shone around the front of the darkened house. Upon closer inspection they met with Tace Bonnell, who was accompanied by two policemen from the same station as Phil.

‘Where the hell did you disappear to?’ she questioned Rex.

Rex didn’t answer straightaway, as he wasn’t too sure how to respond.

‘So this is your missing cameraman?’ one of the policemen queried.

‘Yes,’ advised Tace. ‘Tell him, Rex. Tell him what happened.’

‘Miss Bonnell claims you mysteriously disappeared,’ the policeman stated, rather reserved in his judgment of the claim.

Rex shrugged. ‘I thought you got lost. One minute you were right behind us … the next you weren’t.’

‘What!’ Tace protested, surprised and outraged. ‘I know what I saw, and I demand to know where you’ve all been.’

‘I’ve been with Hugh Prescott and Lady Sinclair all evening,’ Rex sidestepped the question.

‘That’s absolutely right,’ Hugh confirmed, ‘he has.’


‘But they vanished too.’ Tace explained to the policeman in a desperate fashion. ‘Something strange went on here this evening, and I fully intend to find out what it was.’

‘Someone sabotaged my power supply.’ Wade offered some information.

‘Sabotaged your power supply! Is that what you call it?’ Tace commented, not liking being made to look the fool. ‘That machine of yours melted Rex’s camera!’

The policeman doing the questioning looked to Phil. ‘Are you aware of anything out of the ordinary taking place here this evening?’

‘Not at all,’ Phil lied. ‘I’m just here to investigate the downed power line. As the Baron has already said, somebody cut down one of his poles with a chainsaw.’

‘I see. Well, then,’ the policeman raised an eyebrow, ‘as everything seems in order —’

‘No!’ Tace protested. ‘They’re lying. Something shifty has gone down, and I can prove it. In there,’ she pointed to the dig site, ‘there’s a corpse. I saw it with my own two eyes this afternoon.’

‘A corpse?’ The policeman appeared doubtful, although he was obliged to check out her claim. ‘May we?’ He asked the Baron for permission to investigate.


‘Sure.’ Wade gave them leave. ‘But I’m afriad you’ll be wasting your time.’

‘Another lie,’ Tace insisted, as she led the policeman to where she believed the body to be.

‘How do you stand working with that woman?’ Wade questioned once she was out of earshot.

‘I’ve never seen her this miffed before,’ said Rex, ‘but I can guarantee that after this night, I’ll be out of a job.’

‘If I hadn’t lost my teaching position at the college, I’d hire you, Rex.’ Wade nudged the cameraman, grateful for his covering for them. ‘I could have used a man with your expertise.’

‘Why are you losing your position at Glenoak?’ Phil queried.

Wade gave the policeman a knowing look. ‘Why do you think?’

‘Oh,’ Phil emphasized, ‘the pot charge. Yes, well, it seems we made a frightful error there.’

‘What are you saying, Officer Stewart?’ Wade ventured half a smile.

‘Well, upon closer inspection of the goods, it would seem your chauffeur was wrongly charged, as the drugs in question turned out to be nothing but a bag of mixed herbs he’d been acquiring for your cook. And, ah, the name is Phil.’

Wade was stunned as he took hold of Phil’s outstretched hand and shook it. ‘But what about my confession?’

‘That was just a man who mistakenly thought he was protecting a friend.’ Phil smiled. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time paperwork has got lost in the mess on my desk.’

‘I don’t want to get you in any trouble,’ Wade proffered.

Phil waved it off. ‘It wasn’t that great a quantity of dope anyway, and we did catch the dealer, so,’ he shrugged, ‘just don’t do it again.’

‘I’m not sure I can promise that.’ Wade pushed his luck, although he was being honest.

‘Wade!’ Hannah protested, but Phil motioned her to calm.

‘In that case,’ the policeman looked back to the Baron, ‘don’t get caught.’

‘I’ll be a lot more careful from now on,’ Wade assured him.

 

The Contessa was most pleased to inform Glenoak’s investors of the gross misunderstanding that she knew damn well was no misunderstanding at all. Still, Wade was a good person and would make a fine teacher. As long as his work didn’t suffer, what the young Baron did in private was of no concern to her.


The investors were pleased the young Baron had been cleared of the charges against him, especially after he had saved them from whatever it was they had experienced the night of the strange power surge. In the light of day the whole episode seemed like nothing more than a dream and although all knew the experience had been quite real, it was never spoken of again. Glenoak’s investors were people well regarded and highly placed in society, and they fully intended to stay that way. After all, who would believe such an account. Anyone brave enough to tell the tale would surely be committed for their trouble.

Needless to say, Tace Bonnell never got her story. The police found no trace of the alleged body in the dig site, and therefore were hard pressed to believe any of the tale the reporter was trying to spin them. Outraged by her embarrassing predicament, she fired Rex on the spot.

Rex was not overly concerned by this, however. He was tired of life as a member of the press and a teaching position with a good, steady pay cheque appealed to him a whole lot more.
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The Dead Revisited




It had taken John and Grace years to finish the time machine and discover the secret to creating the ‘Ghost’s Gold’ that would fuel the five super-conductive crystal keys. Still, this time around, the Baron created six keys.

The spare key was not completely sealed like the others. It was made airtight by a little rubber stopper at the end of a tube which interpenetrated the round crystal container holding the substance that might bring life everlasting. John Ashby was of a mind to ingest the contents of this sixth key.

Since her adventures in the future, Grace had found love in her rightful place in history and so had given up the opportunity to join the Baron on his eternal adventures. She had penned a note that John Ashby would deliver to Andrew, if and when he found himself back in the twentieth century.

 

It was a warm summer night in 1779 that John Ashby chose to leave his birthright and title behind him.

He’d packed a few belongings in a bag, which Grace had brought to the temple and stored there some days ago in preparation for this night. In another bag that the aging Baron had had especially made, he placed the five crystal keys, his diary and a pistol. There was also a secret compartment in this bag that concealed enough cash and jewels to support John in style for quite some time to come.

So, at long last the moment of truth had arrived. John held the sixth key in his hand, his bags at the ready. ‘Now, one more time,’ he requested of Grace, who was squirming in her seat as she awaited the outcome of all their hard work. ‘What must you do if this fails?’

‘I must place the four outer keys in their compartments in the machine. Then I take the main key and your diary and hide them until all the commotion has died down, whereupon I pass on the key and diary to Ernest for him to conceal.’

‘And most important of all?’ John queried finally.


‘I shall see to it, my Lord.’ Grace needed to be released from this suspense. ‘We have been over this a million times.’

‘Alright then.’ John held up the key. ‘To Hugh, that clever young gent in the future. Please let him have been right about this.’ John raised the glass straw to his mouth and only once it was fully enclosed in his mouth did he remove the rubber stopper, which he did with his tongue. He then sucked with all his might, looking to Grace who nodded to confirm he’d consumed the contents of the key.

The Baron began to waver in his stance, and the empty crystal container crashed to the floor and shattered, startling Grace as it did so. ‘Is something amiss with you?’ she asked softly, although the man reacted as if she’d screamed the question.

All of John’s senses had heightened. His dim sight was suddenly focused and clear. His hearing was so acute that, even over Grace’s mumbled concerns, he could hear people talking in the house. John looked to Grace to find she was sitting silently. It was her mind he could hear inquiring after his well-being.

‘Oh my God!’ He began to laugh hysterically. His body felt amazing, liberated from every painful twinge. He began to dance.


‘My Lord, are you alright?’ Grace inquired of the usually reserved gentleman.

‘I have never felt better,’ he assured her.

And as John danced her round in circles Grace witnessed the years rush from his face. By the time they’d finished their romp, she was staring at a dashing young gent not much older than herself.

‘Now for my demise.’ John closed the bag containing his precious keys, and grabbed up his other belongings.

Grace hurried out of the temple to await the Baron. The house was in darkness as all were in their beds.

As John joined her on the lawn under the stars, the smell of smoke began to permeate from the dwelling they abandoned. ‘Well, Grace, this is it. Bless you for your help.’ He shook her hand, as this was how he would bid farewell to a respected colleague.

‘I shall miss you, Baron.’ Grace was flattered by his gesture. ‘Thank you for all this knowledge. Ashby shall not be the same without you, I fear.’

‘I am not leaving Ashby, Grace. I am merely going away for awhile.’ John began to back away from the manor of his birth. ‘You know what to do.’


Graced nodded to confirm that she did and once John was well out of sight, she began to scream. ‘Help! Fire! The Baron is trapped! Somebody, please help!’

John stood at a distance watching his beautiful temple of knowledge burn to the ground. He felt no remorse, as it was a dwelling, nothing more, and it had served out its usefulness in this age. One day, however, in the late twentieth century, the secret his temple concealed would resurrect itself. ‘My home shall always be here.’

 

Wade was pleased to have his teaching position and his manor back. He arranged to have the whole house and Glenoak College rewired in the wake of the damage caused to the electrical circuitry on both properties.

It was sheer luxury to be able to use his equipment without fear of ending up in another time zone or being invaded by the dead.

Wade was up late working on his multi-media game, ‘Ghost’s Gold’, because Baron Foxworth had run a few segments of Wade’s program past his executives. They’d been so impressed with the concept that they’d made the young Baron an offer for the worldwide distribution rights. The money meant little to Wade. It was the outlet for his product that he was so excited about.

Thus, in stoned delirium he worked away on his computer, quite unaware that he had an unexpected visitor until the door to the music room was heard to creak.

‘Please, let that be a draft’, Wade mumbled, before turning to find Arthur seated by the door. ‘Oh no,’ he whined, ‘what are you doing here, puss? I thought we’d solved this problem.’

At that moment Arthur began to change. The feline grew as he mutated into a human form — a form that Wade well recognised.

‘Father?’ he uttered, aghast.

The ghostly figure nodded in accord. ‘It is I,’ he said.

‘All this while, it has been you leading us?’ When his father nodded once again, Wade was even more taken aback and was not too sure how he felt about the deception. ‘But why the disguise? Why didn’t you make yourself known sooner?’

‘Because I wanted you to draw your own conclusions, son, and you did just fine.’

‘Well and good,’ Wade stood, suddenly enraged, ‘but you could have warned me about this Baron business, and what I’d be up against when I took on this manor.’


‘Calm down, Wade,’ his father insisted. ‘I fully intended to tell you about your birthright, but in all honesty you discovered far more about the history of this manor than I ever dared to. I honestly had no idea what caused all the weird anomalies here, and only in passing did I find the courage to return here to help you solve the mystery.’

‘Oh.’ Wade was again seated, finding his situation altogether too strange. ‘I’ve spent the last two years missing you and mum, and now that you’re here, I yell at you. I’m sorry, Dad, it’s just such a shock, you showing up like this.’

‘I was procrastinating over whether or not to make an appearance before moving on,’ his father sympathised with his predicament, ‘but I wanted to let you know how proud I am that you’ve succeeded where so many of your forefathers, including myself, failed.’

‘Hold on.’ Wade was back on his feet again. ‘You’re leaving now?’

‘Well, my work here is done,’ he explained. ‘By ridding this house of that infernal machine, you have freed all your forefathers from its hold and torment, and we can move on.’

‘Move on. Move on to where?’

‘Ah,’ his father smiled, ‘the answer to that question will be answered when it is your time to go. But let me assure you that you have much living to do before then. And when your living is done, dying is not that unpleasant either.’

Wade’s eyes filled with tears at the idea of never seeing his father again. Now that he thought about it, his parents’ funeral was the last time he remembered crying.

‘Fear not, Wade, we will meet again. When your time on this earth is at an end, I shall be waiting for you.’

‘Thanks for all your help.’ Wade held back his emotions. ‘You pulled me out of some really tight jams.’

‘You’re welcome.’ He smiled broadly at his son’s knowledge. ‘And we, your forefathers, thank you.’

With that, Peter Ashby left the room and vanished before Wade could make it to the doorway.

‘Alone at last,’ he uttered, none too pleased by the prospect.

You will not be the last Baron Ashby. His father’s voice resounded in his mind. A family of your own is already under way.

‘Hannah?’ Wade figured, a smile of disbelief crossing his face. ‘No! Surely not.’

When no reply was forthcoming, Wade stood in the doorway wearing a ridiculous smirk on his face for God knows how long. It was only a knock on the front door that snapped him out of his daze.

 

‘Who could be calling at this hour?’ Talbot muttered, pulling on his dressing gown as he wandered through the Great Hall.

‘I’ll get it, Talbot.’ Wade raced down the staircase, having a fair idea who it was.

Talbot relinquished the chore gladly, heading back to the servants’ quarters without protest.

When Wade opened the door he found Hannah in tears.

‘I’m sorry it’s so late, but I had to see you,’ she mumbled, wiping her face with an already soggy tissue.

‘There’s no need to apologise.’ Wade embraced her in the hope of easing her crying. ‘You’re my girl. My door is open to you any time, day or night.’

‘You might change your mind about that when I tell you what I must.’ She pulled away from him to enter the house.

‘I very much doubt that.’ Wade closed the door, repressing his urge to smile.

No sooner had he turned to face her, than Hannah blurted out her news. ‘I’m pregnant.’ Her weeping started up again with renewed enthusiasm. ‘I know it looks like I’m just after your fortune, but it was an accident, I swear!’

‘Hannah, that’s wonderful!’ Wade picked her up and twirled her around. He was thankful now for the warning as it allowed him to deal with the news tactfully, instead of being shocked by it.

‘It … it is?’ Hannah melted into a smile.

‘Hell, yes,’ Wade assured her wholeheartedly.

‘But I thought you’d be angry.’

‘Angry, why? Do you know how long I have been without a family? And now we’re to have a family of our own. If, of course, that’s what you want.’

‘I … I think so.’ Hannah hadn’t really had the chance to think about it, she’d been too preoccupied with how she was going to break the news to Wade.

‘Look, I know I am not your idea of the perfect husband cum father, but I’d like to try — if you’ll have me?’

Hannah was so touched by his sudden proposal that she could barely speak. ‘Yes,’ she said finally. ‘I could not wish for a more wonderful husband, or a more loving father for this child.’

Wade kissed Hannah ahead of wiping the tears from her cheeks. ‘Well then, Baroness-to-be, let’s celebrate!’ He took Hannah under his arm to walk with her. ‘I seem to recall a few bottles of vintage champagne in my grandfather’s cellar, and I feel sure he was saving them for an occasion such as this.’

 

When Hugh dropped by for a visit the next day, Wade didn’t mention his father’s appearance. Hugh was in no state to listen anyway, as that very afternoon he was off to finally meet Louisa’s parents.

Their romance had been blooming ever since the night of the power surge, one month past. This was, of course, a great relief to Wade, as he didn’t have to listen to them argue anymore. Now he had to put up with their constant smooching instead. The couple couldn’t seem to keep their hands off one another.

‘I don’t know about this suit … perhaps I should change,’ Hugh decided after viewing himself in the mirror in Wade’s drawing room.

‘Hugh, I’ve told you five times already, you look fine.’

‘Coming from you, you think that means something? Your idea of well dressed is jeans that don’t have a million holes in them.’ Hugh looked back to the mirror to peruse his image once more. ‘Maybe I should shave?’


Wade nearly choked at this suggestion. ‘Hugh, you haven’t been clean shaven for six years! Will you just relax. You’ll do just fine.’ Hugh was obviously still not sure on that count. ‘I have some news that will take your mind off this afternoon’s proceedings.’ Wade decided to shock his friend out of his panic. ‘I’m getting married …’

Hugh’s jaw nearly hit the ground but before he could comment, Wade added, ‘and I’m going to be a father.’

‘Jesus!’ Hugh burst into a huge smile. ‘Congratulations!’ He approached and shook Wade’s hand. ‘The lady in question is Hannah, I presume?’

‘You presume correctly,’ Wade grinned. ‘So I’ll be needing a best man and a godfather.’

‘You got it.’ Hugh was more than happy to accept.

‘I’ll consider it a done deal then.’ The Baron waited for Hugh to give the nod, before looking to the living room doors in response to a knock.

Talbot entered. ‘There’s a gentleman at the door to see you, my Lord. He wouldn’t give his name, but he claims to be a distant relative of yours.’

Wade and Hugh looked at each other. This was most curious.

‘Should I show him in, Sir?’


‘No, Talbot, that’s alright. We’ll come down. After you …’ Wade invited Hugh to lead the way.

 

The gentleman in question had his back to them as they descended the staircase; he was admiring the painted ceiling in the Great Hall.

Talbot adjourned to the servants’ quarters, and Wade and Hugh approached the visitor.

‘Can I help you?’ the Baron enquired, his interest made plain in his tone of voice.

‘Ah, young Wade.’ A thirty-year-old John Ashby turned to address him. ‘We meet again.’

Initially, Wade was taken aback, as this was the man who had greeted him that morning in the foyer of his solicitor’s building, the same man he had spotted at the races. But upon closer observation, he recognised old John Ashby in the young man before him. ‘John Ashby. What the …? How did …?’ Wade stumbled over the million questions that suddenly sprang to mind. ‘You’ve just been hanging around waiting for this whole situation to unfold haven’t you.’

‘Well, I had to wait until you’d set the machine in motion and led me to the future, or otherwise I would have ceased to exist. But, fear not,’ John assured both the stunned men before him, ‘I came to the twentieth century the old-fashioned way … via the passing years. The machine is still very much inactive.’

‘But how?’ Both Wade and Hugh questioned at once.

‘It would seem you were correct, Mr Prescott,’ he informed, tipping his head to the scholar. ‘The Ghost’s Gold does give life everlasting if ingested, and it expands consciousness as well.’

‘Amazing,’ mumbled Hugh.

‘Yes, indeed, for with further experimentation I figured out how to prevent the particles dissipating before they could be ingested.’

Hugh broke into a smile of realisation. ‘So, that’s why your corpse went missing, because you never actually died.’

‘I suppose so,’ John confirmed, looking to change the subject. ‘So tell me, is young Andrew still in your employ?’ he looked at Wade to inquire.

‘Yes he is,’ Wade advised. ‘Should I send for him?’

‘Yes, do.’ John instructed. ‘For I have need of him.’

 

It wasn’t until Andrew came face to face with the young John Ashby that he believed Wade’s claim of the inventor returning to the twentieth century.


‘My God!’ he exclaimed, and for the first time since Grace had been stolen from him did the dispirited expression lift from his face.

‘No, it is only I, John Ashby.’ John made jest of the lad’s surprise. ‘I have a letter for you.’ John handed over the scrolled parchment sealed with wax.

Andrew accepted the communication, and walked away from the others before opening it.

To Andrew, my first love and dear friend, Grace began. I deeply regret having never said goodbye, and I send this note in the hope that my good Baron, John Ashby, shall find you safe and well in the distant future. I so want to thank you for a wonderful adventure and a love affair that I shall cherish all my days. At first, it was hard coming to terms with the fact that I would never see you again, but as the years passed the heartbreak eased, although the memories still burn brightly in my heart. I did find love again. I have a husband and children of my own now. Still, if not for your kind act, I realise I would have hung myself in Peggy’s stead and would never have found the happiness and contentment I enjoy today. You’ll be pleased to know that Frances Ashby never bothered me, or indeed any of the female staff, again. Your promise of retribution struck the fear of God into him until his dying day. I hope this missive finds you in good heart, Andrew, and that you too will find all the peace, love and happiness that I enjoy because of you.

My undying gratitude always, Grace.

Andrew wiped his face in an attempt to dispel the tears. He was happy for Grace, but at the same time he felt even more heartbroken than he had before.

‘Andrew.’ John looked over from the conversation he was having with Wade and Hugh to note the chauffeur had finished reading the letter. ‘Would you mind helping my assistant with my luggage?’ John looked back to Wade. ‘That is if you don’t mind me staying here a while?’

‘My home is your home,’ Wade granted, giving Andrew leave to bring in the luggage.

Andrew shoved the letter in his back pocket, and headed out front quickly, wanting to hide the emotions that were flooding his senses.

The young chauffeur could barely see for the tears welling in his eyes as he approached the taxi. John’s assistant was unloading a multitude of bags from the boot, and Andrew grabbed a couple without introducing himself.

‘Excuse me, could you give me a hand with this one,’ she requested ever so politely.


Both bags slipped from Andrew’s hands as he did an about-face. That voice — he recognised it. ‘Grace!’

The young woman found this frightfully amusing. ‘John told you to call me that, didn’t he? That’s his pet name for me,’ she explained, marking the perplexed look on his face. ‘By God’s Grace, is the full expression he uses … I never did understand it myself.’ She shrugged, dropping the case she was struggling to lift, to hold out her hand to Andrew and introduce herself. ‘Mary-Anne Hunt.’

‘Andrew Jenkins.’ He shook her hand, still stunned.

‘You know, you look awfully familiar.’ She cocked her head to one side. ‘Have we met before?’

‘Could have,’ Andrew nodded, cracking a smile for the first time in a month.

 

The sound of cars approaching down the Manor drive distracted Andrew from his delightful preoccupation.

Lady Sinclair’s sports car preceded Hannah’s vehicle round the fountain, whereby they parked behind the cab that was being unloaded at the front stairs of the manor.


Louisa was pleased to note Hannah climbing out of the second car, and quickly went to greet her with a huge bunch of flowers. ‘For you,’ she advised Hannah, as she handed the bouquet over.

Hannah was stunned a moment, then smiled as she accepted the gift. ‘Well, thank you, Louisa, they’re beautiful. But —?’

‘I know I’ve been a bitch in the past,’ Louisa came out with her reasons, before Hannah had to ask. ‘But no more. These are just to say sorry for the trouble I caused you and the Baron. I assure you, it won’t happen again.’

‘I hope not,’ Hannah said in all seriousness, before cracking a huge smile as she flashed her new engagement ring.

‘Oh my God!’ Louisa exclaimed, grabbing hold of Hannah’s hand to view the beautiful ring more closely. ‘Congratulations!’ She hugged Hannah, tears of heartfelt well-wishes building in Louisa’s eyes. ‘I am so, so happy for you both.’

As the girls parted from their embrace, they beamed with excitement.

‘You must give me a tutorial on how you bagged a husband.’ Louisa considered she could use all the advice she could get.

‘Oh, Wade took a little additional prompting,’ Hannah advised, patting her still flat belly.


‘No!’ Louisa screeched again, gripping both of Hannah’s arms in disbelief.

Louisa’s excitement was fueling Hannah’s own. Her smile could not have been broader as she winked to confirm. ‘The new Baron Ashby,’ she announced proudly. ‘So, how do you feel about being a godmother?’ Hannah knew this was what Wade wanted, but only now did she realise this was what she wanted too.

That was it. Louisa’s joyful tears began to flow. ‘You would really want such a bitch as godmother to your child?’

Hannah nodded as she placed an arm around Louisa to walk her to the house. ‘Well, someone has got to teach him how to run the family business.’

Louisa smiled through her tears. ‘That shall be my great honour, Baroness.’

The girls passed Andrew and Mary-Anne who were exiting the house to get a second load of luggage from the car.

‘Good morning, Andrew,’ commented Hannah. ‘Grace,’ she added when she spotted his companion.

‘Grace!’ Hannah and Louisa responded at once.

Andrew corrected their mistake, introducing Mary-Anne. ‘Miss Hunt is John Ashby’s assistant.’


‘John Ashby!’ both woman echoed, again stunned.

Andrew nodded. ‘You’ll find him in the lower drawing room with the Baron and Mr Prescott.’

Louisa and Hannah stared at each other in astonishment, before hurrying up into the manor to see for themselves.

 

When the women entered the drawing room, the conversation the men were having was interrupted with kisses of hello and congratulations all round. Wade then introduced Lady Sinclair and his wife-to-be to John Ashby.

‘No pistol this time?’ Hannah queried cautiously as she shook the inventor’s hand.

‘I do apologise about that,’ John said sincerely, ‘I assure you, it wasn’t loaded.’

‘John was just about to tell us what happened to the missing keys.’ Wade got back to the subject that was of more concern at present, and they moved to take a seat. ‘Did you retrieve them?’

‘Aye. They were destroyed during my experimentation on the particles,’ John fibbed. ‘You need not concern yourself on that count.’

‘So what’s to stop you from making another set?’ Hugh posed.


‘Why, acquiring a supply of the base metal, of course,’ replied John.

‘But there’s still one thing I don’t understand,’ Wade frowned. ‘The dreams about the temple? How did you do that?’

John cocked one eyebrow, considering this a good question. Still, he wasn’t sure the young Baron would fathom the answer. ‘As I have already said, the substance within the crystal keys not only granted me immortality but it expanded my consciousness as well. For sometime after taking the substance, I was forced to live in isolation, until I learned how to channel the information I sought to perceive or send, and block out all other thought waves. I still find big cities very taxing,’ John told his captivated audience. ‘Therefore, in answer to your question, Wade, you perceived the dreams by means of a telepathic transfer.’

‘You can not only read minds, but implant thoughts into the minds of others. Is that what you’re saying?’ Wade was fascinated by the notion.

Hugh, of course, was sceptical and when John nodded, Hugh had to challenge the inventor to prove the claim. ‘Then, what am I thinking?’

John Ashby smiled, the answer was all too easy. ‘You desire to know the secret of ‘Ghost’s Gold’, the key that unlocks the door to Alchemy, that has been lost for centuries.’

‘And the base metal was?’ Hugh ventured, with a look of great anticipation on his face.

‘Ah,’ John raised his brow to hold Hugh in suspense. ‘Perhaps when I know you better, I’ll share the secret. But until then, my friend, you shall just have to continue to speculate.’
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