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	For Mike


	Author’s Note

	The Aetherial Tales consist, so far, of three standalone but deeply interlinked novels: Elfland, Midsummer Night and Grail of the Summer Stars. They can be read in any order. However, although they were never intended to be a trilogy, there is an overarching story that runs through all three. With Midsummer Night, I’ve followed my usual instinct to base the story loosely on a real location, employing artistic license to suit the tale. Any inaccuracies regarding the west coast of Scotland are entirely my fault!

Midsummer Night took shape in my head even before Elfland (winner of the Romantic Times Award for Best Fantasy Novel). While the story kept changing and developing, it always pivoted around the same central character: a grande dame, a renowned female sculptor, Dame Juliana Flagg, who refuses to be constrained by age or by the deadly hauntings that beset her. Of course there are younger folk in the story too, but I loved the idea of an older woman with the magnificence of a dowager duchess and some dark secrets to unravel. This is how her story finally took shape. The American Library Association placed Midsummer Night in its Top Ten Choice of Best Fantasy/Science Fiction Novels, 2010.


Prelude

The Night of the Dunkelman

It was all I could do to stifle my laughter. The forest at night was frightening, but the longer we hid in delicious terror, the funnier it seemed. I was sixteen, not too old for lying in wait to play a prank. My sister Melody shot me a glance from beneath her hood. She and Adam were almost invisible in the darkness but for their shining eyes. The trees around us were full of rustling secrets.

Uncle John was some yards away, adjusting the big, unwieldy plate camera on its tripod. Although he’d turned the lantern low and tried to make a screen of branches around him, he blundered like a carthorse in the undergrowth. We could hear his fast, anxious breathing. When he lifted the lamp to make a last check, it swung wildly, throwing ghostly shadows between the trunks. Surely if the Faerie Folk, the Dubh Sidhe, were real, they would have fled from his clumsiness.

I clamped a hand over my mouth, laughter almost spilling out. Melody put a fingertip to her lips, but I saw the mischief in her eyes. For all she’d resisted this enterprise, behind her prim mask of disapproval lay excitement, a streak of nastiness. I thrilled to see it.

And Adam, my beloved brother—his shoulders shook, his eyes sparkled. For those moments, he was a boy again. I saw the gleam of his teeth. It was the first time I had seen him smile since he came home from the War. Oh, the sheer silliness of the prank was worth it, then, just to see him smile.

Uncle John waited beside his camera. He became feverishly quiet, betraying himself by the occasional crackle of leaf mould beneath his boot.

“Now,” I whispered.

Adam breathed a hollow whistle between his thumbs. An owl’s call.

I brought a little string of Indian bells from my sleeve and gave them the faintest shiver.

Uncle John’s head jerked up. We heard him gasp.

“Now,” I repeated, giving Melody a push. She uncovered the lantern she was carrying, just enough that its light glimmered through green glass and lace to slide in elusive dapples over the forest floor.

This was it. Our game was in motion. We began to spread out, taking care to stay beyond the reach of Uncle John’s dim lamp. Adam pulled his hooded cloak (made of curtains) around him and it occurred to me that we resembled medieval monks more than faeries; but the effect, in the flickering darkness, was eerie.

“I know you’re there,” said John. His voice was strained and breathy with excitement. I nearly wept with the effort of swallowing giggles. Our uncle’s face, lit from below, became a map of fear and hope. “Please, show yourselves. I—I won’t harm you.”

I let the bells shiver again, echoing the sound with a faint laugh. Uncle John was now in a fair ecstasy of panic, fumbling with equipment—but he had too much, for he was trying to wield a hand-held box camera, too, and of course he would capture nothing until he could ignite the magnesium flash.

I heard Adam’s delighted whisper, “I can’t believe the old fool’s falling for it!”

Emboldened, we circled him. We were everywhere at once. A spark of light here, a shiver of bells there. John’s head whipped this way and that, trying to catch us out, not knowing which way to point a lens. This is wonderful, I thought. Let the silly devil have his photograph. Let him develop it, and find his nephew and nieces grinning back at him! What a perfect lark!

John was intent on the two shadowy forms before him—Adam and Melody—while I circled behind him and now began to creep forward until I was almost at my uncle’s shoulder. I couldn’t resist it.

He was murmuring to himself, as if to a skittish animal, “That’s it… my fair ones, don’t go yet. There’s nothing to fear. Just a bright light for a second… oh my god, oh my god, yes, just another few moments… it’s only a light, it won’t harm you… let me have this one little proof that you are real. Now…”

“You know we’re real,” I said into his ear, and clutched his shoulder.

Uncle John jerked and yelled in shock. The magnesium flash ignited, bleaching night into day; and in that split second I saw, not only Adam and Melody, but a dozen other figures between the trees.

At the same instant, my uncle spun to face me, his face horrible, eyes white-ringed. Then I was blinded. There were lights and shadows everywhere, images on my shocked retinas. The joke was over. We entered a nightmare.

John was gasping, “The Dunkelmen. Oh no, no,” and then my sight cleared enough to see that he was staring straight past me, transfixed by something that loomed behind Adam…

Adam turned, and saw it too. An enveloping cloak, as inky as the shadows around it. The hint of a face, a cheekbone, a glaring eye… ghostly, reptilian. Not human. Not human.

“Run, Adam, you fool,” John wheezed.

I heard Melody scream. The ground seemed to tilt; Uncle John fell away from me like a stage prop; the whole forest thrashed and trembled with the thunder of hooves, the gleam of dark horns. That was all I could see in the darkness. I was running to help Adam, staggering between the entangling trees, deafened by the sea-roar of the wind, by Adam’s hoarse, despairing cries.

I couldn’t find him. We were lost in a storm of whirling shadows… I shudder still to think that that was the last Adam knew, that no matter how hard he ran, the Dunkelmen were there behind him—pursuing him as they pursued us all—reaching out cold fingers to tangle in his hair.

–from Corah’s Scrapbook


One

Cairndonan

Arrival. Stumbling out of a taxi, catching her balance on her painful leg, looking up at a gatehouse: a neat structure of mushroom stone with pointed gables and black window frames. A long driveway curved away beyond wrought-iron gates, but Gill could see nothing of the great house itself, only a wisp of smoke drifting up behind a green haze of conifers. The estate was fringed by woodland and softened by drizzle misting from a bleak grey sky. Inland stood the sweeping shapes of mountains, all in slate-hues in the chilly gloom of the day. She could smell the sea. It was May but felt like winter. The highland landscape looked barren, wild, hostile; nothing had prepared her for the physical rawness of it.

Gill wondered what she was doing here.

“Rotten weather for you, miss,” said the taxi driver, a Sikh with a broad Glaswegian accent. He dumped her case beside her. “Sure you don’t want me to take you up to the house?”

“No, it’s fine,” she said, startled out of her blank moment. “They said I’d be met at the gatehouse.”

She paid her fare. It was a sum that might have made the locals blanch, but she was used to London prices and thought nothing of it. As she fumbled in her purse, a small shock whipped across her stomach. Nothing waited for her in London.

With a cheery salute he drove away, leaving Gill alone on the drive. She spotted a distant church spire, but there was no other hint of habitation, only woods, heather and forest, and a silver rim of ocean to her left. That seaweed scent, mixed with the tang of gorse on a sharp breeze, was exhilarating. Several hundred miles from London on the north-west coast of Scotland—and not a soul knew where she’d gone.

I made it, I’ve escaped, she thought. Her hand convulsed on the handle of her case as the wind took her breath away.

The door of the gatehouse opened and a tall, thirtyish man with scruffy blond hair came strolling out to her. He had stubble and ripped jeans, a lazy, confident swagger, and a shrewd, unfriendly gaze. He wasn’t local, she realized as he spoke; his voice had an antipodean twang.

“Hello, there. I hope you’re not from the tax office. No one goes in without an appointment and you lot are really pushing your luck.”

She frowned. “I’ve rented a cottage.”

“Oh yeah? Think you can trick your way in? That’s new.”

“No, really.” She pulled her booking confirmation from the front pocket of her suitcase. “I’m here on holiday. Gill Sharma.”

He glanced at it, gave a quirky, one-sided smile “Oh. Miss Sharma. Robin Cottage. Right. Sorry, just checking. You look like you’re on a mission, and that case could have been full of documents, you know?” The blue eyes came to life and his voice became friendly and teasing—or was it mocking? Her judgement on such nuances had never been great. Because she’d travelled first-class on the train, she’d dressed appropriately, as if for work; a charcoal-grey suit with pencil skirt, black tights, no-nonsense shoes with a medium heel. Her outdoor jacket was stuffed inside the wheeled case. Her hair was tied back and her narrow, black-framed glasses were business-like. She felt exhausted and rumpled but, apparently, still looked smart enough to be mistaken for a tax inspector.

“Am I in the right place?”

“You certainly are, Miss Sharma. Hi, I’m Colin, apprentice genius and general dogsbody. You’ve booked Robin Cottage for six weeks. So, no car.”

She shook her head, opening one hand to emphasize the self-evident fact that she was on foot. Colin raised an eyebrow. “Come on, jump on the buggy and I’ll take you over there. Welcome to Cairndonan.”

He let her through a side-gate beside the wrought iron main gates and flung her bag onto a golf cart that was parked just inside. As she climbed up beside him, her hip joint zinged with pain and she gasped. It would sometimes catch her like that, a stab of fire, so sharp that she couldn’t hide her reaction.

“You all right?” Colin asked cheerily.

“Fine,” she said through her teeth. “I’m getting over an accident. It seizes up sometimes.”

“Wow, that’s not good.”

Stiffening her face to a mask of calm, Gill pretended the heavy throb of her leg belonged to someone else. She watched the landscape sliding past; deer grazing the rough parkland, distant hills reaching steep arms towards the sea. She waited for a glimpse of Cairndonan House but it remained hidden behind folds of land and forest.

Colin swung onto an unexpected right fork. The buggy began shuddering its way along a narrow track with a meadow on the right and thickly tangled woodland on the left. Gill swallowed a twinge of unease. “Don’t I need to check in at reception, or something?”

He smirked. “We don’t have anything as grand as reception. Just an office and three slaves; me, Flora and Ned Badger. You can drop into the office later. Get settled in first, eh?”

They were descending a slope, steep enough to make her hang onto her seat. She heard the music of running water. As they passed into the damp shadows of a wood, she saw a stream ahead, running between the rugged sides of a gorge. Trees grew out of the rock itself to form a lacy tunnel above the flow. This was as isolated as she could have dreamed.

“And where’s the office?”

“Up in the big house. There’s a footpath up through the woods, about half a mile. Hope you brought your walking boots.”

“I did,” she said. The smell of the stream reached her, a fresh scent of wet rock and leaf mould. In response to all the damp and cold, her leg began to ache fiercely. “Not that walking is my strong point at the moment.”

“So, you’re not booked on the course, then?” he asked.

Puzzled, she hesitated. “No. There’s a course?”

“Oh, yeah.” He inclined his head over his shoulder, as if to indicate the unseen mansion. “Annual art school. Three weeks. Starts today, goes until the fourteenth of June. You know who the owner of Cairndonan Estate is, don’t you?”

Gill felt a twinge of dismay. An art course meant people, when all she wanted was solitude. She should have realized, or at least read the website more carefully. “Dame Juliana Flagg,” she answered quietly. “I didn’t see anything about it when I made the booking.”

“Well, you wouldn’t. She doesn’t need to advertise. You know she’s mega-famous, don’t you? She’s a living bloody legend!”

“So I gather, but I’m not really into art.”

“That’s a shame.” He sounded disappointed that she wasn’t more impressed. “That’s a bit like visiting Buckingham Palace and saying you can take or leave the Queen.”

Gill bit her lip, annoyed but forcing herself to smile. “I’m sure Dame Juliana would rather not rent cottages to gawping fans.”

“Fair point,” he said, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “Have to admit, I’m a fan. I’m her student. I work for her—odd jobs, estate maintenance, studio help—and in return, I get a few precious hours of tuition. That’s the deal.”

“Sounds like a tough apprenticeship.”

“She doesn’t take any prisoners,” said Colin, with a grimace.

“You don’t look like an artist.”

“Well, what’s an artist supposed to look like? I’m a sculptor, big-scale. You need a bit of muscle for that. Never had a chance to go to art school; what you see is raw talent.” He grinned; she rolled her eyes at the way he managed to be self-mocking yet full of himself at the same time. “Bet you can’t guess where I’m from.”

“New Zealand?” she said.

Colin looked impressed. “Spot on. People usually say South Africa, or Australia.”

“And I suppose they ask if you got the muscles from sheep-shearing?”

“Always. That gets a bit old. So what’s your story, then? Up from London, aren’t you? Long journey.”

“Endless,” she sighed. “My story is that I’m knackered, and dying for some peace and quiet.”

“Sure. Don’t mind me, I’m just nosy.” The path meandered downhill until it reached a stone bridge. The golf cart negotiated the span, the torrent swirling over rocks beneath. Turning left, fifty yards along a gravel track that ran along the far bank they came to a tiny cottage. A tall rock face rose behind it, seeming to shelter and cup the building. All over the rocks and around the cottage itself grew gnarled trees, briars and ivy.

Gill took this in only superficially because she saw someone there; a skinny man, wearing faded black trousers and jacket, who seemed to be fixing something on the front door. She tensed. “Who’s that?”

“No worries,” Colin said dismissively. “That’s Ned Badger.”

“What’s he doing?”

“Lord knows. Nothing I couldn’t have done, I’m sure. Here we are, Robin Cottage. Mobile phone reception is poor to non-existent, by the way.”

As he pulled up, the man turned to them, holding a screwdriver in one hand. He had thick black hair streaked with grey and a pallid, expressionless face. It seemed he’d been attaching a horseshoe to the door; then she realized the horseshoe was actually a door-knocker.

“Here’s our guest,” said Colin, helping her down before hefting her case. “Miss Sharma, this is Ned; one or the other of us will come if you have any problems.”

“Problems?” she said stiffly. She wanted them both to go. Colin made her uneasy, and Ned Badger’s Dickensian seediness gave her chills.

“Yeah, with plumbing, electric, anything at all.”

“There will be no problems,” Ned said impassively. “I’ve checked everything and made repairs where needed.”

“Great, well I can take over from here. You want a lift back, mate?”

The friction between the two men was tangible. “No,” said Ned. “I’ll walk.”

“All set, then,” said Colin to Gill. “Here’s the key; if you need another, you can get it from the house.”

“One key is fine,” she said, and then felt a flash of panic. Great, the staff knew she was on her own, and they had other keys. She pushed the fear back into its box.

She willed Colin to leave, but he insisted on letting her in, taking her case upstairs, then striding around jovially showing her light switches, kettle, teabags, all things she could have found without help. “Flora will pop in to vacuum, dust, change bed linen and that. But if you need anything at all, just come up to the house and we’ll help you out, okay? In fact, if you’re lonely, you can come up of an evening for a glass of wine with the students. Dame Juliana won’t mind.”

His easy friendliness was sandpaper on her nerves. She was shooing him out of the cottage now, almost physically pushing him with the front door. Ned Badger had already gone, disturbingly, as if he’d simply melted into the air. “Thanks, Colin, but I wouldn’t want to presume on her hospitality.”

“She can be a diva,” he said confidingly, “but underneath, she’s sound.”

“Just worried about tax inspectors?” she said dryly.

He grimaced. “That was a joke.”

“Oh. Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”

“See you tomorrow, then,” Colin said cheerfully and she closed the door behind him, locked it, rested back against it with a long sigh. Alone at last.

* * *

Robin Cottage was tiny and old-fashioned. There was a small parlour with a flowery sofa, a fireplace fitted with a glass-fronted log-burning stove, a television. At the back was a small, basic kitchen with a back door leading to a yard. There was no garden, just few flagstones, a brick outhouse, and then the sheer wall of rock rising up until it was lost in a cloud of greenery.

The rock barrier gave her a sense of security, and the doors were sturdy, with big solid bolts. Gill stood in the center of the small front room, imagined herself truly safe and hidden within the stone walls. She allowed herself to test her feelings.

Safe. No one knew where she was. No one could torment her anymore.

All that was over now.

She looked out of the front window at a veil of tall ashes, poplars and sycamores on the far bank of the stream. They swayed, the spring green of their leaves vivid against the rainy sky. This moment was all she’d thought of for weeks but she had never considered the reality of how she would get through the minutes of the hours of the days with absolutely nothing to do, no goals, nothing but a receding tunnel of images that she couldn’t escape.

The idea that Ned Badger had been inside, “checking things” just before she arrived, made her feel unaccountably violated. He had a key, he could let himself in any time he liked…

Suddenly she began to quake. The feeling came up from deep inside her, like an earth tremor. She felt no emotion, no fear, no anger, nothing, just a wide-open numb shock that seemed to shake the world.

No sooner here, than she wanted to leave. Really, to fling open the front door and run as fast as her legs could carry her—at that thought, she grinned sourly. And flee to where, exactly? The panic had no possible resolution. It would come with her wherever she went, like a cloud of angry wasps.

From long practise, she ignored the impulse. Instead she climbed the narrow twist of stairs. The first step made her thigh crack with pain, but she kept going. It was going to be even more fun coming down.

There was one bedroom, almost filled by a double bed with a puffy white duvet. An old oak wardrobe and dresser leaned towards each other on uneven floorboards. What must once have been a second bedroom had been converted to a bathroom with a white suite. It was plain but clean, with blue towels and a selection of soaps and shower gels in a flowery china dish. It was all she needed. It was fine.

I’m safe and I’m staying, Gill told herself.

The first thing she unpacked was her toiletries bag, stacking bottles into a mirrored cabinet. As she closed the cabinet door, her reflection slid into view and she grimaced. The tracery of worry lines and the black-framed glasses made her look severe. She didn’t actually need the glasses; they were camouflage she’d worn for work, to affect a demeanour of unapproachable efficiency. They, and the charcoal suit, had been a sort of armour she’d got into the habit of wearing, but—strange to realize it—she didn’t need them anymore.

As an office worker, she’d always felt a fraud. Her true self was an athlete—but she wasn’t even that anymore.

With the glasses off, her face looked naked and vulnerable. Her dark brown eyes were haunted, and her skin had more the look of tepid coffee than the dusky glow on which she’d sometimes been complimented. Her complexion came from her Indian father, as did her good bone structure and kohl-lashed dark eyes. Since the accident, though, all she could see was the pale and harassed English half of herself.

Gill pulled the ponytail band out of her hair, letting the blue-black waves slide over her shoulders as she leaned down to turn on the bath taps. Steam rose around her as she discarded her clothes. The body underneath, which once had been honed and athletic, was now merely thin; wasted from long weeks in hospital, tracked with scars. She tried not to look, tried to ignore the familiar feeling of disappointment.

Suddenly she felt like someone who’d been dropped onto a strange planet, or who’d crawled up a deserted beach with amnesia. The past was a mangled mess that she’d left behind. Present and future were a clean, clear blank.

She ran water into a tooth-mug and took her medication; one antidepressant, two painkillers.

* * *

Juliana Flagg released the catches and let the bulky, oblong lid of the kiln rise from the sand bed below. It was a serious piece of equipment, designed to heat a huge slab of glass to the consistency of soft toffee until it slumped over a pre-made form. Residual warmth radiated from the interior. Even in her mid-sixties—my immense age, she thought wryly—she loved the hard physical work of sculpture, the heavy stuff that really made the muscles ache, the furnace heat, the fountains of light from her arc welding torch or the scream of a chainsaw on seasoned oak.

At this stage, the raw glass looked a mess, like an amorphous mass spewed from a volcano. She rubbed sand away from one rounded edge and saw the greenish translucence beneath, rough and cloudy with bubbles. Promising…

“Hey, don’t even try to take that out on your own, Dame J,” said Colin, slipping in through the big double doors of the foundry. “That’s what I’m here for.”

Ned Badger followed him, a slip of darkness. Their antagonism, their competition for her attention, amused her; but it was their own affair. She let them get on with it.

“I’m not taking it out,” she said crisply. “It’s annealing. Did that woman arrive for Robin Cottage?”

“Yes,” Ned began. His slightly husky local accent was drowned by Colin speaking over him.

“She sure did. I nearly sent her packing. I thought she was from the bloody tax office!”

“Colin, for heaven’s sake. You didn’t say that to her, did you?”

“No, no. Just had to double check before I let her in.”

“Thanks for the loyalty, but I hope you weren’t too rude. You sorted her out, I take it?”

“Yeah, no problems, Dame J, but you know, she got me wondering.”

Juliana didn’t respond, to indicate her lack of interest in gossipy details.

“Mm, almost like she was in disguise, you know? I reckon I know who she is, though.”

“Really,” Ned said under his breath. He frequently managed to dismiss Colin with all the exquisite subtlety of a royal butler; too subtle for Colin to notice, unfortunately. He was too pleased with his own detective work.

“Yeah. She was wearing a seriously sexy pair of glasses, but behind them she was the spitting image of a long-distance runner—remember, that Brit who won silver at the last Commonwealth Games? What was her name?”

“I don’t follow athletics.” Juliana was only half-listening to Colin’s chatter. Her attention was still taken by the raw glass. No two pieces were ever the same. Each had its own personality. Its own power. And did this have any merit? It had a one in three chance; it might have the right feel, or it might have a dark, skewed energy, or it might have nothing at all. Once doubt set in about a piece, she was ruthless.

“Gillian Shaw, that’s it. This woman’s name is Gill Sharma. Too close to be coincidence, I reckon.”

Juliana turned her gaze to Colin, silencing with the frigid light of her eyes. “So? Your point is?”

“Nothing.” He shrugged, deflated. “Just be interesting if it was her, that’s all.”

“No, it wouldn’t. It would be an idle scrap of gossip. Cease.”

“Sorry, Dame J.” Colin came to inspect the cooling mass. “Looking good.”

He gave a sort of wink as he said it, so it wasn’t clear whether he meant the glass slab, or her. She ran a sweaty hand over her hair and gave an imperious sniff, dismissing the notion. “No, it isn’t. Destroy it.”

Colin stared at her in despair. “Oh, come on. Not another one.”

Ned, too, gave her a narrow look, but said quietly, “If Dame Juliana is not happy, her judgement is all that matters.”

“It’s not good enough,” she said.

“It looks bloody fine to me.”

A dark impulse seized her, woken by Colin’s witless remarks, by the prospect of eager students thirsty for her wisdom when she hardly trusted her own gifts any more, by—everything. She grabbed the slab and dragged it to the edge of the bed until it tipped and fell, cracking into three neat pieces on the concrete floor. Colin flailed in a comical panic, jumping back as he failed to stop her. “Christ, Dame J! After all that work!”

She exhaled, gathering herself as the dark mood subsided. Ned Badger watched her with a narrow, calculating gaze; Colin stared, shaking his head. At least he wasn’t afraid to stand up to her. For all his cheek infuriated her at times, she liked him for that.

“You know, Colin,” she said coolly, “until you stop being afraid to scrap any work that isn’t absolutely perfect, you will never be an artist. You will only ever be a technician.”

“That’s below the belt,” he murmured, leaning down to lift the first broken piece. “Maybe you’re the one who needs to loosen up and let a bit of imperfection through.”

He doesn’t understand, she thought grimly.

As Colin carried the pieces away and Ned swept up glass splinters, Juliana walked into the great shadowy space beyond the furnace-room, a bigger workroom that contained her unfinished masterwork, Midsummer Night. Shapes loomed in semi-darkness, lightly brushed by red furnace-fire. She wondered if she should destroy them, too. These pieces were all part of a large group that had consumed all her energy for fifteen years and still she dared not exhibit, let alone sell the work.

At the heart of the group was a single statue, some seven feet in height. In snow-white marble it portrayed the life-size torso and head of a woodland god, emerging from the twisting grip of a tree-trunk. Its title was Winter Came to the Wood; she thought of it simply as Winter. Its face gazed down benignly on her as she raised a hand to trace the marble cheekbone. Strange, the way it had seemed to emerge fully-formed from the block, as if she’d not so much created as discovered it. Beautiful young gods were not her normal style.

“When are you going to come to life, Winter, like in the stories?” she said dryly. “If only you could speak, what would you tell me about all this?”

* * *

Gill opened her eyes to a silver dawn. She had survived the night. She felt limp, sweaty, relieved. The pills had knocked her out and she’d woken only once with the nightmare that had haunted her in hospital. That familiar, horrible panic of not knowing where she was, but finding herself aware of a presence waiting in the shadows, breathing, watching her… And the second stage, dreaming she was awake and running through a series of strange rooms, securing dozens of doors and windows but always finding another that was open, or unlocked.

A dart of fear compelled her to get up and reassure herself for real. The floorboards were rough under her bare feet and the cold made her leg ache. Gill pulled on her dressing gown and slippers, carefully eased herself downstairs. There she found the cottage secure, serene, ordinary; no one had broken in. Of course they hadn’t.

There was a term for it. Post-traumatic stress disorder. She knew that, but it made her night terrors no less real. In the kitchen, she boiled the kettle and soothed her dry mouth with tea.

I’m fine. I’m safe, she told herself. Cradling her mug, she looked out of the front window at the swaying trees and the stream, all the soft shades of green and muddy brown. No one can find me and why would they want to? I’m old news. It’s over. Over. Now what the hell am I going to do? Why did I come here? I feel like Alice falling down the rabbit-hole. No, I don’t, I’m fine.

Go for a run; that was what she used to do first thing, whether she was in training for a race or not. Knowing she couldn’t partake of that most natural activity was unbearable.

“At least I can still walk,” she said out loud. “Even if it hurts like hell. It could’ve been so much worse.” She had to keep telling herself that. “Food, that’s what I need.” The basics had been left in the kitchen for her, bread, butter and milk, but Gill knew she would need to shop. Finding a local store would give her a something to do. A goal.

A shower, toast and more tea. Feeling calmer, dressed now in jeans, sweatshirt and walking boots, she stepped outside. Late spring was capricious this far north, and the day was cool enough for a mist to have risen from the ground. Gill breathed fresh air that was saturated with damp scents of earth and vegetation, and wondered which way to go. Left would lead to the bridge and the track along which Colin had brought her. So she turned right, hoping to find a path to Cairndonan village.

The issue of keys niggled at her as she walked along the high stream bank, the water below rushing over tilted rock masses on its way to the sea. Her hip caught with every step, making her gasp until she schooled herself to ignore it. The wooded glen around her was beautifully lush and green but eerily deserted. Why had she expected isolation to make her feel safe? Anything could happen here… she pushed the thoughts away.

Farther along, the path turned onto a wooden foot-bridge across the stream. On the far side it meandered up a wooded slope. Gill followed it, noticing the silence—no, not silence, since the air swelled with birdsong. Lack of traffic noise, that was it; strange and startling after her journey. And the eerie cries of seabirds.

Something came surging through the trees. Shock froze her in an unreal, parallel world for a moment; then she recognized the crashing shadow as a red deer stag, as startled by her as she was by him. He veered and went on his way, leaving her to laugh shakily at her own shredded nerves.

Gill pushed up through the trees for ten minutes until they gave onto a semi-wild garden. Suddenly the house loomed in the cloudy atmosphere. It was a construction of grey stone with pointed gables, the walls softened in places by clouds of roses and vines. Saturated in eighteenth-century wealth and ostentation, Cairndonan House was worthy of being called a mansion. Softened by mist, it appeared to wander indefinitely into the tangled gardens around it.

Feeling self-conscious, Gill followed the path across a lawn and along the front of the house. She walked past bay windows veiling grand, dark rooms, caught glimpses of paintings and statues inside. With a start she realized there were people in there too, who must clearly be able to see her staring in at them.

A woman turned to stare back, her face a small white heart looking out of the shadows. Gill quickly looked away.

The entrance had a broad porch, with a set of wooden double doors standing open and another set of glass-panelled doors inside. So this was it; Cairndonan House, the seat of Dame Juliana Flagg. Gill steeled herself, and went in.

The first thing she saw, on a half-landing at the turn of a double flight of stairs, was a wall entirely filled by a massive stained-glass window. The flood of colour arrested her. The image was of a beautiful young man with dark red hair, standing over a fallen figure as if in grief. The young man’s hair hung down in heavy skeins, so textured and detailed it was almost sculptural. There was a quiver of arrows on his shoulder, a bow limp in his hand; so it appeared he had shot his fallen friend, who lay in a pool of ink-black hair and red blood. The colours were mostly ivory, russet and blood red. The scene held her for several seconds before she looked around.

The hallway was otherwise somber, with dark panelling and a black and white chequered marble floor. There were various doors, and a couple of corridors leading off the rear of the hallway. She heard soft voices, but no one came out to her.

She took the nearest passageway, which ran past a couple of bright, empty art studios, until she found herself at the rear of the house, looking through a glass door into an enormous conservatory. She’d read a little about Cairndonan Estate and realized that this was the famed Camellia House, built in seventeen-something to house exotic plant species from all over the world.

Amid ferns and palms, she saw a dozen students of various ages, sketching at easels. They all looked rapt, busy and contented, except for one pair of women who were deep in conversation beside an easel. Gill chewed her lip, feeling strange. Almost envious. How would it feel to be part of such a group, to want to be part of it?

She saw from the easels nearest to her that they were sketching a nude male. Her eye was drawn to the centre, to a naked young man lying on a couch, languishing on a carefully rumpled white sheet. He was facing towards her. Suddenly he caught her eye and in the same moment she realized it was Colin. He grinned, entirely unembarrassed. She dropped her gaze, not before she’d seen far too much and noticed that he was quite hairy, arms and legs fuzzed with pale ginger-blond hairs.

“Can I help you?” said a voice behind her.

Her heart nearly stopped. She turned to see a short, upright, fifty-ish woman, with tawny hair swept up on her head in a lacquered wedge-shape. She wore a grey suit with a knee-length skirt and fitted jacket, making her look not unlike a small sergeant major in dress uniform.

“I was looking for the office. I’m staying in Robin Cottage.”

“You’ve overshot the office by miles. I’m Flora, Dame Juliana’s assistant.” The woman gave a tight smile and firmly shepherded her along the corridor back to the entrance hall. Her Scottish accent was soft and precise. “How can I help you? Is everything all right?”

“It’s fine.” Gill smiled, finding that she still remembered how to be friendly and civil. “Only I wondered how many keys there are.”

“I can let you have a spare,” Flora said grudgingly.

Gill nodded and smiled even more. “Thank you, but I’d like them all, if you don’t mind.”

Flora drew back her head until her small chin almost vanished into her neck. Her features were delicate, rosy-pale; a once-pretty face made severe by stress-lines. “What for? I don’t think I can lay hands on them all. How are we going to get in?”

“What do you want to get in for?” Gill gasped.

Flora looked puzzled. “Housekeeping, of course. It will be either me or Ned.”

“No. There’s no need. I’ll clean it myself. I thought self-catering meant exactly that! I’d rather not have people able to come freely in and out while I’m staying there.”

“But we’re providing your clean towels and linen, and what about maintenance, or even emergencies?” The more Flora huffed and argued, the more murderous Gill began to feel behind her cheerful mask.

Behind them, there were voices and footsteps in the passage and two sixty-ish women appeared in full sail, their argument immediately drowning Gill’s exchange with Flora. If Gill had already claimed her keys, she would have seized the chance to sneak out. As it was, she refused to leave empty-handed and so she stood her ground, while Flora hovered, tight-lipped.

“Did you read the curriculum?” one woman was saying. “Or did you stick a pin in a list of activity holidays?” The one who spoke, the taller of the two, was slim and elegant in a dark blue kaftan. She had a long, full silvery mane of hair, and she simply commanded the attention, as if surrounded by glowing pool of light, like an actress on a red carpet. Like a goddess.

There she is, thought Gill. Dame Juliana Flagg.

The victim of Dame Juliana’s sarcasm was of similar age but rather less stylish, enveloped in hippy-ish blue and white cottons, her grey hair short and messy. “Of course I read it,” she said indignantly.

Juliana’s tone was calm but unbending. “Then you should have understood that this is not a course for beginners. I have post-graduate students and professional artists, stretching their skills. Also dedicated amateurs, yes, but ones who’ve been studying with me for years. Not those who barely know which way up to hold a 2B pencil.”

The woman trembled, her face reddening and eyes flooding. Gill felt a pang of sympathy. “I’m not a beginner! I’ve been drawing and painting all my life!”

“I’m sure you have, but many people plug away at things for which they have no natural aptitude. A nice watercolour course in the Lake District would have suited you. And I’m not here to indulge people whose ambitions are far in advance of their talent. Look, I’ll ask Peta to take you in her class instead.”

“I paid good money to be taught by the master!” the woman exploded. “Not by her—monkey!”

“You’ve paid good money. Exactly,” Juliana said icily. “The reason my course is so expensive is that it is a master class. Since you’ve come all this way, Peta will help you with the basics, I’m sure. However, if you stayed with me, you’d be far out of your depth, wasting both my time and your own.”

“You’re wrong, Dame Juliana. This isn’t fair. I’ve done nothing to deserve this—humiliation. I will not be demoted to another class!”

“Fine,” Juliana snapped. “Pack your bags. Flora will issue a full refund and call a taxi for you.”

The rejected student jerked as if she’d hit a wall. She stood quivering, red-faced. “You are my idol, Dame Juliana. I have saved and saved for this chance to study with you. Now you stand there and say I’m not up to it? Well—well—fuck you!” she finished, and came barging past Gill, almost knocking her over in a flurry of fabric as she stormed up the stairs.

“Oh dear,” said Juliana in a small voice. Shaking her head, she turned to Flora and Gill with an expression of wry regret. In the photographs Gill had seen she always looked stern; in the flesh she had a radiance that the camera didn’t capture, a hint of humour in the lines around her eyes. “I take it you heard that?” Flora nodded. “Give her the refund if she wants it, but offer her a cup of tea first; I expect she’ll calm down within the hour.

“I’ll do whatever’s necessary, Dame J.”

“Thanks,” Juliana sighed. “These self-deluded people! I have to take new students on trust and there’s always one… And who have we here? Is this Miss Sharma?”

“It is,” answered Flora, with a warm deference she hadn’t shown Gill. “I was just explaining, with regard to Robin Cottage, that we can’t give her all the keys because of housekeeping…”

Flora continued explaining until Juliana cut her off with a tired wave of her hand. “Oh, if she wants the keys, just give them to her. Are you a half-decent artist?” she flung at Gill. “An unexpected vacancy has just occurred.”

“Er, no. Thank you.” Gill grinned to show she knew it was a joke, albeit a dark one. “I’m just here for a rest, not for public humiliation.”

“Don’t worry, you only get the public humiliation if you’ve paid for it,” Juliana said in a dry tone. “Good, well, enjoy your stay.” And she swept back the way she’d come.

Flora stepped into her office for a moment, returned and pressed four keys into Gill’s palm with disapproving emphasis. “When you want fresh linen and toiletries, you’ll have to collect them yourself,” she said briskly.

“That’s fine. No one needs to come to the cottage. Not Colin, and not Mr. Badger.”

“If that’s what you wish.”

“I do.” Gill felt a wave of relief, followed instantly by gnawing doubt. “Are you sure these are all the keys?”

“Yes,” Flora hissed over her shoulder. “If I find any more, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

Gill headed for the doors and pushed into the fresh air, feeling riled by the exchange and by her own paranoia. Immediately she heard the doors open again behind her and felt a trace of panicky annoyance at being followed.

“Hello?” called a female voice behind her. “Were you looking for me?”

It was the woman with the pale, heart-shaped face she’d glimpsed through the bay windows. Slender and bohemian in dark red and purple, she couldn’t be anything but an artist.

“Why would I be looking for you?”

“I’m waiting for my last couple of students. I’m Peta Lyon.”

“I’m not here for art classes,” said Gill, again trying to sound more friendly than she felt. “Perhaps you ought to be chasing after that poor woman who was in floods of tears just now.”

“Oh dear.” Peta winced. “You heard that? Juliana speaks her mind, I’m afraid.”

“Obviously. I’m glad it’s nothing to do with me.”

“Are you okay?” said Peta, showing concern that Gill did not want. “You seem a bit wound up.”

“No, it just seems rather a lunatic asylum here.” Gill’s smile thinned. “I’ll be fine, once I locate the ‘peace and quiet of the idyllic coastal setting’ I was hoping for.” With that she walked away, severing the insistent tug of the woman’s attention. Her retreat was spoiled by the fact that even a fairly short walk had made her thigh seize up, so it was impossible to walk without an obvious limp. As she crossed the lawns and dived into the cover of trees, she sensed Peta’s gaze on her back.

By the time she reached the door of Robin Cottage, the pain was like a spear driven through her hip. Gill staggered into the kitchen, swallowed pills, then collapsed on the sofa to gasp and swear until the fiery ache subsided.

Were these really all the keys?

“Stop it, you idiot!” she told herself. It took nothing, these days, to leave her shaking with anger, the fight-or-flight impulse. What had made her think she could escape from herself, just by getting on a train to Scotland? And why on earth had she chosen to come here, of all places? What was supposed to happen if Dame Juliana had recognized her?

“But she didn’t,” Gill murmured. “Juliana Flagg does not recognize me.”


Two

Mask-maker

Why should she recognize me? Gill asked herself. What could it be, except awkward and pointless? I doubt she even knows my name.

She was out on the cliff-tops, picking her way along a track with a rough breeze fighting her and the ocean tumbling and shining below. A night’s rest had eased yesterday’s pain to a dull throb. Walking in moderation was supposed to benefit healing, but she wasn’t good at moderation when it came to exercise. She refused to indulge the injury; she wanted to walk until pain made her eyes stream, as if to walk the wretched limb off altogether. It was her against the Leg.

She went to the very edge and looked out at the pearly sweep of sky and sea. Far out across the waves rose the misty bulk of islands. This was Cairndonan Point, according to the map; the highest outthrust of the cliffs that edged the estate. Beyond it, the coastline curved inwards, tilting down to the small fishing harbour of the village. The mouth of a small river flowed out there.

Beneath the carpet of tough vegetation on which she stood, the rock-face dropped sheer to the ledges of tumbled rock at its base. Gill wondered how high and fierce the waves came; just now the tide was out, revealing a perfect crescent of sand. The sword-cut of the wind pierced her. It took her breath, stripped her to the bone.

North and south there stretched miles of coastline; great reddish cliffs, thatched with greenery, dropping towards the ocean like the edge of the world, tilted up and jig-sawed to this savage beauty by the immense pressures of the Earth. A tall stack of rock stood some way out to sea, severed from the mainland by relentless waves. Gill stretched out her arms and leaned into the wind. Here was the wild isolation she needed. At last.

She tried to ignore the thoughts that niggled at her. I wanted to flee where no one knows me—so why come here, risking Juliana’s attention? I don’t know. Why should I know what I’m doing? I’m a mess!

The hard, pure stretch of beach below looked tempting. Gill imagined running, feet pounding, the sand giving back her reflection to the sky… A short distance to her left, she found a steep, fearsome path with steps roughly carved into the worst sections. It proved a challenge to climb down there. By the time she reached the bottom—as much on her backside as on her feet—she was so cold and windblown that she could barely feel her painful hip against the background ache of her whole body.

She felt battered but exhilarated. It was almost warm in the shelter of the cliffs. They soared above her in tilted, crumbling layers, pushed up and eroded over billions of years. A stench of seaweed rose around her, a nostalgic childhood smell. Out in the shallows, she saw black dots bobbing on the water: seals, she realized. Gritting her teeth against discomfort, she set out northwards with the sea on her left, bands of shingle and shells crunching under her boots.

The beach narrowed where Cairndonan Point thrust out in a headland. She slithered on rocks to get around it and, reaching the next bay, walked straight into a scattered group of artists. She must not have been at the right angle to see them from above. There were a dozen of them, seated on folding stools, bent over sketchbooks. She recognized the blood-red hair of Peta Lyon. Dismay pricked her; it seemed she couldn’t escape Juliana’s mob wherever she went.

Peta saw her and waved. Gill nodded back with a curtness meant to discourage attention. Unless she made an obvious detour, she had no choice but to thread her way between the students. Peta, however, wouldn’t take the hint.

“Hello again,” she called, turning as Gill passed behind her. “You can’t escape us wherever you go, can you? The lunatics are out of the asylum for the morning.”

She spoke with impish sarcasm. Gill felt slightly ashamed, her instinct to be polite warring against her need for privacy. “I take it back,” she said. “I was frazzled from the journey, not to mention dealing with Mrs. Danvers.”

Peta gave a gulp of laughter. “Oh, I knew Flora made me think of someone! I’ll call her that from now on.”

Gill stopped to watch Peta work over her shoulder. Her sketch was unlike the earnest seascapes of her students taking shape around her. Instead, she was drawing a stylized semi-human mask in greens and blues, the face of some aquatic god emerging from the sea. Beneath, she’d written in tiny blue letters, Marcus Talovaros.

“How d’you like Robin Cottage?” asked Peta.

“Oh, it’s fine.” Gill realized she’d lost the art of small talk. She could think of nothing to say that didn’t sound completely asinine. Why must everyone know where she was staying? “Perfect.”

“Really? Dame J has a job to rent it out most years, she says, since it’s tiny and stuck down a ravine. So you’re here for the scenery, not the arty ambience?”

“It’s not my thing,” Gill said quietly. “I didn’t even know the school was on.”

“You do know Dame Juliana’s massively famous, don’t you? Her sculptures are legendary. She was awarded her damehood for services to the art world.”

“So I gathered. I’m suitably impressed. Just not interested.”

Peta grinned. Her coppery hair blew about, escaping a loose ponytail. “Great artists are supposed to be monstrous, you know. It’s part of the job description.”

“Is she that bad?”

“She has her moments. The summer school, it’s like a queen presiding over her court, I swear. Or a rock star with groupies. They worship her. She loves it.”

“I’ll keep out of it.” Gill hunched her shoulders, pushing her hands deep into her jacket pockets. “I’m not in the mood for worshipping anything.” Apart from oxycontin, she added grimly to herself.

Without a pause, Peta flicked over the page of her sketchbook, secured it with a bulldog clip, and began a new drawing; this time a long, featureless face with black holes for eyes. “You’re Gillian, aren’t you?”

“Just Gill.”

“Gill, sorry. You wouldn’t do me a huge favour, would you? I’m running a 3-D workshop tomorrow. I desperately need a model. How do you fancy it?” She looked over her shoulder and caught Gill’s expression of panic. “I don’t mean modelling in the totally naked Colin sense!” She grinned. “I only need your face to make a mold. It’s a mask-making tutorial. Would you? All you have to do is lie there while I slap gunk on you.”

There was something about Peta that was impossible to resist. The sketched face became clearer, staring at Gill from the page as she hesitated. No, I’m sorry, I’d rather not, she thought—only to hear her voice saying, “Yes, all right. What time?”

* * *

Having said yes, she couldn’t back out.

She barely slept that night. Her bones shrieked in revenge for the punishing walk; she took extra painkillers, but swam through turbulent hours of darkness, medication pulling her just beneath the skin of consciousness. Every thought and sensation became part of a ghastly dream. A dozen times she woke gasping for breath, fighting off creatures in black hoods who weren’t there.

Next morning, she could hardly move. Having to feed the fire with logs to get the boiler going; that was a novelty, after her life in London. A hot bath, more pills, some gentle flexing; then she was able to hobble up the footpath to the house. She refused to use a walking stick. All you have to do is lie there, Peta had said. Handy, since it was all she could manage.

Juliana’s students were ghosting around the Camellia House, preparing to work on their life-drawings of Colin, although the man himself was absent. No sign of Juliana, either. Looking in through the glass doors, Gill thought how content they looked; individuals united by a glow, the creative excitement of working with their idol. It was almost self-satisfaction, the smug pride of being one of the elite. Oh, aren’t we all so special, thought Gill.

She sneered, yet she felt a pang of envy. What was it like, to be part of such a clique? Dangerous, maybe. You could find yourself suddenly rejected by the pack, alone and broken.

She found Peta’s workshop in one of the smaller studios. Bright natural light fell through floor-to-ceiling windows. Rows of workbenches were covered in the messy paraphernalia of sculpture. Scrunched chicken wire, toolboxes, clay, wood, plaster of Paris. Those materials gave off a rich, raw smell of creation that reminded her of new houses. Black and white photographs formed a frieze high around the walls, showing a series of extraordinary shapes; Dame Juliana’s work, she assumed. Massed photos of her disciples’ work had been pinned haphazardly below.

Peta’s students greeted her with polite hellos. There was a mix of male and female, from twenties to sixties, including the rejected woman who’d told Juliana where to stick her master class; apparently she’d decided to humble herself and stay after all. Again, it struck Gill how excited they all seemed, positively shining with it. Their pleasure warmed her, even as it made her feel an outsider. Peta was in conversation with a couple of them, so Gill went to look out of the windows.

Outside there was a garden with gravel paths running between formal beds of roses, lavender, herbs. Dominated by the tall glass majesty of the Camellia House, the rear of the house was joined by two rambling wings to enclose the garden on three sides. The fourth side was open, shrubs beyond the manicured area tumbling into semi-wildness. Natural ridges of rock, mostly overgrown, ran from somewhere beyond the house and out towards the cliffs. There was a profusion of stunted, hardy trees and gorse bushes. The lie of the land gave a view of Cairndonan Point over to the right, a rough green expanse of cliff tops. Some distance to the left and south—directly behind the house, near the coastal path—Gill could see the top half of an odd building; an old smithy, perhaps, with great double doors and smoke drifting from an industrial-style chimney.

“That’s where Juliana does her serious work,” said Peta over her shoulder. “No one goes in there without invitation. We call it the Fiery Furnace. The Gates of Hades. Wayland’s Smithy.”

“To her face?” said Gill.

“Oh yes,” Peta whispered. “It all adds to her mystique, you see; she likes that. But she really will kill anyone who sneaks in.”

“Precious about her unfinished work?”

“Partly, but it’s the equipment, you see. Furnaces, kilns, welding, molten glass and metal flying around.” Peta’s left cheek dimpled. “Health and safety.”

Peta was wearing a white apron over a long, narrow purple skirt and a crimson top. Her looks were strikingly gothic, with deep colours in place of black; powder-pale complexion, her eyes smoky violet and inquisitive, her mouth a dark red rosebud. Her hair, long and tied back, was blood-coloured with wavy kinks all through it in the style of a 1920s film star.

She handed Gill a plastic bib and a shower cap. “To protect your clothes and hair. It can get messy, but I’ll try not to splatter you. You don’t mind, do you? It takes less than an hour. Is it okay if I cover your eyes and mouth? I’ll keep your nostrils clear, and pop a straw between your lips just in case, so don’t worry.”

“Do whatever you need to,” said Gill.

Peta invited her to recline in what appeared to be an old dentist’s chair in the center of the studio. It sent a pang of nerves through her, like surrendering to the unknown, although she knew logically that she was safe. Beside the chair was a table with strips of gauze, a bowl of water, scissors. The students gathered expectantly.

“Gill’s kindly volunteered to let me demonstrate,” Peta began. “You can practise on each other later. This is a basic technique of mask-making, with plaster bandages soaked in water, then laid over the contours of the face. The first thing is to apply plenty of Vaseline, so the mask will come away cleanly and not take her eyebrows with it.”

There was a subdued ripple of laughter. Gill tucked stray strands of hair under the cap, and closed her eyes in nervous anticipation. The touch of Peta’s fingertips made her jump. They were cold, and the unfamiliar touch sent a tingling shock through her. The fingers warmed as they pushed petroleum jelly over her face, the stiff globs softening and becoming oily from the heat of her skin. The massaging pressure became sensual, hypnotic.

“This is like having a facial,” Gill remarked, drawing another laugh from the class. Peta’s fingers travelled tenderly over her nose and cheekbones, around her eye sockets, over chin and jaw, oiling every surface. Her voice murmured, telling the class about trimming the mask, about gesso and acrylics, materials and techniques. Gill felt slips of plastic placed over her eyes. Then there came the cold slap of the first bandage on her forehead.

As one strip after another was molded wetly to her, her breathing became stifled under the weight of layers. Her eyes were sealed shut. The material was turning hot as it reacted; she hadn’t expected that. She felt sweat oozing from her face, forming a slick with nowhere to go. The plaster began to stiffen.

Peta’s voice murmured on, but Gill lost the meaning and went downwards in a strange kind of panic attack, one that paralysed her and left her unable to make a sound. She was deep underwater, struggling to breathe through the thin tube that connected her to the surface. Flashbacks to the hospital, the anaesthetic mask descending on her, the same feeling of falling backwards and drowning… endless nights of pain and morphine, floating under the thick rippling surface of awareness… someone pushing her down, down, with a huge hand covering her face…

She was quite certain that she was going to die. She had no will to fight. Instead, calm resignation came over her and she let the weight take her down into limbo…

The crack of the mould coming off her face made her start awake. She was disorientated. Her face felt cold and raw.

“All done,” said Peta, handing her paper towels to clean her face. “Are you okay?”

“I think I fell asleep,” Gill said, dazed. Although shaken, she was adept at keeping her nightmares private.

“You look like you needed it,” Peta murmured. She helped Gill off with the protective clothing. “Come on, we’re taking a break now. You’ve earned it. I’ll show you where the cloakrooms are, so you can tidy up.”

Gill wasn’t vain. In the cloakroom mirror, she saw that the procedure had left her face a shiny mess, but once she’d blotted off the Vaseline and combed her hair, it wasn’t too bad. She felt weird. Peta had pushed inside her somehow, and she’d been powerless to stop her; but perhaps all these disturbing feelings were nothing more than side-effects of her medication.

Gill pulled her fake, black-framed glasses from a pocket and put them on. Her Don’t mess with me! shield.

The dining room, along the front of the house, was where Gill had first glimpsed Peta’s face inside the big bay windows. In contrast to the modern studio, it was panelled in dark oak, unashamedly old-fashioned. There were big silver urns on a side-table where the others were helping themselves to tea or coffee. Peta was already at a small window table, waiting for her with two coffees and a plate of biscuits. Gill sat down opposite. It looked as if she’d deliberately chosen a table for two so no one else could join them.

“Wasn’t too awful, was it?” Peta said with a quirky smile.

“No, it was… different. Sorry I nodded off. I’m really tired today.”

“So I noticed. You do seem a bit out of sorts. So come on, what’s your story?

Gill tensed. She hated being put on the spot; most people were either too polite to ask, or too dense to realize they were being grotesquely intrusive. Peta was different. Her eyes held a knowing look. Her slight, enigmatic smile seemed to convey that she knew Gill didn’t want to answer and didn’t care; she was going to drag it out of her anyway.

“Oh, nothing.” Gill shrugged. “I smashed my hip in a car accident and also lost my job. Needed to get away for a while.”

“Colin thinks you’re a famous athlete,” said Peta, dead-pan.

From anyone else, this bluntness would have been crass. The way Peta spoke, though, was gently challenging, and empathetic, as if to say, “You don’t need to hide anything from me,” in the kindest way.

It was still bloody annoying. “Oh, does he?”

“He thinks you’re Gillian Shaw. Silver medal at the Commonwealth Games, big hope for the Olympics. Ten thousand metres, he says? I don’t follow sport, although it’s educational for an artist to study those highly trained bodies…” She paused, hoping for a response. Gill was stony. “Then you dropped out of sight.”

Gill exhaled slowly between her teeth. She looked away. “Bloody hell. I wasn’t famous. And obviously, no hope for the Olympics now.”

Peta blinked. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“Tell Colin he made a mistake,” Gill said stiffly. “In fact, tell Colin to mind his own effing business!”

“Absolutely.” Peta’s eyes were wide with innocence as she sipped her coffee. “And you can tell me to eff off, too. I’m thick-skinned.”

“Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m here to rest, not to rake over dead ground.” Gill was shaking, but she pushed the anger down inside herself. It felt old. Her emotions were dotted around in the distance; the only thing she felt sharply was hunger. She took a stack of biscuits and began to work her way through them. “What about you, then? What’s the mask-making about?”

Touché. She saw a glint in Peta’s eyes that gave her away; it was fine for her to interrogate other people, but the other way around, she didn’t like it. “It’s always fascinated me. Mostly I make them for theatrical or ceremonial dos, and parties. It’s used to disguise the identity, of course, which is fun, but I like to go further than that. Sometimes I use masks to make the inner essence visible.”

“What does that mean?” Gill asked mulishly. “You can tell I have a low tolerance for arty mysteries.”

“Well, a good portrait tells you things about the sitter that you might not see in the flesh. I put the truth straight onto people’s faces. My interpretation of it, anyway. Like putting the inner spirit on the outside. For example, there might be an animal that encapsulates the person’s character.”

“So for someone with buck teeth, you’d make a rabbit? If they were small and timid, you’d make them a mouse-face?”

“And you’d be a panther, dear.” Peta half-closed her eyes, amused. “It’s rather more subtle than that. It can be to do with elemental affiliations.”

“You’ve lost me.” Gill looked into the bottom of her empty cup.

“An intellectual could be seen as affiliated to the element of Air, so her mask might be a hawk or eagle. If you live through your emotions, a fish or a mermaid to show you are drawn to Water… like in the Tarot?”

“Oh my god.” Gill looked out of the window, but Peta only laughed.

“My masks are in great demand, I tell you. If a person hates what I’ve made, I make them one they like instead, even if it’s not the truth about them. But then it’s still revealing, because their truth is that they’re pretending to be what they’re not.” She shrugged. “Really, I just like messing with glue, gold leaf and gems.”

Gill smiled at that. “Does Juliana approve of classroom crafts in her great art world? How long have you worked for her?”

“Only for a couple of weeks,” Peta answered. “It’s just a summer school job, so I hardly know her at all, yet.” She rose from her chair. “Anyway, time to get on; do you want to watch the rest of the workshop?”

“No—thanks. But if you could point me in the direction of the village, I need to buy food…”

“No problem.” Peta touched her elbow, leaning towards her. “Thanks so much for your help, Gill. See you again soon?”

* * *

Not if I can help it, thought Gill. How did I let her talk me into that?

Peta was nice enough, but there was a sort of osmotic quality to her, as if her friendliness seeped inside and seduced you before you realized what was happening. It was not in Gill’s plan to socialize, nor explain herself to anyone.

On many gruelling cross-country runs in the past, she’d never had a problem orienteering. Today, though, the unfamiliar landscape got the better of her. Peta’s directions made no sense; the church spire kept shifting position but never came closer. She walked one muddy path after another up and down endless wooded glens, until she had to admit she was lost. The pain in her hip was searing. She was starting to panic. What if she collapsed here, lost in the woods?

She had a sudden, unwelcome picture of meeting Ned Badger on the path. The thought horrified her. She’d only met him once, had no reason to dread the man… but he’d stirred something visceral connected to the accident, the nightmares... the dark figure that sometimes stood in the corner of her room… I just don’t want to bump into strangers, she told herself angrily. Is that so unreasonable?

The familiar sound of water rushing over rocks suggested she wasn’t far from Robin Cottage. All she had to do was to reach the stream then follow its course. Shopping would have to wait. There’d be enough soup and toast for a couple of days, survival rations. A few more steps…

The loud, jarring rasp of a chain saw wrecked the silence. A few yards on, the path brought her into a clearing, where she saw a pile of cut tree trunks and the cloud of blue smoke from the chainsaw’s noisy motor. Gill paused, leaning against an oak tree to rest. What she’d expected to see was someone like Colin doing the work. Instead there was a woman with an unmistakable hank of silver hair hanging down the back of an olive-drab jacket. It was Juliana Flagg manhandling the machine, going at an eight-foot high section of tree-trunk set in the ground. Gill felt compelled to watch. Juliana was not cutting the wood but carving it, using the chainsaw like a giant, unwieldy chisel.

Juliana had no idea she was being watched. She appeared as impregnable as a knight in armour under a visor and earmuffs. Sawdust showered around the totem, filling the air with a glorious sappy scent.

Eventually, Juliana killed the chainsaw and stepped back, in a kind of triumphant exhaustion, to study what she’d created. Gill withdrew behind the tree, hoping Juliana wouldn’t turn and see her; suspecting that if she did, she’d receive a barrage of insults, like that poor woman before her.

The figure was crude but recognisable. It looked like a small human figure, trying to fight its way out of the wood. A child. Its eyes were closed, the mouth open in an oval of pain, hands pushing up in supplication as if the very fabric of the wood were elastic. Rough as it was, it was incredibly powerful. It was the first time Gill had seen her work in the flesh. She’d seen photographs and glanced at reviews; never really knew what the critics were rhapsodising or carping about, but now she began to see. Juliana’s work was all about isolation, they’d said—figures locked outside, figures confined, imprisoned. Controversial, for showing children in pain, even mutilated—some had called it pornographic.

This figure simply looked desperate and disturbing, like some tribal god. To create that, with a saw! Breath-taking, to think it had come out of nowhere, and so fast. Gill cursed the fact that she had no camera.

After a minute or so, Juliana hefted the chainsaw again and brought it back to noisy life. With steady strokes, she began methodically to destroy the carving. She cut through it, a slice at a time, gradually reducing it to a pile of logs.

Gill watched in numb shock. Juliana was destroying something that might have been worth—god knows—several thousand pounds? To create art out of nothing and destroy it again, just like that! What a strange power.

It seemed inappropriate to approach her, perhaps cowardly to slip away, but Gill chose the latter. The racket of the motor covered her movements as she crept away through the trees, eventually rejoining the path on the far side of the clearing, well out of Juliana’s view.

That was when the pain really hit.

* * *

She got back to the cottage—somehow. For two days after, she was laid up in agony. No one came by, not even nosy Colin; she’d been so very insistent on her privacy. There was no telephone, so calling for help would have been a problem; but she told herself she didn’t need help. It was only pain. She had to cope.

Battling up and down stairs took minutes, with much swearing and many tears. The rest of the time she lay on the sofa, trying to find a comfortable position and a TV channel that was not snowed out by poor reception; or dozing, hallucinating that her pelvis was an anvil being repeatedly struck by an evil dwarf with a sledgehammer.

It was her own stupid fault, Gill knew. Trying too hard, pretending she knew better than her physical therapist. Finally, on the second afternoon, the ache subsided. By then she was too exhausted to do anything but lie on the sofa in simple relief that the pain had sunk to a bearable level.

About five, there was a knock at her door. Gill jerked upright in alarm. She was in a tracksuit with her hair unwashed, feeling and looking wretched. Jaw set, she opened the door and found Peta Lyon there, framed by the stream bank and the rising slope of trees behind her. She was carrying two plastic shopping bags and her rosebud mouth was curved in a conspiratorial smile. “Hi, Gill. Oh god, you look awful! Are you ill?”

“I’m fine.” She gave a short sigh. “I still get pain from the injury and it’s kind of tiring. The worst has eased off now.”

“Are you sure? Did you find the village store? Have you eaten?”

“Are you my carer, or something?” Gill frowned and stood looking down at the doorstep, arms loosely folded, waiting for her to go. “I’m all right.”

“Good, well, I just dropped by to show you the finished mask.”

“Finished… sorry? I thought I was just a demo model.”

“Oh no, I never start a mask without completing it.” She held up one of the bags. “I brought food and a bottle of wine, too. As a thank you. If it’s inconvenient, tell me and I’ll go.”

“Food?” The word was a spell, changing Gill’s mind instantly. She stood back and beckoned her in. “Well, you can see I’m in this big social whirl of watching children’s TV until it’s time for more painkilllers. Come in.”

Peta was dressed in something purple and Victorian-looking, with huge black lace-up boots. She took the bags into the kitchen, saying as she did so, “I’m going to feed you first. Plates?”

She’d brought curry and rice in foil containers. Gill devoured it, so hungry that the unexceptional chicken madras became a symphony of exquisite flavours, turmeric and cardamom and coriander. She didn’t speak at all until it was gone, then asked, “How on earth did you turn up with a hot Indian takeaway? Are you a sorceress, or something?”

Peta, still picking at her meal, smiled. “Hardly. It’s from the restaurant in Cairndonan village. And I know a place to park on the edge of the estate that’s only five minutes’ walk from here. Not magic, just planning.”

Gill sipped at a glass of red wine while her companion finished her meal. She wasn’t meant to drink with her medication, but she wasn’t good at doing anything right lately. She asked, “So, what’s it like up at the house?”

Peta swallowed a mouthful, and smirked. “The court of Queen Juliana? A bit odd, really. The couple who run the house, Ned and Flora, are so devoted to her it’s scary.”

“They’re a couple? I didn’t realize.”

“Mm. They’re like a pair of waxworks. Souls of discretion, bowing to Juliana’s every word, guarding her like the secret police. A little eccentric, to put it mildly. You get the impression, if anyone threatened her, they’d turn into a pair of ninja assassins. Then there’s Colin.”

“The apprentice.” Gill noted how ready Peta was to share gossip with someone she barely knew.

“He’s the opposite. Oh, he adores Juliana, but Ned and Flora can’t stand him. He’s like me, doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut.”

“Sounds like a bit of rivalry going on.” Gill realized she was breaking her vow to take no interest in affairs at the house. The wine was making her head whirl, lowering inhibitions. Definitely a bad idea to drink on top of her pills.

“Oh, it’s worse.” Peta took a swig from her glass. “There was a thing.”

“A thing?”

“When I first got here, Colin had a girlfriend with him, a girl called Tanya, another artist. They were meant to study with Juliana together. Apparently, though, Tanya was the jealous type and couldn’t cope with Colin’s attention being so taken up with teacher. So she starts flirting with Ned.”

“What?”

“Actually, I think Ned’s quite handsome in a way. He has a sort of… vampiric charm.”

“All the same.” Gill shuddered.

“Well, it was only to rile Colin, and it worked. He and Tanya had a big bust-up and she stormed out, never to be seen again. I’d only been here a couple of days when it happened. Then Juliana gave us all a lecture on how she would not tolerate this sort of behaviour, and either we ran a smooth ship or we’d be walking the plank, to strangle a metaphor.”

“Colin didn’t go after the girlfriend, then?”

“I think he was relieved. Now he can concentrate all his energy on Dame J. All the students, too; the worship is unbelievable. I think some of them may be hanging onto the door by their fingernails when the course ends. She might have to call the police to prise them off.”

Gill grinned at the image. “So you and Colin aren’t…”

“God, no.” Peta waved a hand in dismissal. “I might if I was bored, but I’ve already seen too much of him, if you know what I mean. I’m here to work, that’s all.”

Conflicting impulses roiled inside Gill, the brakes taken off by alcohol. Her grudging interest in Peta warred with her need to escape from people, to escape everything. “Are you a Dame-worshipper, too?” she asked sharply.

Peta’s mouth became a tight bud; again, she seemed to bridle at personal questions. “Well. Who isn’t? To work alongside a legend? It’s fantastic opportunity, if only for a month or so. Here, let me clear up…”

Gill let her, since there was little to do. While Peta was in the kitchen, Gill switched on a lamp and lit some candles. Then her guest came back in, holding up the second bag she’d brought.

As Gill sat on the sofa, Peta kneeled down on the rug at her feet, almost as if in apology. “Look, you may not like it,” she said, putting her hand inside the bag and hesitating. “I won’t be offended. It’s supposed to be true, not pretty.”

She drew out the mask, which was attached by the chin to a slim dowel. Gill took it and looked at her own face on a stick.

The mask was light, strong and smooth, like lacquered wood. In no way did it resemble the rough plaster mess that Peta had first shown her. It had the ivory-white blankness of Venetian masks, that porcelain-perfect yet bland and eyeless look… There was something horrible about it.

It had all the personality of a skull. The eye sockets were two black ovals against the creaminess, with holes bored through where the pupils would be. Lines of red gems radiated from the eyes, like tears of fire, or the legs of bloody spiders trailing out of the sockets. It was certainly powerful, and would not have shamed an art gallery. Gill stared at it in confusion and horror.

“Is this supposed to be me?”

“An interpretation. What do you see?” Peta leaned towards her, hands resting on her knees.

“Nothingness,” said Gill. “With teeth.”

“Interesting that you see teeth, when I didn’t give it any.”

The mask had smooth, white lips that seemed to express resignation. “Is this really how I come across to you? Someone blank, weeping tears of blood?”

“Far from it,” said Peta. “The red lines are pain. The smooth face and black eyes say ‘mystery’. I don’t know you. Something’s going on, and it’s difficult—I don’t know what it is, but that doesn’t matter. Pain is what I see. Licking wounds.”

Gill was so shocked she didn’t know how to react. “That’s true, you don’t know me,” she said softly. “Who asked you, anyway?”

“If I’ve upset you, I apologize.” Peta sounded not at all remorseful. “You’re right, I’ve no business forcing artwork on people who didn’t ask for it. And it is a bit grim, isn’t it? I should’ve made a panther, after all.”

“It’s beautifully made.” She tilted it, so the light played over the satiny surface, glinted on the red tears. “I don’t know how you got this amazing finish. But it’s… disturbing.”

“I know. Sorry if you don’t like it. The point isn’t to like it. Once in a blue moon, I’m compelled to model what I see, when I probably shouldn’t; then I’m compelled to show it to the recipient, when I definitely shouldn’t. And sometimes they get mad and throw me out.”

“You make a habit of this?”

“Absolutely not.” Peta smiled ruefully. “Only for special people.”

Gill stood up and propped the mask—attached to its slender stick—in a vase on the mantelpiece, where it stood like a strange, threatening flower. “You needn’t have done this.” She sat down again and pushed back her hair with both hands, dropping her head between her forearms. Even without looking at the mask, she could feel its stare. The undercurrent of tension and fear within her, so tightly contained until now, began to seethe. “I don’t know why you’re curious about me, or feel you have to bring stage props to make me open up. It’s not happening.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything. I told you, the mask’s a gift, it’s just a thing I do. Like sex.”

“What?”

“It’s fun, but it gets me into lots of trouble.” Peta gave her small, mischievous smile again. “If you hate it, throw it in the stream.”

“I don’t hate it. It’s just weird… someone doing that for me. You’re weird.” Gill realized she was slurring, the wine unleashing emotions. “I came here to be on my own. I do not need people trying to get inside my head!”

“I know.” Peta kissed her very gently on the cheek. “You look interesting and I wanted to know you better, but okay, I’ll back off. If you change your mind, I’ll be up there at the house.”

Gill sat back, shocked by the kiss, gentle as it was. It was too familiar, inappropriate. The room swayed, and the mask stared and stared, drawing her towards it. She rose to her feet and reached out, touching the satiny cheek before plucking it from its vase. She squared up to the mirror that hung over the mantelpiece.

“Er, Gill,” said Peta, rising to her feet, “look, you’re right, the mask is a bit grim and I had no right intruding on you with it. I’ll take it away with me, okay?”

“It’s too late,” said Gill, her head swirling with a fearful energy. “You can’t un-make it. I want to see myself as you see me.”

Gill raised the mask to her face. Through the eye-holes, she saw herself in the mirror. She was looking at her own soul. A cold white blank with black voids for eyes. Blood falling out like glittering tears. A torn, gaping nothingness full of pointless pain. She was falling into the chasm, scraped by its fangs as she fell. That was her true face staring back at her. All that was left of her: a wretched, hollow, broken nothingness.

Gill recoiled. She flung the mask down, where it lay flat on the rug, staring up at her.

All the anger she’d suppressed in hospital came raging out of her, along with a rolling stream of images. The dark bulk of someone in the corner of her room at night. Steve, her trainer and life partner—he who was supposed to love her—with his heavy-lidded, cold eyes and his chilling indifference as harsh truths came out. The grille of a 4x4, growling out of the darkness—that was the last thing she remembered before she woke up in a hospital bed, knowing at once that she would never race again. Never again. Pain and nightmare and breakdown…

“Gill?” said Peta, sounding scared now.

“Get out.” Gill was struggling to control the drugged and drunken hysteria that threatened to spill out of her. “Go, go, just go!”

Peta, protesting and horrified, was backing away, hands out in appeasement—the scene was a blur. All Gill knew was that at last Peta stopped apologizing, and went, snapping the door shut behind her. Gill threw the bolts across and slumped down on the damp, bristly mat behind it.

“I don’t want to see you again,” she whispered to the closed door. “Don’t come back here, don’t speak to me. Leave me the fuck alone.”

Some time later, Gill came back to her senses, cold and shaking. She hauled herself to the bathroom and washed her face. Outside, thick grey clouds had brought an early dusk and the wind was rising.

“Was that supposed to be cathartic?” she said to her mauled reflection. “Well, it wasn’t. Thanks, Peta. I didn’t need you to demonstrate that I’ve had a nervous breakdown. I already knew.”

Numb and drained, she limped back downstairs and stared at the tiny, empty parlour which was supposed to be a refuge, which now seemed a padded cell. Her behaviour had been absolutely ridiculous. Something compelled her to pick up the mask again; to understand, now she was calm, why the hell it had freaked her out like that. Was it just the power of suggestion? Perhaps, beneath Peta’s friendly veneer, there was active malevolence.

“You don’t scare me,” said Gill. In sheer defiance, she raised the mask to her face a second time and stared into the mirror again. This time there was no terror, no emotion. Instead, she felt something shifting, like some huge combination lock clunking into place somewhere in the universe. It was not a comforting feeling.

She placed the mask back into the vase, where it stood, silently watching her.


Three

The Night-stone Angel

The toast she made for breakfast tasted of burnt cardboard. Gill stood at the sink to eat it, since it didn’t deserve the honor of a plate. She still felt horrible about the encounter with Peta. However hard she tried to repair her fragile boundaries, she felt herself going under, all because of Peta and her wretched mask.

Not Peta. Me. She looked out of the kitchen window at the rock-face behind the cottage and thought, That’s what my life’s become. I’ve run into a wall and here I am, staring at a dead end.

An hour later, Gill was standing on top of the rocks, looking down on the roof of Robin Cottage. It hadn’t been easy; first a long walk downstream until the escarpment eased into a gentler slope, then an uphill trek as she doubled back through thick undergrowth, treacherous with brambles and rabbit holes. Now she was sweating, dizzy from a mixture of triumph and extra painkillers. Behind her, the tree-covered slope continued its gradual rise; in front, it dropped sheer into the tiny back yard of Robin Cottage. She’d done it. Defied the wall in order to see what lay beyond.

Ahead, through the tree-tops on the far side of the stream, she saw the roof of Cairndonan House, grey slates mottled with lichen. Farther away, smoke curled up from Juliana’s enigmatic smithy. Presumably Peta was over there somewhere, prowling the studios for new mask victims, eager to expose their insecurities and phobias…

Gill turned away to seek an easier way off the escarpment, but soon found herself lost, enveloped by birch and ash and oak. Somewhat sheltered from sea-winds by the lie of the land, they grew in profusion in their May greenery. She hadn’t realized the woods extended so far behind the cottage.

In the past, when she’d trained cross country, her sense of direction had been terrific. Now it seemed to be broken. Like the rest of me, she thought. After a while she heard the music of water, slower and deeper than the stream she knew. A ruined building loomed through dappled light, overgrown and as green as the woodland around it. Fallen stones lay covered with moss and undergrowth beneath its towering walls. There was no roof, no doors. A water mill, once; now just a shell.

Her leg protested sharply as she picked her way through the gaping arch. Inside, the building was green, glowing like emeralds in a cloak of moss, fern and saplings. If there had been upper floors, they were long gone. The space smelled of damp, and the high walls made it feel secretive, haunted. It was also hazardous, the floor heaped with overgrown masonry. There was a millstone, lying tilted under brambles. Pale green light shone through another open doorway in the opposite wall. Someone had placed a pole diagonally across the gap, as if to warn off intruders.

Gill scrambled over some big fallen stones to reach the opening, realizing too late that it would be hell on her leg to climb back down. Outside, a small deep river flowed. That made the Robin Cottage stream a tributary, she guessed, joining forces further down to rush towards the sea. There was a wooden platform that formed a bridge to the far bank. The planks were mostly intact, but the remains of a riverside path had vanished under vegetation.

The only way forward lay ahead, through masses of gorse, brambles and saplings, a neglected meadow with the hint of a footpath leading away through the long grass. Her hip ached vengefully and she felt a moment of panic. She’d walked too far again. What if she was stupidly stranded here? She’d always resisted using a walking stick, thinking it a wretched, geriatric accessory—but now she needed something, and the pole across the doorway would have to do.

She touched it and recoiled.

It wasn’t wood but bone. Not human, obviously; it was five feet long, twisted along its length like a unicorn horn. The grooves were ingrained with black algae, the ridges crusted with green. It felt damp and disgusting. Still, as she grasped it, Gill couldn’t deny the relief of leaning her weight on it. With its help, she crossed the slimy planks over the mill-race and started along the meadow footpath. It seemed to aim directly at the church spire—a disused route to the village. A chance to buy the groceries she needed, if her leg lasted that long.

The footpath led gently uphill, with bushes on her left and the meadow lying to her right. Soon she lost sight of the church spire and there was nothing around her but greenery, insects and birdsong. Bliss. The gorse smelled like coconut.

A couple of hundred yards on, the track brought her onto a stretch of heathland with a stone circle. Gill’s heart gave a leap of surprise. There’d been something about an ancient site on Juliana’s web page, the Cairndonan Sisters… she’d forgotten about it until now. It would’ve been just her luck to run into Peta and her students, but, to her relief, there was no one here. Gill crossed the area, looking all around her as she went. Twelve chest-high stones stood around a central menhir. The air over the site shimmered, and she saw a chalice-shape of ocean cupped in the distance. Strangely, the stones had a bluish tint, almost like lapis lazuli. Gill stopped to touch one. The rough surface under her fingertips felt as if it held cold electricity. Sounds of wind, wave or birdsong had faded. The silence was complete. She felt like a trespasser.

Beyond the circle, the footpath continued downhill along the edge of another meadow with a thick copse on her left. It was like walking along a deep green tunnel. Pushing through tall grass and cow parsley, she noticed a thigh-high stump of black rock standing to the right of the path. She parted the undergrowth around it and found a primitive, weathered figure with wings folded down its back. An angel? Her back tingled and she turned to see another, facing its companion across the path. Guardians at a gateway? Juliana’s work?

Farther on, there was a horse in the meadow to her right: a tall, creamy-white beast with the feathered legs of a Clydesdale and a long mane rippling over a wide, arched neck. It stood as if waiting for something—perhaps for the return of its stolen horn? She grimaced to herself. Behind the horse rose a small hillock crowned by a tree that dripped yellow blossom. Laburnum, mimosa? She wasn’t good at plants. It was the sort of tree she would expect to see in the Mediterranean, not in the Scottish countryside. Gill went on, unsettled by the way the horse watched her as she passed.

At last the track curved down through whispering birch trees, and brought her into the village. There were scattered cottages, built from honey-yellow stone. These dwellings ran back into the hillside, almost as though they’d spilled out of the ground. The roofs had rounded contours, covered with colourful glazed tiles; red, blue, or turquoise. Vines clouded the walls, heavy with purple fruit.

Grapes? Gill thought vaguely. Can they grow them in this climate, at this time of year?

The weather, though… it had been a fresh spring day, but here in the valley the air felt balmy, and smelled of honeysuckle. The sky was very blue and the light golden, not a northern British light at all. The sun was like a swollen apricot. There was no proper road, only a broad green swathe running between dwellings scattered in the trees, and not a soul in sight. The trees were heavy with nuts, plums, nectarines… the whole area an eerie, out-of-season orchard.

Presently the path brought her to a sort of village green, a great sweep of grass with a large house or pub along one boundary. No, not grass; a low springy herb, camomile maybe. Dominating the green, where she might have expected a war memorial, there was a shining black statue towering over her. It was a stylized angel, all smooth simple curves, with wings arching high over its shoulders.

I have to get a camera, she thought.

Gill walked to the statue and touched the surface. It was carved of some shiny mineral, inky black glass or obsidian with mica sparkling inside; stars in the night sky. The angel watched protectively over the village. As she walked around it, tracing her hand over the cold curves and the wing-tips folded down its back, she made out an inscription around the base. At first the characters were illegible cuneiform; then they jumped into plain resolution. The inscription read, “Tyrynaia, the heart of us.”

Past the statue, there was a broad tree-lined avenue and she saw, through a lace-work of leaves, the sparkle of water. She began to walk towards the lake—loch, she reminded herself—the light and the mild air making her soporific, almost ecstatic, as if she were in a dream.

The dewy-violet water stretched to the horizon. She saw the faint shadow of land on the far side, where water and sky melted almost seamlessly into each other. Could there be such a loch, so close to the sea?

Turning, she looked back towards the village. In astonishment she saw, behind the green tiered hills that enclosed it, a mountain. A steep, slate-blue fang of a mountain with a cap of snow.

Gill stared. The mountains visible from Cairndonan were impressive but broad and rounded in shape; she’d noticed nothing as tall or close as this. How was it possible that she’d failed to notice such an obvious peak before? It would dominate the landscape for miles.

She followed the shore until the path curved around and brought her back into the village from another direction. Everywhere she looked, there were lush orchards. Sometimes she thought she saw figures in the distance, and her heart beat harder, but no one came. Soon she found herself at the green with the statue again. No sign of any shop or post office. Strangest of all, there were no cars. That was it—no roads, no cars! That was why it felt so surreal; that, and the golden light, the sense of desertion, the night-stone angel keeping watch.

Yet Gill accepted it all as if she were dreaming, or drugged.

One side of the green sloped up towards the great, rambling house of honey stone. It had the look of a country inn, with leaded windows, and greenery around the open double doors. She went towards it, every step releasing heady scents from the carpet of herbs beneath her feet.

At the porch, Gill propped her staff and went in.

A churchy scent of stone and the warmth of beeswax greeted her. Inside, she crossed a lobby and found a huge room with shadowy alcoves, lots of shiny dark furniture, high-backed tapestry chairs and a huge fireplace on the right-hand wall. With its gorgeous interior it must be a hotel rather than a pub, perhaps with an expensive restaurant. There appeared to be a bar on the far side; she saw gleams of rosewood in near-darkness. Along the left-hand wall there was a row of big, bright stained-glass windows.

In the center of the room, light streamed down from a glass cupola in the ceiling, pooling on a huge carpet of blue, green and gold. Entranced, she didn’t notice the step down in front of her. Her foot went into thin air; she landed hard on her bad leg, and fell. Agony jarred her whole body. She lay on the cold flagstones, impaled on a spike of steel, her head filled with stars. Through the cloud she saw dream-figures; a blue girl with wavy hair like an undine, a leaf-green tree-creature, a lynx with its ears outlined by light… Peta’s masks, come to life.

“Mind the step,” said a man’s voice.

He was leaning over her, a long-haired silhouette against the light. He was real, but the half-animal beings—she saw as blood returned to her head—were figures in the stained-glass windows along the far wall. She couldn’t move or speak. The pain made her sob for breath. How long would it take a paramedic to reach her?

“What have you done?” he asked, sounding concerned now. “You didn’t seem to land that hard.”

“No,” she managed to gasp. “Old war wound.”

“Really, which war?” He sounded absolutely serious.

“Not literally.” She indicated her left thigh. “Accident. Surgery.”

Surely she’d ripped a muscle out of its bed, or a steel screw from the bone. This was bad. Hot sweat broke out all over her body.

“Where have you come from?” he asked in a steady, friendly voice.

“Don’t know, I need a doctor… Oh, shit…”

“Keep still.” A cushion was pressed under her head and then, to her shock, she felt a pair of strong hands on her thigh and hip. She nearly screamed. He ignored her protests. “This was the injury? Yes, I can feel it. You take too many painkillers. You don’t need them here.”

“What?” She uttered incoherent sounds, trying to say, “Call an ambulance—” Then she broke off in amazement. Warmth flooded from his hands; she actually saw a red glow around them, surrounding her leg. And the pain vanished.

Gone, absolutely gone. The man sat back on his heels, watching her as she sat up in shock. “Better?” he said.

She stifled a sob, rubbed water from her eyes. The departure of the pain was almost as shocking as its arrival. He helped her as she carefully climbed to her feet, although she didn’t need help. Carefully she tested her weight. The limb held. Pelvis, hip and leg felt perfect.

“What did you do?”

He didn’t answer, only smiled. He looked thirty-ish and could have been a dancer or an athlete; he had that graceful, carved look, and an astonishing face, with strong bones and dark grey eyes under dark eyebrows. His hair was the longest she’d ever seen on a man. It hung well past his waist in dark brown ripples that shone red where the light slid over them. He looked like no landlord or hotel-keeper she’d ever seen. A rock star, perhaps. Over black jeans and shirt wore a garish waistcoat sewn with suns, moons and planets in rainbow colours.

“I’m Rufus Hart,” he said.

“Gill. Hello, Rufus. Er… thank you.”

He was studying her, motionless but for his eyes, which were flirtatious, lively and full of curiosity. He said, “I think you would appreciate a drink, Gill.” He guided her across the room and sat her on a high-backed chair near the polished rosewood length of the bar. She was trembling, her mouth dry—but there was still no pain.

“Just fruit juice, please.” Gill looked around awkwardly. “This is a public bar, isn’t it? I haven’t blundered into your house?”

The stranger grinned happily at her, his face aglow as if she was the most fascinating sight he’d ever seen. He was outrageously beautiful. She couldn’t help noticing, despite feeling too bleak and damaged to be interested. “Absolutely, and we’re always open. How did you find us?”

His rapt attention was disconcerting. Her barriers went up. “I’m staying near the village. Went for a walk and got lost. I was looking for a grocery store, actually.”

“I see,” he said. He turned and called out, “Leith!”

In the shadows behind the bar, someone stirred. Had the barman been there all the time, or slipped in through a doorway? It was too dark to see more than bottles glinting in alcoves between pillars of glossy dark wood. As the barman, Leith, slid a glass across the counter, she glimpsed a somber, carved-ivory face under a mass of black hair; then he was gone into the darkness again.

Rufus brought her the drink and sat in a chair beside her. The vessel appeared hand-made; thick greenish glass with bubbles frozen inside, set into an intricate silver holder and stem. It crossed her mind that she shouldn’t accept it; but she was too thirsty to resist. The liquid trickled down her throat, sharp and delicious, some exotic combination—mango and pomegranate, or the like.

“So, you walked here?” Rufus persisted. His voice was warm and his accent neutral, not a local brogue like Ned’s. “Which way did you come? Across the stone circle?”

“Yes, that’s it, and down the footpath. So, has your establishment got a name? I didn’t see a sign.”

A slight pause. “The sign is being repaired,” he answered. “If you can guess the name, your drink is on the house.”

“It would have to be the Angel.” She shrugged. “Or is that too obvious?”

“The Angel.” He smiled, showing white teeth. “No, that’s a perfect guess.”

“And this village is Cairndonan, right? There was something beginning with T on the statue.”

“Well.” He hesitated. “The natives use a different name. Boundry. And where are you from, originally?”

“London,” she said.

“Ah, London. It’s a long time since I was there.”

“It gets dirtier and busier.”

“I miss it,” said Rufus.

“I don’t,” she said with a laugh. “Is it always this quiet here?”

“Lately, it has been far, far too quiet.” He gave her another of those playful, thoughtful looks that were making her very uneasy. Like Peta, she thought. There was a shine about him, and a sort of knowingness, as if he took for granted that she’d be mesmerized by his unearthly beauty. How not?

“I should go.”

“There’s no hurry, surely? Rest until you’ve recovered from your fall. So, have you been in Cairndonan long?

“A few days. Just visiting.”

“And where are you staying?”

“Er… up near Cairndonan House.”

“Ah, the great house. Who owns it now?”

The question startled her. Surely he knew. “Dame Juliana Flagg. The sculptor.”

“Ah. It’s such a long time since I was there.”

“I think she’s lived there for at least thirty years,” said Gill, frowning.

“Well, time gets away from us here.” Rufus’s tone was enigmatically level. “Have you met her? What is she like?”

“I really couldn’t say, I’ve barely spoken to her.”

“Did it seem far, your walk from the house to here?”

“Hard to say. About an hour, but I kept stopping…” She stared, wondering why his questions were growing odder.

“And the weather, was it fine or raining?”

“It was… fine. It’s warmer here, though. You know what the locals say, ‘If you don’t like the weather, wait a minute.’”

“Indeed,” he said, laughing. “How interesting.”

Perhaps he was only making conversation, but his questions were too probing, too weird. She continued to parry them as best she could, without actually being rude. After some minutes, she said firmly, “I really should go now.”

“Must you?” Rufus’s face became still, the eyes darkening as if he was on the verging of stopping her. “I suppose you must.”

“Really.” Gill hurriedly finished her drink. “What do I owe you?”

“As I said, it’s on the house.”

“Well… thank you. And as for my leg, I can’t thank you enough.” She stood up, light-headed, still incredulous.

“A little gentle manipulation, that’s all.” Rufus stood up with her, giving his alluring smile, his gaze hooked into hers. “Is there nothing else we can do for you?”

“Oh, yes, if you could just tell me how to find the shops?”

“If I give you a basket, you can pick all the fruit you want. There are fish in the lake, beautiful little goats to give us milk…”

She laughed. He had to be teasing. “Honestly, I’m from London. I can’t do foraging.”

“I know. Oh well. Go back the way you came,” he said softly. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Gill. Have a safe journey. I hope we will see you again sometime.”

Then both the impossibly god-like Rufus, and the unsmiling, black-haired young man behind the bar stood motionless, silently watching her as she left. The deities in the stained-glass windows watched, too. She felt she was swimming through shadows and syrupy light, as if she would never reach the door.
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