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Prologue






Mark assessed his wife, trying to be
circumspect about it. Laura was wearing her Sunday finest – the
lace trimmed petticoat under the dark blue woollen dress and her
grey coat. She’d polished her boots and bought a new ribbon to hide
the rip in her felt bonnet. It wasn’t her clothes which concerned
him. Her face was ashen and her movements slow and pained. “We can
go next month,” he suggested.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Laura snapped.
“Everyone is expecting us, and you know some of the gifts won’t
keep.” She caught sight of his worried expression and smiled
softly. “I’m perfectly alright, dear. I’m due back at work on
Thursday. I have to leave the room at some point.”

“You can stay home longer if you need to.
It’ll be fine.”

“It will not be fine. Two weeks is all I’m
owed and I won’t be given an hour more. You know that. Oh, now what
have you done that for?” She reached down to wipe jam off Sarah’s
face. “Nobody will call you pretty with a sticky mouth like
that.”

Sarah said nothing, she only reached for the
rest of her sandwich. She was too young to understand that this was
a special day. Her older sister snatched her hand and pulled it
back so hard Sarah started to cry. “I’ll keep her clean, mummy,”
she said.

“That was your daddy’s job,” Laura told her,
giving Mark the look. “Stand on the stool so I can get a good look
at you.” Lizzie obediently popped up in the offered pedestal and
twirled around, displaying her own best dress. She was perfect, a
small package of lace trim, rosy cheeks and long, almost black
curls. Mark thought she’d be beautiful when she was grown, which
was odd, really, since he’d never thought much of that nose when
he’d seen it in his own mirror. Sarah was more her mother’s
daughter, her hair lighter brown and her features rounded. How much
of that was puppy fat, only the years would tell. She currently
looked red-faced, but that was only because she was getting a
last-minute wash.

Finally, Laura was satisfied. “Well, I think
we’re all ready. Take the girls, dear.” She bent over and carefully
lifted the baby from his basket. He was wrapped in the same
crocheted blanket that had served his sisters before him, a little
frayed around the edges now. He was small, even for a new-born, and
dwarfed by his swaddling, a huge bundle with only a squashed,
bright pink face uncovered. Laura rocked him gently but he showed
no sign of waking. Maybe he was as worn out by the long and
difficult labour as his mother was.

Moving slowly, they left their room and made
their way downstairs. Once at ground level, Mark plucked Sarah up
and reached his other hand down for Lizzie to hold onto. He
shuffled outside feeling like a stooped hunchback. He was instantly
caught by a gust of wind, reminding him that winter was on its way
again even though the sky was a bright blue, what he could see of
it between the tightly packed terraces. The coal fired factories
weren’t belching out smoke on the day of rest and in the unusually
clean air he could smell other people’s lunches cooking. His
stomach growled and he resolutely ignored it.

The streets were deserted, of course.
Everyone who was able to walk was in the temple already. From a
handful of windows the old or sick called down their blessings,
which Laura replied to with proud, but awkward curtseys. She was
flagging, but there was little Mark could do to help. Sarah
couldn’t walk the distance either.

Their temple was, like most other things of
theirs, a hand-me-down. It was a better class of building than
their tenement close, a red-brick mid-terrace townhouse on a main
thoroughfare, but it had been built as a merchant’s house and had
none of the external finery of other temples. To either side of it
merchant families still lived and traded, hoping to share the
success that had allowed their neighbour to donate his house to God
and buy a mansion among the gentlemen. Mark wondered what the
clergy thought of it, if they thought of it, when they were kept
awake by late night revelry. It wasn’t his place to guess, he
supposed. At least they had a local temple, which was more than
others had.

He put Sarah down and held the door open for
his family. The ground floor of the building had been stripped back
as far as the architecture would allow, leaving an open entrance
hall and a handful of scattered pillars supporting the ceiling and
the staircase. Three shrines lined the longest wall – one to
justice, symbolised by wood carved angel brandishing the Staff of
Law, one to mercy, another angel with the Spear of Sanctuary, and
the central one to St Alice, patron saint of weavers, forever at
her loom. All of them were well lit with votive candles this
morning.

The sound of psalms echoed down from the top
floor, separated from them by the priests’ private apartments. A
place of worship had been carved out up there by pulling down the
last ceiling and opening up into the attic. Ranks of simple pews
faced an altar draped in blue silk, all lit by flickering candles
struggling through the haze of incense. Most rest days Mark found
it a calming retreat, but he wasn’t bound for it today. It sounded
like the last hymn, which meant they were only just in time.

They hurried through the temple, which was
three times as deep as it was broad, and out into the walled
garden, where other families were waiting. This was a more
traditional space, focussed on a stone circle raised over head
height on a ring of classical columns. Originally an optimistic
priest had tried to fill the beds with sweet-scented flowers, but
over the years this had been given up in favour of the ferns and
ivy that survived the constant cool shade. Mark had always hated it
because they insisted on measuring time by an old water clock,
which he found both annoying and inaccurate. He had suggested
starting a fund to buy a proper timepiece, but had been haughtily
informed that it was not a priority for temple spending so, once a
month, he had to grit his teeth and bear with the monotonous
drip.

Laura had no such qualms. She had found a
seat and was preparing herself to sit in state, arranging her
skirts and her children just so. Mark arranged himself just so,
behind her shoulder in the traditional, peripheral position of “the
father”. He nodded to Benny, hovering over his new wife and
firstborn with an expression of pride. He wasn’t on speaking terms
with the other set of new parents, but he nodded politely all the
same. He’d been expecting to see Janet and Dom from Saddler Close
as well and had a quick pang of worry why they weren’t there, which
only proved that Laura was right not to put it off.

A gong was struck upstairs, marking the end
of service. Mark glanced down, but surprisingly his son has slept
through it. One of the other babies started to cry, urgently rocked
by its mother. Much to everyone’s relief, she had soothed it before
the first of the congregation appeared, filing out to line the
walls of the garden.

Father Joseph was smiling. He smiled at all
the namings and argued that he should be allowed to do them every
week, even though his temple wasn’t big enough to need to. He
smiled almost as wide at weddings and could be relied upon to crack
good-natured jokes even at funerals, usually at the expense of the
deceased. It was incongruous, because life wasn’t all that funny,
but Mark supposed it was better than the alternative.

The father beckoned them forward and the
three sets of parents stepped between the columns into the sacred
circle. Sarah tried to come with them and had to be told to stay at
her bench, to general chuckles which made her blush in furious
embarrassment.

“Ah, aren’t they lovely.” The priest beamed.
He fished a small bottle of oil out of his pocket and reached for
Benny’s child. “And what is this new worshipper to be called?”

“Alice,” her mother said firmly. She had to
struggle with herself to let the father take the baby and snatched
her back again almost as soon as the anointing was done. Father
Joseph chortled, used to such possessiveness. The mother reddened,
but she didn’t apologise.

“Ah, Laura. Are you well, child? You can
sit, you know.”

“I can stand, father.” Laura offered her son
up. He’d woken up, managing to free a tiny hand to wrap around the
priest’s eager finger. “His name’s Baerin.”

Mark blinked. Where had that come from?

Father Joseph didn’t question. He dabbed a
tiny spot of oil on the pink forehead and welcomed Baerin to his
congregation. After a few private words to the next mother, they
all welcomed Patrick as well. Each family returned to their bench
to be congratulated.

“Baerin?” Lizzie asked loudly. “You said my
brother’s name was Robert.”

“I know I did, dear, but I changed my mind.
He just looks like a Baerin.”

Mark looked at his son. How did anyone look
like a Baerin, or like any other name, for that matter? If she’d
decided not to call the boy after his grandfather after all, Mark
wished she’d simply said so openly. Now he’d have to apologise next
time he was praying, because he’d promised his father a namesake
and not delivered.

“Blessings on you.” Mark forced a smile to
his face and reached out to shake hands. He didn’t recognise the
well-wisher, which was odd in such a small community. He was young,
perhaps still in his teens, with greasy black hair and dirt
lingering in the creases of his skin. His clothes were simple
workwear of leather and cotton and he had a cap thrust through his
belt. Mark decided he must be a newly hired boiler-lad, recently
arrived from the country with no mother or wife to make him
presentable, and he decided to overlook appearances in favour of an
open welcome.

“Very kind of you,” the stranger said. He
bent over to look at the baby and a brief flash of regret passed
over his expressive face. Before Mark could question it, a thumb
darted out and drew a quick benediction on Baerin’s forehead. “Good
luck to you this time, little one. Oh,” he turned to Mark, “I
brought a token. I hear it’s expected.” He pressed a small gift
into Mark’s hand and vanished back into the crowd.

“He’s a bit strange, isn’t he?” Laura noted.
She assessed her son, who was now sporting a smudge of oil and coal
dust. It was a recognisable attempt at a Spear of Sanctuary, a
straight line with a vaguely triangular tip, but it didn’t pass
muster in the mother’s eyes and she wiped it off with a corner of
the blanket. “What did he give us?”

“I didn’t look.” It was a small metal mouse,
with a pointed nose, big round ears and a woollen tail behind its
white enamelled body. Mark thought it was too expensive to accept
even before he spotted the small key for the clockwork. “It’s too
much.”

“Can I see, Daddy?” Lizzie tried to pull his
hand down but Mark closed his fist. There was no point letting her
get excited about a toy she couldn’t keep.

“Did you see where he went? We have to
return this.”

“I can’t see anything from down here, dear.
You’re the tall one.”

Mark grimaced. A stranger should be easy to
spot, but he wasn’t. The ceremony was over and people were drifting
away, heading home or towards the public parks for the afternoon.
It was clear the stranger was already gone, and Mark had forgotten
to ask his name.

“Don’t worry about it,” Laura advised. “We
can give it back next week.”

“I suppose we’ll have to. It’s not likely
we’ll run into him before then.” Reluctantly Mark added the mouse
to the pile of buttons, pins and fruits Baerin was collecting. It
was a nobleman’s toy and worth more than he and his wife earned in
a month. He should be hoping they never found the over-generous
young man, but he felt a chill foreboding and shivered.

Then Lizzie found the key and sent the mouse
skidding down the bench. She squealed with delight and in a moment
Mark’s fears were forgotten.
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Chapter 1






It should have been an open and shut case. A
well-known felon with a rap sheet as long as your arm is caught
red-handed burgling the home of a respected businessman. The guy’s
only been out of jail two days and takes to his heels rather than
be arrested. The police give chase, shots are fired. End result:
one dead felon, one suspended officer. Aethan had been expecting to
be back to work in a week after the mandatory but useless
psychiatric review. Instead, he was kicking his heels six months
later waiting impatiently for the incompetent and overworked
internal affairs team to get around to his case.

It wasn’t that he disagreed with that
outcome, he had led similar investigations in his main job and they
never resolved so quickly. Department policy was to use non-lethal
force and he would have shouted out any of his own officers who
shot first and asked questions never. Still, he hadn’t expected it
to take this long. He wouldn’t have chosen Cairns police force to
moonlight for if he had, there was no point doing a “working
vacation” for a company whose rules were just as strict as those
you were leaving.

He shouldn’t have shot the guy, there must
have been other options. He hadn’t thought of any in the time
since, but they had to exist. Maybe HR were right to force him to
take some time off, his reflexes were bad. The thought didn’t make
it less boring to be suspended on full pay for half a year. He had
nothing to do and nowhere to go.

His day job had been less than sympathetic.
Mikkelson had near killed himself laughing before refusing point
blank to send a shuttle to pick him up. The official response to
his request suggested he view his suspension as divine intervention
before reminding him that he was on holiday and should not have
been moonlighting for the local law enforcement in the first
place.

Aethan hated not being at work. He tried to
sleep more, just to kill the time. Dreaming was better than
brooding. Alcohol helped, but drinking enough of it to numb himself
unconscious was an expensive pastime. The hangovers were hell
too.

It was Monday morning when the feeling of
impending change arrived. The day was identified by his body’s
inability to stay in bed past six am despite its ingestion of
enough alcohol to down an elephant the night before. Aethan felt
perky enough that he was probably still drunk as he brushed his
teeth. He was humming cheerily, or gurgling rather, any change
would be welcome right now.

The man reflected in the mirror was young
and tanned with wild floppily styled blonde hair and twinkling blue
eyes. He had been smiling, but upon catching sight of himself he
frowned around his toothbrush. It wasn’t a face which exuded
gravitas, or experience. A rash, headstrong kind of face, great for
festivals, bad for offices.

Aethan spat foam into the basin and raised
his head again to assess his appearance more critically. This face
had a lot to do with his current inactivity. It had been centuries
since he’d last looked this young and he’d forgotten how little it
suited him. It was a face that needed time to grow into, and he’d
expected to have that time.

Cairns had seemed like a nice place when
he’d come across it. He’d thought to stay here a few decades, maybe
make some friends. That was longer than he strictly had to stay,
but eternity did get lonely. Particularly in these spells of
idleness which cropped up from time to time when HR got around to
reviewing his holiday records.

The city itself was gorgeous, its pristine
glass towers puncturing high into the blue sky, reflected in the
still waters of the lake they perched beside. The streets were
cleaned daily, the beaches had wide swathes of white sand, the air
was crisp, the climate dry but not too hot. The food was bland but
the beer was cheap. The people were pampered, plump and posh. They
didn’t take well to strangers, even young, rich and handsome ones.
Friends had proved hard to come by in Cairns, and without them a
decades long stay was out of the question.

His sojourn in Cairns had been very boring,
in fact. The two years he’d lived here had taught Aethan everything
there was to know about the city on the lake. Particularly since
he’d spent the last six months walking the streets aimlessly, just
observing. He might spend another half year waiting for internal
affairs to get their house in order. Or maybe it was time to move
on. Find a younger world for an older him. In another year he’d
have taken the minimum vacation needed to get himself rehired.

Using the tips of his fingers he remoulded
the face in the mirror, lessening its plumpness, adding greying
stubble to the hollowing cheeks. He cropped the hair shorter, lost
the tan, added a few wrinkles. A bit more lived in. A bit sadder
maybe, more tired. Faces said a lot about a person, and he nodded
to himself when satisfied. This new one was more like him.

“I can always change it back if I need to.”
He didn’t talk to himself often and the sound was somewhat
unnerving.

His wardrobe of high fashion tailoring had
been chosen for his younger persona and left only a few pairs of
scruffy jeans and light jumpers fit for him to wear now. That
suited his mood anyway and he wandered through his penthouse in
relaxed form, clearing away the emptied beer cans of the night
before. The confirmation of how many he’d drunk was a reminder of
how hungover he would be soon and he put the kettle on in hopes of
re-hydrating himself out of the worst effects.

A couple of cream cheese laden bagels later
he was stood at the floor to ceiling windows watching the sunrise
over the lake as he washed painkillers down with a second large mug
of tea. The sun was a large one but distant from this world, its
heat gentle even in Cairns’ equatorial position. It looked the same
as yesterday, the coming change wasn’t that dramatic.

His father had been phoning it in when he
made this world, Aethan knew. It never came up in any of his
frequently changing lists of favourite creations, or his
commiserated disasters. It was a safe, well tested blueprint for a
habitable planet. Average size, standard mixture of elements. It
wasn’t even tilted on its axis to create seasons. Two moons which
acted together to cause varying weather and tidal patterns provided
the only real interest.

He’d probably been distracted. Uncle Havil
had built a much more interesting universe within spitting distance
of here, crammed with gorgeous gas giants, tiny ice balls, neuron
stars and peculiar gravity effects. It was also curiously abundant
in the humanoid life-forms which Havil disdained so much. That was
Beltan all over, never happier than when he could pollute someone
else’s playpen. He’d never admit to it of course, that would cause
a huge family quarrel.

Far below Aethan the rush hour traffic was
starting in earnest, bumper to bumper cars with bright brake lights
and honking horns he had to imagine since his triple glazing
blocked the sound. They made him envious with their activity and
bustle, their places to be and people to meet. Teams of his
erstwhile colleagues were keeping the peace at the worst affected
junctions, easily spotted in their luminous green tabards. He
decided to go jogging.

The circumference of the lake was almost
sixty miles. Half that would have been easily enough to ensure that
few residents ever ran all the way around it, despite the looping
path put in by city planners years ago to encourage more active
lifestyles. By the time Aethan cleared the city precinct two miles
out he was alone. On the land side, he was hidden from the
congested road by the eight-foot-high embankment which defended it
from storm swells and across the water distance and undergrowth
protected him from prying eyes. All he had to worry about were the
odd cyclist, but Monday morning wasn’t a popular time for long
rides.

Stretching out he began to run in earnest,
devouring miles faster than any mortal, burying his frustration
under sweat. The far side of the lake was a nature reserve and he
disturbed only deer and birds as he sped past. It reminded him that
there was a lot to like about Cairns. He could holiday here
happily. For a fortnight or so every century. It would keep his
backlog of days off down. Maybe he could invite Kialla, she loved
to swim. He should ask her, she could only say no.

What kind of life did he have? He wondered
as he slowed his pace an hour later as he neared the end of the
circuit and approached the busier stretch again. He was ten
thousand years old and the only person he could think of to invite
on holiday with him was his ex-wife. Who could do much worse than
just say no. She could scream, rant, throw ornaments at his head,
sour all his beer and then say no. She was a harridan. He missed
her, and their son. Always.

It was still early enough when he reached
the beach that the stalls and cafés lining the path had their
breakfast menu boards outside. He bought a fried sandwich
containing more calories than he’d burnt off and another mug of
tea, visiting the café bathroom before settling on the beach with
his spoils. He could always run the loop again.

The dregs of his tea were becoming cold and
bitter when the old instinct prompted him to look over his shoulder
at a cyclist barrelling down the path behind. The rider was a young
woman with pale blue skin and dark green hair shaved along one
side. She was part of a group, the others slowing to let her pull
ahead. He recognized them as a street gang. They were targeting the
group of mothers with strollers.

He was on his feet and running towards them
even as the cyclist reached out to grab the victim’s handbag. The
mother spun around and fell, the stroller rolling ahead of her
unattended. The quick-thinking woman standing with her grabbed
after it, staggering as the weight took her off balance. The other
cyclists accelerated, passing the women and strollers fast on
either side, preventing them from pursuing the thief.

“Stop! Thief!” Aethan gave chase, his
position giving him some advantage since he was ahead of the
cyclist’s path and already moving to intercept her. He couldn’t run
too fast here, it would be noticed. The thief was getting away,
nearing the edge of the park and closing in on the heavily
trafficked streets where pursuit would be impossible.

“Stop! Police!” The shout was from a young
woman up ahead. No older than her target she also had pale skin,
hers green, and green hair, cropped into a practical bob just below
her shoulders. She was average height for the area, maybe five foot
six, and wearing black jeans with a blue t shirt and pink trainers.
She didn’t look like police and she was no closer to catching the
cyclist than he was.

What would be really helpful was if the
cycle slowed down. Aethan conjured a small rock onto the path and
the front wheel caught on it immediately, sending the rider over
the handlebars. She staggered to her feet and started running, but
the damage was done. The young policewoman had tackled and cuffed
her before Aethan caught up. The rest of the gang got away.

“It’s alright, sir,” the officer reassured
as he approached. “I’ve got it in hand.”

He was impressed by her efficiency as she
knelt on her suspect to keep her down while calling for back up on
her mobile phone. She wasn’t armed or in uniform, so it was bold of
her to intervene. She’d had handcuffs in her pocket, which was a
thing only young hot heads ever did.

“Did you see the theft?” She asked once her
controller had confirmed support was on its way. She tilted her
head up to look at him, and he saw that her eyes were a startling
purple colour. He’d never seen anyone in Cairns with eyes that
shade. There was a blue glow in her pupils, as if she was looking
into a bright light. The sense of change coming vanished, a sign
that the change had now arrived.

“Yes, she snatched that lady’s purse.” After
a fraction too long delay Aethan pointed out the victim, who was
making her way over with her friends. They looked shaken but
unhurt.

“Are you alright, ma’am?” The officer handed
her bag back as she nodded, putting her free hand up to check that
her hair hadn’t been messed up.

“Yes, thank you.” She checked in her bag to
make sure that nothing was missing. “No harm done it seems.”

“Alice!” her turquoise haired friend
scolded, “no harm done! You could have been killed!”

Aethan frowned and opened his mouth to deny
this, but Alice got there first. “Don’t be ridiculous Elspeth.
People don’t die from having their bags snatched.” She picked a
small mirror out of her returned bag and used it to make minute
corrections to her makeup before looking back at the young woman.
“You’re police, I assume?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m a trainee constable. My
superiors are on their way.”

“Good.” All three women relaxed noticeably,
the thief slumped sullenly. “You can deal with her then.”

“Nice to see that your heroics are
appreciated,” the green haired thief deadpanned. The officer gave
her a warning shake. “Are you really police? I’ve not seen you
before.”

“You know all the police officers?” The
thief was bleeding from a small cut above her right eye but still
managed a sarcastic grin.

“Most of them, yes.”

She probably did. If you’d been in and out
of jail a few times you did start to recognize people. She
definitely knew the back up when they arrived, and was chatting to
them cheerily as they loaded her into the back of their car.

Neither of the newly arrived officers asked
for a statement, either from him or the victims or the intrepid
arresting officer. Elspeth had already turned to leave and with no
further thought on the matter Alice and the other woman joined her.
They struck up a conversation about jewellery as they moved
away.

“She’ll escape with a caution, I reckon,” he
commented.

“Already in care, I expect,” the young
officer agreed absently. She was a bit downcast to not even be
acknowledged, and would no doubt be annoyed when she realised
they’d taken her handcuffs with them. “Nothing too serious.”

“Would you like a cup of tea?” He offered as
a wicked thought occurred to him.

“What?” She turned around to blink at him.
Her eyes were truly extraordinary. It could just be coincidence,
but he had a duty to investigate.

“A cup of tea? You’re not on duty?”

“Oh, no. It’s my … day off.” She considered
him seriously, and he wondered what she saw with those eyes. Not a
plain old man, he was certain. “Yes, tea in the park would be
lovely.”

“Excellent. I’m Detective Aethan
Reynolds.”

She shook his outstretched hand politely.
“Trainee Constable Gemma Nickel.”

“Nice to meet you, Gemma.”

 


Chapter 2






Gemma didn’t recognize Detective Ethan
Reynolds, but that didn’t mean he was lying. His halo was so bright
that it had taken her a few minutes to make out his features, and
even as they sat outside of the café she had to check to make sure
they hadn’t changed.

They hadn’t, of course, why would they? He
was a healthy older man, possibly newly retired since he was out
jogging during work hours on a Monday. He was taller than her but
not so much so that she had to tilt her head back to see him
properly, and there was a liberal smattering of grey in his blonde
hair. He was copper skinned, but his features didn’t match. He
might be mixed race, like herself.

God just adored him, she’d never seen anyone
so favoured. Love glowed before him as he left to order drinks, and
lingered like heavy perfume until he came back. Gemma reached
inside her t shirt to grip the amulet her therapist had given her.
Her hallucinations were bad today.

He’d made her tea white with three sugars,
his own was black. He just shrugged at her surprise. “I thought
you’d like it.”

She wouldn’t normally drink tea so sweet,
but it suited her mood today. It was settling to treat herself.
They sat sipping and observing in companionable silence for long
enough that the breakfast eaters began to leave, their seats being
taken by the mid-morning cake eaters.

“Why don’t you have anywhere better to be?”
Detective Reynolds asked finally, jolting her out of her peaceful
daydream.

“Well,” she was supposed to be in class, but
it hadn’t seemed worth the effort this morning. It was too near the
exams to hope that the extra push would pick up her grades. “Why
don’t you?”

“Suspended,” he admitted cheerfully. “I shot
a suspect, so I have to wait for internal affairs to sort it
out.”

“God, how awful,” Gemma shuddered. They’d
covered that in class, of course, one of the hardest days this
year, roleplaying both suspect and officer. Lots of advice on how
to talk the suspect down, to lower the threat level. She’d never
met anyone who’d been in that situation for real. “Was there no
other way to handle it?”

Detective Reynolds paused with his cup at
his lip, as though even the mandatory psychiatric review hadn’t
raised that question. “There’s always another way,” he admitted
finally, “it’s just that I didn’t see any other path at the time.
I’m not all-seeing.”

His halo pulsed suddenly, God taking a
personal interest in reassuring him. Gemma stared. Detective
Reynolds stared back.

“You can see that?”

Gemma shook her head vigorously. Of course
not, no one could see God’s intervention. Her hand crept up to hold
the amulet again. Detective Reynolds waited quietly until she
calmed down enough to realise that denial was the same thing as
admitting. The correct answer would have been ‘see what?’ combined
with a confused look. She sighed.

“You know you’re favoured by God?” she
ventured hesitantly.

“Yes, very favoured, actually.” He grinned
smugly, which made him look years younger. “You know that the auras
you can see are real?”

He had a different name for them, which
implied he’d heard of them before. He wasn’t behaving as though he
thought she was crazy. Gemma shrugged uncomfortably, she knew
better than to openly admit her beliefs to strangers, but it also
wasn’t something she wanted to deny. “They’re consistent.”

Detective Reynolds nodded in friendly
fashion and leaned forward to stare at her intensely. She had the
impression he would know if she lied. “How long have you been
seeing them?”

“A year, maybe a year and a half.” It had
started small, just occasional flashes of blue. Only the strongest
halos had been visible at all, mostly churches. It got worse as
time went on, until it coloured everything she saw.

“Good, you’re a peak strength already then.
That’s very good.”

She was scowling, but he ignored that. It
hadn’t been good at all, it had ruined her life. Well, not the
visions themselves, seeing everything in shades of blue didn’t make
her disabled, and occasionally it gave her an edge on guessing what
other people were thinking. It was telling someone about it that
had spoiled everything, and led her from being close to having
everything she ever wanted to being on the verge of disaster.

Detective Reynolds wasn’t allowing for any
of that, and he seemed unfazed. Maybe he was one of those people
old enough and jaded enough to have seen everything. “How did you
know?”

“I can see the reflection of it in your
eyes.” He’d finished his tea but made no move to leave. “It’s a
useful skill.”

“Oh, really?”

“Not here, I suppose. Everything is blue,
right? You’re just assessing brightness, and all that tells you is
that God was particularly chuffed with this landmark.”

“Brightness and shading,” she clarified.
Shading was much more useful, she knew a hundred different blues
now. Particularly the deeply unnerving navy which meant that
someone she loved was lying to her.

“Really? Shades of blue, fancy that.”
Detective Reynolds wasn’t put off at all. Maybe if you had God’s
personal attention things like second sight seemed more normal. “I
guess its caused you some hassle?”

“You could say that.”

“Hmm,” he considered, then shrugged fluidly.
“Would you like a job?”

She stared at him as she processed the
sudden change in direction. “A job?”

“Yes, a job, an offer of paid
employment.”

“I thought you were suspended?” His halo
flickered again as he laughed and she frowned thoughtfully. If God
loved him so much then he had to be a good guy. Her therapist would
have a lot to say about that line of reasoning, but it was good
enough for her right now. “What kind of a job?”

“Law enforcement, but on a larger scale than
Cairns. It would be mostly immigration control, at least at first,
because of your skillset.”

“You don’t know anything about my skillset.”
She’d always been good at the practical training, but bad at
theory. Immigration was a dry subject and not one of her top
classes. She didn’t want to be stuck in a border cubicle checking
passports all day every day. On the other hand, she was two weeks
from graduation with nothing lined up and near unemployable with
the mental health de-merit.

“I mean your unusual eyesight.” Detective
Reynolds clarified.

Oh. He was a bit crazy himself, then, to
hire someone because they hallucinated. Well, any job was better
than no job at all, and she wouldn’t be fired for claiming a
skillset she’d specifically been recruited for. “What pay grade are
we talking about?”

He paused, then went cross-eyed and a bit
absent. “I will check with HR what the current starting salary is.
My last recruit it was twenty thousand dollars, local currency, but
that was a few years ago now. It comes with two weeks holiday per
year.”

Twenty thousand wasn’t a lot. By the time
she paid rent in a basic flat-share she’d be living on chips. She
could make more waitressing. Well, if she could get a waitressing
job, which she hadn’t been able to manage yet. It was better than
nothing, and if she could hold a badly paid job for a year then she
could use the references to apply for something better next
recruiting season. “This is private security we’re talking about?
Bounty hunters, bail jumpers, that sort of thing?”

“That sort of thing,” he agreed. He
scribbled a phone number on a napkin and handed it over. “Think
about it. If you’re game, then call me and I’ll arrange an
interview.”

“OK.”

She tried to watch him leave, but despite
his absurdly bright halo he vanished quickly into the crowds. He
was strange, there was no question about that. No one normal was
going to offer a job to a stranger they’d met on the street a few
hours ago.

Gemma couldn’t afford to look the gift horse
in the mouth, though. She texted Sophie and Jess to invite them for
lunch in the student cafeteria.

“Do I have to pay for you?” Jess replied
suspiciously.

“Are you even on campus?” Sophie knew she
was playing truant since they were in the same class. Gemma replied
that she could pay her own way and she’d meet them there.

She had to walk, because if she got the bus
she’d be lying about paying for her own lunch. Money was
ridiculously tight since her parents had cut her off. It was a
couple of miles, but she had time to get there before them.

Jess was waiting for her, getting a lot of
appreciative glances as she sat on a wall in her hot pants and
stretched her long blue legs out in front of her. She was
pretending to read her messages but was actually checking out her
impact on the passers-by.

“Flirt,” Gemma hit her playfully.

“One of us has to be,” Jess flashed her
trademark and well-practiced lopsided smile. “Where’ve you been
hanging?”

“Lakeside park.”

“More fun than lecture halls.” Jess
shrugged. “Sophie’s on her way.”

Of course, that meant the entire senior year
was on its way and they ended up midway back in the suddenly huge
queue. Gemma chatted cheerily about nothing until they all had
cheap omelettes and drinks and had found a private table near the
back of the cafeteria.

As she recounted her morning Jess and Sophie
made appropriate disbelieving or admiring gasps.

“You made a citizen’s arrest? I’m so
jealous.” Sophie chugged back half her drink in one go. “Do you get
extra credit for that? You need it.”

“No. I didn’t even give them my name. I was
too scared to even protest when they walked off with my handcuffs.”
Though the extra credit would have come in handy.

“Why not?”

“’Cause she was truanting,
stupid.” Jess was a law student and more uptight about rules than
the police cadets.

“That’s not illegal,” Gemma snorted. “I just
didn’t want to call more attention to myself.”

They looked at each other for a moment.
Neither of them believed that she could see God working, but they
were supportive friends. “We hear you,” Sophie agreed cheerfully,
“best to lie low for the rest of term.”

“And then I was offered a job interview,”
Gemma announced casually.

“What? Back right up there, how?”

“This old guy was watching. He’s like a
retired detective who runs a private operation.” She decided not to
mention his halo, or his not quite right face, or that he’d said
suspended not retired. Otherwise she was completely honest.

“And he just offered you a job?”

“Yeah. Not my usual luck, right?”

“Does he know you’re about to fail?” Jess
winced as Sophie kicked her under the table. “Well, you are.”

“I’m not going to fail. I’m going to pass,
just not very well.” Her practical mark would save her, or at least
cushion her from total failure. “And no, he didn’t ask and I
obviously wasn’t going to bring it up.”

“What kind of money are we talking about?”
Sophie nodded encouragingly when she found out. “Well, that’s low
pay for sure, but it means you’ll not have much competition.”

Sophie already had a coveted job lined up on
twice that, so she could afford to be complacent. She was right
about the competition. What looked not great but acceptable to
Gemma wasn’t going to bring the rest of her class running.

“So I should call him?”

“Hell, yes,” Jess laughed at her. “Even if
you hate it, or you don’t get it, the interview practice alone will
do you good.”

Bracing herself Gemma texted her query to
the number Detective Reynolds had given her. Her friends toasted
her bravery with the last of their drinks.

“Are you going to grace the afternoon class
with your presence?” Sophie asked as they dumped their trays.

“Might as well since I’m here.” Any small
improvement in her grades would help.

Her phone vibrated as she settled into the
lecture theatre chair. “10am tomorrow. 39-14 Lakeside Drive. I
checked with HR, salary is 75,000 local dollars plus lodging.
Aethan.”

$75,000 plus housing. That was a much better
salary, so good that she was bound to be unqualified and wouldn’t
have bothered applying if he’d said so from the start. It was hard
to concentrate on the lecture through her disappointment.

It was a peculiar way to spell his name. His
parents must be bold. Surreptitiously she typed a reply. “I will be
there. You spell your name like the son of God.”

“Not like him, I am him.”

If she didn’t know he was so favoured she
wouldn’t have believed him. Oh, bloody hell.

 


Chapter 3






Aethan had spent the morning reviewing
Gemma’s academic and medical records, and had revised her age
upwards a few years compared to his first assessment, so he was
surprised by the girlish squeak she let loose as he swung open his
apartment door. He’d met her downstairs in the lobby and she’d been
getting increasingly agitated as they rode up in the lift. When he
glanced at her she flushed, she wasn’t sure whether the noise had
been excitement or terror.

“Sorry,” she apologised as she stepped
hesitantly into the apartment. Aethan tried to see it through her
eyes, and realised it must be intimidating. It was a top-floor
penthouse in one of the best districts in the city, and his
furniture had been chosen to match. Designer brands and a bit on
the flashy side it featured lots of black leather and polished
metal.

“It’s no problem,” he reassured, following
her in and closing the door. She jumped, and he tried not to laugh
at her.

“Well, aren’t there interview questions? An
interviewer, really? HR profiles, requests for references?” Gemma
fidgeted, pulling her skirt down and fixing her suit jacket. He
didn’t think it was her outfit, the shoulders were a bit broad for
her and the skirt shorter than she was comfortable with.

“Oh yes, those.” Aethan shrugged. They
weren’t necessary, but HR did like to have the procedures followed.
“There’s no-one here except me, but there’s a certain amount of
essential paperwork, I’m afraid. It’s been sent over to the
computer.”

He led her through into the spare room and
pulled up the general enrolment test. Gemma saw the word test on
the front screen and paled noticeably. She held herself up
straighter after a moment, deciding that she might as well take it
since she was here now.

“Work through it at your own pace, there’s
no time limit. I’ll be in the main room, let me know when you’re
done. The bathroom is down the hall on your left.”

“Thank you.” Despite his attempt to be
friendly she was still nervous, gulping as she settled down to
work.

Aethan left her alone and got himself a
beer. He then pulled out his laptop and logged on to his own
account from his bedroom to watch her progress in real time. She
was about where he expected for a citizen of this world on the
early sections, better informed than most on theology but entirely
ignorant of interstellar law.

“She needs to study,” Mikkelson texted,
proving that he was also watching from his office on the base. His
message was time stamped and revealed that he was suffering a lag,
but it wasn’t too bad for a connection outside the universe, only
four minutes. “I’ll arrange her a full induction course to start in
a fortnight. That will give her time to settle in to the basics,
and me time to set up her access.”

“How did Elise take it?”

“She said to remind you that you are on
holiday and can’t keep a personal assistant to hand long term. She
also set Corporal Nickel’s starting grade at F3, so she appreciates
you finding a new seer.”

That explained how he’d been so far out on
his salary estimates. They were short of seers, Elise was always
pressuring him to recruit more. Like any unusual gift, it could
command a premium. Gemma would have taken the job for half the
offer, but Elise was only being fair to not take advantage of the
girl’s ignorance.

That ignorance was proving worse than he’d
hoped. She’d got a series of quite basic questions wrong now, which
was leading him to question how she could be passing her law
enforcement degree. Her records were mixed, she’d banked some high
grades earlier in the course but her recent scores were dreadful
and she had a dozen citations for missed classes. Developing the
sight had clearly impacted her studies.

“She’s up to a pass grade,” Mikkelson texted
when she was only five minutes from the end of the test. Aethan
winced, she was going to have a steep learning curve. He locked the
laptop screen and jogged back into the living room to meet the
candidate.

Gemma knew enough to realise she hadn’t done
well on the back quarter of the test, and she looked downcast as
she made her way out. It was always the last results that stuck in
the minds of candidates. Aethan stood up and she came over to shake
hands politely. “Thank you for considering me.”

She didn’t even ask how she’d done. Her
results might be poor, but surely his attitude had been more
encouraging? Aethan finished his beer and waved the empty bottle at
her, “It might not be as bad as you think. Would you like a
beer?”

Gemma blinked before nodding cautiously.
While he fetched two bottles from the fridge she wandered over to
the windows. She was a bundle of nervous energy and tired of the
view almost immediately. He watched as she dodged hither and
thither around the room like an over excited puppy, picking up
trinkets, books or cushions only to immediately discard them and
move on to something new.

She made him feel like a foolish old man. No
wonder he made such an unconvincing youth, such needless enthusiasm
was centuries behind him. It was entertaining to watch mind, as
Gemma sprawled inelegantly after tripping on the split-level
floor.

“Feel free to look around, but try not to
break my furniture.” She had the grace to look chagrined, and
climbed back to her feet smoothing her interview ready suit. Aethan
hoped she never actually had to interview for a job, she wasn’t
taking it seriously enough. Considering the generous salary
involved he’d expected at least some nerves, but this was
ridiculous. She obviously thought she’d failed already so she was
free to relax. He handed her the beer and she took an appreciative
sip.

“Could you not fix it again?”

“The furniture?” She nodded. “How?”

“Oh, you know,” she waved her hand in a mock
mystical way. She knew nothing about magic, but she seemed to have
accepted that he was the son of her God, and therefore trusted that
he did have such powers.

“Probably, but it wouldn’t look the same
afterwards. Wait here, and don’t get carried away. I like the
apartment the way it is.” Aethan shrugged as he headed past her to
his room to check that her offer of employment had come through
from HR. Truthfully, he didn’t look like he was taking the
interview seriously either, his new assistant was just taking cues
from him.

By the time he re-emerged Gemma had calmed
down and was making a show of studying the various art and books
lining the living room shelves. She was snacking on a sandwich
she’d made for herself, dropping crumbs on the pale carpet. That
was easily fixed, a quick swell of breeze wafted the mess into the
kitchen bin. Gemma froze before studiously returning her gaze to
the shelves.

Sandwiches sounded like a good belated lunch
plan, though Aethan was surprised Gemma had managed to find
anything to put it them. When he checked his fridge, it was mostly
beer. There was some cheese which didn’t look too past its best, so
he grabbed that.

“Some of your knick knacks are kind of
strange,” Gemma commented, nudging an old seashell from B20
B19.

“Strange and irreplaceable.” Most of them
were anyway. Aethan didn’t bother to keep hold of an object if he
could replace it at any time, what would be the point? “That
particular shell is an extinct animal from a vanished world.”

She stopped prodding it guiltily, clasping
her hands behind her back to keep them out of mischief. The pose
wouldn’t last, her half-eaten sandwich wouldn’t be forgotten long.
She glanced over her shoulder at him. “It’s an alien clam?” He
nodded. “Right. How did it die?”

“The clam or the world?”

“Both, I guess.”

“The clam I pulled up in a net and ate. It
was delicious.” He’d been on his honeymoon; the shell was a
souvenir of happy times. “The world lived its time and died like
most world’s do, swallowed by its sun as it expanded past it in its
own death throes.” The sun had already been huge in the sky when
they’d visited, its red light giving a bloody tinge to the endless
oceans. There’d been no humanoid life there by then, it was too
hot, too unstable, too flooded. The clam had been the largest
organism around. A perfect wilderness retreat.

Gemma was leaning forward so far, her nose
almost rested on the shell, “It doesn’t look alien.”

“I suppose not. The local clams here aren’t
so different.” Having finished making his own sandwich Aethan
walked to stand beside her, grinning to himself as the smell of
food made her look out for her own, which was dripping mayonnaise
onto the first edition novel she’d put it down on. She grabbed it
up and brushed unobtrusively at the stain.

“That looks alien.” She tried to distract
his attention by gesturing at a rock. “It’s red.”

“It’s purple.”

“I mean its halo is red,” she blushed and
took a big bite of sandwich to counter the stress of admitting to
seeing auras. She had excellent observation skills, he’d used that
rock as a test before and half the seers they hired couldn’t tell
who made it. Inanimate objects were less bright than sentient
creatures, and it wasn’t a well-loved rock.

“That one wasn’t made by Beltan, that’s why
it looks alien to us.” He always found rocks a bit dull, though
this one was an attractive web of violet crystals. It had been
Kialla’s originally, the only thing she’d had from her home world
when they met. There was nothing stopping her from collecting a new
rock from the same world, but still, he kept meaning to give this
one back.

Gemma prodded it cautiously, “God didn’t
make everything?”

“Everything you’ve ever seen before, yes.
But not that. It’s a red rock.”

“It’s purple,” Gemma contradicted playfully.
Aethan laughed.

“I mean that it was made by my Uncle Havil,
the red god. So, it’s a purple rock from a red world. H4 H430 if
we’re being pedantic. My wife was born there.” He shrugged.

“You’ve been there? To a whole world that
wasn’t made by God?”

“A whole universe. The universe is called
H4, the planet is called H4 H430.” His explanation made little
sense to her, he could tell. It wasn’t surprising really, this
world was old enough that the statistical likelihood of life
existing on other planets was accepted, but too young to have been
introduced to the sheer number of inhabited worlds there were, or
any of the various ways of categorising them. If you couldn’t move
between them it really didn’t matter what they were called.

“A whole universe not made by God.”

“Yep.”

“Are there many?”

“Oh yes, lots.” He patted her on the back
consolingly. “But there’s plenty of time to explore them later.
I’ll pull you out some textbooks from older world’s that are
reasonably accurate.”

“Textbooks?” She blinked at him.

“You don’t study in the afternoon?” He was
puzzled by that; the university was open daylight hours. Though she
hadn’t been there yesterday morning either. She wasn’t enrolled on
an evening course, HR had checked, she just didn’t always go.

Apparently reading his mind, Gemma checked
her watch with a gasp. “I’m late for classes!” She ducked out from
his hand to jog hastily towards the door.

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”

“That’s easy for you to say, Mr Penthouse
Dwelling Demi God, some of us have to work for a living.”

“Last I recall I’m the one who’s employed,
and you’re the one who came here to get a job.” Gemma paused midway
through unlocking the door.

“I’ll fail my course,” she objected
weakly.

“Were you passing it before?”

She considered bluffing, then realised he’d
seen her test scores already. “No. Well, yes, I hope to pass it.
But not very well.”

“Then it doesn’t matter if you miss this
class, does it?”

“I’ll have nowhere to live.”

“Remember that the job offer included
lodgings?”

“Yes,” she was exasperated, “but I didn’t
get the job, did I?”

“Whoever said that?” Aethan stared back at
her until she looked away with a flush. “Granted, I’ve seen higher
entrance exam scores, but I told you that you had the job
yesterday. Your skills are very rare.”

“I…”

“You’re in the halls of residence?” He
interrupted before she could object too much.

“Obviously. I’m not a homeless vagabond, you
know.”

“Good. Now let’s go and pick up your things.
The university’s not far, it won’t take long.”

 


Chapter 4






He herded her out of the door, pausing only
to collect his car keys.

“I really got the job?” She checked as they
waited for the lift. She was looking at her reflection in the
mirrored doors and didn’t looked convinced by what she saw.

“Yes. You had the job yesterday, but that
call about the rock was very good.”

“I got the job because I see things.”

“The sight is very rare,” he agreed as the
lift arrived. It was thankfully deserted. “And now you get to move
house. It’s an exciting day.”

They reached the basement parking garage
before Gemma had processed the implications of this plan of action,
and even then she was easily distracted by his car.

“This is a crap car.”

“It’s better than a bus or bicycle.” Gemma
was far from the first to criticise his choice of car, it had been
the joke of the station while he was employed, but Aethan still
liked it. It was eggshell blue in colour, large enough to fit
anything he ever wanted to carry and moved sedately.

“I could cycle faster than this brick,”
Gemma scowled. “In fact, I might pop back for my own ride just to
show you up.”

“I can click my fingers and be standing in a
different universe,” Aethan pointed out. Her jaw dropped. “Speed is
not everything, get in the car.”

Speed might not be everything, but red
lights annoyed him and knew it. They hid themselves away any time
they saw him coming. Occasionally their green cousins were caught
napping and his sedate little car sailed through ungoverned
junctions. Gemma closed her eyes after the second near miss and
kept them squeezed shut until he parked up outside her
dormitory.

“How did you know which one was mine?”

“This is the right one? How wonderful.” He
got out and headed in, ignoring her suspicious gaze. “Which room
are you in?”

“It’s this way.” She pushed past him down
the empty hallway. “Do you know everything?”

“No. I don’t know any more then I can see
with my own eyes.” Her address had been easily found on her
university records. “It’s dangerous to try to see too much, which
I’m sure you know.”

“You can do crazy stuff though? I mean,
being the son of God must have its perks.” Gemma forced her front
door open with a shove, revealing the mess behind.

“Anything you can imagine, I can do.” Aethan
surveyed the room doubtfully, picking up the topmost of a small
pile of handbags alongside the door. None of them looked like
Gemma’s style. “Is there anything except clothes here which
actually belongs to you?”

“It all belongs to me! I don’t steal
things,” She looked around at him, and the handbag he was holding,
before admitting with a laugh, “Those are my roommate Sophie’s. If
I’d known you would want to follow me home I would have tidied
up.”

Aethan ignored this assertion, the room
didn’t look like it got tidied regularly. In fairness, the mess was
curiously one-sided, as though there was an invisible line down the
middle between a slob and a neat freak. “So, anything which
actually belongs to you?”

Gemma paused to consider. “There’s course
notes. And some make up. And my journal. Mostly clothes.”

“One bag should cover it then. You might as
well leave the course notes. If you need them you can pop back and
pick them up from here. I’ll wait outside.” He headed back to his
car.

“One bag?” She shouted after him. “You’re
joking, right?”

“Travel light, Gemma.” She swore at him.

It took her nearly an hour to whittle her
possessions down to a single holdall. Aethan was still impressed,
she was adapting well to circumstance. His last assistant had
whined for a week when required to leave all of his material goods
behind. It had been the first of many warning signed, he hadn’t
lasted too long in the service, either. Mikkelson had scared him
away with the military drills.

His father must be expecting trouble to kick
off any minute now. There were only so many reasons for him to
throw colleagues, trainees or other handy assets Aethan’s way.
Gemma was young but adaptable, eager to learn and observant. Not
too bothered by legal technicalities and already divinely touched.
The kind of mortal who travelled well.

“I’m not coming back here am I?” She asked
as she dropped her stuffed bag into the backseat of the car.

“Not to live, but you’ll be able to visit.
It’s only a few miles. In the short term, anyway.” He turned left
out of the university, heading towards the police station. Gemma
shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not turning you in as a truant, don’t
panic.” He pulled up in the carpark a block away and carefully
reconstructed his younger face, using the mirror behind the
driver’s sunscreen for guidance.

“You know that this is a woman’s car?” Gemma
was trying to be casual but her eyes were fixed on his moving
features. “Only cars for women have driver’s side vanity
mirrors.”

“Don’t mock the car, Gemma.” The face looked
fine, the same one he’d had yesterday morning. The more observant
of his erstwhile colleagues would notice the change in his dress
sense, but a guy was bound to get more casual as he faced a lengthy
spell of unemployment. “Stay in the car.”

“Yes, sir.”

The station was quiet, as always. Cairns
wasn’t a crime hotspot, there wasn’t usually a rush on. It had been
a quiet job, just intended to stave off boredom. Aethan leant over
the front desk, showing his ID to the clerk.

“You’re suspended.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” He rolled his
eyes. “I just wanted to let you know that I’ve decided to
resign.”

“Oh, OK. I’ll get the boss.” The clerk had
no idea what to do, resigning just wasn’t done around here. Who
could afford to, after all?

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’d better get out
of here before I’m spotted by internal affairs and they decide I’m
snooping.”

“Yeah, good plan.” He’d already turned away.
It didn’t really matter if he told anyone or not. Aethan hadn’t
been a popular addition to the team. He was too used to leading to
take orders well.

Gemma was still sitting in the car when he
got back, though she was ready to make a run for it at a moment’s
notice. She’d dug a bright red beanie hat and huge sunglasses out
of her bag and between them they hid her features.

“You know I could describe you accurately if
I’d wanted to turn you in?”

“Habit.” Her lips turned down so he assumed
she was scowling behind the glasses. “You’ve got no right to
complain, just because your disguise is more… complete.”

“It’s a good habit.” He could wait until he
got home to fix his face again, it would be easier to do in the
bathroom mirror. It was still too early for the rush hour traffic
so he considered making a detour to a supermarket for more food,
but decided that take out was preferable anyway.

Gemma huffed piteously as she toted her
heavy bag from the car, but he didn’t offer to help her. It was her
own fault for not packing light and the sooner she learned not to
need anything she couldn’t carry the better. She dropped the bag in
the hall and returned to studying his cabinet of curiosities. She
was still standing there when Aethan returned from re-doing his
face.

“Do you not want to see your room?”

“I have a room?”

“Of course. Unless you were planning to
sleep on the floor?”

“Normal people would suggest the sofa.”

“No one puts their feet up on the sofa.” He
wagged his finger in mock severity. “The other bedroom is this
way.” He could forgive her for not noticing it, the door was mostly
hidden by the shelves. In fact, he had to move some of the exhibits
to get it open.

“You must have guests all the time.”

“I am the height of sociability.”

“Uh huh.” She fetched her bag and heaved it
up onto the bed. Her new room was maybe twice the size of her old
shared university dormitory and had floor to ceiling windows with a
dominating city vista. It was furnished with a wide bed, large
wardrobe, tub armchair and work desk with a computer. Another door
led through into the en-suite shower room. In the far corner,
tucked out of the light, was a large clockwork model which Aethan
frowned at.

“Be careful with the snowglobe, it’s
fragile.”

“The what?” He gestured. “Oh, I thought it
was one of those solar model things they have in
observatories.”

“Similar I suppose. My brother Daenan built
it.” He walked over to examine it. Its small brass gears were still
running, pulling the gold sun smoothly up the side of its dusty
glass dome. The timing was off, it has been a while since he wound
it up and it lost just over a minute every hour. The sun was
nearing noon, soon the counter weight would kick in and the sun
would retreat along its path back to the edge.

“It’s very detailed.” Gemma was peering
through the glass at the world built within, tiny but exquisitely
detailed towns, forests and mountains. Streams made of moving
silver sections to mimic water. Residents who moved along tracks,
repeating the same patterns day after day.

“It took him a decade to fashion it. This
isn’t the first one he made, but I think it’s the best. He had a
lot of practice with them by the time he started on this one.”

“It’s very old.”

“A lot of my life is very old now.” Even the
grief.

“Is he a half god too, your brother?”

“He was. He’s dead now.” She blinked at
that. Her religion probably said half gods couldn’t die. “Anyway,
be careful.”

“I will be. I’ll dust it very carefully.”
She grinned. “And wind it up once I find the key.”

“You do that.” He clicked his fingers to
summon a huge pile of books from Mikkelson’s desk onto hers. “A
little light reading to get you started on your new career.”

“Crap.”

“I’m afraid so.”

 


Chapter 5


Gemma couldn’t believe her luck. She had a
job, confirmed by a formal letter with her starting salary,
starting date and keys to her new apartment. She’d never been
employed before and missed the employability tutorials because they
clashed with her psychiatrist sessions, so she hadn’t known quite
what to expect. It seemed legitimate, she had a new job title,
“Assistant to Commander Reynolds”, and an e-mail account for
“g.nickel@divineenforcement” whose only entry was a request to send
scans of her passport and bank details to Sergeant Ember in HR.

$75,000 plus lodging was a lot of money for
an assistant, even if the lodging was a flat share with your new
boss who was either crazy or genuinely a half-god. It was the same
money as a detective, and she had no doubt that she’d have to work
very hard to come close to being worth it. She wouldn’t let them
claim she’d tricked them, though. She’d done predictably badly on
their test and she’d told Aethan about her hallucinations.

Sophie would be back from classes by now and
wondering why their room had been ransacked and half of Gemma’s
stuff was missing. Gemma texted her to explain and wasn’t surprised
when her phone rang in response.

“You moved in with an older guy you met
yesterday?” Worry coloured her friend’s voice in a way which made
Gemma think of stormy seas.

“Yes. Detective Ethan Reynolds
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