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Author’s Note

As with Elfland and Midsummer Night, the settings for Grail of the Summer Stars are loosely inspired by real places, but entirely fictionalised for the purposes of the story. The museum where we find Stevie working at the start of the book, along with its staffing arrangements, administration and so on, is a confection of my imagination and not intended as a portrayal of any actual establishment.

However, I must note that the Jewellery Quarter of Hockley, Birmingham, UK, is a real and wonderful heritage area. The Birmingham Jewellery Museum, not entirely dissimilar to Stevie’s place of work, is well worth a visit.

Readers often ask writers where they get their ideas from. Although it may be a cliché, I believe the question is a valid and fascinating one. After all, what does go on in our heads?

The basic inspiration behind my Aetherial Tales is simply that, like many others, I’ve always been enthralled by the idea of mystical beings who look human but aren’t: elves, angels, demons, vampires, faeries, demigods and so on. My Aetherials, or Aelyr, developed as my own version of such a race.

The “others” in the Aetherial Tales are not intended to be traditional elves, faeries, shapeshifters or demons. They are simply themselves. I imagine them as a race that evolved from pure energy, with access to other dimensions and an ability to manipulate reality. Now they have become chameleon creatures, able to blend in with humans when it suits them. Like humans, they are contradictory. Some are good and gentle, and some are most definitely not.

Each Aetherial Tale can be read as a stand-alone. However, the books are deeply interconnected and share an overspill of characters and plotlines from one book to the next. Grail of the Summer Stars, rather to my surprise, completes a plot arc over the three books that I hadn’t planned or expected until it happened! There are also hints of events and characters from my earlier novels. For example, my Aelyr race––or let’s say their distant cousins––first appeared in my epic fantasy The Amber Citadel. And when Fin tells Stevie about her friend August, she’s referring to events in my alternative history novel about King Richard III, The Court of the Midnight King.

It means a lot to me to make these connections, because I’m realizing that, while each of my novels is different, they’re all part of a bigger whole. After all, the stories are taking place in the internal landscape of my imagination, my own personal Otherworld, so it’s natural to me that characters from different books will sometimes cross paths and say, “There’s something you ought to know…”

Also, it’s fun. If readers don’t pick up on these moments, nothing is lost, but if you do happen to spot them, I hope you enjoy them too.


Reprise

I see a city of gleaming black stone that shines with jewel-colors: crimson, royal purple and blue. I see labyrinthine passages and rooms where you can lose yourself for days, months.

Lofty pillars. Balconies onto a crystal-clear night full of stars, great sparkling white galaxies like flowers. Statues of winged men looking down with timeless eyes. I want to stand on those balconies and taste the breeze and hear the stars sing and be washed in the light of the moon. There will be ringed planets, and below, the tops of feathery trees blowing gently: an undiscovered land full of streams, with willow trees in spring green, and oak and hazel––with their elemental guardians, slender birch-white ladies with soft brown hair––and mossy banks folding into water.

And through this citadel walk graceful men and women with lovely elongated faces and calm, knowing eyes. They have seen too much. They might wear robes of medieval tapestry or jeans and a shirt but you would never mistake them for human. It’s so much more than beauty. Look at them once and you can’t look away. These are Aetherials in their oldest city, Tyrynaia.

They have been building the citadel for thousands of years and it will never be finished. Upwards it spreads, and outwards, and down into the rock below. It is their seat of power: their home.

They take the names of gods, on occasion.

Sometimes they are heroic and help the world.

And sometimes they are malicious and turn it upside down.

In the deepest depths of the citadel, a ceiling of rock hangs over an underground lake. Here is Persephone’s chamber. She welcomes and cares for those who come, soul-sick with despair, to seek solace, rest and sleep. Here they need not speak, only sit on a black marble lip and contemplate the mysterious, glowing lake beneath. If you lie down in despair, Persephone will lie down with you.

––From the diary of Faith Fox


Prelude

Daniel’s hands shook as he checked his watch. Five to six. Dusk had fallen two hours ago and he’d turned off the lights, relying on an orange wash of streetlight that spilled through the windows. The studio was an empty industrial space around him, darkness massing above the high steel beams. Easels and store cupboards stood stripped, the wide shallow drawers of plan cabinets yawning open. He hardly noticed the mess he’d left: scraps of paper, curled-up paint tubes, a layer of charcoal and gold-leaf dust coating everything. There was no time.

He worked fast, fumbling as he covered the surface of the last panel with protective paper, folded the outer wooden leaves into the center, then bound the triptych in layers of bubble wrap. Better too much wrapping than too little. Nothing cooperated: clouds of plastic billowed around him and he kept losing the damned scissors. The sticky tape clung to his fingers, to everything except the edges he was trying to seal. In frustration he tore the tape with his teeth. He could barely squeeze the last, overwrapped artwork into its packing case.

The tiny luminous bars of his watch hands moved on. Ten past six. Rain dashed the windows.

In his rush to fasten the lid of the last case, Daniel gouged himself with the screwdriver. He barely felt the pain.

Where the hell was the courier?

He heard the elevator rising one floor from ground level, its doors opening onto the communal landing. Footsteps rang out and wheels rumbled along the metal walkway that jutted above the art center’s large public foyer. Hurriedly Daniel completed the delivery label. As an afterthought, he scrawled a note––too late to place it inside, so he folded the paper and stapled it to the crate. The noise grew louder as it bypassed other studio units, stopping abruptly at his door.

There was a loud knock. His heart jumped into a wilder rhythm. A figure waited outside the glass-paneled door, dark against the fluorescent lights of the landing.

Daniel held himself together long enough to exchange pleasantries with the courier as he double-checked the forms and handed over payment. Then the courier hefted all four packing cases onto a trolley, grunted a word of thanks, and went.

Softly, Daniel closed the door behind him. It was done.

For a moment, he thought of running after the courier, shouting at him to wait, he’d written the wrong address… Too late. Automatic doors hissed shut and he heard the elevator trundling downwards. No, his decision couldn’t be unmade. He knew he’d done the right thing.

Oliver, though, would not see it that way.

Daniel walked to the middle of his studio and looked up at a steel beam above his head. He reached out to a low cabinet nearby and picked up the tangle of rope he’d left on top. The rope was a thin blue nylon twist, designed for lashing together heavy goods… strong enough to bear the weight of a lean human body. He positioned a high stool. Standing on the seat should give him enough height to lash the noose to the beam.

The letter he’d written to his mother lay inside the top drawer of the cabinet. There was nothing else to say.

He looked up, testing the strength of the rope between his hands. He felt no fear, only a whooshing sensation that shook his whole body. It was a trance-like feeling, a flood carrying away all clear thought. His visions would end and there would be peace…

“Daniel.”

He heard the voice, glimpsed the flash of glass as the door swung open. Turning, he confronted a silhouette with light spinning a white-gold halo through the edges of its hair.

“Are you ready?” said the shadow. “It’s time to go.”


One

The Triptych

Even when the machines were silent, Stevie could still hear them. Ghosts thronged the empty factory: women in long dark skirts and men in overalls, busy in the dusty gloom. Their work clothes had no pockets or cuffs to trap even a speck of gold dust. The workers mouthed soundlessly at each other, lip-reading over the whirr of lathes and the steady thump of presses… she wondered at the long hours, the sweaty heat, their overcrowded backstreet homes with shared toilets in outhouses, and no running water…

Stevie shook her head, pushing the ghosts away. Overactive imagination. She “saw things” so readily that doctors had diagnosed visual migraine, or even some odd form of epilepsy. She wasn’t the only member of staff to sense presences, but her visions often went to extremes.

A pounding noise broke her trance.

“Stevie, are you there? Someone can’t read the ‘Closed’ sign.”

“Okay, Fin, I’ll get it.”

The old jewelry firm, Soames & Salter, was a museum now. Over thirty years ago, the owners had retired. Unable to sell the unmodernized business, they’d simply locked the doors and walked away, leaving a time capsule of work methods that had barely changed from 1880 to 1980. Tools had been left strewn on benches, dirty teacups abandoned… this sense of sudden desertion was so carefully preserved by the curators that it made visitors shiver.

Stevie made a last check that all lights and machinery were switched off, then closed the door on the old factory and hurried through the museum gift shop.

The person banging on the entrance door was not a late visitor, but a wet and fed-up looking delivery driver, his van parked crookedly against rush-hour traffic.

He presented a large packing crate, addressed to Stevie Silverwood, Museum of Metalwork, Hockley, Birmingham. As she helped him drag the case inside, he muttered apologies for the delay, blaming “problems at the depot” over the weekend, and that they’d tried to deliver the previous day only to find the museum closed.

“Yes, we’re shut on Mondays,” said Stevie. “It doesn’t matter, I wasn’t expecting a parcel in the first place.”

She signed his electronic notepad, said her thanks––receiving a curt “Orright, pet” in return––and relocked the door behind him. A note stapled to the crate was close to falling off. Stevie detached the scrap and frowned at it.

The world needs to see this, stated the scribbled handwriting.

“Oh, really?” she said aloud. “Is the world ready for it, whatever it is?”

Outside, streetlamps splashed the rainy grey dusk. Stevie watched the van pulling away into the sluggish traffic along Vyse Street. Although she’d turned off the main lights before he arrived, a parade of car headlights flashed over display cases full of jewelry, glinting on shelves stacked with local history books and souvenirs. Enough light to read by.

Please exhibit for me. Sorry can’t explain. D.

“Who was that?” Fin, her assistant, called from a back room that served as an office-cum-kitchen. Stevie could hear the soft rattle of computer keys.

“Grumpy courier with a parcel,” she called back.

“Didn’t know we were expecting a delivery.”

“Nor me.”

The crate stood waist-high, heavy but manageable. She laid it flat, grabbed a screwdriver from a drawer behind the counter, and set to work. Removing the screws and prising off the wooden lid took only a minute. Inside she found a thick sandwich of bubble wrap, apparently protecting a canvas of some kind. She sat back on her heels, puzzled.

“Surely I didn’t arrange an exhibition and simply forget about it?” Raising her voice, she called, “Fin, is there anything in the diary?”

“About what?”

“Someone’s sent us artwork, I think.”

The sender had sealed the package in overzealous haste, as if to make unwrapping it as frustrating as possible. Stevie took scissors to the job. A sea of bubble wrap mounted around her as she pulled off layer after layer.

“Who’s the artist?” said Fin, emerging from the office.

In her heart, Stevie knew, but she needed to be certain. “See if you can find the documentation.”

Fin inspected the crate and freed a label from a see-through sleeve. “Sent five days ago from a place called ‘the Jellybean Factory.’ North London postcode… Does that ring a bell?”

Stevie frowned. “Oh yes, it’s familiar. So’s the handwriting.”

“If someone’s sent them on spec, that’s naughty. It is normal etiquette to ask first.”

“Unless I agreed to something that’s slipped my mind. Am I going nuts?”

“I reserve my right not to answer that,” said Fin, pushing her reading glasses into her curly brown hair.

Stevie pulled a face at her. She liked Fin, who was energetic, blunt and good-hearted. They made a good team. “Seriously. We didn’t, did we?”

The annex housing the gift shop, café and further galleries had been refurbished in sleek modern style, in contrast to the factory. A large open arch led into a second room that they used as exhibition space. A clockmaker’s bench occupied one corner. Fin glanced in and said, “There’s not much spare wall area, and we’ve got the needlework guild next month… Any clues?”

“There’s a note.”

Fin took the scrap, dropping her glasses back onto her nose. “‘The world needs to see this’?” She raised an eyebrow. “Modest. What was the artist thinking? ‘Hmm, shall I submit my masterpiece to a famous institution in London or New York? No, I’ve a better idea––I’ll send it to an obscure gallery in the outskirts of Birmingham.’ Mysterious.”

“Hey, not so obscure! We didn’t win a ‘best small museum’ award for nothing, you know. We’re world-famous.”

“Okay, but still… Who’s D?”

Stevie didn’t answer. As the last pieces of wrapping and protective paper floated away, she rose to her feet with the object between her hands. The weight was unexpected. It was not canvas after all, but a wooden panel shaped like a gothic arch, covered by two hinged flaps.

A triptych.

Stevie carried the panel to the counter and spread the side leaves at angles so that the structure stood up on its own. She felt a thrill of magic in opening the panel to reveal the artwork inside, like a child with an Advent calendar window.

She saw a vibrant wash of orange and red, lots of bright gold leaf reminiscent of a Byzantine icon, a pair of fiery female eyes staring at her… In the gloom, the effect was luminous.

“Wow,” said Fin behind her. “This is your brain on drugs!”

The central image showed a goddess-like figure in a mountainous red desert. In the foreground lay a tumble of stonework: a fallen temple? The female, stepping from behind the stump of a column, had auburn hair swirling around a pale golden face with glaring eyes. A face or a mask? Her complexion had the sheen of fur, and strong-boned features more feline than human. A regal, feral cat deity. One hand was holding a crystal sphere up to the heavens, the other pointing at a molten yellow fissure in the earth.

The brushstrokes were so precise and detailed that everything seemed to be in motion, vibrating and rushing around the central figure. There was so much light and energy, it hurt the eyes.

The side panels showed equally enigmatic visions. On the left sat statues of a king and queen, side-by-side like pharaohs in a ruined palace. On the right, a silver globe emitted a beam of light towards the stars. In the background stood a priest-like figure with a severe expression.

Stevie was silent, wondering.

“The artist’s gone a bit crazy with the gold and silver leaf, hasn’t he?” said Fin. “I need sunglasses. The way he’s caught the light is amazing, but it looks like everything’s vibrating. I wouldn’t want it on my wall, would you? Imagine confronting that, with a hangover.” She bent closer. “I can’t read the signature.”

“I can. I know the artist.” Stevie gave a soft laugh. “I went to college with him. Danifold.” A strange shiver went through her. “Well, bloody hell.”

“Who?”

“Daniel Manifold,” said Stevie. “We used to call him ‘Danifold.’ I’d know his work anywhere. He was obsessed by Byzantine religious icons and that was his thing, adapting those methods to his own ideas. He was always arguing with his lecturers, who frowned on his non-modern style, but he stuck to his guns. This is amazing.”

“What’s it supposed to be, though? It’s all sort of… wrong. It doesn’t look like any religious subject I’ve ever seen.”

“No,” said Stevie. “He took the style and played with it. Dreams, folklore, myths… whatever came into his head, I suppose.”

“He sounds very creative.”

“You could say that. Passionate. Driven.”

“So, have you been in touch with him lately?”

“No, hardly at all since we left college.” She smiled wistfully. “Since he’s working in London, why would he send stuff to me? It doesn’t make sense.”

Fin began to pick up discarded wrapping, only to stop with a panicked glance at the clock. “Damn, look at the time! I have to collect the kids from the minder. I’ve counted the cash, locked it in the safe and put the figures on your desk. Everything’s done.”

“Yes, it’s fine, you go,” said Stevie, startled out of a semi-trance. “I made the mess, so I’ll clear it up.”

“Okay, let me shut down the computer,” Fin continued as she went behind the counter into the office. “How long since college?”

“Oh… seven years. We drifted apart.”

Fin reappeared in a black overcoat and scarf, settling her bag on her shoulder. “Was he an old flame?” she said, her lips quirking.

“Not really. Well, sort of.” Stevie deflected Fin’s cheerful nosiness with a flick of her hand. “It was a very long time ago. I’m more than happy to exhibit his work, but an email or phone call would have been nice. This is odd, even for Daniel.”

“Is there some way you can contact him?”

“Not sure.” She stood with arms clasped, trying to outstare the fiery goddess. “Probably. I’ll have a think.”

Fin plucked car keys from her bag. Hesitating, she added, “Look, why don’t you come to ours for supper tonight?”

Stevie didn’t mean to be unsociable, even though she felt like the anti-Fin: slightly-built, willowy and untidily bohemian in appearance, her hair a long shaggy mess of amber shades: an oddball, in so many ways. Fin was a tall sporty type, dark, chic but… “ordinary” wasn’t a fair description. Fin was simply of the mainstream; down-to-earth, bright and breezy, normal. That didn’t stop them being friends, but…

Stevie thought about Fin’s house. The rooms would be ablaze with light and warmth, cooking smells, two children arguing in front of the television, Fin’s jokey, talkative husband, a couple of large dogs bounding around… The mere thought of all that heat, food and chatter was enough to wake a thin headache behind her eyes.

“I’d love to, but maybe another time? It’s been a long day. I need an early night.”

Fin nodded in resignation. “It can’t be great for you, living alone in that grotty apartment. You’re welcome any time, you know.”

“Thank you.” Stevie mustered a smile. “It really isn’t that grotty. Anyway, I need groceries, and I have paperwork to finish. We’ll deal with Daniel tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait,” said Fin. “Hey, you want a lift to the supermarket? It’s foul out there.”

“No. I’ll walk. I don’t mind the rain, and I do need the exercise.”

* * *

And space to think, Stevie added to herself.

With Fin gone, Stevie tidied the sea of bubble wrap, stowed the triptych and packing crate safely in the office, finished her final checks. All was clean and neat in the café, mini-spotlights in the display cases turned off. In the exhibition room, distorted shadows of the wording engraved on the windows––Soames & Salter, Metalsmiths, and in smaller letters beneath, Birmingham Museum of Metalwork. Preserving the industrial heritage of the Jewellery Quarter––slid repeatedly across the polished oak floorboards. She pulled down the blinds, set the alarm, and let herself out of the rear exit.

Outside, the wind stung her face. Stevie lived in a small apartment above the museum gift shop, just a few steps across a yard to a fire-escape that wound two stories up to her front door. She’d thought of taking Daniel’s triptych upstairs, but decided not to risk rain damage. Besides, she wasn’t sure she wanted those disturbing images staring at her all night.

Rain fell hard as Stevie walked the length of Vyse Street. The street was dark and shiny, awash with traffic on a typically British December evening: wet and piercingly cold. She hadn’t thought to bring an umbrella so she wrapped her long Indian cotton scarf several times around her neck, pushing her chin down into the folds. She passed the multistorey parking garage and a long row of stores selling gems and watches.

The Jewellery Quarter wasn’t pretty, yet it possessed a unique character. The streets had an industrial feel. Buildings of Victorian grandeur were interspersed with rows of old red-brick houses––mainly occupied by jewelry stores, with design studios and repair workshops on the upper floors––and marred by occasional blocky constructions from the 1960s. There were tiny shops stuffed with antiques, glamorous high-end boutiques, contemporary designers, discount gold merchants, clockmakers and more, all nestled side by side along every street in the vicinity.

Stevie loved the place. She’d fallen in love the moment she stepped off the new light railway at Hockley station, looked up and saw the station sign: a modern sculpture of cogs, like a giant skeleton clock. An air of dilapidation persisted in places, but historical conservation projects were restoring the area into a prime heritage site. Stevie was proud to be playing a part, however modest.

She wasn’t her own boss as such. She’d been deputy curator/manager for five years, officially supervised by tiers of city council administrators. Fortunately, they left the day-to-day running to her. The pay wasn’t great, but Stevie was happy. The job came with an apartment, and the museum was her life. There was nothing more she needed.

On the opposite side of the road, a cemetery lay dark and peaceful, untouched by the bustle around it. Reaching the Jewellery Quarter clock––a handsome green and gold tower––she crossed the road to a small supermarket on the far side.

The store’s harsh lighting made her blink as she bought basics: milk, bread, a ready meal and a bottle of wine. Soon she was on her way back, with rain blowing into her eyes, half her shopping list forgotten. All she could think about was Daniel.

Tall and skinny, with spiky brown hair, bright blue eyes shining through his crooked glasses, a permanent grin… the memories were vivid and fond. She still missed him. He’d been her first lover, the first person she’d ever allowed close to her.

Art college had been a great time in her life. Although her talent for fine art proved minimal, the college let her transfer to a jewelry-making course of study that suited her better. The curriculum covered all kinds of metalwork, allowing her fascination with clocks and other mechanisms to blossom alongside her love of gold and gems.

When college ended and her fellow students went their separate ways, she felt bereft. For those four years, she’d been part of a large, flamboyant family.

With Daniel at the center, like a flame.

Fin had guessed right: she and Daniel had been an item at college, although it hadn’t exactly been a grand passion. The initial excitement of sexual discovery faded within a year or so. Affection remained, but sheer physical chemistry seemed to be lacking between them. He’d always been eccentric, verging on unstable, and Stevie had her own interests, so they poured their ardour into work rather than each other. Yet there had been a sweetness in their mostly platonic love that still made Stevie smile. By the end, they were more like brother and sister.

Then the search for work took them in different directions. Daniel’s mother hadn’t helped, of course; she disapproved of his career choice and disliked his friends, Stevie in particular. Really, it had been easier to let him go than fight his mother or cope with his driven self-absorption.

Still, Daniel was special. She would always love him. Sending artwork with an urgent, cryptic note attached… even for him, that was damned weird.

Something was wrong.

As she passed the cemetery, she felt an ominous prodrome, a fizzing in the top of her head… No, not now, she told herself, but couldn’t push the feeling away.

The world changed around her in a horrible, indefinable way. Reality tilted. Traffic faded to silence. A cobalt glow replaced the darkness and sparks danced in the corners of her vision. Static tingled on her skin. She was dizzy, holding her breath with an overwhelming sense of a presence behind her… watching her… something dark and slithery, so close she could feel its breath on her neck.

And in front was a white shape, kitten-sized, like an animal specter. It kept glancing back, drawing her onward.

Stevie kept walking, willing herself not to run or otherwise behave crazily in the street. This feeling could last for half an hour or more. And every time, it was no less terrifying.

Migraine. Epilepsy. Some kind of neurosis. We’ll try you on this drug, or that… She no longer spoke to doctors about these episodes. Their drugs had only made her worse. It couldn’t be the world that changed, revealing weird hidden dimensions. Therefore it must be her own malfunctioning brain.

A horn sounded, headlights flashed. Shock jolted her back to herself. She’d stepped into the road without looking, straight into the path of a car. The handles of her grocery bags bit into her palms. The driver swerved around her, gesticulating angrily, and the street was normal again. The spooky cobalt glow and malevolent stalkers vanished. Stevie let out a shaky breath and strode on.

A security man in a dark suit, standing in the doorway of a large diamond merchant, greeted her with a friendly, “Evening, Stevie,” as if nothing had happened.

Nothing happened, nothing. Where was I? Daniel…

She quickened her pace along the slight downhill curve of the street until she reached the museum, a handsome nineteenth-century building fronted by a row of imposing arched windows. The sight of the place she loved steadied her, gave her a surge of pride, every time.

At the far end of the building, Stevie let herself through a steel gate to an alley that brought her into the rear yard. She climbed the fire escape and let herself into her apartment. Luxurious it wasn’t; she always felt a frisson of dismay at the brown linoleum and a tiny kitchen cramped under sloping ceilings. To the right, the small sitting room resembled student digs, with a threadbare carpet and sagging sofa. The colors were mostly faded browns and greens set against dingy white walls. However much she cleaned, a musty scent of damp hung around, reminding her of an attic.

Stevie had made no effort with the place, because it came with the job, and was not truly hers. Since she’d never had a proper home, she wasn’t sure how one should feel… With a brief shudder, she blanked her murky memories of foster families. The past was over, firmly rejected as if it had happened to someone else. The museum was her anchor now; the rooms above were merely somewhere to sleep.

She flicked lights on, turned on the television for background noise, discarded her wet outdoor clothing and wrapped herself in a thick cardigan. While her lasagna heated in the microwave, she sat on the sofa with a glass of white wine, and booted up her laptop.

Danny might have a website. He might even have sent her a message.

She waited impatiently for the laptop to pick up a wi-fi signal from the museum office. Soon she was balancing a plateful of lasagna on her knees, eating with a fork in her right hand while manipulating the keyboard with her left.

She scanned a long list of spam, searching for the rare gem of a personal message. From Daniel, nothing.

There was only one address she recognized. From Dr. Tom Gregory, the message was headed, “Our meetings.”

A thin breath escaped between Stevie’s teeth as she clicked “read”.


Dear Miss Silverwood, I’m dropping you a line to see how you are. I’m sorry that you couldn’t make our six-monthly follow-up––glancing at my calendar, I see that it’s nearly a year since we last spoke. Please do drop me a line or phone the office to make an appointment so I can fit you in before Christmas. You’ve made wonderful progress but I must emphasize the importance of continuity. It’s all too easy for clients to slip back into difficulties, so this is just a friendly reminder that I’m always here for you, a phone call away. I appreciate you are busy, but it is so important that we keep up our regular chats. I look forward to seeing you soon.

Yours,

Dr. Gregory.



Stevie paused, feeling a small flame of annoyance in her stomach. She closed the message and pressed delete.

The lasagna was a disappointing mush. She mentally kicked herself for forgetting to buy chocolate cookies. There might be a can of peaches in the cupboard. Perhaps she could mix the juice with her wine to create a sort of cut-price peach Bellini. Grimacing, she washed away the fatty cheese taste with more wine, undiluted.

She paused to watch the television news. There were floods devastating a Caribbean island, an earthquake near Pakistan’s mountainous border. Film was shown of people wandering about covered in dust, weeping, devastated. She changed the channel. Her throat tightened and she felt guilty for turning away but there was so much devastation every day that her emotional reservoir was dry.

She opened her web browser and tapped Daniel’s name into the search engine.

There weren’t many results, but the most useful appeared at the top: a website for the Jellybean Factory, an arts and media cooperative in North London with studios, offices and function space to rent. It was so long since she’d heard from Daniel, over a year, she’d forgotten he worked there until the parcel came. She clicked the link, clicked again on “Daniel Manifold” in the list of artists in residence.

There was only one example of his work: a thumbnail of the triptych he’d sent her. The auburn-haired sorceress stood in all her mystical glory, one hand raising a crystal globe to the heavens, the other pointing to a boiling-yellow crack in the earth.

The title was, Aurata’s Promise.

The accompanying text was minimal. “Daniel Manifold is a twenty-eight-year-old from the Midlands who works with a mixture of materials to create ‘Icons for the New Age’.” A few more words described his background, and that he’d been at the studio for two years. He was just a name in a long list of artists, designers, film-makers. The only contact number was for the Jellybean Factory itself.

Stevie put her dirty plate in the sink, picked up the telephone. She dialled, but got an answering machine; of course, they were probably closed by now.

Was it his own decision, to offer so little information? That was hardly great publicity. If he wanted the world to see his work, surely there were better ways. Websites, exhibitions… She took the folded note from a pocket and reread it. Sorry can’t explain. D.

Just not right. Crawling anxiety threw the world off-kilter. The ceilings seemed to press down, and she glimpsed the pale shape again, like a tiny leopard lying, tail swishing, along the arm of the sofa.

It had to be a visual anomaly, seen from the corner of her eye. She’d even joked to Fin about her “ghost cat,” but the apparition always unsettled her. Not knowing what it meant, that was the worst. She half-wished she’d gone to Fin’s after all, rather than stay home alone with her neurological disorder and endless footage of natural disasters afflicting the world.

She took the phone and a second glass of wine into the bedroom, found her old address book in a bedside drawer. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she found the page and stared at Daniel’s home number in apprehension.

Shoving her nerves aside, she dialed. Five rings . . .

“Yes?” snapped a female voice at the other end.

It was Daniel’s mother. The familiarity of her voice brought back sharp memories. By reflex Stevie became her polite, deferential student-self again.

“Is––I’m really sorry to disturb you, but I don’t suppose Daniel is there, is he, please?”

“What? What?” the voice lashed back. “Who is this?”

Stevie was taken aback, unsure how to respond. “Am I speaking to Professor Manifold?”

“Yes, this is she. And you are––?”

“Stevie Silverwood. I went to college with Daniel. I’m sorry if I’ve called at an awkward time, but is he there?”

There was a protracted silence at the other end, a dry intake of breath. “No, I’m afraid he isn’t. I thought you would have… but I couldn’t expect everyone to be aware… No, he’s not here.”

“Do you remember me?”

Again the clipped tone. “Yes, I remember you, Stephanie.”

“Do you know how I can get in touch with him? He’s sent me a painting without any explanation. I can’t find an email address for him, only the number for his London studio, but there’s no one there.”

“He sent you a painting?” The voice crackled with disbelief. “When? Did you see him?”

“No, a courier delivered it tonight, about five. It was sent last Thursday, I think. There was just a brief note asking me to exhibit the work. It’s odd, because we hadn’t discussed an exhibition. We’ve been in touch maybe once a year since college, if that. His work arrived out of the blue.”

“I see.” There was a pause and a couple of faint gulping noises. Stevie realized in consternation that Daniel’s mother was wrestling with tears. Stevie remembered her as a no-nonsense type; brisk, arid and intimidating. Not the sort to break down easily.

Stevie asked softly, “What’s wrong? Has something happened to him?”

She heard a faint crackle at the other end: a dry tongue trying to moisten drier lips. Eventually the professor spoke, her voice shaky but controlled. “Stephanie, could you possibly come and see me?”

The request was startling. The Frances Manifold she remembered had no time for her. She would never have issued an invitation to visit, not socially, and certainly not as a cry for help.

“Yes, of course, but can you tell me anything?”

“It won’t do over the phone,” came the brittle answer. “We need to talk face-to-face. I’m sitting here with a letter from him in my hand.” Another pause. “My son’s gone missing. I’m… I’m terribly afraid this might be a suicide note.”


Two

Sea Birth

Mistangamesh stood on the shore, reborn.

His reflection hung suspended in the wet sand. The sea from which he’d emerged lay as sleek as jade under the setting sun. Salt water rolled from his sodden black hair, plastering to his body what was left of his shirt and trousers. Seaweed trailed from him.

He looked up and saw gulls wheeling in the air currents, the only sign of life above the empty beach. His memories flickered, like a silent film projected onto fog––lives lived by someone else––yet he remembered everything.

In a previous existence, he’d thought himself to be a man called Adam who’d endured a hundred years of suffering, ended by a cliff fall. Yet he hadn’t found death, exactly, but a sea change. So he wasn’t human after all. He was Aetherial, a creature of the Aelyr race.

Only a few hours ago, he’d been rolling on the ocean bed at the tide’s mercy. His sense of being dead, yet aware and all-seeing, had seemed natural. It was said that the resting soul-essence of each Aelyr spread throughout space and time, and he believed it. He’d found peace.

And then came the wrench. All the scattered parts of him rushed together and he surged back to life, fighting the cold weight of the ocean, exploding upwards through the foam into a world of violent sensation.

Reborn in his true Aetherial form. Washed clean by the sea.

A long swim from the ocean depths had drained him and his legs felt too heavy to bear him up. His eyes dazzled and stung. His heart labored, the raw air hurt his lungs… and yet it felt so good to be alive. He relished every sensation, even the wet cling of his clothes and the sea-breeze drying salt on his skin. Mistangamesh stood poised on the threshold between land and sea, between surface world and Spiral, life and death.

And there was no sign of Rufus.

This was the first time he’d ever felt free of his eternal tormentor, his brother, Rufus Dionys Ephenaestus. For thousands of years they’d feuded, beginning in the lost glory of their Aetherial past and continuing through human history. Now, at last, he had the choice to walk away, vanish, never to see his brother’s beautiful, cruel face again. For a second or two, his heart soared.

Mist pushed back dripping hair from his face and groaned.

“Not free,” he said to the sky. “As long as Rufus is out in the world, it’s still my duty to find him and stop him.”

The thought of his brother was vivid and hard-edged. Their eternal feud: sharp images of betrayal, blood and grief: obsession, tangled in coils of love and loathing… so much business unfinished. Every time Mist thought the game was over, it began again.

Perhaps, he thought, this time on my terms.

He turned and began to walk along the shore.

* * *

Reality bit as he found a steep path to take him up the cliffs. Aetheric energy and the altered reality of the Dusklands had cocooned him when he first rose from the tide. Now clouds obliterated the sunset and he felt winter in the bitter, salty wind.

The climb brought him to a bleak landscape of hills coated with heather and stunted shrubs. All was grey. The ocean roared softly behind him. Ahead lay distant, dark lines of conifers.

His awakening Aelyr senses suggested that he was still in Scotland, albeit many miles from where he had fallen and drowned. He had no urge to return to Cairndonan House, where, in mortal form, he had lived for a time. Cairndonan was in the past.

He was different now. Someone new, yet ancient. And because Mist knew himself to be Aetherial, not human, he didn’t pause to worry that he was wet and frozen and looked like a shipwreck survivor, or that he had no money and no means of transport except his bare feet. He was above such concerns. He had strength enough simply to walk until he caught the skeins of Rufus’s aura.

And where was Rufus? Was he still doggedly searching, or had he given up at last? The harsh truth was that he was bound to find Mist eventually. He always did.

For that reason alone, Mist needed to find Rufus first. It wasn’t a question of revenge. His duty was a promise made thousands of years ago, a vow to halt Rufus’s endless rampage of destruction. If Mist did not try, no one would.

Where to start? In the vast, darkening landscape he was lost, but if he kept the coastline on his left and kept walking, he would be traveling south, towards England and the big cities that Rufus had always loved.

His brother could be anywhere by now. Paris, Vienna, Moscow––who knew? London was the obvious place to begin.

Once he found Rufus, then he would know what to do next.

Mist walked in a trance, suffering the shock of rebirth and not considering that a walk of five hundred miles or more was unrealistic, even for an Aetherial. How long had passed since they’d been together? It might have been days or months. Did Rufus actually believe him to be dead this time?

Aetherials called themselves semi-mortal, since they couldn’t fathom the strange paths of their lives. If they were physically killed, the flesh might heal and return to life, but more often the soul-essence would flee the corpse and rest in elemental form for years or centuries. Some would gradually take on solid form again, while others would be literally reborn. One might even be born into a human family and not know any different, never awaken to his deeper self. Or he might morph into animal shape, or fade into the Otherworld. Nothing was predictable.

Mist had experienced nearly all of those incarnations.

Not many went on and on unchanged, as Rufus had.

Let him believe I’m gone, thought Mist. I spent centuries trying to escape him. Was the effort all for nothing? Can I watch him like a spy, without him ever knowing I’m there? And if he’s still causing mischief… somehow I must avenge our father and mother, and all the countless others he has destroyed.

Helena.

When Mist’s way was blocked by a sea loch, he turned and walked inland until the waterway was narrow enough to swim across. Soaked again, he went onwards over rocks and heath. He had no need of food, rest or physical comfort. He was Aelyr, indestructible.

Mountains rose on either side, their rounded snowy peaks vanishing into thick cloud. Presently he reached a narrow road that felt like iron beneath his feet. Freezing air blasted into his face and he was utterly alone amid the desolation. Keep moving. Nothing else matters.

The long bitter night passed. When flat grey daylight returned he was still walking, like a machine. The asphalt was brutal but grass was worse, the blades so tough it was like stepping on tiny knives.

Now and then a car roared past, startling him. As Mistangamesh, he’d lived in a time long before motor vehicles, but he also retained Adam’s more recent memories. So, although the world was strange, it wasn’t wholly unfamiliar.

It didn’t occur to him to hitch a ride, but as a second evening fell, a huge truck rumbled to a halt beside him. A bearded driver in a red flannel shirt leaned towards the open window and called out amiably, “Hey, d’ye need a lift, pal? Where are you headed?”

Mist’s face was so solid with cold that he could barely speak. The driver began to frown. At last he forced out the words, “Anywhere. South. London.”

“London?” The driver gave a gruff laugh. “Ye’ll be lucky. I can take ye tae Carlisle.”

As Mist climbed in, the driver stared in shock and asked what the devil had happened to him. He struggled to find an answer. Somehow his cool, Aelyr self found the words. “It’s a long story. I got lost, and caught in the sleet.”

The driver put the truck into gear and it moved off with a deep, shuddering growl. “Your car broken down? Anyone needing help back there?”

“No, only me.”

“You English tourists!” the driver exclaimed, as if this explained everything. “Ye wouldnae believe the idiots who go mountain-walking in the middle of bloody winter! Ye sure you’re okay?”

Mist affirmed that he was and the man shrugged, accepting his word. The cab was stifling hot, the air rank with diesel, sweat and stale food. Mist sat staring out through the windshield, watching sheets of rain being swept away into a clear semicircle by the wiper blades, again and again.

The driver––a big man, blunt and easy going––showed no sign of being offended by his silence. When Mist offered no reason for walking barefoot in the middle of nowhere, the driver constructed his own explanation––that he’d fought with his wife or girlfriend, and she’d thrown him out of the car on a highland pass to make his own way back to civilization. “Either that, or you got lost up a mountain and you’re too embarrassed tae admit it!”

Mist said nothing to contradict him. Amused by his own tale, the driver produced a lunch box and offered him half an egg-and-bacon sandwich. Mist ate without appetite, accepted a drink from a bottle of fizzy orange liquid. The taste was chemically sweet and revolting, yet he felt better after a few sips. He’d needed food after all.

He fell asleep for a time, but memories kept jolting him awake, like electric shocks.

The driver tuned the radio to a talk station. Several commentators hotly debated restoring the death penalty for murder. After a while, Mist found himself asking softly, “Do you believe in the death penalty?”

“Oh, aye,” said the driver. “Hang the bastards! Cut down on the prison population. Me, I’d have ’em taken out the courtroom and shot.”

“How many crimes, though? How many last chances do you give them?”

“What? One’s enough. One strike and you’re out, eh?”

“But when it’s been going on so long, you’ve lost count… and you’re dealing with someone who can’t die… What’s the worst crime? Wiping out a whole civilization? Or a single, cruel killing, for the hell of it?”

“Och, I don’t know. That’s what war crimes tribunals are for. However many murders he’s committed, you can only hang the bastard once.”

“Rufus didn’t mean me to die. I don’t think he meant Helena to die, either, but he didn’t care.” As Mist’s thoughts unspooled, he barely realized he was saying them out loud. “Yes, he drove himself mad with guilt for centuries, trying to bring me back to life again. But I didn’t want to come back. It’s because he didn’t care about her that I can’t forgive him. She was human, truly dead forever. And Rufus never got it.”

The driver turned up the radio, an unsubtle hint that Mist’s rambling was interfering with his concentration.

Mist murmured on, “I meant to stay in elemental form, so that Rufus could never touch me again. But I came back as a human––I don’t know how, strange things happen to us that we can’t control––and for years I thought I was a man called Adam Montague. Adam had two sisters who loved him. He wanted to be a priest, but instead he got sent to the trenches and witnessed all his friends killed in the mud around him… and he was never well again. Then Rufus came, and saw Adam, and kidnapped him. He inflicted ninety years of torture, as he tried to wake up poor Adam and turn him back into me.”

Mist sighed, rubbed his forehead. “He couldn’t do it. Only the sea could do it. What Adam’s disappearance did to his family––that’s another story. But Rufus enjoyed their pain. How can you reason with someone like that?”

Mist was half-aware that the driver was giving him alarmed sideways looks. “Hey, why don’t you take a wee doze? Long road yet, and you’re nae making a lotta sense. Tired and cold will do that.”

“What would you do,” he asked, undeterred, “if this monster, this war criminal and murderer, was your brother?”

“Ma brother?”

“Would you give him up to the police? Would you still want him taken out and shot?”

“Man, that’s deep. Family’s different.”

“Is it? So would you protect him? You know he’s a lost cause, but part of you still loves him… but if he’s hurt people you love?”

“Well, that’d be different. Say if he’d hurt ma wife or bairns, I’d kill him with ma bare hands.”

“So if you knew he was guilty, but the courts let him go free and he vanished––would you let him go, or hunt him down?”

“This conversation’s doing my head in, pal. Reach behind your seat; there’s an old jacket and boots. They’re a wee bit skanky, but you take ’em. Better than walking around in rags.”

Mist found the items; the jacket, once green, was grey and oil-stained, the boots stiff with age, yet to him they were a priceless gift. “Thank you.”

“All the thanks I want is for you to shut up, because I’ve zero patience with hitchhikers’ weird life stories. Okay?”

Mist stared out into the sleet. The road grew broader, traffic increasing. In the distance, city lights sparkled like a lake of stars cupped within bleak surrounding hills. Weird? No, the driver misunderstood because he didn’t know Mist was Aetherial, didn’t know what he’d been through.

“Sometimes I’m so angry with Rufus that I could strangle him, but that’s emotion, not justice. To be honest, he still frightens me. But that’s Adam’s fear, not mine. All I ask is the wisdom to deal fairly with him when I find him. I don’t know how humans experience death, but for me it was a sudden striking out of existence, like a curtain falling midscene in a play. Then waking up somewhere dim, peaceful and strange… peaceful until the memories come back, because you know it’s too late to change anything. I can’t leap back in time to prevent the horrors happening. It’s like being severed. First from my true self, three, four hundred years ago? And severed again from being Adam. But you wake up again and the journey goes on.”

“No fer much longer,” the driver muttered.

Mist paused, remembering Adam’s beloved sisters, who’d devoted their lives and sanity to searching for him after he’d been abducted by Rufus. They were long dead. And he thought of those who’d helped him when he’d escaped after decades of captivity. Juliana Flagg, the artist who’d inherited Cairndonan House, her niece Gill and their scarlet-haired friend Peta… Mist smiled sadly at the memories. He couldn’t go back, because Cairndonan was in the past and he was someone different now. Had they grieved for Adam at all?

Had Rufus left them alive?

Mist’s breathing quickened. The cab’s heat was suffocating and he began wrenching at a handle, trying to crack the window. Instead, the door came open.

The driver braked, bringing the truck to a violent halt at the side of the road. “All right, pal, that’s it. I cannae take ye any further. Get out.”

“What?”

“You’re too weird, even for me! We’re nearly in Glasgow. Last stop before I hit the motorway. Ye can get help here, and man, do you need it. Guid luck, pal.”

Shaken, Mist thanked him, obediently climbed down from the cab and resumed his walk under the vast grey sky. His feet throbbed inside the ill-fitting boots. The jacket stank, giving bare protection from the wind. Dimly he was aware of gnawing hunger, but he didn’t fight his bodily discomfort, any more than he’d questioned how mad his rambling must have sounded to the driver. It wasn’t his fault he didn’t understand.

All around him were concrete roads roaring with vehicles. The cityscape was festooned with long ropes of metal, and ugly buildings poured smoke or steam into the sky. Wild hills were still visible in the far distance as he walked into the heart of the city. Mist ignored the exhaustion that was beginning to overwhelm him. His thoughts dissolved into a waking dream, in which roads became murky canals. At some point, he fell.

A huge deafening sound awoke him. It was like an earthquake above, filled with the rattle and squeal of metal. He found himself lying on cold damp concrete beneath the arch of a railway bridge. Weak street lighting spilled into the darkness.

“Are ye awright, mate?”

A grizzled face peered into his, sour alcohol fumes wafting from a snaggle-toothed mouth. The accent, slurred, was almost impenetrable.

Mist’s first thought was that the old man was after money. Laughing weakly, he tried to pull out the linings of his pockets to show he had nothing. The vagrant stayed his hand, making gravel-voiced protests. “Nae, what, ye think ah’m going tae rob ye? Wait. Wait. You stay there. I’m going tae call the ambulance.”

This was unreal. Mist’s voice emerged as a faint rasp. “No. There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m looking for…”

“You’re no druggie or alky, that’s plain as day,’ the man whispered. Mist realized that his rescuer wasn’t old after all; no more than forty. “There’s a light around ye. Ah know the hidden folk when I see one. God strike me down dead if I don’t get ye some help.”

* * *

Mist dreamed that he stood on the edge of the world. Islands rose like grey walls from the ocean; beyond, there lay no land between him and the coast of North America, only thousands of miles of sea and sky.

Next he was walking. Endlessly walking.

Rows of town houses loomed on either side of a canal. Venice? Trees lined the banks and there were cobbles beneath his feet… No, not Venice. Amsterdam. He was going to meet someone and it was urgent. Helena. He would take flowers to her, tulips like soft bright cups of paint, red and peach and bright yellow.

Mist saw multiple images. First he watched the human thread of Adam’s memories, like images flickering on a spool of film: two beloved sisters who were long gone; mud and blood and shell-fire all around him, a bullet entering his gut… then a long nightmare of abduction into the Otherworld by Rufus and his heartless, beautiful friends, held prisoner while Rufus tried every technique of pleasure or pain he could devise to make Adam admit he was really Mistangamesh Poectis Ephenaestus. After he escaped, he enjoyed a short time of safety until Rufus came after him once more… and then the bullet completed its journey. It tore through his body and sent him plummeting into the waves.

The memory of Rufus’s face––passionate, obsessive, devoid of empathy––sent shivers through him. So close… yet they couldn’t reach each other.

Time meant little in the Otherworld, but it meant everything on Earth. In seventeenth-century Amsterdam, Mistangamesh was hurrying along the canal-side towards Helena’s house. He was panicking in pure terror as if the world were collapsing.

His memories wound back in time. He recalled a nightmare, in which his sister was trapped in a strange house and calling his name, but he could never find her… What came before that? A gulf of darkness. He was staring down a tunnel of whispering phantoms. A point of golden light shone at the far end but he dared not look too hard. Seeing would be like diving into the sun.

A voice murmured deep in his brain, It is always like this.

“Is it?” Mist said softly to himself. “We carry this chaos inside us?”

His subconscious self was wiser. It commanded him to be quiet and watchful, to pay careful attention and to learn fast.

He became aware of someone beside him: a woman who was silver from head to foot, with a halo of pale hair, a glint of white gold and pearls, a long thick coat of figured velvet trimmed with white fur: Juliana Flagg, an angel in a dream.

He opened his eyes and she was really there.

Consciousness came as a violent shock. His last memory was of lying on concrete beneath a bridge, engine noise growling above, a fog of foul smells enveloping him. Now he was on a bed, walled in by blue curtains. Bright lights dazzled him and he heard a buzz of activity in the background. Juliana leaned towards him, her aged yet beautiful face alight with amazement. He caught the warm, powdery fragrance of her velvet coat.

“Adam?” she said softly. “Oh my god, is it really you? I can’t believe this.”

“Juliana.”

His voice was a rasp. Her eyes widened as he spoke. “You recognize me?” Her fingertips pressed his cheekbone, as if touch was more certain than sight. “I’ve been sitting here for an hour, so I’ve had a very thorough look at your face, but I still can’t comprehend… Adam, what happened? We saw you die.”

He glanced around. This was a much brighter, stranger place than the grim wards that human Adam remembered, nearly a century earlier. “Is this a hospital?”

“Yes, you’re in the Acute Admissions Unit. Next step up from Accident and Emergency.” She looked at him with grave, concerned eyes. “Oh, my dear boy, what a state you’re in. Whatever happened?”

Everything and nothing, he thought. This was all wrong. He should not be in hospital because he was Aelyr, indestructible. Juliana was in the past, so she shouldn’t be here, either. All wrong.

“Well, let me tell you what I know,” she said when he didn’t speak. “Yesterday I received a phone call from this hospital. A young man had been found unconscious in the middle of Glasgow. This city sadly has its share of homeless people, and one of them called an ambulance for you; I wish I could have thanked him, but he was long gone. You had no identification on you. You were wet through, dressed in rags and a stinking old jacket. At first the doctors thought you’d been attacked, but they found no injuries, no drugs or alcohol in your blood. They concluded you’d collapsed with hypothermia. You were a mystery. However, while you were half-conscious, you kept saying my name and mentioning Cairndonan House. So the hospital staff found my number and telephoned me. It took me half the night to get here, but here I am.”

“You should not have come,” he whispered.

“Why not? Who else would have come to look after you?”

“I don’t need looking after.”

She gave a short laugh. “You were brought in half-dead! And I’ve spent all this time thinking you were genuinely dead! How could I not come?”

He shifted in the bed, trying to prop himself upright. They’d dressed him in a hospital gown and there was a silvery blanket over him. Juliana plumped up the pillows to help him. He had a flashback to Cairndonan House, of Adam lying in bed because––confused––he’d tried to hurl himself through a window. Mist looked down at his palms, which had been badly cut. There were no scars now. The skin had healed smooth.

“You look as if you need food,” she said. There was an awkward pause. “This is beyond strange––but then, so many strange things happened at Cairndonan, I shouldn’t be surprised. You do remember me, and what happened there?”

“As if through a veil, yes.”

“Good. That’s a relief. So, the tide washed you up and you walked away…?”

“Something like that.” The understatement made him smile.

“How long have you been sleeping rough?’

He was puzzled. “I wasn’t sleeping rough. I was walking. I don’t remember collapsing.”

“Well, I’m extremely curious to know how you’re even still alive. Oh, my dear boy. You were shot through the chest by a raving madman who was actually aiming at Rufus. For good measure, you fell a hundred feet onto rocks and were swept away into a stormy sea. And yet you survived?”

It was time to tell her.

“No. Adam died. I am Mistangamesh.” The last word was a whisper. “Mist.”

“Ah.” She released a long, quiet sigh. “That was the name of Rufus’s long-lost brother.”

“Yes. That’s who I am.”

Juliana looked keenly at him, her head tilted, as if trying to work out if he was telling the truth or plain mad. “Are you saying that Rufus was right about you?”

“He didn’t understand that Adam had to die before Mist could wake up. Or realize that he had to let me go before I could return. I was deep in the ocean but I swam back to shore. Then I climbed up the cliffs and began to walk southwards.”

“How long were you walking?’

“I’m not sure. Two or three days.”

“Without stopping to rest or eat?”

“A truck driver gave me a lift and shared his food. When he dropped me at the edge of the city, I began to walk again.”

“Where were you going?”

“Towards London.”

She was staring at him, aghast. “Do you realize how far––You set out to walk several hundred miles from the wilds of Scotland with no help, no money, nothing? What were you thinking? Oh, dear god, Adam. Mist, I mean. Has rebirth made you insane?”

“I am Aelyr. I thought I’d left behind all human needs.”

“Obviously not. Are Aetherials, excuse the pun, superhuman? Are you a god of some sort, who never gets tired or hungry, never needs to sleep?”

Her questions threw him. He considered his answer. “I never claimed we were gods. We change between different states… but when we’re in physical form, yes, we need food and rest eventually.”

“Yet you somehow forgot this, did you?”

“It seems so.”

“Well, you’re an idiot!”

Mist laughed. She was right. Finally it dawned on him that he had been out of his mind. “I thought I was indestructible. I’m ashamed to discover, after all, that I’m as weak as any human.”

“Don’t knock humans,” she replied tartly. “You’d be surprised what we can endure.”

Her words reminded him that he’d no idea what harm Rufus might have done after Adam’s demise. Alarmed, he touched her forearm. “Where’s Rufus now?”

“Oh, he’s long gone. Don’t worry, he’s not with me!” Juliana shrugged. The gesture was slight, but soaked with contempt. “He ran away, vanished over the horizon.”

“He didn’t hurt anyone?”

“Oh, no, my dear, not at all.” She covered his hand with hers, reassuring him. “After you, or rather after Adam died, Rufus went to pieces. He was insane with grief and no threat to anyone, so I let him stay for a few days. Then he perked up. Grief turned into anger, perhaps. He stole a car and off he went in a spray of gravel and exhaust fumes, sticking up a finger at the rest of us. Haven’t seen him since, don’t want to.”

Mist sighed. He was trying to clear his mind, to engage with the new reality he’d entered. “So he’s been gone for… a few days? Perhaps a week, at most?”

Juliana gave him a measured stare. “My dear, those events didn’t happen last week. They happened over two years ago.”

* * *

Some hours later, they were sitting in a coffee shop in the center of Glasgow, as crowds of shoppers passed the windows. Already the sky was growing dark again, but the streets were bright with Christmas lights, strings of sparkling red and gold stars.

Juliana had gone out and bought Mist some new clothes: underwear, black trousers and T-shirts, a dark grey sweater and a warm, waterproof jacket, sturdy black boots. The doctors had wanted to keep him for a day or two. He’d discharged himself against their advice. They wouldn’t understand that, despite everything, his Aelyr flesh would heal fast.

Once he’d consumed soup, toasted sandwiches, a large chocolate muffin and half of Juliana’s too, he felt… well, “human again” wasn’t quite the phrase, but substantially better. They sat facing each other, cradling fresh mugs of coffee.

“Two years?” he said.

“Nearly two and a half.”

“It seemed only days… It was like a dream, though. Time can’t be relied on when you’re part-elemental and in the Dusklands.”

“You must be in shock,” said Juliana. “Nearly as much as I am, finding you alive.”

“Gill and Peta… they were such dear friends to me. Are they still with you?”

She waved a hand. “Goodness, no. They buggered off backpacking together. But you were missed. Gill said something very telling: that she couldn’t stay at Cairndonan because, if she did, she’d always be watching the sea.”

Mist felt a pang of human regret, so intense it stole his breath. “I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have wished that on her… She and Adam . . .” He had to stop until the pain abated. Softly he went on, “But I’m not him anymore. So please don’t tell her, or anyone, that you’ve seen me.”

“I understand.”

“It could be worse. I might have lost twenty years. I wonder what Rufus is doing?” Pushing aside any tender thoughts of Gill, Mist focused on his brother. “I need to know where he is.”

“Well, I didn’t report the car stolen because we were so glad to see the back of him. He could be anywhere.” She touched his hand. Her fingers felt hot on his skin. “My dear, I’m sure you’re safe. He thinks you’re dead. He has no reason to return to Scotland.”

“He’d head to the capital.” Mist smiled sourly. “He always liked crowds, places of power. Extremes of poverty and wealth. They were his playgrounds.”

“London has a population of roughly ten million people. Plenty to play with. Or he could have even more fun in New York, Tokyo . . .”

“I know, but London is somewhere to start looking.” A shudder of fear went through him. So it began again, his never-ending duel with his brother.

“Are you sure you want to find him?” Juliana was a graceful figure, a goddess carved from silver-grey marble. Human, yet something more. “I’m confused. All the time you, and-or Adam, were with him, Mist was dormant. As if you were so hell-bent on not letting Rufus win, you’d rather stay ‘dead’ than let him think he’d found you. You said yourself that you reawakened only when he was safely out of the way. Yet now you want to go looking for him?”

“I don’t want to. I have to.”

“Why?”

His fingertips padded softly on the tabletop. “Wherever he goes, there is trouble and pain and death. I need to stop him.”

She swallowed. “I must admit, things were somewhat interesting while he was on the scene. Do you remember the trial?”

Mist nodded. Certain Aetherials had tried to convict Rufus for crimes against both his own race and mortals. They’d failed. Her words woke images of a vast black chamber, a jury of near-invisible figures. Lord Albin of Sibeyla, owl-white in the darkness, was the keenest prosecutor… but Albin had been thwarted. “It was a joke. Even the Spiral Court couldn’t pin him down. Rufus escaped Aelyr justice and now he can’t be touched. He must think he’s invincible.”

“A frightening thought, but… you should know that all the fight went out of him when he lost Adam. Taking the car was bravado. I think what I’m trying to say is this.” She chopped at the table with the edges of both hands. “You had your brother there, right in front of you, for years on end. He held you, or rather, a person he thought was you, prisoner. Now that you’ve managed to break free, why on earth would you seek him out again?”

Mist sank back in his chair. “Because the game isn’t over yet. Yes, he imprisoned me, but I wasn’t truly me at the time. Adam was powerless. Things are different now. Rufus has a mountain of debts to pay. Let him feel guilty about my death! He’s done far worse than kill me.”

Juliana raised her eyebrows. “I’ve heard of sibling rivalry, but this is ridiculous. So what is it now, your turn to kill him?”

“Oh, I wish I could turn away and forget him, but I can’t. I want the upper hand this time. I’ll be watching him from the shadows, but he’ll never know I’m there.”

“But how on earth do you ever expect to find him?”

“In the past, wherever we were, we always found each other in the end.”

Juliana gave a slight shiver. “How?”

“I don’t know. We were always both drawn to places where history was being made, or the world changing. We knew each other too well, or perhaps we were simply very predictable.”

“I’d hardly call either of you predictable.” She gazed at passers-by in the street for a few moments, then turned to him again. “Look, here’s a radical thought. How would it be if you let this go? Travel, or settle somewhere, or return to the Otherworld, whatever makes you happy––but forget your brother. Live your own life.”

Mist laughed. “That sounds tempting. Don’t think I haven’t thought of it.”

“Is it impossible?”

“Wherever I go, he’ll find me. That’s why I have to find him first. To end it.”

Juliana gave him a long, wistful look. “At least stay a few days, first. You’re like a newborn seal. You’ve barely dried off.”

“I can’t. And you shouldn’t have had to come and rescue me. Some Aetherial I’ve proved to be, unable to survive without human aid. I feel ashamed.”

“Nonsense. There’s no shame in needing a little help. You can thank me by staying until you’re fully well. Couple of days’ rest in a decent hotel?”

He shook his head. In his mind he saw mountains stretching away, roads stringing together villages, towns, cities… the idea of hunting Rufus through the world made him despair. No use resisting, though. The idea also held a strange thrill. “Sorry, Juliana, but I have to go.”

Now she was exasperated. “And how far d’you think you’ll get with no money, no identification? You’ll need documents. Not being of criminal inclination, I don’t know how one goes about creating a false identity, but it can’t be that hard. You’ll need more clothes. Money. Look, I’ll lend you a credit card until we can get one in your name. And I’ll pay the balance each month, at least until you’re established.”

Mist had learned what a credit card was when she’d used one to pay for their food. He shook his head. “I can’t take money from you!”

She waved a hand. “Oh, pay me back when you can. Listen to me: You’ll get nowhere without cards and cash.”

He groaned, knowing she was right. “Thank you. I wish I didn’t need such help, but I’m grateful. And I will pay you back.”

“Damn right you will. So it’s settled. We need to get your paperwork sorted out, finances, a cell phone––”

“A phone?”

“Yes, so I can make contact in order to forward stuff to you, wherever you happen to be. You want to find Rufus, so I’m oiling the wheels. Hop on a train, and you can be in London in a few hours. After that, you’re on your own.”

“I’m so grateful, Juliana.” An awkward silence fell for a moment. Then he looked up at her and said, “I feel foolish. The truth is, I don’t really know where or how to start searching.”

“Well, there’s always the Internet,” Juliana said wryly.

“The what?”

“Come on, Mist. Even I have a creaky old computer. As Adam, you must have noticed. The side room with a collection of yellowing plastic boxes?”

“No. That I don’t remember.” He smiled. “Still, I am a fast learner.”

“I’m sure you are.” She reached into her bag and placed a shiny oblong device on the table. “Start learning.”

“What’s this?”

“This is me, entering the twenty-first century. It’s one of those tablet computer gadgets. You touch the screen and it tells you what you want to know. Magic.”

Mist stared at her in disbelief. Then a smile pulled at his mouth. Perhaps there would be sparks of wonder in the journey after all.

“Honestly, it’s easy, even for someone of my great age. Look.”

She powered up the device, and had to show him only once how to use the search engine. Mist was entranced by the small, glowing screen that could call up any part of the world, any piece of information, at the touch of a few keys.

Hardly knowing how to start, he typed in his brother’s name; Rufus Dionys Ephenaestus. The result came at once.

Your search did not match any documents.

Entering his most recent assumed name, Rufus Hart, yielded 774,000 results.

Mist sat back in his chair and laughed, causing people at the next table to look at him. Ignoring them, he tapped on some of the links, but found none that bore any relevance to his brother.

“He wouldn’t use that name again, would he?” Juliana put in. She’d shifted her chair around to look over his shoulder.

“Not Hart. But he nearly always used Rufus, as if he was winking at the world, saying, ‘I’m pretending to be someone else, but we all know who I really am’.”

“I noticed that about him. He was proud of being infamous, didn’t even try to disguise himself. The way he brazened it out before the Spiral Court was quite breathtaking. You should have seen it! Oh… you did.”

“Well, Adam was there, and I have all his memories.”

“Of course. Try being more specific. Aelyr, or Aetherial?”

He tried. Links to foreign language sites appeared for “Aelyr,” while “Aetherial” had over 30,000 results. Apparently it was too generic a word to be of much help. All it meant––according to an online dictionary he consulted––was “of the aether,” “pertaining to the higher regions beyond the Earth,” and “from the Greek verb, to blaze.”

Mist sighed to himself. He continued entering every word or combination of terms he could think of. Azantios. Poectilictis. Theliome. Aurata. Places and people he had not seen for countless thousands of years.

For Aurata, images of beetles, fish and caracal lynxes appeared. The name meant nothing more specific than “golden.” How had they spelled it, in the ancient days? That alphabet no longer existed. The language of Aelyr and Vaethyr alike had evolved along with the Earth and the humans who’d taken it over.

On the fifth page of results, a title caught his eye. “Aurata’s Promise. Central panel of triptych, tempera and gold leaf on wood panel. Artist: Daniel Manifold.”

He tapped on the link and found a website for an art gallery, a working studio whimsically called the Jellybean Factory. He scrolled a list of names with a thumbnail image beside each one. Mist pressed on the stamp-sized picture beside Daniel Manifold’s name and up came a bright image like a religious icon. He sat back, stunned.

There was a red desert landscape and a city of towers, gold and pale yellow and white, so glassy and weightless they seemed to float. But their perfect shells were crumbling, open to the sky. Smoke rose. A woman with flowing auburn hair and the face of a feline goddess stared straight at him, enigmatic, one finger pointing at a volcanic crack in the ground, the other hand holding up an orb to the fiery sky.

He recognized the place. Even with her stylized, cat-like features, he knew the woman, too.

“What is it?” said Juliana, leaning forward.

“Aurata,” Mist said softly. “My sister.”


Three

Ghosts and Shadows

Stevie dreamed she was drowning. She was on her back, fully immersed in cold green water, enveloped in cushiony moss. The surface rippled above her face. No air bubbles rose from her mouth. Her struggles had faded to calm acceptance. She was now like an amphibian, part of this watery, mossy realm. She had always been here, a forgotten sunken treasure, watching the hypnotic play of sunlight and shadows far above…

A steel cord snared her, dragging her violently up to the surface. She gasped in the dry world like a hooked fish.

The “steel cord” was actually the shrill of her alarm clock. Stevie slammed her hand on the button to silence it. Seven-thirty. Waking brought a rush of adrenaline, her usual reaction to such disturbing, recurring dreams.

The boiler that supposedly heated the water and radiators clunked into life, jolting her back to reality. She stared at the sloping, off-white ceiling as she recalled the previous day’s events.

She didn’t believe Daniel was dead. He’d always been wrapped in artistic visions, but had he been making a decent living? Didn’t a London studio equal success? Yet she knew too well that anyone could put on a confident front while quietly falling apart inside. Inner turmoil, provoking him to some crazy action… well, that was possible. But suicide? Surely not.

Stevie hoped with all her heart that his mother was wrong.

Daniel had been her saviour. The first time she met him, she was seventeenish and working in a café, without family or hope. One lunchtime, there he was at a table, sketching. He looked up, caught her staring in fascination, and grinned. Warily sliding into the seat beside him, she saw that he was drawing her. They began to talk. He was so excited to be starting at art college that she decided, in a spontaneous rush of optimism, that she would apply too.

She had nothing to lose.

He’d helped her compile a rushed portfolio of artwork, told her what to say at the interview, and by a miracle, she scraped in. Horribly out of her depth at first, she abandoned fine art and found her vocation in working with metals.

Daniel had been her first true friend, her first lover. Until then, her only brush with boys had been fighting off the unwanted advances of older foster-brothers, who’d all learned the hard way to keep their distance. Daniel was different: gentle, nervous and equally inexperienced. They discovered pleasure together, until their bond faded naturally back into friendship again.

Did he have other girlfriends? Surely no one special; no one she could remember. Since leaving college, Stevie had had occasional brief affairs, all of which she’d ended because she never felt at ease. She’d concluded she must be too unconventional or damaged to connect with “normal” people. Perhaps both she and Danny were simply too weird to sustain a proper relationship.

Stevie made to get out of bed, but paused, recalling something else. His painting style had changed radically after he’d met her, or so he claimed. “I drew anything and everything,” he’d told her, “but I had no real direction. Once I met you, though… I can’t explain. It’s like you give off an aura and my head’s suddenly full of images that are really important, even though no one understands them, least of all me.”

Thanks, she thought, since you weren’t painting pretty portraits of me. No, it was grotesque stuff like saints with snake heads, angels with lion paws and beaks––images that made your lecturers shake their heads in despair.

Some muse I was. No, Dan, you had no business trying to shift the credit for your bizarre visions onto me. Credit or blame, whichever––it wasn’t my doing.

She decided that, when she found him, she was going to tell him exactly that.

“So what’s going on, Danifold?” she murmured. Reluctantly she pushed back the bedcovers and felt the chill of the air. “What’s happened to you?”

* * *

The watery world of the dream haunted her as she took a barely warm shower and dried off. How frustrating, that she rarely dreamed of anything more pleasant than drowning. “Aquaphobia” was the official term for her fear of water, a doctor had once told her, although his simplistic diagnosis didn’t begin to cover what she felt.

She chose a calf-length patchwork dress in blue-green shades, adding a thick jade-colored cardigan. Once dressed and sipping a mug of tea, Stevie finally stopped shivering. She smudged kohl on her eyelids and worked at her knotty hair until it was more a flow of russet-amber ripples, and less of a fright wig. Perhaps she should trim it to jaw-length, like Fin’s, if only to save five minutes of pain and swearing in the morning.

But her hair was part of her, a kind of veil that gave her both identity and camouflage.

She hung strands of rough-tumbled beads around her neck: orange carnelian and turquoise. The color clash pleased her. She added silver gem-set rings that she’d made herself, and bracelets with dangling charms. Her spectral cat, like a tiny leopard, lay watching her from the bed with its claws digging into the duvet.

The water dream had been unusually intense. The triptych, the sudden reminders of Daniel and the past, awoke feelings she was always trying to bury.

By eight-thirty, Stevie was down in the museum shop, counting money into the till, firing up the computer, ensuring all was neat and ready for opening time. She checked the upstairs gallery, where examples of metal craft stood on display behind glass: jugs, trophies, world globes, even a model battleship hammered from silver and gold. Her favorites were five skeleton clocks, each one unique, with their inner workings of cogs and spindles revealed like elegant kinetic sculptures.

She unlocked the doors to the factory, poked her head in and said, “Good morning,” to the ghosts. No apparitions were visible, but she greeted them anyway, out of courtesy and a mild dash of superstition.

Back in the gift shop, she entered the exhibition space, put out fresh piles of leaflets and tacked up a poster advertising a jazz concert. The clockmaker’s bench in one corner was her addition. However, one of the staff, Alec, was a lifelong clock-obsessive and often requisitioned her workspace. To her annoyance, he was untidy and failed to keep her tools in pristine condition. His latest repair lay in pieces strewn all over the bench. Yet Stevie indulged him, because visitors loved to stand and watch a craftsman at work.

Such a novelty, these days, to see anything made by hand.

By nine, her part-timers were arriving: Ron the retired engineer and Margaret, a cheerful, matronly type who’d worked in the factory in her younger days. Stevie had a dozen casual staff to call on, retired folk who worked for sheer love of the museum’s history. This gave the place a happy atmosphere, and made it easy for her to be a popular boss.

“Morning, Ron,” she called as he passed, leaving a trail of wet bootprints. “Still raining, I see?”

“And ruddy freezing,” he replied, turning and noticing the mess he’d made. “Oh, look at that. I wiped my feet, honest. Sorry, I’ll grab the mop.”

“Don’t worry, Alec can do it,” said Stevie. “Get the coffee machine on!”

Stevie never went behind the café counter if she could help it. Preparing food was not her favorite activity. When Alec arrived, he headed straight for the workbench. Mildly irritated, she called out, “Hold on, Alec, would you mind cleaning the floor first?”

He stopped, giving her an ironically grumpy look over his spectacles. “Who’s doing the tours today?”

“It’s on the duty roster. You’ve got the two o’clock.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He went to collect a mop, adding wet footprints of his own.

Stevie sighed and went behind the counter. Alec was the only staff member who acted up; he was old-school and resented women telling him what to do. At least his sense of humor redeemed him.

In the back room, she unfolded Daniel’s panel on her desk. The flame-haired goddess resembled an angel, offering a choice between heaven and hell… but no, that interpretation wasn’t right. She frowned. Daniel’s work appeared as puzzling as ever.

“Sorry I’m late!”

Fin breezed in, throwing her coat over a chair and complaining about the slow and rainy school run, and how if it weren’t for her kids, she would be on a plane halfway to Florida by now. Without waiting for a response, she hurried into the café, reappearing minutes later with two large cappuccinos.

“Thanks,” said Stevie, accepting the mug. “The coffee bribe always works.”

“Third time this week, and you’re not going to tell me off?”

Stevie took a breath. “No. I’m going to ask you an enormous favor.”

“Oh-oh.” Fin took a sip of her cappuccino, which left foam on her upper lip. “What dreaded task have you lined up for me?”

“Nothing awful. Mustache,” Stevie added, grinning.

“Always happens.” Fin wiped her lip with a tissue. “How come you drink yours so daintily? I end up with a Santa Claus beard if I’m not careful. This favour…?”

“Right, okay, about the mystery delivery…”

Stevie explained about her phone call to Daniel’s mother. Fin froze, staring.

“Oh my god. You don’t really think he’s done away with himself, do you? That’s terrible.”

Stevie’s throat tightened. She gave a vehement shake of her head. “No. I can’t let myself believe that. But his mother’s in real distress, and she’s not one to ask for help unless she’s desperate. I promised I’d go and see her. Today. Now. Can you manage without me?”

“Absolutely. No problem. I mean,” Fin corrected herself, “absolutely not, but we’ll struggle through somehow. You want me to do anything with the triptych?”

“Leave it in the office for now. I’ll make a decision after I’ve seen Daniel’s mother.”

“No problem. Yes, go, Stevie. After all, when do you ever take a day off?”

Only on Mondays, and only because we’re closed, she thought. Days off, she never knew quite what to do with herself. Sometimes she’d go shopping, or to the library or cinema in the center of Birmingham, but often she’d find herself back in the museum, dusting, restocking or rearranging displays.

Stevie had to admit that her life was, frankly, a bit sad.

“Thank you. That wasn’t the big favor, though.” She gave an apologetic grin. “Please can I borrow your car?”

“What?” Fin sounded more startled than horrified.

“His mother lives in the wilds of Derbyshire. I could go by train and taxi, but that would take forever.”

“Fine, but, er, do you actually possess a driving license?”

“Yes, of course. Look.” She took her purse from under the counter and produced the document. “I live over the shop, and I can walk into town or take the tram, so there’s no point in me owning a car.”

“I know.” Fin rolled her eyes. “And since my car’s an old banger, only fit to run my kids around in––”

“Hey, I never suggested that.”

“I’m stating a fact. Don’t expect leather luxury. Yes, fine, when do I refuse you anything? We’ll hold the fort.” Fin passed her the keys. “Ignore the chocolate wrappers and dog hairs. My insurance should cover you… I think… just don’t put any dents in it, okay? Any more dents.”

“You’re my fairy godmother,” said Stevie. “Make sure Alec pulls his weight. Don’t let him sit playing with his clock all day… er, you know what I mean.”

“Sure, and please be back in time for me collect the children––five at the latest––if you don’t want to be turned into a pumpkin,” Fin retorted cheerfully.

* * *

Frances Manifold lived in a small village called Nethervale, deep in countryside on the Leicestershire-Derbyshire border. The drive took Stevie only an hour. It was years since she’d passed along these narrow, hedge-lined roads, but as soon as she reached the village boundary, every detail was familiar, as if she’d never left.

She turned off the main street into a side lane that curved between a mixture of farmland, cottages, and barns converted into smart modern dwellings. A stream ran along the left-hand side. The wide, grassy bank was lined with trees. Crows cawed, high above in their leafless crowns. Presently she reached a row of old houses, each one set back in its own grounds.

Stevie pulled in at the side of the lane. Fog hung in the air and moisture dripped from the trees, soaking the grass and asphalt beneath. The lane was deserted, the air saturated with the wintry farm smells of wet grass and manure.

The Manifold residence was a small Georgian-style manor, poised on an incline in a walled, wooded garden. As Stevie walked up the curve of the gravel driveway, the house, with its greyish white walls and unpretentious shabbiness, woke vivid memories of Daniel.

His father had died when Daniel was nine. Lung cancer. That was all Stevie knew. She could only guess how hard his death had hit his wife and son, because they’d rarely talked about him. Frances Manifold was not one to show emotion.

Which was harder, Stevie wondered, losing a parent or having no family in the first place? The ache of chronic absence versus the acute pain of loss––could they even be compared?

Her feeling of dread rose as she approached the front door. She recalled Frances Manifold as a tallish, thin, acerbic woman, with copper hair cut in a short bob. Angular and tough, she was a paleontologist and looked the part in trousers and shirt of pale khaki. Her outdoorsy clothes and air of suppressed energy had made her seem always ready for action. She was a professor at a Midlands university, but Stevie suspected she was restless in lecture halls and yearned to be out digging up fossils in the wilds.

At their first meeting, Frances had shaken her hand, her grip powerful and bony, her eyes like those of an eagle locked on to prey.

Stevie had felt instant admiration for this strong, educated woman, and a desire for approval. Frances, unfortunately, had not reciprocated. The moment they met, Stevie felt she had been judged and found wanting.

Perhaps she subjected all Daniel’s friends to the same caustic probing, challenging them to earn her respect. She made no secret of the fact that she’d wanted Daniel to go into science, like his parents. Art was not a proper career. And she seemed to consider Stevie a dreamy, shady reprobate who’d come to steal her little boy.

Stevie, shy and awkward in her presence, had never known how to break the ice.

Now she raised her chin and reminded herself that she was a grown-up, a professional in her own right, equal to anyone.

The door opened before she reached it. Frances Manifold stood waiting on the threshold. Superficially she looked the same, but Stevie saw signs of ageing and stress. A few more lines around her eyes, her expression tight with worry. Grey roots striped the coppery hair. Always bony, Frances had lost weight, which made her appear more brittle than tough.

“Hello, Stephanie.” No smile, but her tone was civil. “It’s so good of you to come.”

She held the door open and Stevie went in, breathing a miasma of floor polish, damp dog and stale cooking. The house hadn’t changed. The large entrance hall was grand yet gloomy: defiantly unmodernized. The same black-and-white engravings of Victorian explorers still hung on the greying ivory walls. A grandfather clock ticked portentously. Two glass cabinets full of fossils stood opposite the door, as she remembered.

A golden cocker spaniel came lolloping out of a doorway, skidding on the buffed floor tiles. This was new. He snuffed at Stevie’s knees, tail wagging wildly.

“Settle down, Humphrey,” said the professor, as Stevie bent to stroke the silky head. “He’s two, but still acts like a puppy. I seem to recall you’re not a dog person?” The tilt of her eyebrows seemed to imply an accusation. “I can remove him, if he bothers you.”

“Oh, no, he’s fine, he’s really sweet.” Stevie was determined to defuse the tension that Daniel’s mother created without trying.

“Well, I never thought I’d see you again, after you and Daniel parted company.”

Yes, the edge was still there in her voice. Stevie sighed inwardly. “We never quarreled. No hearts were broken. We drifted apart, but we stayed friends.”

“Hmm. Oh, let me take your coat and scarf. Chilly, isn’t it? This sort of damp cold gets right into the bones.”

Frances continued, as she hung the garments on a peg, “So-called friends these days don’t see each other from one year to the next. It’s all email and social networking. Perhaps if you and Daniel had stayed in closer touch––oh, I don’t know what I’m saying. Come through and I’ll make tea.”

“Thank you, Professor Manifold.”

“Call me Frances.”

“Are you sure? And I’m Stevie, not Stephanie.”

“I’m not calling you by a boy’s name. That would be like you calling me Frank. Ridiculous.”

Was there a hint of humour in the remark? Trying not to fall over Humphrey as he swerved in front of her, she followed Frances into a large reception room overlooking the back garden.

She looked around to see the same mismatched furniture, so antiquated it was almost in fashion again. Authentic “shabby chic.” Stevie breathed in the musty scents and listened to the heavy tick of the grandfather clock. Nothing had changed here either. At the rear of the room, glass doors stood open to a conservatory, if that was the right word for the dilapidated glass-house attached to the back of the building. The space was so full of potted plants that she could hardly tell where the garden began.

Daniel used to paint in there.

“Sorry about the cold. I leave the doors open for the dog, you see. I’m used to it. Make yourself at home while I put the kettle on,” said Frances. She hurried through another door, Humphrey bounding after her. Chances were the kitchen hadn’t changed either; Stevie recalled green-painted cupboards, a vast black oven range and an oblong sink flanked by wooden draining boards.

Stevie wandered into the conservatory, where the pungent scent of hibernating potted plants enveloped her. Condensation streamed down the glass. Rubbing a clear patch, she looked out at the garden. The lawn edges vanished under masses of shrubbery and dark conifers. The high walls surrounding the garden were thickly cloaked with ivy. A stone goddess tilted a shell towards a round, mossy basin, but no water ran.

She recalled long afternoons spent in here with Daniel, talking as he worked. His battered easel still stood in a corner. She shivered with an eerie sense of nostalgia.

Daniel had been gentle and quiet by nature––but once he got going, he would talk endlessly about his ideas, his visions. He rarely asked about her course; hammering and soldering fiddly bits of metal must have seemed a dull business to a fine artist.

Stevie hadn’t minded. She’d never cared to talk about herself. There was no egotism in Daniel’s character. Rather, he’d possessed a sort of wild yet innocent enthusiasm that he couldn’t suppress.

A spasm of loss went through her. Daniel should be here but he wasn’t. Where was he, what had happened to him?

Humphrey came scampering in. Frances was in the doorway with a tray. “Do come and sit down. Close these doors, and I’ll try to get the fire going. We’ll soon warm up.”
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