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Book One
The Dream Begins
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Chapter I
The Gentleman Beneath the Chestnut


In the year of Our Lord eighteen hundred and sixty-seven, when the Empire upon which the sun never set cast its long shadows across half the world, there lived in the county of Gloucestershire a gentleman named Arthur Penhaligon. He was, by all accounts, a most unfortunate fellow—possessed of fine breeding but empty pockets, of elegant manners but no prospects, of a poet's soul but a pauper's purse.

His ancestral home, a modest manor called Willowmere, had long since passed into the hands of creditors. His only remaining possession of any worth was a small cottage on the edge of his former estate, where he lived in genteel poverty, sustained by the occasional kindness of neighbours and the meagre income from tutoring the children of the local squire.

It was on a particularly melancholy afternoon in late August that our story truly begins. The summer had been cruel, bringing drought to the fields and sorrow to the hearts of farmers. Arthur had received that very morning a letter from his cousin in London, informing him that the position he had hoped for—a clerkship in a merchant house—had been given to another.

What use is a gentleman without means? Arthur asked aloud, though there was no one to hear him but the birds in the trees. What purpose serves fine education when one cannot afford a decent coat? The world has no place for dreamers, it seems.

He had wandered, as was his habit when troubled in spirit, to the old chestnut tree that stood at the boundary of what had once been his family's land. It was a magnificent specimen, its trunk broader than three men could encircle with their arms, its branches spreading like the wings of some benevolent giant. Beneath its shade, Arthur had played as a child; beneath its shade, he had read his first books of poetry and philosophy; and now, beneath its shade, he sought refuge from the cruelties of the world.

From his worn leather satchel, Arthur produced a bottle of elderflower wine—a gift from old Mrs. Bramble, whose son he had helped prepare for university—and a small cup of tarnished silver, the last remnant of his mother's tea service. He poured himself a measure and raised it to the tree in a mock toast.

To the Chestnut, he declared, who asks nothing and gives everything. May your roots run deep and your branches reach the heavens, for you have shown me more kindness than all the lords and ladies of England combined.

The wine was sweet and potent, and as Arthur drank, he felt the weight of his troubles begin to lift, if only slightly. He leaned back against the rough bark of the tree and closed his eyes, letting the dappled sunlight play across his face like the fingers of some gentle spirit.

Perhaps, he mused, half to himself and half to the tree, perhaps in another life, in another world, I might have been someone of consequence. A lord with lands and titles. A husband with a loving wife. A father with children to carry on my name. But in this world, in this life, I am merely Arthur Penhaligon—too proud to beg, too poor to live.

A breeze stirred the leaves above him, and for a moment, Arthur fancied he heard whispering in their rustling. But it was only the wind, he told himself, and the wine making him fanciful. He poured another cup and drank it slowly, savouring the sweetness.

The afternoon wore on, and the shadows lengthened. Arthur's eyelids grew heavy, and despite his best efforts to keep them open, sleep crept upon him like a thief in the night. The last thing he remembered was the sound of bees humming somewhere nearby—a sound that seemed to grow louder and more musical, as though the insects were singing a lullaby composed just for him.

And then, the world dissolved into honey-coloured dreams.


Chapter II
The Descent into Apia


Arthur found himself standing at the entrance to a tunnel.

It was not a tunnel of stone or brick, such as one might find beneath the streets of London, but rather a passage formed from what appeared to be crystallized honey—translucent walls of amber gold that glowed with an inner light, as though the very essence of sunlight had been captured and preserved within them.
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