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FORWARD AND GLOSSARY

This novel is set in 1926, a several years after the conclusion of what was known at the time as the Great War, now known to history as World War I. A few of the facts mentioned are true. However, it is for the most part an alternative history, and as such is full of anachronisms, inaccuracies, and plain lies. This is the fourth book in what has been until now a series with a predominantly Steampunk setting. By 1926, the developed world is moving away from Steampunk and towards the combustion engine, electricity and the like. As most of the book takes places on a primitive Greek island without even steam-powered means of transport, there is little technology referred to. A steamgram/steamphone exchange did exist on the island at one time, but has been destroyed. The islanders use mule carts and small fishing boats. The main characters travel by steam train and sailing boat. Modern technology makes a sudden appearance at the end.

CRYPTIDS/CRYPTOZOOLOGY: In ‘real life’, cryptozoology is considered to be a pseudoscience. It was founded in the 1950s, so the use of the word is anachronistic in this work. It includes beasties like the Loch Ness Monster, Mothman, Bigfoot and the like. Cryptids are a gift to the fiction writer, as they can be neither proved nor disproved.

CU SITHE: Speaking of cryptids... The Cu Sithe (the ‘e’ is optional) is a large green dog who roams the Scottish Highlands in popular mythology. It is believed that if one emits three terrifying barks, and you do not run away before the third bark is finished, you will die of sheer terror. It hunts silently. Given the British Royal Family’s predilection for dogs, and the amount of time spent by Queen Victoria and subsequent generations at Balmoral, I can see no reason why they should not have adopted the Cu Sithe as family pets. Kit acquired Garm in In the Bleak Midwinter.  Kaiser Wilhelm gave him to a German general, but Garm ended up bonding with Kit. It is indeed pronounced Cushie, more or less. Are they telepathic? That depends on the powers of their owner.

GARM: Garm (or Garmr) is a wolf (or dog) associated with Ragnarök in Norse mythology. Given the fascination many Germans had for Norse mythology, and the nature of the Cu Sithe, it seemed like a good name.

FORTNUM’S HAMPER: Fortnum and Mason in Piccadilly is a cornucopia of delicious groceries that has catered to the British upper classes since 1707. Their hampers are world famous. Could they have delivered one so speedily under the circumstances in this book? I;m sure someone would have tried their hardest to fulfil expectations...

GURNEY CARRIAGE: These steam-powered carriages were invented in the mid-1820s by Sir Goldsworth Gurney, who took out patents on them and attempted to become the head of a dynasty of carriage manufacturers. They could travel at a top speed of twenty miles an hour, and one even managed to make it from London to Bath and back again. But they were not a commercial success. Reasons included protectionist behaviours in the interests of horse-powered carriages. I like to think that nearly a century of progress could have turned them into a far more useful vehicle. Although combustion engines are becoming more common by 1926, Kit and Robbie are the type to stick to Gurney carriages for some time to come. Mack owns more than one combustion engine motor car by this stage, though none of them are used in this book.

HAG STONES: Hag stones are stones with a naturally occurring hole in them. This is usually the result of erosion from water, and they are commonly found on beaches and dry river beds. If the stone has been made through human interference, it is not a genuine hag stone, and will have no magic properties. They are believed to have been connected to Druids, to Arthurian tales, protective magic and other supernatural things. The hole can be a portal – to another world, to the future, to the past... You must find one or be gifted one, never buy one, as they must choose you.  

INTERNAL COMBUSTION ENGINE: What we would consider to be ‘modern’ cars make their first appearance in the previous book, Day of Wrath. They are incredibly expensive, smelly, and it is generally considered that they won’t catch on. Inevitably, they will take over from the Gurney carriage in time.

KNOT MAGIC: Used in witchcraft to cast spells. Using a cord, twine or other yarn, specific knots are fashioned while the practitioner utters meaningful words or phrases. In these books, they are turned into scraps of lace imbued with magical power. Knot magic is not restricted to white witches, as Kit and company find out rather suddenly at one point.

LITHOMANCY: A means of divination using stones. There are lots of methods. You can toss two or three onto the ground and see how they fall. You can polish one wide of the stone and use it for scrying. Laura carries hers around in her reticule, along with her knot magic materials and her silver needlework tools, and runs them through her fingers, and sees pictures in her head. 

PHARMAKOS: A scapegoat sacrificed in times of crisis in Ancient Greece. Usually a slave, a criminal, or a disabled person was sacrificed, either by being put to death, or stoned, and usually men. This was intended to purify the community by discarding the sins, a practice used in many ancient cultures.

SENTORI: A totally imaginary small Greek island in the Aegean. Any resemblance to any real location is entirely coincidental. 

STEAMGRAMS/STEAMPHONES: Steampunk demanded steamgrams instead of telegrams, and steamphones instead of telephones. However, whenever I have tried to write descriptions of them, I have ended up plagiarising the late Sir Terry Pratchett. So, I’m leaving it up to your imagination. I can’t think of a better explanation of them than his.

TAIBHSEAR: Pronounced, approximately, ‘tivesher’. A person possessed of second sight.

WITCH’S LADDERS: A form of Knot Magic, whereby charms (often feathers) are knotted or braided into a rope/string/cord and a specific spell cast for each charm. The number of knots and charms depends on the intention. They are frequently used for protection. 
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Date (redacted)



TO (REDACTED)

From (redacted)

Dear (redacted)

Thank you for sending me this manuscript of the fourth volume of these so-called ‘memoirs’ for clearance. He’s remarkably unstoppable. I anticipate the next offering in due course.

Please see that they are published in the Fiction list.

I have removed any sections that are contrary to national security, despite the writer’s insistence that this was all a private matter. I am fully cognisant of the events and the individuals involved. Please rest assured that, as before, the supposed author is well known to certain parties as an exceedingly unreliable narrator. They have however done a decent job of muddying the waters so that no-one will ever be able to identify them or their ‘companions’. 

I apologise for the fact that the manuscript is, yet again, much shorter than the original. But you may publish what is left over, with my blessing.

I might even buy a copy. I have found the previous volumes to be unexpectedly entertaining.

Yours

(redacted)

WHO’S WHO

GARM, HARRY PALMER AND FLORA : Garm now has a female companion, Flora, and they have started to produce an Inverie pack of Cui-Sithes. Harry Palmer is aging and unable to travel very well any more, but still has some fun at the start of the book in America.

KIT : now a successful author, after being egged on by Dr Simon Olivier in Day of Wrath. Although he still oversees the Home Farm, he is more relaxed about letting his employees do most of the work.

ROBBIE : Now Lord Inverie following the death of his father. Is planning a summer holiday sailing around the Aegean. One of the objectives is to revisit a small island he visited briefly just before the outbreak of the War.

MACK STEWART : Went into politics after the events of Day of Wrath, but only had a brief career. Is now deeply depressed about his failure. Has taken up bird-watching to keep himself busy, but is not enough.

LAURA : married Dixon some years previously so is now Laura Dixon. Has expanded her witchcraft abilities to include lithomancy, seeking information about the future through the use of stones. 

DIXON : together with Laura, now runs a world-wide spy ring.

DR SIMON OLIVIER : still the Inverie GP. A story he tells Kit and Robbie has ramifications for their immediate future.

EVANDER DOYLE : a young solider Simon met during the War, who told him a weird story about a recurring dream he has had since early childhood.

MARQUIS AND MARQUISE OF CARABAS : Charabanc and Louisa Costigan, now happily married and living in Gascony. 

ALASTAIR NEVIN : a dabbler in black magic and other dark arts. Son of a man who was with Byron while they were freedom-fighters in Greece and was with him at his death. The father bought an estate on the small Greek island of Sentori in memory of Byron. Feared and loathed by everyone except those who enjoy his own particular vices.

ROWAN AND DARROCH NEVIN : the twin children of Alastair, who never met him as their mother fled Sentori when pregnant and never left her native Edinburgh again. They have just inherited their late father’s estate and are curious about it. Rowan is a school friend of Louisa.

NICNEVIN : a witch or fairy from Scottish folklore. Depending on the sources you read, an alternative name for the Gyre Carlin or for Hecate. Rowan’s nickname.

NICK PELAGOS : captain of the yacht that Kit and Robbie borrow from a friend for their summer trip.

YANNIS : his one-armed First Mate.

THE PRIEST : a very old Orthodox priest, whose grandfather was equally a priest on the island. Half pagan, as are the villagers.

KYRIA ELISAVET AND KYRIOS BOURAS : the only remaining servants at the Nevin villa.

PHILOSKYLAX : a black greyhound on the island of Sentori who adopts Laura. She shares a name with one of Hecate’s hounds.

HERR JULIAN : after the events of Day of Wrath, Alastair Costigan took him to New York and set him up with a house and introductions to influential engineers and academics. He is now happily engaged in developing the new discipline of aeronautical engineering.
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CHAPTER 1
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I was still alive when Robbie and the others arrived the morning after my epic fight with Kelb tal-Fenek. Just. I remember nothing of the next few days, so can only repeat what I was told. I was hauled off to hospital in Portree, where they took one look at me and organised an immediate transfer to Edinburgh. It’s probably a good thing that I was unconscious at this time, for I believe it involved a lot of uncomfortable travelling. The medicos in Portree patched me up as best they could, cleaned my wounds, gave me some fluids and so on, but insisted that I needed plastic surgery by a specialist. The wounds were full of splintered rock and vegetation and far too much dirt, none of which was surprising given what I had been attempting to do, and there was a real fear that I might lose my hand if infection set in.

While I did not know any of this, I remembered later that I had vaguely dreamt about the events of the last few months while I was in a coma. I was surrounded by green dogs, fires, never-ending chases up and down razor-sharp cliffs; at one point I believed I was hanging off the hands of Big Ben trying to persuade someone to follow me down. I was a prisoner at the Unseelie Court. I escaped by charging with Cossacks and duelling with great winged harpies. A witch dressed in white cast spells on me, while another dressed in black hurled curses at me. I ran through the underworld, unable to recall if I had paid the ferryman.

I had been pumped full of morphine at the Portree Hospital.

The first moment of reality I experienced was even worse than the fever dreams. I came to in a hospital room in what turned out to be Edinburgh, surrounded by Robbie, Mack, Simon and Garm, all fast asleep. Only I thought they were dead and that I had stumbled into yet another underworld, only this time a pure white one. My screams woke everyone up and brought half the hospital staff running. I was out of bed and trying to punch invisible enemies by the time Robbie woke up enough to grab hold of me and calm me down. There was some talk from the nursing staff of finding me a straitjacket, but once I had realised something of what was going on, I promised to behave.

My recovery was slow, tedious, and painful. I begged them to cut back on the morphine once I realised that it was probably the cause of the worst of my dreams. I had several operations, and in the end the plastic surgeons said they had done the best they could. I would have to learn to live with a left hand that had only fully intact little and index fingers, and stumps for the rest. At least I was right-handed. 

There was inevitably some considerable fuss about the death of tal-Fenek. However, given that he had declared to his host that he was going off for a solitary day of tramping and climbing, his death was deemed to be a tragic accident. Even the frayed remnants of the rope loop tied around him was passed off as being part of that – he was known to be a skilled climber, and no one could say one way or another whether he had taken a rope with him, nor exactly where he had intended to go. His desire to kill me secretly had played into my hands, or what was left of them. 

Robbie reported my injury to the local police, suggesting that a member of the feckless party on the adjoining estate were to blame. Again, tal-Fenek’s pot-shots intended to play into that narrative helped me, not him. Everyone staying there that day were questioned, which apparently put the fear of God into them, and they all fled the island as soon as the police let them off. None of them had the wits to have a solid alibi, but on the other hand, their scatter brained attempts to explain how they had been frittering their time away sounded plausible enough to satisfy the local police. Once I was well enough, I was asked if I wanted to press charges, but of course I did not, could not in fact, and by that stage Robbie had had a word to Botham and most of the details were ‘lost’ in a convenient paperwork black hole.

I was discharged from hospital just in time to bid Lord Inverie farewell. As Robbie and I sat at his deathbed, he picked up our hands, placed them on top of each other, and told us to live a happy life. He closed his eyes for the last time and there was a smile on his face.

––––––––
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WE DID LIVE A HAPPY life. A very peaceful one for a while. Robbie’s desire for adventure would return in due course, I had no doubt, but almost losing me had frightened him badly, and he was content for the moment. As the new Lord Inverie, he had his own things to do, and he surprised everyone by settling into the role as though he had been born to it. I continued to farm, but was not quite so hands-on as before. I kept my cottage but rarely stayed the night there unless there was lambing or calving going on, which I still enjoyed being involved with. But I let the men who were paid to do the job look after more and more of the daily work. I lived in the Castle now, though with my own suite of rooms to keep appearances up – bedroom, bathroom and sitting room. I took Simon’s advice and started to dabble in writing. After much faffing around, I produced a brief but, I thought, fast-paced and exciting account of the little caper I’d been involved in, a few weeks before the War started, and was rather miffed when the Censor threatened me with the Tower if I so much as mentioned it again. Apparently it was still far too delicate in terms of national security, etc, etc. And if you have read my previous books, you will know that nothing has changed there, and I will probably be long dead and buried before anyone is allowed to know what happened to me in the Scottish Highlands in that hot summer of 1914. Anyone, that is, except for the countless influential people who keep bringing it up with me whenever they want me to do something nefarious for them...

We were able to travel, for fun, and not to save the world – I had almost forgotten what it was like to go on a real holiday. One particularly memorable one saw us spending three months touring the United States with Laura and Dixon. The highlights of that trip including riding through the Grand Canyon, exploring the Rocky Mountains, and spending time in the desert with Indigenous shamans who took our minds to places which, in retrospect, should probably have remained undisturbed. On the whole, however, the hairline crack in my mind stayed closed during this happy interlude.

It was during this trip that Laura became interested in lithomancy, which I suppose I could describe as divination with stones. The general public might think of crystal balls, which of course are rarely crystal. Others may think of fake practitioners hung around with actual crystals, smelling of patchouli and incense. Laura liked to pick her stones from beaches and dry river beds, and only kept those which spoke to her. Some she would polish on one side until they gleamed, leaving the other side in its natural state. There were always some small stones in her reticule these days, alongside the scraps of lace and thread and silver needlework tools. She did not make a big deal of it, but often if we were sitting around talking she would fiddle with them, running them through her fingers. Occasionally afterwards she would mention something minor that was going to happen, and it always did happen. But it did not feel like she was telling the future. It tended to be things that were likely to happen, all things considered – like the way the fountain in the courtyard of our next inn would look, when we were travelling through an area with a defined style of architecture, in which many places had fountains in courtyards. That sort of thing. I think now that she was playing with us a bit. It had taken a while for me to understand what her knot work involved, and other things she did, and now I took them for granted. Likewise, I would come to take her playing with stones for granted. 

I did ask her if she thought the things she saw in the stones, if that was what happened, were definitely going to come true. Certainly, the minor things she told us about seemed to come true, but as I’ve said, they were not that hard to guess anyway. Did she often see things that she did not tell us about? If so, did they come true? Must something come true once she saw it? If she saw her own death, could she prevent it? Or saw an earthquake – could she warn the authorities? Her response was amused. ‘I’ve seen things that I haven’t mentioned, because I know they are not going to happen for some time yet. I’ve seen things that do happen, but not quite the way I’ve seen them – like looking at a landscape from one perspective but then seeing it totally differently from another. I tell Marcus most of the things I see, more than I mention to you two, so he might be a better judge of their accuracy. And he is more likely to pick up on the things that I have predicted that happen in a different way from how I interpreted what I saw. Interpretation is a big part of it. If I just see, say, a rocky outcrop in the desert, the chances are we will ride past it sometime soon. But it might actually be hidden behind a bigger rocky outcrop, and even though we ride past it, I might not know that we have done so, unless we change our route and go beyond the bigger outcrop. And that would mean changing our plans, either to a tiny degree or for something bigger, and then does that mean that what I saw was true in itself, or did seeing it in some way affect the choices I made? Or the choices of other people, if I told them about it. One of the problems with trying to tell the future is that, once you’ve told someone, their behaviour will be affected by what you’ve told them. Even if they choose to ignore or forget what you’ve said, it’s still changed something in their subconscious, I think. If I saw my own death, I don’t know that I could stop it – it would be like that old tale of the man who bumped into Death and left town to try to escape him, only to find out that Death was in his hometown for someone else, and was on his way to the other place to collect the first man on the following day. We all die. I could foresee my death being bitten by a snake, and spend the rest of my life living in a city with no snakes, and be bitten by an escaped pet snake. If I saw an earthquake – do you think the authorities would listen to a middle-aged woman with no scientific qualifications telling them to guard against a major earthquake next week? I do believe that anything I see is likely to come true, though usually in a minor and harmless manner. I don’t think there is any point trying to stop it happening, because it will still happen, but you would have wasted your efforts in trying to stop it, rather than in living your life.’

‘Do you ever see someone’s death?’

‘No. Not so far, and I haven’t gone looking for it. And I don’t want to. That would be too much responsibility, too heavy a burden for me to bear. And as I’ve said, knowing about it would not do any good, whether I told someone or not. And I don’t ever want to be in the position of having to decide whether to tell someone something like that, or not.’

‘You wouldn’t tell your husband?’

‘Especially not him. Though I don’t know what be worse – telling him, and seeing what it might do to him, and to us, or not telling him, and having to live with the knowledge. And I don’t think I could live with that knowledge without it affecting the way I behaved, and possibly destroying what we have.’

‘So you don’t believe in Free Will?’

‘No, I do believe in it. I believe that everyone can choose their actions, and the vast majority of people do, but we can never see the entire stream of our whole life in one go, so we can never know precisely how one choice affects the rest of it, or leads to the next choice. And my Free Will can contradict your Free Will, for example, and then we both end up making choices that may differ quite a lot from the ones we might otherwise have made. On the other hand, I think I believe in the theory that everything actually exists all at the same time, while simultaneously being pulled in multiple directions by everyone exercising their own Free Will. I am searching for a practitioner who can teach me how to see what that looks like. I feel sure that there is a way, if only I could find it, to peek into the timestream and, maybe, learn to focus myself so that I can see the time and space I want to see. I know it sounds crazy, and I’m sure I have contradicted myself six times to Sunday in what I’ve just been saying. But it’s such an overwhelming topic and I keep being drawn back to it. I feel like I did when I was a teenager and I had just started to discover Knot Magic. And it took me several years to get good at that, and several more to be able to control my general magical practice.’

‘You seemed so calm and capable when we first met.’

‘That was about fifteen years after I first realised I was not the same as the other people I knew. Fifteen years of experimentation and study and practice. Hard practice. And all the time having to conceal it from everyone I knew. In an awful way, the War saved me. I met people like me, and people I could work with as part of a team. It changed my life.’

‘I hope this isn’t your way of telling me that Manwearing and Botham are also witches – wizards?’

She snorted in a most unladylike manner. ‘No! But Manwearing recognised it in me and encouraged me to use it for the cause. It was incredibly liberating. And then, of course, I met Marcus...’ Her voice trailed off a little and an expression of bliss crossed her face. ‘And you and Robbie and Mack – and dear old Daniel...’ Now I thought she was going to cry. ‘Ever since then I’ve always had someone I can be myself with. And you all have your own special abilities, too.’

‘I’m not too sure about that. Mack is about as magical as a haggis. I’m the lucky idiot. Robbie, however...’ My voice trailed off as I thought about Robbie’s affinity with the Fae. Did he share blood with them? That remained as insubstantial as the morning mist, always burning off before I could grasp it. He hinted, he feinted, he weaved, but he would never sit me down and tell me in words of one syllable whether he was totally human or not. It made no difference either way, though sometimes I would have liked to have known for sure, either way. I never felt as though he was deliberately keeping anything secret from me, just that the Fae are as slippery as mist. So many thoughts...

I was getting a headache by now, and was rather grateful for an eruption of dogs. Harry Palmer was getting older, but remained enthusiastic about life, and the dry air of the desert suited him. Aging he might be, but a landscape with far horizons and little scurrying creatures provided much entertainment for a sighthound who could still put on a very respectable burst of speed. 

On one of those nights in the desert, we slept under the stars around a campfire. Our horses were hobbled nearby. Garm and Flora slept between the horses and the fire, ready to alert us to any predators coming within reach. It was a perfectly clear night and the stars touched the horizon, soaring overhead in a dome of crystals, and I felt that we were completely outside the light of civilisation. We were in a ‘thin place’, as the ancient Celts called liminal spaces, and I felt that I could understand how everything was interconnected. Eventually my eyelids drooped, though I was trying to stay awake to take in the stars and the distant howling of the coyotes, and I fell into a restless sleep, storm-tossed by confusing dreams. I was running through subterranean tunnels; struggling in a rope trap; rolling around helplessly in a poppy field; being rescued from something by bats and black alien creatures like humanoid ants, which whisked me away in shiny wasps; I danced with ancient Picts in a jungle clearing; I mourned the death of a friend; I held a baby at a christening; I hid from men carrying spears who were totally daubed with white paint; I stood on a high cliff top holding an evil-tempered falcon; I frisked in the shallows with kelpies and selkies; I tried to stop a Berserker doing a swan-dive off the same high cliff top; I was trying, and failing, to scry through a prism; I was trudging through a bog in a country I had never seen before; Robbie and I were tied together to a desk, with huge rose bushes serving as ropes; the sky was full of liquid fire and St Paul’s Cathedral exploded into smithereens; I was lying in bed with Robbie and the dogs and I no longer knew what century I was in nor who was left in the world beyond the two of us and the dogs. 

I must have thrashed around a lot in the night, for when I finally opened my eyes in the pre-dawn pearlescence, Robbie was already awake and looking at me with concern. He raised an eyebrow. I looked around us. Laura and Dixon, and our guides, were fast asleep, so I silently got up and beckoned for Robbie to follow me. We walked a little way away from the campfire, now reduced to embers, and the dogs roused themselves and followed us. I told him what I could remember of the dreams – which were still very vivid in my mind – and he looked around us at the landscape.

‘Liminal space, Kit, you’ve always had a thing for that. Even before you knew what it was called. You’ve the Second Sight, Kit, I always thought you might be a taibhsear. Remember that place you kept dreaming of when we were in Erzerum? That saved our lives when we found it, just in time.’

‘But this was the most meaningless jumble of things I’ve ever dreamt. I know I’ve had some weird ones, and bits of them have come true, quite a lot, but this was mad. And I was just telling Laura a couple of days ago that I didn’t have a shred of magical powers, that I was just a lucky idiot.’

‘It’s this place. It’s a Thin Place. The barriers between the worlds are like tissue paper. You may literally have dreamt of your whole life just now.’

‘Well, it seemed to go on for quite a long time, with you and the dogs. That’s something. But does that mean it will come true?’

‘Maybe not necessarily the way you dreamt it, but I bet everything you saw tonight will happen in some way, sometime, in the future. It may happen differently, or it may make more sense when it happens than it did in the dream, but I trust your instincts, old man.’

Good smells of coffee and bacon were starting to waft our way. The space became less liminal and more gastronomical, and we enjoyed a hearty breakfast.  

––––––––
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LAURA AND DIXON CAME to England at least once a year, and whenever they did so, we tried to get them together with Mack and our other companions in crime. Mack did enter Parliament, which was an experience for both him and for Parliament. Unfortunately for him, he won his seat in the election of late 1923, only a few months after our trip to Skye, during which a hung parliament was formed. It all fell apart badly, and there was another General Election only a year later, in which he lost his seat. This left him feeling disillusioned with the world of politics, and he retreated to his remote estate of Cridheil, and sulked for a surprisingly long time. He lost interest in steeplechasing and flying for a while, which got us very worried – a Mack not trying to break his neck was not a normal Mack. His favourite hobby had firmly settled into bird-watching. We were almost reassured when he started falling off cliffs trying to spot rare creatures. It took a full twelve months for him to go any further afield than Inverie, and then he threw himself into a wild season in London which left a trail of broken hearts behind him.

Dr Simon Olivier kept up his practice in Inverie and was very pleased with himself for persuading me to write. He didn’t let me off when my first book was rejected, either, but encouraged me to jump right in and write another one. The only downside to this was that he swapped endless talking about the subconscious for endless talking about narrative theory. 

By 1926 we had a fine pack of Cui Sithes, and everything we owned was covered with a thin veneer of green fur. One could not find a piece of soft furnishing anywhere in the Castle that did not have a cheerfully wagging tail in its vicinity. Although it was now ten years since Garm had attached himself to me, he had not aged much. It turned out that a Cui Sithe who is firmly bonded with an owner ages at the same rate as the human. He did not behave like any other ten-year-old dog, but then he was not like any other dog. He was, however, very patriarchal these days, looking with approval but occasional sternness at the puppies gambolling around his paws. Flora had grown into a beautiful creature, a little smaller than him, and a devoted mother, though her favourite thing to do was to run over the hills next to her mate. I could identify with that.  

––––––––
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EARLY SPRING, 1926. Three years since the start of the events outlined in Day of Wrath, more or less, and coming up to my birthday again. Simon had come round for dinner, and the three of us were sitting in the library afterwards, surrounded by dogs, drinking whiskey, and finishing talking about our respective days. Simon had been dealing with a measles outbreak and a compound fracture; Robbie had been bored to death supervising his estate manager reconcile the estate accounts; I had talked to my cows and sheep, made some suggestions about pruning, and written a chapter of my latest book. We all felt at peace. Even Robbie’s slightly tedious day had not put him in a bad mood, as although it was not his favourite part of being Laird, he was otherwise relaxed and happy with our life, the weather, and his dinner. Middle age had settled on us comfortably, and as the middle aged are wont to do, reminiscing about the past was something we enjoyed.

A log in the fireplace broke in two with a crash and partially spilled out onto the hearth, making us jump, and I raced over to poke everything back into place. Garm gave a quiet growl, and for a moment I felt spooked. It must have shown on my face, for Robbie cheerfully suggested we swap tales about boggarts and beasties and things that go bump in the night, if we were going to have a soundtrack of quietly growling magical dogs in the background.

Simon looked indecently eager to take over this conversation, but Robbie railroaded him out of the way, metaphorically, to tell a meandering tale about spooking Matron at boarding school into thinking that he was a goblin. He pretended to be a Ghillie Dhu, a Fae who inhabited and protected trees, dressing himself up in some brown and green cloths draped around himself and going barefoot and treading lightly. It worked. Matron had an attack of the vapours, and Robbie was never caught, as he faded away like a real Ghillie Dhu, who are shy and retiring folk who would only harm you if you tried to cut down their trees. As I retained my suspicions about Robbie being part Fae, I could imagine just how persuasive he must have been. Matron resigned the next day, sufficiently terrified to ignore the inevitable jibes about how silly she was to believe that Eton could be haunted by goblins. Robbie was a wild child, I think it is fair to say. 

Simon was still bursting to tell his tale, but Robbie asked me next. I think he was enjoying watching our friend squirm. He was fond enough of Simon but sometimes found him irritating, and that might have been one of those nights. I told the stories of seeing the woman in the gasmask and gauntlets at Peter Garnett’s chateau in France in 1917, and how terrifying the sight had been at first glance, in the fog and the general atmosphere of the Front. I think Simon was more impressed by the second half of that story, where I went back to investigate, and discovered no ghosts, just a deformed peasant woman, bags of potentially weaponised anthrax, and Robbie. For good measure, I threw in my experience, again with Peter Garnett, about ending up in his oubliette which turned out to be a fake, although the rack contraption he had me imprisoned in was real. Again, not a ghost story, but I played up the medieval torture machine and my original belief that I genuinely was about to plummet into an ice-filled lake in the Alps. 

We had to give Simon his go, of course. And it did turn out to be an interesting tale.

Simon had been a doctor on the Western Front throughout the War, and could have filled many volumes with stories he had picked up along the way. There were obviously long stretches of time when he was too busy to take the time to talk to any of his patients, beyond the obvious medical questions, but there were periods of lull in the fighting when he sometimes found himself talking to longer-term patients about all sorts of things. And this story came from one of those encounters.

He had formed a passing friendship with a patient, a young man who had left Oxford after the end of his first year to join up, and who was stuck in a hospital well behind the lines recuperating from internal injuries after being blown into a shell hole. By all rights he should have been sent back to Britain to recover, but that particular part of the Front was temporarily quiet, and he opted to stay put. His injuries were uncomfortable rather than dangerous and a full recovery was anticipated. He was a thoughtful, intellectual young man, temperamentally more suited to the cloisters of the University than the fighting fields of Flanders, but driven by a strong sense of duty. His name was Evander Doyle, and he was the only child of elderly parents who had died when he was young. Brought up by relatives and, mostly, staff, he had apparently been a very quiet and serious child with few playmates, though by the time he had made it through boarding school he had been exposed to enough people of his own age to have gained some of the social skills lacking in his early upbringing.

He had one significant problem that attracted Simon’s attention, beyond his physical injuries. He was a strong and healthy young man, a champion sprinter who had been aiming for sporting achievements as well as a good degree at Oxford, and his injuries were healing well. But Simon could not help noticing that he slept badly, more badly than one would expect. Now, many people at the Front ended up with nightmares and other problems, and as we know, Simon was fascinated by the sub conscious and dreamwork and that sort of thing. This stage of the War was when he was just beginning to take that sort of thing really seriously, after conversations with some doctors who had started to receive instruction from Viennese-trained practitioners prior to war breaking out, and he decided to try to get to the bottom of Evander’s problems.

At first, Simon had thought it might be the result of being blown into a shell hole. It happened to many of us over the course of the War, and temporary nightmares were almost compulsory. Evander was reluctant to talk about it at first, but in time he told Simon the whole story, which stretched back to his early childhood. 

For as long as he could remember, every summer he had a bad spell of recurring nightmares and fretfulness caused by lack of sleep. No doctor could ever find anything wrong with him, and it was put down to a childish whim or fancy. He would dream that he was waking up in a room that was not the night nursery he actually slept in, but which had the same smell about it – wood smoke and a faint smell of flowers. It was categorically not the same room, as his night nursery was papered with cheerful scenes of animals and trees, and this room had plain white walls, and was larger. However, the usual people in his life would come and go from the room – his nanny, his guardian, the other servants in the house, the old lady who kept the sweet shop in the village, the family doctor – and they would all be asking him to come with them, as if he was in danger if he stayed where he was. They seemed to come and go freely, but he felt himself compelled to stay in that room. He knew that something bad was coming to him in that room, but he also knew he had to stay there. He was too young to understand any of this, and in fact had not been able to articulate it clearly at all at that age, but he knew now that he strongly felt that he could leave the room if he tried, could scuttle after any of the people who were coming in and asking him to leave, but that that would count as very bad behaviour. He would spend the nights in absolute terror, and it bothered the nanny so much that she left. The rest of the year round, he was a perfectly normal healthy child, if quiet and very much surrounded by adults. He was brought up to be very well-behaved and respectful. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
i‘\x ,1,;?3
{

// \\ .

B GHR Y
i \
Wada W--NFTN

P

e 7N

Judy Peters





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





