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To the love of my life, my wife Lisa, who has always believed in me and stood with me. The music I hear is that which we have made together.
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Introduction

Seven summers ago my family visited Scotland for the first time to attend the World Science Fiction Convention in Glasgow. My fourth mass-market paperback (The Dark Crusade) had just been released, but circumstances were pointing my career in a different direction. I hoped that I would be able to use the trip to research some material I wanted to incorporate in an alternate-history novel.

Our journey after the convention took us to Edinburgh, and during that stay I visited Rosslyn Chapel, a few miles from the center of that city. It was then as it is described in the book: a small building at the end of a lane, surrounded by scaffolding (which has since been taken away) and filled with amazing carvings (which are still there).

In the northeast corner of the chapel—a place significant to Freemasons, of which fraternity I (and my guide) are members—I was told about the Rosslyn music; and something remarkable happened: I had an Idea. It involved polyphonic music and Gothic architecture, and it was an epiphany that all made sense. That day I had a sense of the story; by the end of that week I had a plot; by the time I went home a few weeks later I had several thousand words on paper.

My agent at the time was not terribly enthusiastic, but Phil Athans, whom I met the next summer at the Los Angeles Worldcon, was impressed. He bought the book, and teamed me up with Cortney Marabetta, who helped make A Song In Stone a more coherent and sound story. If circumstances had permitted, it might have been a greater success; but publishing is a funny business. The original edition went out of print; it has returned as a small-press trade paperback and has impressed many readers. Now, the wheel has turned again, and the new technology of e-book publishing has made it possible to make it available to a new audience. It is Phil Athans that has made it possible once again, and I am appreciative of his continued and renewed interest and support.

It has taken seven years to get here; the inspiration in the summer of 2005 is something I will never forget. The story is still near and dear to my heart. More than one reader has told me that Ian Graham is autobiographical: that is only true to the extent that any protagonist springs from a writer’s own persona. but I do think that, like Ursula K. LeGuin and Earthsea, there is still some of his story yet to tell. I have moved on, but Ian and A Song In Stone are still with me.

I hope his story is something that stays with you as well.

Walter H. Hunt

Bellingham, Massachusetts

March 2012


Part I

CLIMBING THE HILL



And the light shineth in darkness, and the darkness comprehended it not.

—Gospel of St John I:5





“The Divine Logos … is the Light that shineth in darkness, by which all things are made, and that enlighteneth every man that cometh into this world.”

—Denis the Areopagite




Chapter 1

It was half ten in the morning; I was sitting in my flat in Leith half-watching the television, the morning Scotsman spread out on my breakfast table.

For the last seven years it had been nothing like this: I’d been up at dawn, tuned in to News 24 or the Beeb blaring so I could catch the headlines, down a quick cup of tea, take two or three calls on my mobile, then out the door. It was never quiet—never like this.

This was a new experience, though it was beginning to wear: get up, turn on the TV, look at the paper and wait for the phone to ring.

Surprising, really, when it did. I fairly jumped.

“Graham,” I said, with my polite Channel 4 voice.

“Ian! How’s the lad?” If he had work for me, my agent, Rodney Weiss, always sounded as if I was the long-awaited Messiah.

“Unemployed.”

This was a month or so after Ian and Lily became Alex and Lily, six months after Jan left the show. Remember Ian and Jan? That was me, Ian Graham. We’d been the toast of Scotland; people turned us on at tea time as we sat at our coffee table or traveled abroad, shaking hands with celebs, telling them what everyone was wearing, or showing off the latest recipes.

I’d been hired on there seven years ago, one of Gerard Lamont’s bright young men at Channel 4. Gerard lost to cancer—good old Gerard, watching out for me—and I’d thought I didn’t need anyone to do that anymore.

“Not for much longer,” Rodney said. “Are you listening?”

“Lost in my own thoughts. Go on.”

“Well,” he said after a moment. “I’ve got a simply marvelous offer. ITV called—they asked for you personally.”

“ITV?” My thoughts ran to soaps, quiz shows, sport. Mostly soaps and more soaps. “What do they want?”

“They’re looking to do a documentary, Ian. A sort of edgy hour-long thing, investigative reporting. Uncovering the mysteries.”

“Geraldo.” Ian and Jan had taken us overseas a few times, and I’d seen a lot of American telly; their broadcast and cable networks were filthy with that sort of thing. “You mean, sex crime and conspiracy.” At least it’s not a quiz show, I thought.

“Well, they’d like to be a bit more tippie than that, Ian,” Rodney said, sounding like he was pouring on the patience. I cringed when he used the Edinburgh slang, especially in his annoying Midlands accent. “That’s why they wanted you: to be the heid-bummer, add a wee bit of class to the programme and bring over a better sort of audience.”

“And they asked for me.”

“Yes.”

“Personally,” I added.

“Yes,” Rodney insisted. “Yes, personally. They thought you’d be just the chiel.”

Rodney had been working with Scots for better than twenty years. He prided himself on his ability to mix the lingo into the conversation—he probably kept a £3 Scots dialect dictionary on his desk. A night stroll in certain neighborhoods in Glasgow or Edinburgh would cure him of that someday; one chiel out of his mouth and he’d get the crap beaten out of him.

Still, he was a good agent for all that. “What does it pay, Roddy?”

He hated the nickname, but every Rodney in Scotland is called Roddy. He sighed and named a figure; it wasn’t insulting. Turned out they were willing to put half a dozen programmes in the can and try me out at half seven in the evening.

It wasn’t my usual brief, but it would get me back on the air at least. Show the face to the viewing audience. Six hours of this sort of stuff couldn’t be that bad.

No, not desperate, I added to myself. Not Ian Graham. Not me.

“Tell them yes.”

“Splendid, splendid,” he answered. “I knew you’d be pleased.”

Beggars can’t be bleeding choosers, I thought but instead said, “Where do we start?”

“Rosslyn.”

• • •

It was a step down from Ian and Jan, but after a month of waking up alone in the flat, nothing to do but read the papers, drink coffee, chain-smoke, and listen to voices from the telly that weren’t mine, it was something. It beat lying about the flat all day waiting for the phone call.

It wasn’t the money: I’d put aside enough to be comfortable. But to be honest—and after I rang off and began to dress, I knew it was past time to be honest with myself—the lunches and drinks with producers and telly execs had resulted in no more than vague promises that turned into nothing. In no time I’d become old news. I wanted the audience, the spotlight, the feeling of being that chiel that everyone knew and tuned in to watch.

I only knew a little bit about Rosslyn Chapel; I’d lived in Edinburgh all my life and never visited. It had been much in the news lately; they’d been shooting some sort of movie there, as I recalled.

Look the part, I thought as I finished my shaving. They’d get the top shelf Ian Graham with no desperation in his eyes: it would be as if I walked straight off the set of Ian and Jan and into ITV’s documentary. I needed a look around to get my bearings and feel comfortable with the setting. Damn it, this—whatever it was, whatever sensational thing that ITV wanted—wasn’t why I’d climbed the hill in the industry: to be ordinary.

But a question kept crossing my mind. How the hell did you let it come to this, old lad?

As I left my flat and walked down the street to where I parked my motor, then started it up and pulled it out into traffic that late-July morning, I realised that I didn’t have an answer.

• • •

Any heavy-drinking chain-smoking television pro will tell you that once you’re in the business you’re always in the business, and you don’t lose the skills you’ve picked up—still, it had been damned hard to think about really working for a living instead of smiling into the camera and telling the afternoon crowd what book they should take to the beach with them.

It had been seven years since Gerard Lamont had hired young and handsome Ian Graham from the Kilts and Heather Club of the Scottish BBC to pair up with sweet, sophisticated Jan Pierce to do lightweight interviews, talk about summer reads and host cooking demos for the late-afternoon telly watchers on Channel 4; six years since my loving wife Liz had gone from thrilled at my success to jealous of my success to becoming my ex in a matter of months. Jan’s husband, by comparison, hadn’t been jealous even when he should have been. Jan and I were good together, better than my marriage ever seemed to be. I took the parting in stride: divorce was a part of the backdrop in the business. That’s show business, we’d say. Can I buy you another drink?

It was six months since Jan had decided to move on—she’d been offered an opportunity in London with the National Trust of all things. 4’s upper management wanted the programme to continue and had replaced Jan with Lily Burton: young enough to be Jan’s daughter, and what she lacked in native talent she made up for in pure spite. Lily must have had some spitfire quality they liked —she was everything that Jan was not—but the viewers took to her straight away.

Then a month ago, Ian and Lily had become Alex and Lily, with Alex maybe two years out of university. “Younger crowd watching, you know,” they told me. “Nothing personal,” they added as they pushed me out the door. At thirty-four I was old news and not fit for the afternoon crowd. Word came through the grapevine that Liz and her friends were laughing their socks off about my “fall from grace.” I felt old—angry and betrayed as well, but mostly just old.

• • •

It’s only a few miles to Rosslyn from the centre of Edinburgh. I took the BMW down South Bridge and twisted and turned my way out of the twenty-first century; the road changed its name three or four times as it took me out into the countryside. Past the retail centre, round the roundabouts, and down a lane into the village of Roslin.

Edinburgh’s busy and loud late in the summer, what with the Festival and the Fringe and all—I’d been stunned when Channel 4 made me redundant, so I’d noticed it much more than usual—so my first impression of Roslin was how little it was. Used to be just the faithful and the conspiracy nutters who came there—now it’s people who read best-selling novels … some of whom are the faithful and the conspiracy nutters. Somehow I expected something more grand.

I knew blessed little about it. Out of old habit I envisioned tracking shots all the way to the end of the lane as I drove down and pulled into a little car park opposite the entrance: the wind in the elms—remarkable, really: hadn’t seen many of them since Dutch Elm disease took hold—leaden clouds behind. All very photogenic.

I joined the tour, with one of the handheld audio guides, turning down the volume so that I could gather my own impressions. I had a polite smile and nod from the clerks but I didn’t have the feeling they recognised me. Old news indeed.

When a half-dozen of us were assembled, a guide led us through the gift shop and down a little hall, then through a door and into the courtyard—and there it was.

From the outside Rosslyn Chapel’s not much to look at these days. The outer shell is surrounded by scaffolding, put in place to keep it from crumbling. It was a fanciful thing at first glance.

“Welcome to Rosslyn Chapel,” the guide began: a tall, balding man with a bit of an overbite. “I’m William MacLeod, one of the Friends of Rosslyn, and I’ll be showing you around the building and grounds this afternoon.”

He squinted at the low clouds. It was one of those summer days when the grey and threatening sky bends down almost to touch the earth. It was a bit cool for July, and the air felt as if a storm was waiting to come on stage.

“This structure was founded in the year 1446 by Sir William St Clair, the third and last St Clair Prince of Orkney. It was—or was intended to be—the Collegiate Chapel of St Matthew, one of more than three dozen such chapels erected between the reigns of James I and James IV of Scotland, a period covering roughly the entire fifteenth century.” He delivered it with crisp efficiency—more information than I really needed. MacLeod stopped and smiled: a tourist had a video camera inexpertly aimed right at his face—and even from the rear of the group I could see the light was all wrong. He glanced away and looked up—and gave me a wink. I assume he recognised me.

“For more than forty years there was construction at this site. Indeed, this building was intended to be only a part of a larger cruciform structure—excavations a few centuries ago revealed foundations that extend more than ninety feet—almost thirty metres—beyond the west end of the Chapel, and underneath the baptistry—a later addition to the building intended to support the organ. But when Sir William died in 1484 it was still incomplete.”

MacLeod gestured to the building, turning away slightly; he was clearly used to the patter. If I can get him to cut it to fifteen seconds we may be able to use this, I thought.

After getting us from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries in a few more minutes, he beckoned us inside through the north door, where the monks entered. Gargoyles, soldiers on horseback, foxes and geese, and green men and musical instruments attended us.

We walked along the north aisle to stand in the northeast corner of the Chapel. What was left of the afternoon light strained to pass through a beautiful stained-glass window of St Matthew, the patron of the Chapel that had been. I stifled a yawn; it was an amazing confection, reminding me of the sort of thing my Gran had kept in miniature in her china-closet—but it was still just a church.

“There are many remarkable aspects to this structure,” MacLeod continued. “A brief visit can scarcely do it justice, but I would like to point a few of them out to you.

“There are hundreds of individual carvings on the walls and ceilings of this place. If you look up along the Lady Chapel”—he pointed to his left, facing us; we obligingly followed his hand and saw the intricately carved ceiling, filled with carved animals, people, musical instruments, and square boxes formed into curved arches that met at a middle round projection that looked a little like a light fixture—“you’ll see the work of the artisans. For decades they labored to build this place, this wonder—this exquisitely beautiful mystery.”

“Are you saying—” The man with the video camera stepped forward, with the damn thing still running. “Are you saying that there’s no meaning to all this—this stuff?”

It was an American accent. MacLeod looked at me again; I was trying to be unobtrusive, “drinking it in”—but by now he’d surely recognised me and was showing how he could play the audience like a pro.

He shrugged the tiniest bit. “No, sir, that’s not at all what I meant.”

“But you said—”

“What I said,” he interrupted, his voice patient, “was not that the stonework has no meaning—but rather that it has some meaning that we do not at present understand.” The tourist looked ready to jump in again, but he raised his hand slightly. The dim light glinted for just a moment off a ring he wore, but I couldn’t see the device. “This place was chosen, laid out and founded, and the artisans worked for more than four decades to build it. Though Scotland was torn by religious strife for more than two centuries afterward, and though great harm was done to the outer shell of the building and to the fragile work within, the carvings and artwork you see in its stones have survived virtually intact since the late part of the fifteenth century.”

It was really getting a bit thick, I thought; it would have to be cut down to thirty or forty seconds at most—perhaps I might be able to do a quick gloss.

“Sir William of St Clair wrote a message in these stones, we believe,” MacLeod continued. “It is our greatest regret … that we can not decipher it.”

I pricked up my ears at that. This was the sort of thing that would play well on television. A Geraldo moment, I thought, only half-facetious: mysterious stone carvings that had survived intact, with a meaning lost to history.

Mr Video Camera, meanwhile, didn’t know how to respond. Without speaking further MacLeod led us along the Chapel, beneath the three stone light-fixtures, to the opposite corner.

As we passed through the centre of the Chapel, I heard a sort of low humming. It was almost like someone had left a wireless at full volume, tuned to some frequency that had no broadcast. It was annoying; I stopped and shook my head to clear it, even stepping back a few steps and then forward again. It was only really there when I was directly in line with the west doors.

As I looked that way I glanced up at the ceiling and saw the beautiful decorations—stars and flowers, mostly, hundreds of them—marching their way toward the baptistry entrance. The rest of the group moved past me. It wasn’t until I moved along to where they’d gathered that the sound seemed to dissipate.

“Are you feeling all right?” the guide asked, coming back to me.

“Yes. Fine,” I said. “Nasty hum.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The hum. The noise.”

He shrugged and smiled slightly. No one else had appeared to notice—not MacLeod, not Mr Video Camera.

“Don’t you hear it?” I asked. I stood directly in line with the west doors, open to admit weak early afternoon sunlight.

“Perhaps you should sit down for a bit,” he said, gesturing toward a bench, and began to turn away. He was being polite. I decided that there was no point in pursuing it as MacLeod returned to the rest of the group. I followed, getting a curious glance from the Yank with the camera.

“This is the Apprentice Pillar,” MacLeod said, indicating the rightmost of three great stone columns that separated the Lady Chapel from the rest of the church. It was different from the others. Instead of being straight vertical, it was like a braided cord, its incredibly intricate designs swirling around from bottom to top. “I would wager that this pillar is the one thing that anyone who has heard of our Chapel would recognise.”

It’ll certainly get a few seconds on camera, I thought. Closeup from the base, pan slowly upward and then zoom out for Ian Graham’s face, caught in a thoughtful moment, contemplating …

“Why is it called the Apprentice Pillar?” one of the other tourists asked—an older English lady.

“Aye, there’s a story that goes with that,” MacLeod said. “It’s said that many different craftsmen worked on this building, and that one of the masters was given the assignment to create a work of exquisite design. Before undertaking it, he decided to leave for Rome to examine the original.

“While he was gone, a talented apprentice dreamed that he had finished it and set about to complete it.” He reached his hand out and touched the pillar gently, affectionately. “When the master returned and found that the apprentice had created this, he was so enraged that he took a mallet and struck the apprentice on the right temple so”—he made his right hand into a fist and gently tapped his own head—“and slew him. But justice caught up with the master, and he was executed for his crime.”

“How awful,” the lady said.

“What a load of bull,” the American with the camera interjected. “Sounds like a story for tourists.”

And telly watchers, I thought. Maybe there is an interesting story here after all.

“That is as may be,” MacLeod responded evenly. “But you’ll find among our carvings the head of the apprentice showing the mortal wound, the head of the jealous master, and even that of the apprentice’s grieving mother. Believe it or not as you wish, but it is recorded in the stones of the Chapel.”

MacLeod’s tour ran on a dozen more minutes. He pointed to the ceiling, the stained glass, and a number of other photogenic places in the church. Each time I crossed the centre line of the Chapel, I heard the same low humming. It was clear to me that no one else noticed.

You need to get out more, me lad, I thought. Hearing noises no one else hears?

He ended the tour in the sacristy, a sort of crypt area reached through a flight of stairs in the southeast corner of the Chapel. It was a bare place, with a flat stone floor and artificial light. On one side there was an opening with darkness beyond, and a polite National Trust sign indicating that the area was off limits to tourists.

The wall beside the opening had a number of drawings and traceries: triangles and circles and such. Before it was a stone plinth with an upright stone, like a grave marker, set into it. At either end was a carved statue of a man; one had his index- and ring-fingers pointing to his mouth, and the other stood with his hands pressed palms inward to his chest, one above the other.

It wasn’t likely to be good footage, but it was certainly intriguing: a collection of little mysteries to go with the bigger one above.

When MacLeod’s standard speech was over, he asked for questions. The English lady asked, “What are these sea shells?”

There was a little collection of them set on end in an alcove at the east end of the sacristy. At a glance, they could’ve come from anywhere—a child’s collection from a beach holiday.

MacLeod was about to answer, but a professorial-looking chap piped up with, “Those are from Santiago, aren’t they?”

“That’s right,” MacLeod answered. “Pilgrims who had visited the shrine of Saint James in Spain would often come here as well and deposit their shell badges.”

All of the tourists nodded appreciatively.

The question and answer went on for a bit longer. I found myself drifting back to the wall with all of the tracings. It was hard to imagine that they were hundreds of years old, but there was some pattern there—something elusive, that I couldn’t quite pick up. I was sure that I could have ITV get someone to research it for me.

And then, from the passageway beyond, I heard voices in the dark.

“It worked. I’m sure of it. It’s all here.”

“Yes—but where is ‘here’? It could be anywhere—Orléans, Chartres—”

“The Saturn Oracle,” the first voice said. “Where we expected to be.”

The second voice was one I’d never heard—but the first one I knew very well: my agent.

“Rodney?” I said, stepping into the opening. “Roddy, what are you doing there?”

“Sir,” MacLeod said, stepping through the other tourists toward me. “Sir, that area is off-limits to visitors.” He was polite, but firm.

“I heard something. I heard …”

I stopped, not sure how to finish the sentence. The chamber beyond was dark, except for the intrusion of electric light; everyone else had stopped speaking. I stood for a moment longer, but all was quiet except for the incessant whirr of that damn video camera.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought I heard something.”

“I’d be surprised,” the guide answered, smiling. “Those are the crypts. Tradition says that the St Clairs were buried fully armoured, ready to spring to the defence of the chapel—but that’s never happened.”

I smiled as well. It was the easiest course. I was no celebrity—just another tourist.

With the guided portion of the tour done, I made my excuse of a headache and took my leave of Rosslyn Chapel, after buying a guidebook in the gift shop. I don’t think I could get out of there fast enough. Humming that no one else heard; voices in the dark—disquieting, I thought, that’s a good word for it. Not “spooky”—that’s Geraldo for sure.

As I put my car into motion up the lane away from the place, the storm broke, sluicing the area with rain.

• • •

I came home tired and depressed. Not that it mattered, but the guide probably hadn’t recognised me after all. I’d just been a tourist—an ordinary tourist.

I tried to do my reading that night while the rain pounded down and lightning crashed, threatening to take out the power in my flat. It was hard to concentrate, and at last I gave it up as a bad job; there’d be a script, I’d give my lines, and ITV would be happy to have such a fine talent as Ian Graham describing the mystery of Rosslyn Chapel for the conspiracy folk.

How the hell did you let it come to this? I asked myself again as I got ready for bed. I sat up and watched News 24 for a while, but kept finding myself being maudlin and autobiographical.

Ian Graham. Local lad. Born and brought up in Edinburgh, attended chapel at St Giles when I was a wee boy, Bible class and all—“he’ll go far, that Ian,” they always said. For a while they were right.

Edinburgh College of Art. Married to Liz. Radio with the Beeb—reading the headlines for Newshour, then moving on to hosting—then on to Channel 4, dropping in practically at the very top, when Gerard Lamont hired me for Ian and Jan. No one disagreed with that—everyone was scared of Gerard, but he was a good judge of talent.

Locations all over Britain, on the Continent, overseas. Celebrities coming to sit at our little coffee table on air, talking about their latest film, their newest venture. Politicians, philanthropists, rock stars—they all dropped by.

And now Ian Graham would be reading the lines from a Tele-Prompter while they got the light just right on a fifteenth-century puzzle box filled with stone carvings that no one understood.

How the hell was this going to be a vehicle to get Ian bloody Graham back into the spotlight?

It’s not, I told myself. Not a chance. Especially if he keeps talking about himself in the third person.

I snapped the light out, turned off the telly, and went to bed.

• • •

It was some kind of interview, in an ITV boardroom. Seven executives were sitting around a polished wood table, but there was no seat for me. They were dressed like something from a costume drama—The Lion in Winter came to mind—robes with hoods thrown back, beards for the men, head cloths for the women.

They didn’t look happy, and they weren’t even looking at me.

Somewhere in the distance I could hear music. It sounded like the sort of thing my Gran used to favour: Satie or perhaps Poulenc coming from a phonograph.

“It’s obvious that you’ve chosen wrong,” the one in the middle said. “Look at him: he’s obsessed with his own image.”

“Hey,” I began. “That’s a bit over the top—”

“You’re right, of course.” The man to whom the comment was addressed didn’t even seem to hear me. “But he’ll need to rely on his own strength.”

The first man snorted. “It can’t work. It astounds me that you think it can.”

“What won’t work?” I said.

“I know it will. It already has.”

“Only the past is immutable.”

“But this has happened in the past,” the second man protested.

“Not his past,” a woman interrupted. She sat near the end of the table. She was young—twenty-five, perhaps younger, and very attractive.

“I don’t understand,” I said, but it was obvious that I wasn’t even there to them.

“I don’t take your meaning,” the second man said.

“For him, what we believe to be the result has not yet occurred. It is possible that it may never occur.”

“But we know—”

“We know very little,” she said. “We know what we see, but we do not know if this moment is part of what has happened to lead to where we now sit. It is in his hands: all of it. We cannot be sure.”

“What do you propose, then?” the second man asked. “How can we bring this about?”

“He may turn away; he may give up. He may not even complete the task once he starts it. We can only have faith—and hope.”

“He can be told—”

“No,” the first man said finally. “He cannot be told. He must not—it would jeopardise all.” He placed his index and middle fingers to his mouth.

The others followed suit.

The music swelled louder all of a sudden.

“Amoun,” he said, and for the first time looked directly at me—

• • •

At a crash of thunder I woke up in my bed, sweating. The clock at my bedside glowed, showing the time: 0210.

For a moment I considered speed-dialing Rodney, asking him what he was thinking putting me—me!—on this ridiculous programme and what the hell he was doing in the crypts at Rosslyn that afternoon.

“Get a grip,” I said to myself. “Too much caffeine. Too much stress.”

I laughed, and that sounded as hollow as my self-assured comments. Most of my dreams weren’t so memorable.

I felt for the remote and flicked on News 24 again. Tragedies, repetitive weather reports, and meaningless sport flickered across the screen—and at some point I fell into a dreamless sleep.


Chapter 2

The storm had mostly passed the next morning, but there were still hints of it when I awoke, the telly still blaring on. The dream was nothing but a faint bit of undigested anxiety by the time I got out of bed and had my morning coffee, nicotine, and something for my headache.

There was nothing for it but to go forward; I wasn’t going to duck out on the job. Whatever it amounted to, they’d get the best that Ian Graham had to offer.

• • •

A few days passed. ITV sent out a sample script which seemed fine. Rodney took care of the contract details. In the meanwhile, there were no more dreams.

On the day shooting was to start I drove out to the country again, down the lane to the Chapel, and into the car park in a grassy field. As I stepped out I saw someone wave to me.

“Hello,” I said, walking across to the entrance-door. “I’m—”

“Ian Graham,” the man completed my sentence. He shook my hand. “Of course. I’m Rob Madson. Some of your crew is already here, but I’ve been asked to look after you especially.”

“Thank you very much, I’m sure,” I answered. “You don’t need to trouble yourself.”

The voice seemed slightly familiar, but I couldn’t place it—not surprising, considering the number of people I met in my line of work.

Former line of work, I added mentally but shrugged that thought away.

“No trouble at all,” he said, smiling. Rob Madson was a middle-aged man, gone white on the top; glasses framed deep eyes. The smile was something else again—the look of someone who knew a secret he wasn’t sharing. “Rosslyn’s something best experienced with a guide.”

“You know it well, then,” I said. He led me through the gift shop and down a short corridor, handing me a visitor badge with the ITV logo.

“I’m one of the Friends of Rosslyn,” he explained. “I work part-time for the Trust.”

“I was out here a few days past and had a wee tour then,” I said. “The presenter—MacLeod, I think his name was—was quite good; I think we might be able to use him.”

“MacLeod, you said.”

“Yes, that’s right. William, Warren, something like that. Tall fellow.”

Madson looked thoughtful for a moment but didn’t comment further. He didn’t follow up as we passed through the gift shop. We stepped through the doorway and onto the path, and there stood the Abbey before us once again.

“Remarkable, isn’t it?” Madson said.

I’d seen it before, but the light seemed different—the day was overcast, but there wasn’t fog toward Mountmarle and the castle; I concentrated on what it would look like on screen. I’d stand there, and we’d need the light over here … “Yes,” I finally said.

“Shall I give you the usual tour, or did you get enough of that?”

“No, that’s all right. I’ve done some reading also.” I’d gotten enough of the “usual tour” the previous time out.

Madson shrugged, with a small additional smile. “Let’s go in, then.”

• • •

Through the north door again.

Inside was all abuzz. The ITV crew was there already. They hadn’t set up equipment, but a production man was pacing it off, measuring with his light-metre; a younger tech was standing near the front, bent over a laptop that he’d set up on a stone altar. I noticed Rob Madson catching sight of this and frowning.

“Graham!” I heard from across the nave. “About damn time you got here.” Madson seemed to flinch a little bit; it bothered me at the time too, for reasons I couldn’t explain.

David MacDougal, ITV’s Production VP for Scotland, was making a beeline across toward where my guide and I stood. He seemed heedless of anyone else there. Most of the ITV folks were trying to keep out of the way of the tourists and visitors, but MacDougal wasn’t having any of that. I’d met him years ago—a fairly typical media exec, a climber. Still, he had a good track record; it was one of the things that Roddy had used to convince me this was a good idea after all.

“I was told ten o’clock,” I began to say, but MacDougal wasn’t interested in that either. He rolled his eyes.

“We only have a few days to shoot,” he said, sounding exasperated. “Studio One sat on this for long enough and now I’m behind schedule. There are already enough problems without prima donnas. All right, you’re here now. Had a look at the script?”

“Yes, it seemed fine—”

“You’ve met Madson, I see,” he interrupted.

“Just now.”

He grabbed my elbow and steered me a few metres away and said in a stage whisper, “Don’t let him get started, for God’s sake. Mystical claptrap. My script man has done a little revising for you—take a look at it. We’ll take a break in a couple of hours and go over the idea. Think you can manage it?”

Think you can be more insulting? I thought, but shook my head. “No problem, Mac.” Only his friends called him Mac, but I didn’t care.

He gave me a look meant to peel paint, then shrugged. “All right. Get a look at the script edits and we’ll meet—let’s say twelve noon in the trailer. Suit you?”

“Brilliant.”

He nodded, gave a last look at Madson, and moved off toward the baptistry, shouting for some other victim.

Madson came over to stand by me. “He’s been here since early morning. He thinks this is a sound stage with carvings, but it’s the Collegiate Chapel of St Matthew, or was meant to be.”

“Has he shown you the script, Mr Madson?”

“Rob’s fine.”

“Rob.”

“I only got a brief look. I don’t think there will be anything in it that will surprise you, Mr Graham.”

“Ian.”

He smiled again; a stray bit of sunlight found its way out from the lowering clouds and passed through the stained-glass of St Matthew in the northeast corner.

“Mr MacDougal has prepared a fairly standard hour of television programming, as far as I can tell. Best-sellers have put Rosslyn in the public consciousness, but it’s been a significant place for hundreds of years.”

“The Templar treasure,” I said.

“Oh, yes, that,” he replied, adjusting his spectacles. “All the tales about the Templars that got away from the Inquisition, coming up here and helping Robert the Bruce win at Bannockburn … the Grail’s supposed to be buried here, you know. The Grail, the head of John the Baptist, the Ark of the Covenant—here.”

We had begun to walk toward the east end of the nave on the north aisle, and he stopped me with a gesture a pace from the Mason Pillar—the straight one, not the Apprentice Pillar on the other side. I’d gotten a good look at that yesterday, and in any case it was presently under scrutiny by two dozen tourists.

“Stamp your foot here,” he said. “Gently.” He pointed to a place where the carpet had been rolled back a bit to accommodate one of the ITV techs.

I did as he asked; there was a reassuring, solid sound.

“Good,” he said. He pointed to a spot only a metre or so beyond, in the north aisle to the left of the Pillar. “Now try it here.”

I stamped and immediately understood: the sound was hollow and quite different.

“Crypts?”

“Oh, yes,” he answered. “At the very least. A number of St Clairs—the lairds of Rosslyn, the ones who built this place”—he gestured—“are buried down there. But there’s more.”

This must be what Mac was trying to warn me away from. It wasn’t likely to make it to the screen, but I was intrigued—there might be a hook there to help make the presentation more interesting.

“What else?”

“Good question, Ian. Good question indeed. The Earl of Rosslyn isn’t inclined to let us scan, and we’re not going to go digging it up. But there’s a transverse hollow corridor running from just near the sacristy”—he pointed to where the steps led down—“to just beyond the north wall. Could be more graves, could be treasure—hard to say.”

“That’s where the ‘Keep Out’ sign is placed?”

“Well, yes. Can’t have people tramping about in there. I don’t expect you’ll have any need, and I don’t believe the Earl would grant permission.”

“Still, someone’s working in there.”

“Oh, aye?” he said, looking at me curiously.

“I was here a few days ago. While I was down in the sacristy I heard voices.”

Rob Madson gave me a searching look then said, “It was probably an acoustic trick—someone outside on the grounds. The Earl doesn’t permit anyone down there.”

“I know I heard something.”

Rob smiled slightly, just as the tour guide had done at my first visit. No one heard humming; no one heard voices from the crypt—no one but Ian bloody Graham.

“Rosslyn has an effect on people,” Rob said quietly. “It’s an unusual place.”

I wasn’t going to get a definite answer—it was something to file away. The reporter part of me wanted to get to the bottom of it. The rest of me just decided to move on.

“I have a question for you,” I said after a moment. “I understand that this building was intended to be only a part of a larger one and it was never completed. But … why build it here? It’s a good distance from the castle, not terribly convenient for a collegiate chapel at all.”

“William St Clair chose this spot for a reason,” he said. “Like so many holy places, Rosslyn Chapel is built upon another, earlier place. If the Templars did come here, they chose this place for a reason as well.”

“There was a pagan temple here?”

“Almost certainly. And in the Celtic tradition, even more so than in the Roman one, there’s a remarkable amount of syncretism. You see it all over the Isles, including my native Tiree. There are countless sanctified places that were holy long before Columba reached Iona.” He placed his hand on the Master’s Pillar, touching it almost reverently. “You see, Ian, the new religion doesn’t replace the old—it molds it to a new shape. As you walk around this place look at the walls, the pillars, the ceilings. Green men, nature symbolism, pagan emblems. Even the dimensions of the place have meaning.”

We had been looking up at the St Matthew stained glass—a beautiful piece of work, but a recent one, I knew. All of the original work had been swept away by the Reformation in its usual dour and efficient manner. Now Rob Madson turned around to look south, along the Lady Chapel—the portion of the church separated from the main area by the three great pillars.

“Look up there,” he said, pointing to the ceilings. I could see the stone light fixtures—pendant bosses: I’d learned the term from my reading—hanging down from the place where four arched supports met. Each arch was decorated with hundreds of boxlike projections and an assortment of carvings and decorations—animal and human figures, angels and devils, nature emblems and Green men.

“Extraordinary,” I managed.

“Unlike anything else,” he said. “There are countless numbers of places of worship, holy places, all across Europe and the world. But this is different, Ian. This is not merely a work of art: it’s a text written in stone. More than that—it’s a song.”

“I don’t understand. A song?”

“Look round the arches. There are seven slightly different shapes for those boxes. There are seven notes in the scale. In fact, if you’ve a good ear, you could strike each of them and hear a slightly different sound.

“Now imagine if all of them—there are more than fourteen hundred—were arranged as music. It intrigued the young man over there”—he gestured to the tech with the laptop—“enough that he’s set some sort of computer programme to sort them out. I wish him good luck—that’s been sought for generations.”

“What’s been sought after? The pattern of the song? What is it, ‘Jerusalem’? ‘And did those feet in ancient times …’”

I was trying to be lighthearted; years on daytime telly will do that for you. This was an important subject for Rob Madson—he might well have tried to talk to MacDougal about it. God knows what Mac had told him; probably to shut up and do his job.

Rob smiled politely but I could see that I’d touched a nerve. It was the sort of moment we edited out.

“I’m sorry,” I said after a moment.

“Don’t trouble yourself,” Madson said, still smiling.

“Why is the song important, Rob?”

“It’s the healing music of Rosslyn,” Madson said softly, looking away from me as if he were trying to remember something.

“I don’t think that was in my briefing.”

“No, it wouldn’t be,” he said. “But if it could be found …”

“What happens then?”

“It heals the world.”

“What does that mean?”

Madson didn’t answer. Our attention was drawn away by the tech working at his laptop, who said something under his breath that didn’t bear speaking aloud in a church.

We walked toward him. As I approached the centre line, I again felt the beginnings of that same hum I’d heard yesterday. I hesitated; my guide seemed not to notice.

The tech looked up at me angrily—then his face softened.

“I’m sorry, I thought you were Mr MacDougal. You’re Ian Graham, aren’t you?”

“I certainly used to be.” I had a brief warm feeling—it was good to be recognised.

“I’m Sean Ross. I got out here a bit after eight, but there’s nothing for me to do until they’ve blocked everything out. I was admiring the Lady Chapel, and Mr Madson was kind enough to provide me with some information.”

“About the …” I lowered my voice, “‘healing music’?” I didn’t want Mac to think that I’d let Rob Madson “get started.”

“It’s an interesting mathematical problem,” Ross answered. “There are a number of different ways the song could be arranged: a simple sequence of notes, or more likely something much more complicated. I thought perhaps it would work as a motet or a rondeau.”

I smiled. That wasn’t in the briefing either.

“Mr Ross studied music,” Madson explained. “He seemed to be keen on this little puzzle. Royal Scottish Academy, wasn’t it? And St Mary’s too.”

Ross smiled. “Except I can’t get the damn thing to run,” he said. “My laptop keeps crashing. I can’t explain it—it’s brand new.” He shrugged, a helpless slave of technology.

“Perhaps it’s where you’ve placed it,” Madson offered.

Ross frowned. He adjusted its position slightly on the altar. I could see that the machine was picking up a wireless signal from somewhere but not very efficiently.

“I mean …” Madson gestured toward the far end of the chapel, toward the Victorian baptistry attached to the west end of the building.

“Oh. I see. Faraday cage,” Ross said cryptically. He closed the laptop and picked it up, carrying it with him as he walked down the centre aisle.

Madson watched him go, then carefully adjusted the altar cloth where the machine had been placed. Then he looked at me and stamped softly with his foot—a hollow sound.

“You think …”

“What I think is not as important as what I believe, Ian. Come, look at this.” He walked over to the south aisle; for just a moment I caught David MacDougal’s eye—he looked impatient and annoyed at his current victim. The humming grew in intensity and then diminished. I wanted to stop my guide and ask him about it, but I also wanted to see everything he had to show me before Mac decided to throw his weight about—there might not be time for it later.

We turned to face the sacristy steps. Madson gestured to a horizontal stone beam—an architrave, the guide book had said; I mentally patted myself on the back—with faint script writing on a scroll ribbon, interspersed with elm- and oak-leaf carvings.

“What does it say?”

“‘Forte est vinu. Fortior est rex. Fortiores sunt mulieres: sup om vincit veritas.’“

“Strong wine,” I ventured. “Uh …” Latin was a long way in the rear-view. “The king is strong … and something about truth winning.”

“Not quite full marks, but well done,” Rob said. “The actual translation is ‘Wine is strong. The king is stronger. Women are stronger still: but truth conquers all.’ It’s from Esdras: one of the books of the New Testament that the Council of Nicaea voted out. It describes Darius’ challenge of wisdom. The words are attributed to Zerubbabel, the Jewish prince who led the people of Israel out from Babylonian exile to the Holy Land to rebuild the Temple.

“Truth,” Rob Madson said, looking directly at me. “Rosslyn is a destination. Not just for tourists and television producers, but pilgrims. And others.”

“They bring seashells from Spain.”

“Yes,” Rob said. “That’s where the pilgrimage begins.” He looked at me thoughtfully, almost as if he was looking at me for the first time.

I was distracted by a snatch of music: a soft piping and a gentle brush of a hand on harp strings.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“What’s what?”

“That music.” I heard it again: a regular theme, with embellishments working their way into and out of it—rather like the carvings around the scroll. It was probably one of Ross’s motets or rondeaux or something.

“I don’t hear any music,” Madson said. “Where—”

“From the baptistry, I think,” I said, and began to walk down the south aisle. I could see Sean Ross sitting on a stone projection with the computer in his lap, completely absorbed by something. Madson walked alongside me, and people seemed to flow out of our way as we traveled the length of the church to the west entrance.

The baptistry, I knew, was not part of the original building or the original plan; it had been added in the 1880s, in part to accommodate the organ. As we stepped across the threshold the music seemed to swell: it was playing continuously now. and even though I was directly in line with the centre aisle of the church, I wasn’t hearing the hum.

I seemed to be the only person who could hear any of it.

“Take a look at this,” Ross said, turning the laptop to face me. Whatever programme he was running—some sort of mathematical modeling software, from the look of it—was building up a regular arrangement of cubes in three dimensions in a variety of different colours.

“I—I don’t—” I began to say, but the music filled my ears. Neither Ross nor Madson nor any of the threescore other people in the Chapel seemed to notice anything.

Beyond the west door the sky was dark. I felt, rather than heard, a rumble of thunder.

The model continued to build, block upon block, as the melody became more complex. In the baptistry there were two stained-glass windows, one on either hand: one of an airman, some St Clair killed in the Second World War, as I recalled; and the second of St Francis, dedicated in honour of another member of the family. As I glanced at them, details jumped out at me and seemed to move of their own accord: the wings on the airman’s helmet, the woodland animals to either side of Francis.

“Truth,” I heard—perhaps aloud, perhaps in my head. “Truth conquers all.”

The last thing I saw was Rob Madson, looking curiously at me as I fell into nothing.


Chapter 3

I could stIll hear music when I began to wake up. It wasn’t quite the same, and it was being interrupted by a steady drum of rain outside.

Storm must’ve broken, I thought, then added, Passing out on the first day of work—that’ll help my prospects.

“Ian.” I didn’t open my eyes. My head was pounding—maybe I’d hit it on the stone floor when I fell.

I could feel something digging into my back, and there was a smell nearby—something like an open septic tank. Maybe there was some sort of works project being done.

“Ian,” the voice said again—Rob Madson, my guide. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

“MacDougal can wait. Can someone get me a coffee? And maybe some—” I couldn’t come up with the word: I wanted to say aspirin or ibuprofen. “I’ve got some in the car. What happened? Did I …” I put one hand to my head and stretched the other one out.

Five seconds later I was sitting bolt upright, eyes open. Something—a smelly, wet dog, actually—had done a pretty solid job of slobbering all over my hand.

“Did we lose power or something? And where am I?”

Rob Madson came into view. He was dressed for play acting from the look of it: a knee-length robe and sandals, and he’d got a few weeks’ growth of beard, maybe from some overzealous makeup artist. He wasn’t wearing his glasses either.

“Are you feeling all right, Ian?”

“I’m … I could use a coffee. Even a bottle of Irn-Bru would do—to pick me up. I feel like I’ve been asleep for a week. Did I hit my head on something?”

“That’d explain it.” He knelt down next to me and began pressing on my forehead. The beard growth came with several days’ stink from his body; I felt like I hadn’t recently had a wash either.

“Get off,” I said, pushing him away and hauling myself to my feet. Five seconds after that I was flat on my arse with an even more pounding headache; the ceiling couldn’t have been quite much more than five feet high. My dog friend was making free with my hand again; I pulled it away and he shuffled away to find someone else.

“Watch your head,” Rob said, smiling. He reached for a robe like his own and tossed it to me.

“You think this is funny? Wait until I talk to MacDougal about this,” I snapped, pulling myself up. “I’m still the star of this programme.” I reached down for my mobile—and found that I wasn’t wearing anything but a pair of loose shorts.

I swung my legs onto the floor and looked at him. “Where’s my gear? My—” I wanted to say mobile or PDA, but again couldn’t come up with the words. “My wallet?”

Rob looked baffled. “Your pack’s over there, lad.” He gestured toward a dim corner of the room. “Now put on your robe and let’s go. I don’t want to miss Matins. Not today.”

I picked up the robe; it looked as if it hadn’t been washed since Maggie Thatcher’s time. As I sat there for a moment and came to myself, I took a look at my surroundings.

I’d been asleep on some sort of straw mat in the middle of an airless, foul-smelling barn three-quarters filled with mats, the remaining quarter filled with dogs and piles of possessions—packs and such. What light there was came from a few dim, flickering torches. It was as if I’d been kidnapped by Walkabout Scotland.

“What happened? Did we lose power?” I repeated. There still had been no answers.

He looked at me curiously. “I don’t know head or tail of what you’re talking about. Now will you get dressed?” He turned and squatted down, rummaging in a pack—the one he’d said was mine.

“I don’t know what this is about,” I said, getting myself to my feet and keeping my head low as I went over to stand beside him. “Where are we?”

Rob didn’t answer. He turned and produced a rope belt to go with the robe and thrust it into my hands, then pointed to a pair of sandals on the floor nearby. The pack and the clothing didn’t look like anything I owned.

There was no sign of MacDougal or the tech crew; I was in strange underwear in near-darkness in a smelly barn. The only thing I recognised was the man next to me—my guide at Rosslyn Chapel—who was next thing to a complete stranger.

“I’m not going to put this bloody thing on,” I said, holding it out at arm’s length.

“Well, they won’t let you in without it,” he said, not turning.

“But my clothes—”

“This will do, lad. No one will be looking at you in any case.”

At least the robe looked like it would cover me. I began to pull it over my head. As I did, I felt beard growth on my own face.

I had no idea why I was here. This was some sort of weird dream or some very nasty practical joke—and at some point I wouldn’t feel like playing along. At that moment, I needed coffee and something for my head and wasn’t getting either.

“Why don’t you want to be late today?”

“This is St James’ Day, you lackwit,” I heard Rob say. “Don’t you remember? That’s why we’re here.”

• • •

We came out of the building onto a wide field. The moon was just above the horizon, cloaked by clouds, and I could see that our building was one of a number of hostels, or maybe barracks was a better term, lining an avenue that climbed from a river to a fortified wall. There was a crowd of dozens—perhaps hundreds—of people dressed as we were, climbing the hill through the mud and the rain to a wide gate in the wall, open to admit us.

I was still a bit groggy. It felt like a dream as Rob and I moved with the crowd toward the gate to the deep sound of a bell.

I could hear the music more clearly now: two or three distinct themes wound their way in and out of each other, but it was all voices: no instruments at all. The underlying theme hinted at the music I’d heard at Rosslyn.

The healing music, Rob had called it. I wanted to stop and ask him about that, but had all I could do to put my feet straight and not slip.

“Have they decided to make this some sort of costume drama?” I finally managed as we passed through the gate and into what looked like a medieval city.

There were a couple of bonfires lit in a great plaza, illuminating a few very large buildings, one to the left and one in front of us. It was to that one that the crowd was moving. In the flicker of the firelight, I could see a strange expression on Rob’s face.

This is a pretty strange dream so far, I thought. What the hell did I say now?

I was still half-asleep. Thinking back later, I wondered that I hadn’t pressed further. It might have done me no good, and I suppose that I might have been taken for a witch—or worse. Shrugging, I touched my head, pretending that I hadn’t said whatever it was. Rob looked away.

“They’ll have started Matins already—we’ll go through the west door along with everyone else. A few Poor Knight initiates weren’t going to get much of a view anyway.”

Poor Knight, I thought, and looked down at the half-sodden wool robe I was wearing: a plain brown thing secured by a rope belt.

“I don’t understand.”

He pulled me a few feet out of the press. Two men just behind cursed as they were forced to step around me; the rain continued to pelt down. “Templars who haven’t taken their vows have very little leverage here, lad, no matter what you’ve been told. This is Santiago, and this is St James’ Day. Now let’s get in there before Terce, all right?”

Templars.

He turned and walked away: I continued to stand there, trying to understand what he’d just said. He was ten feet away when he realised I wasn’t walking next to him.

“Ian?”

“Rob, did you say we’re in Santiago?” The shells sitting in the alcove of Rosslyn’s sacristy came to mind.

“Yes. And we’re standing in the rain. I’m getting wetter by the minute, and I’d rather be in a nice dry sanctuary. Come on.”

“Santiago? As in Spain?”

“Spain.” He repeated the word as if he’d never said it before. “This is Galicia. About as far west as you can go before stepping into the western ocean.”

“I didn’t sign on for this. I don’t know what’s going on—I’m—”

“You’re what?” he said, holding his hand above his face to shield it from the rain. “What is it?”

“How did I get here?”

Rob wiped his hands on the front of his robe. “Don’t you know?”

“I—I can’t remember.” I listened to my voice, then tried to concentrate on Rob’s voice.

He stepped close. “You and that Asturian, La Rosa, walked in here yesterday afternoon from Cintra. I thought you weren’t going to make it, but you got here just before the weather broke.”

“The last thing I remember is standing next to you in the baptistry in Rosslyn, watching that—” I wanted to say computer programme. Again no words.

“Never heard of the place.”

He grabbed my elbow and began to march me across the plaza toward the church, its summit lost in the smoke from the bonfires. “I think the heat’s got to you, lad. You’re a long way from your home in Edinburgh. Of course, I’m a long way from Tiree, but unlike myself, you haven’t done any tours of Outremer to get you used to the heat. Whatever happened yesterday in there”—he gestured toward the church—“we’re going to sort it out inside.”

He didn’t seem to be in the mood to argue; I was in no shape to protest, so I kept silent. If this wasn’t another strange dream, then someone had gone to great lengths to set this up: the costumes, the players, the stink: and they were going to get top shelf Ian Graham. Professionalism would let me do no less—that and the hope of steady work in the spotlight.

I shrugged and let him lead me along. But something about the conversation still bothered me—and as we entered the church I realised what it was.

Not a word of our conversation had been in English.

I couldn’t place the language—it sounded like French, but it was nothing like the French I’d learned in school. If this was a practical joke, someone had gone to a lot of trouble. If David MacDougal had decided to go the costume drama route without telling him, I had Rodney on my mobile’s speed dial—assuming I could lay my hands on it—and between the two of us we’d rip Mac’s head from his shoulders, regardless of the consequence.

On the other hand, if this was just a vivid dream, I’d suddenly developed the sort of imagination that leads to blockbuster movies and novels that come in threes.

There hadn’t been any Templars, no real Templars, in seven hundred years. They were driven into hiding or burned at the stake. Something happened with the King of France. I reached for my PDA to look it up on the Net—but the robe didn’t have any pockets: no cash, no PDA, no mobile either.

This is crazy, I thought.

“Galicia,” I said, as others hurried in ahead of us and pressing in behind. “On St James’ Day.”

“That’s right,” Rob said. “St James’ Day, in this year of Grace thirteen hundred and seven. Any other questions?”

You could’ve knocked me over with a feather. I’m sure that if he hadn’t been holding on to me I would have fallen down. As it was, there was quite a press for the middle of the night.

“Uh,” I said. “1307.”

It was a third explanation I hadn’t even considered. I was actually in the fourteenth century. No, I thought. They don’t really believe that and neither do I. But we were speaking French, or something like.

What in hell was happening?

“Yes. Now be quiet. I want to hear.” He craned his neck and stood up straight, looking over the crowd in front of us down the main aisle of the church.

“Haud your wheesht, child,” my Gran used to say when she was fairly worked up. It sounded no more strange than the French, or whatever it was, we were speaking.

Without anything else to say, I hauded my wheesht and listened.

Two lines of monks were entering the great church by the north door, singing solemnly as they went. The air was rank with sweat, with a vague overscent of sweet incense; it didn’t smell like St Giles or any other Presbyterian kirk I’d ever been in. But the voices … unaccompanied by instruments, they sounded angelic.

Annua gaudia Jacobe debita Sunt tibi danda. Organa dulcia Conveniencia Sunt resonanda.

At least at the moment, I seemed to have a good command of Latin to go with the French—or whatever it was—I was speaking with Rob, so I could make out the meaning: “James,” the monks sang, “each year we rejoice in praise of you. Sweet instruments will play in harmony.” The language was Galician, I knew—though I had no idea how I could possibly know that. I could hear a few of the pilgrims singing along quietly as the procession made its way into the nave.

Maybe something got slipped into my coffee, I thought. What was going on around me was very believable.

Very real.

“Sorry I’m late,” someone said nearby. Another pilgrim, dressed as we were, elbowed his way toward our place—and I recognised him as well: it was Sean Ross, but with a scraggly beard and long greasy hair tied in a queue.

“Did you—” I began, startled. “What about the—” I tried again, but couldn’t come up with the words. I had no idea what to say to him, but at least he was something else familiar.

Rob looked back at him and scowled. “I’m surprised you made it at all,” he said quietly, crossing his arms.

“Oh, wouldn’t miss it,” Sean said. “They’re going to do all of the Cantigas between now and Vespers.”

“Cantigas?” I asked. “Sean, what’s—”

A hand cuffed me on the head and I turned angrily, but noticed the hand was attached to a pilgrim who stood close on seven feet tall and must have weighed twenty stone. He made the international gesture for quiet, followed by a few other equally understandable international gestures about what would happen to me if I didn’t hold my tongue, then serenely turned his attention back to the singing.

• • •

It went on, song after song in that lyrical language, until watery grey light began to filter through the high windows at the east end of the sanctuary. Every so many songs—it was hard to tell, since they seemed to meld one into another—there seemed to be one song particularly in praise of the Virgin Mary. That too was a long way from my good kirk upbringing, and I was at a loss to know how I recognised them.

Finally at some unseen signal we all began to filter out into the pre-dawn. Smells of cooking wafted across the plaza, mixing with all of the other odours, and I suddenly felt very hungry. If I had any cash, it was back at the hostel. I had no idea whether I did or not.

Fortunately Rob provided for all three of us. We walked out into the morning light, and he steered us to the right and into a wider plaza where the great cathedral stretched along one long side. It was filled with vendors of all kinds, along with entertainers, beggars, and folk going to and fro on errands. It was rather like the Canongate during the Fringe, but with animals and without electronics.

Rob strolled along the food-sellers until he found one that satisfied him, and held up three fingers. After a few words in Galician and an exchange of coin, he handed a sort of fried pie to each of us and took one for himself. We found a spot off to the side of the plaza to sit and eat our breakfast.
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