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“Ravens are the keepers of the twilight, those who see both light and dark.”

~ Maya Angelou
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It was four o’clock and close to dusk in the valley. The only color in the winter landscape was the abandoned railway station near a copse of oak and ash a quarter mile off, its walls a faded red. The broad, fast-flowing Haranock River lay some miles to the east and the mountains rose high to the south. 

Gillian Byrne let her car idle at the crossroads. No sign offered directions, but that didn’t matter. She had been there before. Was it a fool’s journey? Maybe. It was time to find out. 

“You’re better off a fool than being someone trapped in the past, remember?” The words spoken aloud held determination for her.

Turning right, she followed a badly paved road that ran parallel to the railroad tracks. Outside the old station, an abandoned, silver suitcase lay on the platform. On impulse, Gillian stopped the car and got out. Crossing over the tracks, she gripped the edge of the low platform and pulled herself up. Icicles hung from the roof and dry weeds were scattered along the walls under the overhang. To the right of the building was a small shack, curtains still hanging in windows that caught the late afternoon sunlight. The place had once been home to the last station master. She’d gotten to know him after her senior year of high school when she went back and forth to the city for a summer job. Mr. Harrison, as he liked to be called, had always given a kind word to everyone, and seemed content with his life. But they’d shut down the regional railways soon after. No more train whistles in the night. No more the feeling there were adventures waiting when the conductor called out “All aboard.”

Unsure why she wanted to explore the place, Gillian stepped inside the open doorway. At first sight the interior seemed remarkably intact. If vandals had wanted, they could have torn out the seating along the wall and trashed the ticket seller’s booth, but everything was untouched, though covered in dust. Even the pigeonhole shelves behind the grate where the tickets had been sorted were just as they had always been. The floor had debris on it, leaves and twigs that had blown in, but the boards still reflected the polished stain underneath. Things made well, she thought, once upon a time. Still, it was strange the town hadn’t razed the building by now.

It wasn’t until her eyes adjusted that she saw the room was occupied and gave a start. Two people were sitting down at the end against the far wall. 

“Hello? I hope I’m not—” Not what? What was she doing, talking to strangers as if the station had come to life? 

There was no answer and she walked closer to them, but on guard. Life always had surprises.

And so it did now. A man and woman were side by side and leaned on each other for all the world as if they were waiting for a train, except that their eyes were closed and their skin held the unmistakable pale pallor of death. The man was dressed in a frayed coat and on his feet were muddy running shoes with holes in them. The woman was smartly dressed, wearing expensive jewelry on her wrists and a black cashmere coat.

Much as she wanted to search for identification after making what she knew would be a futile check for a pulse on each of them, it wasn’t her call. Gillian stepped back and took out her cell phone and keyed in the number she thought she would never use again. When the desk sergeant answered she wanted to tell him what she’d found and hang up, but instead took a deep breath and asked for Detective Sergeant Sean Alvarez and gave her name. He picked up on the first ring and when he heard her voice, he took it in stride.

“As I live and breathe, Gillian Byrne has deigned to ask for me from wherever she is in the great wide world. It’s been five years since our last chat, hasn’t it? I’m honored.”

“Sure you are. As it happens, I’m about two miles away, over at the old railway station. I’m calling because right now I’m looking at two people inside the station, both dead. You might want to send a team.”

“What on earth are you—never mind. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” The call ended.

“Now you’re stuck, Gillian. Wouldn’t it have been so much better just to drive on by?” she said into the empty air. It occurred to her she had taken to talking out loud more often these days and wondered why.

The two people in front of her seemed strangely peaceful, as if whatever had happened to them had been more like going to sleep than death. It could be they had made a pact together. It could be some kind of—stop it, she told herself. No theories allowed. This wasn’t her case. That belonged to another life.

She walked over to the open doorway and stared out at the woods opposite, the site of camping trips in childhood. The trees went miles in before opening again onto reclaimed land once used to transport freight to and from old shoe factories that were now closed.

Everything was the same, or maybe nothing was, and that was what she would find out. Yet she had chosen to return, for a little while. To take the measure of her old life? To lay the ghosts? She had no way of knowing where her new work would take her, but it couldn’t thrive if she carried along a history that didn’t match who she was anymore. Maybe it never had. Yet it lingered like a weight, a chain of what-ifs, or was it mourning? For what?

The police sirens reached her before she saw the cars. You don’t need such a dramatic touch for this, Sean, she thought with irritation. Yet the words of her favorite instructor at the police academy came to her as they had so often with such power: “Our job is to speak for the dead. That’s what a homicide detective does.” It was what Gillian had tried to do for ten years. Hearing the sirens screaming out was as good a marker as any for the lost, she supposed.

“Leaving the force? You’re my top investigator. Why?” Her captain had been blindsided by her decision five years ago. She should have told him sooner, at least given him a heads up. Tom Watkins had been good to her, which was part of the reason she’d hesitated to tell him until she was certain. She knew he’d only try to talk her out of it, which he did anyway, but she’d resigned and that was that. It had been the right decision. So was getting out of the area. There’d been enough dealing with death. Yet Gillian still felt an occasional stab of regret when she thought of how the captain had looked at her that day in disbelief and disappointment, both.

Sean was in the lead and driving fast. His familiar, unmarked dark blue sedan spun a little in the ice and snow as he braked in front of the station. Two patrol cars were behind him and the drivers parked at angles, one of them turning the car around so it pointed toward the road. Four officers got out carrying equipment and climbed up, giving her a quick nod. They stopped at the doorway, setting down boxes containing protective gear and put on shoe covers and latex gloves. Then they disappeared inside. 

Sean got out and approached her, looking for the stairs, and with a grimace realized he’d have to heave himself up. He was a tough cop but had let his weight get the best of him. It wasn’t a pretty sight as he managed to get onto the platform, but Gillian felt no inclination to smile. To restore his pride as he walked toward her, he spoke in a sharp, almost taunting tone.

“You didn’t touch anything, contaminate the scene, right?”

“What do you think, Sean? I haven’t forgotten everything in five years.”

“Even though I bet you tried, right?”

His voice and manner grated on her but she understood its source. Partners don’t like surprises, either, especially not from someone they’ve worked with for three years. Seeing her had to be a shock to him. Gillian recalled his last words to her, his eyes filled with a sense of betrayal, which was the only way he saw her decision. “Bad enough you didn’t tell me. Worse, you didn’t think you had to.”

A squealing noise signaling bad brakes made them both turn around. The white van of the pathologist had arrived. A woman jumped out and ran to the platform, resting her hands on it and vaulting up effortlessly. Behind her, the medical examiner was surveying his options, his wiry gray hair blowing in the wind. The woman laughed.

“Charlie, grab my hand for heaven’s sake. There’re no stairs and no ladder.” 

With reluctance the M.E. shoved his case onto the concrete and reached out to her. “Can it get more undignified, Petra?”

“I don’t think the dead mind all that much.”

“It’s not the dead who are watching,” Charlie Grayson said, when he was standing next to her. He rearranged his long, gray wool coat, giving a pointed look at Sean. 

“Hey, Detective Sergeant Byrne!” Petra said, giving a wide grin. “Remember me? I only learned you called this in when we were on our way over. I don’t usually travel with my dear uncle, thank heavens, but I was at home and my car has a flat tire, so here we are.”

“Of course I do. But I’m not a detective anymore.” 

“Sure. Old habits, you know? How’s life in the Mojave desert, besides being hot?”

It pleased Gillian to see the department hadn’t tried to control Sergeant Petra Summers yet, at least not her personal style. A natural platinum blond, she still wore her hair in short spikes and had seven diamond studs in her left ear. 

“Good to see you, Gillian. Unexpected, but good. What brings you to these parts again?” Grayson asked.

“I hate to interrupt old home week, but we’re not here for fun and games, ladies,” Sean said. “And Grayson, can you hurry it up before it gets too dark to see and we have to set up the damn lights? Gillian, let’s hope your tramping around hasn’t messed anything up.” Sean turned on his heel and went inside.

“My, my, he sure has missed you,” Petra said. 

“That’s not the message I’m getting.” Gillian shrugged.

“Yes, it is. I am a very astute observer.” Petra patted Gillian’s arm and followed her uncle into the station.

The scene had been secured by the first responding officers. Yellow tape surrounded the immediate area of the victims and ten feet out from the bench. As she grabbed shoe covers and gloves from the boxes, Petra pointed to the officer using his cell phone to capture images of the station interior. He’d been one of the first responders. “That’s Rolly. Pretty new but a great guy. He does a lot of crime scene work now. It’s a department cell phone,” she added, seeing Gillian’s look, “so he can give us the setting to go over later on, but he uses a digital camera for the victims, of course. Good at it.”

Rolly didn’t look like he could be out of high school. He caught Petra’s eye and smiled, raising the heavy camera around his neck like a victory wave.

No one had stopped Gillian from watching, which surprised her. It also surprised her how comfortable she felt at the scene, when by rights it should repel her now. Everyone stood back while the M.E. did his survey. He looked up at Gillian first but addressed Sean.

“Both shot at close range. So far, no sign of any struggle. Of course I won’t know until I have them on the table.”

“Like they just sat there and let it happen?” Petra said in disbelief. 

“Unless they were drugged, which we’ll find out from the toxicology report.”

“I don’t see any evidence of gunshots,” Sean said. “How did you decide that?”

Grayson sighed. “Because it’s what I do for a living, Alvarez. Do you want me to continue and show you or would you rather check for yourself?”

“Tut-tut. Just asking. Go ahead. But it’s Detective Sergeant Alvarez, remember.”

Grayson ignored him and addressed his next remarks to the air between them. “Look here. You can see where the bullet entered each body at close range.” He beckoned them all closer and moved aside, showing the torn cloth and gunshot residue marking the entry points on the woman’s left side and the man’s right. “And before you ask, time of death is even more uncertain than usual. It’s been below freezing four days in a row, so while rigor mortis hasn’t completed, it would be slowed by the cold.”

“Best guess?”

“Detective Sergeant Alvarez, I never guess, you know that. But if it helps, which I doubt, I’d estimate less than two days. I won’t know for sure—”

“Until you’ve done the autopsies.”

“Exactly, which will be tomorrow morning, and you’re welcome to attend. The bullets didn’t exit the bodies, which is unusual. The post mortem can tell us why not and what the caliber is. Rolly’s taken photos of their fingerprints and Jamison over there has already texted the prints to AFIS in the event these two are in the system. I’ll be going now unless you have anything else.” At Sean’s reluctant nod, Grayson signaled two officers now standing near the doorway. They came over with body bags. Five minutes later the pathologist and his van with the bodies in it were gone.

For a moment Sean stared at Gillian with an expression she couldn’t interpret. With a shake of his head he called over to the two crime technician officers who were packing up. “What have we got?” he asked.

It was Jamison who answered. He pulled off his head covering, revealing a shock of white hair. His face was marred by the zigzag line that ran from beneath his right eye down to his jaw. When his team was relaxing over beer they liked to tell him he reminded them of Harry Potter. Given his work on crime scenes had often brought in evidence that turned cases around, even his captain liked to think of him as a bit of a wizard. He’d never told anyone how he got the scar.

“Whoever did this was careful, wore flat-soled shoes, not boots, and gloves, of course. Three things could help or not. The top edge of the bench where the bodies were left had a one-inch drag mark, like something had been scraped across it, and it was made recently. The window ledge was smudged in several places. It could be from the gunfire, since there were no exit wounds. And over on the doorway, shoulder height, there’s a streak of something brown and reddish. We’ve got a sample of all three to send to the lab. Doc Grayson might find more evidence in the clothes.”

“Let’s hope. It’s small pickings,” Sean said. “So what happened here?”

“Hard to say, wouldn’t you agree? The other three officers and I are going to do a walk-through outside around the platform and over near the trees now but it’s getting dark, so we’ll need to do another search in the morning, just to be sure.” Jamison gave the glimmer of a smile and went back to packing up. 

“Why wait?” Sean called to him. “I can get lights out there. Hell, we can use headlights.”

“That’s the plan now—we’ll move the cars in line and we’ll use flashlights, too. We’ll still need to do a final sweep in full daylight tomorrow.” Jamison turned back to the other officers and spoke in low tones. They left as a unit, carrying their equipment.

The railway station was empty except for Gillian and Petra and Sean. Dusk left shadows on the walls. They could hear the sound of cars starting up and being moved toward the side of the building. 

“I need your statement,” Sean said to Gillian. “You can give it at my office or in one of our interview rooms.” 

“No problem. When?”

“Soon is best, don’t you think, before you run off somewhere else?”

“I made a reservation at Bell’s Inn. I’ll check in and go over to your station first thing in the morning, if that’s okay with you.”

“My station. Cute. Fine. So long as it’s early. You’re with me, Petra.”

With a quick smile at her, Petra ducked under the yellow tape that now covered the doorway.

Gillian stayed a while before following them out, feeling the space around her, letting in the thoughts she’d kept at bay, knowing they would have no meaning for the others. Death meant something else for her now, not an end, not something to fear. How could it be otherwise, after what she’d gone through the year before? 

It had seemed a moment, no more. Caught in a freak rainstorm on a ridge in the Palatki Ruins near Sedona, she had slipped on the rocky trail and was unable to stop herself from being propelled over the cliff edge. It had felt as if she were suspended in the very air for a fraction of a second, as if in a dream, until gravity pulled her down. There was no way to stop it, nothing to hold on to. By some miracle her fall was broken by a tree growing straight out from the rock. Its branches seemed to receive her like a cradle. Two climbers had seen her go over and ran to rescue her, belaying down and tying ropes around her. But until they showed up, Gillian had felt a sudden emptiness of all fear. If this was the end, so be it. She was looking out at a vast landscape over which dark storm clouds raced, the red rock brilliant in the darkening light. If that was to be her last glimpse of earth, it was enough. 

Yet later on, back in her room at the adobe resort where she was staying, she had gone out right away onto the small balcony and looked down to the patio below, at the amber lamps in the indigo twilight of evening, listening to the clink of glasses and the conversations that drifted up. Nothing had ever seemed more beautiful to her. 

Even with her newfound reassurance about the continuity and serendipity of existence, though, nothing could prevent the sadness she felt for life lost at the hand of violence. In the end, that was what had driven her away, not being able to grasp the motivations of those who wanted to cause physical or emotional harm to another, not being able to make things better. Her first years on the force had been exciting. Over time, an unwelcome cynicism had taken over and it wore at her, until she didn’t like the person she had become. Why had she let the job get to her so much? Not everyone did. From her first assignment, Petra had taken on everything with a calm that Gillian had never mastered as a detective. 

When she was approached by a film company to serve as a script consultant and technical advisor for a detective series set in the southwest, she took the job. It would be an unknown, it would be a challenge, and it would require nothing but showing up on the set each day and making suggestions. When Mojave Nights took off, praised for its realistic and accurate portrayal of a police detective’s life, her salary entered six figures. But she hadn’t reckoned with the call of her old job. She knew where that came from. She wanted to make a difference, somehow. The series was now streamed around the world, but it wasn’t going to change anything that needed changing.

“You are still an idealist,” she said into the station room. “Isn’t that what you’ve come back to bury once and for all?” Wrong word. Not to bury—to release, she thought. 

Gillian sighed and pulled up the yellow tape and walked out. To her right the two patrol cars had been set up to face the trees and their headlights were shining across the snow. She watched the men as they methodically traced the area in straight lines, sweeping their lights back and forth. In the encroaching darkness they were silhouettes moving like figures in an old-fashioned, animated clock.

From overhead came the croaking sound of a raven and an answering call from the distance. What was the name for a flock? A conspiracy of ravens. Yes, that was it.

She sat down on the platform and pushed herself off, landing upright on the ground and feeling grateful she had worn heavy boots. How had the killer managed it in flat shoes, like Jamison had said, without leaving traces of their feet sliding and slipping on the snow, iced over as it was on the platform. And how had the victims arrived? Voluntarily? They couldn’t have been carried without leaving signs of it, depressions where they were lifted to the platform, and scuff marks from going inside the railway station.

“Stop it! No more about the case!” Gillian’s voice carried in the still air and one of the silhouettes turned and called out to her. 

“You all right, miss?” 

“Yes, fine,” she shouted back, embarrassed. She gave a half smile, not that he could see. Being labeled “miss” made her an ordinary citizen, if she needed reminding. Gillian got in her car and started up, continuing down the unpaved road until she reached the main road into town.
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CHAPTER II
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St. Edmunds’ principle claim to any kind of notoriety lay in the alleged haunting of Broadhaven State Hospital, a mental asylum first opened in 1897 but now falling into ruin. It needed razing, but that needed a developer to pay for it. In the meantime, the building stood on a rise in the land, its Victorian turrets outlined against the sky. 

The state hospital was the first thing visible as Gillian drove toward town. It had been the one place her parents had insisted she never enter or explore, so of course she had done both. But only once. The vast, echoing rooms had shown so much decay, walls peeling and stained, the floors covered with the detritus of a place abandoned without mercy. She’d walked through the old cafeteria, enough light coming from windows set almost twenty feet high to see the broken chairs, the water pooled on the floor, the rusted and twisted frame of a fallen chandelier. Sheets of paper littered the floor. She had picked up one, its medical terminology indecipherable to her twelve-year-old mind, but at the top it was labeled Patient 23518. She had looked at other papers and all of them were records of one kind or another, discarded and now lost to anyone who might want to know what happened to their relatives and friends, whole lives reduced to rubble. She had stayed less than an hour, but never forgot the feeling the place gave to her, one of dismay that she had no way to make it right.

That day of exploring rushed back into Gillian’s mind at the sight of the building from the road, now no more than a black shape against the darkness, but one she couldn’t ignore. She was relieved when the sign for Bell’s Inn appeared. The place was a jewel, had always been so even in winter with its window boxes filled as they were now with branches of red berries, the white stone walls, the red-tiled roof. Not a surprise to anyone that the owner was a transplanted Californian. In summer the building was awash with flowers, and wisteria and ivy would climb its shining black trim. The menu and the chef had been written up in several national magazines, as well. Bell’s had put St. Edmunds on the map, for tourists, anyway, even more than Broadhaven.

Though she had lived only blocks away, Gillian had never gone into the inn, and not just because it was high-end dining. Her parents had feuded with the owner—over what, they never said, but she had conceded to their adamant request that she never go into Arles Bell’s place. Why had she done that, agreed to such a thing, without asking questions? 

Because she loved them and didn’t want them to be unhappy. The idea startled her. Was that why? If so, maybe that was the same reason she’d gone into law enforcement. No, the idea was absurd and made her smile. Detective work had been about finding solutions, the very opposite of being accommodating. 

She parked in the small lot next to the inn and grabbed her suitcase out of the trunk. Handbag over her shoulder, she approached the entrance, feeling curious and tentative at the same time. After all, she was defying a family custom, and those, she knew, could have remarkable staying power. “Nonsense. So be it,” she muttered, pushing through the gold-edged glass doors.

The wide lobby had a vaulted ceiling and skylights above through which she could see the stars. On one side was the reception desk and on the other, chairs in blue velvet were scattered about on the thick, patterned carpet. A few of those were occupied and each visitor had a silver tray on a low table nearby, with china cups and cloth napkins. A waiter hovered in the corner overseeing their needs. Brilliant chandeliers hung above, seven by Gillian’s count, their crystal lights shimmering, reflected in mirrors that were hung here and there. But none of that accounted for the feeling of warmth and ease she felt all of a sudden. It seemed a palpable thing, and an unfamiliar sensation. At first it puzzled her, until she caught sight of the fountain beyond reception. She felt drawn to it and moved closer, and as she did the feeling of peace seemed to expand within her.

Cobalt tiles interspersed with silver and white surrounded the fountain in a wide mosaic. The base was rounded and out of it rose a spiral at least six feet high, all of it carved out of a blue-gray stone. It shone under the water cascading over it like soft, silver rain as it caught the reflection of light from the chandeliers. The sound was mesmerizing, unlike any fountain she had encountered before. Why?

“Everyone wonders about that.”

Gillian spun around. A man stood a few feet away and when he smiled at her she had the sudden feeling she recognized him, but no name came to mind. His dark hair was on the long side and had a slight curl. She took in his silver-gray raincoat and noted his eyes seemed to be the same color, with flecks of deep green. He gave her the impression of someone content in his own skin. 

Gillian repressed a sigh. Her cop instincts had not faded completely, alas. She still managed to take an inventory when she met people, whether she wanted to or not. 

“What does everyone wonder about?” she asked.

“Sorry,” he said. “I should have let you be. Sometimes I can’t help myself wanting to explain it to people passing through. Pointless, really. I mean, they’ve already experienced the fountain and nothing I can say changes that.”

“Whatever it is you are talking about, I’m really curious now.”

“You always were. About everything. Okay. Here’s what I mean. This fountain is made of bluestone. It turns that soft, blue-gray color when it’s wet. Just the color on its own is peaceful, you see. But then the spiral formation offers a whisper of the infinite, vibration and energy that brings what is called a sacred geometry into its form. This lets us quiet down the inner chatter, because it reminds us of where we come from. The light comes into the water in scintillations from the chandeliers, and that seems to help us merge with its flow. And most of all, the sound of water falling anywhere—rain, waterfall, fountain—brings instant calm, something born into our awareness, our psyche—a gift.” He stopped.

“I am not at all sure I understand all of that, but I do know it brings a strange feeling of . . . solace,” she said softly.

“We—I—thought you were gone for good.”

“Now it’s my turn to say I’m sorry. I have no idea who you are.”

He smiled in genuine amusement. “You don’t remember me. Why should you? Ninth grade. Tutankhamun.” 

At her blank look he went on. “You gave that talk, your history project, in the junior high school assembly. It was on a Thursday, mid-morning. You’d drawn this map of the pyramid where King Tut was found with all his gold and glory. The lights were dimmed in the hall so all we saw was what was projected on the screen, very atmospheric. I remember how the map followed the path taken by Howard Carter to reach the underground tomb and more slides showed how he went further inside the pyramid from one part of the journey to the next, until voilá, there was the phenomenal discovery. You took us all with you, so we felt like explorers, too. As if the dust and ancient corridors below the pyramid were something real we were feeling our way through.”

Gillian shook her head. “Your memory is very thorough. I haven’t thought of that in ages. It was what—over twenty-five years ago!”

“You should. It was wonderful. I ran the computer for you, part of my own class project. We rehearsed it together so I got the cues right before the actual day. Maybe I remember it so well because I also had a mad crush on you.” 

The vague image of a skinny boy with large hands and feet asking her endless questions about her screen layout came to Gillian’s mind. A far cry from this broad-shouldered man who radiated energy.

“You’ve changed, but I’m sorry, I still don’t remember your name.” 

“Emrys Emmett Edgar Ernest Raven, at your service.” He held out his hand to shake hers. “My father was a great reader and especially—and rightfully, I might add—enamored of the work of Emmett Fox, Edgar Cayce, and Ernest Holmes, great spiritual thinkers of the 1930s. He had hoped to have three sons but got just me. Thus, he gave me all the names of the men he so well admired. But my mother insisted my first name be Emrys, for it harkens to her Welsh background and Arthurian legend. I’ve often felt I lived a previous life in that medieval time and place. Why else would it draw me in? But I digress.”

Digression indeed, Gillian thought, repressing a smile. “So I am to call you Emrys for short, then.”

He chuckled and gave a slight bow of agreement. “Those were difficult years for a boy of my ambitions. I wanted to remake the world. I’ve only recently accepted the fact that I am unlikely to do all of it in one lifetime. Still, one never knows.”

Gillian looked back at the fountain, reluctant to leave it. “Well, I’d say something like this helps anyone who sees it—and hears it.”

He took a sharp breath. “I designed it for that reason. It’s meant to remove discord.”

“You designed it? It’s beautiful. So you’re a sculptor now, not a computer wizard?”

“A bit of both, maybe, and a few other things.” He looked toward the windows that reflected back the lobby and chandeliers. “I have a late appointment. Will you be staying in St. Edmunds for a while?”

“I don’t know.” Gillian started to say more and stopped. However engaging he seemed, this man was a stranger to her. Not that she had a clear idea of what she was going to do yet about her agenda, anyway.

“I’d like to have you join me for a drink, catch up. Maybe hear about what you’re doing these days since you left the force and moved away. Is that too forward, since you’ve no idea who I am?”

Gillian laughed. “I guess not.”

“How about tomorrow, around five o’clock? It can be right here, if you’d like. The hotel bar is rather nice, all English style with brass and mahogany and soft lighting.”

“My plans are still uncertain. But if I can, yes.”

“I’ll look for you.” With that he turned and walked to the entrance and went out into the night.
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CHAPTER III
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Gillian walked up the stairs to the second floor. The receptionist had told her to go left and then right and her room would be at the end. The hallways were narrow and interrupted by small steps leading up to another level. Paintings were hung at intervals, all of them copies of watercolors and oils. She lingered in front of one titled Saco Bay by Winslow Homer. It gave her a feeling of sudden happiness, though she couldn’t have said why, except that it held the comforting sense of something peaceful.

“You’re not an art critic, Gillian,” she said aloud. Yet she didn’t have to be, did she? Not for understanding the painting. It was about allowing beauty in. Like the fountain. Like the winter snow in the fields she’d driven past, or the copse of trees near the station.

The memory came with a slight shock. She’d somehow forgotten about the railroad station, the dead man and woman she had found there, the subsequent arrival and processing of the scene by the police. It had vanished from her mind as if swept away by the wind. How could that happen? Emrys had created his fountain to dispel discord. And what brings discord and unhappiness faster than the awareness of violence visited on human beings by their own kind? Maybe that explained it.

“You’ve left that life behind you now,” she whispered aloud as she pushed her keycard into the lock of her assigned room.

A red blinking light came from the phone on the night table. It was too soon. With trepidation she lifted the receiver and pressed the key for reception.

“Ms. Byrne, you received a call at five-thirty from Mr. Anatole Brevier. There is another message, from Detective Sergeant Sean Alvarez. He says it’s urgent.” The receptionist relayed both numbers.

Gillian put down the phone and sat on the edge of the bed. The curtains were closed. The room was impersonal, but someone creative had painted the walls a dusty rose and provided a dark blue quilt and pillow covers. The armchair was done in a floral mix of rose and peacock blue. The effect added an unexpected warmth that the dim lighting enhanced.
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