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	This novel is dedicated with love to Jenny Gordon, who was with me every step of the way.


	Author’s Note

	The Charnwood Forest of Leicestershire, England, is an uplands forest area characterized by some of the most ancient volcanic rocks in the country, rolling landscapes, charming villages, and country parks such as Beacon Hill and Bradgate Park. Cloudcroft, however, is a fictional village loosely based on real villages around which I’ve spent most of my life. Likewise, Ashvale can be seen as a geographically-shifted tribute to that market town of noble fame, Ashby de la Zouch.


Prelude

Life with the Cold Prince

	A demon screamed and Ginny woke, heavy with fever. She was alone in bed. Outside the monsoon rain fell and she saw drenched, glistening blue light shining in the open doorway. She tried to rise but a shadowy weight pressed her down. Webs of mosquito netting held her.

	She saw her husband on the verandah, framed in the doorway against the light. Rain fell silver around him. Beyond, the dense coils of the rain forest gleamed and dripped in a sinuous dance. With his black hair streaming, he roared soundlessly into the storm, summoning all the denizens of the Otherworld, all her nightmares. His hands wove a white spell. She felt his terror and defiance as he called upon them to do their worst; felt the jungle shudder as it disgorged horrors. The hot wet air swelled as they came.

	He was in league with them, wild and mad. The invisible weight that pressed her down was terror. She tried to scream—

	Ginny woke. Rain fell but all was dark, the door closed. Her husband lay breathing quietly beside her under the tent of netting. She sat up, gasping for a wisp of air in the humidity.

	She looked down at Lawrence’s serene, carved face and knew that she couldn’t stay any longer. She had tried and tried but it was killing her. She was starving for England, with its cool green landscapes and kindlier faerie realms. Famished.

	“Ginny?” he said, stirring.

	“Something here hates us,” she whispered. “I can feel it.”

	“Not this again.” His voice was heavy with weariness.

	“I know.” She dragged her fingers through the raven tangle of her hair. “This isn’t me. I’m a grown woman, a mother, a fully paid-up life member of the wise and ancient ones. In a way, that’s the point.”

	“What?”

	“When I say that something wants to destroy us, it means it’s true.”

	She heard him sigh. “And you would let it win by running away?”

	“I am not the one running away, Lawrence,” she said softly. “I want to go home.”

	His eyes were shining slivers, fierce and cold. Her beloved cold prince; her husband, and she didn’t truly know him.

	“We can’t go home,” he said. “Our life is here. Our business.”

	“Your business is in New York and London. Your life, in England. Others could run this place for you, but you won’t let them.”

	“You know why. I have to protect it… from Barada.”

	“But he’s the one destroying us!” On previous occasions she had backed down, but now she was past caring. “Swallow your pride,” she hissed. “Sell it to Barada.”

	“Not in a thousand years.” His voice was hard.

	“He couldn’t afford it.”

	“The money doesn’t matter!”

	“It’s not about money,” he answered, quiet as a razor. “You of all people should understand. I will not abandon my workers, or my birthright.”

	“Is this truly about protecting your interests? Or about hiding?” Her words were vicious; he answered with the knife-edged hostility of his eyes. Ginny shrank a little inside. “I know the mine is everything to you. But Sam and Jon need us, too. Think of them.”

	“They’re strong,” he said.

	“No, they’re not.” Every time she put her toe under the waterfall of guilt, it tore her skin off. “They’re little boys.”

	“Who must become strong, in order to survive in this world. I’m not taking them out of school.”

	“I’m not asking you to.” Ginny reached out to touch his arm. He was stone under her hand, a statue of ice. “But I have to go home. This place is killing me.”

	He did not respond. Her heart sank and grief congealed in the back of her throat. She let her hand fall away. The silence was an ocean of steamy rain and there were hours of sleepless fever dreams to cross before daybreak.

	After a time, Lawrence’s voice came softly out of the darkness. “When humans dream, they create elves and angels, devils and vampires. But when we dream… when we dream… what do we create for ourselves?”


Interlude

Zeitgeist

	“The fantasy of unconditional love,” Rosie said to her reflection, “the lie of unconditional love is that you can love someone from afar, someone who never even looks at you in return, and it’s okay; it’s pure and virtuous and noble. But it’s not okay. Fuck the fantasy!”

	She was twenty-three; a perfect age, perhaps, to walk away from her youthful dreams and harsh disillusionments. Her Aetherial parents claimed that age meant little in the Otherworld, but it counted here on Earth, where she’d always lived. So, it was time to admit that if she kept offering her heart to someone who didn’t care, she shouldn’t be astonished to find it so bruised and broken. Time to grow up.

	The face in her dressing table mirror was deceptively serene; a creamy oval with bright silver-grey eyes outlined by kohl and plum eyeshadow, a strong nose and mouth, glossy burgundy-brown hair falling to her shoulders. She’d been told there was a touch of the Pre-Raphaelite about her, but she considered herself too short, and usually too scruffy from gardening, to be any kind of siren.

	Pretty or plain? Depended who was looking at her. Human or Aetherial? Impossible to say. It was just her familiar self gazing back. Surprisingly calm, after what she’d witnessed. So this was the face of a young woman who knew it was time to discard all romantic delusions and make a practical, adult decision.

	The luscious greens of the garden were framed in the window behind her. Outside, oak trees swayed serenely, oblivious of the quiet collapse of her world.

	“How did it all go so wrong for us?” she asked. “Was it the closing of the Great Gates, or is that just a convenient scapegoat for everything?”

	She touched a fingertip to a scar on the side of her neck, a thin, reddish mark the length of a finger. Still there, after all these years. She rarely thought about it, but today, for some reason, it disturbed her. She arranged a lock of hair to conceal it.

	Rosie looked around the bedroom that had always been hers, with its stone fireplace and treacly wood paneling, thick cream carpet and king-size antique bed. On those bedcovers, she thought wistfully, she should have had wild sex with some demon prince—but she never had. Behind the door of her wardrobe, she’d once found a secret passageway into a chamber where a magical tree grew, its roots bursting the floorboards. Not a dream, but a manifestation of Aetheric reality.

	The Dusklands had always been fluid, capricious as waves. Of late, she rarely dipped into them at all. Did the Aetheric realm fade for those who turned away from it? Or was she turning away because she couldn’t bear to see it fade?

	Rosie didn’t know anymore. Idly, she opened an old bottle of nail polish and began painting her fingernails. The color was dark and multihued, like a peacock’s feather. As she worked, she thought about her brother Matthew. Was he right to claim it was time to forget the Otherworld, since it was now lost to them? To accept that although it had been their parents’ birthright, it was not theirs? To dismiss it all, even the Dusklands, as a dream? We must go forward, he insisted, and live fully in the mortal world.

	Making the decision to go Matthew’s way felt like an ax about to fall. Yet the other way was mist and darkness, and had brought her nothing but tears.

	“What am I waiting for?” she murmured.

	A memory surfaced. She’d been very young, five or six. She was playing in the garden… discovering the innocent wonder of the Dusklands, of stepping sideways into a world that was like this one but watery and full of mystery… then hands had grabbed her shoulders and yanked her back into the real world, and Matthew was shouting at her as if he’d snatched her out of danger.

	She remembered her fear and confusion. To this day, she didn’t know why he’d been angry. It had been the first time, but not the last… Not that Matthew’s warnings had ever stopped her. Perhaps, after all, he knew something she didn’t.

	Rosie sat back and studied the gleam of her painted nails. Each nail was different—navy, green, purple—and each one changed in the light, flashing magenta or bronze. She examined the bottle. The color was called Zeitgeist. German, literally “time ghost.” So, the spirit of the age was oily. Many-colored. Fugitive.

	“Figures,” she said out loud.

	“Rosie?” Her younger brother, Lucas, put his head around the door. “Are you okay?”

	He looked worried. “Come in,” she said, smiling as she displayed her iridescent fingernails to him. “That’s us, that is.”

	“What is?”

	She moved her hand to show the color change. “Aetherials are like that. No one sees us as we really are.”

	Lucas looked at her with a half-smile, and went to sit cross-legged on the end of her bed. At twenty-one he was dark-haired, good looking and coltishly long-limbed. His presence soothed her. Of all her family—and despite the argument she’d had with him earlier—she was closer to him than to anyone. “Seriously, are you still furious with me?”

	She sighed. “No, of course not.”

	“I’m really sorry,” he said. “Don’t sit up here brooding, Rosie.”

	“I’m not brooding.”

	“What are you doing, then?”

	“I’m standing at the crossroads. Deciding which way to go. Remembering everything that’s happened and realizing that I need to walk away from it.”

	“And?” He sounded anxious. “Come on, what are you thinking?”

	Brushing her hair aside, Rosie touched the scar on her neck. “About the day I got this.” She breathed in and out. “About the Wilders. Do you think we’ll ever be finally, completely free of them?”

	A long pause. Lucas looked steadily at her, frowning slightly. “Do you want to be?”


One

The House of Broken Dreams

	On Rosie’s ninth birthday, her father gave her the most beautiful item she had ever seen; a sparkling crystal heart that had captivated her in a jeweler’s window. It wasn’t her nature to demand things, but her parents had remembered. When she opened her present, there was the wonderful pendant, blazing on black velvet.

	She wore it proudly on a sturdy silver chain. It was too dressy with her blue T-shirt and jeans, but she didn’t care. Its hard little angles bounced on her chest as she ran, playing football with her brothers.

	It was a warm and gleaming spring day. The lush greens of their garden formed enveloping caverns, drawing them from the main lawn to smaller bowers, through the rose garden, the herb garden, to the wild places where their property blended into the borders; into huge oaks and sprawling hawthorn hedges. They abandoned the ball. Matthew led the way through a gap in the hedge to the woodland paths beyond.

	A stream snaked its way past their garden. They knew full well they were supposed to stay on this side. Matthew, however, led the way across stepping stones and began to climb.

	Hearts pounding, Rosie and Lucas followed.

	Matt was fourteen and always took the lead. He was bursting with energy, climbing fast through the steepest part of the woods so that they could barely keep up. Lately, Rosie noticed, he’d become restless and resentful, too old to play with his younger siblings but still constrained to watching out for them. Lucas, two years younger than Rosie, was their shadow.

	At nine, everything was eternally new to her. Eons stretched between one adventure and the next. There were always new twists in the paths, rocks she’d never seen before, amazing patterns in the trunks of silver birches.

	Although the Dusklands manifested most strongly in twilight, on intense days like this she could see the deeper reality shimmering like a heat haze over the surface world. The eyes of elementals peered from between the leaves, vanishing if she tried to look straight at them. She could feel Aetheric energies brushing her skin, tingling like nettles. Knowing she was part of it—able to enter this subtle dimension as ordinary children could not—thrilled her.

	She and Lucas shared the experience without words. They’d learned not to discuss it in front of Matthew, who only growled and called it foolish.

	Rosie came to the foot of a squat, majestic oak that spread a gleaming canopy over her. Instinctively she began to climb, her breath fast with exertion.

	“Rosie!” came Matthew’s voice. “Get down, before you break your neck!”

	His voice was distant; she slipped all the way into the Dusklands without thinking, entranced by the landscape turning bluish, mysterious and full of rainbow gleams. Leafy elementals snaked around the tree limbs, smiling at her as she smiled back…

	“Rosie!” The voice was loud and angry. The next she knew, Matthew was grabbing her off a branch in a shower of twigs and leaves and setting her on the ground. “How many times have I told you not to do that? It’s not safe!”

	“Get off!” she retorted, shaken and indignant. “I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

	He pushed back his fair hair, glaring at her until the blue fire of his eyes softened. “Look, as long as I’m in charge of you, you’ll behave,” he said firmly. “Follow me, and don’t wander off.”

	Grumbling, she obeyed. Above the tree line, they waded through knee-high bracken, coming out onto heathland high above the village. Rosie and Lucas were gasping for breath. It was wrong to trespass, they knew, but a guilty plea sure. Even Matthew had never dared come this far before.

	He climbed a spar of ancient rock and posed there. Massed clouds created an eerie light in which the greens of spring turned luminous against an iron-grey sky. From here they commanded a spectacular view across Cloudcroft and the Charnwood hills. Their own house, Oakholme, nestled below them, broad and friendly with cream-washed walls and black beams. The scattered thatch and slate roofs of the village were visible through a sea of budding oak, ash and birch, strung along the meandering length of a valley.

	On the opposite side of the valley, green farmland gave way to the stark hills of High Warrens, wild with rocks as ancient as the Aetherial race itself. Beyond stood Charnwood’s main peaks; Beacon Hill, Bardon Hill grey with distance, Old John with its stone beer-tankard folly. Dark green pine forests spilled into the folds beneath, mixed with softer woodland and hedgerows.

	On this side, the hilltop behind them was bleak. The grass was wiry, the soil fragrant with peat. Clusters of rock thrust out of the ground, wreathed in bracken. On the long, rugged backbone of the summit, there stood a house. It was built of granite and looked like a fortress. The roof was black slate. Behind it, rain clouds massed angrily.

	“Is that Stonegate Manor?” Rosie said, startled. She’d only ever glimpsed the house from the road. It looked different from this angle.

	“Of course it is, idiot,” said Matthew. “It’s where the Wilders live. The neighbors Mum and Dad talk about in whispers.”

	“Isn’t it weird that we never see them?” she said, suddenly consumed by a sense of mystery.

	“I have,” Matthew said loftily. “A few times, swishing around in massive cars. The father’s abroad a lot.”

	“How d’you know?” said Lucas.

	Matthew shrugged. “I know everything.”

	Rosie studied the Manor, shivering to think of it standing empty, haunted. “Are they like us? Old blood?”

	“So Dad says.” Matthew looked at the sky. “It’s going to piss down. Let’s go back.”

	He jumped off his rock, hitting the ground with a flat-footed thud. Rosie and Lucas struggled to keep up with his long strides. She grabbed her little brother’s hand and pulled him along. “Matthew! Wait for us!”

	Suddenly he was out of sight and the footpath was unclear. There were vague tracks forking through the bracken, some young birch trees in front, more rocks to their right. She started to feel nervous. Which way had he gone?

	Don’t cross the stream, she heard her father saying. Our neighbors are very private and it may not be safe.

	Two shadows appeared, drifting towards her through the birches. They seemed to come in slow motion. Rosie was paralyzed. Two skinny figures in dark clothes, with bright hair blowing behind them. At first she thought they were ghosts or elementals from the Dusklands, menacing; then—she didn’t know.

	Lucas clung tight to her hand. The figures came on, confident, threatening. Two boys. One was close to her age but the other looked as old as Matthew, a lithe teenager with a harsh face and bright sea-green eyes.

	“Where d’you think you’re going?” said the older one. The smile that played on his face chilled her. Mocking, probing.

	“Nowhere. Home,” said Rosie.

	“You’re on our father’s land, you know,” said the younger boy, in a precise tone. He hung back, not glaring at her as the older boy did. His eyes were brown, his face softer, more aloof than aggressive.

	“Yes, you’re trespassing,” said the green-eyed one. “You want to know what we do to trespassers on the Wilder estate?”

	Rosie pushed Lucas behind her. “No,” she said, trying to sound brave. “We don’t mean any harm. We got lost.”

	“That was careless. There’s a price to pay.” The cold eyes glinted with cruelty and she knew a terrifying game was being played that could only end in pain and humiliation. The boy slipped a fingertip under her beloved new pendant. Tears of rage oozed onto her lashes, but she daren’t breathe or speak. “This is nice,” he purred.

	“HEY!” The shout came from a few yards away. Matthew appeared over the shoulder of the hill near the rocks. He came charging at them like an enraged ram and his voice was as gruff as a man’s. “You get away from them!”

	The taller boy legged it. He barged past Rosie and as he went, he grabbed the silver chain and jerked it so hard it burned into her neck as it broke. She yelled in pain. He was gone, running madly along the slope of the heath with her precious crystal heart in his hand. She heard his mocking laughter.

	Through her tears, Rosie saw her brother come rushing up and knock the younger boy onto his backside. “You little shit!” he yelled. Then, after the thief, “You! I’ll get you for this!”

	The answer came as a fading echo. “You and whose fucking army?”

	The younger boy staggered to his feet. For a moment, he caught Rosie’s eye and something passed between them like a physical shock. Recognition, unspoken apology? He coughed, so shocked by Matthew’s violence that Rosie felt sorry for him. He started to back quickly away, saying, “You don’t want to upset my brother. He’ll kill you.”

	Matthew laughed out loud. The boy turned and fled after the older one, who’d circled up the hill to wait for him. Rosie heard her attacker growl “Jon!” as he caught the smaller one by the shoulders; then both boys stood for a moment like a pair of wraiths, coats flapping, so eerily hostile that even Matthew lost the nerve to pursue them.

	He put his arm around Rosie and pulled her away. “Wankers,” he growled.

	“He took my pendant,” was all she could say through her sobs.

	“Come on, let’s get you home.”

	The way back seemed endless, drizzle turning the paths to glass. When Rosie’s tears subsided, Matthew said, “Don’t tell Mum and Dad.”

	“Why not?” said Lucas.

	“Because we shouldn’t have been up there. If Dad finds out, he’ll go mental.”

	Rosie felt aggrieved with Matthew for leading them into danger; but she’d known, and joined in with the adventure regardless. “Who are those awful boys, anyway?”

	“Samuel and Jonathan Wilder. The young one is Jon. The thieving bully is Sam.”

	“Do you know them?”

	“No, but I’ve heard stuff. They go to some posh boarding school miles away. They say the older one’s off his head. He’s always in trouble.”

	Rosie shivered. Her neck was sore. She touched the place and felt a raw weal. She licked her fingertips and tasted blood.

	“Mum’s going to notice.”

	“Put a polo neck on. Tell her the heart’s safe in your jewelry box.”

	She struggled not to cry again. It was true, she couldn’t possibly admit she’d lost the heart through being plainly disobedient.

	“Why don’t they go to our school?” Lucas asked.

	“‘Why, why, why?’” Matthew parroted. “The Wilders are so high-and-mighty that they look down on everyone else, human or old blood alike. They’re massive snobs. Dad hates that sort of thing.”

	Rosie thought of how they’d come drifting through the trees, two menacing specters. “Dad’s not scared of them, is he?” She shook her head vigorously, thinking of her father’s broad frame, his strength. “No, he’s not frightened of anything.”

	“Look.” Matthew turned and gripped her shoulders. “We cannot tell Dad about this because he’s going to blame me. Anyway, all Mr. Wilder would do is deny his sons are thieves. There’s no way you’d get your necklace back.”

	“I know,” she said miserably.

	“So we have to sort it out ourselves. I’ll get it for you. Next time I see Sam, I’m going to beat the living crap out of him.”

	“What?” Rosie’s stomach turned cold. A resolute anger rose in her. “No, you mustn’t! I’ll get it back myself.”

	“How?”

	“I’ll sneak into Stonegate Manor and find it. Lucas will go with me, won’t you?”

	He nodded eagerly, but Matthew looked furious. “No way. That’s the most stupid idea I’ve ever heard.”

	“You’re scared,” Rosie taunted, roused enough to defy him.

	“Am not.”

	“Prove it.”

	“I’m not scared of the stupid Wilders!” Matthew paused and stuck his hands in his jeans pockets. “All right. But there’s no way you’re going in without me, Rosie.”

	“And you’re not going without me,” she retorted, folding her arms. “Three musketeers?”

	Matthew looked back at the rugged shoulder of the hill. The house was a bare grey shadow in the mist. “Two and a half musketeers,” he said. “Okay. Tomorrow.”

	* * *

	In those days, they did everything together. However burdensome Matthew found his younger siblings, he needed an army to lead, an admiring audience.

	The next morning brought the sun pouring golden into their garden. Rosie hadn’t slept, and bitterly resented the Wilder boys for ruining what should have been an idyllic day. Yet she was madly excited. Nothing now would stop them entering the forbidden realm, Stonegate Manor.

	As they trod the paths through the woods, Rosie couldn’t sense the Dusklands. The world was plainly three-dimensional, closed and solid. She kept thinking about the younger boy, Jonathan. She’d never seen anyone like him before. He’d been so pretty, like a cupid in a painting. She wondered what he’d meant when he looked at her. That he was sorry about his older brother’s behavior? That he secretly wanted to be friends? Would they meet him again in the house? Would they meet Sam?

	The thought spun her into knots of terror. The theft—although devastating—was only a symptom of the jeering malevolence she’d sensed when Sam had slid a cold fingertip onto her breastbone, to sever her from a beloved gift. As they climbed the hill, the sunlight wavered. Mist hung up here as if rolling from the house itself, turning every rock and tree into a ghost. Stonegate Manor loomed like a fortress with prison windows. She imagined hostile eyes watching, crossbows or rifles trained on the intruders.

	At nine, she suspected that she knew very little about Aetherials. Her mind latched on to the idea that the Wilders were rarefied Aetheric lords, glaring icily down upon their subjects. A family of unearthly aristocrats, dwelling in a castle, so forbidding that even her father dared not approach them.

	Around the rear of the house lay an informal garden with broad lawns, rhododendron bushes spilling over natural rock. There was no fence. She wished with all her might to turn into a fox—her namesake, an earth elemental—so that she could sneak into the house fearless and unseen; but it was only a wish.

	A dog barked. Matthew grabbed her and Lucas by the arm, pressing them back into a waxy-leaved rhododendron. “If there’s a guard dog, we can’t do it,” he whispered. Rosie saw he was anxious, and that unnerved her completely. Looking up at the heavy slate and granite bulk of the house, she felt overwhelmed.

	No dogs appeared. When the bark came again, it sounded far away. A lawn lay silver-green between them and their destination. There were French windows in the center of the building and, near the left-hand corner, a back door.

	“This is it,” said Matthew. “Crouch down and run. Now!”

	They sprinted across the uneven grass, skirting rocks, finally slamming into the stone wall of the fortress. Rosie couldn’t get her breath, and her mouth was dry, sticky.

	No one saw them. The place felt desolate. Only the house itself kept watch.

	She’d imagined Matthew prizing open a window or breaking glass, but the door was unlocked. He pushed it open and they all walked in; as easy as that.

	As they entered, she had the tangible feeling of crossing a threshold into a different realm. Everything felt cold and sharp. The sensation was so strong it made her dizzy. Behind her, Lucas kept treading on her heels. They entered a narrow hall with coats and boots; then a kitchen with old-fashioned units and a big oblong sink. Rosie was shocked at how shabby it looked compared with their warm and friendly kitchen at home. Leading from the kitchen was a corridor with stone walls and a bare lightbulb. They crept along the wall, as if that could make them magically invisible.

	The corridor brought them into a great baronial hall, a frigid space so cavernous that they stopped in awe. Anxiously they scanned the galleries for hostile eyes. There was dark wood, grey stone, a huge dusty fireplace with crests carved above it, chilly daylight winking through leaded windows. Her hopes fell; they’d never find her treasure in this vast place.

	“Where now?” she whispered.

	Matthew answered at the top of his voice, “No need to whisper. There’s no one home.”

	“Shush!” she gasped, horrified. “How do you know?”

	“Can’t you feel it? There’d be music or the TV on, or people talking. Nothing.”

	His voice echoed. “Shut up!” she hissed. “It’ll be in his bedroom. That’s where I’d hide it.”

	“Stairs,” said Lucas, pointing. The broad wooden flight creaked under them. Rosie felt the frosty whisper of the hostile realm all around them, like the Dusklands but cruel and cold. From the corner of her eye she saw a four-legged shadow pacing beside them; the impression was so clear that she turned in shock to look—and saw nothing there.

	“What was that?” whispered Matthew, his bravado vanishing.

	Upstairs, the house seemed all corridors, all arctic light on stone walls. How would they ever find the thief’s bedroom? They’d be trapped here until they died. This was a terrible house and it hated them.

	They turned a corner into another passage stretching to infinity before them. Rosie’s dread of meeting Sam here became agonizing. The fear was out of all proportion, as if they might meet some horrifying spectral essence rather than an actual person. Again she glimpsed the half-seen shadow beasts around them. Lucas grabbed her hand. His was icy.

	“Oh, shit,” Matthew gasped, sounding completely terrified. “I don’t like this. We have to get out.”

	She’d never seen him scared like that before. His terror was infectious. There was a faint noise from above, like claws scraping and a thin, animal moan. Then, from along the corridor, someone coughing or crying. They froze in their tracks as a figure stepped out of a doorway and stood glaring at them. Lucas let out a short, high yelp of shock.

	It was a woman. A madwoman, Rosie realized a second later as she began to advance. Her face was pallid, her eyes terrible with menace and rage. Thick wavy black hair flowed around her shoulders. She wore black; a long skirt under an enveloping coat. In one hand she carried a suitcase that itself seemed full of menace, as if it contained a torturer’s instruments.

	As the apparition reached them, the case dropped from her hand and landed with a sharp thud. She must have seen their terror. She seemed to be drinking it in, Rosie thought, relishing it. She would have been beautiful, but for the terrible cold light in her face.

	“Do you know where you are, child?” she said, staring at Rosie. “Is it the Spiral, Elfland, the land of Faerie? Or the dream realm, the Crystal Ring? Or Dumannios, realm of demons? All those circles overlap here. I used to call it home.” Her gaze swept around the gallery. “See how cold this kingdom is. That isn’t dust falling down from the rafters, it’s ice. Leave while you can. Don’t let him suck you in, or he’ll keep you here until the blood freezes in your veins.”

	Rosie clearly saw four translucent black shapes around her; great dogs, gryphons, lions? There was no detail to them; they were simply dark hulks, ghostly and threatening. The moment stretched on, like a path into a realm of incomprehensible madness. This woman of pale skin and black hair was a sorceress who would lure children with candies and kindness… until the pretense evaporated, and her true ferocity blazed.

	The sorceress stared from Rosie to Matthew to Lucas. She looked demented. Her green eyes shone bright and glassy. Rosie felt Lucas shaking, hanging onto her.

	Then the woman gave a shake of her head and said, “Have you come to see my boys?” Her voice sounded hoarse. “I’m sorry, they’re not here. They’ve gone back to school.”

	When they only stared, she said, “Did you hear me? You’re Jessica’s lot, aren’t you?” None of them dared answer. “I haven’t got time for this,” she hissed. “You’ve had a wasted visit. Go home.”

	She stooped gracefully to pick up her case, starting towards them in the same movement. The spell broke and they fled. Matthew was gone first, oblivious of Rosie’s and Luc’s desperate efforts to catch up. The madwoman’s quick sure footsteps echoed behind them all the way, and the four dark guardians flowed after them, herding them out. Along the frigid corridors they ran, down the creaking slope of the stairs, across the haunted cavernous hall, the passageway, the drab kitchen… down through the chill spectral heathland, empty-handed.

	* * *

	At home that evening, Rosie sat close to the fire crackling in the marble fireplace, but she couldn’t get warm. The welt on her neck stung. Everything was ordinary: cooking scents wafting from the kitchen; her father browsing a newspaper, his feet stretched out and a glass of red wine in one hand; six o’clock news chattering on the television. Matthew was frowning over his homework, Lucas reading a book. Rosie sat shivering on the rug, clutching her knees to her chest until heat burned the back of her hands.

	What a relief to be in her own home. She’d never appreciated it so intensely before.

	The most frightening thing of all had been Matthew’s plain fear. He was supposed to be the brave leader, yet he’d fallen apart. Afterwards, to cover his embarrassment, he’d been abrupt and dismissive, pretending nothing had happened.

	She longed to tell her father everything, but words wouldn’t come. She couldn’t bear to admit she’d lost his gift. It had meant the world to her. She’d wanted to wear it to show her father how pleased she was; now he might think she didn’t care, and that was so far from the truth it nearly broke her heart.

	Auberon was the center of their world. He owned a house-building company, Fox Homes, as befitted his deep connection to the elements of earth and rock. No one who worked for him would suspect he was not human. His customers, however, found walking into one of his houses like coming home—as if they sensed the age-old roots of the earth itself through the house. They couldn’t leave, but had to buy. That was Auberon’s magic. It had made him very wealthy.

	Their mother Jessica was a musician, teaching harp, guitar and piano. Once she had been lead singer of a folk-rock band, Green Spiral. Rosie had heard all her CDs, but the group was long disbanded. Apart from the odd few notes while teaching, Jessica didn’t sing anymore. No one could persuade her to sing a complete song. Nevertheless, Rosie’s school friends regarded Jessica as fantastically glamorous.

	Although they were of ancient blood, they lived as humans on the surface world. We must not put on airs and graces, Auberon insisted. Special, but not superior—a contradiction, but Rosie could only accept it.

	They called themselves Aetherial, and sometimes Vaethyr—meaning the ones who lived on Vaeth, the ancient name for Earth—and she’d heard whispers of a much older name, Estalyr. There were others in Cloudcroft, although none of her own age—unless she counted Jon Wilder, which she couldn’t, since she didn’t know him. Other Aetherial families sometimes came to the house for private meetings with her parents. It was only when she saw them in groups that Rosie glimpsed an aura that she didn’t normally see in her own family. An indefinable glow; a knowing, feline shine in the eyes. Whatever they did or talked about, Aetherial children were not party to it. Rosie could wait. She didn’t feel ready to explore these brooding, unfathomable layers of secrecy.

	She remembered once seeing a book in her father’s study, with a design embossed in silver on the cover; a five-pointed star with a spiral behind it, like a star caught on a cobweb. There had been a strange word at each point of the star. She hadn’t seen the book since, but recalled the arcane image with a delicious shiver.

	She heard the phone ring in the hall, her mother’s voice murmuring for a few minutes.

	“Bron?” said Jessica in the doorway. Her golden hair was pinned up in a messy halo, her clothes gracefully bohemian. “That was Phyllida. Incredible piece of gossip going around the village.”

	“Oh yes?” As her parents looked at each other, Rosie watched them closely. Her mother’s grey eyes were concerned, her father’s brown ones patient but guarded. It was one of those meaningful secret looks they were always exchanging.

	Her mother spoke in soft disbelief. “Apparently Ginny Wilder walked out on Lawrence this morning. She went while he was taking the boys back to school. So… she’s finally done it.”

	* * *

	Auberon knew something was wrong, even before the ceremony began. There were nearly two hundred Vaethyr gathered in the warm summer night. Cloaked and hooded in the subtle colors of dusk, masked with stylized animal faces, they waited near the top of a hill in a dip that formed a natural amphitheater. Firefly lights glimmered around them. Aetherials had gathered like this, on sacred nights, for centuries.

	Auberon waited with one arm around Jessica’s waist. They wore fox masks; his was embellished with swirls of garnet and jet, hers surmounted by crescent moons. Her sister Phyllida stood close by with her husband, Comyn, both wearing the gold-and-onyx faces of bulls. Amid a sea of jeweled heraldic masks—all focused on Freya’s Crown, the rocky outcrop of the summit—they awaited the Gatekeeper.

	The Dusklands gave the landscape an inky cast and turned the stars to veils of frost. The beauty felt fragile with tension. Living like humans for so much of the time, it was easy to forget they were anything more; but on nights like this, Auberon felt the shimmer of power all around him. He sensed Vaethyr forms trembling to change shape, perhaps to stretch great wings or simply to glow with supernatural light; Vaethyr perceptions expanding to see through multiple layers of reality. His own body ached to unfold into a more imposing shape, that of a forest deity, stronger and wiser than his human form… They needed this ceremony, in order to reconnect with their true, ancient selves. After dancing in the beauty of Elysion, they would bring back its healing energies to Earth, as if trailing cloaks of green and golden light in their wake.

	If Lawrence ever came. This was the Night of the Summer Stars, the great ritual that fell every seven years, when the Great Gates to the inner realms would be thrown open. Many times in the past, Auberon had witnessed the heel of the Gatekeeper’s staff striking the stone, the rocks of Freya’s Crown shining and shifting as the Great Gates opened. He’d relished the crunch of a hazelnut on his tongue as he stepped through the infinite archway to the Otherworld. There were only adults here. When his children reached sixteen they, too, would be initiated.

	Auberon frowned. Rosie and Lucas seemed happy to accept their Aetherial blood. Matthew did not. No one had pinned him down to a reason. Perhaps it was teenage rebellion that made him roll his eyes and turn away if Aetherial matters were mentioned. Perhaps, thought Auberon, it’s my fault. Have I told him too much, or too little? How is a parent to judge?

	Freya’s Crown remained a dark, volcanic bulk against the stars. The Gatekeeper did not come. The crowd began to grow restless.

	“Something’s definitely wrong,” said Auberon. “Lawrence hasn’t been right since Ginny left.”

	“She left him because he’s never been right,” said Jessica.

	“And should never have taken up the staff,” said Comyn, his voice muffled by the bull mask. “I suppose you know the Lychgate has been closed against us for three weeks?”

	Lychgate was their name for the small portal that was always open, a tiny doorway within the Great Gates. “I didn’t know,” said Auberon.

	“No, because you’re too busy with earthly business as usual,” Comyn said gruffly. “What the devil is Lawrence playing at? Right, that’s it, I’m going to find him.”

	“No,” Auberon said firmly. He knew Comyn’s temper. “Let me.”

	“There’s no need.” A figure rose up beside the rocks. The voice came from behind the haughty beak of a hawk. “I’m here.”

	The Gatekeeper stood before them in full majesty, cloaked in black, blue and white, the applewood staff shining in his left hand, his hawk face that of a glaring deity. Four wolfish silhouettes padded after him. Silence lay on the Vaethyr, a collective held breath. Lawrence raised gloved hands and spoke. “My friends, the rite of the Summer Stars cannot take place. The Great Gates cannot be opened to night. Go home.”

	There was a ripple of dismay. It grew louder as Lawrence began to turn away. Comyn’s angry tones carried over the rest, “What’s going on?” No answer. “Gatekeeper! Don’t you dare walk away! You’ve no right to deny us access! Hoi!” Comyn’s voice rose. “Who d’you think you are? You’re a doorkeeper, Lawrence. Do your job!”

	Jessica made a noise of agonized embarrassment in her throat. Lawrence stopped. Auberon saw the vulturine shoulders rising. He turned to face them again. “A doorkeeper? Let’s say a concierge, then. My job is to protect you.” The voice behind the mask was hollow.

	“From what?”

	“The inner realms are not always safe. You know that.” He seemed to falter. “At this time there are disturbances of energy… Storms.”

	“We’ll be the judges of the danger,” Comyn retorted. “Let us in.” The four shadows arranged themselves around Lawrence, becoming four corners of a square that contained him.

	“I’m not your servant.” Lawrence Wilder’s voice grew hoarse. “I was appointed Gatekeeper by the ancients of the Spiral Court. I am answerable only to them. I decide when it’s safe to open the portals; that is my duty. It’s in my gift to judge, not yours.”

	“What storms?” called Auberon.

	His reasonable question only seemed to make Lawrence angrier. “I have no choice but to seal the Gates for your own safety. Disperse.”

	The crowd swayed, defiant. Comyn squared up aggressively even though Lawrence, on higher ground, towered over him. Auberon stepped forward, hoping to calm things before a riot ensued. “Lawrence, please. This is a sacred night. To deny us is a devastating breach of tradition. It’s not just for our own benefit—the Earth needs the flow of Elysian energy as much as we do.”

	The impassive raptor face turned on Auberon. Lawrence seemed to stare down from a great height. “What, you think this will starve the Earth of magical blessings? Coming from you, intent as you are upon covering the landscape with brick and concrete, that is absolutely priceless.”

	Auberon drew back, stung. “At the very least, please explain.”

	“I owe you no explanation.” His voice rose, fierce and rasping. “Have you all grown so arrogant that you cannot trust the authority placed here to protect you?”

	“You’ve no authority!” Comyn tore off his mask and yelled, “How long have we known you’d pull a stunt like this? Open and stand aside!”

	There was a pause. To Auberon’s eyes, Lawrence seemed to waver as if in a moment of panic or doubt. Others began to shout too, only to fall silent as the Gatekeeper drew himself straight again. Then he held the white staff aloft and his voice cracked out, “As you wish it!”

	Lawrence extended the staff and touched it to the flank of Freya’s Crown. Lightning tongued the rock. A thin black split appeared.

	“There,” said the hawk mask. “The Lychgate is open. Those who want to pass through, go now, quickly. Be warned, however, that I will shut and bar it behind you, and the way shall not be opened again until I deem it safe—which may be a month, a decade, or a century. Your choice.”

	No one moved. Not even Comyn, who stood trembling. Auberon’s and Jessica’s arms tightened around each other. The collective aura of Vaethyr power seemed to shrink back, leaving them all diminished.

	“I can only assume,” Lawrence said thinly, “that, from your silence, you have decided to put your faith in me after all.” With that, he broke the applewood staff across his knee. The snap was like a detonation. The portal slammed shut at the same instant.

	“Now you will leave,” he said. Around him, the shapes of his four guardian dysir were swelling in size, becoming monstrous. Auberon had never seen such a sight before. If the change was illusory, it was still unutterably menacing. They became hellhounds, with glowing eyes and jaws dripping fire. The gathered Vaethyr began to retreat in shock. It appeared their Gatekeeper had declared war. Unthinkable.

	The soft blues of the night turned to harsh, red-rimmed black. Lawrence was drawing down the nightmare realm of Dumannios around them, filling the air with fire and demons.

	“Go.” His cloak became a flapping wing as he raised his arms. “I offered you a choice and you have chosen. Now go!”

	Comyn stood his ground for a few moments, until a dysir swung its great head at him, drooling flame. Even he could not withstand the illusion. With a curse he caught Phyllida’s hand, and they fled. As they went, Phyll looked back over her shoulder at Jessica, the frozen face of her bull mask perfectly conveying blank bewilderment. Auberon reached for Jessica’s hand, began to draw her away.

	The flight seemed to take place in slow motion. Turning in to the flow of Vaethyr streaming away down the hill, they ran in horrified panic and disbelief; and whenever they glanced back, the four huge hounds loomed like glowing coals, filling the sky, watching over their frantic flight.


Two

Rosie in Wonderland

	For years afterwards, Rosie had recurring dreams about Stonegate Manor. Sometimes it loomed above her, a glacial castle without doors or even the smallest window to let her in. In other dreams, she would be inside, lost and frightened. Corridors changed, rooms moved. She searched, always with dread that a faceless presence lay in wait for her. When she tried to escape, in an ecstasy of panic, doors opened onto walls or staircases collapsed. Never once in her dreams did she escape the house.

	Five years had passed since the failed invasion of Stonegate. Since then, Rosie had glimpsed the house and its inhabitants only from afar. During school holidays, the boys were abroad with their father, or sent away somewhere, or unseen behind the walls of the manor. A few times, she’d been startled by a black limousine sweeping past, and realized with a shiver of fascination that the strangers behind the tinted windows must be Lawrence, Jonathan and Samuel.

	One encounter had been enough to leave her with a scar, as if someone had tried to cut her throat.

	There had been a horrible day in the winter following her ninth birthday. Matthew had come home bruised and bloody, his face swollen and knuckles raw. He’d fallen off his bike; that was the story he mumbled to his parents. Later, Rosie had found him in a corner of the rose garden, huddling behind the frosted skeleton of a hedge. “Did Sam do this?” she asked warily.

	His face was stone, his eyes red with angry tears. “Leave me alone, Rose.”

	“Oh, Matt, I asked you not to!”

	“Sod off!” he growled. “I met him in the lane. I demanded your necklace back. He laughed. We fought. End of story.”

	She knew that if Matthew had won, he would have been strutting despite his injuries. Anything she said—angry or sympathetic—would only compound his misery. It was all there in his posture: utter, anguished humiliation. “Come in, it’s freezing,” she said. “I won’t tell anyone.”

	“I’ll get him back for this,” he snarled, wincing with pain. With an ocean of suppressed rage, he added, “You keep away from him, Ro. He’s crazy.”

	Five years carried those events away from them. Rosie was fourteen now, Matthew nineteen. Looking back, it seemed that something had changed around that time; she remembered her parents being gloomy and preoccupied, serious-looking groups of Aetherials coming and going from the house and Uncle Comyn arguing with her father… They’d never told her what it was about. It had passed, but she couldn’t help associating the memory with spectral, impenetrable Stonegate. And then came the invitation.

	* * *

	Rosie was in the sitting room in her party finery. She held the oblong of creamy card between her fingertips and read, for the tenth time, the curling italics.

	
	To Auberon and Jessica, Rosie, Matthew and Lucas.

	Lawrence and Sapphire Wilder request the pleasure of your company

	at Stonegate Manor for a Yuletide Masquerade.

	Date: Saturday 17th December

	Time: 8pm.

	Dress: Festive. Masks desirable but not compulsory.

	Bring your friends, all welcome!

	

	On the back, a handwritten note had been added. “Please do come! L. tells me it’s been too long and I’m dying to meet you all. It will be very informal and lots of fun. Let’s start a festive tradition! Love, Sapphire.”

	“I still think it’s weird,” said Rosie. “You don’t speak to them for years and then they invite us to a party?”

	“What’s weird is the words fun and Stonegate Manor anywhere near each other.” Matthew leaned in the doorway, blond hair flopping over his forehead. “They’d better have lager. I’m not drinking anything with fruit floating on top.”

	“God forbid any fruit should pass your lips, Matt,” said Jessica. She stood at the mantelpiece mirror as she tried to pin up her unruly hair, sliding hairpins in, impatiently pulling them out again. “I’d hate a vitamin to sneak inside you in the Trojan horse of alcohol. Ouch! Oh, bugger.”

	“Mum, stop messing,” said Rosie. “Why don’t you leave it loose?”

	“Because I don’t want the new lady of the manor thinking I’m a hippie chick.”

	“But you are a hippie chick,” Rosie said, giggling.

	“Rosie, you are terrible.” A smile hovered on her mouth but she gave Rosie the comb. “Matthew, make sure this child drinks nothing stronger than gin tonight, won’t you?”

	He rolled his eyes. “Oh, I’ll watch her,” he said ominously. It was rare to see him out of a rugby shirt, but his suit gave him the look of an elegant, spoiled undergraduate. “We driving up?”

	“Well, I’m not walking up that hill in these heels. Will your friends be there, Rosie?”

	“Mel and Faith, I hope. There,” said Rosie, happy at last with the gilded flow of her mother’s hair. “You look amazing.”

	Jessica was splendid in a white medieval-style dress with embroidered gold panels and fishtail sleeves. Rosie’s dress was of similar style, in burgundy velvet that echoed the red-wine glow of her hair. “So do you, dear.”

	“Apart from the makeup she’s troweled on,” said Matt, “for that fourteen going-on-twenty look.”

	“It’s a tiny bit of lip gloss and eyeliner!” Rosie retorted. “No more than you’re wearing.”

	“Ha ha.” Matthew grinned. “Yes, I’ll bet the Wilders would love the pleasure of our company, all right—if the company in question was Fox Homes. I don’t trust ’em further than our cat can spit.”

	“Go upstairs and see if your dad and Lucas are ready, would you?” said Jessica.

	Matt obeyed, hands in pockets. Jessica turned to Rosie and spoke quietly. “It’s not true that we haven’t spoken for years. Your father and Lawrence are perfectly civil. Just not close, that’s all. Lawrence is…” She frowned and trailed off.

	“Have you met Sapphire?” Rosie asked.

	“Not yet. He was away for ages, then turned up a few weeks ago with a new wife. It’s strange. After Virginia left, I never thought he’d marry again. Never.”

	“Why not?”

	Jessica’s full lips thinned. “Lawrence is a recluse. If this woman’s persuaded him to throw parties and start festive traditions, she must have worked some kind of miracle upon him.”

	* * *

	In Cloudcroft, Aetherial festivals were often held alongside human ones; a natural merging, since Vaethyr liked to celebrate the changing seasons as humans did. The death-and-resurrection cycle of the year, the sacred dance into the heart of the Spiral and out again, the sun’s rebirth in December, the arrival of spring or the riches of harvest—Earth and Aetherial realms, although separate, still lay closely interwoven.

	Auberon swung the car between two sentinels of rough-hewn granite and onto a driveway that swept uphill between rhododendrons. Cars lined the sides, so they had to park some way down and walk the rest. The air was chill and sharp with drizzle. Other guests were converging on the house. Rosie could smell rain on their coats.

	She looked up at the house and shivered. Seen from this new angle, the manor was no less imposing. It reared into the night, but the leaded windows were aglow. Anxiety coiled in her heart.

	“Hey, Rosie,” whispered Lucas, pulling her arm so they dropped behind their parents and brother. “Remember that time we broke in?”

	“Yes, I still have nightmares about it.”

	“Me too,” he said.

	“Don’t say anything, will you?”

	“Course I won’t.” He looked solemnly up at the house. “What’s with our parents and the Wilders? They go all thin-lipped and huffy when Lawrence Wilder is mentioned.”

	Rosie spoke close to his ear. “I don’t know. All I can make out is that they think they’re too superior to associate with anyone, human or Aetherial. Dad hates that.”

	“It must be more, though, don’t you reckon?” said Luc. “There’s an ocean of things we’re not allowed to ask about until we’re, like, fifty years old.”

	“You noticed that?” Rosie laughed. She was constantly startled by Lucas’s perceptiveness. Intuition shone in his eyes. He was growing into a beautiful youth, with porcelain skin and black-brown hair. He had a quality of inner stillness and innocence, and not a cruel bone in his body. Rosie was proud of him. Everyone loved Lucas.

	Light from the broad, stone-pillared portico flooded out to capture them. Auberon, with his black beard and twinkling eyes, his sweater patterned with holly and red berries, was like a dark Santa Claus, a Holly King. “Masks!” called Jessica, turning.

	Rosie felt the cool satin lining grow warm against her face as her mother slipped the mask onto her. It covered eyes and nose, making it hard to breathe. Through the eye slits she saw her family transformed. They each had the muzzle of an exotic fox with red-silk fur, slanted eyes, black nose. The eyes were outlined with gold and red crystals, the ears tipped with jet.

	Rosie grinned. Matthew suddenly pulled off his own mask and said, “This is daft. I’m not wearing it.”

	“Oh, Matthew!” said Jessica.

	“As you wish,” Auberon said lightly. “Come on, troops.”

	They passed under the porch and into the light. An intense atmosphere enveloped them. Thrumming, heated air, shifting light, voices, the church-scent of stone threaded with the fragrance of pine needles; all coalescing in a great shimmering veil of sensation. The threshold of another world.

	The last time Rosie had seen the grand reception hall, it had been desolate. Now it was lit with thousands of sparkling fairy lights. Four massive Christmas trees, glittering and glowing, stood as high as the galleries that lined the heights of the hall. Candles gleamed on the linen and silver of long buffet tables. There were masses of guests in costume or cocktail dress, fabrics shimmering in the softly flattering light.

	When she began to notice animal faces scattered among the human ones, her heart skipped in excitement. Unknown jeweled eyes glanced her way from the symbolic visages of cats, hares, reptiles. She recognized most of the Vaethyr clans from Cloudcroft—among them the Staggs, the Tullivers, the copper-haired Lyon family—but she knew little about them. Aetherials kept their children strictly apart from adult mysteries.

	As the crowd parted, she saw four figures at the far end of the hall, holding court before a huge stone fireplace. Elusive Aetherials who had haunted her dreams for years. Lawrence Wilder and his family.

	There was an elegant woman in a figure-hugging white dress, her hair a sleek dark brown waterfall almost to her hips. With her stood a tall, imposing man in a cobalt-blue Nehru suit. Black hair, chin held high, long fingers slightly clawed with tension.

	Beside them, the two boys that Rosie had so dreaded encountering were now lean young men. The younger one was in a white shirt and black trousers. His chestnut hair had grown long and hung in shiny waves on his shoulders. The older one, as if he couldn’t be bothered and wanted everyone to know it, wore faded black jeans, a charcoal T-shirt with a tie-dye pattern on it and a spiky steel chain around his neck. There had been whispers of him in trouble with the police, but no one knew the full story.

	The woman was unmasked and smiling, but the Wilder males wore the faces of hawks, silver and haughty.

	“This is weird,” said Jessica, tucking her hand through Auberon’s arm.

	“It should be interesting,” he murmured from the side of his mouth. “You okay, Jess?”

	“All ready with the smiley politeness,” she answered.

	The walk gave Rosie a vision of dignitaries visiting a foreign court. When the two families met, there was a moment of ritual; an inclination of heads—then all masks were removed in a flourish.

	The legendary Lawrence Wilder stood revealed. He had the same emphatic, stark features as his son Sam—handsome, but hard and threatening with it—and glacial eyes, thick ebony hair swept back from a high forehead and cheekbones. Rosie couldn’t believe he was real.

	“Auberon,” he said. His voice was deep and quiet. “Jessica. I’m so glad you came.”

	Her father leaned in to shake hands. “Happy Christmas, Lawrence. Yuletide greetings, blessings of the sun’s rebirth, and all that. It’s been too long.”

	“Indeed it has. Allow me to introduce my wife, Sapphire.”

	Sapphire was the antithesis of Lawrence, all smiles and quick movement, glossy hair swinging around her shoulders. Blazing white-rainbow gemstones flashed on her cleavage. Matthew couldn’t take his eyes off her. Rosie was tempted to poke him so he would shut his mouth.

	“It’s wonderful to meet you all… heard so much about you… Don’t you all look splendid?” She came forward with air kisses, her fingers stroking them like butterfly feelers. Despite the cut-glass perfection of her English, there was an exotic trace of accent that suggested it was not her first language. “Matthew, so handsome… oh, Rosie, such lovely hair… and Lucas. What a fine young man.”

	Jessica and Auberon were plainly startled by this overture, but responded in good heart. There was a moment, when Jessica leaned in to kiss her, that Sapphire’s smile slipped and Rosie heard her say, “I’m sorry?”—then the moment was lost in the general chatter. Meanwhile, Lawrence and the two boys stood back, detached. They were unreadable.

	“My sons, Samuel and Jonathan,” said Lawrence. “I don’t believe you’ve met, at least not formally.”

	There was a round of handshaking that Rosie couldn’t avoid. First came Lawrence’s icy impersonal grip, then Jon’s, soft and shy. Rosie didn’t want to touch Sam, but she had no choice. She looked away as she felt his alien hand in hers, bony and hard; felt his eyes slipping over her, chips of green-blue ice. It was over quickly. The world didn’t end.

	When Matthew and Sam shook hands, they held the grip a little too long and she saw the tension of their mouths, their faces tilting belligerently towards each other. Matthew was a good six-footer now, fit from rugby. Sam was a couple of inches shorter and somewhat leaner, but in the war of aggressive stares, he won; his eyes held all the amusement of a hardened gangster.

	“I can’t believe such close neighbors never see each other,” Sapphire said, placing possessive hands on her stepsons’ shoulders. “Ours are always away at school, poor things.”

	“I like my family around me, where they belong,” said Auberon. “Nothing wrong with the local schools, you know. Excellent sixth form at Ashvale; Matthew got all the grades he needed for university.”

	“Oh, what are you studying?” Sapphire leaned towards Matt, passionately interested. Her perfume wafted over them.

	“Architecture,” he stammered.

	“Sooner he graduates, the better,” said Auberon. “I need him on my team.”

	“Oh, so Fox Homes is a real family firm, how marvelous. People like yourself and Lawrence are in a position to be such great benefactors to the community. Well, do help yourselves to drinks, won’t you?” Sapphire gently pointed them at the buffet tables. “We’ll talk later.”

	“Looking forward to it,” said Auberon.

	“What do you think?” Jessica asked as they moved to the drinks table. There were bottles of wine and champagne in gleaming rows, huge crystal bowls of jewel-red punch, uniformed caterers poised to serve. Rosie spotted her friends, Mel and Faith, and waved.

	“Lawrence hasn’t changed,” said Auberon, passing cups of punch around. “All this is just his new wife being nosy.”

	“Not us being nosy, oh no,” Jessica laughed. “She’s very glamorous, isn’t she?” Rosie put in. Matthew grabbed a bottle of beer and was scanning the crowd.

	“Very,” said Jessica as they moved away from the table. “She’s wearing about half a million pounds’ worth of Elfstones around her neck. She’s making a fantastic show, but does she know what she’s let herself in for?”

	“Gossip?” said Aunt Phyllida, gliding up to them in an ivory Grecian-style dress, her gold bull mask hanging over her arm. Groomed and poised with glossy caramel hair, she was the opposite of bohemian Jessica. Phyll was the village doctor and had an open, no-nonsense manner that made Rosie feel shy around her. In her spare time she sang opera, and seemed to look down on Jessica’s folk-rock leanings. Rosie wondered if that was why her mother had stopped singing.

	Jessica greeted her sister with a kiss. “You’re talking about the replacement, aren’t you?” Phyll murmured from the side of her mouth. “Human. Definitely.”

	Meanwhile, Phyll’s husband, Comyn, crinkled his eyes at Rosie and Lucas; it was the closest he ever came to a smile. He was a farmer, a wiry man with Celtic-pale skin and dark eyebrows; black hair cropped short, and watchful green eyes. He wasn’t bad-looking as uncles went, Rosie thought, but so serious and intense. No one quite knew what Phyll saw in him. To most people, he was a fearsome misery, but he always had a friendly word for Rosie and Luc.

	“You agree, she’s not Aetherial?” said Jessica. She and Auberon exchanged glances. “That was our feeling, wrong aura, but you can’t always tell for certain. I could be mistaken.”

	“You’re not,” said Phyll. “No color change in the Elfstones? She’s mortal, all right.”

	“Even odder,” Jessica said, with an edge. “Lawrence is such a purist. I never thought he would look twice at a human.”

	“I never could work the devil out at all,” Comyn said grimly. “And he’ll have hell to pay if he carries on like—”

	“Comyn,” said Auberon, interrupting. “Not tonight.”

	“Perhaps he’s gathered us for an announcement?” said Phyll.

	Rosie took the chance to slip away into the company of her girlfriends. She heard her uncle complaining, “In the old days this would have been a full-blooded winter ritual that meant something. Now we’re reduced to ruddy cocktail parties,” and then his voice faded into the general murmur.

*

	High up on one of the galleries, Rosie and her friends commanded a bird’s-eye view of the hall. Mel was skinny and pretty, with platinum-bright hair and dewy skin. In khaki pants and a rainbow T-shirt she looked exquisite. Faith wore a charity shop floral dress, her mouse-brown hair scraped back in a ponytail, spectacles perched on her nose. Rosie’s friends were human, but next to Mel she felt dowdy and lacking in Aetherial glamour.

	“What’s with the fox face and medieval getup?” said Mel. “You didn’t tell us it was fancy dress.”

	“Oh, it was optional,” Rosie said, touching the mask that hung at her hip. “It’s a family tradition thing. Like announcing, ‘Here comes the Fox family.’ I can leave it off now.”

	The party was growing loud beneath them, music competing with conversation. Heat shimmered up from below. Her velvet dress was sticking to her.

	“I’ve always said your family’s weird.” Mel grinned. “Nice, but weird.”

	“I wish mine were weird in a nice way,” said Faith.

	“Yeah, I’m lucky,” Rosie said quietly. “Really lucky.”

	“I thought there’d be more decent boys here.” Mel was craning over the balustrade. “See anything you fancy?”

	“Honestly, Mel, you never stop,” Faith remarked in admiration. Mel was already on her third or fourth boyfriend. Rosie and Faith weren’t ready to do more than spectate and dream. “My mum used to be Ginny Wilder’s cleaner, years ago,” Faith added, looking at the high gothic shadows of the rafters. “She reckoned this place was haunted. That’s why she quit.” Rosie had heard that Ginny had in fact sacked Faith’s mother for drinking on the job, but she said nothing.

	“Hey, he’s not bad,” said Mel.

	Rosie saw Sapphire chatting to her parents far below, hair swinging around her creamy shoulders as she laughed. There was no sign of Lawrence. She looked for Jonathan but couldn’t see him, either. “Which one?”

	“The guy in the grey T-shirt. He had a hawk mask on earlier. Sam, is it?”

	“Ew, no, not him,” Rosie exclaimed.

	“You are kidding,” said Mel. “He’s gorgeous.”

	Rosie turned her back to the party and folded her arms. “Only if you like psychopaths. Sam’s a really nasty piece of work.” She pushed her hair back to show the scar on her neck. “He did this to me.”

	Mel was taken aback. “You said a twig hit you in the woods.”

	“I know, that’s what I told my folks. Actually Sam ripped a chain off my neck. When Matt tried to get it back, Sam nearly killed him.” She shuddered at the memory. “Seriously, Mel, don’t. You only have to look at him to see he’s not right.”

	Mel looked horrified. “Come on, it’s just a laugh. Okay… what about that guy with your brother?”

	Rosie turned, saw Matthew below with a ginger-blond man; similar height, broader build. “That’s his mate, Alastair Duncan. They’re at uni together. He’s okay.”

	“He’s more my type. Nice and rugged.”

	“He’s a bit old for you.”

	Mel shrugged and grinned. “So? We’re only window-shopping. Come on Rosie, there must be someone you fancy.”

	She surveyed the scene, earnestly searching. “Nah. Don’t think so.”

	“Can I tell you who I like?” Faith said unexpectedly. Her voice was intense and tremulous with embarrassment. Her cheeks flushed pink. “Matthew.”

	“Good grief,” said Rosie. “As in, my brother?”

	“I do, I like him. It’s stupid, I know. But I think he’s fantastic.”

	Rosie gave a hollow laugh. “You don’t have to live with him.”

	“Don’t worry, he’d never look at me in a thousand years.”

	“Oh, Fai,” Mel sighed. “You know, if you colored your hair, and wore trendier clothes—”

	“I couldn’t. My father would kill me.”

	Rosie couldn’t face another session of Mel advising, and Faith finding a zillion reasons why she couldn’t change. “I’m going to find the loo. Won’t be long.”

	As she walked into semidarkness, she heard Faith’s voice fading on a question, “Mel, have you ever, like, you know, gone all the way?”

	* * *

	Rosie found the bathroom without difficulty, but when she came out, she got lost. There was one broad corridor after another, high windows letting in chilly starlight. No sight or sound of the party, only desolation. Everything seemed to shift, as if the house had taken off its mask. Duskland strangeness prickled her skin, sinister in a way she’d never felt outside these walls. Prowling beasts seemed to stalk her, only to vanish when she looked round.

	She stopped, took a deep breath and retraced her steps. This time she turned in to a different corridor; this one held a row of bedroom doors standing ajar. It was familiar. She saw a ghost image of Ginny Wilder, storming along with her mad black hair and her suitcase.

	Possessed by curiosity, she tiptoed to the first door and peered into a huge room with a four-poster bed and muslin curtains flowing across the windows. It must be the master bedroom, where Lawrence and Sapphire slept. The next room was plain, with a computer desk and shelves full of files. Then a library with towering bookshelves, tables and armchairs set in acres of empty space.

	Rosie stepped in. It felt cold and empty, all dust and moonlight; like one of her dreams. She went to the window to convince herself the real world still lay outside. The voices and footsteps came softly, hardly giving her enough warning to hide. At the last moment she pressed herself into an alcove, heart racing.

	“Whiskey?”

	“Very small one. I’m driving. Well, how are you?” It was her father’s warm deep voice. “You know, I miss the talks we used to have.”

	The second voice was measured, gentle but icy. “You’re very gracious, considering all the circumstances.” Through a gap in the bookshelf that concealed her, she saw Lawrence and her father, clinking whiskey tumblers. “That always was a commendable trait in you, Auberon, one I lack.”

	“So what’s changed? Why the party?”

	“It’s Sapphire, of course,” Lawrence answered. “Convinced me that I should reopen the lines of communication.”

	“I’m glad.” There was a silence. She saw her father with his arms folded, shuffling his feet. “How did you meet her?”

	“Oh, she was working for me.” Lawrence spoke with brisk distaste for personal questions. “Marketing manager… she’s very good… we became close.”

	“She’s lovely, but I wouldn’t have seen her as your type. Not old blood, eh?”

	“Quite. We’ve absolutely nothing in common.” A glint of amusement showed through the ice. “Except that we each like our own space… somehow it works.”

	“Didn’t even know you and Ginny had divorced.”

	“Well, I was as surprised by Sapphire as no doubt you are. But she has been… good for me.”

	“Obviously. Does she know... who you are?”

	“I told her everything.”

	“Good heavens.” Another silence. “We’ve been wondering if the party meant a change—a thaw—a special announcement, or—”

	Lawrence interrupted, “Nothing’s changed, in fact.” Rosie saw the eyes shining in the imperious face like flecks of light in a glacier. “I know what you want to ask, and the answer’s still no.”

	“Lawrence, it’s been five years.”

	“An eyeblink to Aetherials.”

	“Not to our children.”

	“And it’s for the safety of the next generation that I do this. It’s still not safe. I can’t guarantee it ever will be again.”

	“Never?” Auberon sounded anxious. “There’s nothing I can do. It’s too dangerous.”

	“Still?”

	“You have no idea.”

	“If you’d be specific about the danger, perhaps I could help?” No answer. Auberon exhaled. “Since you refuse to speak to them, it’s me they come to demanding answers. All I can explain is that there are energy shifts between realms, like earthquakes or storms, and until you decide it’s safe, we must be patient. I don’t even convince myself. Is it so hard to tell me the truth?”

	“That is the truth,” came the soft chill of the voice.

	“And what about the inner realms? I wonder if the Aelyr are as distressed as the Vaethyr about this? Are they in danger, too? Why doesn’t the Spiral Court act?”

	“A lot of questions,” said Lawrence. He paused to sip his drink. “I am the Spiral Court’s authority when it comes to the Gates. Keeping them closed keeps both sides safe. It keeps the flood still, as it were, like a dam. Since you ask, I don’t suppose the Aelyr much care, since they take little interest in Earth. It’s only the Vaethyr who insist on making this undignified fuss.”

	“Because it’s gone on so long, and we need to visit our home realms,” said Auberon.

	“Then they should have gone through when I gave them the chance!” Lawrence’s gleaming eyes narrowed. “Does no one believe me? Not even you?”

	“Strangely... yes, I do,” Auberon said heavily. “I don’t know why. Intuition tells me that you would not do such a bizarre thing, except for a genuine reason.”

	“Thank you for that, at least.”

	“And I hope I’m wrong! God knows, Lawrence, I’ve supported you—but this isn’t the answer they’ll want to hear out there. They’ll be clamoring for different news. They think it’s why you’ve invited them tonight!”

	Lawrence Wilder spoke in the same remote tone, unmoved. “And they’ll swiftly find out that no, in fact, they were invited because they deserve the courtesy of an apology.”

	“And I suppose I must be the one to deliver it. Again.” Her father’s anger startled Rosie; it was so rare. “They won’t easily forgive what you did that night. It caused outrage.”

	“It was the only thing that would make them leave. If a child puts its hand near a fire, you shout at it first and explain afterwards.”

	The two men glared at each other. “This explanation has been a long time coming,” said Auberon. “So I get all the flak, while you retreat behind castle walls. You really presume a lot on friendship.”

	“I know.” Lawrence dropped his gaze. “And I’m grateful, Auberon, but you’ve done enough. This time I’m going to speak to them myself. Support me, please. Trust me. It’s all I ask.” Auberon looked down at his own tapping foot. “Of course,” he said at last. “Out of respect for Liliana—what choice do I have?”

	They finished their drinks and left. Weak with relief, Rosie waited a few seconds before following, but when she reached the corridor, she found it deserted. She came to another bedroom, this one overflowing with posters of Pre-Raphaelite paintings, with framed photographs and books everywhere.

	Jon’s room.

	Rosie stepped into the doorway, aware that she was trespassing, not to mention being insufferably nosy. The room felt warm; it drew her like an oasis of sanity in a hostile land. She longed to go in, to touch the satin of the bedspread and the peacock feathers in a vase beside the bed.

	Terrified of getting caught, she dragged herself away and went on.

	Next she found an odd little turning staircase of eight stone steps, and at the top, a gothic-arched doorway into another bedroom. She glimpsed the shapes of bed, wardrobe, a poster of some wild-haired rock band. This could only be Sam’s room.

	A perverse impulse made her step over the threshold. Somewhere in this room might be…

	“Looking for something?”

	The voice, casually menacing, made her jump violently. She turned. Sam stood blocking her escape. His face seemed older than his seventeen years, all severe chiseled lines. He leaned casually across the narrow stairwell with one hand braced on the opposite wall, the lean muscular angles of his shoulders and arm forming a barrier. He was so close she could smell the faint spice of his sweat, and some patchouli-scented soap or shampoo he’d used. His hair was short, disheveled, dark at the roots and tipped with bleach at the ends. He leaned down, his face almost touching hers, staring hard into her eyes.

	Rosie stepped back. Sam’s glare broke into a mocking smile. She wouldn’t have been greatly surprised to see the white teeth turn into vampire fangs. Her heart was stumbling over itself, but she was too proud to let him see her fear.

	“Yes, I am, actually,” she said, folding her arms. Her attempt at authority came out sounding, at least to her, like the bravado of a twelve-year-old.

	“And what is that, actually?” said Sam.

	She raised herself to her full five-foot-two and tilted her chin. “You stole something from me.”

	“What?” He had the nerve to be affronted.

	“You do know who I am, don’t you?”

	“Yes, Rosie Fox, I know exactly who you are.”

	“So don’t pretend you’ve forgotten!” She was vibrating with anger and emotion that had built up for years to this moment. “You took a chain with a heart on it. You ripped it right off my neck. Maybe you’ve stolen so much stuff in your time that you really don’t remember!”

	“Oh, bloody hell,” he said. He folded his arms, turned his face away from her. “That was years ago!”

	“That doesn’t make it all right! I was nine!”

	“Right.” His eyes narrowed, gleaming with amusement. “And that’s all you’ve done since you were nine, is it? Thought about me and plotted revenge?”

	“No,” Rosie said through her teeth. “I’ve had much better things and people to think about than you.”

	“I bet.”

	She glared at Sam, her whole being whirling with visceral hatred of him, hating him even more for the reaction he stirred so easily in her. Suddenly he sighed. “Okay, look, I’m sorry. It was a stupid, nasty thing to do. I’m sorry.”

	Trapped between him and the dark room, she was certain he was mocking her. “Well?” she said.

	“Well what?”

	“I want it back.”

	“Bossy, aren’t you?” Sam pushed himself off the wall and edged past her. She moved quickly out of his way, considered fleeing, decided it would look idiotic. He prowled to a chest of drawers and halfheartedly opened the top drawer. She followed him.

	“So,” he said, rummaging in a heap of socks, “your folks told you the facts of life yet?”

	“Excuse me?” Rosie gasped. “I’m fourteen, not ten.”

	In the semidarkness, his teeth glinted with sadistic amusement. “I don’t mean biology lessons. I mean the facts of our lives.” He opened another drawer. She saw books, a box of dark carved wood and what looked suspiciously like a large knife in a black leather sheath.

	“What, Aetherial traditions?” Rosie spoke coolly. “Of course. We’ve always been part of it.”

	He gave a knowing laugh that made her angrier. “Oh, so you don’t know, then. They’ll tell you when you hit sixteen. It’s like a coming-of-age thing. It can be a bit nasty, I’ve heard. Or not, since my father’s put the whole thing on hold.”

	“What on earth are you talking about?”

	“You’ll find out.”

	“My parents don’t keep secrets from us. They treat us like grown-ups. I don’t suppose your family is as close as ours, though.”

	That struck a nerve in him. He glared at her, eyes full of coldly furious hatred. “You don’t know anything about us.”

	“And I don’t want to. Just give me my property back.”

	“I don’t know,” he said, making a show of searching the drawer. “It was a long time ago. God knows what happened to it.”

	“What the hell did you do with it?” she exclaimed. She’d never hit anyone in her life, but it was all she could do not to take a swing at him. For Matthew, if not for herself.

	He shrugged. His eyes glittered. “Probably gave it to some girlfriend. Or just threw it out as a piece of tat.”

	“You bastard,” Rosie said viciously. “You absolute bastard!”

	“Yeah, I am, aren’t I?” He raised his right hand in the air and she saw silver links glistening between his fingers. He lifted the hand out of her reach, letting the chain drop into a loop, and down the loop slid the crystal heart, blinking with shards of white fire. It hung above her head, pulsating.

	“Hey!” She made a grab for it but he swung it out of her reach.

	“Real Austrian crystal, that,” he said. “Nice. Worth at least a tenner.”

	“Give it to me!” Sam seized her upper arm. Her rage almost burned away her fear of him, but he was so much taller and stronger than her. “You have to give me something in return.”

	“No.”

	“Only a kiss.”

	“No! You’re off your head! Let me go!”

	“Just a kiss, Rosie,” he said reasonably. “It won’t hurt. I’ll be gentle. You might enjoy it.”

	For a moment his mouth hovered near hers, coming closer. Then she jerked free. Her palm smacked into his face and he stepped back, shocked.

	“Ow. Karate lessons? That stung.”

	“Good. I wouldn’t kiss you if you were the last boy alive.”

	“No kiss, no necklace,” he said, closing his fist around the crystal. “Shame, though.”

	“Go to hell.” She backed towards the door, rubbing her bruised arm, terrified he would make a sudden rush and stop her. Sam spoke, his voice low with menace. “You know why I hate you and your stupid family? Because you think you’re better than us. All smug in your cozy house playing happy bloody families. You think you’re above us.”

	Rosie glared back. Confusion and rage warred in her. Without answering, she turned and skittered down the eight steps, found the corridor even longer and more sepulchral than it had seemed a few moments ago. A misty blue light seeped through the windows like frost vapor.

	Just as in her dreams, Rosie ran for her life.

	* * *

	Lucas found the party dull. There was hardly anyone of his age there. He wandered around, ate some cheese, chatted with a couple of younger boys from the village. Then there seemed nothing to do but go in search of Rosie. When he couldn’t find her, the thrill of exploration drew him on.

	Upstairs, the gallery brought him to a set of tall double doors with a sort of dining room beyond, and on the far side a rooftop conservatory. A glimmer of light drew him and he slipped through the doors into a glass-domed space with fairy lights winking among potted ferns.

	There were some Aetherials in there, cloaked in blue-grey with sea-serpent masks. He wasn’t sure who they were. One noticed him and said, “Off you go. No children allowed at the meeting.”

	Lucas froze, but more Aetherials came in and distracted the first group. He took his chance. He lost himself behind foliage, slipped through an outer door and found himself on a small roof terrace.

	The rain had stopped and stars appeared. Crouching, he watched through the window as Vaethyr guests streamed in, a mass of color and finery amid tiny sparkling lights. He felt the magic of the Dusklands charge the air around him, clearly heard their voices through open vents above the windows. He saw his parents come in with his aunt and uncle, masked. He was effectively trapped now. Cold air needled through his shirt. Whatever was happening that he was not supposed to see, he had no choice now but to watch and wait until it ended.

	* * *

	At the far end of the corridor, Rosie came to high double doors standing ajar. A soft alluring light and a murmur of sound fell through the gap. She caught her breath, checked that Sam wasn’t following her and entered. Inside, she found a high-ceilinged room with a dining table, unlit Tiffany lamps on a sideboard, leaded windows. The light came through a pair of glass doors at the far end. Cautiously she walked towards them, listening intently as the sound resolved into the chanting of a young male voice.

	No one looked round as Rosie slipped into the rooftop conservatory; a bower of light, walled and roofed with glass. All the Aetherials were gathered here; no humans. They wore their masks pushed back on their heads like crowns, a strange congregation of animal-headed deities. Their faces glowed, eyes ashimmer with the jewel fire of their nonhuman heritage.

	Palms and ferns threw shadows in the enchanted light. Hundreds of tiny white fairy lights had been strung through their foliage and the air was thick with incense. Rosie was spellbound.

	She had walked into a dream. Their attention was held by a dais that stood against one wall, bathed in sparkling light, where Jonathan Wilder was reciting a poem.

	
	I am a stag of seven tines

	I am a wild flood on a plain

	I am a wind on the deep waters

	I am a hawk on a cliff…

	

	It was the most haunting thing she’d ever heard. With the hawk mask rearing above his head Jon looked unearthly. His lovely face and intense brown eyes shone in a transport of passion. His long wavy hair, the brown of burnished hazelnuts, moved beautifully on his shoulders.

	Rosie felt dizzy. This was more than a dream. She’d stepped into the Dusklands and become someone else. How had everyone known to come here—had they all known but her?

	It didn’t matter; there was only Jon. His face and brown eyes were captivating, framed by the softly moving hair. He must be fifteen or sixteen now and there was a youthful softness about his face, the look of an androgynous saint from a Renaissance painting.

	Rosie fell in love.

	She watched his long agile fingers moving for emphasis and wondered what they would feel like touching her. She remembered the look that had passed between them as children. Sam had menaced her, but Jon had wanted to help, and would have done so if he’d been older. Finally she knew what the look meant.

	The recognition of souls.

	If Sam had torn her to pieces, Jon now healed her. She trembled and her heart raced. As the chant ended, Jon glanced straight at her through the crowd and gave a slight smile, enough to heat her with embarrassment and hope. She was dying to tell Faith and Mel, but they weren’t here, and there was a delicious ache in hugging the secret to herself. Her whole being tingled with red fire.

	“Now my father wishes to address you,” he said quietly, and slipped to one side of the dais. Rosie wondered if she dared speak to him. It would look so obvious to push through the crowd. No, it would be like trying to chat to a prince in the middle of a solemn royal ceremony. Impossible.

	Lawrence stepped up to the dais. The crowd fell silent. Rosie moved to see better and there, at the front, stood her own parents. She’d never realized before that they could appear magnificent.

	As Lawrence began to speak, the air shimmered and she saw him differently. He was taller, sleek and black and silver with a streaming feathered cloak—or wings. Truly unmasked. It seemed to Rosie that everyone into the room had changed, turning into the true, essential self of which the mask was only a symbol.

	“Beloved siblings of the old blood.” His tone was stilted. “My family and I welcome you to Stonegate Manor and we wish you blessings of the newborn Yuletide sun. I regret that it has still not been possible to throw open the portals for the celebrations we enjoyed in the past. However, we hope you appreciate our intent this year to carry on in the spirit of our heritage.”

	There was some stirring among the Aetherials at the front. Lawrence went on, “You are aware that for the past five years or so, it has been impossible for me to open the Gates.”

	“Impossible?” called out a male voice. “No, all we know is that you refuse to do it!”

	Rosie recognized the voice as Comyn’s. She heard the menace of his anger.

	“And for good reasons, which I’ll explain, given the chance.” Lawrence’s gaze went over their heads. Rosie shifted, afraid he would see her. “There is still a dangerous disturbance behind the Great Gates. Until it abates, I dare not reopen even a Lychgate.”

	“Lawrence, you’ve had five years to cobble together a better press statement than this!” shouted Comyn.

	There were grumbles of agreement. Rosie felt the spiky tension of the room. Lawrence’s mouth hardened. “It is all I can tell you,” he said harshly.

	“It’s not good enough!” rang Phyllida’s voice. “Your grandmother Liliana never treated us with such disdain!”

	“Please.” It was Auberon; Rosie could just see him, facing the gathering with his hands spread to calm them. “Lawrence is the appointed Gatekeeper. He would not take this action without good reason.”

	“You still support him?” said Comyn. “Do you know something we don’t?”

	“No,” said Auberon, “but I believe he’s telling the truth. Don’t leap to rash judgments. Be patient.” His words had a solid, calming quality, but the atmosphere continued to seethe.

	“I swear on Liliana’s life, I swear on the Mirror Pool itself, the peril behind the Gates is genuine,” said Lawrence, voice growing ragged. “I do this for your protection. The danger is too great.”

	“Well, damn the danger!” Comyn shouted back. “Let us through and we’ll deal with it!”

	“Impossible,” said Lawrence over the rising voices. Even those at the back near Rosie, who had been quiet, began to shout.

	“Be careful, Gatekeeper,” Comyn said sharply. “We have already been patient for five years. Danger? What about the potential disaster to us if the Gates stay closed? We could take you down and open the Gates for ourselves.”

	Auberon began to speak again, but Lawrence stepped forward and leaned like a figurehead over Comyn, Phyllida and their supporters. “No, you cannot,” he said. “The power of the Gatekeeper resides only in me, as it resided in Liliana before me. You know it. Harm me and no one will open the Gates again, ever. Have you such short memories? I opened the Lychgate and I gave you a choice: Go through now, or trust me. You stayed. You made your choice!”

	Even Comyn seemed unable to answer that. The protestors seethed, defeated. “Now I hold you to that decision,” Lawrence went on, his voice calm, his authority regained. “Yes, in easy times I am your doorkeeper. In difficult times, I am your protector. Let the man or woman who knows better step up here and relieve me of the burden—if any can. No? Then trust me.”

	Silence. Rosie sensed a shift in mood, a grudging acceptance.

	“You know he’s right,” said Auberon. “Let’s not say anything we may regret. Let us all keep calm and enjoy the rest of the evening.”

	“Please,” Lawrence added, opening one hand to gesture at the doors. “Eat, drink and dance. It is the season of goodwill, after all.”

	He turned away. It was over.

	As the grumbling audience began to break up, Rosie was caught in the stream of people. Outside in the corridor again, she felt a distinct jolt and a wash of cold reality. She was desperate to speak to her father, but couldn’t see him. She craned for a glimpse of Jon and suddenly saw him go past—but he didn’t notice her, and when she tried to follow, she lost him in the throng. Bewildered, she was carried along with jostling strangers until a hand gripped her arm and pulled her out of the flow.

	It was Matthew; no mask, no jacket, collar undone. He looked annoyed, and somewhat the worse for beer. “What were you doing in there?”

	“I don’t know, I just walked in.”

	“Where’s Lucas?”

	“No idea.”

	“For god’s sake, couldn’t you watch him instead of skipping off with your girlfriends? Come on, back to the party.”

	She jerked free. “Why shouldn’t I have been in there?”

	“Because…” He pushed his hand through his hair. “You’re too young. You should be mixing with people your own age, not that crowd.”

	“Matt, were you in there? Did you hear what was said?”

	He sighed through his teeth. “Yes, most of it. I knew we shouldn’t have come.”

	“I have to ask Dad about it.”

	“No, you don’t.” He grabbed her arm and pushed her into an alcove. His fervency alarmed her. “No, Rosie, you will not be asking Dad anything. Keep quiet.”

	“You tell me, then,” she said, defiant. “What’s going on? What Gates?”

	“You don’t need to know.”

	“Why? Because I’m too young to understand?”

	“No,” he said, groaning in exasperation. “Because it’s not what I want for us, Rosie. This Otherworld business, it’s living in the past, it messes with your head. I mean, look at them, getting agitated in there when they could be concentrating on the real world. I told Dad, I want nothing to do with it and I never have. It sucks you in, wrecks your head with mad dreams and then spits you out. I don’t want you and Luc to go through that.”

	“Have you finished?” she said, shaken to the bone.

	“I care about you,” Matthew said intently. “Someone has to stand up and state that we don’t need it. We can have a better life, a normal life in the real world without that stuff. Let the bloody Gates of Elfland stay closed! It’s the best thing that could possibly happen!”

	* * *

	Lucas had witnessed the meeting from outside, his face pressed to the corner of a misted pane. When it was over, someone went around the inside shutting the vents. He squeezed down into the shadows, waiting for them to finish. When he looked again, all the lights were out and the door through which he’d sneaked earlier was locked.

	Wonderful. He was trapped on the roof. Only now did he notice how very cold it was. On one side was a narrow terrace and parapet with the abyss of the night beyond; in front, a blank wall… behind, another strip of roof leading to a sort of storm porch.

	He went in and found a wooden door, unlocked; and behind it a staircase, leading up.

	Lucas was trying hard not to panic. If he could find his way up to the next floor, there must be a way back down into the main body of the house. Blind and clinging to a wobbly banister, he ascended.

	At the top, he could smell the thick dust and damp of a roof space. It was ink-black. There could be anything in here or he might stumble and put his foot through the ceiling… He froze. He had a vision of being found up here in fifty years’ time, a skeleton.

	His eyes adjusted, drawing dim shapes on the darkness with Aetheric sensitivity. Cautiously he began to edge through the space. There was an occasional floorboard but otherwise he was stepping on rafters. Trunks, boxes, hat stands and piles of musty curtains loomed nightmarishly around him.

	Away to his right, half-concealed by heaped material and old lampshades, he noticed something pale—luminous—actually glowing with its own light.

	He swallowed a yelp. Two more steps and he saw clearly the curve of a naked back.

	A body, human in shape. The thighs were folded underneath, the head bowed on the knees, arms lying loosely back along the floor, face hidden by a flow of hair. From the slumped shoulders a pair of wings curved into the air. All drawn in faded gold and bronze.

	The figure was breathing. It uttered the faintest groan.

	Lucas was transfixed. He said, “Hello?”

	No response. The glowing creature sobbed. Its voice roused such dread that he ran, stumbling and teetering, to the far side of the attic. There his hand found a doorframe, and the dome of an antiquated light switch. In a paroxysm of terror, he flicked it. A naked light bulb oozed a reluctant glow. A painting. He was looking at a life-sized framed oil painting of a disconsolate Eros, brown with layers of old varnish.

	Lucas fumbled at the door. It gave onto a small staircase down to a deserted landing—but he was inside the house again, and could hear the far-off murmur of the masquerade. He stood there gasping with fear, relief and laughter at his own idiocy.

	A painting. But he had seen it breathing. He had seen breathing, living flesh.


Three

King of Elfland

	After the party, Lawrence sat in an armchair in the library, hands dangling over the sides and a cold breeze blowing over him through the open window. From here he could see the Great Gates. In the surface world, the sight was nothing remarkable; a rugged hill encircled by trees, crowned with folds of Precambrian rock, a characteristic feature of the Charnwood Forest.

	It was when he shifted his sight into the Dusklands that it became something else. A dolmen mound. A monumental structure, silvery and solid yet alive… set there by the Ancients, a crossing point between this world and the Underworld.

	His jaw taut, he looked away. It had been a wondrous labyrinth leading into the rich, layered realms of the Aelyr. Now it seemed a fortress, a series of gigantic doors, one inside the other, each locked, barred and impenetrable.

	He had barred those doors himself. Every time he closed his eyes he was there again; running, running as if against a flood; and the great unseen beast, the vaporous shadow giant Brawth was pursuing him. It filled the sky and it would be sated only by him. It had to punish him for some great transgression he could not even remember; had to destroy him, simply for existing. And worse; to flame everything in its path, to pierce the skull of every Aetherial with its burning sword of ice…

	His sons. It wanted his sons.

	The ice giant kept coming no matter how many gates he closed against it. Parts of it pushed through and were severed by the slamming gates, and came skittering after him in the wispy form of nightmares. Again and again in his memory, he crashed the last barrier shut and the tumblers of the combination spun and everything went silent.

	Then Lawrence had fallen to his knees with exhaustion, and he had known.

	He would never dare to open the Gates again.

	Never.

	Fragments of the beast had leaked through and they hunted him still. Even as he sat here in the silent library he could feel them. They lived in dark corners of the house, mindless spies for their master. He could not tell them apart from the dysir, his own house guardians sent from the Spiral Court to protect him. He wasn’t safe.

	No one was safe, but however hard he tried to explain, he could not make them understand.

	* * *

	He was walking with his grandmother in Ecuador, through the wilds of the Oriente rain forest. Lawrence was young, fifteen or so; his grandmother, Liliana, ageless. They’d discovered a narrow gully and were exploring along the bank of a creek that came clear and cold from the mountains. Liliana went ahead, rangy and athletic, her hair silver-white like the mist that rose around them. There were places on Vaeth that blended with the Dusklands, she was explaining, overlapping so strongly that even humans might stray there without realizing, and this was one such place. Too elusive to be mapped.

	She was showing him the world, teaching him how to sense such hidden places. This valley cast an immediate spell on him. Tree trunks coiled around each other, festooned with tumbling bromeliads and orchids. Lawrence smelled the rotting richness of the air, heard the echoing bell calls of birds and monkeys. A tiny purple hummingbird whirred past. Toucans watched from the branches. Everywhere he looked, he saw jewels; turquoise butterflies, bright green crickets, tiny poison-dart frogs.

	The pouch of stones he’d collected on their trip bumped against his thigh. Even as a boy he loved minerals, loved the solitude of cutting and polishing.

	The flash flood hit so fast that even Aetheric senses had little warning. Birdcall ceased. There was a terrible noise, a moment of confusion. Then the bank crumbled under Lawrence’s feet and he was being carried off in a deluge. Water the color of blood foamed and roared in his ears.

	Above the torrent, he heard his grandmother’s faint yell. “Lawrence! The Dusklands!”

	He panicked like a human for a few seconds. Then instinct kicked in. He held his breath and shifted himself fully into the first layer of the Aetheric realms.

	Around him, he felt the world change. The flow became smooth, enabling him to push his head clear. He grabbed onto a flat boulder midstream, hung there panting for a few moments, then hauled himself up.

	The stream had turned the color of midnight. The world was cooler, bluer. He could see the stars, lamp-bright. The bank looked too far away for him to jump, but Liliana was there, holding out a creeper-festooned branch to him. The branch shone silver like a fork of lightning. Lawrence seized it and leaped. On firm ground, he stood swaying and gasping.

	“Don’t forget,” Liliana said, “We always have this. We can skew reality, as surface dwellers cannot. It can save your life. Forget at your peril.”

	Then she called the names of the local elementals and said with good humor, “Desist! Let us pass in peace.”

	That remained Lawrence’s most vivid image of his grandmother; gaunt and silver-haired like some fairy tale sorceress, calling the elements to heel; the forest steaming behind her. It happened with older Aetherials, that they began to seem stretched, translucent. Then they would turn away from the surface world and look ever deeper into the Spiral until their feet were bound to take them there.

	Liliana had been Gatekeeper for untold decades, and Lawrence was her heir. He carried what she called the lych-light within him. Lawrence grew afraid when he saw that translucency, knowing she would soon leave—might even abandon him here, if the call grew too strong. He was not ready to become Gatekeeper.

	As the solid world refocused around them, they saw that the bank had crumbled away all the length of the gully, revealing fresh red earth. The flood was slackening. Small rocks carried from the mountains tumbled in the flow. Lawrence saw a gleam of pure, clear glass. A nodule of quartz, he thought, torn from the mountain roots and washed here, to his feet. He leaned down and plucked it from the current.

	Not quartz. It turned pale violet at his touch and there were fragmented rainbows inside, like opal. The longer he looked, the more it revealed of its gorgeous, flashing fires. It felt, to his experienced fingers, as hard as diamond. A chill shivered through him; he’d seen such a stone before, but only in the Otherworld. Specifically, in Sibeyla, in his father’s hand, the day they’d parted.

	“What have you found?” asked Liliana.

	He’d never told her what his father, Albin, had done, what he’d said that day. But she would recognize the type of gem, of course. “It’s an Otherworld stone,” he said quietly. “Birthed in the Spiral. An Elfstone.”

	They climbed farther up the gully, balancing on the precarious bank. At the head, where the two valley walls converged and the water surged from underground, they found the place; a red cleft in the rock that lay within two realities, a thin place between the surface world and Naamon, realm of fire. A breach, a minor portal. He removed his boots and waded into the stream, feeling fragments of Elfstone beneath his feet, dislodged by the flood. The scarlet rock felt hot and burning cold to his touch, richly veined with minerals.

	“These stones have never been found on Earth, to my knowledge,” said Liliana, amazed. “The lych-light within you is for more than opening the Gates. It drew you here, called by the fire of Elfstones. You were meant to find them, Lawrence.”

	And she thought it a happy discovery, not knowing the torment the sight of the stones wrought in him. He wanted to destroy them. At the same time a compulsion surged through him, utterly irrational but irresistible, to dig out every last fragment in vain hope of finding the one Albin had stolen from him.

	Lawrence called the place Valle Rojo. And he named the mineral albinite, in tribute to his father—as if such a tribute could draw the approval he’d never yet won. The name was fitting. The gem, untouched, was cold white ice.

	* * *

	Where was the lych-light now?

	There were no wages for being appointed Gatekeeper; it was a duty. The gemstone, however, brought him an earthly fortune. Years of experience made him a master jeweler, but it was albinite on which he built a small empire. Later, when he was able to return to Ecuador and claim Valle Rojo, he kept the operation closely guarded. He trained a tiny workforce of Vaethyr to pan and dig for raw mineral. He cut and set the stones himself, and displayed them in two exclusive stores, one in London, the other in New York. Externally, the stores were all black lacquer, with subdued interiors where jewelry sparkled in glass cases like rows of aquariums swimming with light.

	Albinite was unique, with a hardness of nine on the Mohs scale, and unparalleled luster and fire. Its brilliance was richer than that of diamonds, the rainbow lattice in its depths hypnotic. Now it graced some of the most outrageously expensive pieces of jewelry on the planet. He couldn’t stop humans from buying it, of course, but only his Aetherial customers truly appreciated its provenance. On their skin, its curious properties became apparent; it changed color, taking on a beautiful blue-violet gleam that would reflect flashes of red or green in response to an Otherworld portal. Elfstone wasn’t magic; it was simply reactive to different conditions, rather as the rare gem alexandrite showed green in daylight and crimson by candlelight.

	It had been a secret, sacred stone within the Spiral. Here on Earth, thanks to Lawrence, anyone who could afford it could wear it. Puritan Aelyr, like Albin, were bound to be outraged.

	The jewel had even brought Ginny to him. He was standing in the air-conditioned coolness of a trade show in Arizona when she had walked in from the burning heat, her black hair streaming against the sunlight, her skin sheened with sweat, masses of turquoise at her throat and wrists. The cosmic sparkle of albinite drew her. Then they laughed together, discovering they were both English and both Vaethyr. But Lawrence was from cold, mountainous Sibeyla, Ginny’s ancestry a mix of watery Melusiel and mysterious Asru; perhaps that made them incompatible from the start.

	So many years ago.

	He grew attached to Ecuador. He built a colonial-style ranch near the mine, his refuge from responsibility. A haven, until Ginny admitted she loathed it and could not stay. He had tried to blame her state of mind on illness, on Barada or Dumannios; but the truth was, it was Lawrence himself who drew the darkness down, and they both knew it.

	Albinite was not a magic amulet. It made him money but did not make him a better Gatekeeper. It could not protect them from the shadowy horrors of the Abyss.

	Years later, the gem also brought Sapphire to him. She worked in his New York and London stores before becoming his marketing manager. In the dark days after Ginny had fled, he had thought Sapphire could bring him back to life. Back to light. She soothed him, brought energy into the house, paid his sons the attention he’d never found it easy to give… but she could not defeat the demons. She was an innocent.

	Lawrence remembered lifting the river of her hair and sliding a necklace around her throat… her gasp of sensual delight. Gleaming ovals of albinite clasped in platinum—a fortune adorning her body, richer than diamond, rarer than tanzanite. Her delight had pleased him, but even then he should have known better than to drag her into his dark undeclared war.

	Now Lawrence stared at the derelict portal and felt nothing. The Vaethyr of Cloudcroft were out for his blood and he didn’t care. Auberon could not hold them back forever—and why should he try? So they would come for him at last, and perhaps then he would fling open the Great Gates, step aside and let the roaring beast devour them all. Let it be over, the Spiral laid waste, Aetherials destroyed, humans abandoned. Then would Albin be satisfied?

	Lawrence gripped the thick arms of his chair. No. He must go on protecting them, however much they hated him for it. For his sons’ sake, if not his own. He felt the darkness of the Abyss rising inside him. Leaning forward, he picked up his glass and felt whiskey running down his throat like hot tears to quench it.

	A silky movement behind him made him tense. Her reflection was a ghost on the dark window. “Darling?” said Sapphire. “Are you ever coming to bed?” She sat on the arm of his chair, her thigh warming his hand, her perfume sliding over him. “So, the party was a great success, despite your reservations.”

	It was hard to drag his mind back to the surface. He tried to sound gracious, not icily harsh. “Everything you did was magnificent.”

	“I told you it would be. Next year will be even better. Perhaps in the summer, a garden party…”

	“No,” he rasped. “No more parties.”

	He heard her indrawn gasp. She said reasonably, “I thought we agreed it was a success.”

	“I can’t fault the festive atmosphere. However, it was no plea sure to be listening all night for the first poisonous whisper about Sam.”

	“No one could fault you for trying to keep his difficulties secret,” she began, but he spoke across her.

	“Nor do I call it a success to be openly accosted by guests who used it as no more than an excuse to criticize the way I carry out my duties.”

	Again he heard her breathe carefully in and out. “I agree, it was unfair. But if you give them no other chance to speak to you…”

	“Well, I tell you, they won’t be given the chance again. That’s the first and last time I open my house, to humans or old blood alike.”

	“But I’ve told everyone—”

	“I don’t care what you’ve told them. No more parties.”

	She paused, said softly, “Is this about Sam?”

	“No. It isn’t.”

	“Lawrence… We were going to start a new life.”

	“Unfortunately, the old is still here.”

	He spoke grimly, unable to look at her chiding, disappointed face. Her frustration was a powerful force, but it left him unmoved. “I must bear this burden alone. However hard I try to explain, you will never truly understand. You can’t.”

	“Well, you told me a human wife was what you needed. If you now consider it a problem, you should have married another Aetherial.” He felt her withdraw, quietly hurt and matching his chilliness. “No, I can’t understand, Lawrence. Not unless you learn to trust me.”

	Coolly she slipped away and left him alone on the lip of the Abyss.

	* * *

	Rosie approached her father’s study with the sensation that the oak-paneled corridor was lengthening as she walked. Lucas was at her side. It was the day after the party, and all morning they’d been gathering courage to ask their questions. Echoing from another part of the house came the clear sweet notes of her mother’s harp, an eerie lament. Light shone from the half-open door and she could hear her father moving about, humming to himself.

	As she pushed open the door to his sanctuary, the noises stopped. There was no one there. Only an empty desk, a large black book lying in the spotlight of a desk lamp.

	Lucas walked to the desk and touched the book’s leather binding. “The Book of Sepheron. I’ve seen this before.” Rosie looked over his shoulder and realized that she’d seen it, too. There was a five-pointed star embossed in silver on the cover, a pentagram superimposed on a spiral. At the top point was the word Asru. Moving clockwise, the word at the next point was Elysion. Sibeyla and Naamon labeled the two points of the base. Moving up again, the word at the left-hand point was Melusiel. And back up to Asru again. The words were also interconnected by the straight lines of the pentagram.

	She noticed that the spiral was double. As the line reached the center, it turned on itself and came out again; and at the outside, it curved to recommence its inward journey.

	“Oh, this book!” she gasped. As Luc opened the cover, she saw the diagram repeated in black ink on the frontispiece, and below it the words in curling script, A translation by Auberon Fox. The paper was handmade, thick and untrimmed. “When did we see it before?”

	“We sneaked in here when we were small,” said Lucas. “It was on the desk. Then Dad came and told us off and took it away. I don’t know why, I couldn’t understand a word of it anyway.”

	Remembering, she felt a guilty thrill. “Does it make sense now?”

	He began to read out loud. “‘First there was the Cauldron, the void at the beginning and end of time. As if the void brooded upon its own emptiness, a spark appeared like a thought in the blackness. That spark was the Source. For the first time or the ten millionth time—we can never know—the Source exploded in an outrush of starfire.

	“‘As the star-streams cooled they divided and took on qualities each according to its own nature: stone and wind, fire and water and ether. From those primal energies, all worlds were formed.

	“‘On that outrush came Estel the Eternal, also called Lady of Stars, who created herself with that first spark of thought. Her face is the night sky, her hair a milky river of stars. For eons Estel presided over the birth of the sun and planets and hidden realms. She watched as the Earth roiled with liquid rock and white-hot fires, until the molten torrents birthed Qesoth: a vast elemental of fire and lava. Qesoth brought with her a dark twin, Brawth, a giant shadow that breathed ice. These two fought battles that shook the planet until Estel, to make them cease, took a great rock and smashed Qesoth into pieces. Her shadow twin Brawth dissipated with her, scattering fragments of fire and ice that rained into the boiling oceans. Those fragments seethed with wild energy and rose to become the first Aetherials, who were called Estalyr; forged in fire, washed in rain and infused with the breath of life.

	“‘At first, Earth had only its Estalyr name: Vaeth. Woven of star and sun, ocean and storm, those primal Estalyr were the first sentient manifestations of pure energy unable to contain its urge for life. Curious and watchful, they bestrode the infant Vaeth like divinities. They were the color of night, darkest indigo, with sun-golden eyes that saw into other layers of reality.

	“‘The primal Estalyr shaped the Spiral. Like spiders spinning silk they wove new realities from the raw materials. That is how the Otherworld came to be a reflection of Earth, for they were woven of the same substance. Siblings.’”

	Rosie was spellbound by Luc’s light, gentle voice. Closing her eyes, she thought, I know this. In the spaces when Luc paused, a strong pure voice began to sing the story in counterpoint; her mother’s voice, far away but clear.

	
	The blackest point of heaven,

	The swirling cup of blood

	Poured forth its life,

	Poured forth its fire

	Blinded angels with its force,

	The womb of us,

	The source of us,

	The Source.

	

	“‘The Estalyr freely wandered all the realms. As life evolved upon Earth, the Estalyr changed too, tasting the new life of vegetation and animals, taking the qualities that enriched us. We became the fully living yet semidivine other-race; Aetherials. We became proud, ruling all the realms like angels walking in Eden or gods in Valhalla. We answered to no authority except our own—why worship divinities when we are divine?’”

	The shifting enchantments of song and prose turned her dizzy. When her father’s voice broke in, she and Lucas nearly hit the ceiling in shock.

	“Hardly the best-written translation of our origins, but I was aiming for clarity.”

	Auberon was sitting on the leather couch behind the door as if he’d been there all the time. As they turned to him, the room transformed into a dazzling space without boundaries. A great tree stood where wall and door should have been; the couch was one of its thick roots. Rosie clearly saw her father in a different shape, robed in crimson, green and brown, a proud and powerful fox deity enthroned on the Tree of Life.
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