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FORWARD AND GLOSSARY

This novel is set in 1929, 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 sixth book in what has been until now a series with a predominantly Steampunk setting. By 1929, the developed world is moving away from Steampunk and towards the combustion engine, electricity and the like. 

ARBROATH SMOKIE : A famous Scottish breakfast dish, a hot smoked haddock originating in the Scottish fishing port of Arbroath. Similar to a kipper, except that that is a cold smoked herring.

BLACK SHUCK : A legendary ghostly black dog roaming East Anglia. Supposedly coal black with blazing red eyes, terrifying and occasionally killing the locals. Once you have read this book, you will understand his true personality.

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.

DIXON’S BOOKSHOP : During the War, Dixon had acquired a bookshop in London. It is a genuine bookshop, but also has a secret back office where spy craft is sometimes carried out.

THE FEALTY : What were actually known as the Allies or the Entente Powers during the Great War. To swear fealty to someone is to declare one’s faithful service. It also has an Arthurian tone to it, and as legend has it, when England is at its lowest depths, King Arthur and his knights will arise from the dead to defend her. I keep wondering just how low those depths have to go. Waiting, waiting...

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.

GHILLIE : An ancient Gaelic term for a man who works as an assistant with fishing, hunting, deer stalking or hawking expeditions, especially in the Highlands.

GOLDBEATERS: The German war machine needed to produce many zeppelins for aerial attacks during the war. Running low on the previously used fabrics, they had to resort to the outer membranes of cows’ intestines. These had been used in the production of gold leaf, hence the name, and even more importantly, as sausage skins. The Germans were forced to choose, or have chosen for them, between sausages or bombing raids. Bombing raids it was. It seemed like a good nickname that poked fun at them for choosing weapons over sausages.

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 1929, Kit and Robbie are the type to stick to Gurney carriages for some time to come. Mack now has a brand new combustion engine car, as does Tommy Banks.

HANDFASTING: This has had a complex and contested history. In real life, it was a form of betrothal practice by the English, the Norse and the Scots at various points. In modern times it has become associated, incorrectly in all likelihood, with Ancient Celtic practices. It is performed nowadays in Neopagan ceremonies, or as part of a civil marriage ceremony, and has no legal standing. But it is sentimental and sweet and a nice sign of commitment. Clearly Robbie and Kit could not get married in 1927 – even in this alternative version of history, homosexuality is illegal at the time.

HULDAFOLK :  Supernatural beings that live in nature in Icelandic and Faroese folktales. They may look and behave like humans, but live in a parallel world. They can choose to be visible or invisible.  In the Faroe Islands they are said to be large, clad in grey, with long black hair. They are the hidden people. 

––––––––
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INTERNAL COMBUSTION ENGINE: What we would consider to be ‘modern’ cars make their first appearance in 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.

KELPIES : Water spirits common to Scotland, Ireland, Wales, the Isle of man, some parts of England, and some of the Nordic and Germanic countries. Its precise name varies between locations.  The kelpie is usually described as a powerful and beautiful black horse inhabiting the deep pools of rivers and streams of Scotland, preying on any humans it encounters. One of the water-kelpie's common identifying characteristics is that its hooves are reversed as compared to those of a normal horse, a trait also shared by the nykur of Iceland. The kelpies in this book are not quite like this. They are white, their hooves are on the right way round, and they are prepared to work with the right sort of humans.

KHOPESH CASE : This was a huge financial swindle, ten years or so before the start of the Great War, involving a mysterious suicide that might have been a murder, all to do with a fake shell company called Khopesh. Twelve people were ultimately arrested and five of them got very long sentences. The others wriggled out of it on various clever legal ploys. Champollion Snr was a solicitor involved in the business, and although he got off scot-free, the judge was very severe with him and implied, though he could not say it outright, that he thought the man was guilty as hell. Sir Freddy Botham was a very junior police officer involved in the investigation.

––––––––
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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. 

MOBILAYS : We all know what mobiles are. Robbie’s are loosely based on the work of Alexander Calder. There is a story that Calder pronounced the word ‘mobile’ in the Spanish way, pronouncing the ‘e’ at the end. Whether or not that is true, it’s what Robbie calls them. Suspending hanging objects to amuse babies have existed pretty much as long back as when the first person worked out how to affix something to whatever was over the baby’s head. Nursery mobiles like the ones we know today were starting to be created around the start of the twentieth century, and Calder’s enormous mobiles certainly kick-started their popularity. 

THE NYKUR ISLES : Named after the Icelandic word for ‘kelpies’, these islands occupy approximately the same geographical space as the Faroe Islands, but are not intended to be them in any way, shape or form. 

PEKING : Now called Beijing, but in 1929 the name Peking was used by English speakers.

PERRO LOBO : The scene of most of the action in The Gates of Dawn. Totally made up. There is no large island in that position off the coast of Argentina. 

––––––––

[image: ]


RHODESIA : Now two countries named Zambia and Zimbabwe, in 1929 it was called Rhodesia by English speakers.

SELKIES : Mythological creatures that can shapeshift between seal and human forms by removing or putting their skin back on.  They feature in the same cultures as Kelpies. Are they telepathic? Well, one told me that they were...

––––––––
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SKYLAKITIN : Rowan’s dog. In Nicnevin, a black greyhound attached herself to Laura on the Greek Island of Sentori, saying that she was one of Hecate’s hounds called Philoskylax. Hecate is said to have had a variety of dogs. Skylakitin was another of her hounds, also known as Lyko, meaning ‘wolf-formed’. I thought it a good name for a Vallhund, as they look like tiny wolves, and because of Rowan’s association with Hecate.

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.

VALLHUND: Swedish cattle dogs, the breed has existed for at least 1,000 years and looks like a corgi-shaped and sized wolf. Despite their Swedish origin, they do well in tropical climates if given appropriate living conditions. It is believed that they sometimes accompanied Vikings on their journeys, as they are of a size to lie down under their legs, and easily trained to perform various useful tasks.

––––––––
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WHO’S WHO

MACK STEWART :  Happily married to Rowan but anxious about her pregnancy. Has become an accomplished photographer since ‘liberating’ a camera at the end of the fighting in Perro Lobo.

ROWAN STEWART : Heavily pregnant with much-wanted twins at the start of the book. Frustrated by the restrictions of her pregnancy, then later by the anaemia that affects her after their birth. Even more frustrated by the militant nannies who care caring for the twins, Hamish and Claire.

KIT HARDWICKE : Happily returned to quiet domestic life in Inverie, writing, beekeeping and pottering around.

ROBBIE FERGUSON : Has been suspiciously well-behaved since returning from Perro Lobo.

MARCUS DIXON : Going about his business in New York.

LAURA DIXON : Working with Dixon.

GARM, FLORA, PHILOSKYLAX and SKYLAKITIN : Well-travelled dogs. 

SIR FREDDY BOTHAM : Commander of Scotland Yard. Kit consults him once it becomes apparent that he is about to get involved in another caper.

YOUNG LUIS : Now President of Perro Lobo.

RORY DUBH : Great-nephew of Hodge from Days of Wrath. Now a permanent fixture at Inverie, ostensibly Robbie’s man-servant, but actually a body guard when required, also general factotum when his ability at thumping or shooting people is not required. 

GERVAISE DE LIONCOUR : A Norman French flyer who defected to Germany during the War. Prize flyer. Became one of Caldera’s Administration in Perro Lobo. Described as having a handsome but cruel face, like a satyr. After the end of the fighting in Perro Lobo, he escaped and went to rehab in Switzerland.  His character has not improved.

PORTELLO: One of de Lioncour’s henchman.

HERTMANS : Another of de Lioncour’s henchmen. Evil. Described as looking like a weasel, with a distinctive scimitar shaped scar on his forehead. This courtesy of Rory Dubh, who tried to kill him in the final days of the Perro Lobo revolution. 

MRS BAINES : Publican of the King John’s Mistake, a pub in Norfolk near the coast, surrounded by marshland and water birds.

MR SMITH : A mysterious guest in Norfolk. Keep to himself, looks very nervous.

JOHN RICHARDSON, GEORGE STONE : Guides in Norfolk.

BLACK SHUCK : A mysterious large black dog not unlike Garm, who is reviled by the Norfolk locals and is very sad. All he wants is a cuddle and somewhere warm to live.

JOHNNY VEREKER : A young socialite of unpleasant character. Also a rank coward.

BORIMIR ANDERS MAGNUSSON : A Danish miner and adventurer known to Kit during his mining days in Africa. Is trying to amass a fortune in order to fund a cultural Nordic renaissance. 

ANDERS BORIMIR MAGNUSSON : His son. A widower with one daughter, his main place of residence is on the remote island of Seljar in the Nykur Isles.

TOMMY BANKS : Once as associate of Kit’s in Africa. Now an executive in an oil company.

BLODWEN BANKS : His wife

ODIN ALBAEK SNR : An adventurer, possibly a criminal, definitely a nasty person, hanging around in Africa in Kit’s younger days.

ODIN ALBAEK JNR : His son, involved in dodgy dealings in the present day.

KELSO, NINIAN AND ALASDAIR MACCALLUM : Robbie’s second cousin and heir; his son and his grandson.

DANIEL DU TOIT : Kit’s old mentor from his African days. Appeared in In the Bleak Midwinter and This Day Shall Gentle His Condition, in which he died a war hero.

HARDCASTLE : Possibly a livestock dealer in Scotland.

JAMIE GREY : The Attorney-General and a friend of Kit and Robbie.

CHARABANC AND LOUSIA : Appeared in Day of Wrath and Nicnevin, friends of Kit, Robbie, Mack and Rowan.

AMYAS CHAMPOLLION SNR :In Africa at the same time as Odin Albaek Snr and equally up to no good. Meets an unfortunate end.

AMYAS CHAMPOLLION JNR : His son. 

ZAVITISKI : An odd fellow. Half intellectual, half art patron, wholly dodgy.

MARGARET HELPMAN : His girlfriend, an ambitious actress.

LOVISA MAGNUSSEN : Anders’s daughter, in her final months of boarding school in England.

KATRIN MAGNUSSEN : Lovisa’s mother, who died in childbirth. A native of the Nykur Isles.

OLSEN : Anders’s estate manager on Seljar, elderly but tough and capable.

HODGE : a spy who worked with Laura and Kit during the war, and the great-uncle of Rory Dubh.
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CHAPTER 1
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It was autumn by the time we returned home. We had all lost track of time in Perro Lobo, set apart from the rest of the world and occupied with our various activities. Laura and Dixon returned to New York. Presumably there were some loose ends to be tied up after the news of, first, Dixon supposedly dying, and then the news of him not dying after all. He never had bought a yacht or sailed in the Caribbean, incidentally, that was just an effective paperwork trail and dissemination of fake news stories. He bellowed with laughter when I finally got around to asking him, almost incidentally, if there was even a shred of truth in the story. 

‘Sail a yacht? Myself? Surely you didn’t believe a word of that?’

‘Well, you hadn’t shown any interest when we were in the Aegean, and it did seem pretty far-fetched, but I am frequently reminded that you have hidden skills and enthusiasms that I don’t know anything about. Nothing is ever totally unlikely with you.’

The rest of us were keen to return to Scotland. The day we sailed into Southampton, the golden glow of autumn made me wonder why we had ever left. South America had indeed been interesting, but it was a great joy to be back in a land that had four seasons. And after all that excitement, we wanted to settle down and be bored for a while. Even Rowan and Mack wanted some quiet time. So we all returned to our muttons, so to speak.

The press inevitably did not want to allow this. Robbie’s role in the Perro Lobo revolution had become international news fodder, and Mack’s likewise. Interviews were demanded, photographers wanted to let off bright flashes in our faces. The story of Rowan’s kidnapping had come out, and all the ladies’ magazines wanted to run stories about the brave and beautiful girl who had escaped her savage captors single handed. (She agreed to a couple of interviews, if only to put the record straight on that interpretation of her escape). Likewise, the rest of us submitted to a small degree of scrutiny in the hopes that we would then be left alone. I got bored explaining that I had had nothing to do with any of it, but was hoping to write a book about what had happened. Reporters soon left me alone. Robbie and Mack had a harder time of it – War heroes still being heroic ten years later, that sort of thing – and somehow news had got around that the people of Perro Lobo had wanted Robbie to be their President. Yes, there had been some whispering in the crowds during that victory parade, but we squashed that story very firmly and rapidly, and talked up the magnificent abilities and potential of Young Luis in that role. 

It was a relief for all of us to get to our own homes and shut the doors on the press and other botherers. To reacquaint ourselves with the heather and the bonny braes and the idea of seasons again.

Robbie had a lot of catching up to on the estate and the castle. The estate manager had done an excellent job, as expected, but it was inevitable that he would not notice that the roof was leaking in a far distant nook of the castle that no-one ever went to, and he would never have quite a same relationship with the people that Robbie had. My own farm had been kept ticking over nicely. I did fulfill the dream I had had before leaving for South America, and brought in bee hives and started the beginnings of a honey and related products business. I sold them through the grocery store in the village, and encouraged the villagers to suggest traditional recipes that might work for the range. All the profits went back into the village too. I became friends with the bees, and that was all the profit I wanted from the enterprise. They whispered their secrets to me, and I confided in them.

I also settled down and wrote my latest two books – the one about our adventures in Perro Lobo, and the travel book. Rowan did the illustrations for the travel book, and she also designed the labels for my honey and the other goods. And my publishers offered her other illustrating work, which she took to with a passion.

Mack brought back the camera and films he had shot at the end of our South American stay. These first ones he got developed by people who knew what they were doing, but he also studied with them to learn how to process photographs himself, and how to build a darkroom, and how, inevitably, to accumulate the ridiculous amount of equipment that each new hobby of his seemed to require. Despite his initial remarks about thinking of going back into politics, way back when we reached South America, that seemed to have faded from his mind. I was never clear if it was the fighting or the photography, but he never mentioned it again once we were on the trip home. 

If you have been reading all of my books, you will probably have been wondering why I have kept referring to the famous wildlife and landscape photographer Sir Mackintosh Stewart as a dilettante flier, politician, playboy and bird watcher with no direction. Well, now you know how he found his calling. 

As soon as they were settled back in New York, Laura and Dixon started peppering us with investment advice. There was going to be a serious financial crash in late 1929, they both kept insisting. Partially this was to do with Laura’s foretellings, but something had also happened while we were in Perro Lobo that put the wind up Dixon. There had been several bank failures in Florida, and some big investors in New York had taken notice and had started to diversify some of their investments. Also, the main manufacturer of the new combustion engine automobiles had closed down for six months to rearrange their manufacturing operations, or something, which had had further financial ramifications in the short term. I didn’t really understand any of this, but I trusted Dixon’s financial acumen. We basically did as we were told. We had both invested in the Perro Lobo copper mines before we left, on the invitation of Young Luis, and whoever had told me that the increasingly rapid uptake in electricity around the world would increase the demand for copper seemed to have had a good point. We were happy that if we did what Dixon told us to do with our money, that we would ride out the problems that he and Laura kept talking about in doom-laden tones. This makes us sound selfish, of course, as though we only cared that we would be all right and didn’t care about anything else. That’s not true, of course. Our main responsibility was to the people of Inverie, and we would see them right through whatever befell them. 

In the autumn of 1928, nearly a year after our return home, a very special foretelling of mine came true. Mack and Rowan did come to visit us, in an enormous and very smart dark green combustion engine automobile, and Rowan was most definitely pregnant. This brought great joy to them and to all their friends. I wondered whether the children – she was expecting twins – would inherit her witchcraft or Mack’s completely human nature. Possibly there would be one of each?

––––––––
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AFTER ANOTHER DELICIOUSLY quiet Christmas, in January 1929 we were invited to spend a weekend with Mack in Norfolk. Yes, that is a long way from our respective homes, and it is also a rather dire time of the year to visit Norfolk. Unless you are a member of the Royal Family and wish to stay in a large draughty estate down there. I have heard that they tended only to heat a couple of rooms as a time. He and Rowan had decamped to London at the start of December. Although she was universally declared to be in robust health, there was no way anyone was going to risk her having twins in a snowed-in castle in the most remote part of Scotland. Mack had been born in London, and the twins were going to be born in the same hospital that he had been born in. So they were in his London mansion from the moment she turned six months pregnant. Trying to get her to have bed rest was an impossible task, but he and the doctors between them managed to nag her mercilessly until she at least rested occasionally.

Mack had been given time off for good behaviour and was assured by the medical team that he could spend three days in Norfolk without worrying about his wife and forthcoming children. Rowan’s mother had come down to London for Christmas and was staying with them until the babies were born, so she would still be surrounded by people telling her to rest.

Why would Mack want to go to Norfolk in January? To photograph geese and the marshes in winter. He had an exhibition planned for the late London summer and this was one of the topics he fancied ticking off. In earlier years, Robbie and I might have considered accompanying him for a shoot of the other type, but somehow as the years advanced we had become less enthused with blood sports. We still fished and went deer stalking, but anything we shot these days either had to be old (stags) or for our immediate consumption (the occasional grouse, etc). Killing things for the sake of killing them, for fun, no longer appealed to either of us.

So we found ourselves settling down in the King John’s Mistake at Reedham, with enough warm clothes to survive the Arctic for a couple of days, plus all of Mack’s equipment. And people said that photography was a portable activity. I think the people who said that had access to a full complement of Sherpas. Mack had hired a couple of old fowlers to show us the best places, and we touched base with them in the hotel bar. John Richardson and George Stone were old, canny men. There is a breed of man in the Norfolk Broads that seem to be half of the earth and half of the water, and these men were of that breed. 

Richardson had good news. He said that the Baltic must be freezing over in parts, as there were plenty of birds coming in. Widgeon, teal, pintails; also brent, barnacle and bean geese. It was almost a bit late for the pink-footed geese, but he thought the gale coming through would keep those which were around low to the ground and easier to see. He was most insistent that we get going just after four the next morning, to give us plenty of time to get ourselves established in good spots for the dawn. He did ask if we were shooting, and I admitted that we were not, that we were just there to keep Mack company while he photographed them. This was clearly a concept so far from their ken that they immediately put Robbie and myself down as harmless lunatics, and smiled distantly at us. Mack’s photography, on the other hand, was less alien to them, as Norfolk had been a haven for artists of various kinds for quite some time. 

It was a small hotel, and after the old fowlers had left, we settled down in the snug for a meal in anticipation of an early night. There had been no sign of other guests when we had checked in, and as we were taking up three rooms I was not sure how much room was left at the inn, but the publican told us that there was one other guest, here she thought for the same reason as us. She was a widow, having lost her husband in a catastrophic flood of the type they have in Norfolk from time to time, but seemed happy enough running her little inn surrounded by wetlands. She was born and bred in the marshes, going back centuries from what she said, and like the old fowlers, seemed to be half of the earth and half of the water. 

I said something vague about him dining here or elsewhere and she said something vague about him eating before we arrived and taking himself to bed for a very early night, as he had had an early start and been busy all day, and was planning the same for tomorrow. Maybe we would bump into each other in the mud somewhere. If he was using a guide, she did not know anything about who it was. 

‘Nice quiet young gentleman, no trouble at all. Not so young, I suppose, about the same age as Sir Mackintosh perhaps. Said he has been ill and wanted to rest in a quiet place for a while. He’s been here for a week and is one of the easiest guests I’ve had in a long time. Sometimes rises early, sometimes late, is out walking all day, always eats early and goes to bed straight after.’

It seemed an odd place to come for the good of your health, but who was I to say anything? If the bracing North Sea gales were helping him convalesce, all the better for him. 

Despite her saying that he was no trouble at all, he suddenly stumbled down the stairs in pyjamas and a dressing gown, looking crumpled and disoriented.  My immediate thought was that his illness might have a mental rather than a physical one. Mrs Baines (the publican) jumped to her feet and greeted him politely. His name appeared to be Mr Smith, which even if it was true, no-one was likely to believe for an instant. He said very apologetically that he had woken feeling very cold and wondered if he could have a hot milk with some rum in it to take back up to his room. She instantly bustled around fixing it for him, after briefly introducing us.

I must say that Mr Smith did not look terribly well. He was tall and well-built, clean shaven with a mop of blonde hair that looked as though he cut it himself. His night attire was completely unremarkable. Almost deliberately unremarkable, as though he was wearing it on stage as a generic male character in night attire. He was very pale-skinned, not just naturally, but as though he had spent a great deal of time indoors. Mrs Baines had said that he walked every day, but no-one would get a suntan in Norfolk in January. His English had the sort of perfection found among those who have learned it as an additional language, and was just faintly and pleasantly accented.

We all retired for the night. I had asked Mr Smith if he was going out early in the morning too.

‘I do not shoot,’ he said quietly.

‘We’re not here for the shooting. My friend Sir Mackintosh is here to take photographs, and we are here for moral support. He used to be a great birdwatcher. Now he watches them through the camera. He’s having an exhibition later on in the year.’

Mr Smith brightened slightly. ‘Bird watching is what I am doing here.’

I felt sorry for the man. As I have said, I thought his health problems may have been mental rather than physical, and I wondered if he was recovering from a breakdown. There was something about his eyes. I asked if he would like to come with us in the morning, as we were going with guides who knew the best spots. He agreed politely. He seemed utterly calm around Garm, and Garm around him, which I think was a major contributor to my invitation. 

As we went upstairs, it occurred to me that there was something just slightly familiar about the man. I certainly had never met him before, it wasn’t that. There was just something about his height and breadth and the bone structure of his face. But then I had already deduced from his accent that he was probably Scandinavian, at a pinch German, and was probably of a common physical type of his race. I had met plenty of Scandinavians and Germans over the years.

––––––––
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THERE IS NOTHING NICE about Norfolk at 4am on a January day. The steaming hot coffee we gulped down only helped slightly. Then we set off – yes, Mr Smith did come with us – first of all over dryish sand and then onto the salt marshes. To my surprise these ancient fowlers guiding us were using, not lanterns like I was still accustomed to using, but electric torches. Dixon had tried to explain batteries to me at some point on our travels, but although I absorbed the technical details easily enough, it still surprised me to see electricity coming not from a wired connection on a wall but from a little thing I could slip into my pocket. Regardless, the electric torches worked excellently, and no-one fell in a hole that they could not see in the dark. I supposed that batteries ran out of – electricity? I suppose that was what was stored in there – but then lanterns ran out of fuel frequently enough too. 

None of us talked except for the guides, and they only sparingly. The winds were freezing. We were all wearing rubber boots, which are appalling things to walk in, and not being as practiced as some, most of us got water over the top of them at some stage. I asked myself again why I had agreed to this trip when I could be peacefully asleep in a warm bed without sodden socks. After an uncomfortable eternity, we had reached the mud flats and the guides were instructing on how to make our ‘hides’. Hides they were not. To put it bluntly, we were digging holes in the mud for ourselves, complete with ramparts. I had spent more comfortable mornings on the Western Front, with dryer feet.

We were all totally clad in waterproofs, of course, and once the holes were dug to the satisfaction of our guides, we settled down in the sticky mud, teeth chattering, to await the dawn. I had to dig a bigger hole than the others, to make room for Garm, but then Garm did most of the digging, so I could not really complain. I even asked him to help Mack, who needed extra space for his equipment. The guides had not turned a hair at the sight of a large green dog accompanying us, so they were hardly going to say anything about him helping to dig. The Garm effect, I called it now. Though given that these men looked as though they had grown directly from the land and sea, perhaps they understood Garm better than I gave them credit for.

The gale had dropped to a steady cold wind. Around 6 o’clock came the sound of what might have been another gale coming through, but we had been warned about this. It was a thousand batches of birds flying in, each one making a sound like a wave breaking on the shore – waders of half-a-dozen species at least. Even though it was still dark, Mack started to take photographs. 

I still don’t fully understand the mechanics of photography, but I do know that you need some sort of light for it to work, be it natural or artificial. I had guessed quite early on that Mack’s abilities to take pictures in very limited light was not entirely natural. Rowan had conjured some magic for him to be able to do it, which was attached to him permanently in some witchy manner. It was certainly a significant part of his success, but one that could never be publicly acknowledged. He felt a bit bad about this, but Rowan insisted that it was a gift offered with love and needed no recognition. And the other factor in his success was his own entirely natural ability to make wonderful compositions that the greatest experts in the world would come to consider to be masterpieces of the art. Not one shred of Rowan’s magic contributed to that.

As we sat in our mud holes, Garm started to get restless. This surprised me, as he was good at staying quietly with me when that was what we were doing. I asked him if he was ok. He was, but he wanted to nip off for a bit and check something out. I doubted if he could get any muddier than he already was, and could look after himself, so I just asked him not to frighten the birds away.

The sky was gradually lightening, infinitesimally, when the ducks started coming in. One could imagine that one could see them, but it was more of an illusion created by the fact that they were flying low and their wingbeats reverberated so that it felt impossible that one was not seeing them. 

There was another spell of quiet. This time the sky was lightening. The pitch black had already changed as the cloud cover broke up, revealing stars in the inky blue; now, everything was changing to dark grey, then light grey, with a rim of pale pink and a yellow glint in the east. I looked around at my surroundings and could see distant blobs that I knew were woods, and a solitary church steeple looking as though it was trying to reach God by stretching upwards into the growing band of pink. 

I jumped when Garm reappeared, as he was silent and had company. A dog of similar size and appearance to himself, except that he was black and had blazing red eyes like coals in a furnace. Garm politely introduced his new friend as ‘Black Shuck’. Black Shuck did not make a telepathic connection with me, but he wagged his tail and let me pat him.

Unfortunately not all members of our party felt quite as equable about the new arrival. The two guides muttered things under their breath and made frequents signs of the cross. But Mr Smith had the most extreme reaction. He screamed and curled himself into a foetal position and started rocking to and fro. I had seen shell-shocked men behave similarly when frightened by a loud noise or something else that reminded them of the War. I was slowly putting ideas together about Mr Smith. Something had obviously given him a very severe fright at some point, that was clear.

Garm apologised hastily to me and said he would take his new friend away from the people who were frightened of him, but could we get together later perhaps? As they disappeared into the mud flats, Smith started to babble in what Robbie later told me was Danish, or thereabouts, and that it could be summarised as ‘they have found me, they have sent the Devil after me, now I am a dead man walking.’ Or something like that. 

Thank goodness for the geese. They started to pour in, wedge after wedge after wedge, making a sound like chuckling. I feared for a moment that the sound of geese chuckling would push Smith further over the edge, but in fact it distracted him enough to come out of his funk. He may have been in fear for his life, or sent mad by circumstances, but he could still respond to the beauty of the sunrise and the geese. 

When Mack had taken what felt like a thousand photographs, we stumbled our muddy way back to the inn, where we hosed ourselves down, ate enormous breakfasts and fell into bed for a few hours’ sleep. Garm had not returned. He sent me a telepathic message to say that he would see us during the afternoon, but that it might be preferable if I could get away from the guides and Mr Smith, should he accompany us. 

It was just Robbie, Mack and myself who took a stroll later that afternoon. Smith had not come downstairs and the guides were not due back for us until the following morning. We saw waders and gulls and things, and Mack took photographs of them and of the landscape. There were signs in the sky and the feel of the wind that suggested that bad weather was on the way, so we encouraged him to work as though it was his last opportunity.

Then there was the meeting that Garm had set up with Black Shuck. In daylight the big black dog still looked a little fearsome, but less so than in the dark. I could see why the natives of Norfolk were disconcerted by him. And it was a rather sorry tale that he had to tell.

Translated via Garm, we heard that the unfortunate beast was immortal, and over the centuries had developed an unfounded reputation for being in league with the Devil and haunting churchyards at night. None of us believed in the Devil, personally, but the people of Norfolk certainly did. He insisted that most of the stories had been stuttered out by drunks on their way home from the pub, whose path he had accidentally crossed and caused them to fall, terrified, into ditches and creeks. Then they had to come up with an excuse for their angry wives when they returned home covered in mud and reeking of booze – for of course they then needed to return to the pub for a restorative drink to get over their fright before finally making it home in the small hours. Black Shuck wanted nothing more than a warm bed and a cuddle. Instead he seemed doomed to be shunned by shrieking people down the centuries and eke out an uncomfortable existence in a cold, wet and muddy marshland.

Even if Garm had not asked, I think we would have been taking Black Shuck home with us after hearing this. I did explain, via Garm, that the Scottish Highlands were also cold and muddy at certain times of the year, but that our people tended to be used to large dogs and other strange beasties. I also had to say that we were not leaving for another day or so, and that it was unlikely that the publican where we were staying would take kindly to us bringing him back, but promised that he would be assured of coming back to London with us. We had driven down in Mack’s enormous automobile (as I was learning to call the combustion engine vehicles) and there was plenty of room for another dog the size of a wolf. 

––––––––
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WE HAD INTENDED TO go out again in the evening, but the weather was definitely on the turn, and we decided to have a quiet night in by the fire. Mr Smith had departed, to our slight surprise. From the way he had been speaking, we thought he might have been planning a long stay. Mrs Baines said that he had paid for the next week but had told her that something had come up suddenly, and refused to let her repay him. Yes, we were briefly perplexed, but then our attention was taken by a new guest.

This man turned up out of the blue, asking if there was a spare room. As it was goose shooting season in the area, that was a little foolhardy of him, and frankly he was lucky to have got a place so close to the mudflats. He looked a little flustered, and although he had all the requisite shooting equipment and attire, it all looked suspiciously unused. In past times I would immediately have assumed he was a spy. Now I just sniggered internally at the thought of what he would look like in the morning, covered with mud.

He joined us for dinner. We all had hearty appetites after our busy day, including Garm. He expressed sad little thoughts about his new friend not being able to join us, although he understood why. I comforted him with the thought of the lifetimes of hearty dinners that Black Shuck would be able to enjoy in the future.

The new guest’s name was Mr Banks. We were all wearing ancient tweeds and fisherman’s sweaters. He was wearing newish tweeds and a sweater that he probably wore to play golf, which was not nearly warm enough for the conditions. Just as I had had a nagging feeling of familiarity about Smith, I experienced the same with Banks. Maybe I was just having an odd turn, and seeing things where none existed. I had met many people over the years, and presumably some of them were of common types, and it was just coincidence that the strangers this weekend fell into some of those groups.

I had spent very little time, ever, on a commuter train out of London, but on the few times I had endured one, it had been full of people just like Banks.  This was no doubt why he seemed vaguely familiar. He was about the same age and me and Robbie, but while we had spent much of our years in the open air and looked fit and suntanned all the year round, he was pink and plump and balding. His voice was pleasant and cultured but otherwise non-descript. He was friendly, and wanted to talk about things like golf and gardening. None of us played golf, and although we all had some interest in gardening, our gardens were on a rather grander scale than the rock garden and rose bushes he was clearly proud of. Mrs Baines had introduced us all by our full names, and if they meant anything to him, he hid it well. Our conversation lurched around, and it was a relief when everyone decided to retire early for the night, as we were all to be up again at 4am. Banks, in another sign of lack of preparation, seemed to have thought that he could just wander out and shoot geese, and when we explained (kindly) that he would likely fall into the marsh and drown without guidance, we really felt obliged to invite him to come with us. The only thing we asked was that he take up his mud hole well away from ours, so as not to disturb Mack’s photography. He obviously thought we were a bit odd, but accepted the invitation. 

The weather worsened overnight, but we manfully turned out at 4am, rubbing the sleep from our eyes and only cursing under our breath. It was a most unpleasant trek to the mud flats, bent over and bracing ourselves against what had started out as a few snowflakes driven by the vicious wind but rapidly turned into a mild blizzard. My estimation of Mr Banks rose slightly. For a soft plump suburban man (we had found out that he lived in Surrey and worked for an oil firm) he held his own in the foul weather. Maybe golf made you fitter than I had believed. The mud was half-frozen and it was tough work digging the holes. True to his word, Banks dug his well away from us, and we let him have both the guides go with him.

It was an unpleasant session indeed. Even the birds were late. I wondered if I would ever feel my feet again. Garm attempted to fluff up his fur to trap his body heat, but was plastered with mud. The highest point of the morning came as the dawn was breaking, and a seal popped its head up close enough to me for us to be able to stare each other in the eye for what felt like a very long time. I briefly felt as though I was swimming underwater, diving, blowing bubbles, having great fun and not feeling the cold one tiny bit. I was sad to come round from that vision.  I swear the seal winked at me as it slipped away.

Banks was having a good time murdering geese. Part of me wanted to shout to him that I hoped he was going to eat them all. I assumed that he had never eaten a meal that had not come, in its component parts, from a shop or a restaurant kitchen.

When we finally limped back to the inn on frozen feet, cleaned ourselves up and ate a lot, Mack declared that he had taken all the photographs that he wanted and that he was starting to worry about Rowan. On the one hand, we hastily assured him that everyone had the ‘phone number of the inn, and we would have been notified if even the tiniest thing was wrong. On the other hand, he needed some solid sleep before driving back to London. We agreed to leave after we had slept and lunched.

I thought that Banks looked slightly disappointed. I told him that we had paid the guides through till tomorrow, so he was welcome to their services in the morning if he fancied, and he thanked us profusely. During idle chit-chat over our breakfast, he mentioned Africa in a vague manner. I, equally vaguely, said something about having been brought up in South Africa. He started and looked me closely in the face. ‘Your name is Sir Christopher Hardwicke, isn’t it?’ I agreed wordlessly, shoving more bacon and eggs into said face. ‘Were you once a miner called Kit Hardwicke?’ Again I silently assented, while racking my brain trying to remember if I could possibly have known this soft pale plump man at a time of my life when everyone I associated with was whipcord thin and strong and heavily suntanned. 

‘Don’t you remember me? Tommy Banks? Well, it’s Tom these days, but I used Tommy back then.’

It hit me in a flash. Once I knew, I could indeed see my old friend hidden under the pale flesh of suburban middle-age. Yes, he had been whipcord thin and strong and heavily suntanned. We were about the same age, but he had gone the university route in England while I had been knocking around learning the mining business. I remembered that he had been fiercely clever, and far more idealistic than I had been. We may have been the same age, but while he had been at university, I had had the edges knocked off me and developed a very healthy cynicism about the world. He had had ambitions to become another Cecil Rhodes. Later on, I had occasionally wondered what had happened to him. But after the War I had assumed that he had been killed at some stage during the conflict, for I never heard anything of him again, and he had not been a man to have vanished quietly.

In brief, he had met up with some Germans, around the time I had lost sight of him, and had lived in Germany for a little while following up a lead from them. This was at the time when their scientists were developing all the things that the rest of us now take, more or less, for granted, like the fuels that drive the combustion engines. His experiences in Germany made him decide to go into oil. He left Germany at a fortunate time, around the same time as I was leaving South Africa and making my way to England, established an oil company in a part of Africa where it had been quietly discovered but not been made much of a fuss about, and rose through the company ranks with eye-watering speed. The War interrupted that, of course, and he did his duty, and survived. With the adoption of so many German scientific methods in England after the War, he was able to persuade the oil company to base its new, enlarged headquarters in London, and had settled into life in the suburbs. Inevitably, spending the intervening years between then and now in an office and commuting to Surrey had left him a plump and pallid version of the man I had used to know, but his brain seemed to be as sharp as ever. He had even got married, to a Welsh woman called Blodwen, and taken up golf. They had no children, something which he was a little sad about, and he was eager to hear the details of Mack’s approaching twins.
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