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        Information wanted on alterations of stars or strange signs in the heavens. If such indications witnessed, please send account to Box No. 41, Somers Lane.

      

      
        
        — C

      

      

      

      
        
        C:

      

      
        Saw your advertisement. Signs in heavens last night. Troubles since. If you can help, please come at once. Would be pleased to offer lodging.

        
      

      
        
        Respects,

        Halver Kemp

        Stedding Farm

        Shepherd’s Bush

      

      

      

      
      I folded the letter. However unrefined its scrawl, it provided evidence enough for a trip. I’d go at once. Since Caris and the girls were away in Withern-at-Sea, my immediate departure would be a simple affair, no explanation for my absence required. I need only assemble a few items in a small trunk and collect my research materials, and then I could be on my way.

      Shepherd’s Bush was only fifteen miles north, an easy day’s travel from Avons. Since the letter had arrived with the early post, I could be there by nightfall if I left promptly. Even if this proved a false account, I’d lose little by investigating the matter—and were it true, I could gain a great deal.

      Resolved to act with all speed, I abandoned the breakfast table and descended the fourteen stairs to the servants’ domain.

      When I crossed the threshold to the butler’s pantry, Holden looked up from the silver he was sorting. “How may I be of assistance, Mr. Caldwell?”

      “I’ll be traveling for a few days, perhaps even a week. I intend to leave within the hour.”

      “I see. Shall I send Ives for your trunk?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “And if family should call in your absence, where shall I tell them you’ve gone?”

      I couldn’t blame him for wanting more information. If Melisina called, she’d rake him fore and aft for failing to provide satisfactory answers regarding my whereabouts. “Shepherd’s Bush. I intend to do some star charting.”

      “Very good.” He nodded. “I’ll send for Ives at once.”

      In short order, Ives fetched my trunk. I assembled my star maps and charting supplies into the small leather case I kept close at all times, along with some alchemical compounds prepared by Tarquin in case I found proof worth preserving. With care, I folded my latest notes and placed them on top, adding the letter from Mr. Kemp last.

      He wasn’t the first to write, but he was by far the most promising. Several weeks ago, I’d landed on the idea of placing an ad in the agony column after Ainslie read aloud from the entries one morning at breakfast. Yet I’d kept my name from the listing and directed replies to a discreet postbox, not our home. Until I found a lead worth following, I wanted to remain anonymous.

      Since I’d posted my advertisement, I’d had several replies and engaged in correspondence with a few individuals, but until now, they’d appeared more sensation-seekers than fact-bringers. But this account—its very simplicity suggested its veracity, besides which it was the only one recent enough and close enough to offer what I required: unassailable proof. Oh, I possessed evidence aplenty, more than a decade of star charts and collected anomalies, but I required more if I wanted the Royal Society of Astronomers to accept my findings.

      From the beginning, they’d made it clear that my theory was too far-fetched to be embraced. I couldn’t blame them, not when it flew in the face of all the accepted facts about the relations between the Otherworld and the mortal one. Yet it was true. I knew it, as sure as I knew something Other had taken Kensa from me all those years ago, not her own melancholies.

      Yet without proof, who else would believe it? When I’d first approached the gentlemen scholars of the society for assistance shortly after Kensa’s death, I’d found myself dismissed as a grieving husband desperate to explain away the death of his wife and find peace in the doing. So I’d kept quiet these long years, conducting research on my own. It was better that way.

      But I couldn’t wait to come forward any longer, not when I’d observed alterations in Avons itself multiple times of late, not when these signs heralded danger. My daughters, my sisters and their families—all could be at risk. If the Royal Society put their seal of approval upon the evidence and presented my findings in their papers, it would be the first step to making the truth known and seeing them safe.

      With my leather case tucked under one arm and Ives toting my trunk, I climbed into the hired carriage. Since I’d no notion what sort of place this Stedding Farm might be, I couldn’t expect them to house my own carriage and horses. Hired was best, though decidedly less comfortable.

      At dusk, I arrived at Stedding Farm. When I descended from the carriage, Belarus glinted blue in the night sky, high and remote. Unfortunately, it occupied its proper place. No anomalies displayed themselves in the heavens; not a single star was even a degree off its course, nor were their colors heightened or diminished. Still, if Mr. Kemp was desperate enough for an explanation that he’d offered a place on his farm for a stranger to stay, then clearly something had happened. Whatever his need for answers, it could not outstrip my own for proof. I’d stay as long as required to collect it.

      I walked toward the farmhouse. Tall trees overhead rustled in a breeze, which picked up the heavy scents of manure and feed, and the playful shouts of children echoed from somewhere beyond the house, punctuated by the bleating of animals and the rhythmic scrape of some tool. I pushed my spectacles up my nose. I much preferred the immaculate confines of my study and the dry scents of leather and parchment to all this disorienting sound and scent.

      Don’t be stuffy, Alden. That’s what Kensa would have said, her dark eyes gleaming with amusement. I shook away the image of her face and marched forward. Nighttime, just before bed, that was the time to indulge in such memories, when any bit of sentiment might be concealed . . . certainly not now, with strangers about.

      As I neared the house, a man opened the front door. He eyed the sky, then he moseyed toward me. “Don’t reckon I know you.”

      “We’re not formally acquainted, but you are Mr. Kemp, are you not?”

      “Sure as you’re standing here.”

      “I am C—Alden Caldwell. That is, the individual you wrote about the signs in the heavens.”

      “Caldwell.” The furrows on his brow vanished, and he clapped me on the back. “Didn’t think you would come so swift, but I’m grateful, and I won’t deny it. I’ll have my man bring in your things, and you could likely do with a bite to eat—we’ve just finished up supper, but there’s plenty left. Come in, come in.”

      With this torrent of words, he ushered me toward the white stone house. Its windows—one on either side of the door and three at precise intervals above—and two very solid chimneys located on either end provided reassuring symmetry, while the black slate roof blended into the night sky. No sense in losing time asking my questions. Aberrations in the heavens could mean many things. Had he seen a change in color? Brightness? The constellations themselves? I hoped for the latter, as it always seemed to herald patterns of greater significance.

      I opened my mouth to inquire, but Mr. Kemp spoke first. “Mrs. Kemp will soon have things set out for you. She’s always ready for visitors, no matter the hour. Did you travel far?”

      “Only from Avons.”

      “Avons, is it? Well, you’ll find Shepherd’s Bush quite different, and I hope to your liking.”

      Different was an understatement, but whatever Shepherd’s Bush as a whole might hold, Stedding Farm proved to have a warm, pleasant interior with simple, sturdy furnishings. There were far worse places to pass a few nights, and in truth, I would have slept in a barn for the chance to witness whatever Mr. Kemp had observed.

      He escorted me to a long trestle table. “Take your ease, why don’t you? I’ll go speak to Mrs. Kemp and see about a meal.”

      He vanished through the doorway. A murmur of voices followed, then a feminine one said, “You did what?”

      Mr. Kemp offered a low reply.

      “I cannot believe you⁠—”

      A shushing sound cut off whatever the woman—presumably Mrs. Kemp—intended to say. Her voice dropped below what I could register. How unfortunate. I’d have liked to know if she’d also witnessed the altered skies and what she made of it all. Whatever claims her husband made about her generous hospitality, if she was disinclined to welcome outsiders, she’d likely keep her views to herself.

      I sighed. People always complicated things. Fortunately, I need not rely on others, but only on gathering unarguable evidence that would sway even the most strong-minded individuals. Ideally, more than one person had witnessed the signs, so my case would not rest on a single soul, but I’d make the best of the situation.

      My thoughts wandered over various patterns in the stars until a sprightly woman bustled into the room, a bowl of stew in one hand and a plate of fluffy yeast rolls in the other. She slammed the dishes onto the table. “Mr. Caldwell. How do you do?”

      What should one say to an obviously irked woman? I’d never known, and time had not improved my understanding. I offered a cautious nod. “I’m well enough.”

      She huffed.

      Evidently, that wasn’t the proper reply. The tower of rolls had become slightly uneven, and I adjusted them into a more precise arrangement.

      She frowned darkly at me. Fortunately, Mr. Kemp followed before we must exchange further words. He bore a pitcher of ale and poured a generous serving for each of us, then sat on the bench across from me, evincing no signs of the bewildering emotions his wife displayed.

      I took a spoonful of stew, the rich, savory flavors bursting on my tongue. “I was glad to receive your letter, but it raised more questions than answers. Will you give me a full account of what signs you witnessed in the stars?”

      “About that . . .” He drained his cup, then thunked it on the table. “It’s more than a mite peculiar.”

      Was he concerned, perhaps, that I’d believe he’d taken leave of his senses and consider a report to the Vigil? All aberrations should be presented to them, yet after what I’d observed of their dealings, I’d sooner share my findings with the pigs in the sty out back. “I’m in the business of examining the peculiar. Nothing you say could be too odd.”

      From the other room, his wife huffed again. Kensa would have known the reason for her displeasure; I could not begin to guess. Nor did I need to. I was here about the stars, nothing else. Even so, I’d do my best to avoid her and cause no trouble—I didn’t want to find myself evicted before I’d a chance to study the situation.

      Mr. Kemp plunged in. “It’s like this. I heard a ruckus in the middle of the night, my sheep all in an uproar. Went out to check the lambs, and the sky . . . ’twasn’t right. I’ve spent my share of nights out of doors, especially during lambing, but I’ve never seen stars like I did that night, all sorts of colors and arranged different from any I’d ever seen. A man gets accustomed, you know, to looking up and seeing the lights same
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