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RECALLED TO LIFE

She turned away from the door of her cottage, looked to her right, where most everyone she had ever loved lay sleeping in the stand of cypress and willow beside the small stream that ran the length of her valley.

G’bye everybody. I’ll be back soon. I promise. I love you...bye...

There was no lock on her door. No one ever truly came to call on her. She walked slowly on a path of flat stones that wound through her yard of wildflowers and past another towering willow, through a garden gate that always stood open, and on to the barn nestled into the bump of the knoll beside her home. In the cool half-light she made her way to a stall at the rear, where a great black mountain of a draft horse stood proudly beside his mate and their newborn foal, named Durandal with their permission. 

You’ll all be okay, right?  Lots of hay...all over the place to run. I don’t mean t’desert you, but I don’t think it’s gonna be for very long...

She went outside again, began to climb the hillside rife with bluebells and daisies singing in early summer sun. Hundreds of cats’ eyes followed her...

G’bye to’you guys too. Behave yourselves...be safe...and don’t let the foxes boss you around...

At the top of the hillside there was a shimmer of the warm summer air around her that had nothing to do with the wind that never came to her valley in anything but whispers. All at once there was a ripple and a squeak and a beaky russet face led by a moist black nose pointed itself up at her, two dark shining eyes above it to either side.   

“There you are...” she said aloud, and then seemed to listen...

“Oh I know they want t’come along too, but I can’t have all of you runnin’ around loose, Mika. Sometimes I can’t even keep track of you...”

The vixen seemed mildly huffy, but fell into step beside her as they crested the hill and began to walk slowly eastward, making their way across a broad meadow with a great stand of trees stretching along the next ridge-top. She loved the feel of the soft new grass on her bare feet, and the way the breeze somehow managed to find its way beneath the hem of the brief cotton shift she wore, and make free with everything that wasn’t wearing anything. She listened to the vixen trotting along beside her and smiled.

“...Well...if you don’t want t’keep me company you can just magick yourself along to wherever you wanna meet me and I’ll catch you up when I do...”

That being said, the female fox named Mika fell silent for a time, and the morning moved from noon into mid-afternoon as they went through the stand of trees that was a small forest, and on the other side came to the top of one last rise, before going a bit sideways down past a massive outcropping of stone that stood above the merest excuse for a footpath.

I know. Why are we going...and why can’t we  just magick ourselves there...?  

She stopped and knelt beside the vixen, cupped the delicate pointy face in her hands.

“Mika, I don’t know the answer to the first queston. All of a sudden it just feels like I need t’go. And why can’t we just wriggle our way through everything and be where we wanna be...?”

She stopped, feeling her heart begin to pound in her chest, and a painful something she’d managed to ignore or hide over so much time, become something else that demanded the full measure of her hurt be acknowledged.

“I’ve been away for so long, Mika,” she cried softly. “I’ve forgotten what the world is all about. For years I smashed Thraxian gates wherever I found them, so now I can only go to places I’ve been before, and I guess a lot of them have changed so I have t’be really careful.  I don’t know the why of it...or why I’m going back...but if I’m gonna go I want t’see what’s what a little bit at a time...so I’m ready if I have t’be...

“Can you understand that? I know it’s not the same for you. For you this is gonna be one big new adventure...but I been hiding, Mika, so I wouldn’t have to admit how much it hurts t’ve lost them all...even after all this time...day after day...it hurts so much...”

She looked down into the soft brown gaze of the vixen and pressed her forehead down against a little foxy face that had become...a solace...to her heart-ache.

At length she stood up, smiled away tears, and turned to the barely-discernible path that wound its way up past the outcropping...through the forest...along the meadows and down again into her valley. She closed her eyes and for anyone who happened to pass by, it ceased to be there.

As the sun set behind them, they went on their way eastward across the Westvales.  
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Part One - THE NEW WORLD 
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Chapter One - In the City


[image: image]


“...I can walk from here, thank you.” 

The cab slowed to a crawl and then stopped at the curb, across the Boulevard from a narrow side street. She reached into her handbag  and gave the driver twice her fare...

“Keep it...please...” she said softly, but didn’t wait for him to gush over her largesse. “Take good care...and thank you...again...”  

He said nothing, only watched the child dressed as though she owned the world as she stood patiently on the corner, and then crossed...slowly...a torrent of honey-blonde hair that fell past her waist moving slightly in the breath of a breeze that seemed to be of her own creation. She reached the far corner and disappeared, and he would go home that night to tell his wife that he had driven something not quite of this world to a place somewhere near to wherever it was she had intended to go.

––––––––
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She stopped once the Boulevard was a dozen paces behind her, looked down at the strange round thing enclosing her wrist, and realised she was yet a quarter of an hour from her appointment. She stood awhiles, drawing breath, and courage... 

It had been almost an hundred years since the last time, when the world yet seemed to hold some things that were recognisable to her. Today, in the short time it had taken for her cab-ride from the new train station on the very edge of the City—she remembered the very first new train station—she could only shake her head and wonder at how much had changed in what was, in truth, so short a span of time.

“Nothing’s where I left it,” she thought, and in that thought came wave after wave of memory, seemingly ancient images of a different lifetime ages past. She put her head down into her hands and an older couple who just happened to be passing by wondered how on earth anyone so young could make a sound so heart-rendingly filled with sorrow. 

It was late afternoon in midsummer, the sun yet rampant in the sky, and she in wisps of elegant cream-white linen that shone against the sun-browned warmth of her bare arms and legs, and open-toed pumps of a matching colour that she managed only by paying close attention most every time she moved. At length, she took a handkerchief from her purse and wiped tears from emerald-green eyes that, if one looked closely enough, held sparks of gold that seemed to light them from within.

She began to walk forward again, more slowly as she approached the corner dwarfed by the monolithic presence of the church that rose up there, with the sunlight setting the rose window on fire, and glancing off the gilded cross that adorned the spire. She turned then, gave the broad stone steps as wide a berth as she could by keeping to the stone wall that lined the cobblestone lane on one side, and passed beneath an archway into the courtyard beyond. 

Here the sunlight poured down again past the surrounding towers on the edge of the New City, drenching the apple trees that went round the perimeter of the courtyard, striking silver light from the windows of the carriage house that stood on the opposite side. She heard faint rustlings among the branches of the trees, could feel the eyes of  dozens of cats peering cautiously out at her...curious...comforting... She trembled as the air dissolved around her and coalesced into a moment that was well over two centuries old...

“...Where are you, ‘Rissa? Don’t tease I know you’re here...”

...And she was a child again...seven or eight years old playing hide-and-seek and catch-me-if you-can with her older sister, who had gone from tree to tree in much the same fashion as the cats who, even then, had filled the trees, and lined the coping stones of the enclosing walls.

“...Rissa! Rissa! Rissa...”  

The scent of the apple blossoms filled her nostrils and she could physically remember how she had not been able to decide whether to bravely go on playing the game, or cry in frustration. Hearing footsteps behind her she turned, expecting to hear Kerissa’s laughter, see her smiling face...and found a young man coming rapidly towards her from the shadow of the archway.

“Miss Wyndham,” he called, raising a hand to wave at her as he came closer... stopped... with his head tilted to one side...wide-eyed with astonishment.    

“Miss Wyndham?” he said, a question this time, and she nodded, stood waiting for him. “I’m sorry I’m late. I stayed at the office trying to hurry-up our arrangements so we could have the house ready for you. I’m afraid we’ve not been able to manage some of it, being last-minute and all. We received your father’s message only two days ago...and your case seems not to have arrived from Linden and—“

He began to stammer a bit, and she managed a smile to try and put him at his ease, but it seemed only to make matters worse. He was taller than she, well-dressed in a light brown summer suit and tie, with a requisite briefcase in his left hand whilst he ran his right hand nervously through sandy hair, making a mess of what had been a stylish cut feathered neatly over his collar and his ears.

“Well I’ve been travelling, and I didn’t really know when I was gonna get here...but it  doesn’t matter, anyway” she said softly. “It’s just for me. I can make do, I’m sure...” 

She held out her hand to him and said, “I’m Arabella Wyndham, and you must be—“

“David Raynor,” he replied quickly, “of Raynor & Bowles, your family’s solicitors the last fifty years or so...”

She thought I know...

“...And I don’t know why, but for some reason I expected you to be a bit older.”

He fumbled in a jacket pocket and came away with a creased business card that he offered to her outstretched hand. 

“I could say the same,” she said, and looked down, smiling to herself.

“I’m Clark Raynor’s son,” he said, indicating the card she held in her hand. “And that’s a beautiful ring. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one like it.”

“I’m pretty certain there isn’t another,” she said, now looking away, the courtyard fading from her eyes as she found herself sitting at the bedside of the beautiful girl whom she had called her sister...who had been her beloved...

“...No ‘Rissa I won’t. You’re gonna be fine. Everything’s gonna be fine from now on...”

“’Bella don’t fib...I want you t’have it. I’m not gonna need it anymore...”

She pressed the filigreed silver ring into her hand and closed her fingers around it. Arabella looked down and could see the light of the moonstone set in it shining through them, feel it glowing with warmth.

“It was your mom’s.”

“And then it was mine. And now it will be yours...”

“I don’t want it!”

“I’m gonna die, ‘Bella. It’s just the way things turned out.”

“Don’t say that! Don’t you go away and leave me ‘Rissa please I  can fix I—”  “No! ‘Bella no! This isn’t something can be fixed. Of all people you and me know that...my mother tried...”

She had risen up a bit from where she lay shivering, her halo of dark curls lank about her drawn  face. Now she fell back again against the pillows.

“The baby is okay?”

Arabella nodded.

“Then he’ll be our gift to Evrard. And you’ll keep an eye on both of them for me. You will, ‘Bella. Promise...”

“Miss Wyndham...? Are you all right...?”

His low whisper came through the roaring misery in her heart. She looked up and found him looking at her anxiously, almost terrified that he, in some way, was responsible for her distress.

“Now it’s my turn to apologise, Mr Raynor. This isn’t my first time in the City but I’m kind of overwhelmed by it all.”

“Please...David would be fine.”

“Well only if you’ll call me Arabella.”

David Raynor flushed a bit beyond his ruddy complexion, but he nodded.

“I can do that,” he said doggedly,” and I’m sorry if I caused...well...whatever...”

Arabella gave him a rueful smile.

“It’s not your fault. You know this house has been in my family for a very long time. I’ve never seen it before,” she lied, “but there’s a lot of history attached to it.”

“I seem to remember one of the original people lived here was an Arabella Wyndham.”

She fought off another flight into the past, and said “She was the daughter of the Nicholas Wyndham who bought it—the composer, and his wife was a well-known artist back then... Brandywine Lloyd. I’m told I look quite a bit like both of them...mother and daughter, that is...but the Wyndham family itself is pretty old. The original family was from the Carillon Valley up north...”  

David Raynor seemed a trifle dazed. It might have been the heat, but after a while Arabella noticed how he had simply stopped looking at anything but her. And then he seemed to wake up...

“Well I suppose we should get you settled in as much as we can,” he said, and dug into his briefcase for a small ring of keys. “We’ve made an extra set so you don’t have to worry about returning these...”

“And you don’t have t’worry about my things,” she reassured him.

“Are you sure? Can I at least give you a tour of the house? We did manage to have the piano tuned...get some basics into the kitchen, and fresh linens on most of the beds...”

“It’s not necessary.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. It’s getting late and you probably have lots of other things t’look after.”

“Not re ally, but it’s very kind of you. Will you have dinner with me?”

Arabella consciously felt herself blink with surprise. It only seemed to make David Raynor more nervous.

“Would tomorrow be okay? I’m kind of tired just now...”

“Of course. Whenever it’s convenient for you.”

“I guess tomorrow would be nice then. My father spoke of a place on the Boulevard called the Silver Rose? Is it still there? Could we go?”

She wondered at how easily she pretended to have had someone else make all the arrangements for her visit.

“We can go anywhere you want to,” he said.

“Okay,” she said, nodding. 

David Raynor let her into the house she had been born in, handed over the small ring of keys, flipped a switch on the wall that flooded the foyer with light and said goodnight, promising “to call for her” around six the following evening.

––––––––
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She stood on the stone flooring, trembling again with a sudden exhaustion that was painfully real, brought on by the emotional strain of “coming home” to a place now surrounded by a world thoroughly beyond her ken. The time she had spent in Linden, navigating the mysteries of “progress”, shopping for clothing, everything she thought she would need to present herself as modern, had not been nearly enough.  

“Mika... 'ayna 'ant? Where are you...? Please hurry...”

The air at her feet rippled, swirled and coalesced into the sleek russet-brown vixen.

Arabella breathed a sigh of relief in the fox’s presence, but still caught in a recurrence of  the twinges of panic that had begun a fortnight earlier, when they had arrived on the west bank of the Findhorn, and she, barefoot, had crossed the footbridge into the town of Linden on the opposite shore. For years after the loss of everyone who had been her immediate family, she had managed “her affairs” in the outside world through the use of wires and letters, methods of communication and commerce that were familiar to her. Never before had she experienced physical contact with any of it...yet now, still for no reason she could easily explain, she had thrust herself into the middle of it voluntarily.

“ 'Ana khayif, Mika. I’m frightened. I should’t’ve come here...”

The vixen replied with the foxy equivalent of an amused sniff.

They cannot hurt you. am having nothing for to fear them, you.

“Why why did I say I would have dinner with that boy?”  

Tired, you. Is wanting him for being your friend. If you are mistakes making he will not see. Is a good choice.

Arabella was skeptical.

“I have no idea about good choices or bad ones, Mika. I thought it would be so easy to just come back and wait t’see if I’d come back for any good reason...but now I realise I been away for too long. Everything’s passed me by and I really don’t care. I just wanna go home; at least there I can be sad without any strangers in the way.”

The vixen leapt into her arms. She kicked off her shoes and they went up the stairs, pausing briefly in the burgeoning shadows of the music room before crossing it and going down the hall beyond the archway in its far corner. At the end of the hall she turned into what had been her parents’ bedroom, but after a moment she retraced her steps to where she could climb stairs to the three rooms in the attic, and the one had belonged to Kerissa after her own parents’ studio in Old Princes Street had been sold.

She closed her eyes, and pictured the packing case of her purchases in Linden, frowned when it took two or three seconds longer than immediately to appear, but gave it no further thought as she looked down at the narrow old mattress in the corner...where Kerissa had been...where she had been with Kerissa...

“I shouldn’t have come back, Mika...”

She took off her clothing and lay down on the bare mattress. The vixen curled up beside her. As the night came down and the twilight shadows became luminous with the dark, cat-refugees from the courtyard found their way into the coach-house and curled themselves round the two of them.

––––––––
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In the morning she woke to brilliant sunshine dripping down through the skylight over the bed, turning the light on her closed eyes into dancing patterns of marmalade and gold. Unthinking, she reached for the someone who should have been there, but found herself alone instead; Mika and the cats had long gone off to forage themselves breakfast. Food had never been a concern for Arabella; whatever it was of the flower that had brought her back to life, its power was such that food was incidental to her existence. She lay in bed for hours, drowsing...half-dreaming...oblivious as Mika and the cats came and went.

“...What shall we do today, ‘Rissa?” she asked. 

Kerissa shrugged, as always waiting upon the word of the four-year old to determine how best to spend their time. Given her own choice, she would happily have just stayed in bed with Arabella, drenched in the sunshine that warmed them next to each other, listening to the birds nesting below the eaves of the coach-house, the faint humming of the world going by on the Boulevard. She was looking forward to her parents coming to dinner at ‘Bella’s house that evening, but that meant she would be going home with them, and that meant every minute between now and then had to be special. 

“Maybe your mom could take us t’the animal park,” she suggested. “The baby zeeber is running around now, and there’s a new wol in the bird-house...”

Arabella wriggled closer and asked what a wol was.

“It’s the bird  with big big eyes that goes hooooo and then spins its head all around.”

“I like that ones,” said Arabella. “They eat mouses.”

“Mice, ‘Bella...it’s mice when you have more than one mouse.”

“Not mouses?”

“Mice.”

“Maybe my mom will take us...”

––––––––
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She decided to wander up and down the Promenade at the harbour, suddenly almost afraid to venture anywhere else in the City, lest she encounter too many ghosts from her past. She found a restaurant just opening its doors for lunch and sat on the outdoor terrace, drinking tea and picking at a small platter of fruit from the far southern reaches of the realm, complemented by a wedge of pungent cheese. She watched as a little girl passed by, a tiny wee thing chattering away to the world in general as she clung to her father’s hand...thought back to days when she was that little girl...and the man who was her father...Windy to her mom...who would always make a point to listen to her, answer her questions, laugh at her observations of the things around them...

“...Look see, Daddy...fishes jumping in the water!”

She pointed out across the bay and, in the way of almost all small children, managed to indicate a direction that was nowhere near the one intended. 

“Those are dolphins, ‘Bella,” said her father. “They’re not really fishes at all.”

Arabella stopped, one hand brushing impatiently as a breeze off the water swirled her hair up around her face

“Why not?”

“Because they have to breathe the air the same way we do. Fishes get their air from inside the water because that’s the way fishes are. D’you remember the first time when you wanted to learn how to swim?”

“You said I was too small, that I should wait.”

“I did...but then you weren’t too small anymore so we tried it.”

“And I got all choky when I getted water in my face.”

“That’s because water went where the air was supposed t’go.”

She watched the dolphins dancing backwards on their tails-fins, and could hear them squeaking at each other.

“Tell me again later,” she said, looking up at him, “so when I can understan’  I can tell ‘ Rissa...”

“...May I get mademoiselle more coffee?’ 

She was roused from memory by the one who had seated her, taken her order, and kept a proprietary eye on her as she sat quietly, alone on the terrace, a beautiful young woman surrounded by an aura of something that set her apart from her surroundings, as if she had come from another world to grace his own. She looked up at him, surprised to find an unfamiliar face rather than that of her father. 

“Yes...please...” she said slowly. He returned a moment later with a fresh cup, bent to  remove the old one.  As she poured a dollop of cream into it she said, “There used to be a place here on the Promenade, much like this one, but it was called Broadfoot’s...”

She thought My parents brought me there when I was small. Right in front is where they met for the very first time...

The waiter paused, tilted his head to one side in an attitude of astonishment. 

“Mademoiselle is quite young to know of something so old. Many many years ago... almost two hundred years...when the Promenade was first built...this place was named Broadfoot’s. There are paintings inside...”  

Arabella sat beside her cup of coffee as it grew cold in spite of the summer sun. She left payment and a gratuity on her table, nodding briefly to her waiter as she went inside, moving through the still-empty dining room in the direction of his gaze...an old water-colour on one wall...of dolphins ...dancing backwards across the harbour on their tail-fins...and her mother’s faded signature pencilled in the lower right corner.

––––––––
[image: image]


A few minutes before bell-towers across the City rang the six o’clock hour, an elegant caleche drawn by a pair of matched bays clattered into the Mews and scattered no less than three score green-eyed felines in every direction. Arabella stood at the windows of the music room on the second floor and watched them. They raced along the coping stones of the walls enclosing the courtyard, and leapt into the topmost branches of the apple trees, bug-eyed with dismay and yowling their displeasure at being disturbed during a time normally reserved for the quiet contemplation of  the myseries of the universe...or perhaps just a few minutes to let dinner get itself settled in their bellies. In spite of their discomfiture she had to admit she was charmed, and quickly let her initial regret at having accepted David Raynor’s dinner invitation evapourate into anticipation of an evening that might well turn out to be thoroughly enjoyable. 

She met him at the door in a dinner dress she had purchased in Linden, a simple blouson in dark green that complemented her eyes, short in length whilst draping modestly over her front. Having examined the blisters on her feet that morning—the result of tottering along on heels tall enough to make her dizzy—Arabella determined that she would go barefoot wherever possible, with some cork-soled sandals held in abeyance for emergencies. The cream-coloured clutch purse rounded things out for her, and after having surveyed the over-all effect in a mirror, had decided the world must take her as she was pleased to present herself, or simply look the other way. David Raynor was not in the latter category. He handed her into the open carriage with the reverence of a devout pagan in the presence of his goddess, murmuring a profusion of compliments whilst doing his best not to be overly profuse. When they were settled, and the carriage turned round back along the laneway, Raynor turned to her.

“Did you have a pleasant evening yesterday...enough rest...and today...?”

“I did, and this afternoon at the harbour,” she said. “It’s lovely there. I love the light on the water, and the smell of the ocean. It’s been a very long time.”

“How long can that possibly be?”

“Longer than you might think,” replied Arabella cryptically. Much much longer... she said to herself. 

“Well... you’ve chosen a wonderful time to visit us,” he said. “The Midsummer Festival begins tonight, and ends next week with a birthday celebration on the palace grounds.”

“Someone important then.”

“The Princess Alicia’s twenty-first,” nodded David. “Right now she’s at the Summer Palace up north near the Carillon, but the Crown Prince Gareth, her brother, has gone to escort her back in time for it. I hope you’ll be staying that long.”

In between the clip-clopping of the bays’ hooves on the cobblestones, Arabella tried to be noncommittal about her plans for the immediate future. David Raynor’s undisguised adoration was not in any way offensive, but it made her uncomfortable nevertheless, something she tried to hide so it would not cause him embarrassment. The length of three lifetimes on her own and away from the world had given rise to a form of emotional armour she had not yet learned to wear with ease. As they neared the Silver Rose, his voice intruded upon her thoughts:

“...I hope you’ll enjoy your meal. I reserved a place on the outdoor terrace so we can watch the opening procession of the festival from our table...”

As he handed her down from the caleche, Arabella half-expected to hear a greeting from the wait-staff of the café, who had never failed to make much of her as she grew from infancy to young adulthood. Instead it was David who received a welcome from the maitre d’, followed immediately by an elegant bow in her direction, and an expression of gratitude to David “for gracing our terrace on this special evening with a flower of such rare beauty”. Arabella managed a faint smile, but she could feel the blood drain from her face and her heart begin to pound in her chest as she let herself be shepherded to a table with an unobstructed view of the Boulevard. Raynor became concerned.

“I just got dizzy for a bit, David,” she said reassuringly. “And excited. My parents have spoken of this place so often that I feel like I know it really well. Thank you so much for bringing me...”

He ceased being worried and seemed pleased. At once he began to order their food and drink for the evening, always deferring to her, waiting for a nod or shake of her head with every choice indicated to their server. She drank May wine to his whisky, enough that the rest of their meal  became a pleasant blur of culinary perfections, from the arrival of their hors d’oeuvres through to the blank looks of the staff when she unthinkingly asked for Fruits de Roi for her dessert, “with lots of whipped cream”. Within two minutes the maitre d’ appeared beside their table.

“How wonderfully strange,” he said, displaying the utmost of deference. “Within this very last week we were clearing out some of the space in our cellars when we came upon a wooden crate of things—cloth napkins, tarnished silver, old menus—and Cerise, our saucier, commented on that very item on one of the very first menu cards ever offered by the Silver Rose. How did you know?”

David looked at Arabella, who in turn could only shrug and feign as much astonishment as the maitre d’ himself, though she remembered quite well it had been her mother’s favourite anything on the menu when the Café of the Silver Rose had been brand new.  

The maitre d’ found himself mesmerised by her wide-eyed deception, remarked to himself he had never seen eyes so lit by tiny sparks of gold that seemed to move and swim through.twin seas of brilliant emerald green. He promised that the kitchen would be ransacked for every ounce of melon and berry to be found, as a bed for her mountain of whipped cream.

“You’re quite amazing,” said David when he had gone. “I knew I had fallen under some sort of spell the moment I saw you yesterday, but I had no idea you could do that sort of thing to anyone lucky enough cross over into your world.”

“Cross over? My world?”

“Arabella you are...”  He stopped, at a loss for words. “I don’t know what you are. All I do know is that if I were to spend a thousand years in your company I don’t think it would be enough time.”

“Enough time for what, David?”

He shook his head, ruefully. “I’m afraid I don’t know the answer to that question, either.”

He laughed, and spread his hands almost apologetically.

“You’re an enchantress, Arabella Wyndham. I think I could die for you in this instant without ever you lifting a finger to magick me any more than I’m magicked now.”

She stared at him, suddenly filled with an unreasoning horror in response to what he had meant as a declaration of love. 

“David you mustn’t ever say things like that...not ever...please...take it back...”

For a moment he again seemed thoroughly at a loss for words, but now with a  light of some arcane understanding that was instinctual rather than of conscious thought...and then the streetlamps above the Boulevard went dark, and there was a riotous fanfare of trumpets from where it branched to the Amaranth Palace, a sudden rush of hundreds of residents to line the street, and the sound of gun salutes and rockets streaming up into the first dark exhalations of the night to streak the skies overhead.   Distracted, they both turned, and saw the vanguard of the royal family’s mounted escort issuing forth upon the pavement of the Boulevard, their helmets in torchlight glinting gold beneath the nodding of purple plumes, their horses stamping proudly forward in their own finery. Arabella felt David Raynor reach across their table for her hand, answered the gentle pressure of his fingers twining themselves among her own, and felt the horror begin to grow. The procession became a drum-fueled ballet in another torrent of sound, and behind the advance guard now could be seen the motor-car carrying the royals. She and David stood at the railing of the terrace, to look past the people who had thronged along the pavement. He came to stand beside her, one arm round her shoulders.   

For a moment Arabella was puzzled. There were deep shadows now, falling too quickly, and she felt the brush of something past her calves, looked down at the disappearing rumps of three cats high-tailing in three different directions that led away from the Boulevard she thought:

What are they runnin’ from...?

And then saw three odd figures racing towards the slow-moving motor-car that carried Darius de Montigny, Gianna the queen, and the younger prince Edouard. These three creatures ran hunched over, their faces obscured by long lank black hair that clung to the shoulders of the tattered cloaks they clutched round themselves, as to conceal something each one of them hugged to their bellies. More strangely still, the tenfold rank of mounted horsemen flanking either side of the motor-car at intervals of a few feet seemed to take no notice as they darted past them...seemed completely unaware of their existence as they flung themselves at the car. Arabella took a step away from David’s arm around her shoulders as an explosion blossomed into a massive fireball...

...Antillian shells shattering the air above the harbour as they whistled into the City...   

...And the sound of steel shards whistling towards them with comet tails of glass, shredded flesh and bone, spatters of blood. The sound was deafening, but she heard herself screaming NO! to David as he thrust himself in front of her, turned his back to the oncoming avalanche of destruction before she could raise a hand to ward it off. He clasped her in his arms, so tightly that when the first pieces of shrapnel severed his spine it felt as though she had been punched in the stomach, battering the breath from her lungs as a bare arm and shoulder were furrowed with smaller pieces of flying debris. She looked up at him, saw the shock in his eyes give way to something she knew quite well, and began to weep as she watched the light go out from them and he sagged against her, dragging them both to the ground.

––––––––
[image: image]


The measure of Time had become something elastic and thoroughly unreliable in the two centuries of Arabella’s presence in the world. As David Raynor’s lifeless body bled out over her own, it might well have been days and weeks rather than just the few moments when she stopped being aware of her surroundings. Then she felt a soft wet tongue licking at her face and wordless foxy urgings in her head to open her eyes...wake up...

Mika stood beside her, started tugging at David Raynor’s collar.

No...Mika please leave him be...I saw three men before this happened and they must be dead along with the rest. See if you can find anything that will tell us who they were and then go back to the house I’ll be there as soon as I can...don’t let anyone see you... 

The vixen nodded, winked away from her field of vision and Arabella was left with the task of extricating herself from beneath David’s body, choking on her tears as she tried to be as gentle as possible, knowing all the while it could make no difference to him. The air was filled with smoke, the stench of burning flesh, the faint cries and wails of injured people, injured horses flailing blindly at the sky, shouts of the uninjured calling for help, the unseen chaos around her feeding on disaster. She struggled onto her knees in the bloody ruin of her dinner dress, oblivious to the scrape of the pavement on her knees as she bent over Raynor’s body, unable to stop crying all the while raging inside at the image in her mind of the three who had been the instruments of assassination and indiscriminate murder. And...at last...knowing why she had been called back into the world.
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