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1.  The Rendering
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London. Trafalgar Square.

London did not sleep that night; it endured.

A mist-heavy, bone-biting wind threaded its way through Trafalgar Square as though the city belonged to it alone. It was late December, the sort of evening when the cold does not merely touch the skin but it seeps into the marrow. The air carried that peculiar metallic sharpness that London acquires in winter — half river, half stone.

Only a scattering of locals and tourists hurried along the dim stretch between the National Gallery and the open square. Their footsteps were brisk, heads bowed, collars raised in silent defiance. The sun had refused to show itself all day, hiding behind an iron lid of cloud, and the official temperature of minus one felt like something far crueller. The wind-chill cut through wool and denim alike, making -1°C feel closer to -10°C — a private punishment dealt to anyone foolish enough to linger.

The wind did not blow; it claimed territory. It surged down the streets with a low, territorial howl, rattling litter and bending lamppost light into strange angles. It moved as though people were trespassers in its domain.

Above, the moon hung full and imperious, though only in brief, haunting glimpses. Thick swathes of grey-black cloud dragged themselves across its face, muting and releasing it in turns. When it did break through, its pale glow transformed the fountains into liquid silver and made the wet stone shimmer like polished slate. For a fleeting second, the square appeared almost enchanted — eerie, cinematic, beautiful in a way London rarely admitted.

A few passers-by paused, drawn in spite of themselves by the strange interplay of shadow and light. Most simply tightened scarves over their noses and pressed on, determined to reach warmth.

An ordinary London evening, by all accounts.

An ordinary end to an ordinary day.

But London is rarely as ordinary as it pretends.

—-
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In a shadowed corner, just beyond the full reach of the street lamps lining Duncannon Street, a middle-aged homeless man lay inside a worn bedroll. To the untrained eye, he slept. His beard rose and fell gently, and his body lay still beneath threadbare blankets.

Or so it seemed.

Close by stood a teenage boy and a little girl, both layered in warm yet clearly worn-down clothing. They did not fidget. They did not whisper. They stood watch.

The boy — Zack — carried himself with a steadiness that did not belong to a sixteen-year-old. Hardship had chiselled his features into something prematurely defined. Malnutrition had left its faint imprint on his frame, yet there was a strength in him — a street-forged resilience that London breeds in those it does not break. His clothes hung slightly ill-fitted, layers upon layers scavenged from charity bins and forgotten bags, each garment bearing small scars of wear. Size, like comfort, was a luxury for others.

His dark curls fell untamed around a face that tried, and often succeeded in looking older than it was. A faint scatter of adolescent stubble only added to the illusion. He looked battle-worn — not from war, but from survival.

Beside him stood Jane, six years old, slight and solemn beyond her years. Her coat was too large at the shoulders, sleeves rolled twice at the wrist. Her eyes, wide and perceptive, reflected both innocence and understanding — a rare, heart-breaking combination.

An easel stood close by, its legs planted firmly against the pavement. A blank canvas strained against the wind like a sail eager for command. Zack gripped its edge steadily, fingers white with cold. Jane guarded a large, creaking paint palette positioned beside their father’s bedroll. The wooden surface bore dried streaks of colour — crimson, indigo, ochre — remnants of previous nights.

They guarded these items as though they were treasure.

Because they were.

But it was more than protection of possessions. Their vigilance carried urgency. Every few seconds, both children flicked their gaze towards the man in the bedroll. Not impatient. Not restless.

Anxious.

They were waiting.

Waiting for a specific moment.

Zack glanced down at Jane and gave her a quiet, reassuring smile — the sort that pretends everything is under control.

“Jane,” he said softly, breath fogging in the air, “it’s getting colder. Go on. Into your bedding. I’ll keep watch while Dad sleeps.”

She nodded without protest. She always did. Leaving the palette standing upright, she moved carefully towards her own bedroll in the shadows. She unrolled it with deliberate gentleness, as though noise itself might disturb something sacred, then slipped inside. The small cocoon of fabric offered only modest reprieve from the wind, but she closed her eyes as if it were lavishness.

Before settling, she looked back at Zack.

Their eyes met.

And they smiled — not because life was kind, but because they were kind to each other.

Zack was ten years older. In Jane’s world, he was more than a brother. Since their mother Janet had passed, he had become her guardian, comforter, quiet anchor. And Jane, in her small, steadfast way, gave him purpose.

If pure, unspoken love between siblings ever existed, it existed here — beneath the indifferent gaze of Trafalgar Square.

God rest Janet’s soul.

—-
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Zephyr lay still.

Only Zack knew that his father was not sleeping. He was deep within one of his episodes — that strange, terrible semi-conscious state that had increasingly become a major part of their existence since Janet’s death.

Zephyr would wake abruptly. Sometimes gasping. Sometimes shaking. Occasionally screaming. And then, without acknowledging his surroundings, he would go straight to the easel.

That was why everything had to be ready.

On the rare occasions when Zephyr had failed to paint after an episode, the consequences had been catastrophic. Once, in raw frustration, he had clawed at a concrete wall with his fingernails, trying to draw what his mind demanded. He had collapsed afterwards, bleeding and spent. Zack had taken him to A&E that night — a mistake he vowed never to repeat. Too many questions. Too many forms. Too many prying eyes.

And the risk.

The risk that someone would decide Zephyr was unfit. That someone would separate them. That Jane would be taken into care.

That fear outweighed everything.

The paintings born of those episodes were different. Vivid. Electric. Charged with something alive and almost supernatural. They sold for far more than their ordinary street portraits. And since art was their only income, those nights determined whether they ate properly or merely survived.

But Zack knew — deep down — the paintings were more than income.

They were evidence. Of extraordinary events. 

Zephyr had sworn him to secrecy.

—-
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Once, there had been a home. A school uniform. Regular meals. Safety.

After Janet died, Zephyr abandoned it all.

Not because he could not provide — he could. He had once been educated, capable, employable. But grief hollowed him, and something else had taken root in its place. He renounced their former life entirely and chose the streets of London deliberately, as though exile were penance.

He refused indebtedness or charity beyond what his paintings earned. Refused jobs. Refused assistance. Refused history.

In his mind, this was what Janet would have wanted. That this path ensured their safety.

Or so he believed.

—-
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Zephyr had no family photographs from his past.

Not one.

No wedding portrait. No hospital snapshot of new-born Zack wrapped in blue. No framed holiday memory. No fading image tucked inside a wallet. It was not that they had been lost in some unfortunate move or misplaced in grief. They had been destroyed. Deliberately. Methodically. Almost ceremonially.

He had burned some. Torn others into pieces so small they could never be reassembled. He had not merely discarded memory — he had declared war upon it.

The past, to Zephyr, was not nostalgia.

It was dangerous.

Each image, each preserved moment, was a trigger — a doorway back into something he had no intention of revisiting. The trauma he carried was not the loud, dramatic sort one sees in cinema. It was quieter. More corrosive. It lingered in the folds of thought, in the pause before sleep, in the space between breaths. His Post Traumatic Stress Disorder was not a label he embraced openly, but it shadowed him relentlessly. It was the unseen current beneath every decision he made.

And so he erased.

Zack had once overheard fragments — hushed conversations long before the streets of London became home. Words about tracing birth records. Mentions of London borough archives. References to birth parents who had once lived somewhere within the city’s endless sprawl. There had been a pursuit once — tentative, cautious — to uncover where Zephyr himself had begun.

But that pursuit had ended abruptly.

Zephyr had sealed it away as firmly as he had sealed the photographs.

He never spoke of his lineage. Never mentioned grandparents. Never told stories of childhood summers or family traditions. The silence was not accidental. It was curated.

As far as Zack and Jane knew, their mother Janet’s parents had passed away before they were even born. She had no siblings, no extended family who visited at Christmas, no distant cousins who sent birthday cards. After her death, there had been no condolences from relatives, no inheritance, no contact.

So that was that.

They were alone.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

Alone in one of the most populated cities in the world.

Zack had learned early that dwelling on what could have been was an indulgence he could not afford.

There were more immediate calculations to perform.

How much had they made from the last painting?

How many nights could that stretch?

Would they risk staying near Trafalgar again, or move further south across the river?

Was the forecast threatening sleet?

Every evening required strategy. Shelter had to be found before darkness fully settled. Some nights it was an alcove. Other nights, a recessed doorway. Occasionally a sympathetic shopkeeper would allow them to remain near the warmth of a vent, provided they were gone before opening hours.

Jane’s comfort came first.

Always.

He monitored her hands for signs of cracking skin. Her cough for hints of infection. Her eyes for tiredness. He had become adept at reading symptoms the way other boys his age read football statistics.

And then there was Zephyr.

Worrying about their father occupied the highest stage of Zack’s internal hierarchy. Not because Zephyr demanded attention — he did not. In truth, Zephyr had stopped caring about himself the day Janet died. He ate irregularly unless reminded. Slept only when exhaustion forced him. Bathed when Zack insisted.

Yet the paintings continued.

And as long as they continued, there was income.

The “special” paintings — the ones born from episodes — sold for significantly more than the ordinary street pieces. Zack had begun to recognise the buyers: the well-dressed art enthusiasts who wandered Soho galleries, the collectors who claimed to be hunting authenticity, the occasional private broker who arrived with quiet interest and left with a carefully wrapped canvas.

They never asked too many questions.

And Zack never offered answers.

The money, while inconsistent in timing, had become relatively steady in total. Enough for food. Enough for second-hand clothing. Enough to occasionally replace worn boots.

Enough to imagine something more.

On nights when the wind was less cruel and Jane slept peacefully, Zack allowed himself a fragile vision: a small rented room somewhere in Zone 3 or 4. A door that locked. A kettle that worked. Jane in a school uniform, perhaps navy blue, hair brushed properly, satchel on her back.

He imagined her learning multiplication tables instead of wind direction.

He imagined Zephyr painting in a room instead of under the scrutiny of streetlamps.

The dream was modest.

But it was radiant.

As long as the episodes continued — and as long as Zephyr survived them — that dream remained faintly possible.

Zack knew, though he rarely articulated it even to himself, that the episodes were increasing.

The ‘episodes’ of Zephyr had existed for long, but between his mother and him, they were able to manage Zephyr in a way to minimise any lasting impacts on him. They were ready, and they cared for Zephyr whenever he had one of these episodes. The frequency and the intensity had been manageable. 

After Janet’s death, they had come sporadically. Once a month. Then twice. Then weekly.

Now they came often without any predictability, multiple times a week. 

As though grief were not something to move through, but something that required continuous excavation.

It sometimes felt to Zack that the episodes were not punishments but purges. That whatever Zephyr saw during them was being forced out of him in paint, like poison drawn from a wound.

And yet each episode left him more depleted.

More distant.

More convinced that the streets were safer than walls.

Zack did not fully understand why Zephyr believed London’s open pavements offered more protection than a rented flat ever could. He only knew that his father clung to the belief with unshakeable certainty.

In his mind, this path ensured their safety.

Perhaps he believed invisibility was armour.

On the streets, you are overlooked.

Ignored.

Dismissed.

And sometimes, that is safer than being known.

Zack adjusted the collar of his coat against the wind and looked towards Jane’s sleeping bag. Even in rest, she seemed smaller than other six-year-olds. Her frame was delicate, her wrists narrow, her cheeks a little too hollow when winter stretched too long.

Yet she never demanded.

Never complained.

When passing toy shops, her gaze lingered for no more than a heartbeat before she redirected it elsewhere. When she saw other children holding hands with parents, wearing new trainers, carrying pets in small carriers, she did not sigh aloud.

But Zack noticed.

He always noticed.

Jane had built a quiet fantasy world within herself — a place of warmth and colour, populated by imaginary companions and gentle adventures. It insulated her from the harsher edges of reality. She would dip into it when circumstances grew too sharp, then return to the present with a composed smile.

When her fantasy world brushed against the real one, she adjusted seamlessly. She would help clean brushes. Hold the palette steady. Collect coins from buyers with polite thanks.

Then she would retreat inward again, protecting something essential.

Zack admired that about her.

He feared it too.

—-
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A sudden tremor ran through Zephyr’s body.

Zack stiffened.

Beneath closed eyelids, Zephyr’s eyes darted violently. His hands twitched. His breathing grew shallow and uneven. Sweat broke across his brow, beads forming despite the freezing air. His beard could not disguise the distortion of pain overtaking his face.

Zack’s stomach tightened. It was beginning.

Zephyr’s limbs jerked harder now — defensive, reactive, as though fending off invisible blows. Then—

A sharp intake of breath.

And suddenly, a thin line opened across his left forearm.

Blood welled.

Zack’s heart slammed against his ribs. This had never happened before. Bruises, yes. Scratches, yes. But not this.

The cut looked clean. Knife-like.

Zack crouched closer, mind racing. They had plasters. Gauze. But touching him mid-episode could worsen everything.

He chose to wait.

Zephyr convulsed once more — a low howl escaping his throat — and then, with startling abruptness, his eyes snapped open.

Clear. Focused. Urgent.

He shoved Zack aside gently but firmly and rose in one fluid motion. Clutching his bleeding forearm, he strode to the easel.

The painting had begun.

—-
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He pressed his blood-slick fingers to the canvas first.

A thick crimson stroke.

Then another.

The outline of a woman’s face emerged — bruised, anguished, beautiful in devastation.

Only after marking the canvas in blood did Zephyr seize a brush.

Colour followed.

Fierce. Unforgiving. Alive.

As Zack watched, the canvas did not simply fill — it transformed.

What had begun as raw streaks of crimson and violent motion gradually cohered into something disturbingly complete. The blank white surrendered to shadow and colour, and within minutes a world materialised — intimate, suffocating, charged with distress.

The painting seemed less like an image and more like an exposed nerve.

An older man took form. Greying hair, receding at the temples, thin strands clinging stubbornly to a scalp that had long begun retreating. His face was captured mid-expression — not merely angry, but inflamed by something darker. His jaw was tight enough to crack enamel. The muscles around his mouth were drawn back, exposing teeth not in a snarl, but in hatred.

His right arm was extended, frozen in the aftermath of violence — the blow had just landed. The angle of his wrist, the flex in his fingers, the subtle recoil in his shoulder all suggested impact. 

His eyes — sharp, piercing, small with fury — were locked onto the woman before him. They did not waver. They did not blink. They were not the eyes of a man who had lost control. They were the eyes of a man who believed he was justified.

At the corner of his mouth, saliva gathered. A thread of spit stretched, about to fall or to be spat deliberately. The detail was so exact that Zack instinctively swallowed.

If one looked long enough, beneath the surface rage, there was something else — contempt. A colder, steadier force. This was not a spontaneous eruption. It was the culmination of something.

Something immense.

Something that, in the man’s mind, demanded punishment.

The surroundings sharpened next.

The man’s body was thick around the middle, a heavy beer-belly straining against a sleeveless vest. His pyjamas were creased and loose, suggesting comfort rather than poverty. The unmade bed behind him bore the indents of two bodies — sheets twisted, pillows displaced, duvet half dragged to the floor.

On his left wrist, a Rolex gleamed — unmistakable, deliberate. Not ostentatious in size, but expensive in subtlety. A statement of accumulation rather than flash. The gold band on his ring finger had shifted slightly out of position, leaving behind a pale dent that spoke of years worn without removal.

A long marriage.

A life established.

The room itself was moderate but curated. Boutique rather than chain. The bedside lamps were symmetrical, casting warm pools of light. A glass water bottle with a ceramic stopper sat on the table beside a small stack of neatly folded hotel stationery. The wallpaper was tasteful — muted, textured. The sort of accommodation chosen for discretion rather than economy.

On the side table, almost innocently positioned, lay a small fruit knife beside a half-cut apple. The blade caught the light in a way that felt ominous. Not dramatic. Not exaggerated.

Simply present.

Nearby, a half-smoked cigarette rested crumpled in an Egyptian-style ashtray — the kind one might find in a place aspiring to vintage sophistication. The cigarette had burned down unattended, its ash lengthened and collapsed into grey dust. It had been abandoned mid-conflict.

Time had passed.

The detail was unsettling.

And yet there was nothing in the painting — no visible landmark, no street sign, no recognisable skyline — that revealed where this room existed. It could have been anywhere at all.

The anonymity was deliberate.

Then the woman came fully into focus.

She stood slightly angled, head tilted down, one hand half-raised in a gesture that was neither fully defensive nor entirely submissive. It was as though she had attempted to shield herself and then stopped midway — as though protection had been abandoned.

She was extraordinarily beautiful.

Not in a fragile way, nor in a stylised way, but in a way that radiated health and care. Her skin was pale yet luminous, catching light even through bruising. Dark hair cascaded loosely over her shoulders, strands disturbed and tangled from struggle. It was thick, glossy, naturally alive.

Her nightdress — half-open, nearly translucent — clung lightly to her frame. It was elegant rather than cheap, suggesting exclusive. Her body bore the toned lines of youth or disciplined fitness. There was nothing careless about her appearance.

Even without jewellery, she radiated luxury.

Her face, however, carried violence.

Darkened marks were visible along her cheekbone and jaw — not a single strike, but repeated blows. A thin ribbon of blood escaped from the lower edge of her nostril, tracking downward towards her lips. Her mouth was parted slightly, as though breath had been knocked from her.

And yet —

Her beauty had not diminished.

If anything, it intensified.

Her eyes were the most arresting feature of all. Light green, almost luminescent in the dim room, they shone with a feline sharpness. They did not dart. They did not plead.

They held.

But what they held was not terror.

It was shame.

A deep, internalised shame that suggested she believed she had earned this moment. That somewhere within her narrative, this violence made sense. Her posture carried the faintest suggestion of resignation — as if she had accepted the blow before it came.

The emotional complexity was devastating.

Zack felt a tightness in his throat.

Zephyr’s use of colour was unnervingly exact.

The dried smear of his own blood on the canvas had blended into the bruising on her skin with grotesque authenticity. The purple-black tones of impact seemed to rise from beneath the paint itself. The red beneath her nose gleamed wetly.

The lipstick she wore — a deep, muted crimson — had cracked at the edges where skin split under force. Within those cracks, flecks of darker red pooled. A tiny drop collected at the centre of her lower lip, threatening to fall.

On her teeth, faint and chillingly precise, a small red mark had formed — the natural carryover of blood from nose to mouth.

The effect was so realistic that one could almost reach out and wipe it away.

The surface texture of the painting gave the illusion of dimension. The raised stroke of the man’s knuckles seemed tangible. The faint shadow beneath the woman’s collarbone appeared touchable.

It was not merely seen.

It was experienced.

The woman’s appeal, even in that brutalised state, was raw and disconcerting. It forced the viewer to confront discomfort — to question why beauty persisted in violence, why elegance coexisted with degradation.

It was a conundrum waiting, daring, to be solved.

It was not imagination.

It was memory.

Zephyr painted only what he witnessed.

And from the cut on his arm, it was clear he had been there.

Somehow.

—-
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The painting felt unfinished — not in form, but in fate.

What happened next?

Did the knife rise?

Did the woman survive?

Were they husband and wife?

Lovers?

Family?

The resemblance between them was uncanny — distant, almost genetic.

The canvas seemed on the verge of speaking.

But it would not.

Zephyr would never explain.

There was a time when he did. He explained his episodes and Zack took detailed notes. They wrote everything Zephyr could remember. 

But after Janet’s passing, Zephyr had stopped explaining. Stopped talking. There were no notes to be made. Nothing to be remembered. Only forgotten. 

And the kinds of paintings that they once collected and carefully stored were now being sold in open market as soon as possible. At Zephyr’s insistence. 

It was as if Zephyr did not want any part of them. Even though these events picked Zephyr as a medium to emerge as a painting.

And Zack, standing beneath the cold London moon, understood something:

His father was not merely painting nightmares.

He was living them.

London might be vast and indifferent. It might harbour brutality behind boutique doors and polished façades.

But somewhere within it, unseen and unnamed, somebody was watching.

And perhaps, one day, watching would no longer be enough. 
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2.  ‘The Betrayal’
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Zack woke before the city did.

The sky was pale — not yet golden, but thinning from charcoal to ash. The early hour belonged to delivery vans, street sweepers and the occasional insomniac drifting home. Even London, relentless as it was, seemed to breathe more softly at this time.

The motor traffic was sparse. Footsteps were rare.

For a brief window each morning, the world felt almost gentle.

Zack lay still for a moment, listening.

Jane’s breathing was light and rhythmic beside him. Zephyr’s was heavier, deeper — the sleep of someone not resting but recovering. The aftermath of an episode always looked the same. The collapse. The stillness. The frightening fragility.

After Zephyr had fallen asleep with exhaustion the previous night, Zack had moved quickly and quietly. He had cleaned the cut on his father’s forearm with the small antiseptic cream they carried in their battered rucksack. The wound had not been deep, but it had bled enough to confirm what Zack already knew: whatever Zephyr experienced during those episodes could be dangerous.

He had bandaged it carefully, the way he had taught himself to do over time.

Zephyr never remembered the pain anymore.

But his body did.

Zack had long ago stopped expecting answers.

There was no timetable. No identifiable trigger. No escalating symptoms that warned of arrival. The episodes came like a silent summons — sudden, consuming, absolute.

The only consistent pattern was the hour.

Late at night.

Always late at night.

For that small mercy, Zack was grateful.

Daylight meant crowds. Crowds meant visibility. Visibility meant risk.

If an episode were to begin in broad daylight, in full public view — if Zephyr were seen convulsing, bleeding, painting horrors that felt too real — the consequences would be swift and merciless.

Police involvement.

Questions.

Assessments.

Social Services.

The words themselves tightened Zack’s chest.

Zephyr would be taken back to a psychiatric institution — not out of cruelty, but out of procedure. Jane, young and vulnerable, would almost certainly be placed into foster care while “arrangements” were made.

Arrangements rarely returned families intact.

Zack could not — would not — allow that to happen.

Not to Jane.

The thought of her small hand reaching for him in confusion, of her being driven away by strangers with official badges and rehearsed sympathy, was unbearable.

So, he guarded the secret.

He managed the practicalities. He answered the questions. He deflected suspicion. He played the role of normality with quiet precision.

For everyone’s sake.

For as long as possible.

Zack eased himself upright, careful not to disturb either of them.

He had always been an early riser. Even before everything had fallen apart, mornings had been his time to think — to map the day ahead, to calculate small advantages.

He glanced at Zephyr’s bandaged arm. No fresh blood had seeped through. That was good.

Jane had turned in her sleep, one hand curled beneath her cheek, her hair spread messily across the makeshift bedding. For a moment, she looked like any other child camping out beneath the open sky rather than surviving it.

Satisfied that both were still deeply asleep, Zack reached for the painting from the previous night.

He lifted it gently, propping it against a low stone ledge.

For a fleeting second, Zack wondered if the painting would lose its intensity in daylight.

It did not.

If anything, it gained clarity.

The bruising on the woman’s cheek appeared more textured. The sheen of sweat on the man’s forehead more pronounced. The knife’s metallic edge caught the sun with chilling precision.

It was still alive.

Zack exhaled slowly.

He had spent much of the night turning over possible titles for the painting in his mind. Naming mattered. He had learned that early on. A strong title gave direction to the viewer’s imagination — shaped interpretation, elevated perceived value.

It increased the price.

He studied the composition again.

The contempt in the man’s eyes.

The shame in the woman’s

The suggestion of intimacy gone wrong.

The invisible backstory that screamed beneath the surface.

Yes.

He nodded to himself.

The Betrayal.

It fit.

The word carried weight without revealing specifics. It allowed buyers to project their own narratives — marital infidelity, broken trust, generational trauma, moral collapse.

A slow half-smile touched his lips.

He could already picture it.

Tourists strolling past, mildly curious at first. Then pausing. Then leaning in. A crowd forming almost unintentionally.

He would begin casually, never desperate.

“Special edition,” he would say.

“Original. Will be sold today.”

When he mentioned the price — at least two hundred pounds — most would recoil in surprise. A street painting commanding such a sum seemed absurd.

Until they looked again.

That was always the moment.

The second look.

The shift from casual observer to unsettled witness.

Serious collectors were easier to identify from tourists. They did not gush. They did not photograph excessively. They studied in silence. They asked few questions, but the right ones.

For them, two hundred pounds was negligible — almost insulting for a work of that intensity.

Zack’s savings were growing, slowly but steadily.

He kept careful mental accounts.

A few more sales like this and he could secure a small rented room. Nothing extravagant — just four walls and a lock. Stability.

After that, school for Jane.

A proper uniform. Books. Routine. Safety.

He allowed himself that vision briefly.

Jane walking through a school gate. Laughing. Learning.

Normal.

Trafalgar Square had proven to be their most reliable spot. The constant flow of people ensured opportunity. And proximity to the National Gallery worked quietly in their favour. Those who appreciated art tended to remain in the area, lingering eyes more likely to spot something unusual.

They sold ordinary pieces easily — skylines, landmarks, stylised portraits.

But Zephyr’s “special editions” were different.

Zack adjusted the angle of The Betrayal once more, examining how the morning light travelled across its surface.

Yes.

Today would be a good day.

He did not notice, at first, that something else had changed.

In daylight, the woman’s eyes appeared almost brighter than before.

Not merely reflective.

Intent.

Zack frowned slightly, leaning closer.

It was probably the angle of the sun.

Probably.

Still, for a fleeting, irrational moment, he had the distinct sensation that the painting was not waiting to be sold.

It was waiting for someone specific.

And somewhere in London, whether they knew it or not, someone was already looking.

—-
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Zack turned the painting slightly, studying it not as a son or witness — but as a negotiator.

Should he approach Mr Rosenstein first?

Or should he let the day unfold and see who paused, who lingered, who stared a little too long?

Mr Rosenstein worked at the National Gallery and had become, over time, more than just a customer. He was a fixture in their fragile ecosystem. A well-dressed, soft-spoken man with measured steps and observant eyes, he appeared at irregular but frequent intervals — never announcing himself, simply materialising beside a painting as if he had been watching from a distance.

Especially the special ones.

The episode paintings.

He paid well. Between one hundred and two hundred pounds without hesitation. For a boy managing survival on pavement and instinct, that was not just generous — it was transformative.

And yet...

The eagerness.

That was what unsettled Zack.

Mr Rosenstein never haggled. Never sighed theatrically. Never compared prices to other street artists. He examined, asked a few quiet questions, and then named a figure within that familiar range.

Zack always accepted.

With pleasure.

With relief.

With gratitude.

But beneath that gratitude lived calculation.

If someone offers £150 without resistance... how much more might they be willing to pay?

A part of Zack wanted to test the market. To hold the painting up to the sunlight of buyer curiosity and let competition do its work. London visitors could be impulsive, especially those who fancied themselves collectors of undiscovered genius. A piece like ‘The Betrayal’ might fetch far more from the right passer-by — someone struck by its rawness, its audacity.

Three hundred, perhaps.

Four.

But uncertainty was expensive.

And uncertainty did not buy breakfast.

Cash in hand was security. A known buyer was stability. And stability meant Jane stayed beside him another day.

Compromise, Zack had learned, was the currency of survival.

Loyalty tugged at him.

Mr Rosenstein had been good to them.

Not performatively kind. Not patronising. Just... present.

He always asked about Jane first.

“How is our young scholar today?” he would say, producing a small wrapped sweet or a modest toy from his coat pocket. Nothing extravagant. Nothing that drew attention. Just enough to brighten her face. And small enough not to have Zephyr deny it. 

Once, during an awkward encounter with the police — a routine check that had grown tense when Zephyr lay passed out and unresponsive — it had been Mr Rosenstein who intervened. Calmly. Respectfully. Vouching for them.

“They are artists,” he had said. “Not troublemakers.”

That distinction had mattered.

Zack had needed an adult voice that day. And Mr Rosenstein had provided it without extracting a price.

He never asked for anything in return.

Which, paradoxically, made Zack more curious.

Why did he want these paintings?

Was it simple appreciation — a trained eye recognising rare authenticity?

Was it quiet charity disguised as commerce?

Or was he selling them onward — perhaps at ten times the price — to private collectors who valued anonymity over gallery provenance?

Zack had noticed something else.

The episode paintings were personal to him.

Mr Rosenstein did not merely look at them.

He studied them.

When Zephyr was conscious enough, Rosenstein would ask him to explain the scene. Not casually. Not for colour. But with intent.

“What were you feeling here?”

“Why this moment?”

“Why this expression?”

And while Zephyr never disclosed the truth — never spoke of being pulled, forced, thrown into these scenes — he would offer fragments. Emotional impressions. Atmosphere. Nothing concrete.

Yet Rosenstein listened as though decoding a cipher.

As though the real painting lay between the brushstrokes.

No other buyer did that.

Tourists asked about technique. Collectors asked about price. Rosenstein asked about meaning.

And he always looked directly into Zephyr’s eyes when he did so.

Not searching for artistry.

Searching for confirmation.

—-
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Zack’s curiosity about Rosenstein mirrored his own.

He had seen the episodes for many years. He knew what to do mechanically to help Zephyr. And yet he understood little about what really went on inside his episodes. 

The stillness first. Then the tightening of muscles. The way Zephyr’s breathing altered — not panicked, not erratic, but displaced. As though he were listening to something far away.

Then the movement.

Twisting. Turning. Fingers clenching as if grasping at something unseen. Sometimes whispering. Sometimes crying out in protest.

Always painting.

And always returning diminished.

The physical evidence could not be ignored.

The cut on his arm from a knife that did not exist in their world.

The black eye that bloomed without a strike.

The bruises in shapes too specific to be accidental.

Zack had inspected them more than once while Zephyr slept. The edges were wrong for self-infliction. The placement impossible to reach during convulsion. The timing too precise.

PTSD could explain flashbacks.

It could not explain lacerations.

It could not explain swelling that matched objects visible only in paintings.

This was something else.

Years ago, in a rare moment of clarity, Zephyr had tried to explain.

“I don’t go there,” he had murmured. “I am taken.”

Zack had been younger then, but he remembered the exact tone.

“I am thrown into moments. I don’t choose them. I don’t understand them. I cannot leave until they are done.”

“Done how?” Zack had asked.

Zephyr had not answered.

Only shaken his head.

“They never want a witness,” he had said quietly. “But I am there anyway.”

Active, even if unwilling.

A participant in proximity.

The projection — whatever it was — was so total that Zephyr returned marked by it. Emotional scars were expected. But the physical ones defied logic.

Zack had watched wounds form in real time.

Watched skin split where nothing touched it.

Watched bruises surface while Zephyr writhed in empty space.

No hallucination left fingerprints on flesh.

No mental disorder produced knife cuts without knives.

Which meant one terrifying possibility remained.

The places Zephyr entered were real.

And so were their consequences.

Zack looked again at ‘The Betrayal’.

If Zephyr had been present in that boutique room... if the knife had been raised... He shivered at the thought.  

And did Mr Rosenstein know?

The thought arrived quietly.

What if Rosenstein’s interest was not purely artistic?

What if he recognised something in these paintings — something documented, something whispered about in private circles?

What if he was not collecting art...

But collecting evidence?

Zack felt a chill that had nothing to do with the morning air.
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Across the square, the city was beginning to wake. A few early tourists drifted near the fountains. Delivery vans hummed along the perimeter roads.

He would need to decide soon.

Approach Rosenstein first — secure and predictable.

Or test the market — risky but potentially transformative.

He folded his arms, gaze fixed on the painting’s luminous green eyes.

For the first time, a new thought surfaced.

What if this painting was not meant for the highest bidder?

What if it was meant for the right one?

—-
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As the morning stretched into midday, Trafalgar Square began to pulse with its usual rhythm. Office workers cut diagonally across the stone expanse with takeaway coffees in hand. Tourists clustered around maps, arguing softly in half a dozen languages. Street performers tuned guitars and tested microphones. The fountains shimmered under a strengthening sun.

Zack arranged their display with careful intention.

The simpler paintings — skylines, London buses, impressionistic landmarks — were fanned out at the front, priced to move quickly. They were bait and bread both. They kept conversation flowing and coins coming.

Behind them, elevated slightly in a makeshift wooden frame Zack had assembled from salvaged strips, stood The Betrayal.

It did not need embellishment.

It commanded its own space.

People slowed when they saw it. Not dramatically — not gasping or recoiling — but enough. Their stride shortened. Their eyes returned for a second look. A few leaned in closer, brows tightening.

Some asked the price.

One whistled softly and muttered, “Bold,” before drifting away.

The other nodded appreciatively but said, “A bit heavy for the living room,” and moved on.

Zack masked his impatience. He had learned not to chase hesitation. Desperation diluted value.

Zephyr and Jane hovered nearby, playing their parts. Jane held up postcard-sized prints with a hopeful smile. Zephyr, pale but upright, stood slightly behind the display, as though reluctant to claim ownership of what he had created.

It was nearing noon. 

Surprised that Mr. Rosenstein had not yet visited, Zack checked the angle of the sun instinctively, then glanced toward the direction from which he usually appeared during his lunch break from the National Gallery.

Zack had decided.

Two hundred pounds.

The upper limit Rosenstein had ever offered. No discount. No apology. If Rosenstein hesitated or tried to negotiate, Zack would hold firm and test the market instead.

He felt older than his years in that moment.

An elderly lady approached without announcement.

She did not drift towards the display as tourists did. She walked directly to it, stopping precisely before ‘The Betrayal’ as though she had been drawn there by an invisible thread.

She wore a long fur coat, gloves folded neatly in one hand. Her hair was silver but meticulously arranged. Nothing about her suggested casual wandering.

She studied the painting in silence.

Not scanning.

Examining.

Her gaze travelled from the man’s raised hand to the woman’s eyes. From the knife beside the apple to the ring indentation on the man’s finger. She leaned closer — not too close, but enough to inspect the details.

Zack waited.

After nearly a full minute, she spoke.

“Who painted this?”

Her voice was low, cultivated, and calm.

Zack pointed discreetly toward Zephyr, who stood some distance away near Jane.

“My father.”

The lady followed Zack’s gesture. Her eyes settled on Zephyr and remained there.

Two seconds.

Three.

Then, almost to herself, barely audible:

“When?”

Zack caught it.

“It’s fresh,” he said quickly, stepping into the silence. “Painted last night. The colours are so vivid — they almost move in different light.”

She did not respond to his pitch. Her attention shifted between the canvas and Zephyr again, as though aligning two separate realities.

Zack felt a flicker of unease.

He pushed forward.

“You like it? It’s only two hundred pounds for such a masterpiece.”

Her head turned sharply, as though she had momentarily forgotten he was there.

“Yes. Yes.” A small pause. “Do you think I could speak to the painter himself for a second?”

Zack hesitated.

Her tone was not that of a casual buyer. It was not negotiation. It was inquiry.

He glanced back at Zephyr.

His father’s posture had changed.

Zephyr stood rigid, hands pressed against his temples, fingers digging into his hair. His gaze was locked on the woman. 

Zack excused himself and walked quickly to him.

“Dad, you alright? The lady there seems interested in buying the painting. Would you speak with her for a moment?”

Zephyr blinked as though surfacing from underwater.

“I... I don’t feel good.” His voice was strained. “It must be something I ate. I’m about to throw up.”

He stepped away abruptly, still clutching his head.

Zack’s disappointment flared — quickly tempered by concern.

Not now. Please not now.

He returned to the woman.

“Well, he’s not feeling well. Maybe I can help? He’s my dad. We sometimes paint together.”

For the first time, the lady gave Zack her full attention.

Her eyes were sharp — not unkind, but assessing.

“Did you help him paint this one?”

There was no point in embellishment.

“No... not this one. This was all him. But see these here — I painted the ones on this side.”

He gestured toward his own work, forcing enthusiasm into his tone.

She gave them a brief, courteous glance before turning back to ‘The Betrayal’.

“Very good,” she said softly. “You are a good artist.”

Then, almost reverently:

“But I am fascinated by this one here. It stands out from the rest.”

Her eyes drifted again toward Zephyr’s retreating figure.

“Do you mind if I wait here to speak with your father for a second?”

Zack studied her more closely now.

“Would you like to buy it? Yours for two hundred.”

“Oh yes,” she replied without hesitation. “I will buy it.”

The certainty in her voice made Zack’s pulse quicken.

“I would just like to understand it better first. It would be... helpful to speak with him.”

Helpful.

The word lingered oddly.

Sensing the sale — and unwilling to let two hundred pounds walk away — Zack hurried back to Zephyr.

“Dad, you need to help us out here. She’s willing to pay two hundred. She just wants a word before buying. Can you manage a few seconds?”

Zephyr had stopped several paces away. His breathing was uneven. His bandaged arm trembled slightly.

He lifted his eyes toward the woman.

She was no longer pretending to browse.

She was watching him directly.

Not casually.

Intently.

Recognition flickered across Zephyr’s face.

Not of acquaintance.

Of memory.

As though he had seen her before — not in Trafalgar Square, not in daylight — but somewhere else.

Sometime else.

Zephyr swallowed hard.

“Okay,” he said finally, forcing a half-smile that did not reach his eyes. “I will be up there in a moment.”

As Zack walked back beside him, he felt a subtle shift in the air — the way the atmosphere changes just before a storm, though the sky remains clear.

The lady had not moved.

Her gaze did not waver.

And for the first time, Zack wondered —

Had she come to buy the painting?

Or had she come because of it?

Zack turned back toward the lady — and froze.

Across the open stretch of stone, cutting through the slow tide of lunchtime pedestrians, he recognised the unmistakable silhouette.

Heavy-set. Dark brown suit. Structured overcoat draped with habitual precision. A hat — always a hat — resting confidently upon his head.

Mr Rosenstein.

Zack’s lips curled into a measured smile as he acknowledged him with a nod.

Well, this could be interesting.

Paul Rosenstein served as Director of Curatorial and Collection Management at the National Gallery. His professional life revolved around evaluation — authenticating, acquiring, critiquing and cataloguing contemporary art for one of the most respected institutions in the world.

He was approaching sixty, with thinning hair combed neatly back and thin gold-rimmed spectacles perched carefully along the bridge of his nose. His frame was thick, prosperous. He carried himself not with arrogance, but with the unhurried confidence of a man who had long ago secured his place in society.

To a casual observer, he might have appeared an aristocrat who worked purely for intellectual pleasure rather than necessity.

But there was nothing casual about the way his eyes worked.

He had discovered Zephyr’s paintings only months ago — soon after Zack, Zephyr and Jane had settled into this particular stretch near Trafalgar Square. From the first “episode” painting he had encountered, Rosenstein had been transfixed.

Since then, he had purchased as many special pieces as he could obtain.

He had even instructed Zack — gently but firmly — to contact him first whenever a new one appeared.

He had attempted, unsuccessfully, to trace earlier pieces sold to anonymous tourists. There were no receipts, no registries, no provenance trails. They had dissolved into private collections or foreign homes, unrecorded.

That lack of control unsettled him.

Now, as he approached during his usual lunch break, his gaze locked instantly onto The Betrayal — and onto the elderly woman studying it with unnerving concentration.

He noticed Zack and Zephyr conferring at a distance.

Rosenstein’s pace quickened.

He waved briefly at Zack, then stepped directly in front of the painting, excusing himself past the lady with polite efficiency that bordered on intrusion.

Without another word, he began examining the work.

He did not merely look.

He analysed.

His breathing slowed. His shoulders tightened.

He was deep within the painting.

So deep that he did not notice the lady step closer until he felt a hand touch his shoulder.

“Excuse me,” she said softly, though her tone carried steel. “I have already bought this painting.”

Rosenstein turned, startled.

“What? No... no, no. That is not possible.” His voice sharpened. “You see, I always pre-buy these paintings from Zephyr.”

He looked immediately to Zack for confirmation.

Zack felt heat rise to his face.

There had never been a formal agreement. Rosenstein had expressed preference, yes. But no contract. No deposit. No exclusivity.

Was this a misunderstanding?

Or had Rosenstein assumed more than had been promised?

Zack steadied himself.

“Well... I did quote this lady a price of two hundred pounds...”

For a fleeting second, something like hurt flashed across Rosenstein’s face.

It vanished almost instantly.

“But she hasn’t paid, has she?” Rosenstein replied smoothly. “Which means the sale is not concluded. Yes?”

Zack seized the opening.

“That’s true. She wanted to speak with my father before deciding.”

Zephyr now stood beside him, silent, pale, watchful.

“Ah,” Rosenstein said, relief sliding into his voice. “That settles it, then. I will pay two hundred and fifty. Right now.”

He smiled — too quickly.

The lady stiffened.

“Well, this is absurd,” she said, her composure thinning. “I agreed to the price. I was only waiting to speak with the artist. I did not realise this was an auction.”

She turned to Zack.

“You set the price. I accepted. How can you go back on your word?”

Zack opened his mouth — and faltered.

Rosenstein intervened.

“Please, madam. He is just a boy. I know the family. I purchase regularly. I apologise if you were misled. I would be happy to compensate
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