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Prologue
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THROUGH THE WALL OF SLEEP

He had never seen a desert except in his dreams, but when he consciously sought to go back he knew exactly what it was, and where he was, and how he hoped it would be. He stood in the middle of a broad empty nowhere filled with nothing but sand gone gold and silver in the blistering heat of an equatorial afternoon.  

He walked away from the sun, as he had done before, though in front of him again rose up an immense mass of simmering sand shifting in a breeze come straight from the lowest level of Vulcan’s basement. That he was stark bare-ass naked didn’t trouble him in the least, because it had not been a problem the first time, nor all the other times before the source of his dreaming became apparent, and found its way into his own world. This time he would happily have blistered and died, if only he could find what he was looking for at the end of his search. Desperaton and a sudden sense of his immeasurable loss had brought him back, and as he trudged up the side of the dune, once again found himself overlooking the broad basin similar to the one he’d left behind, he leapt eagerly forward down its face to where the ribbon of sun-struck diamonds ran past it, whispered to the ancient city on the other side...

This time there were no foxes to greet him. He imagined them as they had been, at least a score of them, slinking and weaving their way through the sand, always with their noses pointed in his direction and their eyes bright with the curious and somewhat unnerving awareness of the miracle awaiting him.

One of them had been especially curious, and far less wary of him than the others. This one had come to within a dozen paces of him and—in some odd but perfectly logical-seeming way—had herded him in a specific direction every time he went stumbling off a direct route to the river below. This one had glowed in the sunlight, sparks of copper in his rust-red coat, the dark flicker at the end of his tail. 

He had felt compelled to follow him, even as what lay below seemed to swim in his sight and become a series of overlapping kaleidoscopic images that encompassed the city glistening in the shimmer of a desert mirage, along with what had felt like an auditory collage of movement, the sound of bare feet skipping along marble hallways, voices lifted in laughter, and songs sung in languages long gone from the earth. This time there was only silence.

As his foxy entourage had led him down to the river, he had found the small coracle woven from the reeds lining the water, that appeared to be there waiting just for him. He had steadied the small boat with his hands as he’d crept into it. The dog-fox had been there...waiting...his button eyes gleaming...his nose and whiskers twitching over what he swore had been a grin...

Now he stepped gingerly from his craft, onto a small wooden quay thrust politely into the slow stream of the river’s pilgrimage to the sea, wherever and whatever it might be. From there he strode again along the broad boulevard of interlocking sandstone pavers that varied in shades of rose and pink to pale almost white, bleached in the sun. Before him rose up the seemingly endless arcade flanked by pillars crowned with the images of every living creature imaginable...

Magically, as before, he had acquired long flowing robes of some silken white cloth through the fibres of which came a soft breeze off the river, redolent with the scents of spice and the promise of secrets revealed and wishes come true. He stopped briefly, thought to hear the faint echo of voices accompanying him, and the strains of musical instruments—a quiet thrumming of tars, the twang of single-stringed rababas, the lilting rhythms of ouds and kissars...but it was not real, not even in dream-seeming. Now there was only the silence.

The dog-fox had led him on, loping ahead of him, stopping to look over his shoulder when he had lagged behind. As he had walked along the arcade, shaded now as well by tall date palms and fronded greenery that lifted up large white flowers with crimson hearts that dipped down to shower his way with sweet perfume, he imagined it all as it had been—glimpses of bare-legged serving girls in glowing white chitons, brief trills of laughter, the hint of something invisible, long gone but waiting to be reborn.  Now there was only the silence.  

He walked beneath an arched entryway, flanked by images of fox and leaf, walls painted in arabesques of deep blue, crimson and gold, sandstone giving way to glazed mosaic floors, tapestried walls, furnishings of intricately-carved cedar and rosewood. He sank into a scrolled armchair, found a small tabouret beside him, a ewer and crystal goblet beside it, inviting him to drink.

The water was icy cold...sweet...dizzying...

Once again he had come to the palace, cool in spite of the heat outside, forever echoing with intimations of what might have lived and breathed in the shelter of its walls. He drained his goblet, poured himself another, intoxicated by its sweetness, but suddenly feeling as though he could not breathe with the hurt of loss and longing in his heart.  Once this place had been alive, waiting for him. Now there was only the silence of centuries, and sand sifting noiselessly through an hourglass of Eternity.  

He stood again, tugged briefly at the hem of his robes before he left the entrance hall, down a corridor painted with almost-cuneic characters that felt vaguely familiar to him, and figures that told a story of some sort that he felt certain he had known at one time or another. Suddenly, he heard the soft ghost-like skitter of claws on the marble flooring, following him deeper into the palace...an archway before him filled with nothingness... beckoning... 

He thought to hear the faintest whisper of a voice just over his right shoulder...

“Amiri...my prince...NO....!!!!!!”
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Part One
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LES FANTÔMES DU PASSÉ
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Chapter One – A VISITOR FROM THE WEST
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“...I thought things would be so different...that they could never be as dreadful as losing her the way we did...and then...Windy, now I miss her every bit as much as I missed ‘Bella, and it’s like I don’t even know Gareth anymore...”

They sat downstairs, in the front parlour, the remains of a late lunch before them and the dregs of a pot of coffee, as they sat together with their mugs growing cold and the ongoing stream of Life intruding upon what should have been Peace, and the last fading memories of all the dreadful things that had gone before. Brandywine was wretched, loosed finally from the freely-given promise to a beloved friend, now mired in the consequences and the cost of having survived the avalanche of crises that had come in its wake. Nicholas put his mug on the low table before them, took hers as well, and gathered his wife up where her nearness would allow him to pretend to more optimism than he truly felt.

“Branny you’ve got t’give all of this more time,“ he said softly. “I’m sure Zori told Gareth what she intended, and if we’d given it any more thought beyond just our own heart-mending...the joy of getting Arabella back—”

“But I can’t bear it, Windy. Can you imagine what it must have been like for him? All of us trooping down t’the ocean to witness a miracle...magick made by the love of his life, at the cost of her own.”

“I know...”

“And ‘Bella...even without knowing, it’s like she does know. I’m terrified of what it’s gonna do to her when she finds out; that she’ll always be thinking she can never be anything more to anyone than a constant reminder that Zori traded her life so she could have hers back.” 

Nicholas closed his eyes, put his face into her hair and wept in his heart.

“Branny I don’t know...I don’t have any answers...I know exactly what you’re saying, and I love Zori as much as you...but she gave Arabella back to us and honestly... it’s dreadful and selfish...but all I can think of is the time we spent without her...and how it was...just horrible...”

She came out from his embrace and straddled his hips where he sat, looking down at him while he refused to look up at her, cradling his head against her chest.  

“What’re we gonna do, Windy?”  she cried softly. “It wasn’t supposed t’hurt this much.”

“I don’t know, honey,” he said helplessly. “I just don’t know...”

*  *  *
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They’d fallen asleep, Brandy somehow again in his arms on the settee, both of them exhausted by all the unresolved confusion come into their lives in the few weeks since their daughter’s “return”. She raised her head, shook away noontide cobwebs and realised it had been the sound of hooves on the cobblestones of the courtyard of the Mews that had awakened her. She wriggled herself gently from Windy’s embrace, kissing him back into wakefulness.

“Someone’s here, Windy,” she said, and went to the windows of the parlour. “It’s  a woman...leading a horse...”

He joined her at the windows, saw a slender dark-haired wraith of a woman leading a chestnut mare across the courtyard, of a sudden followed curiously by a swarm of cats, dropping from the apple trees like furry four-footed raindrops. Brandy raced for the front door, flung it wide as the woman stopped a handful of paces away.

“Good morning,” said the newcomer, and then, colouring slightly, “Afternoon in truth. I’m looking for the Wyndham house. A man named Alain in the market on Water Street pointed me in this direction. I hope I’m not intruding. My name is Darya Adair...”

She was taller than Brandy by more than four or five inches, lean rather than slender in a leather tunic, riding breeches and boots, a soiled, bell-sleeved white blouse beneath her leathers and an air of great weariness on her sharp-featured face. Dark brown eyes looked at Brandy beseechingly, begging for an end to her journey.

“Alain is family, and you’re welcome here,” said Brandy, introducing herself. She called back to Nicholas, who joined her a moment later and, without hesitation, stepped forward to relieve the woman of her pack and take the reins of the mare in hand. When the stranger made to introduce herself further, Brandy shook her head and said:

“Come inside first. We’ll find something for you t’eat and drink, and everything else can wait until you’re comfortable.” Windy was already leading the mare away to the small stable in the rock garden behind the carriage house.

“I don’t want t’be any kind of trouble for you,“ said Darya Adair, taking Brandy’s offered hand with a look of infinite gratitude.

“That will never happen,” said Brandy. “If Alain sent you, then you’ve got every right and reason t’be here.”

Darya’s head went a bit sideways at her words. She began to cry, sparing a glance for Nicholas and the mare clomping round the carriage house and descending into the back garden, and then down to where  Brandy held her hand firmly in her own, drawing her through the door of the coach house.

“You don’t even know me—”

“I know your name,” said Brandy. “My daughter Arabella has spoken of someone named Robin Adair...”

*  *  *
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“...He was my husband,” said Darya.

They sat in the kitchen, looking out over the rock garden. Nicholas, having sensed that this newcomer to their lives had no need of his immediate presence, had stabled the mare and gone upstairs to the music room, playing an old sonata quietly, leaving Brandy to give welcome.  

Her eyes went wide at the pain in her guest’s words.

“Was...?

“It was such a dreadful winter...” said Darya.

Brandy nodded, feeling something coil around her heart and squeeze.

“We sent so much to the City, to help everyone here get through the winter once the Antillians were gone. Robin said it was the right thing t’do, that we could always make do with short days on the ocean to keep us in Bedford fed...

“A handful of boats went out just after the new year, but a storm came up from out of nowhere...and when one of them went down in it, Robin tried to save them that was the crew...”

They wept together, because Sorrow had no boundaries and each of them had come to their own in the days not long past.

“...Rob talked about your daughter all the time...how Arabella had saved his life...given him the best friendships he’d ever known...how they’d promised together he would bring the mare back when everything was over...”

“’Bella only wanted him t’be back safe with you,” Brandy said. “She’s said that when Robin spoke of you, it was like listening to herself wanting Kerissa...her girl... She never once truly thought he would take their promise to each other seriously...”

Darya watered her tea with tears..

“And he never once gave thought to not bringing the mare back to her. I should have come sooner, but the winter was hard, and in the spring, with the gardens and such needing work...and my children...”

Darya began to sob uncontrollably, leaning across the bench beside the table to where Brandy became her sanctuary and solace.

“And this...I didn’t want to leave them, I never wanted t’go anywhere ever again...but I got this...from the palace...I remember Rob once said you were somebody important there...”

She reached into her tunic and brought forth an envelope and a summons scripted upon lavender paper in purple ink. Brandy read the commendation...the request that Robin Adair present himself to the court to be rewarded for his service to the realm.

“I was just an assistant, Darya, for a little while...not really important at all...but I’ll go with you, I can do that...tomorrow in the morning, maybe? And you can stay here tonight.”

“I don’t want t’be a bother—“

“Darya we’ve got lots of room.”

“Okay. Tomorrow then. If you could go with me I’d be so grateful. I mean, I have t’go, don’t I? I can’t just ignore it...and I had t’bring your daughter’s pony back...Rob promised...”

And Brandy felt her heart begin to pound, wondering how in the world her daughter was going survive yet another catastrophe come into her life. 

*   *   *
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She had just finished putting the guest-room in order, with Darya fresh out of a bath, both of them now with Windy downstairs in the kitchen, when the front door on the main floor of the coach-house banged open and a pair of ragamuffins came charging down the stairs.

“Annie Branny we’re back!” shouted Stella.

“‘Rissa and ‘Bella took us t’the fairgrounds and—”

Jamie caught sight of Darya at the the far end of the long table and came to a dead stop behind his twin sister.

“Oh. Hi. Who are you?” he asked with a lot less volume.

Almost eight-year old mop-topped mirror images of each other in shorts and singlets and sandals, they stood together nervously, unused to finding unfamiliar faces in any of their familiar places. Nicholas turned from slicing tomatoes and celery for a recipe he’d found tucked into a libretto from Italia.

“Jamie. Stella. This is Darya. I know we’ve never spoken of her, but she’s part of our family...from Bedford...”

“We’ve been t’Bedford,” said Stella.  “Last year, before ‘Bella went away. We saw sea monsters...”

“Only one,” added Jamie. 

“These two belong to Alain on Water Street,” explained Brandy. “He and my oldest friend, Andrew, adopted them...” 

“We have two dads,” Stella said proudly.

Darya closed her eyes for an instant, and her fingers tightened round the new mug of tea on the table in front of her. Then she opened her eyes and smiled.

“I’ve got two girls I’m sure are the same age as you...they’re my twins Devon and Daryl...and my son Daniel. He’s the youngest...five years old...”

“Then they’re our cousins!” cried Stella. “Maybe when we do holidays again we can meet them...?”

The twins were too young to see the three grown-ups in the room catch themselves up short one breath, suddenly too interested in the prospect of new family to notice the quick exchange of agonised glances, or the grateful breath drawn to their innocent acceptance.  

Darya looked down into her mug of tea and smiled again...

“I’m sure that would be the best thing in the world...” she said.

...As Arabella and Kerissa tumbled into the kitchen on their own and did more adult versions of being surprised by the presence of someone they’d never met before.

Windy said, “‘Rissa...’Bella...this is Darya Adair... Robin’s wife. She’s come t’return the mare you sent home with him last year...”

Brandy felt like she’d somehow been transported to a place where every last nightmare in her heart had been given some dreadful kind of life in the look of horrific sadness on her daughter’s face. Arabella looked at Darya and Darya looked at Arabella, and the younger woman seemed to simply stop breathing. Brandy could almost watch the thoughts go shredding through the mind of her daughter, who said...

“Oh. Hi. It’s so lovely t’meet you, Darya. What happened to Robin?”  

...Before she turned and ran back up the stairs, wailing...
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Chapter Two – Into the Dark
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The twins were too stunned to say or do anything. Brandywine rose instinctively, but Kerissa shook her head No and turned to follow Arabella up the stairs, and while Nicholas would have followed her, he encountered Jamie and Stella between him and the door of the kitchen and their looks of terror stopped him dead in his tracks. He knelt in front of them, took them both into his arms and put his head down where Stella had burst into tears on his shoulder.

I know you’re scared,” he whispered. “I am too, but it’s gonna be okay, guys, I promise. I’m gonna take you home now, okay? I know we were all supposed t’have supper here with your das, but it’s turned out not t’be a good time so I’m gonna take you home.  Are you gonna be okay with that...?”

“What’s wrong with ‘Bella?” asked Jamie. “I thought she would be so happy t’come home after all that time.”

“There’s more to it than that, Jamie,” soothed Nicholas. “It’s taken us all by surprise, I guess.”

“’Bella didn’t go away, did she?” sobbed Stella. 

“What d’you mean, honey?”

“I don’t know what I mean, but I’m not stupid, Uncle Nicky. She came back but it’s not the same anymore. She’s so unhappy...”

Nicholas nodded, kissed the top of her head, and would have done the same for Jamie but for him pulling himself away angrily.

“You’re the grown-ups. You’re the ones supposed t’take care of all of us!” he shouted. “Why’re you letting her hurt so much? She’s your baby, why don’t you help her?”

Nicholas climbed painfully back to his feet, stricken, looked helplessly at Brandywine and back to the children.

“Okay. You’re right, Jamie. Me and Annie Branny haven’t been doing our job. Please...let’s get you guys home for now, and tonight we’ll start on trying t’make things better.”

“You have to, Uncle Windy,” whispered Stella. “I don’t wanna be here if ‘Bella goes away again.”  

There was a moment of complete desolation that he recognised from twenty years before, when the world had come crashing down upon his shoulders, and a strange confluence of Time and Tide that had brought him rescue from the friends he had found in the City.  

“Then I’m just gonna have t’find a way t’fix everything for both of you and ‘Bella,” he said. “Come with me now. Let’s get your stuff and we’ll get you home, and then I’ll come back here and try ...”

When they were gone, Darya said, “Go look after her, Brandywine. I’ll be okay here for a while.”

Brandy shook her head. 

“No. It’s okay. ‘Rissa knows her better than anyone...even me... It’s been like that forever, since the day Arabella was born. Kerissa just...I don’t know...she just took ownership of my little girl. She was here every day...every day...and she wasn’t even three years old but she knew exactly what t’do when ‘Bella cried...or was sick...”

Darya took her hand.

“There’s a lot more to my new family than I know about,” she said. “I do know you’d rather be upstairs with your daughter, but you said she’ll be okay with ‘Rissa looking after her so tell me... everything...anything...

“For starters, you’re Annie Branny...?”

Brandy nodded.

“When Alain and Andrew first brought the twins home they were too young t’say Aunt Brandywine...so I became Annie Branny...and all the other kids thought that was funny so...”

“All the other kids...?”

“Tomorrow, Darya...but I guess it really all began a long long time ago...”

*  *  *
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“...’Bella’s sick!” cried Stella.

They’d decided to walk down to the harbourfront, and then, on Water Street, encountered Alain closing things up for the night. He looked at Windy, who explained, and then said:

“I don’t know how we ever believed we could just ignore it all, and hope she wouldn’t  notice.”

Alain could only be described as nothing less than beautiful. He and Andrew might have been brothers, delicately-featured, wide-eyed and so devoid of any of the stupid things that seemed to define being masculine that they might once, when each of them was younger than they were now, have been mistaken for girls...and yet each of them had proven themselves to be indomitable, and possessed of some kind of ferocity when it came to protecting those whom they loved. Alain leaned towards the man whom he viewed as a saviour of his beloved in the days before they had met, and kissed him. .  

“I’ll take the children home, bring them to work with me tomorrow,” he said. “And I’ll make sure Andrew comes to the house in the morning.”

“Branny’s taking someone t’the palace.”

“But you’ll be there,” said Alain. “And Andy will be along, I’m sure.”

Nicholas nodded. “I think I could use the help. Thank you, Alain...”

Alain shook his head. “You don’t have t’thank me for anything, Windy. Look after the girls. Andy would die if we lost Arabella again...”

*  *  *
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Arabella’s bedroom appeared to be empty, which served only to strike at Kerissa’s heart that much more dreadfully. She called out her name...softly...to let her know she was there, and waited... waited...waited again...in the silence...before she went to the closet, inched her way past the door into the darkness and found her girl cowering in the corner.

“I’m here...’Bella...I’m here...”

“Go away, ‘Rissa! I hate you!”

“Please...please don’t ever say that...”

“How could you let them do this t’me?”

“‘Bella...can’t you see we had no idea what t’do...?”

“Did you think I wouldn’t see everybody tippy-toeing around me all over again?  Did you think I wouldn’t notice that I haven’t seen your mom in all the time since I woke up... from sleeping for six months?!?!  How did that happen, ‘Rissa?  You’re s’posed t’be the one who loves me more than anyone else in the world...”

“ ‘Bella please...”

“ ‘Rissa I fell asleep in the middle of a snowstorm... and then I woke up bare-ass naked on a tapestry floating in off the ocean six months later? What was that all about? Why can’t anyone look me in the eye and tell me? Why won’t you tell me...?

“And now I find out Robin is dead? What else happened that nobody’s talking about when I’m around...?”

“Baby...please...”

“NO! Don’t beg me to let you get off without explaining, ‘Rissa. I’m so tired. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t just pretend I’m this cheery stupid blondie after all the things I’ve done...”

“ ‘Bella stop it’s—“

“It’s more than I can deal with, ‘Rissa! Don’t you know that what I want more than anything else is just t’be naked next to you forever? D’you think I wouldn’t give half the world for that? All of it...? What do I have t’do...?”

There was dead silence, the whisper of breath up and in amongst the clothing hanging in Arabella’s closet. Kerissa felt her heart breaking in the way that hearts get broken time after time when they find so few answers to make up for the hurt and desolation of being alive. Her fingernails began to shred the wooden floorboards beneath her....

“Help me, ‘Rissa...please help me...”

Arabella’s hand found hers in the dark and wouldn’t let go... 

*  *  *
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“...And I think that’s how it all got started...more than twenty years ago...that night when Windy heard something...felt something in the air and it turned out t’be...well...I guess we’ve never ever really found out what it was...but we all heard it. And whatever it was that we heard...it was still there for Zori to use against the Antillians...”

Darya poured more tea for both of them, well past surprise or skepticism, but puzzled nevertheless. Brandywine paid attention to the steam rising up off the top of her mug, stirred some honey into it.

“We met Queen Caroline by accident...me and Windy. We became good friends, and then she asked me to take her place...”

“So ever since she died...twenty years ago when all of this began...you’ve been the one to keep up the illusion she was still alive...?”

“Oh no...I could never have done that, been the queen, but I promised I’d help t’find someone, so she could rest. I said I’d do my best. I said I’d try, and I had lots of help. I could never have done any of it all by myself.”

Darya sipped at her own mug, and then reached for Brandywine’s hand.

“I find that difficult to believe.”

“Well it doesn’t matter anymore, Darya. Now it’s just about ‘Bella...and poor Gareth...’Rissa’s father...”  

“Can I ask what happened to Arabella...?”

Brandy nodded into her tea, weighing how much she could say, without betraying a confidence from half a lifetime ago.

“It was before Yule-tide. Once the Antillians were gone we thought all the horrible things were over and done with, but the one who had started the whole mess for us—plotted with Antillia, roused the Scandians, fired the plot to take over the throne—was still alive, and he came for Zoraya. My little girl killed him and saved Zori’s life, but she had to go over a cliff with him t’do it. We thought she’d been killed... 

“Once Zori was recovered, she started asking about ‘Bella  and I told her what had happened...and then she said there was something she might be able t’do. She never said what it was, but then suddenly, just a few weeks ago, ‘Bella found her way back to us...it was like magick...but Zori was gone...” 

They heard footsteps on the stairs...quiet ...then more footsteps, descending the flight into the kitchen. Kerissa in tears.

“She was in hiding her closet. She doesn’t remember anything that happened and now she hates all of us because she doesn’t know...doesn’t know what to feel about anything because no one will tell her, and I’m afraid what will happen if I do. I have t’go home. My da is all by himself...”

Brandy reached out to her, was on her feet and rushing towards her, but Kerissa already had turned and flung herself back up the stairs. 

“I hate this...someone please make it stop...” 

When Nicholas returned from Water Street he found his wife in the arms of the woman from Bedford. He put his arms around both of them.
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Chapter Three -  Old Princes Street
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Kerissa fled down the Boulevard in tears, oblivious to the horse-drawn carts and motor-cars that narrowly missed her as she crossed before them in flagrant disregard of all the given rules. She ran blindly, in pain, and for the first time in all the years she had been in love with Arabella, wounded by her desperation, doubting her ability to unravel the utter contempt her girl felt for herself, or the anger that drove her to turn on those who loved her..

When she reached the studio on Old Princes Street it was almost dark; she had to fumble in the pockets of her trousers to find the key to the small door set into the wide doors of what had been a stable before it had become her father’s studio. Inside there was only the deepening shadows of evening rushing into nightfall. And silence. The undeniable total absence of sound made by living things... 

“Da...?” she called.

And there was silence.

She fumbled in the mirk drifting up from the floorboards...found scratch-matches on a work-table...wandered the ground floor until every last lamp and candle had been lit and the flickering light fighting her own desperate terror to come to terms with something she felt had no way of having a positive outcome.

She called out... “Daddy...?” ...and received no answer...waiting and waiting and then climbing the stairs to the gallery walks overlooking the studio space below. Nowhere could she find evidence of her father having been there that day. She retraced her steps, extinguishing all the lamps and candles, and then climbed back upstairs, to her own bedroom and the chaotic tumble of her twenty-year old existence... clothing flung in every direction...her bed linens all over everywhere, still sweet with memory of the last time Bella had stayed the night...

Kerissa said Fuck! and buried herself in the sheets, finding Arabella in every fold and crease, inhaling the scent of her, some small measure of comfort in her absence.

It was throughly dark when she awoke. She rose and re-lit a lamp, took another tour of the upstairs rooms and again found no indication that her father had spent any time in any of them while she slept. In her mother’s workroom, she pulled a handful of threads from the loom that had been idle for almost a month, and wept because she had yet to find any way out of the nightmare that had come to live with Arabella. She dragged herself back into her own room...went to a chest of drawers and drew out a small rectangular box of dark cedar, hinged and bound in silver arabesques, inlaid with ebony and ivory... drew out a handful of what she knew were sheets of ancient papyrus, somehow having survived centuries to receive the last words from her mother: 

ZORAYA’S LETTER

My dearest daughter Kerissa

I don’t know when you will find this. I hope it will be soon, so
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