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Chapter One – AT THE SIGN OF THE MOONSTRUCK MERMAID
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Arabella Wyndham raised her head and realised she’d fallen asleep on her blanket; that there was a distinct warmth attendant upon her bare backside that would not have been there at all if someone else had been looking after her as promised.

“’Rissa?” she called drowsily.

She roused herself up onto her knees, wriggled back into the light cotton shift she’d worn to the seaside, wincing at the twinge of more sunburn than she’d bargained for in places that didn’t normally see daylight. She shaded her eyes against the westering sun, scanning the deserted beach for Stella and Jamie, but they were nowhere to be seen. Kerissa waved from the surf and began wading her way back up onto the beach, then long-leggedy leaping across the sand, racing the shadow of a gull flying overhead.  

“You let me fall asleep,” said Arabella. “Now look...my bum’s all burnt.”

She pouted and lifted the hem of her shift to show the full impact of unmitigated sunlight upon her derriere.

“It’s still a beautiful bum,” Kerissa Davies said in a most complimentary tone.  

Arabella frowned with mock petulance.

“Yes well it’s lovely you think so, but it’s not going t’help me get comfortable in bed tonight.”

Kerissa’s appreciative regard of the afflicted portion of Arabella’s anatomy became more pronounced.

“Then I think you should let me look after that,” she said. “It’s the very least I can do, given that I‘ve been so derelict in my duties.”

She grinned impudently and embraced her, their bodies and lips meeting within moments of each other. Arabella abandoned concern over her sunburn in favour of the simple pleasure of Kerissa’s silken skin beneath her fingertips.

Together they were of a near equal but modest height, both young women somehow having managed to combine the best features of their respective parents. A week in the sun had turned Arabella’s generous curves into a perfect complement to the slender Kerissa’s dark coppery skin, derived from the pale ginger complexion of her father and the deep chocolate of her exotic mother, her hair a halo of tight molten bronze curls to her friend’s near waist-length tumble of honey-blonde. Arabella’s eyes, now closed as she nosed about Kerissa’s left ear, were emerald-green to the other’s strange and hypnotic amber. They made contented noises, until Arabella remembered that the twins in their care still were unaccounted for.

“They were tired of being in the sun all day so I sent them back towards the village,” said Kerissa, who was three years older than Arabella’s seventeen and officially in charge of making sure their holiday went smoothly before the two of them were off to university. “I told them we’d not be much longer, to wait for us up on the headland where they’d have some shade under the trees.”  

“We can’t leave them for too long,” cautioned the blonde girl. “Who knows what they’ll get into if we’re not around to curb their enthusiasm.”

Kerissa laughed softly and nodded a kiss into Arabella’s right ear. “I’m sorry your bum got burned,” she said, gently resting one hand there. “I promise I’ll make it feel better...”

She knelt beside their blanket and shimmied her way into her own cotton shift, and after collecting their gear, both shouldered a canvas pack and began to slog their way up the beach, to the path that led to the top of the cliffs above them, and the track leading back to the seaside village of Bedford. They climbed easily, both young women so day-by-day active that the effort was no effort at all. At length they reached the top of the rocky headland and Kerissa pointed to a pair of smudges in the shadow of a stand of windblown cypress a quarter mile away. 

“Doesn’t look like there are any imminent disasters.”

“One can hope,” said Arabella.

They trudged on at a good pace that brought them up to the children in less than ten minutes, found them both oblivious to the world as each peered through a brand new pair of field glasses they’d received as birthday presents the week before, so they could “look at stuff far away”.

“Whatcha lookin’ at?” asked Arabella, perching beside them where they stood on an outcropping of rock beside the path. Kerissa scrambled up next to her, and they followed a line of sight out into the shimmer of the sunset sea.

“Sea monsters,” replied Stella, without lowering her glasses. “Jamie saw them first.”

The twins were only just beginning to grow out of their childhood, two sturdy mirrors of each other—snub-nosed round faces framed by dark mops of unruly curls, dreamy blue eyes that managed to spark almost constantly with curiosity, and dispositions they seemed to have inherited from their adoptive parents, Stella having Alain Devreaux’s unshakeably sunny optimism, Jamie taking after Andrew MacKinnon’s more cautious version. 

“Sea monsters,” echoed Kerissa, careful not to sound overly skeptical.

“Out there,” said Jamie, pointing to a horizon growing more and more nebulous as the sunset drenched itself over sea and sky.  “I think they’ve gone now, but we saw them, didn’t we, Stel?”

Stella nodded emphatically, lowering her glasses and bestowing one of her glowing smiles upon her “cousins”.

“We did!” she gushed. “Jamie said and then I looked and sure enough there it was.”

“I thought you saw more than one,” said Kerissa, in her role as an advocate of Truth and reality-grounded perception.

“Oh,” said Stella. “There was only one, but two is better so I put an extra S on...”

“Were you scared?” asked Arabella.

Jamie said, “A little bit...” but Stella said “Nope!” and did one last look through her glasses.

“Gone now,” she said. “We can go home.”

So they did, their guardians bringing up the rear and shaking their heads as their charges charged all over the place along the way, investigating anything that struck them as worthy of investigation. As they came to the steep descent to where Bedford lay nestled beside its own snug harbour, they lost the sun, moved along in a twilight that became full with the scent of salt wind off the ocean, the eventide whir of swallows overhead, the shrill cries of gulls seeking shelter in the hollows of the cliffs they had left behind.  

Brand new electrical streetlamps began to wink into the dusk as they came down the high street, at length stopping beneath the sign-board of their lodgings—a rock-bound mermaid staring up with longing into a silvery full moon riding through a gap in the cloud-ridden night sky. The twins of a sudden grew quiet, huddling closer to ‘Rissa and ‘Bella, sunshine and the day’s excitement finally catching them up in a drowsy contentment.   

Once through the door of the inn, however, some new furore raged among the patrons of the taproom. These were almost entirely fisherman still in their slickers and waders, all milling about the bar and standing rather than sitting at any of the tables. The level of their voices raised in conversation was almost impenetrable. Arabella squirmed her way through the press.

“Hello Jacob!” she called to the proprietor, who stood at his taps ready for the almost constant call for refills.  

“Hello, Miss Arabella. You might want t’wait on yer supper for yourselves and the children tonight,” he said apologetically. “Our boys are all standin’ about waitin’ for the boats t’come back down the firth so they can go out again.”

She knew from earlier visits that the fishermen’s cooperative always ended their day by taking the day’s catch up the estuary from the bay, to the processing plant where a railhead had been established to connect them to the new criss-cross of train lines being laid down across the country. She must have looked a question without saying a word because Jacob leaned towards her and lowered his voice.

“Maire Dowd’s boat didn’t come in wi’ the fleet,” he said, frowning. “Today around noontime somebody saw her out at the edge of things, but nobody can remember seein’ her boat after that...D’you mind supper bein’ a bit late?”

Arabella shook her head, said they’d be down once things had quieted down some, then worked her way back through the press at the bar to where Kerissa and the twins waited.

“Today, let’s see if we can get the two of you bathed before supper,” she said, herding everyone off to the stair leading up to their room on the second floor.

“What’s all the business about?” asked Kerissa.

“One of the fishing boats went missing,” explained Arabella. “They’re all waiting t’go back out to look for her.”

The twins stopped climbing stairs.

“Told you,” said Stella, and Jamie nodded. “Sea monsters...” they said in unison.

*   *   *
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Bath-time became an hour-long struggle to get the twins free of sand and salt crustiness, whilst at the same time keep them safe from the jaws of the sea monsters they swore were lurking at the bottom of the big copper tub. Eventually Kerissa was forced to leap to their rescue, thereby ensuring no one truly got clean of the aforementioned sand and salt, but providing for a very soggy floor upon which Arabella laughed herself into a state of near exhaustion.

Next came the towelling stage of the evening’s festivities, wherein Stella quietly but with great specificity remarked to Jamie that “one of these days I’m gonna find out why you have one of those and we don’t”, which only served to renew ‘Bella’s fits of laughter to the point where she had to lie down again.  

“C’mon guys,” said Kerissa. “Did you really see a sea monster?” 

Once again Stella nodded, leaving no room for doubt that she and her brother had seen something.

“...Truly, ‘Rissa,” replied Jamie, with the earnest face both she and Arabella knew well from prior experience could mean everything and nothing at all as far as reality was concerned. “It had a big long snaky neck and one big horrible eye.”

“And both of you saw this creature,” said Arabella from where she hung over one side of their bed.  The twins nodded. She and Kerissa exchanged glances, the kind you gave the other grown-up in the room tasked with keeping things in order for the children.  

“Well then, I suppose if we all get dressed again we can go downstairs and have dinner.” 

*   *   *
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The common room was empty of the local fishermen when they arrived, a few of the older residents quietly bent over their mugs of ale, discussing the unlikelihood and utter improbability of one of their own suffering some sort of misadventure with the entire fleet within hailing distance; and then there was the seasonal contingent of visitors, those at the seaside for business or pleasure, who sat  around curious or uninterested, but more intent upon what lay on their plates or in their own glasses.

Arabella, Kerissa and the twins found a cosy table in a far corner, somewhat removed from the rest of the goings-on, happy for some quiet in the soft glow of candle-light.

“The electric lights are magical,” observed Jamie. “How come there’s only candles here?”

“I like candles better,” said Stella. “Just ‘cause we can do stuff like that doesn’t mean we have to. Some old things are good too.”

Jamie put in a few more votes in favour of progress and a debate ensued regarding the relative merits of flickering electrical light as opposed to flickering candle-light. In the midst of this discussion, Jacob’s wife Nancy arrived with a wax-sealed cream-coloured envelope addressed to Arabella Wyndham c/o the Moonstruck Mermaid.  

“Jake says this come for you this aft, Miss ‘Bella,” she apologised, “but it were so busy  what with Maire gone missing that he forgot t’give it you. I’ll have your suppers out for you in a jiff.” 

She bustled off and Arabella did a tour of the envelope.

“It’s from my da,” she said, inspecting the wax seal on the back flap.

She broke the seal and extracted a single sheet of matching paper covered in a flowing script.

“Well my mum wrote this for sure,” she laughed. “The only thing da can make legible are notes on staff paper.”

“What’s it say, ‘Bella?” chorused the twins.

She read in silence for a minute or so, a small frown making a crease between her eyebrows as she read down the sheet of paper. After a another quick look inside the envelope she folded the letter into it and set it down beside her silverware.

“We’ve got t’go back tomorrow,” she said quietly. “Mum and Da say it’s not dire or anything like that, but somethin’s come up and it would be best if we were home again.” 

Jamie and Stella protested, but only until she informed them that the envelope from Uncle Windy and Annie Branny also contained train tickets to whisk them back to the City in record time. They had come to Bedford in dusty carriages; this would be the first time any of them had been on the train.

“New stuff is better,” said Jamie.

“Sometimes,” said Stella.  

“We’re goin’ on the train!” he said.

“It will be nice,” replied Stella. 

Dinner arrived, both Jacob and Nancy apologising profusely (again) for late suppers and late delivery of letters. The twins tucked into their food with no encouragement. 

“What’s it all about?” asked Kerissa.

Arabella shrugged. “I don’t know, ‘Rissa. They didn’t say any more than I just said, but I guess we have t’go, right?”

Kerissa nodded and soon all four of them were slashing away at fat spicy fish fillets pan-fried with onions and mushrooms and shallots, fresh-baked buttered bread, all washed down with big mugs of ale for the girls and lemon-water for the children.

Kerissa observed it wasn’t at all bad for an unexpected last meal on holiday; Jamie was too busy with another slice of bread to say anything at all, but Stella had stopped in mid- swallow and now appeared to be a bit put out by something. She seemed reluctant to enlighten either of her cousins as to why, but relented after directing a frighteningly adult glare across the common room.

“They’re staring at us,” she said.

“Who’s staring at us?” asked Arabella.

“Those men...four of them...over there in the other corner...”

“They’re allowed t’do that,” offered Jamie with a mouthful of bread. “Alain says you can always look as long as you’re polite about it. I don’t quite know what that means, but I suppose as long as we don’t have t’stop eating it’s okay.”

“Well...” huffed Stella. “One of them is very rude...he’s staring so big his eyes are drooling...”

Arabella raised an eyebrow in Kerissa’s direction, as she could see the rest of the patrons from where she sat against the wall.

“He certainly seems interested in you, ‘Bella,” she said. “Tall dark and probably quite dangerous from the look of him....but he’s quite handsome. Shall I be jealous?”

Arabella’s curiosity got the better of her. Stella whispered urgently No no don’t look! but she did, if only for a moment.

“He is very handsome... ” she said, and ducked her head to where she could look up at Kerissa from beneath lowered eyelids.

“Oh you fickle beast!” cried Kerissa softly.

“Don’t be silly, ‘Rissa...he couldn’t ever be handsome enough that I would ever even think of dreaming of anyone but you.”

She leaned sideways and they kissed for what seemed an extraordinarily long time. The twins giggled. Stella poked her tongue at tall dark and dangerous on the other side of the taproom. 

At length they finished their supper and decided the day had been long enough. Arabella glanced back at the far corner of the taproom, but the table her admirer had occupied was empty. They went back upstairs after asking Jacob to get them a carriage first thing in the morning, to take them to the train station at the head of the firth. 
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Chapter Two – STRANGERNESS ON THE TRAIN 
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“...Did they find the boat went missing yesterday?” Kerissa asked as they plunked themselves down on the padded seats of their travelling compartment.

The twins were oblivious to everything but the gleaming locomotive, smoke swirling up into a cloudless sky and steam hissing out over the tracks. The morning had been a frenzy of activity, packing the last of their things, getting them fed and dressed and out on the  high street in time to meet their carriage. The trip to the railhead had been a headlong clatter, with Jamie and Stella shouting at each other in anticipation and excitement whilst Kerissa and Arabella just kept things in order, forgoing conversation until they were  finally on their way back to the City. Arabella shook her head.

“Jacob said the fleet was out most of the night but they didn’t find anything, not even a splinter of that poor woman’s boat.”

“How many were with her?”

“Two sons and her husband’s father.”  

“Makes you wonder if maybe these scamps really did see something,” replied Kerissa. “If something dreadful happened, you’d think there’d at least be some indication...you know...wreckage...nets...whatever...”

“Gone without a trace,” said Arabella.

The train lurched forward, steel wheels screaming at steel rails, slowly picking up speed for the slow climb up past the seaside cliffs that enclosed the firth. Jamie and Stella had their field glasses aimed at a dozen things all at once, making exclamations of delight and wonder as they looked down on the western ocean and then turned their attention to the upland countryside as it began to seemingly race past them.

“Just look at one thing at a time, kids,” cautioned ‘Rissa, “else you’ll get dizzy and next thing y’know we’ll all be saying hello to your breakfasts again.”

The twins giggled and pretty much ignored the advice, which was no more and no less than either of the girls expected, but it wasn’t long before they too fell under the intoxicating spell of speed and the world rushing by like kaleidoscopes with legs.   

Amid oohs and aahs and Look, Jamie! and Stella, look at that! they enjoyed the luxury of being amazed and overwhelmed by sharing a totally new experience, exchanging very grown-up glances of adoration while at the same time feeling much like children themselves.

Eventually the twins decided that there was more to their first train ride than watching the world go whizzing by. Respectfully requesting permission to run riot on the rest of the train, they disappeared in a flash and the girls availed themselves of the peace and quietude to engage in more conversation, and speculate on the nature of the “emergency” that had cut short their holidays.

“I guess it could be anything, ‘Bella,” observed Kerissa, “but you said  your folks said it was nothing dire.”

“That’s what’s so puzzling about it,” she replied. “If it wasn’t horrible or earth-shaking then how come it was enough of something t’make a next-day train-ride home so necessary?”   

Kerissa shrugged and made an I dunno face that never failed to draw Arabella into her arms. In the process of getting there, she rustled across a newspaper thrust down between the seat cushions, pulled it out and did an about-face where Kerissa could wrap her arms around her while they both read the paper.

“That would explain it, then,” she said, as both read the full page headline.   “Someone on the morning run from the City must have left this here.”

In massive boldface type that spanned the entire eight columns of the front page, they learned of the passing of Queen Caroline de Montigny.  

“This is terrible,” said Arabella. “Mom...Dad...they said it was nothing dire!”

“Well it don’t get direr than this,” said Kerissa incredulously. “What’s gonna happen now?  Who gets t’run the country now she’s gone?”

It was common knowledge that Caroline had not given birth to an heir in all her years on the Amaranth Throne; that once upon a time long ago and early on in her reign there had been a child, but it had not survived.

“There’s somethin’ funny going on, ‘Rissa.”

“Funny peculiar not funny haha,” they said in unison.

“You’d think Mom would know something,” said Arabella. “After all, she’s the second assistant t’someone-or-other in the palace.”

“You’d think,” agreed Kerissa. 

“Definitely funny peculiar,” said Arabella.

*   *   *
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“...Your mom doesn’t do much painting or drawing anymore, does she?”

“Sometimes she does,” said Arabella. ”I know she used t’be really keen about it. Your da and Tom and Andrew and Alain, they all talk about some of the beautiful things she did on paper and canvas. They’re all hung all over the place in our houses, but you’re right, she doesn’t seem to give it much thought anymore.

“I asked her once and she said one of her dearest friends got her the position at the palace, and after a while she realised that in order for her to be truly appreciative of something like that she ought t’give it most of her attention.”

“It’s kind of too bad,” said Kerissa. “She’s really good. I’ve said so a couple of times and she’s gotten all embarrassed and tried to make me think she’s just pottering around, not capable of anything exceptional.”

“That sounds like my mom,” said ‘Bella. “More when I was small, but she’s always run herself down in favour of just about anyone else she felt needed running up.” 

Their compartment had gotten stuffy and hot as the day wore on; oftentimes when they opened the windows wide to get some cooler air what they got instead was a great sooty cloud of whatever from the locomotive. In consequence they got drowsy, and were grateful the twins were amusing themselves elsewhere but with the consideration of checking in every now and again, just to let them know they’d not managed to do themselves in or set the train on fire.

An hour later, now descending from the coastal highlands onto the Findhorn delta that enclosed the City, Arabella declined to open her eyes, burrowed under what she assumed was Kerissa’s sundress, licked at coppery brown skin and smiled.

“I like trains,” she said.

“Oh...?’ inquired Kerissa. “And why is that?”

“Don’t be mean ‘Rissa you know why.”

She tucked her cousin back into her clothing and snuggled down again.

“Where’s the kids?” she asked.

“We’re right here,” said Jamie and Stella together. “We didn’t wanna wake you but...”

It was the but that brought both Arabella and Kerissa out of their cuddle.

“But what?” demanded Kerissa, making sure she was entirely tucked.

“Stella maybe did something bad,” said Jamie.

“Oh...?” inquired Kerissa...again.

“He’s here,” said Stella.

“Who’s here?” said Arabella, sitting upright. 

Jamie stared. Stella did too.

“Do I get those when I grow up?” she asked.

Arabella was not tucked into anything that resembled clothing. 

“Only if you like aching muscles and occasional back pain,” she snapped cryptically. “Who’s here?”

“Him,” said Jamie.

“The one from the inn,” added Stella.

“We were trying t’get something to eat and we bumped into him,” said Jamie.

“Are we talking bumping into as in a casual encounter or actual physical contact?” said Kerissa, who was of an eternally inquiring mind.

“I don’t know what that means,” said Stella. “We ran into him. He was real polite this time, but he asked who you were.”

“And...?” the girls asked together. Raised eyebrows were involved.

“Stella said you were our cousins and we were on holidays together, and then I said no that was wrong we were orphans and had been kidnapped.”

Jamie appeared to be waiting for some sort of commendation for quick thinking.

“Where is he now?” said Kerissa.

The twins shrugged. Kerissa looked at Arabella and suggested a bit of clothing would probably be a good idea just then.

“...This guy definitely has something in his trousers for you and we may need t’make a run for it once we get into the station.”

*   *   *
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As things transpired, both Andrew and Nicholas were waiting on the platform when the train chuffed its way into the shiny near-new cavern of the steel and glass station.  The twins wraped themselves around Andrew; ‘Bella ran into her father’s arms with no small amount of concern on her face. Windy kissed her hair reassuringly.

“We know, Da,” she said.

“Not quite everything, honey,” he replied. “It’ll be okay I promise. Let’s get your things and head home.”

The newly-arrived passengers from all points west to the seaside quickly cleared the platform as the train whistled its departure for the Eastern townships and began to leave the station. Stella frowned and pointed to a window in one of the departing carriages. 

“There he is again,” she said distastefully.
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Chapter Three – THE PAST BECOMES THE PRESENT
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It was a sober gathering of friends who sat about in the great room of the Wyndham house in St John’s Mews in late afternoon the next day. It had been years since anyone could remember even laying eyes on Queen Caroline, yet history had given them all good reason to believe that someday, one of the de Montigny line might actually live forever. That she had surpassed almost eighty years, more than sixty of them upon the Amaranth Throne, came as no surprise; but Death, never anything but unwelcome to all save those for whom Life had become too great a trial in one way or another, never came in any way but unexpectedly. There were only two people in the great room who had the most cause to grieve painfully, but they had done so twenty years earlier, in secret, and this day was meant for secrets to come into the light. 

“I’m going to leave this to Brandy,” said Nicholas quietly. “It’s her story to tell more than mine. I’m going upstairs with the scamps to make some music...”

There were a few streaks of grey in the pale blond hair, but in all wise else to everyone there, Nicholas still was Windy—the one who had seen them through the most difficult times in their lives, provided a sense of family and refuge to a band of orphans and strays. The twins looked pouty.

“We should be able to hear Annie Branny’s story too,” said Stella. Jamie stood steadfast in agreement beside her, glaring about as if to challenge anyone who might disagree. Aunt Brandywine had been too much for them when they had arrived almost four years earlier. Annie Branny was easier, and had become her name for all the children, grown or otherwise.

“Not today, Stella,” said Nicholas. “I promise I’ll explain a little bit when we get upstairs, but today’s for the grown-ups...”

The twins remained unconvinced, but followed Windy upstairs nevertheless; moments later horrific sounds fled from the music room...the clavichord in distress... until a door was closed and the twins’ torture of taut steel strings became muted. Eight pairs of eyes turned to Brandywine.

“I hope you won’t be angry with me,” she said beseechingly, looking at each of them in turn. “Windy and I never meant to keep things from you, but I made a promise for so much of it, and the rest...well...it seemed possible that knowing might be dangerous so we never said.”

A score of years had changed her, but almost not at all. Brandywine had become more than the uncomplicated girl who had nothing in her heart but concern for all living things. Her hair yet shone with a golden light of its own, her sun-browned shoulders radiated more strength than before...but her eyes, startling green, though now more knowing than when first she had wandered through the City, remained those of a child, windows into the soul of someone always ready to be struck speechless with delight and wonderment at the simplest of things. 

She looked at the open windows of the great room, that overlooked the courtyard of the Mews. Zoraya, who had in no way changed or seemed to have grown older than a day for every year gone by, whispered:

“We are safe. Hasan and Grim keep watch. No one but the eight of us shall hear what you say.”

Diana asked, “Branny, should Edmund and Sebastian be here? The university has closed down for a month of mourning, and they’re on their way home, but the train from the university is still half a day behind everything else.” 

She leaned forward, away from Thomas’ arm around her shoulders. Brandywine shook her head. 

“They’ve done their part and never questioned, Di,” she said. “You can tell them about all of this when they get home.”

“So it’s pretty serious stuff,” said Thomas. He had remained bearlike, lumbering and contentious, but only grown deeper into the service and devotion of Diana, who had married him, and provided a great measure of Peace in what had been his angry soul.  

“It is, Tom, oh I feel so badly...all this time...never being able to tell...”

Alain the ever cheerful said, “Well now you can and no one of us will ever hold it against you, Bran, you know that.”

Brandywine ducked her head down where her hair covered her face and all but the sound of a half-suppressed sob. “I do. I do I know it’s true...all of you...you’re all I have I love you so much...”  

Arabella felt a gentle hand belonging to Kerissa, that urged her up from the floor where they sat together, up onto her knees before her mother. Andrew stood there beside her, a score of years having done nothing to lessen his adoration of the sun-child who had befriended him first before all others. 

“Mum it’s okay,” said ‘Bella. “I think we’ve all known there was something...we just wanted to know so we could help...whatever it was...”

She took her up into her arms and held on. Brandy flung her hair back: 

“Andy...Alain...that wonderful day when Ambrosius...when he announced...before all of us...d’you remember...? And d’you remember the beautiful woman who came...?”

They both nodded. Gareth, who had gone a bit more grey and a trifle more stout than Windy, said, “Marie... your friend Marie...” 

Brandy started crying.

“That was Caroline,” she said. “That was Caroline...the queen...”

*   *   *
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She told them of the afternoon she and Windy had spent, twenty years before, on the day the rest of them had gone to the gala at the palace. How Marie who in truth had been Caroline de Montigny, had found them at the Silver Rose, and then cautiously followed them all over the City.

“...And we ended up here that evening. Windy played for her, and I made a drawing...”

“The one framed in your studio,” said Andrew. “Marie in Magic...”

Brandy nodded.  

“It was a gift to her, but she returned it to me just before she died.”

“But you’ve had that sketch in your studio for years,” said Diana.

Brandy nodded again. “That’s part of the secret, Di.  Marie didn’t die a few days ago. She died less than a month after the day when you all saw her here...”

“She didn’t look a day older than any of us,” said Tom incredulously.

“That’s the secret too,” said Brandy. “It’s why we’re here now.”

There was a rustle of the long caftan worn by Zoraya, her usual white linen embroidered in arabesques along its edges with threads of red and gold, blue and silver and green. She sat quietly in a corner a bit removed from everyone else, but the whisper of her voice was clear and unwavering.

“You have the flower, don’t you, Brandy,” she said. “You’ve had it all along...ever since that day...”  

Brandy looked startled, and though she was sitting, reached a hand to her daughter’s shoulder as if to steady herself from falling.

“Zori, how did you know?” 

“Perhaps now it is time for all our secrets to be shared,” was her reply. “My Gareth knows some of this...and perhaps Nicholas does as well, because soon after you welcomed me into your family I know he spent many hours in the libraries, and likely found the one reference to me that, in all of your history, would be the only clue...”

ZORAYA’S STORY 

“...I was born over three thousand years ago in a place that no longer exists. My parents were of two royal families, and in many ways their union was a marriage of political convenience...but with one unlooked-for consequence more than the joining of two houses aligned against a third. They did not know what I would become as I grew older; they did not know that by the length of their family histories, their roots were older than ancient and had flourished in ‘soil’ that allowed some of their ancestors to see and be capable of things no longer thought possible. I dreamed of these things, and became able to dream in such wise that I could also make others see my dreams...”

She smiled at Gareth, and here it was that together they related the circumstances of his visions, and how creating her in stone had provided the doorway that released her from thousands of years of imprisonment at the hands of a rival sorcerer.

“...He walked the empty corridors of the palace I grew up in...the same place all of you visited briefly on the day of the mirage that hung over the ocean just beyond the harbour. He found an image of me, as I had intended him to do, and in finding me found also someone who would love him for his spirit and for the strength of the talent that would free me...and give me the beautiful daughter who is the beloved of our own Arabella.”  

She raised her hand to Gareth’s face in a caress so intimate that a flood of warmth filled the room, sent a rush of emotion through all of them.

“I am what you call a witch...or that is what I became. As a child I saw things no one else could see, heard songs no one else could sing, tasted of miracles that no one could even imagine.  My parents had their own concerns; I looked only to the stars and the infinite possibilities we as humans had abandoned to earthbound desires and enterprise. I began to grow in knowledge, and became irresistible to all things I desired and to those whom I chose to desire me...

“On the day of my first bleeding, when I was thirteen years old, everything that had come to me before seemed to increase a hundred times.  At first I was overwhelmed, sometimes so full of pride and superiority that I became arrogant and selfish...but then I made a small transgression, and so learned the way of the Threefold Law that was an immutable  premise to my kind...”

In response to a handful of mystified expressions, Kerissa explained a law of Magick:

“It’s a rule,” she said. “It means that whatever good or evil you do with what the Goddess has given to you, it comes back to you three times over.”

“So you learn to behave yourself if you can do magick,” added Gareth, “or you learn in the worst ways possible that there’s a price to be paid for everything.”

Arabella turned from Brandywine and levelled a look of astonishment at them both.  

Kerissa smiled a cryptic smile she had learned from her own mother, and blew her a kiss. Zoraya smiled a smile of her own and continued:

“Three years later, I had grown to be much of what I am now. Being the only child of a noble house, I had many suitors clamouring for my attentions, for far too many reasons that were, of course, of no consequence to me. If I desired physical love I had only to snap my fingers to know ecstasy; if I desired more wealth and jewels than that already belonging to my family, a careless word or a favour bestowed would have it come to me without question or request. But one day a young man of a lesser house came to me with an ancient scroll of papyrus as a gift; it was in this scroll that I learned of a flower... amaranthus veneficus...a treasure of legend long lost if it had ever even existed at all...and I became obsessed with the thought of it, this singular flower, that grew from the single stem of a single tree that grew upon the shore of a tideless inner sea in a land no one could remember.”

She paused, and in one fluid motion rose from her chair, went to a sideboard where she poured wine for herself from a crystal decanter, and then, in an almost ritualistic manner, first served a glass to each of those who sat spellbound, of a sudden lost in her tale. 

“It was said in this papyrus,” she began again, having resumed her chair, “that this amaranth was a thing of great power, able to bestow upon its owner an endless life so long as it was worn by day and lay nearby at night; that the measure of its power was bounded only by the knowledge and imagination of he or she who wore it, and was so great that it transcended even the Threefold Law, so whosoever could find and wear it would be capable of almost anything, without consequence of any kind.”  

The afternoon light had gone from the great room. In the courtyard dozens if not hundreds of cats’-eyes winked in the gathering gloom. A fox yipped a brief message that Zoraya alone seemed to understand. Kerissa and Arabella rose together, and went about lighting the gas lamps sconced upon the walls. 

“The purple flower that Marie wore,” said Brandy in a whisper. “The purple flower that’s belonged to the de Montignys for as long as they’ve ruled our country. Caroline...my friend Marie...told me no one could say when or where it had come from, but she thought it had come back with the pilgrim-warriors of her family when they returned from the Indus wars.”  

“She gave it to you the day of Andrew and Alain’s joining,” said Zoraya. “I did not see it, but thereafter, whenever we would come here, I sensed something hidden away.”

Brandywine nodded slowly and sipped wine from her glass, both hands about the stem, like a child tasting at a rare treat.

“That’s the rest of the secret, Zori,” she said, “but you should finish your story and then I’ll finish mine.”

Zoraya bowed her head in acknowledgment of what no one else there knew. 

“I wanted the flower,” she went on. “My every waking moment became filled with the determination to find it, to live forever and remake the earth into a paradise for all who lived upon it. At night as I slept, I went further afield, dreaming impossible journeys to places far beyond the borders of my country or any other...and on one of these journeys I realised someone else knew of the flower and was searching for it with even greater desire than my own. Someone who was not good, who wanted it to serve him rather than allow him to serve others...”

“His name was Chakidze, someone I knew of by name only, from far far away to the south of my home. That I knew of him at all, his reputation for evil, was enough to convince me that stopping him was more important than finding the flower. We met in a place not of the earth, lightning-blasted through the endless dark of a place between the worlds, where black stars cast no light at all and swallowed down the lightning bolts as you or I would swallow our breakfast tea...

“I survived only because of his contempt for a sixteen-year old girl who dared to challenge him. The spell he cast would have blasted me apart had I not been his near equal, but even as I felt it tearing at me I cast my own net upon him, and it was only his stunned surprise that saved me from complete dissolution. Before the great silence of Time enclosed me I heard him scream in disbelief and anger. And then I waited...three thousand years...for my beloved to free me...”  
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