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Chapter 1 – Monday, 17 June
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 Not yet 8:30, and the morning was bathwater warm and nearly as moist. It'd be tropical by 

noon. I could feel the shirt sticking to my back as I pedalled along the Grange Road, despite 

letting the bike's electric motor do more than its fair share of the work in the, apparently vain, 

hope of arriving reasonably fresh. 

I had dressed for the tropical weather, shirt, trousers, and a loose cravat. Still, I knew I was 

pushing it. Professor Everett Blake, my supervising professor and the Cavendish director, was 

known as an icon of “tra” (traditional) dress, with little tolerance for “mod” (modern/casual) 

dress in general, and certainly not for the first day of a post doc appointment. However, as a 

newly minted Ph.D., I felt the need to draw a trivial line in the sand to mark my transition from 

student to scholar. My casual attire would annoy him, but I've been doing that for years – even 

when I wasn't trying. Viewed in that light, it could be seen as maintaining a tradition, a very tra 

thing to do.

Slipping in and out of leafy shade and milky sunlight, dodging trails of horse apples left by 

the early morning farm drays, I passed the ivy covered walls, green hedges, open fields, old 

houses, and colleges that lined my familiar path to the Cavendish Lab. A thin stream of bikes 

and rickshaw delivery vans flowed in both directions – students,  the occasional professor, 

office clerks, and shop workers, dressed in an eclectic mix of mod and tra. All very familiar, but 

today, subtly different as well. I’d been a student for as long as I could remember, and now, I 

wasn’t. It seemed a bit strange. Yet I was certain that Professor Blake would cure me of any 

illusion that I wasn't still a student and I'd soon be back in the old groove. Subtly different or 

not, I was glad to be back, not the least because Penny was here completing her own post doc 



project.

I turned down Adams Road. The two tall windmills at the far end of Trinity Old Field stood 

idle. However, with the day's abundance of sunlight for the solar roof panels, they could take 

the day off. And so, with such idle musings, I slipped through a summer's morning, never 

suspecting that my comfortable plans and day dreams were about to become undone.

I’d come up from London yesterday afternoon, out of Kings Cross – locomotive numbered 

NBE371, a 4-6-2 New Britannia class, pulling four Mark 3 coaches to Peterborough. Then a 2-

6-4T numbered NBL 421 pulling a pair of reworked articulated cars to Cambridge – sorry, an 

old habit. You’d think that between school and working in the family’s green houses, I would 

have found better things to do in my little free time growing up than watching the trains out of 

Kings Cross and St Pancreas go by. But no.

I'd spent the past three weeks in London lounging about – recovering from a gruelling year 

of lab work, writing, and then defending my thesis. During my research I’d run across several 

unexpected, but promising, aspects that I had turned a blind eye to in order to get my thesis 

written. I wanted to give them a closer look, but doubting I'd have the chance as a new hire in 

either industry or government, I gratefully accepted Blake’s offer of a year’s post doc study to 

thoroughly explore them. And, as I’ve mentioned, Penny would be working in the lab until 

December, as well.

A short jog at the end of Adams Road and then up the narrow path between  the sports 

fields, with more idle windmills, and I was home. That is to say, I'd reached the Cavendish 

Lab, where I’d spent more nights in the past year than I’d spent in my digs. It certainly felt like 

home.

With fifteen minutes to spare, I locked my bike, took off my straw boater to wipe the sweat 

from my brow and found some shade in front of the Lab. I was in no hurry to go in. Electricity 

is prioritized for the various labs, so during these tropical outbreaks, air conditioning in the 

offices was little more than a rumour. And since the office windows have yet to be retrofitted 

to open, it'd likely be beastly hot inside. I was, however, tempted to slip down into the bowels 

of the labs and say a quick hello to Penny. But then, likely as not,  I’d end up late for my 

appointment. Blake first, then Penny.
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Vera waved me into Professor Blake’s office precisely at nine. He was sitting behind a large 

bare desk with a small fan silently whirling off to one side. Blake is a tall black man who always 



dresses in black – black suits, homburg hats, ties, shoes and socks, and when required, a black 

academic gown. The white of his shirt collar peeking out of his black vest simply highlights the 

blackness of ‘The Rave’. In the sweltering heat of his office, he'd taken off his suit coat and 

perhaps even loosened his tie, but otherwise was as cool and as black as ever.

‘Good morning, Professor Blake,’ I said cheerfully, determined to put my best foot forward. 

He waved me to the chair.  ‘Good morning,  Doctor Say.’  Leave it  to Blake to make that 

‘doctor’ sound ironic. 

I smiled and sat down. No matter how he said it, I was Doctor Say now, and I liked the 

sound of it.

We had a curious relationship. As director of the Cavendish, he could've foisted me off on 

some poor professor if he had wanted to. But he hadn't. Once I realized this, I was able to 

disregard his sarcasm and irritation, and occasionally even courted it. Though it's not for me 

to say, I think he sees enough promise in me to put up with me, however grudgingly. That is, 

anyway, the theory I operate under.

‘I trust you enjoyed your holiday,’ he continued drily.

‘I’m caught up on sleep, and I’m anxious to get to work.’

‘Ah, yes. I’m afraid there's been a slight change of plans...’

‘Oh?’ I said guardedly. This was vintage Blake, and I was determined not to rise to the bait.

‘Due  to  circumstances  beyond  my  control...'   he  continued.  (Nothing  involving  the 

Cavendish is beyond his control.)

'I'm afraid I can't find the lab space to accommodate your work until fall. However, I don’t 

see this as impacting your project to any great extent. And, as it happens, I've another project 

for you, in the meanwhile.’

‘Oh?’ I said, determined to remain as cool as Blake. 

‘Yes. Ian Mackenzie, Lord Learmonte, is an old friend of mine. And, as I’m sure you know, 

owner of NuEnG Technologies Ltd, a firm you'd certainly be fortunate to work for once you're 

finished here.'

‘Why, yes, of course,’ I assured him.

‘Well, it seems that he’s reached the time in his life when he feels the need to leave his 

personal mark on world. By which I mean, he’s decided to fund the construction of a research 

facility for nano-technology with his name attached to it – The Learmonte New Technology 

Centre. He's now exploring where to build it. His title is Scottish and half of his facilities are in 

Scotland. However, he has dual citizenship with plants here in England as well. As it happens, 

he doesn’t get along with the University of Glasgow, the most likely Scottish university, and so, 

being a graduate of Cambridge, and, as I said, an old friend, we're high on his list. However, 



NuEnG Tech has facilities in Oxford so it'd make sense to locate alongside them as well.  So, 

you see, our prospects are far from certain. I'm determined to do whatever is necessary to land 

his research centre.’

‘Why,  yes,  of  course.’  Clearly,  the fix  was in,  so  I  added generously,  ‘I’d be glad to  do 

anything I could to help you.’

‘Of course,' he nodded. 'And as it happens, there is something you can do. After his formal 

presentation last week, he took me aside and asked me to find a bright grad student to do 

some research for him – on an informal basis. He'd provide a grant to the university with the 

informal understanding that those funds would pay for a student to work on his project. He 

made  it  clear  that  his  connection  to  this  project  was  to  be  strictly  undisclosed.  The  link 

between this project and his research centre was, of course, unstated, but clear. I don’t have a 

bright grad student readily on hand, but I do have you. And I believe you’ll do. I need not state 

the advantages of working directly for a possible future employer, and by offering him a nano 

materials physicist,  I  hope to demonstrate my commitment to making his research centre 

happen here.’

It actually sounded promising, which made me nervous. 'This'll be only for the summer, 

right? I'm anxious to get to the work I outlined in my proposal.'

'It's my impression it'll not take a great deal of time. You should easily complete it over the 

summer. And I'll commit to assuring you that you'll have all the time you need to pursue your 

project afterwards.'

If I cared to work 16 hours a day.

'In that case, sir, I'd be delighted to hear what Lord Learmonte has to offer.'

Which earned me a cold glare. 

'You'll be delighted to do exactly what I tell you to do. We're meeting Learmonte today at 

the college for lunch at twelve sharp. I've booked a private room. You will be in attendance 

and  you  will  be  properly  dressed  for  this  meeting,  knowing  how  important  it  is  to  your 

university. And your future.'

'Yes sir,' I said, not that I had a choice.

'Right. Until noon then,' he said, dismissing me. 

I didn't linger. Blake was merely a means to an end, and the end was Penny.
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I found her working in the lab. Grabbing a stool, I set it down next to her and seating myself 

on it said, 'Good morning, Doctor Lee. You're looking awfully fine this morning. Glad to see 

me?'

'Morning Say. No.' she said without looking up. Then with a little sideways glance, added, 

'Perhaps.'

I smiled. I'd take “Perhaps.” 'Well, I missed you, terribly. Couldn't wait to get back. Miss 

me?

'Did I miss a grouchy, short tempered, unwashed, and dishevelled fellow with whom I had 

to share a tiny office for months on end? No.'

'Sorry. You're a saint. I know you had to put up with a lot and I'm here to make amends. I'm 

back, rested, washed, and my old sunny self. And I want you to know that I fully intended to 

treat you to a dim sum feast on the river today, at my expense. Unfortunately, The Rave has 

ordered me to lunch with him and Lord Learmonte today. Some favour he wants me to do for 

Learmonte concerning the nano-tech centre,' I said airily, 'So I'm afraid I'll have to postpone 

our picnic until tomorrow, though I should be free tonight...'

'I've a great deal of work to finish up, Sandy. I don't have time for picnics on the river and I 

often work late.'

'Don't be bitter, Penny. Tomorrow, I promise. And I'll let steamed pork buns do my talking. 

I know how they speak to you. We'll picnic tomorrow,' I replied, unconcerned. 'Now, what do 

you know about Learmonte and the project I'm being roped into?' Penny Lee was a Blake 

favourite and was almost certainly in the know.

'First  I'm  hearing of  it,'  she  said glancing over  to  me.  'I've  heard about  the nano-tech 

centre, of course, but nothing about any need for a post doc.'

'Really? You mean I'll get to tell you something you actually don't know?'

'Stranger things have happened in the world,' she laughed, but neither of us believed that. 

'I really should congratulate you on your doctorate, Sandy. I'm very proud of you.'

'Thank you. But if you haven't gotten me anything yet, I could make a few suggestions...'

'Thanks for reminding me. I meant to print out a card. Here, let me write it down so I don't 

forget again...'

'I'd something else in mind,' I admitted lightly. Just testing the waters.

'I'm sure you did,' she replied just as lightly, but with a look that said there were sharks in it. 

'Just don't let that Ph.D. cloud your judgement. Okay?'

'Promise. But come now, Penny, you must admit that I've been pretty faithful in keeping up 

my end of the bargain these last two and a half years. I hope you'll be open minded now that 

our situations have changed... I mean, being no longer students and all.'



'Sandy, I don't think being students has anything to do with it... But I'll be open minded,' 

she said with a sigh, 'Now run along and let me work. You can tell me all about your holiday 

and your lunch with Lord Learmonte later, maybe over dinner.'

'That'd be grand. I'll drop by after lunch and we'll make definite plans.' Which, believe it or 

not, was a major victory.

Penelope Lee Ph.D. is a beautiful woman. Small, slim, elegantly exotic and very, very smart 

in every sense of the word. We'd been lovers. Which, if  you know me, and her, I'll  readily 

admit is hard to believe. She's gotten over it. I haven't. We'd started our grad work in the same 

year, in the same field, under the same supervising professor. We found we worked so well 

together and everything was just so right, so that in time we became lovers as well, which also 

seemed so right. But at the start of the following school year she said we could no longer be 

lovers, just friends, and only if I was mature enough to deal with that. I wasn't, of course. But 

after several months of sharing a small office without saying more than two or three words to 

each other per day, I matured enough to realize that a friendship was better than nothing. I 

promised not to bring up loving her and we were once more friends and collaborators in our 

studies  and  research.  We  still  worked  well  together  –  cooperating  on  projects  and  co-

authoring two papers. So well together in fact, that it's hard to imagine working without her. 

I'm still  in love with her,  but  she's  also my best friend which makes loving her a curious 

combination of torture and pleasure. 

I left her to her work, content with only that little distance between love and friendship 

separating us.

04

I arrived early, hot and damp from the ride from my flat. Donning the “tra” coat and hastily 

tying the required tie in the cloakroom did nothing to lessen my discomfort. I was shown to 

the dark oak panelled private room to await the arrival of Blake and Learmonte. I stood by the 

open window flapping my coat, trying to cool off. I knew the second I took the coat off, they'd 

arrive. 

Blake walked in as the bells of Cambridge started their celebration of mid-day. He looked 

me over without a word, grabbed my tie and tightened it, nearly choking me and buttoned my 

coat. 'Don't let me down, Say.' he hissed and turned as Learmonte arrived before the bells had 

tolled twelve.

Ian Mackenzie, Lord Learmonte, proved to be a large, square built gentleman with a brisk, 

energetic, and hard edge manner – a man who hadn't mellowed nor been slowed down by his 



six decades. His title is Scottish, though there's little in his speech to mark him as such. His 

company,  NuEnG Tech,  is  a leading British and continental  producer of  new tech energy 

products – solar cells, thermal electric generators, and batteries. Not only is he very wealthy, 

but as a peer, even a Scottish one, he had about him the air of arrogance that comes with the 

belief that it was the old order that kept the country together during the early Storm years. 

Which, to some extent was true. Having been knocked back three hundred years by the solar 

storms, the nations that had a heritage and physical structure going back that far survived 

more intact than those that did not.

He nodded curtly to Blake and gave me a hard, appraising look and decided he didn't like 

me. Fair enough. I hadn't found a great deal to like in him either, at least on first meeting.

'Good Afternoon, Learmonte,'  said Blake politely, though without any deference adding 

with an almost apologetic movement of his hand in my general direction, 'This is Alasandr 

Say.'

'Doctor Alasandr Say,' I added. 'I'm delighted to meet you Lord Learmonte.'

I lied politely. Over the course of my student career I've had to deal with Blake and dozens 

of  other  professors  who've  held  my  fate  in  their  hands,  and  I've  learned  to  be  a  right 

deferential  toady when required. With Learmonte,  I'm sure my effort  was wasted.  He saw 

through my act, but didn't give a damn. And truth be told, neither did I. I glanced over to 

Blake. What was he thinking? He knew me well enough to have known we'd not hit it off.

Learmonte didn't offer his hand but turned to Blake instead. 'I believe I asked for a grad 

student, not a bloody Ph.D.'

'In light of your concern for confidentiality I felt it was important to select a candidate from 

within my group of students. Say here is a recent graduate, a mere month away from being a 

grad student. And since he's just starting a post doc under my supervision I had him readily at 

hand. I can assure you that you will find him fully capable of any task you have in mind.'

In translation, Say was handy and biddable. 

Learmonte gave me another hard look, made a slight, disagreeing grunt but said, 'If you say 

so. I started from Oxford early this morning with only a hasty breakfast. Slow travelling – horse 

carts and drays all the way, so I'm starved. Let's order. We'll talk over coffee.'

I gladly left Blake and Learmonte to their conversation over the meal. More honestly, I was 

left out of their conversation, but didn't mind. I'd have only gotten into trouble if I'd opened 

my mouth for more than the roast chicken, new potatoes, and pea pods. There is a divide 

between them and me that can't be bridged.

I was born more than a decade after the first solar storms and, unlike Blake and Learmonte, 

never knew the old 21st century, nor experienced the grim, frightening, and bitter first Storm 



years  under  the  uncertain  sun.  Millions  had  died  –  far  more  than  in  all  of  the  previous 

century's  wars  –  between  the  cold,  powerless  winters,  the  scant  rations,  the  influenza 

pandemics, and the despair – and those who did survive were little more than refugees from a 

lost world. Refugees in a strange new world. Yes, in this new world, under the restless sun and 

Storm-altered atmosphere,  we can no longer go outside in the mid-day sun with our skin 

exposed, because the altered atmosphere provides far less protection from ultra-violet rays. 

Mod or tra, we wear gloves, long trousers or dresses with long sleeves and a wide brimmed hat 

– and women often use veils and parasols as well. Radio broadcasts are too unreliable to be 

useful, so unlike Blake and Learmonte, I've never known and lost, radio and tele broadcasts. 

Mobile phones with the old internet in one's pocket are a lost wonder. I've never viewed the 

weather  from  space  and  I  rely  on  maps  and  signs  to  find  my  way  rather  than  following 

directions on my watson, since all those satellites were fried in the Storms. And yet, I not only 

get by, I like my world, my England.

I still have audio, video, and information networks available, carried on glass fibre cables to 

every home. I carry my “watson”, my computer/mobile phone, in my pocket, and in the cities 

there are plenty of short-range Wi-Fi “hot spots” around that allow me to sync onto the fibre 

system to make a call or download texts just about whenever I want, so I don't feel I'm missing 

anything. The fact that many buildings generate most of their own electricity with solar panels 

seems to me a step forward rather than backwards. Repairing broken items instead of just 

replacing them just makes sense as well. I don't feel poverty stricken when shopping in the 

High Street jumble shops for second, third, or fourth hand clothing, furniture and household 

items – all left behind from the old 21st century which had far more, it seems, of everything 

than it needed – though it strikes Blake and Learmonte and the others of their generation as a 

big step down. (Not that they ever buy second hand, mind you. But still it seems a long fall to 

them, that most of us can't afford new.)

In many ways,  the world has grown larger  again.  Once  more  there  are  faraway places, 

almost inaccessible places, places lost to the 21st century in the chaos of the Storms. Planes 

still fly, though far fewer and hardly any in England, since we lack the petroleum surplus to fly 

them. Steam trains for domestic and continental trips and ships or electric powered air-ships 

for international travel keep us tied into the societies that have survived, though the expense 

of these trips keeps us mostly close to home. Trade too, is greatly reduced, in part because of 

the  collapse  of  the  world  banking  system  and  the  drastic  drop  in  the  volume  of  goods 

demanded and produced world-wide. And, in addition, because imports must be balanced by 

exports, so that only the local surpluses are traded.

England has grown greener, slower, less populated. Cities have shrunk to a size which can 



be supported by the surrounding countryside. We travel on foot, on bike, on horses and in 

horse drawn carts and wagons, instead of motor cars. Most of the old petrol and heavy electric 

cars are gone now. New, electric ultra-light vehicles are slowly coming into use, but they're 

expensive, and likely will remain so for decades. Farming is intense and commands priorities 

in  petrol,  fertilizer  and  employment.  And  there  are  ruins  and  abandoned  buildings 

everywhere, though fewer each year. It's the only England I've known, and though it basks 

quietly  under  a  sometimes  unnervingly  uncertain  sun  and  an  unsettled  climate,  it's  an 

England, and a life I'm quite comfortable with. An England that's just about right. Not perfect, 

but not one I'd give up to return to the old 21st century. A world where I knew enough to keep 

my opinion to myself while Blake and Learmonte reminisced and talked of how the old 21st 

century could be recovered.

With the plates cleared and coffee (one of the allowed imports) on the table, Learmonte, 

after waiting for the waiter to leave, bought the meeting to order.

'I can't begin to tell you how much I regret the necessity of involving you in this, Blake. The 

sad fact is that I'm unable to trust my own research organization though I've vetted every 

employee and have the tightest security procedures in place. Far too many of our innovations 

show  up  in  our  Indian,  Chinese,  and  Californian  competitors'  product  catalogues  within 

weeks of our product releases for me to trust my people for the project I have for you.'

'Hardly proof, Ian,' Blake said. 'Could be simply coincidence, since you're all working on 

the  same  problems.  Given  your  security,  it  seems  unlikely  competitors  could  place  spies 

within your organization. They may well be simply copying those features after the product hit 

the market.'

Learmonte shook his head. 'They appear too soon for that. I don't see how they can reverse 

engineer our features into their products in the time frame I often see, not to mention the 

similarities which are too striking to imagine that they independently invented them. Why, 

they even occasionally beat us to market with our own inventions. I simply can't trust my own 

organization. It's maddening and damaging NuEnG's future. 

'As an English-Scottish firm, I can count on a certain degree of tariff protection from both 

governments and within the Euro-African trade block as well. But even that support is only 

good up to a certain point. They expect me to compete in the world market, to bring in export 

revenue. If I'm not able to do that, doors will close in Whitehall and St Andrew's House. Not 

that it'd matter, if I can't compete with the Asians and Americans, I'll be closing my doors 

anyway. So you see, I need to get an edge...

'Which brings us to the project at hand. A month ago the remains of what may be a truly 

revolutionary energy project were found by one of my Belgate Wood farm hands. It contains, I 



believe, the record of my grandfather's final invention,' he paused to give Blake a meaningful 

glance. And then continued, 'Which, if  it  works as he claimed, would revolutionize energy 

transport, a key to rebuilding civilization, and would thrust NuEnG to the forefront of energy 

technology. So you see, it's absolutely critical for NuEnG, England, and Scotland to keep this 

technology beneath the radar of my foreign competitors to give us the lead time we need to 

perfect it. And given my mistrust of my organization, it means keeping it completely outside of 

my own company as well.

'We go back a long way, Blake, and I know I can trust you – for several reasons. But you 

must understand that what I'm about to say, and the work I want you to do must be kept 

absolutely secret.'

'Of course. You have my – our – (this with a sharp glance in my direction) promise,' said 

Blake, adding, 'You can indeed trust us – for several reasons.'

Learmonte glanced in my direction and I nodded, which appeared to be all he expected. 

Speak only when spoken to. 

'Right,' he said and turned to me. 'My grandfather, Thomas Tennyson Ryder Mackenzie or 

'TTR'  as  he  usually  went  by,  was  a  brilliant  electrical  engineer  and  founder  of  NuEnG 

Technologies.  His brains and drive built  NuEnG into the premier new energy company in 

what was then Great Britain. Ten years before the Storms he was injured in a car accident, and 

his  son,  my  father,  took  over  the  business  pending  grandfather's  recovery.  Much  to  my 

father's surprise, grandfather turned over the business to father upon his recovery and retired 

to his estate in the Scottish Highlands.  There, it seems, he dove headlong into the study of 

physics, with the idea of developing a revolutionary – and secret – device. He spent six years in 

study, and then built a lab to assemble and test his device, spending a rather large fortune 

along the way.

'With two trusted engineers who'd worked alongside him during the early years of building 

up NuEnG, he apparently succeeded in turning his vision into a working prototype. All this 

work was done on his highland estate, well out of view and shrouded in such great secrecy 

that even my father was kept in the dark. His engineers were fiercely loyal and guarded his 

secret just as fiercely as he did. Since grandfather was spending his own money, my father was 

content to let him tinker to his heart's delight. Father had never expected to run NuEnG while 

grandfather  was  alive,  so  he  was  delighted  to  be  given  the  chance.  Both  were  happily 

employed.

'It was late in the fall, just weeks before the first of the Storms hit, that Grandfather told 

Father and me the nature of his decade long project, and then only in the vaguest terms. He 

said he had perfected a method of transmitting electrical energy without wires and without 



significant  loss,  over  unlimited distances.  Unlimited distances,  mind you.  He  intended to 

conduct a public demonstration of the device the following spring. Now, of course, there were 

and are, several working methods for transmitting electrical energy without wires, but none of 

them work especially well, and none approach anything close to being lossless, much less over 

unlimited distances. 

'As far as my father was concerned, a secret project was one thing, a public demonstration 

was another thing altogether. While grandfather was a brilliant electrical engineer, he wasn't a 

physicist, and, well, my grandfather of those last ten years was quite different from his former 

self – a far more pleasant man, in fact, but dreamy and very secretive when it came to his 

project. As long as everything was done off stage, my father was content to leave him to his 

work. He was getting along far better with him than ever before and wasn't concerned about 

how Grandfather spent his money, since he was making plenty of his own. But going public 

with  something  connected  to  NuEnG,  was  altogether  different.  Father  approached 

Grandfather's engineers for assurances that the device worked as his father promised, since if 

we'd only Grandfather's word, we'd have been leery of Grandfather's claim. The engineers, 

both hard-nosed realists, who knew the effect it  might have on NuEnG, and who were  too 

devoted  to  Grandfather  to  let  him  make  a  fool  of  himself,  assured  Father  it  worked  as 

advertised, much to my father's relief.

'I was working for NuEnG by then and Father and I went off on a sales trip to the States 

shortly afterwards. The first of the Storms hit while we were in the States, and it took us five 

years of hardships and travel to make our way back to England. By then, Grandfather had 

died, apparently as a result of the injuries sustained in a fire in his lab that may have been 

caused by one of the first solar storm. The highland estate, indeed the whole glen, had been 

abandoned in the ensuing years.  We could find little of  what happened up there,  for,  like 

everywhere,  people were scattered or  dead.  All  the recorded data had been lost  when the 

storms fried the  world's computers and took down all  the data centres. With no record of 

grandfather's invention remaining, no way of finding the old engineers, even if they survived 

the  Storm  years,  and  NuEnG  on  the  brink  of  collapse,  the  project  was  consigned  to  our 

family's myths and legends. 

'Until, as I said, this April, when a farm hand found a battered old cardboard box in a half 

ruined outbuilding full of mildew and water stained papers and notebooks that had evidently 

served as a home to a family of mice for years. The papers in the box, I quickly realized, were 

grandfather's. There are several small notebooks that he must have carried with him to jot 

down ideas, a printed manuscript, heavily hand revised, and a thick pile of handwritten pages 

that I believe relate to his invention. As I mentioned, they're not in very good shape, stained, 



waterlogged and stuck together, seemingly in no particular order and I'm afraid important 

parts have been chewed away to make a nest for mice. But out of the past come these notes 

from the era when grandfather was working on something revolutionary even for his time, and 

more so for ours. Imagine the potential  advantages of sending electrical  energy over great 

distances without wires which require  frequent circuit  breakers to prevent overloads. This 

invention could jump-start modern civilization's revival. Scotland and England would once 

again take the lead.'

'It sounds promising, but I wonder how much of your grandfather's invention would be in 

hand written notes. Almost everything would have been on his watson and computers. We are 

not talking about a 19th or 20th century scientist here,' said Blake. 

'Don't you see the real  importance Rave? They're handwritten because they were likely 

written after the first storms hit and before he died. After he had perfected his invention. The 

complete invention could be in those handwritten pages. It may take years of work to tease 

out all the secrets, but if I can keep it secret, I'll have something my competitors haven't even 

dreamed of yet! If I can keep it secret long enough.

'Now, what I want your... ' (he hesitated, biting back the 'boy' on the tip of his tongue, no 

doubt) '...young man here is to go through the material and transcribe it. I considered turning 

the work over to a reliable secretary but decided that someone with scientific training would 

likely be more efficient. He or she should able to not only transcribe the remains, but perhaps 

extrapolate and fill in some of the faded and missing material based on the readable text as 

well. Moreover, since the papers contain many mathematical formulas, I would hope that a 

science  student  would  be  better  equipped  to  set  them  up  correctly  than  a  secretarial 

candidate.'

'I'm certain Say will prove far more useful than any secretary. I dare say he'd be able to 

connect the clues in the papers to give you a more coherent idea of what your grandfather was 

up to than any secretary,' Blake assured him, as I glared daggers at him.

'Right...' Learmonte said, rather hesitantly. 'Though you should understand that I'm only 

looking for... 

'Say,' Blake provided.

'For  Say  to  simply  transcribe  the  materials.  I  hope  I  can  trust  you  to  do  the  more 

interpretative work on the project.'

Blake nodded. 'Of course. You know that.'

'Yes. And there will be something in it for Cambridge as well, should things work out as I 

hope. But the sooner we get this under way, the better. The faster we move, the less chance for 

word of it to leak out. I've moved the papers to my highland estate at Glen Lonon. All the work 



will be done there, remote from any contact with Cambridge. All World Energy and Himalay 

Solar both have lines of contacts and communication running throughout this university. I 

want no rumour reaching their finely tuned ears. This fellow...'

'Say' Blake provided, again.

'Say will stay in Glen Lonon while he does the transcription. I've arranged for him to have a 

cottage with a cover story about doing some historical research for the estate. I have here,' he 

indicated his brief case next to him on the floor, 'a non-disclosure agreement for him to sign 

that will be in force until the project sees the light of day. And, mind you, given the stakes, I'll 

enforce it to the letter.'

I was watching Blake rather than Learmonte. This was a non-starter. I was a Cambridge 

post doc, not a NuEnG employee. You can't just cut out the University nor limit my rights to 

publish the work I do while working for the university with a vague promise to cut them in 

later. But Blake said nothing.

'Say will report directly to me. I'll be in and out of Glen Lonon all summer, so that shouldn't 

be a problem. I'll expect him to have no contact with Cambridge while he's working for me....'

I gave Blake a sharp look, I dared not shake my head 'no' but he had to know that wasn't 

going to work for me. 

'If the project takes longer than the summer, I'll have to move him to my Belgate Woods 

farm, but I'd think that if he has any sort of work ethic, he'd be able to type up the documents 

by the middle of August when the holiday parties arrive.'

Again I looked to Blake, but he stared blankly back at me without a word. What was he 

thinking?

'Without seeing the amount of, or condition of, the material you wish him to type up, I 

can't of course, say for certain, but I know he's a very hard worker and given the task, I'm 

certain he'll put his full effort into it,' Blake replied, but looking directly at me. 

'Good. I think he should be off to Scotland tomorrow, just to be sure no word leaks out.'

'He's a young man, I'm certain he'll be able make that schedule,' said Blake casually and 

then continued in a rather challenging manner. 'Am I right, Doctor Say?'

I considered my response. There was no way I was going to do this. I hadn't spent the last 

eight years of my life working night and day to earn my doctorate in order to do some grad 

student work on some crazy pie-in-the-sky project, for one of the richest men in the country – 

for post-doc wages, without the prospect of ever telling anyone what I had done, much less 

publish my work. No bloody way. But I kept my cool. 

'Actually, what I was about to say that you were wrong and apologize to Lord Learmonte,' I 

said  to  Blake,  and  looking  over  to  Learmonte,  I  continued.  'You  were  absolutely  right  to 



specify a grad student for your project. Though perhaps an upper level undergrad would serve 

just as well. I'm sure Professor Blake believed that by selecting me for your project he would 

be doing you a favour, providing a better qualified person than you requested, without extra 

charge.  Unfortunately,  I'm quite  unqualified for  the work you describe.  There's  actually  a 

whole  new  department  here  at  Cambridge,  Techno-conservation  that  specializes  in 

recovering data from the pre-Storm era and I'm sure a grad student from that department 

would  be  able  to  apply  special  recovery  techniques  to  best  extract  all  the  data  your 

grandfather's notes contain...'

Learmonte's face was getting darker by the second, but Blake just watched me blandly. 

That should have scared me.

'...I'm sorry things did not work out as you and Professor Blake would have hoped, but I'm 

certain the Professor can find precisely the right student for you now that he knows exactly 

what your project entails. I'll leave you two to make those plans,' I said as I stood up. 'Thanks 

for lunch. Good day.' I turned and headed quickly for the door.

'Say,'  said Blake, behind me (or did he say “Stay”?). I didn't stop. I shut the door softly 

behind me, and then raced down the stairs, pausing only briefly to pay for my meal. I'd owe 

nothing which Blake could hold against me.

Out into the hot sunshine, I retrieved my bike, stripped off my coat and tie, strapped them 

to the rack and considered my next move. I'd have to lie low for several days, that much was 

clear. But did I have time to see Penny first?

Just for a few minutes, I decided, and jumped on my bike and headed for the Cavendish.

Understandable, but ill advised.
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'How'd your lunch go?' she asked as I hurried into the (relative) coolness of our small office.

'You won't believe it,' I said wiping the sweat from my eyes. 'A bloody disaster.'

She leaned back in her chair and looked at me with a faint smile. 'Somehow, Sandy, I think 

I will...'

I sat down on the corner of my desk and told her my tale, omitting only the nature of the 

proposed project since I may have agreed to keep it secret. 

'...So you see, no one can blame me for walking out. I mean, Learmonte proposes to send 

me to some mouldy old cottage in the north of Scotland, well beyond the pale of civilization as 

we know it...'



'I'd hardly think Lord Learmonte's cottages are mouldy...' Penny protested. 'Or beyond the 

pale of civilization as we know it.'

'I wouldn't be so sure. It is post-Storm Scotland we're talking about. Civilization hardly 

extends above the Firth of Forth, as I understand it... But where was I? Oh, right and get this, 

I'm to be cut off from my friends like a bloody prisoner in solitary confinement all because of 

some paranoid fear that the nature of my work might filter out...'

'How could that happen?' she asked innocently enough.

I suppose she had a point. 'Well, Blake's no fool. He had to know I'd tell you something, so 

you don't count. But it's all moot. I'm not going. And that's final.'

'We'll miss you, for a while,' she said sweetly. 

'For someone who could be Blake's next choice, you're not taking this very seriously,'  I 

said.

'Right. Go on,' she said folding her hands and staring up at me. 'You were telling me you 

walked out because you'd miss us...'

'I walked out because I haven't the least interest in the job, nor am I qualified to do it. Plus, 

the  terms  like  the  non-disclosure  agreement  and  reporting  to  Learmonte  are  simply  not 

within university guide lines for my position, as Blake knows perfectly well. I have no intention 

of spending the first months of my post doc working on a project that I'll never be able to talk 

about much less write a paper on... And get this, they expect me to essentially work full time as 

a Learmonte employee for a post doc's wages, the tight bastard! I haven't busted my arse for 

the better part of eight years to go to work for one of the richer men in the two kingdoms for a 

pittance. And if Blake doesn't like it, he can fire me and I'll get on with my career... You know, 

Penny, you'd have thought he'd stand up for me just a little. But instead I'm thrown under the 

bus for this damn research centre...'

Penny smiled blandly at me. 

'Well, thanks for all your sympathy,' I said rather bitterly. 'I just wanted to tell you in case 

they find me floating face down in the Cam. Don't believe it was suicide. They'll have done me 

in, Penny, to keep their bloody secret. All I ask is that you bring them to justice...'

She smiled. 'Of course I will, Sandy. We can't have murderous profs running amuck. How 

long can I expect you to be laying low before I have them start dragging the Cam?

'Oh, I don't know, a few days, a week... or two. I'll be in touch, of course. And you're in with 

Rave, so you can give me the all clear... But I've got to run before he finds me here...'

Her smile widened, and she was looking over my shoulder.

'The Rave's here, isn't he?' I asked, determined to exhibit, at least, a little show of bravo 

before I went to my execution. 



She nodded yes, and I felt his hand on my shoulder.

'Come along with me, Doctor Say. We've a lot to discuss...' said the voice of my doom. 'Not 

a word to anyone about this, Doctor Lee,' he added.

'Of course not,' she said. 'See you later, Sandy. Maybe.'
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Blake said nothing as we marched up to his office. Witnesses, I suppose.

On reaching his sweltering office, he waved me to the chair before his desk, hung his suit 

coat over the back of his chair, sat down, started the little fan, and things got surreal. 

He leaned back, smiled, and said with a convincingly assumed air of sincerity, 'That went 

pretty well, all things considered. I had expected more fireworks. You've apparently grown up 

without me noticing. No matter. I was able to get the needed concessions anyway.'

'I don't believe I'm following you, Professor.' I said, carefully.

'Even in the best of times, Learmonte would've had little patience for you, Say, and you for 

him. He's not his old self these days. His wife died two years ago, a warm, wonderful person 

who, I believe, kept Learmonte's rougher side well in check. I'm afraid her deeply felt loss has 

left him angry at the world. His way of grieving. These days, even old friends like myself, find 

him  a  very  trying  person.  Bringing  you  two  together  was  certain  to  ignite  some  sort  of 

fireworks, and indeed, I had expected much more from you. Since you fizzled, I was left with 

making the needed changes without using your objections as an excuse. However,  he was 

angry enough with your rudeness to agree to my proposed changes without many quibbles.'

'I wasn't rude. I may have been blunt, but it wasn't as if I treated him any differently than 

he'd been treating me. And I will tell you right now, I've no intention of taking on Learmonte's 

crazy project. None whatsoever. And there's no way you can make me do it. Sorry.'

He waved that aside, and leaned forward in his chair, his hands now folded on the desk 

before him.

'Let me make my position absolutely clear. I'm very sceptical these notes hold anything of 

value.  Even if  we  concede  the  existence  of  a  device  as  suggested,  it  seems unlikely  these 

notebooks  contain  anything  more  than  the  random,  incomplete,  and  likely  unintelligible 

scribblings jotted down when a watson or computer wasn't handy. As for the manuscript, 

Learmonte said the printed pages seemed like a statement of theory rather than a description 

of  the device and the handwritten pages even if  they'd been written after the Storms and 

before he died, are very chewed up and incomplete.

'But this is neither here nor there, the value of what's actually in the box of papers doesn't 



concern us. You'll decipher what you can, transcribe it and write a brief report and your active 

role in the project is done. If there's something to the whole thing, the university will benefit, 

and in the long run so will you. What's important is that we do everything we can to please 

Lord Learmonte to get the research centre.'

'But sir, I can't possibly work on this project in my post doc position, and you know it.' I 

realized even as I said it that it was a fatal mistake – narrowing my objections down to mere 

technicalities.

'Let's consider the objections one by one,' he replied, and ticked them off one by one on his 

hand.

'First, I will remain your supervising professor throughout the project. You will report to 

me.  I  am authorizing and requesting you to provide Learmonte with all  your results,  and 

follow his orders regarding the project. If you have a very strong objection, consult me, but I 

will advise you to simply go along with any reasonable request to save time. His goal is to get 

the notes transcribed, and that is all we need concern ourselves with. The sooner you get the 

job done, the sooner you can come home.

'Secondly, as you are employed by the Cavendish and the University, both you and the 

University  are  entitled  to  some  return  on  your  effort  should  it  lead  to  some  commercial 

applications. He is aware of this, and prefers this to hiring an outside expert working within 

NuEnG. The Cavendish and University's  share of  any commercial  prospects  can easily  be 

settled between Learmonte, his proposed research facility, and myself,' he said with a faint 

smile, adding 'You would have a tiny part of that share, of course, as defined by your post doc 

contract.  But  even  a  tiny  part  could  be  considerable,  if  things  work  out  like  Learmonte 

envisions, assuming you don't betray our trust. I can assure you, like it or not, you're in and 

you'd best play by Learmonte's rules. Luckily, Dr Lee is a person of integrity and so I'm not 

worried about your indiscreet conversation with her today. Just don't let it happen again,' he 

gave me a rather hard glance.

'In any event,  I see no reason for you not to sign the non-disclosure agreement for the 

duration of your post doc appointment.  I'm sure you realize that Learmonte will  claim all 

rights to what's in his grandfather's papers. They represent, after all, his grandfather's work. 

I'm certain you'll  not care to spend the rest of your life in the courts should you use your 

publishing rights after the expiration of the non-disclosure agreement to damage Learmonte's 

commercial interests in any way. You are, after all, simply being hired to type up the papers of 

the late TTR Mackenzie, not study them.

'While this may sound unfair, Dr Say, it is for the best. You are full of ideas. Everything you 

discover gives you new ideas. It is one of your shining parts, one of the reasons why I've put up 



with you for these long, weary years. You've a promising future, so I don't think you'd want to 

be seen as a mere disciple of TTR Mackenzie so early in your career by associating yourself 

with anything you find in these papers. Such a perception could well cling to you through the 

rest of your career. My sincere advice is that you look on this project as a mere parenthesis in 

your career, a clerical project, no more. Do it and forget it.'

'I rather hoped for more than a clerical project when I accepted this position,' I said, rather 

bitterly. Already any hope that I could avoid this project was gone.

'Unfortunately  until  the  lab  can  accommodate  your  research  there's  nothing  more 

challenging than the Learmonte project. Would you rather be a tour guide? There's plenty of 

equipment that could be cleaned and put in their proper places... I don't think you would find 

any alternative work more fulfilling than transcribing those notes. And it would be far less 

lucrative as well. For you see, since Learmonte is indirectly funding this project and your post 

doc position is already funded, I can find it in my providence to provide you with a daily per 

diem while you’re on assignment in a foreign country. Since Learmonte was generous, that 

per diem would amount to ten pounds per day while you're there...'

I'd been poor too long as a student not to suddenly find this Learmonte project a great deal 

more  appealing.  While  that  princely  sum  may be  somewhat  less  than what  I  expect  as  a 

professional salary, it was almost my weekly post doc wages...daily.

Blake noted my sudden interest and added, 'That's ten pounds, seven days a week...mind 

you. Seventy pounds a week.'

'Thanks for saving me from having to do the maths myself,' I said.

He gave a sarcastic nod. 'And I should add, I secured Learmonte's agreement that you'll 

only be employed full time up to the 15th of September, after which you'll be allowed home, 

and should there's remain anything else to be done, it can be finished here. Now I have no 

idea as to the size of the box nor how time consuming it will be for you to extract the notes, I 

can't imagine it will take you more than three months.

'So you see, Learmonte's project will have no impact on your own work, be quite lucrative, 

and well, it will keep you from hanging around the lab and annoying Dr Lee as she finishes her 

work...' he added, 'Which would benefit both of us.'

Damn. That last line was the telling blow. For I was rested and restless. With nothing to do, 

I'd no doubt gravitate to Penny's lab and that would eventually annoy her, the last thing I 

needed to do. My whole plan to win her back was to pace our relationship, re-establish it over 

the summer and fall and then on into the coming year, seeing her only now and again, just 

enough to get her to realize what she was missing. In my dreams. But to be idle and around 

Penny was an almost certain recipe for disaster. And while it's hard to credit Blake as a mind 



reader, I couldn't help but wonder just how much he knew about how things were between 

Penny and me, seeing how he used it... 

'And one more thing, Say. While I do believe you have a bright future ahead of you, unless 

you have titled or rich friends, it's likely a decade or two before you come to the attention of 

people with country homes and highland estates. And even then, it's an occasional weekend 

invite. You've been handed an opportunity to spend an entire summer in the highlands. I've 

been to Glen Lonon many times and it is the very thing you'd expect from one of the richer 

nobles of Scotland. I'm even familiar with the cottage Learmonte is putting you up in. You'll 

find it  comfortable.  In  the  hunting season  it  houses  up to  six  bachelors,  so  you'll  not  be 

deprived of any modern conveniences. Plus, Learmonte will only be around on the weekend, 

so you should have plenty of free time to explore and enjoy the highland setting. Truthfully, 

Say, if  I  didn't  have so many obligations here,  I'd have taken the job myself.  You'd regret 

passing on this opportunity.'

'If I had the choice,' I sighed, completing my surrender.

'If you had the choice,' he agreed.

'But after our lunch together, why would Learmonte want me?'

Blake smiled. 'Because I hinted that you're a loose cannon. Not to be relied on to keep our 

discussion  completely  to  yourself.  You  had  to  be  tied  up  with  a  NDA  and  packed  off  to 

Scotland, post haste.'

'I appreciate the confidence you have in me,' I said.

'And where did I find you? And what were you doing, half an hour after you stalked out of 

our meeting?' he said mildly.

Technically true, but, 'You said yourself that that was a given.'

'Yes,  I  knew it was.  And I know I can trust Dr Lee to keep it  to herself.  But Learmonte 

doesn't know either Dr Lee or you, so getting you into the position where he can at least sue 

you from now to doomsday seemed worth the pain of having to deal with you. Speaking of 

which,  I  believe I  have something for  you to sign,'  he added,  reaching back into the coat 

pocked beside him.

And that,  dear  reader,  was  how  a  brilliant  young  physicist  Ph.D.  specializing  in  nano-

electrical storage structures,  found himself  consigned to a faraway place which was, if  not 

beyond the pale of civilization, was right on the fringes of it, to type up the hoary old notes of a 

long dead, and unlikely inventor of an unlikely device.



Chapter 2 – Thursday, 20 June
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The incessant flash and window rattling crashes of the storm kept me awake half the night. 

Being a solar max year, which looked to rival, if not surpass, the storms of the Storm years, the 

atmosphere is  heavy with a super abundance of  charged particles.  Of  course,  the tropical 

weather may have had something to do with the storm as well.  And no doubt the restless 

anticipation of my impending journey north accounted for some of the sleeplessness as well. 

So I'd hardly fallen asleep before the streaming sunlight and my watson's alarm ushered in a 

brightening new day, far, far too early.

A little after 5:30 am, I wheeled my bike out of my flat  to join the noisy sparrows in the 

freshly washed world. I hung the saddle bags on the rack, strapped my ruck sack on top and 

pulled out my watson to go through my checklist one last time. Then, with nothing left to do 

but to go, I  pulled on my gloves and set out from my narrow terrace for the train station, 

slipping into the stream of early workers on their way to work.

Nearing the station, I  dodged teams of stoic horses and rumbling farm tractors hauling 

wagons of braying heifers and restless pigs.  I fell in  behind a shepherd and his dog driving a 

flock of sheep down the street – one and all bound for the Thursday livestock market across 

from the station.

I confirmed the e-ticket on my watson at the ticket counter and then put a series of tags on 

my bike's handle bars so it'd follow me to Inverness. I waited in watery light of the platform 

until  I  saw  it  safely  swung  aboard  and  then  boarded  the  reworked,  articulated 

passenger/luggage coach. The 6:05 to Peterborough had just two coaches with a new built 

multi-fuel English Rail 2-6-4T engine (No. NBL 423). We jerked to a banging start at 6:17. With 

gathering speed, the bright world began to drift past the window through a thin haze of steam 

and smoke. I was on my way to Scotland.

I'd spent Tuesday morning in the Cavendish library collecting and downloading material 

on beaming electric energy.  Around ten, I took a break to go down to the labs and seduce 

Penny into a picnic on the river with the promise of dim sum. Spring rolls and pork buns, 

dumplings with shrimp, pork and mushrooms, proved more than enough to convince her to 



take time from her work to lunch on the Cam with Say.

We met at Scuds Boatyard, and hired a punt. She chose to tease, test, or just to break my 

heart, by dressing mod with a short skirt, long white socks that ended just above the hem of 

her skirt, a fact which I couldn't help but notice as she settled into the punt, and a silky blouse 

that  clung,  at  certain points,  to  her  slim  body,  with bright  scarf  about  her  neck,  that  she 

removed along with her wide brimmed bonnet when we reached our spot in the shade. Say 

what you will for the mystery of an Edwardian ankle length skirt and high collars, I'll take a 

slim, shapely leg and a silky blouse with an open collar any day, even if it requires the fortitude 

of a saint to remain just friends. We whiled the afternoon away in the warm leafy shade with 

spring rolls, tea, wine, and conversation. It was like our early days; so much to say, so easy to 

say it. Our final projects had demanded a great deal of our time and energy, and though we'd 

spent countless hours working alongside each other in the lab or our tiny office, we'd lost 

touch with each other's lives. (What little we had during those long months.) Now, with that 

work  and  stress  behind  us,  we  rediscovered  that  kindred  spirit-ness  of  the  old  days,  of 

conversation and comfortable silences. I ended up going back to her flat for a late dinner and 

only saying goodbye around ten. I managed to keep my wits about me, saying nothing to 

annoy her, and keeping track of my hands when all I wanted to do was to hold her again, so we 

parted best of friends. It was a day of pure perfection. 

Yesterday morning, I consulted a techno-conservation grad student to get a crash course in 

water stained and mildewed papers. Waterlogged and mildewed computers are more in their 

line of work, but she suggested several books to download. After lunch I'd a final meeting with 

Blake. He transferred my work visa as a Cambridge research student to my watson, along with 

directions and contact information for Glen Lonon. He also treated me to a stern lecture on 

the importance of treating Learmonte respectfully – as someone who held my future (and the 

research centre's) in the palm of his hand. I assured him that I was resigned to my term of 

servitude, determined to make it as smooth and as short as possible. Afterwards I looked in on 

Penny for a brief and breezy goodbye, so as to not undo the magic of our picnic, and then 

lightly packed my saddlebags and rucksack. I'd buy what I lacked in Scotland with my lavish 

per diem.

The 6:05 arrived in Peterborough late, but still in time to make the 8:07 out of London, a 

refurbished BR Standard Class 5 4-6-0 number 73153 in English Rail green livery pulling six 

refurbished Mark 3 coaches and two luggage vans – I really should put this childhood habit 

behind me.

 The platform was crowded, and more tra than what you'd find on a Cambridge platform. 



Men in suits and wide brimmed hats, women of all ages in long dresses, wide bonnets, gloves 

and closed parasols, with far fewer of the younger women in slacks or short skirts and long 

socks or men in shirts, trousers and slouch hats or straws. You don't need many layers or the 

heavy garments to protect you from the intense ultra-violet light; any modern fabric does the 

job, so dress often serves as a somewhat bewildering statement of class and attitude. Tra style 

is either associated with rejecting technology because of its association with the old order, or 

indicative of a more exalted class. The class angle explains why Blake and Learmonte dress in 

Edwardian  fashion,  but  are  still  enamoured  with  the  old  order.  I  dress  mod,  wearing  a 

minimum of protective clothing, as I'm quite comfortable living in our new age.

After seeing my bike aboard again, I boarded and spent the next five hours watching the 

lush green countryside of jolly ol'England flow by the carriage window. I'm not old enough for 

its changes to be glaring, but we crossed cart tracks that had once been paved roads and rolled 

past abandoned cottages that were now too far from everything, when only the very rich can 

afford petrol and the auto license fee. Young woods have sprouted in once ploughed fields, 

and grazing sheep dot pastures too poor for the intense agriculture we practice to maximize 

our limited amount of petroleum based fertilizer, all viewed from a refurbished century old 

coach pulled by a refurbished steam engine along a once electrified high speed line. The new 

England, in a nutshell.

Though  the  big  wind  farms  were  swept  away  with  the  solar  storms,  which  made 

transmitting power over long lines unsafe and impractical, tall, idly spinning windmills still 

pierced the horizon all the way north, stuck, like giant pin wheels, into the map of England to 

mark each hamlet, village and small town, their number in proportion to the community's 

size. Even with solar panels on most roofs and garden sheds, the local windmill and its battery 

shed provide supplemental power in an often overcast England. 

We slowed for some track work beyond Lincoln, passing work gangs leaning on their tools 

watching us creep by, but never came to a complete halt.  I'd an hour leeway at Waverley 

station, so I wasn't concerned by the delay. Indeed, I was under no hard deadline, so I could 

break my journey into two days without it mattering.

A grey haired tra  dressed gentleman settled into the seat  next  to  me in Newcastle  and 

taking out his folded epaper edition of the Scotsman, snapped it open.

'Eh,  don't  like  to  see  that,'  he  remarked,  showing  the  front  page  headlines  “Strong  S-

Storms, power outages expected over next several days. Heat wave to continue” adding, 'Gives 

me a twinge every time I see S-Storms in a headline.'

'I imagine it brings back memories,' I nodded.

'It isn't the memories, so much. I was young, single, and could look after myself back then. 



No, it's what it means for the future. I'm not so young, nor single, these days. Headlines like 

this make you wonder where it's all going. The sun looked to be settling down after the Storm, 

and now, here we are again, solar storms as strong or stronger than those of the Storm years. 

Makes you wonder if those Morlock chaps aren't on to something.'

'We're much better prepared now. Any outages will  be precautions, and only for hours 

rather  than  months  and  years.  Still,  I'm  sure  this  will  likely  lengthen  the  Morlock 

communities'  waiting  list,'  I  said.  'Myself,  I'd  think  living  in  the  caves  would  be  pretty 

uninviting as long as you can live in the sunlight of even a restless sun.'

'I'm too old now to consider it. Just have to take my chances. Nothing to be done about it 

anyway,' he remarked, adding as he returned to scanning his paper, 'Don't mind the heat, 

though, there's still plenty of damp and cold to go around.'

'Aye, I'll not complain either.' I agreed and fell silent as he returned to his paper.

I suppose for the pre-Storm generation the world they knew, which ended abruptly thirty-

six years ago, left many frightening memories. And now, seeing the sun grow restless again has 

to be a little unnerving, despite assurances that it's a cyclical cycle and these are really only 

minor variations. Stirs old memories, I'm sure.

With the brakes squealing, we pulled into the steamy glass and brick cavern of Waverley 

Station thirty minutes late. I cleared customs, largely a symbolic gesture of independence, and 

entered Scotland with a breezy welcome. English pounds are always welcome. Still, it left me 

too little time to lunch in one of the buffets, so I settled on the freshest looking sandwiches I 

could find along with a bottle of ginger beer and stuffed them in my ruck sack to eat on the 

train. I carried my bike up the steps and over several lines to reach the Inverness platform with 

time to spare. 

I paused on the platform for a few minutes to study the idly steaming Royal Scottish Rail's 

blue liveried 4-6-0. (I'll spare you the number and class. I have to start letting go some time. 

And well, RSR trains are out of my ken.) And then studied my fellow passengers, noting subtle 

differences from the crowds of a London or Cambridge platform. Most of the older men were 

dressed very traditionally in grey or mossy tweeds or black suits with slouch hats, gloves in 

their breast pockets. The young men skipped the coats and sometimes sported just broad flat 

caps. The women and girls all wore long ankle length dresses in dark colours, wide brimmed, 

veiled bonnets, closed parasols and white gloves. Missing entirely were women in long gaily 

patterned  dresses  or  bright  young  girls  in  slacks  and  straw  hats  with  bright  bands  who 

decorate a London street scenes or train platforms. Nor were there any young men dressed in 

white, with light blazers and panama hats who seemed ready to play cricket at a moment's 

notice. Not only was the Waverley platform less festive, it was noticeably paler too, far less 



leavened with the tropical genes that gives the southern English population its tan. Only a few 

minor details suggested it wasn't 1910 – the bikes were not quite right, there were no loungers 

smoking gaspers, no gentlemen with top hats and no grubby street urchins streaking through 

the crowd. The steam powered time machine that carried me to Waverley was just slightly 

flawed.

I saw my bike loaded before boarding and finding a seat. The day was getting long and I still 

had hours to go. At 2:45 we pulled out of Waverley for the highlands. My seat mate was boy, 

overflow from a family on a holiday, who was content to read comics on his watson and share 

his  opinion  of  pre-Storm  super  heroes  with  me.  Luckily  he  quickly  recognized  me  as  a 

'foreigner' and adopted the universal language; speaking loudly and slowly. Given his strong 

Scottish accent and local slang, this was greatly appreciated. 

For the first hour we crossed rolling coastal farmlands, each village marked by the ever 

present windmill. After that we crossed the invisible pale and began weaving through river 

valleys between dark pine forests and heather covered hills, brown and green, fading to blue 

in the distance – a rough and empty land showing little sign of human activity. When the rare 

cottages or hamlets did slip past us, most were still abandoned, the land too poor and too far 

away in the post-automotive world to be worth inhabiting. My fellow travellers likely took this 

abandoned wilderness in stride, but having lived only in London and Cambridge, I found this 

wild and rugged land was something entirely new and strange, and even a little eerie. Though 

only a day's train ride from home, I'd left my world – and indeed, my time – far behind.

A little before 7:30, in a squeal of breaks, banging of bumpers, and a final sigh of steam to 

signal a job done, a journey ended, we came to rest under the glass roof of the Inverness rail 

station. I faced a choice. Glen Lonon was still two and a half hours away by either bike or by 

the next train to Ordmoor, its nearest rail station. I could overnight in Inverness, but being the 

longest day of the year, with sunset after 10:00 this far north, I could still make Glen Lonon in 

daylight or early twilight. But I  didn't know how welcomed I'd be at that time of the evening, 

so  decided  I'd  use  the  station's  call  box  and  see  what  the  estate's  factor,  Maude  Munro, 

suggested I do.

I collected my bike, attached my bags and, as the last of my fellow passengers met their 

families and friends to drift out into the long evening sunlight, I stopped near the Wi-Fi call 

box. I took out my well worn, leather covered watson, and folding back the cover, syncing it to 

the call box Wi-Fi and called the Glen Lonon number Blake had given me.

'Good  evening,'  I  said  as  a  female  voice  answered  my  call.  'This  is  Sandy  Say.  I  was 

wondering if Maude Munro is available?'

'Aye, speaking. Who did you said you be?'



'Sandy, that is to say, Alasandr Say. I'm the fellow up from Cambridge to look into some 

historical papers for Lord Learmonte.'

'Alasandr Say, yes of course. Are you in Inverness or Ordmoor? I'll send the Rover to collect 

you.'

'Just arrived in Inverness.  Thanks, but no need for a car.  I've been sitting all  day and I 

thought I'd stretch my legs with a ride out to Glen Lonon. There's light enough. But it'll mean 

I'd arrive a bit after ten. Would that be too late? I can easily stay on in Inverness and ride out in 

the morning.'

'No  need  to  spend  money  on  a  hotel  room.  Your  cottage  is  ready  and  waiting.  And  I 

suppose by the time I arranged for McGregor to pick you up and return, it'd have not saved 

any time, so if you don't mind the ride, we'll just wait on you. Do you know how to find us?'

'I've maps to find my way to Glen Lonon, but how do I find you exactly?'

'When you get near to the estate you'll come to a couple of cottages along the road and 

then a fenced paddock,  after that there's  a gate  on your right  with a cottage.  A couple of 

hundred metres beyond this you'll come to another gate on your right. The Factor's House will 

be just quarter mile beyond the second gate, but on your left, which is where you'll find us. 

We'll keep the light on. Just bang on the door when you arrive.'

'Thanks. Sounds simple enough. Hopefully, I'll see you around ten.'

'We'll keep the kettle on for you. See you then, Cheerio.'

'Thanks.  Cheerio,'  I  replied  and  disconnected.  It  was  little  over  35  kilometres  to  Glen 

Lonon, just what I needed to clear my mind and work out all the kinks collected from twelve 

hours of sitting.

02

The evening was still bright and warm as I stood in the small square outside the station 

consulting my watson to plan my route. I'd cross the Firth on the A9 bridge and then take a 

lane along the shore of the Firth westwards to Glen Lonon in the hills. First order of business, 

however, was supper and something for tomorrow's breakfast as well. I set out along Academy 

Street in search of a takeaway restaurant. 

Inverness is a city of old, ornate stone buildings – buildings that easily reverted back to 19th 

century, no doubt serving the inhabitants well during the early Storm years. Most shops were 

closed and the city centre nearly deserted. I had to zigzag down several narrow side streets to 

find a small fish and chip shop open for business. I took away two steak pies and chips and a 

bottle of ginger beer, and set out to find a place to picnic along the shore.



I crossed the firth on a wide four lane bridge. The motorways of the pre-Storm era now feel 

so out of scale, almost alien in their size. One side is usually used for horse and bike traffic, 

while the other is (rarely) used for motor traffic. I find it hard to imagine how they could've 

been so necessary back then. While we could use more long distance vehicles, it's hard to 

imagine  ever  needing  the  motorways  again.  But  then,  I  suppose  a  generation  or  two  of 

Englishmen felt  the same way about Roman roads,  baths,  and plumbing when they came 

upon them decades after the Romans had left and abandoned them. 

After crossing the firth, I followed the main road less than a kilometre before turning off 

and down a narrow lane leading to the small hamlet on the shore. I found a bench along the 

strand to eat my steak pie and chips while gazing out over the water and the wide, cloudless 

sky. It was cooler near the water, but the evening seemed almost as tropical as it had been in 

Cambridge. With a 30 kilometres ride still  ahead of me, I  didn't linger. Finishing my hasty 

picnic, I set out again, following a narrow, overgrown lane along the shore before heading 

inland, reaching Ordmoor by nine with an hour of sunlight and something like 16 kilometres 

still to go. 

The countryside I rode through seemed ever so slightly eerie.  I  can't say exactly how it 

differed from what I knew from Cambridgeshire or outer London, but it did. Must be in the 

details.  Though  the  fields  were  planted  with  familiar  crops  and  the  sheep  gazing  in  the 

paddocks were familiar enough, the farms seemed more remote, vaguely forbidding. I had to 

dodge  more  potholes  in  the  macadamised  road  and  the  brambles  and  wild  flowers  that 

crowded the shoulders and leaned into the lane seemed, well, wilder. The woods were darker 

and more overgrown. The grey stone cottages seemed colder,  dreary, and harder than the 

brick cottages of home. And the stone fences and hedges had a rougher, 'on the fringe' or 

beyond the pale feel to them. The land seemed coldly indifferent, if not vaguely hostile to me. 

And it was quiet, but that may have been on account of the time of day. The countryside's 

population – both human and animal – may well have already been calling it a day in their 

homes, burrows and nests. No doubt it was all simply a reflection of my own feeling in finding 

myself so far from familiar fields. Still for whatever reason, Scotland had a lonely, hollow air 

about it this evening. I was homesick already.

The long day was  catching up with me,  and,  so tired and sweaty,  I  cranked the  bike's 

electric motor up a notch and pressed on along paved road heading towards the blue hills. I 

seemed to be the only thing stirring, even the sheep in the fields seem suspended in place. 

Half an hour after Ordmoor, I reached the small hamlet of Maryfield and leaving the paved 

road as it turned north, continued on through the long shadow of its idle windmill, straight 

through the sleeping hamlet and on to the dusty gravel lane that leads to Glen Lonon. 



This  narrow lane is  flanked on both sides  by stone  walls  and a  line of  large  trees that 

stretched ahead, their arching branches forming a green shadowed corridor. The sun brushed 

the deepening purple hills to the north-west, casting deep shadows and rich golden highlights 

on the trees and the stone walls. A few minutes out of Maryfield I came upon a large dusty 

flock of sheep being driven by an equally dusty shepherd and his weary dog. 

'Evening, mate,' I said as I pulled up alongside of him, giving him a start, I'm afraid. 'You're 

out late.'

'Good evening to you, sir,' he replied, glancing my way under his battered slouch hat. 'Aye, 

finishing a long drive.'

'Much farther to go?' I asked with a nod towards the flock. 'I'm on my way to Glen Lonon 

and hope to get there before it gets too dark...'

'No, not far at all, just quarter of a mile up.' he replied indicating an open gate, a pale notch 

in the darkening lane ahead.

It  wasn't  worth  pushing  through  the  flock,  so  I  dismounted  and  walked  alongside  the 

shepherd, wiping the sweat from my brow with my forearm. 'Still bloody hot for this time of 

evening, isn't it? I thought it'd be cooler up here.'

'Aye, it is very hot,' he allowed and then added, after a pause, 'Guest of Lord Learmonte, are 

you? If I may be so bold as to ask.'

I shook my head, 'Not a guest, more like staff. I've been hired for the summer to do some 

historical research.'

'That'd be the Rhymer's papers, wouldn't it?'

'The Rhymer's papers? I'm not sure I follow you. But I don't think so. I'm here to study 

some historical records connected to the estate.'

'Them TTR Mackenzie's papers in the old box that ol'Baily found a'mouldering in a shed 

down at Belgate Wood. Them papers,' he replied, glancing my way, adding with a knowing 

grin, 'The only history of these parts is a long list of when someone killed someone in one clan 

feud or another down through the ages. And they've that bloody list already.'

So much for being a bloody great secret. 'Sorry but you see, I've been asked not to talk 

about my work. Can't say one way or the other. Signed my mark in blood so to speak. Still, I'm 

curious about these papers you're talking about, if you know what I mean.'

He gave me a look, a wink, and said, 'Aye, I suppose I do. Really shouldn't have mentioned 

them at all, I suppose. You being a stranger and all. I did hear they're supposed to be a big 

secret, just us locals know about them. But seeing as you're working for Lord Learmonte, I 

suppose no harm's done.'

'None whatsoever,' I assured him. 'But why'd you refer to the papers as, what was it? The 



Rhymer's papers?'

'TTR, Thomas the Rhymer. That's what he's come to be known by, round these parts.'

'The name sounds familiar...'

'He was a wizard from long ago, like that Merlin fellow. Spent time in the Otherworld, the 

faery land, or some such place.'

'Aye, I follow you now. But how did Mackenzie come to be known as Thomas the Rhymer?' 

I asked.

He considered me for a moment. 'I've had an education, sir. So what I'm telling you, I don't 

want you to believe that I think it's true, or all of it, anyway. I know better, but I'll tell you what 

some people think, if you're interested.'

'Of course, please do, it sounds interesting. You know what they say, where there's smoke, 

there's fire,' I said, adding, 'There's some truth in all tales, I suspect.' I was curious to hear 

more about TTR from the local point of view.

'Aye, I suspect there is. Well, people around here, them that knew him back in those days, 

say that he was Thomas the Rhymer come back from the Otherworld. Though there's some 

disagreement on whether he was Thomas before the accident or only after. Some say TTR 

Mackenzie was always Thomas the Rhymer and only woke up to the fact after the accident, 

others say Mackenzie died and Thomas the Rhymer took his place in the body. He was so 

much changed by the accident that either case is possible, at least to the superstitious old folk 

that tell these tales. You don't have to believe it, of course, but there's no way around the fact 

that he was not the same man after the accident.'

'Lord Learmonte did mention that too, but why Thomas the Rhymer?' I asked.

'It was his initials, TTR, Thomas The Rhymer, you see. And then, of course, he built his 

great secret machine. The old folks say it was a gate he built up in the Maig Glen. A gate, so 

he'd be able to return to the Otherworld, a place that used to be connected to this world but 

was closed hundreds of years or more ago. He'd spent time there before and people say he'd 

somehow come back as Mackenzie or remembered who he was again after the accident and 

wanted to return to the Otherworld.'

I  shook  my  head.  'I'm  not  sure  how  much  fire  is  in  that  smoke.  But  never  mind.  I 

understand he was building something, of course, but I don't think it had anything to do with 

magic. So where would they get the Rhymer connection and why would they say it was a gate?'

The shepherd shrugged. 'I don't know. You see all this happened before I was born. I can 

only tell you the tales as they've come down to me. And as I said, I don't believe them, much, 

myself. Though I'll tell you, whoever he was, and whatever he was a'building, it was a mighty 

powerful thing. Had power lines especially run up from the Loch Luicent dam, they say. And I 



can tell you this from personal experience, Maig Glen has felt a bit uncanny ever since then. 

The old folk say that when he opened the gate to the Otherworld, our world jumped back three 

hundred years or more in that instant and that TTR disappeared in a flash of blue light, never 

to be seen again...' he held up his hand to still my questions. 'Now even I don't believe that, 

but some say that to this very day. And they'll tell you that gate he built still swings open and 

close, just a little, and when it opens, the thunderstorms flash and roar and the Riders come 

out to ride the hills...'

'The Riders?'

'The Seelie Court, from the Otherworld. You can see the lanterns they carry in the woods 

and hills at night, a troop riding about the countryside. I've seen them with my own eyes. And 

cold sober too. You'll see them too, if you stay a fortnight at Glen Lonon. Especially in times 

like these when the gates open a'mite. Of course it could be just St Elmo's fires as the outsiders 

claim. I'd like to believe it. I'd rest easier. I believe them until I see them pacing me in the 

woods...  And as for the storms,  well,  they'll  warn you clear enough when you get to Glen 

Lonon  about  them.  They'll  tell  you there's  iron  in  the  hills  or  something  that  makes  the 

thunderstorms so intense in Maig Glen that even the sheep know enough to run to shelter 

when they see just a wee cloud. But you'll see all that for yourself if you stay the summer.

'I can't tell you much more,' he added. 'Most of those that knew the old days are gone now. 

I know, of course, that it wasn't likely his gate that made all the changes in the sun. Yet it all 

happened at the same time, and if you ask a true believer, he'll swear it was TTR's gate that 

done it. And who's to say it wasn't?' he added suddenly, giving me a challenging glance.

'I don't see how,' I said. 'But if he was working with electricity, the unexpected early solar 

storms might well have shorted his equipment out rather spectacularly and started a fire. But I 

do know for a fact that he lived after the fire. Still, that was long ago and before the storms so 

we'll never likely know exactly what happened. Maybe his papers will tell us– tell someone I 

mean to say – something.' 

We'd reached the gate where the sheep had turned into the paddock and were crowding 

around a water trough. An elderly man was waiting by the gate along with the tired dog. 

My shepherd friend nodded to the old man and turned to me. 'You'd best be on your way 

now. And, sir, might I ask you not mention anything of what I've just told you to the folk at 

Glen Lonon. They'll not want to hear it, and I'd not want my knowing about them papers to 

get anyone in trouble, should they think the secret's all theirs...' 

'Aye. No need for them to know anything about it. I doubt that you're the folk they want to 

keep it secret from. And thanks for sharing the local folklore of TTR. I'll keep an eye out for, 

well, the Riders...' I added with a grin.



He grinned as well. 'A fortnight or two in Glen Lonon and we'll talk again, mate. Have a 

good evening.'

'You too, mate,' I said as I mounted my bike once more and started off down the darkening 

lane.

I must admit that I was growing weary and anxious to put the last half an hour of my travels 

behind me. I wondered if it'd be too much to expect a nice soft bed awaiting me. I soon came 

upon the Lonon River, bright, beyond the trees on my right; a placid stream, twenty metres 

wide. With the sun behind the distant hills the lane was now in blue twilight, the road a pale 

strip under the dark trees. The breeze had dropped entirely away with the setting sun, leaving 

the dying day's tropical heat even more oppressive and the world about me even more still 

and silent. 

I turned over the shepherd's yarn as I rode. The Storms brought out a great outpouring of 

religious and superstitious doom and gloom. And well, who's to blame them? It's easy enough 

to imagine how the Thomas the Rhymer's stories might have gotten started. And I could see 

that if some idea of what TTR's device had been bandied about, it could easily be distorted 

into a  “gate”  of  sorts,  so  there  was likely  a  vein of  truth buried in the  yarns.  I'd  have to, 

discreetly, inquire about the changes in TTR and the manner of his death and the location of 

this gate...

I entered the Lonon River glen as the first of the highland hills loomed on my left, its birch 

trees and bracken crowding and arching over the lane. Through the trees on my right, I caught 

a glimpse of the deep blue waters of Loch Achonie, an old and now abandoned hydro-electric 

scheme lake. The sky through the trees had taken on a deep orange tint and the tropical heat 

felt even heavier and more stifling in the narrow airless lane through the woods. Every once in 

a while, I'd ride through a patch of cooler, earthy smelling air, the springs of night beginning 

to bubble up from the deepening shadows. The road started a gentle rise, and I kicked the 

motor up another notch to take it, my legs beginning to ache. A few minutes later I caught the 

flicker  of  pale  blue  light  across  the loch and against  the blackness of  the pine plantation 

turned forest, and then once more, the pale reflection of lightning. Given the oppressive feel in 

the air, it was hardly unexpected, but not welcomed. No thunder yet, but I'd rather not arrive 

wet, so I kicked the motor up yet another notch and picked up the pace.

The glen began to quickly darken. Through the occasional breaks in the tree cover, I caught 

sight of storm clouds boiling overhead, veined in lightning racing west to east. The lightning 

soon grew incessant, a constant blue flickering light that shifted the shape of things in the 

woods with its  subtle  strobe,  yrt  not  a  breath of  air,  not  a  leaf  moved,  only  the  shadows 

danced. And even a few minutes later, when the low drumbeat of thunder could just be heard 



in the distance ahead of me, the world still seemed almost supernaturally still.

I didn't have a good feeling about this. Though the thunder was still distant, there seemed a 

sense  of  menace  in  the air,  which had to  have been in my imagination,  but  seemed real 

enough at the time. There were enough trees around that I shouldn't have to fear lightning, 

much, but I found myself pedalling with all I had left.

Nearing the top of the rise, the trees thinned and I came full upon the dark blue-grey sky 

racing overhead. A line of steel towers, abandoned electric power pylons, marched into the 

darkening distance over the tree tops. Their outstretched arms were sheathed in dancing blue 

sparks; St Elmo's fire. In the flickering light, the pylons seemed almost animated, eerie metal 

giants marching across the hills out of the storm. I could not tell how far off the storm was, 

since the incessant thunder did not allow me to count off  the seconds, but the rumble of 

thunder was growing stronger. I put my head down and raced down the curving lane as fast as 

I dared. Luckily, the wheel tracks were hard packed and without major pot holes so I didn't 

break my neck.

The clouds seemed to brush against the treetops as the lane levelled. The rain could not be 

far off. The river came in to view again briefly and then swung out of sight leaving an open 

field on my right.

In a blinding instant, the world turned into a blue splitting crack of near-doom, the thunder 

arriving with the lightning with a physical force. I braked and struggled to keep control of the 

bike  as  I  veered off  the  lane.  I  managed to  keep  it  upright,  barely,  and my heart  started 

pumping once more, pounding in my chest, as I put my head down and raced ahead. They say 

a miss is as good as a mile, but I'd take the mile...

I spied cottages ahead, I hoped they were the fabled ones just before the first gate house. I 

thought about stopping, but decided to push on down the straight lane, since the rain was 

holding off.

I passed the first gate house and in a minute or two more I'd be at the factor's house. Safe. I 

caught the blinding flash a split second before the crash washed over me, just ahead, behind a 

screen of trees. That minute or two was suddenly looking pretty iffy. I crouched low over the 

handle bars and raced ahead, the blue bolt still etched in my retinas. 

The rain began with a few heavy drops, knocking craters in the dust of the wheel tracks as I 

came upon the second gate house. Another flash and crash, but this time a second behind. I 

peered ahead in the gathering darkness, and coming around a bend, saw the light of the stone 

built house on my left. I turned in, braking hard. I could hear the drumming of the rain racing 

through the woods towards the cottage as I hopped off and ran it up next to the door. They 

must have been watching for me, since the door opened and Ms Munro almost pulled me in. 



'Thanks,'  I  managed to  pant  and  the  rain  lashed against  the  door,  bitter  at  its  missed 

chance.

'Aye. Cutting it close. Good thing you hurried, or you'd have been soaked in seconds,' she 

said, adding, 'I'm sorry, Mr Say, I never thought of the possibility of a storm when you called. 

It storms in the Maig Glen most every night, what with the sun being so active, but this is the 

first one of the week to spill into Glen Lonon. Still, you've arrived safe and dry.'

I was going to tell her it wasn't the rain – I didn't melt in water – that had me hurrying, but 

the prospect of being fried crisp by lightning, but by the time I caught enough of my breath to 

say so, I decided that might be taken as criticism, so I just panted out, 'No harm. Didn't see it 

coming at first, with the hills and the trees or I would have hurried sooner.'

'They come up fast in these glens. Always keep a weather eye. But step in and have a cup of  

tea. Lord Learmonte left some instructions for you. We might as well get that business out of 

the way. This, by the way, is my father, Guy Munro,' she added as she turned to lead me to the 

kitchen, introducing me to a man standing behind her.

'Welcome to Glen Lonon, Mr Say,' he said as we shook hands. He was a large, grey haired 

man with a humorous glint to his eyes. 

'Nice to meet you, sir. My friends call me Sandy, and I hope you both will too. I still think of 

Mr Say as my father.' 

Maude  Munro,  Lord  Learmonte's  Glen  Lonon  agent,  or  factor,  as  they  are  known  in 

Scotland, looked to be a rather formidable woman in her later middle ages. She was dressed in 

moleskin slacks and tweeds – well-worn working clothes. 

Guy Munro, a retired factor, lives with his daughter. 'I help Maude by doing the odd job 

here and there for my room and board,' he said, adding with a wink, 'Not, of course, that she 

needs her old man helping her.' Far more talkative than his daughter, he easily carried their 

half of the polite conversation we had around the kitchen table waiting for the water to boil 

and the tea to steep. I talked mostly about my day's journey.

Maude set the cup down in front of me. She sat down and shuffled through several sheets 

of paper and gave me a look. 'You've met Lord Learmonte?'

'I had lunch with him in Cambridge this past Monday, along with my supervising professor, 

Evert Blake,' I said, adding, to answer her look, 'I'm afraid that Lord Learmonte and I did not 

quite hit it off. Not kindred spirits. I believe Professor Blake blackmailed him in to having me 

up  here on the grounds that I knew too much, or some such thing,'  I added with a smile. 

'We've both been blackmailed, more or less.'

'Just  so.  Saves  me  the  trouble  of  dissuading  you from  any  notion  that  his  Lordship is 

overjoyed having you here. I'll not read you a verbatim version of his instructions,' she said 



tartly, waving the pages in her hand. 'It's getting late and I'm sure you're tired, but I can sum 

them up in three guiding principles. First, you're here to work as an employee not as a guest 

on a holiday. Second, that you are to stay out of sight so he does not have to explain who you 

are or what you're doing here. And thirdly, you are not to talk about your work to anyone. 

Everyone will know about it from gossip, of course, but please keep the specifics of your work 

to yourself. 

'Now  Mr  Say,  you'll  find  me  to  speak  my  mind  plainly.  Lord  Learmonte  has  been  in 

uncertain temper since the death of his wife, and can be very stubborn and sharply spoken 

when crossed. I'd advise you to follow his instructions to the letter while he's in residence – 

usually from Friday afternoon or evening to Sunday afternoon. Either stay in your cottage or 

take your air and exercise off the main estate. Don't give him any reasons to make your stay 

more unpleasant than he already has. Are you clear on these points?

'I believe so,' I said. 'I'm here to work, not holiday, I'm staff, not a guest. I'm to be neither 

seen nor heard.'

'Exactly' she nodded. 'That said, I've no intention of wasting my time trying to make your 

stay miserable, and short of locking you up in the cottage, I don't see how the letter of his 

Lordship's instructions can be followed. So, if you'll meet me half way, I believe we can arrive 

at an understanding. I'd suggest that if you would simply make a point of avoiding the big 

houses  and  remain  as  discrete  as  possible  in  your  comings  and  goings,  even  when  his 

Lordship is not in residence, we should get along just fine. Stay on this end of the estate and 

ignore any guests you might happen upon – they shouldn't pay any attention to you unless 

you attract it. If they should ask what you do, please be a vague as possible, or just dumb. That 

may work better. But as I was saying, if you keep a low profile and stay amongst the staff, you 

should be able to enjoy your stay at Glen Lonon with his Lordship not being the wiser.'

'Yes, of course. I'll be happy to follow your suggestions. I've no interest in the big houses or 

in their guests, so that's no hardship. I've signed a formidable agreement that binds me not to 

talk about my work, and I'll certainly follow that as well. And while I hope to get my work done 

as expeditiously as possible, I would like to be able to get out and explore a bit of the highlands 

in my free time.'

'Excellent,' she eyed me critically. 'Guests will roam about the estate and with the stables by 

your cottage, you can expect them about at times. Most are here only for the weekend, but 

some, including a group of young people arriving tomorrow, will stay the week. It might be 

handy if you were to adopt the dress of our farm staff to make it easier for you to blend in.'

'I  was  planning  to  supplement  my  limited  wardrobe  with  more  appropriate  clothes 

purchased here. I'll see that they're consistent with my status.'



'Grand. It's hard at times not to be seen by the people from the big houses, but not being 

noticed should be easy. And so long as you pass unnoticed, you'll be fine.'

The rain had stopped and the lightning was only an occasional flicker. She looked through 

the papers and added as she rose from the table, 'I don't see anything more that I believe I 

need tell you tonight. My father will show you to your cottage and he'll fill you in on some of 

the practical detail regarding life in the Groom's Cottage. If you have any questions, feel free to 

ask either myself or my father. One of us is usually here in the office.

'I will just add two more warnings. The first involves the storms. As you've seen they can be 

very furious and electrical especially in the Maig Glen. Any time you see a storm forming or 

approaching, do not hesitate to take shelter in the nearest cottage or shed, be it occupied or 

abandoned. Everyone is welcomed in any cottage during a storm. 

'My second warning is not to believe anything my Father tells you about what I shall call 

the local folklore. He'll swear that he doesn't believe it, but will then go on to spin the most 

impossible fairy tales connected to these glens with utter conviction. They are just that, fairy 

tales. The storms are real, St Elmo's fires are real and the moving lights are as common as 

drunken farm hands, shepherds and poachers who see them. Gullible strangers are rare and I 

know he'll not pass up the chance to spin his tales.'

I glanced at Guy who just gave me a wink. 'I'll take your warnings to heart, and though I 

must say you've made your father's stories sound quite entertaining, however, I'll be sure to 

take them as fiction,' I said, trying to split the difference. I'll need friends in Glen Lonon to 

navigate the shoals of Lord Learmonte's dislike.

'I'd advise you not to encourage him. He'll talk your ear off and keep you from your work. 

But on your head.'

'I've been warned,' I laughed. 'Good night, Ms Munro. Thank you for your tea and advice.'

Guy grabbed a torch and we went out into the cool,  damp night.  Walking my bike, we 

crossed the puddled lane and down a dripping, pine fragrant drive with dark trees and the 

shapes of a few buildings and stone walls on either side. 

As we walked, he filled me in on some of the practical housekeeping matters, who took in 

laundry, who'd do house cleaning, who would make my meals if I did'na care to cook – he'd 

introduce me around tomorrow. 

'Now, if you're planning on doing your own cooking,' he continued, 'You might want to 

find your way to Ordmoor tomorrow morning. I drive a clutch of farmhand wives to market 

every Tuesday and Friday about at 9:00 and stay around to about 11:30. The seats in the Rover 

are spoken for, but there'll be plenty of room in the boot for your parcels, so you can lay in a 

good supply.'



I told him that sounded like a plan and he told me where to look for him and the Rover in 

Ordmoor the following morning.

We came to a corner with a large house – Hidden Garden – on our right and turned left 

along a  gravel  drive between woods on our  left  and a  stone  fence  with a  broad paddock 

beyond it on the right for perhaps a quarter of a mile, before reaching a collection of barns and 

stables. 

The Groom's Cottage was set back from the drive by a bit of grass on the edge of a stand of 

tall pines, not far from a dim collection of farm buildings and cottages. Inside, he turned on a 

rather dim battery lamp on the desk next to the door which illuminated a single fair sized 

room, hot and stuffy from being closed up.

Guy stepped in and gave me a sketchy tour. 'Over there's your kitchen, here's your sitting 

room and that door back there leads to the loo and the battery closet. Up that ladder is the 

bunk room under the eaves. You can have your choice of beds.' And added, 'I'll bring Mrs 

Douglas over before market to sign you up with our estate worker's co-op. With a little light 

work, you'll get fresh eggs, milk, meat and poultry from the estate delivered for half of what 

you'd pay at the market. And there's plenty more things I'll think of later, but we'll have time 

to talk tomorrow. Good night, young man.'

I  turned  on  the  second  lamp  on  the  kitchen  table  and  opened  the  three  downstairs 

windows and the door to air the cottage out a bit. I brought my bike in, unloaded my gear on 

the sofa, and parked the bike in the narrow back room/hallway to recharge its battery from a 

power  outlet  in  the  battery  closet.  I  then  aimlessly  poked  about  the  cottage;  the  kitchen 

cabinets were filled with mismatched china, pots and utensils. Beyond the small soapstone 

wood stove was a wainscot high bookshelf lined with musty smelling paperback adventure 

books and well-worn sporting magazines. A large tele screen hung on the wall above the book 

shelf.  A worn leather sofa and matching club chair,  a wooden desk and chair and a small 

kitchen table with four chairs constituted the furnishings of the cottage, and together with the 

soapstone stove, which pretty much filled the cottage to capacity.

Despite my weariness, I found myself too wound-up to sleep, so I took out my watson and 

recorded impressions of my day's journey until my eyelids grew too heavy to keep my eyes 

open and my thoughts in order. The attic was too hot and stuffy to even consider sleeping 

there, so I grabbed some blankets off a bed and settled on the ancient smelling leather sofa. As 

I drifted off to sleep, I realized that for the first time since I went up to Cambridge, eight years 

ago, I was once more a stranger.



Chapter 3 – Friday 21 June
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It was a damp, dreary morning, not quite raining, not quite not raining. A morning as grey 

as Ordmoor's stone buildings and dank pavement. The tropical heat still lingered, so despite 

the gloom it was hot-house steamy.

The weekly market straggled down several blocks along the four cross streets that pass as 

Ordmoor's  town  centre.  It  seemed  well  attended  by  sheep,  cattle,  pigs,  and  poultry  in 

makeshift pens, plus many horses in assorted sizes and colours. There were lines of colourful 

caravans and stalls of tinkers, gypsies, and pedlars hawking their wares that added a sheen of 

transient gaiety to the scene. The natives, young and old, dressed very rural tra. The men in 

boots, wool or moleskin trousers, and waxed jackets in various states of disrepair, wearing felt 

or tweed hats. The women wore Inverness capes reaching to their ankles and wide bonnets, 

some with veils pinned back. Many carried black umbrellas and canvas bags filled with their 

purchases.  Sweating farmers,  dogs  at  their  feet,  stood about in clumps exchanging gossip 

while eyeing the drifting livestock brokers and buyers, giving the market a sense of gravity, of 

business,  of  timelessness.  Their  wives  added  a  domestic  note,  cheerfully  exchanging  the 

week's news with friends or haggled loudly over the early vegetables, eggs, preserves, butter, 

cheeses, and handicrafts spread out before them. And flocks of children larked about laughing 

and getting yelled at. Ordmoor market may not have been, strictly speaking, large, bright or 

bustling, but it was, on this grey morning, a living institution. 

I'd been up since first light. Sleep on the unfamiliar sofa had proved to be an on and off 

affair. I'd just finished my breakfast, the second, soggy steak pie and a pot of tea from left over 

leaves in a canister I  found in the cupboard when Guy stopped by with Mrs Douglas,  the 

chairwoman of the estate's worker's co-op. For a pound a year, and the promise of four hours 

of donated labour a week, I became a co-op member entitling me to buy the products of the 

co-op's greenhouse and garden, pig, poultry, dairy, and brewery operations. These co-ops, 

run by workers in their spare time were a feature of the Storm Years' society that has yet to die 

out. With my lavish per diem, I insisted on paying for a year's membership. If I was to be staff, 

I wanted to be on good terms with my new mates. I'd a flatmate in my undergrad years who 

home brewed beer, but I'd a feeling that'd be a popular job, so I settled on working in the 



greenhouse and garden. We didn't have much time to talk, as Guy was to drive the housewives 

to market, so I placed my order for eggs, some early vegetables, and a chicken (cleaned and 

plucked) to be delivered tomorrow, and said I'd look in to see what the co-op's second hand 

closet had to offer for clothes sometime in the next couple of days. Afterwards, I headed out to 

Ordmoor on my bike. 

First stop in Ordmoor was at the Royal Bank of Scotland's little office to open an account in 

order to convert my per diem credit transfers to coin. Next, the public Wi-Fi box in front of the 

post office to download my mail and daily info-sites, and then on to find Guy Munro. I found 

him holding down a bench in front of the Highland Squire Pub, yarning with a couple other 

tweedy  gents,  all  with  mugs  in  hand.  The  Estate's  Rover,  a  large,  faded  green  pre-Storm 

electric engine antique, was parked kerbside where Guy could keep an eye on it. (Learmonte 

has half a dozen pre-Storm motorcars in his collection including one that brings him up from 

his Scottish home office in Falkirk most weekends.) Guy offered vague directions to the baker, 

butcher, and grocer, but given Ordmoor's size, none were hard to find. I bought some string 

bags  from  a  gypsy's  stand  and  filled  one  with  jellies,  preserves,  and  some  local  cheeses, 

dropped it off at the Rover and then on to the baker, the butcher, and the small grocery shop 

that carried a crowded, eclectic selection of canned and packaged goods in unfamiliar Scottish 

brands and in sizes for both the crofter and the big estate houses. I'd my standard shopping 

list on my watson, so I picked my way through the three narrow aisles and then stood in line 

for fifteen minutes waiting to check out. I passed the time trying to follow the gossip in the 

local dialect, with little success. I reached the Rover a little after 10:45. Guy was still outside, 

mug still in hand, keeping an eagle eye on the growing collection of parcels in the boot. I told 

him that was all for me; anything else I'd carry home myself.

I then made the rounds of the four jumble shops, each offering a selection of just about 

everything one might need, each featuring something different. O'Malley's featured furniture, 

Claire's,  kitchenware,  Kirkmiur's  had  mostly  clothes,  and  Jock  Bishop's  specialized  in 

hardware. 

I picked out a pair of tweedy trousers, carefully patched, hinting a wife in the background, 

and two rough shirts, a tweed Norfolk jacket and – just in case – a warm jersey. I packed them 

in the saddle bags, and headed home. I may have spent more money once or twice in my life – 

like when I bought my watson – but I don't remember being able to spend money with such 

carefree abandon. Everything, however, was something I needed. I did pass on a border collie 

puppy, though it was touch and go for a few seconds. Still, being able to just pick up things 

without studying my credit balance was a new experience. Scotland and ten pounds a day are 



both new experiences. New and strange.

My course back to Glen Lonon took me over the same roads of yesterday's journey and I'm 

happy to report that Scotland didn't try to kill me, this time. Still, as I rode through the moist 

greenness of the glen, beneath the dripping trees that crowded the lane, I couldn't quite shake 

the notion that these hills were impatient to be free of us humans,  and not just me, once 

again. They had a taste of untrammelled freedom thirty-six years ago and resented our return. 

My groceries were on the kitchen table when I arrived. I put them in their proper places 

and made a lunch of sandwiches, tea, and biscuits.

As long as I am categorizing the domestic delights of my day, I might as well complete the 

description of  my new digs.  The  Groom's  Cottage  was  built  with  grey  stones  a  couple  of 

centuries ago. It is about five metres wide by nine long with a slate floor. Outside, there's a 

long bench alongside the doorway. Sitting with your back against the cottage you can gaze out 

across a little patch of lawn to the lane, a stone fence, a wide paddock, the tree lined Lonon 

River, and the hills beyond. To your left, there's the stables and some workers' cottages, to 

your right, the lane runs to Hidden Garden house, out of sight beyond the trees. Next to the 

door, on your left as you enter, is narrow window and under it inside is a built-in bench to sit 

on while taking off your wellies with your back resting against the closet. Beyond the closet, 

the kitchen counter runs the length of the cottage's short side wall with a hob, an oven, a sink 

under a window, and an under-the-counter fridge. There's small square table with four chairs 

pushed tight against the far wall under another small window. A soapstone wood stove sits to 

the right of the table, and to the right of it, is the book shelves with the tele screen and some fly 

rods hung above it. In the far corner, there's a doorway leading to a small wooden addition 

that houses the water closet, shower, and battery storage closet with a door out to a covered 

back porch piled high with split wood. Back in the cottage proper, against the wall is the steep 

stairs or a ladder that leads up to the attic bunk room. It has six narrow beds tucked under the 

low eves, three to a side, with wardrobes between them. There's a small window over the stairs 

and a larger window at the far end to give a little light and air to the attic. Down the steep stairs 

again, and between the stairs and the front door is window and then a solid wooden desk and 

chair. Splitting the room almost in half, the long way, is the leather sofa facing the tele screen, 

with a small end table and the club chair tucked under the steep stairs. And that's it. Nice, 

cosy, compact and all mine for the next few weeks. 
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By the time I finished lunch, the sun was breaking through the low clouds, and with the 



promise of a brighter afternoon, I changed into my new patched trousers and a faded work 

shirt, grabbed my slouch hat, pulled on my light gloves, and headed out.

I  turned  west  and  walked  towards  the  stables,  away  from  the  big  houses  as  I'd  been 

instructed to do. I glanced into the stables (horses in stalls) before strolling across the wide 

paddock and over a narrow river to half a dozen old stone cottages known as Little Lonon. 

Most were mere empty shells of cottages. I was told that Mrs Grant, the co-op gardener lived 

here, so I knocked at the door of the one cottage that looked in good repair. No response, so I 

wandered around back, figuring she'd likely be working in the garden where, indeed, I found 

her hoeing weeds in one of the plots. She proved to be a small trim lady in boots, work pants,  

blouse  and  a  wide  bonnet.  Seeing  me  she  stopped  her  hoeing  and  leaned  on  it  as  I 

approached.

'You must be the Groom's Cottage feller that wants to weed,' she said in a thick Scottish 

accent, that I'm going to translate into English rather than try to reproduce and get every other 

word underlined as a misspelling. (A policy that I'll follow throughout this record.)

'Aye, Sandy Say, and you must be Mrs Grant,' I said, taking the gloved hand she offered me.

She looked me over and pegging me for what I am today said, 'This is a hoe. Ever seen one 

before?'

I smiled, 'Aye, and I've spent many an hour in one's company. Family business.'

'Farming?'

'Green growers and wholesale greengrocers in London. We've half a hectare under glass 

and plastic and five more open plots producing the finest locally grown fruits,  vegetables, 

poultry and rabbits, in London,' I said, not without pride.

She wasn't quite ready to be impressed, 'So what are you doing up here reading over TTR's 

papers?'

I laughed, 'I spent too much of my impressionable youth in the company of one of these, I 

guess. But I've two older sisters who'll keep the business going, so I gave up my share of the 

business and attended the uni instead. But I still know how to wield one, and now that I don't 

have to, I rather enjoy doing it, on occasions.'

'All right, Sandy, let's see what you know. I'll show you around my little operation and you 

can tell me what needs to be done.'

The greenhouse was the shell  of  three of  the cottages roofed over with a patchwork of 

salvaged cottage windows, much like our old factory/greenhouse were when I was young.

Since I still knew what was what in the business, even though I'd only spent my vacations 

these last eight years working in it, she quickly dropped her guard and we talked crops and 

planting, watering, weeds and rot, fertilizer, and lighting for more than an hour.



'Well, these weeds aren't going to go away on their own, so I'd best get back to work. You 

can come whenever you want and if I'm not about, I'll trust you'll see what needs be done,' 

she said as we once more stood by the plot she was weeding.

'I'll know more about  how things will shake out once I've had a chance to settle in, but I 

don't  see any problem about getting my hours in.  Thanks for  the tour,  Mrs Grant,  I'll  be 

around in a few days to help with the weeds.'

'It's Daisy,' she said, adding, 'Good day, young man.' and went back to hoeing.

I then turned south on the lane and up a long grade to an abandoned hydro-electric dam 

and power plant at the head of Loch Maig. Birds wheeling in the sky, bugs buzzing hither and 

yon, and the wind sighing in the trees all failed to give life to the hollow buildings, rusting 

bridge, and old dam. They had, instead, a rather eerie air of, well, 'sadness'. I've seen plenty of 

abandoned buildings falling into ruin in London, though there are far fewer of them these 

days, as many have been replaced with gardens and parks, but here, they seemed resigned to 

decay, waiting for the trees and vines to grow over them and hide their concrete walls while 

they crumbled away.

On the lane beyond the bridge I met Guy driving a team of horses pulling two empty hay 

wagons. He stopped to offer me a ride. It wasn't all that far to the factor's house, but Guy could 

talk  so  I  learned that  Learmonte  owns  most  of  the  Lonon  River  glen  from  Loch  Achonie 

inwards and most of Glen Maig and the hills around them, a run of almost than 20 kilometres 

of river, loch, farm fields and pasture along with the pine and heather covered hills that are 

used mostly for hunting; something like 3500 hectares in all. He also owns a smaller, but more 

lucrative farm, on the Beauty River south of Ordmoor.

Guy told me that Glen Lonon has two big houses, The Lodge, a stone Victorian era hunting 

lodge of seven bedrooms that serves the summer family guests and fall hunting guests and is 

then  used  during  the  winter  and  spring,  for  NuEnG  business  conferences  and  such.  The 

second house, Hidden Garden is the family's residence. It's the big house at the turning of the 

drive from the Factor's Office which we passed last night. A large attached walled garden gives 

it its name. Since the death of Learmonte's wife, Lady Emily, it is overseen year round by Lady 

Emily's aunt Regina. I also learned that Learmonte has two daughters who'd likely be around 

most of the summer, and more nieces and nephews than I could keep track of. All in all, I felt 

quite up to speed on the ins and outs of Glen Lonon by the time we reached the Factor's 

House. He halted to drop me off, and thanking him for the ride and the peek into Glen Lonon, 

I headed down the drive to my cottage.

As  I  strolled  along  the  sun and shaded mottled  drive,  two  dogs,  a  border  collie  and  a 

labrador, bounded out of the woods and seemed genuinely pleased to make my acquaintance. 



After giving each a few pats on the head and a scratch under their ears, the three of us got 

under way again only to see three mod dressed girls in light blouses, slacks and wide bonnets 

round the stone fence at the lower corner of the drive and turn our way. The dogs abandoned 

me and raced ahead to greet them. 

I drifted over to the far side of the drive, kept my head down, my hands in my pockets, 

pretending to be invisible. This was just exactly the type of situation I was warned to avoid. 

'Willie, Watt!' called out one of the girls, greeting the dogs churning about her. She saw me, 

gave me a long look and said loud enough for  me to hear,  'What have you naughty dogs 

dragged home today?'

Turning to the other two she added, 'They delight in bringing home the most disgusting 

things, a half decayed salmon from the river bank or some strange hank of fur. Anything that 

smells horrible enough to roll around in. But I'm going to draw the line at smelly old tramps. 

Dead or alive.' And then to me in a louder voice, 'You! You, what are you doing here? This is 

private property. You've no business here annoying my dogs. Scat or I'll set the dogs on you.' 

she added, fearlessly approaching me.

I was pretty sure she was just entertaining her two younger companions. I've two older 

sisters and I'm all  too familiar with this type of sisterly abuse. There was, however,  a slim 

chance that she was serious. I hesitated. I didn't know just what to say.

'Those dogs?' I asked to buy time.

'Aye, these two dogs,' she said with an almost straight face.

'Oh, I rather doubt that... I think you'll need to come up with two other dogs to set on me, 

'cause we're pals, aren't we lads?' This last to the dogs who milling around us tails wagging.

'Willie, Watt, get over here,' she ordered sharply, but was watching me. 'This is a private 

drive. Turn yourself around and slouch back to whatever rock you crawled out from.'

'I know where I am, ma'am. I work for Lord Learmonte,' I said simply.

'You’re not working now and I've not seen you around here before. Who are you?'

'Alasandr Say.' 

'Say!' she exclaimed, her eyes widening in mock horror and started back in mock fear to the 

amusement of the other two girls. 'You're the young man father  warned us about! The one 

we're to avoid like the plague. What are you doing out? You're supposed to be confined to your 

cottage down by stables.  How did you escape? You've no business wandering around the 

estate, annoying the dogs and accosting innocent girls. I'm telling father on you! He'll have 

you flogged.'

Ah, one of his daughters, who evidently knew something about my reason for being here. 

And she was just giving me the business – not the disaster it might have been. Still, Learmonte 



wouldn't be happy if she did indeed tell him. However, in the end, Learmonte wasn't likely to 

be happy, period.

'I think that's unlikely, milady. Why, I lunched with Lord Learmonte just the other day,' I 

replied. 'Since you seem to know who I am, my friends call me Sandy, and I hope you young 

ladies will too.'

'I am Flora Mackenzie,' she replied holding her head high. 'These are my cousins, Becky 

Adams and Anne Mannering,' she added as Becky and Anne smiled at me. They were several 

years younger, but posh.

'I'm delighted to meet all of you,' I said. 'Has your father arrived already?'

'No.  But  he sent  word ahead to stay  clear  of  you.  Why is  that,  Sandy Say?'  she asked, 

suddenly interested. 'You're far from irresistibly handsome...'

'Can't imagine. Quite harmless. You'll have to ask your father,' I said cautiously.

She smiled sweetly. 'I gather he doesn't like you. Doesn't like anyone these days. Still, this 

may prove interesting... Well, it was thrilling to meet the infamous prisoner of the Groom's 

Cottage, but we must be running along and I'm sure you've work you're supposed to be doing, 

so I won't keep you any longer. Good afternoon, Mr Say. I don't suppose we'll ever meet again. 

I'm sure he'll keep you locked up after this...' she added as she led her charges, two girls and 

two dogs past me and up the lane.

'And good day to you too, milady, ladies,' I said and turned towards my cottage. Well, that 

hadn't seemed too great a disaster, but did serve as a warning. Still,  three pretty girls had 

briefly  brightened  my  day.  It  would  darken  again,  soon  enough  with  the  arrival  of  Lord 

Learmonte.

03

Lord Learmonte arrived outside the screen door shortly after six, as I was about to make 

sandwiches for tea. 'Come in, sir. I've water heating on the hob. If you'd care for a cup of tea, 

I'll add more.'

'No, thank you. I won't keep you from your tea for long, but we've a number of items on the 

agenda  to  settle  to  get  you  up  and  working,'  he  said  briskly,  but  without  any  hint  of 

annoyance. He seemed resigned to having Sandy Say about.

'Certainly, I'm anxious to get working,' I replied, determined to do or say nothing to make 

him change this attitude. 'Where would you like to begin?'

'I best show you how to access the papers. No doubt you saw the safe upstairs.'

'I can't say I did, sir. It was too hot to sleep up there last night so I slept on the sofa and 



haven't had a reason to go up since then.'

'Right. Let's go up and I'll get you set up to open the safe. Then we can bring the box down 

to look at the material,' he said, nodding towards the ladder.

It was a new solid looking safe requiring a combination and thumb print. He was taking no 

chances. He set me up with all the necessary precautions and we took down the musty, taped 

and battered cardboard box which held the papers, and placed it on the kitchen table. Inside 

were three small moleskin notebooks and perhaps 5 to 6 cm of crinkled loose papers. At the 

bottom, mice had chewed a passage way into the pile, making a soft nest of paper scraps in 

the centre of them. We shifted through the collection. The small notebooks mostly contained 

brief jottings, formulas and diagrams. The loose papers, especially towards the bottom were 

water stained, washed out, and stuck together in addition to having a hole in the middle of 

them. The upper pages were mostly free of mice damage except along their edges, and fairly 

loose. These pages appeared to be a printed manuscript with a great deal of hand written 

revisions, scribbled alterations that sometimes continued on both sides of the paper. Looking 

at the scribbles,  I  realized, with a sinking feeling,  that  deciphering TTR's handwriting was 

going to be a trial. Handwriting legibility suffered greatly in the pre-Storm age of computers, 

slates and watsons. Worse yet, the bottom half of the pile seemed to be entirely composed of 

handwritten pages in which the mice chewed two tunnels and nest, leaving perhaps half of the 

writing legible in across several pieces of each page. Still, I've been only hired to transcribe, 

not extrapolate and reconstruct TTR's writings, so that wasn't my problem, though the mere 

sight of the scattered pieces was enough to discourage me. Learmonte, I had a feeling, felt 

much the same way. We both just stared at the box for a while after we'd gone through it.

'I'm going to need clear plastic sleeves to keep the parts of the pages together and in their 

proper order,' I said after considering the mess. 'Two, make that three hundred.'

'Yes,'  he  said  and  taking  out  his  watson,  made  a  quick  note  and  then  brought  out  a 

keyboard computer from his briefcase. 'This is the machine you'll do all your work on. It's the 

secure machine we use at the NuEnG labs. It's not equipped to connect to the info-net, it'll 

record your key strokes, it'll not allow you to modify or add apps, nor will it allow data to be 

offloaded or erased. I expect you to do all your work on this machine, and you will lock it in 

the safe  upstairs whenever  you're not using it.'  He gave me a hard glance,  braced for my 

outrage. 

I just nodded. I wasn't officially working for Learmonte but I'd let Blake dig my work out of 

Learmonte if it came to that. This wasn't a battle I'd win. 

He continued. 'Turn over your watson to Ms Munro. While you are on the estate you can 

give  the  estate's  office  number  as  your  emergency  contact  number.  You  can  access  the 



entertainment net and the info-net on the tele screen, but it's also restricted and will not allow 

any downloads or sign ins. In short, all your work for this project will be done on my machine 

under  terms  which  are  designed  to  prevent  information  leaking  either  intentionally  or 

unintentionally. It's the nature of the business. These are the same restrictions my research 

staff works under,' he added pausing to give me a chance to reply.

So much for my complaisant acceptance of his terms. 'You must realize I'm not going to 

turn in my watson.'

'I must?'

'I'm not a NuEnG employee. I'm employed by the Cavendish Labs. My watson is my own, 

and I'll keep it. You need to decide whether or not to trust me. You either trust me or find 

someone else.  I've no more desire to be here than you have for  me to be here,  so you've 

nothing to hold over me. I'll keep my watson, no compromise on that,' I said. It's one thing to 

put  your watson in  a  locker  at  the  security  desk,  but  something else  to  be deprived of  it 

entirely. It had all my official life on it, including my passport and visa, as well as a great deal 

of my personal life as well. No way I was turning it over. Was this my way out? 

He glared at me, but must have expected that this restriction wouldn't fly so he only said, 

'In any event, your watson will not be registered on the estate grid, so you'll not be able to use 

it for communications.'

I shrugged. 'All that means is that I'll have go to Maryfield to call out. Really, you've no 

choice but to trust me. Why make it so inconvenient?'

'I don't want any hint of what's going on here to leak. I trust Munro has gone over what is 

expected of you during your time here.' 

'Aye. I'm here to work, stay out of sight, stay away from the big houses and blend into the 

landscape.'

'Don't take the restrictions lightly. I expect you to confine all your work to this cottage. I 

expect you to stay inside when guests are present on the grounds. I will arrange with Munro to 

look after your shopping needs so that you can remain on the estate. I expect you to get the 

project done in the least amount of time to keep all this unpleasantness to a minimum. Any 

questions?' 

I'd no intention of becoming the prisoner of Glen Lonon. But I tried to choose my words 

carefully. I owed Professor Blake that much.

'Once again Lord Learmonte, if you are unwilling to trust me, we should wrap things up 

now before I'm any deeper into the project. I fully understand why you'd want to keep your 

grandfather's  papers secret.  I've  no problem with that.  I'll  do my best  to keep everything 

secret. But I'm employed by the Cavendish Lab and I'll work to their requirements, not yours. 



I'll come and go as I please. What I do and where I go in my free time is my own business. I'm 

as motivated to get this project done as you are, but I'm neither a prisoner or a slave. If you 

wanted one, you should have insisted on a grad student.'  He was likely thinking the same 

thing.

'Besides, you can't expect me just to vanish without a trace. It would raise red flags with my 

friends and family, which is the last thing you'd want. I'll have to be in normal contact and tell 

them something of what I'm up to.'

'Which is also the last thing I want.'

'I'll keep it vague. I'll just say that since I couldn't get into the lab before fall, I was offered a 

chance  to  do  some  research  in  Scotland.  It  needs  to  be  close  enough  to  the  truth  to  be 

plausible.  I  won't  have to go into details.  It's  certainly  better  than disappearing without a 

trace.'

He grunted. Considered it. Shrugged, which I took to be 'yes'.

'My guarantee is simple; I don't want to be here any longer than you want me here. I'll get 

the work done as expeditiously as possible, though I can't say how long it'll take. I know you'd 

rather not have anyone in on your grandfather's secret, but unless you take the project on 

yourself, you're going to have to trust someone. From what I've just seen, I doubt much of the 

project  survived  the  mice  and  I've  no  interest  in  it  anyway,  so  the  sooner  it’s  done  and 

forgotten the happier I’ll be. I've my own projects which I'm anxious to get on with.'

He considered that in silence, weighting the pros and cons for much longer than I'd have 

thought necessary. 

'I don't see that I have a choice,' he said at last.

I wasn't going to accept that. 'Of course you have a choice. Tell Professor Blake you want 

someone else, and he'll find someone else, with your research centre you have him by the 

short hairs.' 

He shook his head, 'No, you're already one too many. I have to trust you – and that non-

discloser agreement you signed,' he added, showing just how limited that trust was.

I took it anyway. 'Good. Now, I'm going to need a camera to photograph the pages. I could 

use my watson, but I don't suppose you'd want me doing that.'

He stared at me. 'Photograph the pages? That's out of the question. Why do you think I 

keep the pages locked in the safe?'

'It's standard procedure in cases like this, or so I've been told. It makes sense. Eventually, 

other scientists are going to look over my transcriptions. They'll no doubt question some of 

my work  –  did TTR really write that or did that idiot Say just guess?' I added, keeping my 

demands as pleasantly presented as possible. 'They'll want to see the original papers to verify 



my transcription. And from what I've seen of your grandfather's handwriting, many words will 

likely be open to different interpretations. You're not going to want to find and provide the 

actual notebook or sheet of paper every time this happens. What you want is a photo of the 

page right alongside my transcription.'

He took this in without comment.

'Besides there's ways of enhancing photos to make faint markings more readily readable. 

Different light sources and filters can make inks that have faded more visible. I've not looked 

into this much, but I downloaded some resources that I hope will help me. So you see, I'll 

need a camera to do the job right. Plus, after I've photographed the pages I can work from the 

photos on the secured computer, keeping the originals locked in the safe at all times.'

'Right,' he sighed. 'I'll have a camera sent around. You must, however, store all the photos 

only in this machine,' he added, indicating the computer on the table before us.

'Yes. And it would be nice if the camera came with a small tripod so that I could take the 

photos faster and more constantly. And if there's not a good photo program on the computer 

it should be added.'

'Anything else?' rather sarcastically.

'Not that I can think of,' I replied pleasantly. 'At the moment.'

'Right. Then let's set get your security clearance on the computer, and we can see if there's 

a photo program on the machine. I believe there is.'

There was, and after getting me set up on the computer, he stalked out with a brief 'Night.’ 

Still, I thought that went rather well, all things considered. No mention of my encounter with 

Flora. Promising.

Guy Munro delivered the  camera and tripod shortly  after  eight.  I  spent the rest  of  the 

evening consulting my recently  acquired resources on manuscript restoration and playing 

around  with  the  camera,  tripod,  and  a  lamp  to  work  out  a  reliable  and  efficient  way  of 

photographing the pages.

04

It's a small social world. Late that evening while working at the kitchen table, a familiar 

laugh and voice came drifting in through the screen door. I couldn't put a name to it, so I 

turned off the lamp and stepped over to the doorway, careful to stay deep in the darkness of 

the cottage.

 I recognized Renshaw Lonsdale strolling down the lane, with  half a dozen other people of 



our age. We were members of the same college, though he was three years behind me. He'd 

gone down last year with a first in Manufacturing and Management Engineering to work in his 

father's firm, Advanced Nano-Electronics. He was one of the brightest stars in the University's 

posh set,  tall,  handsome, and outgoing, wealthy and free spending, casual and fun loving, 

above all the rules, and always surrounded by posh friends and beautiful girls.

We didn't run in the same social set.  However, he still might recognize my face, though I 

doubted he'd recall my name. It struck me how strange it was, given Learmonte's concern for 

secrecy, that he'd set me up so close to his summer guests. I may not be a member of his social 

set, but already, one day in, here was someone who could recognize me. I couldn't play the 

stable  hand with  Lonsdale  or  someone  like  him.  Did he  really  expect  to lock me away? I 

suppose he wanted to keep me as isolated as possible. One would think that here, beyond the 

pale – hidden away in a small cottage on an estate in the Scottish Highlands – was about as 

isolated as you can get. But not if you make it a social centre.

Watching the jolly group pass by, I  couldn't  help but feeling sorry for myself.  Lonsdale 

partied his way through university and was still partying, while I'd worked night and day only 

to find myself sulking about in a musty cottage doing a clerk's job. If it wasn't for the fact that 

my best friend was Penny Lee, I'd have felt totally miserable. Lonsdale had a lot of girlfriends, 

but none held a candle to Penny.

Still, blue and discouraged, I put the papers and camera away and called it a day.

Chapter 4 – Saturday 22 June

I spent the morning photographing the notebooks and beginning the process of organizing 

the printed text pages since they were the most accessible and in the best shape. I decided it 

would save time later if  I put the pages in some sort of order before photographing them. 

Some pages seemed in their proper order, but most rather random. Their subjects didn't help 

much, quantum theory, entanglement, and some sort of virtual or digital quantum theory as 

well, which gave them a quantum-like quality of their own, and made it hard to see how they 

fit together. After I'd sorted them into rough piles, I stared through my fingers at them on the 

kitchen table for five minutes in dismay, and decided that it was time for lunch.

The day had grown tropical again and I was anxious to get out and enjoy a little of it. But 

with Lonsdale and a large party of guests about the estate, I was leery of sitting on the bench 



outside. I didn't care to take a chance I'd be caught off guard and recognized by Lonsdale. 

They'd passed earlier in the morning for the stables and would likely be back for lunch any 

time  now.  However,  since  it  was  pretty  wild  and overgrown out  back,  under  the  pines,  I 

decided to lunch on the far side of the stone fence across the lane. The fence was far enough 

away from the lane that even if they passed mounted I'd still be hidden behind it. I put my 

sandwiches, biscuits, and a bottle of ginger beer into one of the string bags and, after checking 

to see that the coast was clear, made my way to and over the fence. I hunkered down in its 

shade to enjoy my picnic lunch – just me and the sheep on the far side of the paddock. 

I may have dozed off  after eating, for the next thing I knew Learmonte was demanding, 

'What are you doing here?'

I  jerked fully awake,  gathered my wits,  and was ready with an innocent  Nothing,  when 

someone answered for me.

'I'm going up to the house for lunch and a nap.'

Looking up and around I couldn't see Learmonte's angry face anywhere. Some other poor 

sod was facing his wrath.

'Gordon left with picnic baskets five minutes ago to meet you and your guests at the Loch 

Achonie dam for lunch, as we arranged. Why aren't you with them?' Learmonte demanded.

'I'm sore and tired of riding so I told them to go on ahead without me. I'm going to have 

lunch and lay down for a while,' said the unknown victim.

'You'll do no such thing. Turn right around and re-join the party. Is that clear?'

'No, Father, I'm not. I've told you my program and I intend to follow it. You'll not bully me,' 

replied his non-Flora daughter, or so I assumed from father.

'You're not going to abandon your guests...'

'They're yours. You invited them, not me.'

'Not only are they your cousins and best friends, one of them is your fiancée as well.  I 

invited him and the  others for the week expressly to celebrate your graduation. I would've 

expected you to be pleased, but instead you sulk. You've always sulked...'

'That's unfair. I've not always sulked, and I'm not sulking now. I'm worn out from work and 

studying. I just want some peace and quiet.'

'You've all summer for that,' said Learmonte pushing on, 'You're the lady of the house now, 

so they're your guests even if I invited them. You can't just ignore them when you don't feel 

like entertaining. It's not a question of doing what you like, it's a question of doing your duty, 

Nesta...'

'Father, they all know me very well. They understand. I don't need to play lady of the house 

with them.'



'And I'm sure Lonsdale knows you well enough to see your indifference. I would've thought 

you'd  have  learned  something  from  losing  Hamilton  Fraser  to  Flora.  You  can't  expect  a 

handsome and personable fellow like Renny Lonsdale to hang around waiting for years when 

you can't even find the time to spend with him after he comes all the way from Oxford to be 

with you.'

'We understand each other very well. And as for Ham and I – there never was anything but 

friendship between us. It was only you and mother who imagined that I was in love with him. 

We were never a couple and I didn't ignore him either. I was at university in Glasgow and he 

was at King's College in London.'

'Your mother could plainly see your pain when Hamilton fell  for Flora. She told me. All 

because you were always too busy with your studies and didn't pay any attention to him when 

he was available.'

'Not true. Not true at all. Old gossip. I am and always have been very happy for Flora and 

Ham. But I've no intention of standing here discussing Ham, Flora, or my feelings, with you. 

I'm on my way to lunch. My guests can get by without me. Flora will look after them quite 

nicely. She's the one cut out to be the family's hostess anyway. Now please, I'm tired and 

hungry.'

Learmonte is not one to take 'no' for an answer. 'Turn around and re-join your guests. That 

is an order, Nesta. I don't mean to be harsh, but you must learn that family duties come before 

your wants. It's important to me and the family that you don't drive Renny away, as you did 

Hamilton –  if only to honour your dying mother's dearest wish. Really, it isn't like he doesn't 

have any other options. He's a fine lad and I'm sure he understands you quite well, but you've 

put him off for two years already. He'll not stand being ignored forever. Now, please, my dear, 

re-join your fiancée and guests. It's time you grew up and accepted your responsibilities.'

They must have parted or moved on, for nothing more was said. Still, I must have given 

them a good five minutes before I stood up to return to my cottage. 

I turned to find a girl, Nesta, I presume, standing in the lane not three metres from me 

staring off into space, two tear tracks on her cheeks.  She was wearing riding pants, a light 

tweed coat over a white blouse and green scarf about her neck and a dusty fedora over tightly 

bound dark auburn hair. She looked up with my movement and gave a startled gasp.

'Oops,' I muttered. 'Sorry, thought you'd gone on...I was just having my lunch here by the 

fence. Sorry.'

She didn't need to speak. Her angry glare said it all. She hesitated, perhaps blushed a bit, 

and then turned and stalked up the lane towards Hidden Garden House.

I watched her go. Oh, well. With the growling bear of Learmonte for a father, and the free 



and easy libertine Lonsdale as a fiancée, I guess wealth has its price.

I climbed over the fence and returned to the cottage and my work. I had the pages in fair 

order by tea time. There seemed to be a lot of gaps in logic and order, but no doubt the hand 

written notes would bridge those, once I'd deciphered them. I  began photographing them 

after tea and well into the evening. Took a walk along the river as dusk fell.

Chapter 5 – Sunday 23 June

01

The 'Riders' are out.

It's a little after 10:15 on a darkening Sunday evening. I'm sitting on the bench outside my 

front door,  cup of tea  at hand. Overhead, branching fingers of lightning race west to east, 

illuminating the glen in shifting shades of blue light. Just audible above the stillness of the 

night, a distant growling – thunder or the wind. And across the empty paddock (the sheep had 

already taken shelter in a shed by the stables), beyond the dark line of trees along the Lonon 

and up in the pine forested hills, perhaps a couple of kilometres away, I'd been watching a line 

of faint lights weave its way slowly through the black woods, blinking in and out of sight.

The  recent  series  of  elevated  solar  storms  have  flooded  the  atmosphere  with  ionized 

particles. The air is prickly with them. St Elmo's fires once again dance along the outstretched 

arms of the pylons and on the tips of tree branches and the lightning rods that adorn the 

stable, sheds and cottages across the way. Were it not for the steady movement of those pale, 

distant sparks of light, I'd dismiss them as St Elmo's fires, for the whole glen is speckled with 

the tiny electric flames. But they moved with too much deliberation. My best guess is that the 

'Riders' are some form of ball lightning, though I must admit I'm unsure if the explanation is 

any less fantastic than Riders from the Otherworld. But I wasn't inclined to investigate them 

any  closer.  Sitting  close  to  my  doorway  was  my  limit.  Just  when  I  was  beginning  to  get 

accustomed to Glen Lonon, the Riders had to make their appearance.

02



Today started fresh and bright,  promising tropical  heat  again.  The weather  service was 

predicting for a cool, damp upcoming week for the highlands, so I declared a holiday, packed 

a generous lunch and pushed my bike up to the lane via an overgrown trail through the woods 

behind my cottage to avoid the big house entirely. I headed west to explore the Maig Glen, 

infamous for its storms.

The map on my watson showed the road past Glen Lonon continuing on past Loch Maig 

and along the river valley until it reached the far end of Loch Bennerain, some 25 kilometres 

into the highlands. I set out to explore it to its end. I rode past the abandoned dam and power 

house I'd come across the other day and then along the shore of the narrow Loch Maig with 

pine, bracken, and heather hills looming to either side. I took my time, following the dusty 

lane between the steep hills, with higher mountains ahead, peeking over the ridges, blue in the 

distance. Eventually the loch reverted back to a river that wound through a valley devoted to 

pastures for sheep and cattle. I came across several strings of estate workers' cottages early on, 

but as I continued deeper into the valley, the cottages had been converted to sheep sheds, 

giving the whole glen an air  of  abandonment.  Even the wide green fields along the river, 

dotted with grazing sheep, sheds, and stone barns with their tall lightning rods seemed casual, 

temporary intrusions. Yet despite the pure loneliness of the glen, I began to warm up to it. I 

even took some touristy pictures to send to Penny. I reached Loch Bennerain around 11:00 

and continued on until I came to a sturdy five barred fence laced with barbed wire striding 

down the steep bank from the dark, towering woods alongside of the loch, closing off the road, 

and ending only in the waters of the loch. Several weathered  Scathroy Lodge, No Trespass 

signs graced the fence while beyond, the lane, which had all but disappeared after the last 

pasture gate, was lost completely in tall grass and ferns. I drank one of my bottles of ginger 

beer on the loch shore before turning back. It was getting hot, so I took my time riding back to 

Loch Maig, where I found a spot of cool shade amongst a grove of birches along the shore to 

eat the rest of my lunch.

I ate and wrote some letters on my watson to send off this evening – assuming Maryfield 

had a public Wi-Fi call box. Shortly after finishing the last one, I heard shouting and laughter. 

Looking  up,  I  spied  a  flotilla  of  kayaks  rounding  a  small  headland  not  far  from  me.  I 

recognized Lonsdale's voice even before I saw him. It was the bloody Glen Lonon party again. 

The lads were larking about, accidentally catching crabs and splashing the girls, over their 

shrill,  but laughing objections, all  the while trying to tip each other's kayaks over. I envied 

them. Back in Cambridge I might not be splashing girls on the Cam, but I wouldn't be sitting 

around eating a sandwich, made with three-day old bread, all  by myself either. Poor me. I 

wasn't concerned about being spotted. I was well hidden in the grove and anyway, there was 



nothing to connect me with Glen Lonon. I was just a tramp these days.

As I watched, Lonsdale lost the tipping contest and his kayak went belly up. He rose to the 

surface calling out for Nessie, his dear fiancée, to save him from drowning, though he, like 

everyone else, was wearing a life jacket. He splashed his way to her kayak and tried to climb 

aboard despite her strident objections. The kayak tipped this way and that before going turtle 

as well. When she bobbed up besides the overturned kayak, she was not happy. Not happy at 

all. She had apparently lost her glasses when the kayak tipped over and had some hard truths 

to say to Lonsdale about that, his intelligence, and  his general lack of maturity. She pushed 

him away when he made to save her, and struck out for shore, ignoring his pleas to come back 

and be a good sport. The loch must be pretty shallow here, for she'd not gone more than ten 

metres  before she  found her  footing and was  wading carefully  ashore.  In  the  meanwhile, 

Lonsdale had stripped off his life jacket and was diving, presumably to see if he could locate 

her lost glasses. 

The incident had put a bit of a damper on the proceedings, though Lady Flora called out 

laughingly, 'Oh, Nessie, don't be that way. Come on back. We'll all be swimming shortly!'

Seated against the rocky bank in the shade of the birches, there was no way I could slip off 

without attracting notice, but, as I said, I seemed well enough hidden that I'd likely not be 

noticed if I just stayed put.

Lady Nesta, stepping carefully amongst the rocks in the shallows, reached dry land some 30 

to 40 metres away just as Lonsdale called out, 'Found them Nessie!' holding up her glasses and 

striking out for shore.

She scrambled up the bank, stripped off  her life jacket and was wringing her long hair, 

when  Lonsdale  climbed  out  of  the  water,  dripping  and  laughing.  'Here  you  go,'  he  said 

scrambling up to stand beside her. 'Your glasses, good as new, no harm done. My, you look 

pretty, in a sort of half drowned sort of way, my dear,' he added with a laugh.

She took the offered glasses and hissed, 'Just leave me alone. I don't see any humour in it at 

all.'

'Aw, don't be mad. We were just having fun. We're going to swim anyway.'

'I didn't find it funny when you were splashing me and I didn't find it funny when you 

tipped me over. And I don't find it funny standing here in my wet clothes either.'

'You never think it's fun...'

'Sorry. But you've had your fun. I'm going home. I'll take the Rover and have someone drive 

it back around four...' she said grabbing the life jacket from the rock next to her and turning 

away from him, started towards the lane.

Lonsdale jumped forward and reached out to draw her back, wrapping his arms around 



her. 'I'm sorry Nessie. Really I am. You know I like teasing you, but there's never any malice in 

it. I've always teased you...'

'And I'm tired of it!' she snapped as she was struggled to get clear of him. 'Let go of me!'

'And you always get angry!' he added with a laugh, holding her tight. 'But you always get 

over that as well. Please, don't spoil the day for everyone. If you leave us now, you'll spoil the 

whole outing...'

'I don't care; I'm going home...' she said.

'Please, this is just like old times. You haven't really grown that old, have you, my dear? You 

always snapped out of it before. We've known each other since, like, forever. You know we all 

love you just the way you are. We've been dragging you kicking and complaining from your 

books since we've been kids. You always complain and always get as angry as...  wet hen... 

Ouch! And always get over it and always have fun. Think of all the wonderful memories you 

have because we didn't take “no” for an answer....'

Lady Nesta,  after giving him that elbow, had stopped her  struggling and now rested in 

Lonsdale's arms.

'Let's not grow up just yet, Nessie,' Lonsdale said just loud enough for me to hear. 'Please. 

Not quite yet.'

She sighed. 'Right, let me go.'

'Promise you won't run off?'

'Yes,' barely audible.

He gave her a kiss on the back of her head and said. 'That's my Nessie. Let me help you get 

that wet blouse and slacks off and I'll see if I can warm you up...'

Which put me in a panic.

'I don't need your help,' she said, unbuttoning her blouse.

Which only added to my panic. However, Lady Nesta had a legged swim suit under her 

clothes and Lonsdale waved to the others to bring the overturned kayak and collected bonnet 

to bring them shore. He helped Lady Nesta wring out her clothing until the rest of the flotilla 

arrived, and then waded out to bail out the kayaks. He brought them close to shore at a more 

rock free spot within 20 metres of my vantage point so she could wade out and helped her 

climb aboard. It was only as she started to paddle off that she looked around and, I'm certain, 

saw me in the shadows just over the rise of the bank since her mild scowl turned to an angry 

glare again. She turned away and they paddled off without looking back.

Twice in two days. There wasn't anything I could have done, but I imagine finding this 

stranger turning up every time something embarrassing happens had to be fairly annoying. I'd 

a feeling I'd best avoid her in the future. I don't think I'd enjoy any encounter.



I'll  admit,  however,  that  I  find  it  harder  to  dislike  Lonsdale.  His  concern  for  Nesta 

Mackenzie  seemed  genuine,  treating  her  temper  with  patience,  which  upon  my  scant 

acquaintance, is not to be dismissed lightly. Perhaps I was wrong in ascribing his appeal, to all 

those girls, to just his good looks, free spending, and prospects for wealth. Oh, well,  live and 

learn.

I gave them a chance to drift across to the far shore of the loch for their picnic and then 

slipped out the grove to my bike and back to the cottage.

03

I spent several hours in the afternoon weeding the gardens at the co-op. I've no desire to be 

an outcast here, and given my status in the big house, I hope to find acceptance with the staff. 

I ran into Mrs Douglas on the way back and she showed me the co-op's clothes closet, an 

eclectic selection of clothing donated or left  behind by the Mackenzies and their  guests.  I 

found a pair of wellies that fit, a well-worn moleskin pair of pants and several shirts, more or 

less in keeping with my new rustic character.

In the long evening I rode over to Maryfield, while the weather was still non-threatening, 

and found a Wi-Fi call box. I downloaded my mail, sent messages, and called Professor Blake 

and Penny.  I  gave  Blake an outline of  Learmonte's  initial  terms and our  informal  mutual 

accommodations, plus a quick appreciation of the material, since I was, on paper, reporting to 

him. He sarcastically congratulated me on not making a hash of things the first day and urged 

me to continue to pursue this  course.  I  promised I'd try,  which of  course wasn't  what  he 

wanted to hear, so I promised I would.

I  then  called  Penny  and  told  her  about  my little  adventures  of  travel  and  discoveries, 

though I avoided any mention about the nature of my work, per my NDA. She didn't seem to 

take my near brush with death by lightning very seriously. I'm going to assume that's the price 

I pay for being so casually brave in the story, as I told it to her.

And oh, yes, I told her about finding Renny Lonsdale a guest at Glen Lonon, and how I 

found out why he was here, which she found interesting.

I told her of my various encounters with the Mackenzies and Lonsdale and mentioned that 

I thought Lonsdale had matured quite a bit and how he seemed rather thoughtful and caring. 

She just laughed and told me to think back on all the girls who continued to hang with him at 

the  uni,  even  after  they'd  auditioned  to  be  Mrs.  Renshaw  Lonsdale.  He  was  always 

considerate, she said. And generous, and handsome, and a good egg.

I told her how glad I was I hadn't realized she felt this way about him until now, and how 



happy I was to find that he was safely engaged to Lady Nesta Mackenzie.

She just laughed. 'Maybe I'm just playing really hard to get.'

'You are with me, anyway,' I replied.

I hung up feeling optimistic. Our conversation was free and easy,  like old times. Perhaps 

being away from her and having more than nano-technology to talk about is what the doctor 

ordered.

The sky was growing overcast in the west by the time we finished talking, so I headed back 

to Glen Lonon, using my electric motor rather freely. The clouds were laced with lightning by 

the time I pulled up at my front door. The storm, however, held off for several hours.
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As I sat outside in the deepening night watching the lightning silently streaking through the 

clouds, Guy came around on his evening rounds. He stopped for a moment or two to talk. 

The Gate is open tonight,' he said.

'The Gate?' I asked.

He nodded to the hills. 'See all the fairy lights?'

'St Elmo's fires?'

'Fairy lights or St Elmo's fire, no difference. But look how many are lit. The Riders of the 

Seelie  Court  will  be  out  tonight,  mark  my  words.  You  might  see  their  lights  a'marching 

through the storm.'

'How will I tell them apart from all the other lights?'

'Oh, you'll know the difference if you see them. Well, I must be pushing on if I'm not to get 

wet. Maudie would be upset if  I tracked mud and rainwater in, especially if  I'd gotten wet 

telling you tales... We'll save that for a drier night, hey, lad?'

'Looking forward to it. I don't know much of anything about TTR Mackenzie, and would 

like to know more, facts or folklore. Where there's smoke, there's fire...'

'Aye, there's a lot of both in these glens when it comes to old TTR.'

The  lightning's  getting  sharper,  the  rolling  thunder  is  growing  louder  and  the  wind  is 

picking up, so I think I'd best finish this account inside...

And not a minute too soon, as the storm arrived with a sudden angry shriek, its wind driven 

rain pelting the windows and the door, the cold taste of the Atlantic on its breath.

I don't know how much sleep I'll get with the storm roaring and flashing about me, but I 

think  I'll  crash  on  the  settee  again  tonight,  seeing  how  the  pines  above  the  cottage  are 



thrashing about.

Chapter 6 – Wednesday 26 June
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The  storm  tapered  off  in  the  early  hours  of  Monday,  so  the  day  dawned  cold,  damp, 

gloomy, and reassuringly mundane. It rained off and on the whole day, and indeed, for the 

next three days. Except for some brief walks in the evening, dodging showers, I stayed inside 

and worked from breakfast to late into the night.

I spent most of Monday... Well, I'll spare the tedious details, suffice to say that as much as I 

want to get this project behind me,  I  realized that  I  needed to establish a comprehensive 

procedure to manage the work. So I assigned each of the sorted printed pages a tentative page 

number, enhanced the photos and set up my digital document so that it would display two 

pages, the photo of the page along with my typed transcription, a task that took me nearly to 

tea time.

Guy  stopped  by  late  in  the  afternoon  to  remind  me  that  Tuesday  was  market  day  in 

Strayfeller, and offered the same arrangements with the Rover as had been with the Ordmoor 

market. The bread was getting stale, but it looked to be nearly an hour's ride to Strayfeller, so I 

said it'd depend on the weather. I'd provisions for several days yet.

I took a walk in the gloomy twilight along Maig River and down and along to the tree lined 

bank of the Lonon. I saw no one. I was quite lonely. When I returned to the cottage I decided 

that it had become so dank and damp that I brought some dry wood in from the back porch 

and spent half an hour building a dancing and crackling fire in the soapstone stove to drive 

the chill, dampness and loneliness out of the cottage.
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Tuesday, more of the same, cold and wet. Restless and unwilling to starve, I made a dash to 

Strayfeller for fresh bread and the other items the co-op did not provide, setting out just after 

8:00. Low clouds and scattered showers swept over the hills and across the fields, alternating 



between rain, mist, and just about to rain or mist the whole ride. I was damp, but warm by the 

time I arrived, and finished my shopping along the long high street of Strayfeller before the 

estate Rover arrived. The market was much like the Ordmoor affair, a straggling collection of 

livestock and soggy booths set up around the village square. I didn't linger. I deposited my 

provisions in the Rover, filled my thermos with hot tea and stopped at a public Wi-Fi hot spot 

to download my messages and info-sites, and then headed home.

I fired up the stove on my return, took a brief hot shower (solar heated – not much heat) 

and then put in two hours of typing before Guy dropped off my groceries. Made lunch with 

the slightly soggy, but freshly baked bread.

I'd just finished eating when I heard some banging and scratching at the front screen door. 

Opening the inside door, I found Willie and Watt their noses up against the screen. I absently 

opened the screen door to see if  they were alone (they were) and they bounded in.  They 

pranced about, apparently overjoyed to see me. After that they checked out what was on the 

kitchen counter and when, after a few minutes, their initial excitement died down, they curled 

up by the warm stove and fell asleep, leaving only the aroma of wet dog to keep me company. 

They may not have been much company, but they were better than none, so I left them to nap 

while I returned to my work. Around 4:00 they woke up, stretched, and bothered me, all the 

while staring at the kitchen counter. I had no intention of feeding the estate hounds, and told 

them so. When they decided I wasn't joking they headed for the door, barked 'good-bye' and 

bounded up the lane as I let them out. I worked deep into the evening, with only an hour 

break to walk along the river in the twilight to clear my head and stretch my sore back. It was 

late  when I  dragged  the  club chair  close  to  the  stove.  Pulling  out  my watson,  I  read my 

downloaded messages, typed out the short responses that I'd send when I was next in town, 

and browsed the info-net sites I'd downloaded until I couldn't keep my eyes open.
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It was still cold and dreary Wednesday, so I once again fired up the stove. Willie and Watt 

turned up after breakfast, damp, smelly, and content just to lounge around the warm stove all 

morning while I worked. They went out a couple of times, and for all I know, went home for 

lunch, but always returned. Late in the afternoon they picked up their ears, ran to the door 

and barked, so I got up to let them out. As they shot out of the door, I saw Lady Flora striding 

down the lane calling them. I'd all but forgotten about the residents of the big houses – the 

weather had kept them away from this end of the estate all week.

'Willie, Watt! What are you doing in there?' she demanded as they frisked around her.



'You dog napper!' she exclaimed, spying me in the door.

I stepped out. 'Good afternoon, Lady Flora. The hounds have been my guests these past 

several  days.  Apparently they don't  like being shoved out  in the cold and rainy world. Or 

perhaps they simply prefer the company of a quiet gentleman to that of a...'

'A what, Mr Say?' she asked, walking up to me with a dangerous scowl on her face, that, 

thankfully was not reflected in her eyes.

'To that of a beautiful woman,' I said.

She smiled sweetly. 'You were on thin ice there, mister.'

'But I kept my wits about me.'

'Indeed you did. However, I suspect what Willie and Watt really prefer is the company of a 

warm stove to that of a quiet gentleman, or you.'

'My stove does seem to be the main attraction.'

'I believe cook lets them lay about in the kitchen when the family's not around and they 

miss that. We rather frown on smelly dogs lounging about our rooms. I suppose their attitude 

must be “any port in a storm” and you're it.'

'Well, they're welcome.  I enjoy their company. It's been rather quiet – at least during the 

week – on this end of the estate,’ I said. 'I suppose the weather's kept everyone indoors all 

week. Your father must have ordered it up special...'

'It  would  seem  that  way.  We've  been  mostly  confined  to  quarters,  playing  games  and 

reading these last several days, but the weather should improve from here on out and father's 

bringing up a whole gaggle of business associates and wives up this weekend, so it will  be 

lively enough starting Friday night. You'll need to remain well under wraps.'

'I really should just go away for the weekends to be on the safe side. But I'm anxious to get 

this project done and being forced to stay out of sight is a good incentive.' 

'Anxious to leave us? Have you found the keys to the gate of faery land already?' she asked 

lightly.

'Not yet, and I don't want to either. Last Sunday night I did see a train of moving lights in 

the hills across the river, which I suppose are what the locals are referring to when they talk of 

the Riders. That's enough for me. Is that a common phenomenon?'

'The Riders? You seem well versed in the local folklore.'

'Hardly folklore since I saw them with my own eyes. More like local gossip. Are they seen 

that often, or was I just lucky?'

She shrugged, and said with a secret smile, 'They're rather uncommon. Depends on the 

solar activity and the local weather conditions. In the quiet years they're hardly ever about. 

But with all these solar storms this year, I'm not surprised you've seen them already. The solar 



storms open the Rhymer's Gate, you know,' she added dramatically.

'Right.  What  are  they  really?  I  mean  besides  riders  of  the  Seelie  Court.  Ball  lightning 

perhaps?' I asked.

'Oh, you can take your pick of the various theories,' she said, adding with another secret 

grin, 'But no one, well no one reliable, seems to have made enough of a scientific study of the 

phenomena to offer proof one way or another. Perhaps I should talk to father about adding 

that to your assignment. However, the Riders are one of our pet mysteries, a tourist attraction, 

so they might be better left a mystery.'

'Well, they can remain your tourist attraction. I observed them as close as I cared to from 

my bench right here. Besides, I've too much other work to do.'

'Then I'd best leave you to it. Come along you fellows,' this last to the dogs.

'Thanks for stopping to chat,' I said as she turned away.

'My pleasure, Say,' she called back without looking.

I finished transcribing the printed part of the pages after tea without a coherent idea of 

what  TTR  was  aiming at.  Either  there's  a  lot  of  missing pages  or  the  gaping holes  in  his 

arguments are filled in his hand written notes which I've yet to tackle. Given how many times 

I've come across crossed out sections with the scrawled Wrong!!! alongside, I suspect the key 

will be found in his scribbled notes and corrections. Still, I don't have to understand anything. 

Just transcribe it.

I went for my walk and then picked up one of the ancient gaudy covered spy novels from 

the shelf and read until after midnight.

Chapter 7 – Thursday 27 June
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This  proved to be day of  two discoveries.  Truth is  I  don't  know how I  missed the first 

discovery  for  so  long.  The  second  one  was  just  by  chance  and  probably  created  more 

mysteries than it solved.

It struck me this morning, while I lay in bed staring at the rafters above my head, that I'd 

been transcribing a  scrapbook.  A Frankenstein collection of  extracts  from maybe a dozen 

different publications,  which presumably fit  together  to (somehow) outline the theoretical 



basis of TTR's invention. I didn't recognize any piece, but I finally realized that they varied too 

much in writing styles, structure, and in their slightly different terminology and theoretical 

approaches to quantum mechanics to be one source. TTR had simply arranged passages from 

the  various  sources  to  describe  his  theory,  hopefully  linking  them  together  with  his 

handwritten notes.

Strictly speaking it's not my job to understand his theory. Indeed, I've been told not to try. 

Still, if I'm to decipher TTR's scribbles I'm going to have understand where he was coming 

from in order to make some sense out of incomplete sentences and passages, so it'd be helpful 

to know the content of the books or papers he used to build his theory. 

Decades of pre-Storm scientific  work was lost when the cloud servers that stored them 

went  down  and  stayed  down.  However,  if  these  sources  had  been  in  actual  print,  the 

University Library would likely have restored them in a searchable digital form, making them 

accessible from my watson and a Wi-Fi hot spot. All I'd need was several sample paragraphs 

from each and I'd be able to download the full works. Learmonte would likely object to my 

copying parts of the papers, but since they're not TTR's work to begin with, I decided that I'm 

justified in doing so. 

Was  this  strictly  necessary?  Perhaps  not.  I'm  not  likely  ever  to  be  credited  with  the 

transcription,  given Learmonte's  attitude –  and mine.  Still,  other  scientists  and engineers, 

including Professor Blake, are going to read my work and I take pride in my work. So it is my 

intention to  turn the  most  complete,  accurate,  and comprehensive  transcription  of  TTR's 

papers I  can achieve. And, well,  I've a streak of curiosity.  Whatever TTR was up to,  it  had 

begun to intrigue me.
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I spent the morning sorting through the pages copying sample passages. Around noon I set 

out for the Bonny Prince in Ordmoor that advertised a hot spot for customers. The alternative 

was to huddle up against the hot spot box in Maryfield and brave the elements. While it had 

grown milder,  the sun had yet to pierce the thin veil  of  clouds  and in the distance lower, 

darker clouds, with sweeping skirts of rain and mists, still roamed across glen and hill.

Guy was coming out of the stables as I pushed my bike out the cottage door so we walked 

up the lane together. He said that the clear sleeves I'd requested had arrived, but at Belgate 

Woods, several miles south of Ordmoor since Learmonte had dispatched them with a Belgate 

Woods bound employee. Guy said he'd bring them around tomorrow sometime. However, 

since I was bound for Ordmoor already, and anxious to keep working, I offered to ride over 



and fetch them myself, which was fine with him. He dashed off a note of introduction and 

gave me directions to the Belgate Woods factor's office. 

I had lunch at the Bonny Prince and settled in with a pot of tea and a plate of scones, to do 

my searching. It proved to be a time consuming project. Though I quickly located three books 

and one paper in the Cavendish library, I had to use my exchange privileges to search both the 

Oxford and King's College libraries to locate three more papers and a book. That left one or 

two possible sources unidentified which I decided weren't  worth more extensive searches. 

Even so,  by the time I'd downloaded the materials,  the cafe's  evening rush was ebbing.  I 

ordered my tea and left a generous tip, hopefully enough to ensure that I'd not have to do any 

further research against the call box in Maryfield.

It was nearly 7:00 when I emerged into a damp misty evening tasting of the sea. Belgate 

Woods  was  marked  on  my  maps,  so  found  it  and  the  factor's  office  without  trouble.  I 

presented my note, picked up my package and was on my way home by 7:30. 

The weather continued to close in and darken. By the time I reached Ordmoor again the 

sky had fallen to earth as a dense fog. I thought I'd leave it behind as I put the sea behind me, 

but it only got denser and darker as I rode along. My glasses added another layer of fog, so I 

took them off, but still could only see maybe 10 metres ahead. I rode slowly to give myself a 

chance to avoid man or beast that might appear out of the fog. I'd plenty of time before sunset 

and the road led straight to Maryfield and Glen Lonon so I wasn't concerned about getting 

lost.

I passed through a ghostly Maryfield and into the narrow tree lined road beyond it. The 

dark overhanging trees bombarded me with big wet drops as they stalked slowly by, darker 

shapes against the dark grey of the fading day. I could see the pale road better without the 

bright glare of fog that my bike light produced, so I rode in a smothering grey silence which 

only got greyer and more smothering as the Lonon Glen closed in and around the road.

I lost all sense of place as I rode deeper into the glen, content to follow the paleness of the 

road as it revealed itself out of the dripping darkness ahead of me. The deeper in I rode, the 

more charged the atmosphere felt, and after a while I couldn't help feeling a sense of deja vu 

in the electrically charged and oppressive stillness of the glen. The dim fairy lights of St Elmo's 

fires glowed dimly in the fog on either side, occasionally, close enough to hear them crackle in 

the moisture. There was, however, no lightning overhead. Yet. Still it seemed yet another eerie 

variation on a now familiar highland theme, the theme being let's see how spooked we can 

make Alasandr Say, Ph.D.,  with a few eerie lights and the whole glen holding its collective 

breath waiting for a...

It was the intensity of this silence, with only the soft grinding of gravel under my tires, and 



the splat of a water drop on my hat or back to break it, that made the snap of the twig seem so 

explosive. I looked up from the pale three metres of road that I was following to see perhaps 

half  a  dozen moving lights in the undefinable  distance before me,  bobbing along like the 

lanterns of an unseen troop or caravan.

I skid to a stop, at a loss to identify what I was seeing or how far away the lights were in the 

veil of fog. Standing frozen and holding my breath I watched this train of lights slowly bob 

down from the hillside on my left and across the road ahead. I could hear the faint rustling of 

the underbrush and see the steady, slightly bobbing movement of the lights, blinking out and 

back as  they moved through the trees.  I  might  have even seen shadowed shapes,  slightly 

backlit  by one of  the other  ghostly  lantern-lights,  but  I  can't  swear to that.  It  all  had this 

dream-like feel – where I was and what was happening seemed too ill defined for a waking 

moment.

It was the Riders, of course, though what they were was still unclear. The sound of their 

passage was faint, and the ghostly lanterns dim, but the fog, as thick as it was, meant they had 

to  be  within  30  metres  of  me  to  be  seen  or  heard  at  all.  The  lights  moved  in  the  same 

deliberate fashion I'd observed last Sunday, faintly flickering and bobbing along seemingly 

following the contours of the land rather than floating free.

I stood frozen over my bike, hardly daring to draw a breath for far longer than I'd care to 

admit, though it was probably less than thirty seconds. I could make excuses, I suppose, but 

the  truth  is,  I  was  scared.  Luckily  my  wits,  or  my  shame,  sparked  a  rebellion.  I  was  a 

Cambridge scholar,  not a superstitious crofter.  The answer to a mystery was a few metres 

ahead and all I had to do was stand on that pedal and push ahead... I put my foot on the pedal 

and started cautiously forward. None too soon, for I'd not gone more than 20 metres when I 

saw the fog-dimmed shape of a deer – a doe – on the road perhaps ten metres ahead. Hearing 

the crunch of gravel, or perhaps the pounding of my heart, it turned its head to look my way, 

froze for a second and then, with a bound, disappeared into the under brush. I heard a sudden 

increase in the rustling under brush and the snapping branches as the startled herd bounded 

away. By the time I reached the point where they'd crossed the road and stopped to catch my 

breath, and still my pounding heart, I could see nothing but grey gloom.

A herd of deer. Well, strictly speaking a deer, but I could infer the herd. Better to be certain, 

I thought, so I dismounted and searched for tracks with my bike light. I found some in the 

gravel, and many more in the soft mossy ground on either side of the road. They were deer 

tracks, and only deer tracks, so unless the Riders rode deer, I could dismiss the riders from the 

Rider question. As for their lights, like TTR's scrapbook, the solution now seemed obvious. The 

plasma that makes St Elmo's fire is associated with sharp points and I recalled stories about St 



Elmo's  fire  clinging to  the horns  of  cattle.  I'm not  an expert  on deer  antlers,  but  I  could 

imagine the same thing happening on the tips of antlers of the bucks in the herd, at least in 

the very highly electrically charged atmosphere of Glen Lonon. I hadn't acted fast enough to 

actually  see  the  phenomena  but  by  applying  Occam's  razor,  which  says  the  simplest 

explanation is usually the best,  if  lights were associated with a herd of deer, St Elmo's fire 

clinging  to  the  points  of  antlers  seemed  to  be  the  simplest  explanation,  and  one  I  was 

prepared to accept. Fairies riding deer and the moon made out of cheese, can, I believe, be 

safely rejected.

After my brief investigation, I mounted my bike and rode on through the thick silence and 

darkening gloom for what seemed like hours, riding slowly to stay within my shallow field of 

view. Eventually I came upon the glow from the cottages windows on the edge of Glen Lonon, 

and on past the two gate houses to the Factor's House and turned down the dark drive past 

the fog smudged lights of Hidden Garden along the lane to the Grooms Cottage. I had just 

turned on the lantern on the desk and brought my bike in when I was startled by a voice 

behind me.

'I was getting a bit concerned about you, lad,' said the pale form of Guy Munro from the 

door way. 'I was out making my evening rounds when I saw you arrive.'

'Good god! Guy, you startled me. I need a beer. Or two. Care to join me?' I asked.

'Don't mind if I do,' he replied stepping in. 'Why do you need a beer?'

'Because I've just had a far closer encounter with a troop of Riders than I ever imagined I 

would. I don't think a cup of tea will do…'
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We finished our first bottle of beer with my tale.

'Now admit, Guy, all this Rider nonsense is just deer with St Elmo's fire clinging to their 

antlers.'

'Well, Sandy, if you want to believe that, I won't dissuade you,' he said with a smile. 'Maude 

has issued strict orders to lay off the old superstitious yarns, so I'll grant you that most of the 

Rider sightings can be explained away like yours as St Elmo's fire...'

'But not all?' I laughed. 'You're not ready to concede all.'

He shrugged. 'Well, there are those who claim to have seen things in these glens that aren't 

just deer. Nice, respectable poachers and the like, whose business is to be out and about at 

night. Though, of course, if you ask Maude, they’d all be drunks and lying fools. Some of them 

are, and others, not so much. We don't have much of a problem with poachers in our hills, I'll 



tell you that. There's more dark secrets in Glen Maig and Lonon than the Riders, my lad.'

'Such as?' I asked lightly, adding, 'You mean like TTR's gate to the Otherworld up in the 

glen...'

Guy gave  me a  sharp look.  'So you know about  that,  eh?  I  reckon his  Lordship didn't 

mention that. That's his deep secret...'

'And common gossip amongst the locals,' I replied. 'Why I wasn't up here more than two 

hours before I heard of it.'

'Oh, that's just the talk of old people. They don't know the real story.'

'But you do, don't you Guy?' I teased. I was over my fright and ready to take on the next odd 

superstitions.

'Aye, and more too,' he shot back giving me a dark look.

'Then tell me the true story of TTR's Otherworld gate. I'll not tell Maude. Promise.'

He considered that for a moment and then said, 'You're not in very good graces with his 

Lordship, are you?'

'Does that matter?' 

'Aye, I'd not want you taking tales back to him,' he replied.

'Well, you've seen his instructions concerning me, so you know the answer. But why are 

you asking?'

'Because  I'm  considering  telling  you  things  –  about  TTR and his  so  called  gate  to  the 

Otherworld – that would make him very uneasy and us very unwelcome here. Not that I care 

for  myself,  but for Maude's sake. She has a good berth here;  I'd not want to jeopardize it 

should his Lordship decide he'd rather not have us around.'

'Right. Whatever you care to tell me stays between us. No word to Learmonte. Or Maude,' I 

added with a grin.

He nodded and took a moment, collecting his thoughts. I saw that he'd nearly emptied his 

glass of beer so I reached back and grabbed another bottle off the counter and set it on the 

table beside his glass.

'One's enough, lad. I'll not have you think I'm in my cups when I tell you my tale,' he said 

and then continued, 'I'm telling you my secret because you're working on TTR's papers and 

maybe it'll help you unlock a secret that shouldn't be kept forever. There's nothing I can do 

about it, but perhaps you'll find a way to act...'

He took the last draw from his glass and began in a low voice, 'Well Sandy, my tale begins 

some forty-one years ago when I, as a young man, came to Glen Lonon as an assistant factor. 

Back then Belgate Woods was the main estate of the Mackenzies and Glen Lonon was just 

their hunting lodge and business conference centre. After retiring from business, TTR began 



buying up all  the lands surrounding the lodge and then up the Maig River glen,  price no 

object. With this additional grazing land to manage, I was hired to oversee the Glen Lonon and 

Maig Glen farming operation. I worked directly under TTR, and though I'm not claiming to be 

one  of  his  confidants  on  the  project  he  was  working on,  I  was  the  one  who  oversaw  the 

building  of  his  laboratory  and  all  the  construction  projects  associated  with  his  project  – 

building roadways and running the power lines and such.' 

'And Learmonte doesn't know this?' I asked, breaking in.

'No. And I don't want him to.'

'Right,' I replied, readily enough, I wanted to hear his tale. 'But before you go any further, 

can  you  tell  me  a  little  about  TTR?  What  was  he  like?  I've  heard  that  he  had  changed 

considerably after his motorcar accident.'

'I did'na know him before the accident, it was some five years after the accident that I came 

to Glen Lonon, so I can't claim first-hand knowledge of how he had changed. My impression, 

however, is that before the accident he was a great deal like our current Lord Learmonte. But I 

knew him as a quiet, intense man. I never saw him angry or even impatient. The TTR I knew 

was always down to earth, he'd talk to me like I'm talking to you, no lording over you. He 

always knew just what he wanted and how he wanted it done. I quickly picked up on this and 

saw to it that everything, whether it made sense to me or not, was done just as he wanted it. As 

a consequence, he came to trust me to look after everything outside of his laboratory. 

'The one thing that set him apart from the rest of us was the impression he gave of seeing 

things you could'na see. Not, mind you, that he was seeing imaginary things, pink elephants 

or faeries, but that he seemed to be seeing deeper into everything around him, deeper into life. 

Nothing alarming, just that you always had a certain sense of being with someone who was 

somehow on a different plane than the rest of us.'

'Which, I take it, is why some say he was Thomas the Rhymer returned.'

'Well, that's what they say these days. But none was saying that back then. Not around me 

anyway.'

I nodded. 'So you were involved in building this project of his. Did you know what it was 

about? I gather that was a pretty closely guarded secret at the time.'

'Again, I don't want to give you the impression that I was a very important person or knew 

anything in any great detail about what he was working on, but we all knew they were building 

a  machine that  would send electricity  across  great  distances without wires.  And we knew 

enough to keep it to ourselves. For the most part we did. We built a series of different test sites, 

in addition to the main laboratory, and ran power lines to each of them in turn, so I think it's 

fair to say that what was done matched what they said they were doing. There was no talk of 



building a gate to faery land. It was solid, practical science and engineering. But whatever he 

did, it may not have turned out as he expected.'

'How so?'

He shrugged. 'I can't say for certain. But when the Storms hit, things went awry, that's for 

sure.

'My impression is that the project ended in tragedy, TTR dying as a result of some accident, 

perhaps by a fire in the lab sometime around the first storms.'

'Aye. TTR was working in the lab during one of the first storms, before the full power of the 

storms was realized. I wasn't around when it happened, but when the full blast of the solar 

storm hit the valley, it caused a massive power surge in his equipment that sparked a fire in 

the lab, killing George Willis, one of his engineers, and injuring TTR in the blast. This was in 

the first weeks of the Storm and TTR's son and grandson were off to America. The hospital in 

Inverness,  was,  like all  hospitals,  struggling with emergency power,  so TTR was treated at 

home by a live-in nurse. He never fully recovered and died in the spring, some four months 

later. And by that time, things had gotten very strange, indeed.'

'Strange?'

'Aye, strange. You couldn't get back into the lab.'

'I'm not following you. What's strange, and why couldn't you get back into the lab?'

'Back then I couldn't say for certain. I'd my hands full of other matters, chaotic times, them 

was, but according to what Marc Levers, the remaining engineer, told me, by the time they got 

around to returning to the lab to salvage what they could of TTR's work – this would be several 

months later, in fact, times being what they were – they discovered some sort of problem in 

the lab that kept them from working in it. Marc didn't say what it was. He just warned me to 

keep out. I remember that TTR was pretty frantic about this, but by that time he was slipping 

in and out of rationality and died a short time later. Marc left shortly after he died and with 

TTR gone, we all had more pressing matters to attend to, so the lab was pretty much forgotten.

'With TTR's death and his heirs lost across the sea, no one was really in charge of the estate. 

The staff just carried on as best we could.  We got along right enough, remote from all the 

troubles, able to feed ourselves from our livestock and grains. And so two years went by as the 

Belgate Woods and Glen Lonon staff scratched out a living, no one caring what we did. We 

fared better than most, surviving those first two winters without electricity on kerosene and 

pine wood.

'It was the third summer that things changed. That was the summer the second wave of 

terrible storms hit.  It  was then that the strange lights began floating about which became 

known as the “Riders”. It was that summer when the sheep that were left were being struck 



down by lightning in the terrible storms that came down out of Maig Glen. It got so bad in the 

Maig Glen, that the remaining tenants abandoned their cottages and fled first to Glen Lonon, 

and then out into the outside world. By the end of summer, there weren't hardly any of us left 

in Glen Lonon.

'I must say that looking back, it may be that things were no worse, storm-wise back then 

then they are today, especially in a summer like this one. But back then it was all still new and 

frightening.  And so all  the tenants fled,  despite  my efforts to keep them. We had it  good, 

compared to a lot of people, but they'd not stay. The shepherds said terrible forces were being 

unleashed  from  TTR's  laboratory,  that  the  storms  rose  out  of  it.  They  claimed  that  the 

lightning, even on a clear day,  would arch out to kill sheep or a shepherd anywhere in the 

glen.' 

He paused. 'You don't know me well, Sandy. But I hope that you don't think a bottle of beer 

is going to make me spin outrageous lies just for the sake of sensationalism. It takes a lot more 

than that, I assure you. So when I say that when I returned to TTR's lab towards the end of that 

third summer of the Storms, it had changed into something very strange and powerful, I'm 

telling you the gospel truth.'

'How so? How did it change?'

'Oh, you wouldn't know it by looking at it. It did'na look changed. The fire hadn't done 

much damage, not that you could tell. It looked the same, a metal building with electrical lines 

and equipment lying about it, just as it was left after the accident. But the very air around it 

had changed. The closer you got to the building the harder it seemed it was to catch a breath, 

the harder it was to move, there seemed this sort of pressure or something that pushed back 

against you. Maybe it was all in my mind, I can't say for sure. But there were sparks dancing at 

my feet as I  tried to walked towards the building, and well,  I  couldn't  get within fifty feet 

before I had to turn and run, and run like the blazes, thinking every second that I was about to 

be struck dead with a blast of lightning from whatever the lab had become... And that, Sandy, 

is the gospel truth.'

I didn't say anything; I didn't know what to say. If he was pulling my leg, he was doing it like 

a master.

'There wasn't hardly anyone left in the glen by then. Families were drawing together in 

those days,  forming small  clans and communities  to look after each other,  the day of  the 

isolated cottage was drawing to a close. So what was going on in the lab didn't seem to matter 

much back then. T'wasn't anyone to hurt, they'd all left the glen already. And with everyone 

gone, I had my wife and little Maude to think of. I thought it best to go too – the big house was 

too big for the three of us, because you never knew who'd be coming around. So, like captain 



of a sinking ship we packed up and left for Inverness. But before I went, I gathered what was 

left of the papers TTR was working on before he died, put them in a box that I dropped off in 

Belgate Wood, on my way to Inverness. I'm sorry that they ended up in the shed and in such a 

mess. But I did my part and now you must do yours if we're to find out what is going on in 

these glens...'

'You're saying you're the one who gathered these papers in the first place?'

'Aye, Lord Learmonte has been rather cagey about letting anyone see them, but from what 

Baily said, they're the same papers I collected from TTR's study.'

'Do you know anything else about them?' I asked.

He shook his head sadly. 'I knew no more or less than what everyone else knew. I just went 

through his  desk  and study and gathered  what  I  knew  was  his  and put  them  in a  box  – 

notebooks and the papers he'd been working on – mostly in bed – after the fire and before he 

got pneumonia and died.'

I considered this. 'So why don't you want Learmonte to know about your relationship with 

his grandfather and the papers? Why, I bet you could read TTR's handwriting – you must've 

seen plenty of notes in your day on the job...'

He smiled. 'They was always terrible hard to read. Mostly he just told me what to do. And I 

haven't told Lord Learmonte because I don't think he wants people around that knows what 

happened back then.'

'But why?'

'Because he's hid the existence of TTR’s lab for the better part of thirty years. Very few of us 

are left that know the details, and them that do, know better than to blab, like I'm doing now. 

If he knew that I know his secret, well, I'm not some loyal old shepherd who can be kept quiet 

with the threat of being driven from his home, so who knows how he'll react, especially the 

way he is these days? He'd certainly never trust me or Maude again, even if he did keep us on. 

I've not even told Maude what I've just told you. It seemed better just to let sleeping dogs lay. 

But with you here reading TTR's papers, I'm telling you in the hope that once Lord Learmonte 

passes on, you might find a way to seeing that things are fixed up.

'Fix things up? What do you mean?'

'The lab. You see, it hasn't changed since the old days. When Maude landed the factor's job 

here, I went back to have a look at it. I found they'd put a fence around the whole lab so you 

can't easily get near it. I was a bit younger back then and found a place to get over the fence 

and explored it a bit. Everything was more overgrown, but hadn't otherwise changed. This 

time  I  only  managed to  get  within a  60  yards  of  the  lab building before I  could feel  that 

pressure in my head again, the same as it was some twenty years before. I just turned around, 



made my way back to the fence, careful like, and have never gone back.' He looked at me. 

'Whatever is in the lab, whatever it's doing in there, it's still in there doing it. And I'm certain 

it's the source, the gate if you will, of all the storms and Riders these glens are notorious for.'

'And you're saying Learmonte is aware of this?'

'Aye. That fence proves that. I've talked to some of the old hands, casual like, and gather 

that it was put up during the first years after our Lord Learmonte and his father returned to 

Scotland. They must've experienced just what I  have, and were unable – or afraid – to do 

anything about it, so they just put up the fence and erased its existence from memory – as far 

as they could. Oh, the shepherds and gillies know something strange lays beyond the fence. 

There are plenty of stories about, but only the oldest know exactly what lays behind them. I 

don't let on that I know, since I didn't want any word reaching Lord Learmonte. But if the lab 

is as weird as I know it is, you can see why he'd want to keep people away from it, and keep it a 

deep secret. Still today there are old stories of gillies and shepherds getting killed by lightning 

in the early  days,  which could be placed on this  doorstep if  people knew that  something 

strange in TTR's old lab is still working. I assure you, he makes certain none of his guests or 

hunting parties go anywhere near it.'

'Where is TTR's lab, that he can keep it so secret?' I asked. 'It'd seem a hard secret to keep.'

'Aye,' he nodded. 'It is, but he does. And I'll not tell you where. I'll not risk having your 

death on my conscience. It's a dangerous place. I know curiosity is a powerful force and by 

telling what I have, I may've got you to thinking of looking for it, but it won't be easy to find 

and I hope you don't try. Just take my word for now, lad. Maybe later, after you've read TTR's 

papers you may need to see it for yourself to confirm what the papers tell you. Then, maybe I'll 

show you. But for now, just remember – TTR's gate has been around since the Storms, and 

besides the storms and the Riders, nothing bad has happened. I'm thinking there's time to 

deal with it, proper like. And if the gate be tied in with the solar storms, as it seems to be, then 

now is not the time to tackle it. That would be when the sun's a'laying quiet, not now, when 

it's so restless and wild.'

'But why'd you think I'd need to know about it?'

'Perhaps his Lordship is thinking that by the time you're done with those papers, he may 

know more about what's going on. And maybe he'll do something about it. But we can't be 

sure. I just want someone beside me and a few old shepherds to know about it should he 

decide to leave it forgotten.'

'Learmonte would raise hell if he found out I was doing anything beyond typing up those 

papers. And given his dislike for me, he'd never listen to me. So why tell me at all?'

'First, I'm thinking that if you knew what TTR's device does, you could keep an eye out for 



the “why?” in those papers. And secondly, I'm thinking someone outside the family should 

know about the lab. Something has to be done, sooner or later, and if it was just left to the 

family,  I'm not  certain anything would be.  I'm counting on you.  You'll  know more of  the 

details than anyone else outside of the family. I don't expect you to do anything now. But after 

his  Lordship  passes  on  I'm  hoping  you'll  somehow  see  that  the  young  ones  tackle  the 

mystery.'

Since I doubted that the papers would tell me anything, considering their condition. And, 

well, what could I say to the family about some vague threat based on an old ghost story? Not 

something I'd care to touch with a barge pole. Yet Guy seemed so earnest, so concerned that I 

couldn't just laugh it all off.

'Okay, Guy. I'll promise you this much, I'll keep a sharp lookout for some sort of connection 

in TTR's writing to the conditions of the lab you've described. But that's all I'll promise. I'm 

sure that once smarter people than I have a chance to really study the papers, any mystery the 

lab holds will be revealed. And I'm sure that if Learmonte finds that he can do something, he 

will. Still, I'll keep your story in mind. More than that I can't promise. If you want me to do 

more than that, I'd need to see for myself what's going on at the old lab,’ and then I added, 

hoping to lay any ghost stories to rest, 'However, what you experienced around the lab was 

likely a strong electrical field, which might be consistent with TTR's device. There's no need to 

bring the supernatural into the tale.'

'I'm not saying is was supernatural. I just said it was frightening...' he said, and then pushed 

the chair back and stood. 'I must be going; Maude will be getting worried. We'll talk again 

before you leave. Don't do anything foolish. The answers are in the papers, not in the lab, or 

Learmonte would've dealt with it already. If you find something in the papers that makes you 

want to check out the old lab, see me, and we'll see...' he added.

'Right,' I said, rising too. 'Trust me, I've no  interest in poking my nose into Learmonte's 

affairs, especially since he dislikes me already.'

'So you won't?'

'Not without talking to you first. I've no loyalty to Learmonte. I'm content to let him deal 

with the lab. Really, I've a feeling that the less I know, the better off I'll be...'

'I think that'd be wise, lad. Take what I've said and just tuck it away until you know a whole 

lot more about what TTR was up to. Nothing need be done now. And with that piece of advice, 

I'll bid you a good night.'

'Good night, Guy. And thanks. I'll keep all this to myself, that I can assure you.'

He nodded, and was off. I watched his torch bob through the still dense fog until he turned 

up the lane. Still wide awake, I dictated the rough copy of this entry until I was too tired to 



continue. What it all means will have to wait until morning.

04

Later, as I lay in bed unable to sleep, I found myself growing increasingly sceptical of Guy's 

tale.  A  haunted  lab  –  Really?  I  suppose  a  device  designed  to  transmit  energy  might,  if  it 

malfunctioned due to  a  huge power surge,  might  create  a  brief  electromagnetic  field that 

could  produce  some  of  the  effects  he  described.  But  how  such  a  device  could  still  be 

producing an electromagnetic field unattended for decades is beyond my imagination. 

As for its connection to the Maig Glen storms – well, I'm no meteorologist, but I'm pretty 

certain you can't create thunderstorms with electricity alone. You'd need moisture carried up 

on a  rising column of  air.  Between this  summer's  tropical  heat  waves  and our  solar  max 

conditions, you'd not need TTR's machine running amok to explain them. There were plenty 

of electrical storms this summer in Cambridge, without the Rhymer's Gate.

I  just wanted to get  this  project  done and go home as soon as possible –  with as  little 

contact with Learmonte as possible. So spending days tramping about the heather hills and 

pine forests poking my nose into a Learmonte secret  was not something high on my list of 

priorities. I suppose the Storm left its mark on everyone who lived through it, and perhaps 

these stories are the mark it left on Guy. That, anyway, seemed to be Maude's take. And so, by 

the time I finally drifted off to sleep, I had decided that  the mystery of the Rhymer's Gate 

could remain a mystery as far as I was concerned.

Chapter 8 – Friday 28 June

In the brightness of morning, not only was I able to dismiss everything Guy said as fiction, I 

wasn't so sure of my  own adventure either. Being market day in Ordmoor, I set out before 

eight and kept an eye on the edge of the road to find those deer prints again. I  didn't,  of 

course. I'd only a vague idea where I was in the fog, and I since I'd no intention of walking the 

road searching for them, I reached the edge of Glen Lonon without finding them. Even if I 

found tracks, how could I be sure they'd be my deer tracks? 'Stick to the papers. Type them up 

and get out of here while you're still sane,' I told myself with a grim laugh, adding, 'Before it's 



too late.'

The morning grew warm and sunny, though a cloud or two could still be seen off in the 

hazy hills dragging a shower. I did an unhurried shopping, picking up fresh bakery, a couple of 

different cheeses, two cases of beer, local and ginger, and some finer teas purchased at a small 

shop that supplied fine foods to the big houses. I was back a little after eleven, just slightly 

damp from a misty shower I couldn't avoid. 

After  lunch I  began the process  of  transferring the hand written pages  into the  plastic 

sleeves. Most were in three pieces with only the one edge not chewed through. At the bottom 

of the box, these pages had gotten wet at one time and now tended to stick together and 

needed to be carefully pried apart. It was slow going. Several times in the afternoon I could 

hear some of the guests go by the cottage, no longer house-bound by the weather.

I took a short break in the afternoon to visit Mrs Cullen, in one of the cottages on the far 

side of the stables. Guy said she takes in laundry for the guests of the Groom's Cottage and I 

arranged to have mine washed tomorrow morning.

This evening I hung about the cottage waiting for Learmonte, but he was a no show – too 

busy, I suppose, with his arriving guests. After the sun dipped beyond the hills I went out for a 

walk in the twilight. I hiked across the sheep paddock to the edge of the Lonon River and then 

along its bank, crossing a line of trees and a small creek in the growing darkness. I was walking 

on the edge of the paddock when I was startled out of my brooding by a rustle of  bracken 

along the river bank. Willie and Watt bounded out to greet me.

'Hello boys. You gave me a start,' I said as they milled around for a bit before heading back 

down the bank. Looking to the river, I saw a slim figure outlined against the pale, shimmering 

water, knee deep in the river with a fishing rod poised in her hand. She glanced up – Lady 

Nesta. Of course. Recognizing me, she turned abruptly away, lifting her line off the water  to 

cast again in a smoothly elegant manner.

Had  she  not  seen  me,  I'd  have  slipped  away.  But  since  she  had,  I  decided  to  stay  to 

introduce myself. I didn't want her to think I was stalking her, so I followed the dogs down the 

bank and found a seat on a rock next to them to watch Lady Nesta fish.

And she fishes quite elegantly, with a precision and economy of motion that placed her fly 

right on the drift line, hooking, landing, and releasing two fish in the quarter of an hour I 

watched. When it became too dark, and perhaps despairing of being able to avoid me, she 

reeled in her line and carefully climbed out of the river. She was dressed in a dark twill blouse 

with a tweed jacket and narrow brimmed hat, old fashioned hip boots with a satchel over her 

shoulder. The dogs and I got to our feet to meet her.

'Good evening,  Lady Nesta,'  I  said,  as she  approached us.  'I  hope you didn't  mind me 



staying to watch – too much,' I added catching her scowl. 'But I thought that since I seem to be 

always  turning  up,  I'd  best  stay  and  introduce  myself  and...  well,  apologize.  I'm  really 

embarrassed about finding myself always in the wrong place at the wrong time. I hope you'll 

forgive me. I want you to know that it was never my intention... '

'Of course.  If  I  make a scene in public,  I  can hardly  complain about an audience. You 

needn't let it concern you,' she said without a glance as she started up the river bank beside 

me. 

I followed her up. Reaching the top, she started across the paddock without looking back. 

I tentatively caught up to walkd beside her while the dogs bounded ahead.

'I  appreciate  your  understanding,'  I  said.  'By  the  way,  I'm  Alasandr  Say,  Sandy  to  my 

friends.'

'Flora mentioned you.'

'I enjoyed watching you fish,' I persisted, trying make conversation. 'I took up fly fishing as 

an undergraduate. It was either that or golf. But I was never all that good. Unlike you, I caught 

more trees and bushes than anything else. I could almost hear the fish laughing...' 

'It's my regular beat. I've fished it for years. I know where to find them. They never learn.'

'Or perhaps it's just part of their daily ritual,' I suggested.

She just shrugged without a glance my way and said nothing more.

'In any event, you make it look elegant.' I ventured, but she clearly wished me gone, so I 

gave it up as a lost cause. 'Well, I'll be off now. I just wanted to, well, I didn't want you to think 

I was stalking you or something... Well, Good night.'

'Good  night,'  she  said  without  sparing  me  a  glance,  and  I  angled  off  for  the  Groom's 

Cottage beyond a tree lined ditch while she continued on towards Hidden Garden. So much 

for Lady Nesta Mackenzie. I felt better for the effort, anyway.

Chapter 9 – Saturday 29 June

The golden stillness of the fading day was shattered by a sharp 'Damn!' that ended abruptly 

in a splash and thrashing. This was followed shortly by a fusillade of 'Damn, damn, Damn!' 

over the accompanying barking of dogs.

I was out for my evening walk in the deepening twilight along the tree line that clung to the 



banks of the Maig River as it ran through the horse paddock beyond the stables. I paused to 

listen to the “damns” and barking for a second or two to locate their source. They were coming 

from ahead, so I took off trotting towards the thin line of dark trees where the Maig met the 

Lonon some thirty meters ahead.

As I reached the juncture of the rivers where the bank sloped steeply down to the Lonon I 

saw Willie and Watt splashing in the shallows of the river around the semi-submerged figure 

of Lady Nesta, sitting chest deep in the river several metres from shore.

She'd apparently slipped and gone entirely under, since her hair was wet and her hat was 

slowly drifting in the eddies down river. The dogs may have been (very ineffectually) trying to 

pull  her  to  safety,  but  I  rather  suspected  that  they  were  just  splashing  about  on  a  lark, 

following Lady Nesta's unintentional lead.

'Get  away you  bloody  hounds!  Oh,  damn!  Now  you've  knocked off  my glasses.  Damn, 

damn, bloody damn!' she cursed as she tried to push the dogs away with one hand while 

holding her fishing rod up with the other.

Since she appeared to be in no immediate danger and with her back towards me, I could 

pause for a moment to weigh my options. I'd have preferred not turning up, yet again, in a 

situation like  this.  I'm sure my appearance would be bitterly resented.  Still,  as  an English 

scholar and a gentleman, I felt that I needed to brave her anger and help the soggy damsel out 

of the drink – whether she'd appreciate it or not. So I carefully made my way down the rocky 

slope to the water's edge.

'Can I be of any help to you, Lady Nesta?' I called out.

She twisted around to see me over the bounding dogs, and squinting a bit, welcomed me 

with a scowl, 'Damn, it's you...'

'Thank goodness,' I added, with a smile. 'Sorry. I was walking the Maig tonight just to avoid 

you, so you can't blame me for being here.'

'I will if I want,' she shot back.

True enough.

'What  can  I  do  to  help?'  I  said,  bravely  carrying  on,  ignoring  her  ill  temper,  which,  I 

suppose, was understandable in someone sitting in a river.

'You can start by dragging these bloody hounds away from me,' she snapped.

'Willie, Watt! Come here lads!' I called several times, but they were having too much fun. 

Still holding off the frolicking beasts, she shot me an exasperated look that left me no choice. I 

gingerly waded into the cool waters. The water poured over the top of my wellies before I was 

able to reach out to grab the dogs' collars. 

'Come along lads,' I said pulling them to shore. Once on dry land I sternly ordered them to 



'Stay'. To my surprise they did.

'Can I take your fishing rod?' I asked carefully stepping back into the river.

'Careful where you trod! Don't step on my glasses! Damn it. They must be right around me 

somewhere,' she said as she groped about her with her free hand. 'Here, take the bloody rod,' 

she added, swinging the rod back around so that I could grab it without getting too close. 

'Got it,' I said, carefully lifting it out of her hands and sloshed back to shore to set it against 

a boulder on the bank. 'Let me see if I can locate your glasses. The water should clear now that 

the dogs aren't thrashing about and I'll have a better angle from up here,' I added as I stepped 

back into the stream and carefully made my way back towards the submerged wreck of the 

Lady Nesta. 

The water  was clearing,  but  in the gloom, it  was growing hard to see much below the 

surface, so I pushed up my sleeves and began to search the river amongst the small rocks of 

the bed with my hand, carefully moving towards her. Luckily I found them before my foot did. 

'Here they are,' I exclaimed pulling them out of the water. I stepped closer and handed them 

down to her.

She snatched them out of my hand with a squinty glare. Like Willie and Watt, I found the 

situation rather amusing, though I, at least, attempted to conceal it. Largely unsuccessfully, 

I'm afraid. I did, however, understand her impatient temper and didn't let it bother me.

'Need help getting up?' I asked after she had her glasses in place.

She tried pulling her legs up so as to get her feet under her without my help and then said, 

'The damn hip boots have filled with water. They weigh a tonne. I'll need to get them off,' she 

added reaching down into the water to unlatch them from their belt.

'Allow me,' I said, moving around to get in front of her.

As I did so, I found a large angled mossy rock – likely the one that sent Lady Nesta into the 

river – and slipped half in myself, saving a complete dunking by one knee and a hand on the 

river bed.

'Watch  it!'  she  snapped,  slightly  too  late  as  I  struggled  to  keep  my  balance.  'You're 

splashing me!'

'Sorry,'  I  said when I  managed to find firmer ground and get  my feet under me again. 

'Slippery rock.'

'Yes. I know,' she replied tartly. 'I found it first.'

I sloshed around to position myself and reaching down into the water to grab and hold the 

heel of her boot, and said, 'Any time you're ready.'

She  she  pulled  and lifted  her  leg  as  I  gently  pulled  it  back,  staggering back  a  bit,  but 

retaining my footing. Her pale slim leg slipped out of the boot with a rush of water. I tucked 



the boot under my arm and bent over to grasp the second boot to repeat the performance, 

which was accomplished without commentary on her part. It joined the other on under my 

arm.

As she drew her legs up to rise, I stepped forward and braced myself, offering my free hand 

to her. 'Give me your hand,' I said.

She gave me a glare and then reluctantly, her hand, and I drew forth this angry, tweedy 

Venus from the depths of the Lonon, and we cautiously made our way to shore over the gravel 

and rocks.

She stood soaking wet, water stream off of her to form a pool at her bare feet and looking 

somehow angry, forlorn, and lost, all at the same time.

'I'll fetch your hat,' I said, placing the waders on the shore and moving down stream just to 

give her a few minutes alone to compose herself. “Safety first” being my motto.

I stopped a bit down the shore to empty my boots before continuing downstream. Her hat 

hadn't drifted far, but I had to wade out again and snag it with a handy branch. When I had 

emptied my boots again, I returned to find her sitting on a rock, guarded by Willie and Watt. 

She'd taken off her waterlogged jacket and was wringing out her long hair. Her wet blouse 

clung close, revealing her understated curves and after a second, or three, I realized I'd better 

find something else to look at before she glanced my way.

She sighed and said, 'Damn,' softly.

I  wrung out the hat and said, 'Here you go. Managed to snag it before it floated out of 

reach.'

'Put it  with the jacket,'  she said, absently and then standing up shook out her hair and 

blouse. 'I'd best be going.'

'Let me grab some of your things,' I said hastily, picking up the fishing rod and waders. 

We started up the bank, she gingerly making her way over the stones for only a few steps, 

before she stopped and asked me to hand over the waders. 'They're not any wetter than I am, 

and I don't think I care to cross the pasture barefooted. Can't look any more wretched than I 

am already.'

She was still waterlogged but since she'd not bothered with the wet jacket or hat, she was, 

in my brief  acquaintance with her,  at  her  best,  slim, bedraggled, and though angry at  the 

world, was not especially angry at me. At the moment.

'How is it that you're on this stretch of the river? I thought the spot where I happened upon 

you yesterday was your usual beat,' I asked as she pulled on the boots.

'I  was hiding out.  Skipped out of  the big party.  If  father happened to notice that I  was 

missing he'd send Renny or Flora out to fetch me, and they'd know right where to find me,' 



she admitted, pulling on the second wader. 'I was too clever, I guess.'

'It could've been far worse, fishing alone like that,' I suggested.

'I  only  fish knee  deep and I  know every rock  in my usual  beat.  I  was  in  no danger.  It 

would've taken me a minute or two more to get my waders off. Even less without the damn 

dogs. I'd not want you to give anyone the impression that you somehow saved me. That's the 

last thing I need right now. It's enough of a disaster as it is.' And as she stood up again, added 

softly, 'Damn, damn, damn.'

She might've twisted an ankle or something and had a lot harder time getting to shore, but I 

decided best not point that out.

'Well,  it's  not  that  bad.  You're  a  little  damp. And while  you may have provided a  little 

amusement for the lads and I, we'll say no more about it,' I said as we climbed the bank to the 

paddock.

She gave me a frosty sidelong glance and said in a low voice, 'Not if you value your life.'

Still, I found her to be a lot less formidable as a bedraggled wreck, and I was, I must admit, 

enjoying myself. There wasn't much she could do or say to dampen my spirits.

'Still, it's not you I'm worried about,' she continued after a moment. 'It's Father. He'd have 

been furious with me if he discovered I'd sneaked out of his wretched party to go fishing. 

Heaven only knows how he'll react when I come back trailing a stream of river water looking 

like...' she paused searching for an appropriate analogy.

'Like the Loch Nesta Monster,' I suggested with a laugh.

'That's neither witty or clever,' she snapped, but with only half of her usual vigour. 'It's 

lame. In any event, I'll look like his idiot daughter turning up like this... He won't be happy.' 

Not that he ever is, these days, I thought, but said instead, 'I beg to differ. I think it's damn 

clever. The Loch Nesta....' Another sharp icy glare, so I jumped ahead, 'But as for looking like 

an idiot, well, why can't you slip into the house unobserved just as easily as you slipped out?'

'Look at the house,' she said with a nod across the paddocks and a thin line of trees lining a 

ditch towards Hidden Garden, a glittering gem against the dark shadows of the trees. 'Just look 

at all the people milling about the lawn. It's our largest gathering of the summer. All Father's 

business associates and largest customers are here. He invites so many people that he engages 

half of one hotel in Inverness to accommodate everyone. Can you imagine what he'll do or say 

when his daughter shows up looking like...' she glanced at me, just daring me to say it again.

I passed, this time, with a smile and a shrug.

'Like some sort of clumsy dim witted girl trailing half the Lonon behind her through the 

house,' she supplied. 'And even if he doesn't see me, I'll not be able to avoid all his guests so 

he'll certainly hear of it...' she finished.



I thought for a moment. 'Is there anyone you can trust to bring you dry clothes? A maid or 

something?'

'Why?'

'I'm thinking that we could stop by my cottage. There you can call and arrange to have dry 

clothes delivered. I can slip up the lane and meet her somewhere. That way you can change 

into something dry before returning and none of the guests would be any wiser. It may not 

save you from your father's wrath should he discover that you'd been away, but it'll save you 

from being a spectacle, if that's your major concern.'

She considered that. 'Do I have a choice?' she asked quietly, presumably to herself.

'Is there someone you can call?'

'Oh, Flora will do it. She'll scold me, but she'll not want me to make a scene any more than 

Father...'

'Great. The Groom's Cottage is this way, milady,' I said bowing lightly and extending my 

arm  in the direction of  the stables and my humble  cottage.  She shrugged and we veered 

towards the looming stables and my cottage beyond.

Lady Nesta fell silent after that, and since I didn't think she was in the mood for small talk, I 

said  nothing  as  well,  content  to  cross  the  paddock  in  the  gathering  gloom  with  our  own 

thoughts.

As we approached the stables and came within Wi-Fi range she took her watson out of the 

jacket's pocket, shook the water out and called Lady Flora. It took a while for Flora to answer, 

and when she did, it was a sharp, 'Where are you Nessie?' which even I could hear.

'Has Father missed me yet?' asked Nesta.

I didn't catch Lady Flora's response.

'Damn,' Nesta said after a bit, 'Listen Flora. I had to get away for a while, so I went fishing 

and ended up slipping on a mossy rock in the river. Now I'm sopping wet. You need to gather 

a change of clothes for me so that I can slip back into the party...'

I could hear Lady Flora hiss sharply 'Nessie you didn't!' and see Nesta scowl. 

'Fine, I'll come marching in trailing a stream of water like some...'

'Loch Nesta monster,' I said under my breath with a chuckle that earned me a now classic 

Lady Nesta glare. 

Lady Flora said something I didn't catch.

'Right, you know this Say fellow. He can slip up to the house and pick them up. All I need 

for you to do is collect some things from my room and bring them out to the lane.'

Once again, I didn't catch Lady Flora's response, but Nesta didn't like it.

'Listen Flora. He just happened by and found me sitting in the river... I don't have time for 



this, Flora. What I need are dry clothes, and fast... I can change in his cottage. I don't think 

either of us wants this to turn into a major explosion around the house.... Well hurry, sister 

dear. My life may depend on it.'

By that time, we'd reached the stable gate  where the dogs were  patiently waiting for us, 

and slipped through it,. We crossed the drive and my little lawn. I set the fishing rod next to 

the door and Nesta slipped off the hip boots and set them on the bench outside the door, after 

which I  managed to  get  us  inside  while  keeping  the  wet  dogs  out.  After  I  turned on  the 

cottage's two lamps, I noticed Lady Nesta was shivering and looking quite miserable. I was wet 

from the waist down, so I could imagine how she felt entirely soaked.

'You need to get out of those wet clothes. And take a hot shower to warm up as well. You'll 

catch your death of cold otherwise. Leave your watson on the table and I'll answer it when 

Lady Flora calls...'

Even shivering she protested, 'I'm fine. Flora will be here soon enough.'

'Please, Lady Nesta. You don't want to risk hypothermia or some such thing. Don't make 

things worse than they are. Here,' I said, stepping over to the club chair with my basket of 

fresh laundry. I grabbed my pyjamas out of the pile and handed it to her. 'They've just been 

washed by Mrs Cullen. You can put these on if Flora hasn't called before you're done with 

your shower. I'll make us a pot of tea in the meanwhile.'

She stood considering the proffered clothes for several seconds, and was racked again by 

the chill, before grabbing them and heading for the bathroom without a word.

'It takes a while for the water to warm up, but it will eventually,' I called out after she'd 

closed the door behind her.

The shower was going, the tea kettle was heating on the hob and tea measured into the 

large brown betty tea kettle and I was just taking a few moments to savour the situation when 

the dogs started barking.

Lady Flora hadn't wasted any time, I thought as I stepped over to the door to greet her.

I found Lord Learmonte standing in the dim light streaming out of the screen door, the 

dogs frisking about him. I'm afraid I just stood and gaped at him.

'Are you just going to stand there, Say?' he asked impatiently.

That, indeed, would have been my first choice, but I didn't think “Yes” was an option. I was 

sorry for Lady Nesta, but I didn't see a way out of this without making it worse.

'No, of course not. Come it. I’m just surprised to find you here at this time of the night with 

the  big  party  going  on  at  the  big  house,'  I  said,  stepping  back  to  let  Learmonte,  and 

unfortunately, the wet dogs in as well. 

'As you see, I've been busy all  evening. Couldn't slip out until  now,'  he said adding, in 



character, 'I've only time for a brief report before I must return. You've made some progress, 

haven't you?'

'Oh yes, of course,' I said, wondering just how quickly I could get this interview over with – 

without arousing suspicions. If  he could (somehow) not notice the shower running,  I  was 

certain Lady Nesta would hear him talking once she turned off the water and would stay safely 

locked  in  the  bathroom.  But  I  could  hear  the  water  running,  and  so  presumably,  could 

Learmonte. He just wasn't paying attention to it at the moment.

'I've photographed the notebooks and photographed and started on the transcriptions of 

the printed pages.  Yesterday and today I've been working on transferring the handwritten 

sheets to the clear sleeves, but that's slow going...' I could hear the kettle on the hob whistling 

and glanced back.

Learmonte glanced over my shoulder and said, 'Get the kettle and then bring down the 

computer. I'll just download your work and review it later.'

'Right,' I said and stepped over to the hob to pour the water into the big brown tea pot. 

'Can I offer you a cup of tea?' I asked more to distract him than anything else, since the shower 

shut off as I poured the water, and between lack of running water and whistling tea kettle, the 

silence was suddenly quite loud.

It took him a second to put the shower and tea together. 'You're not alone.' That wasn't a 

question. 'Who's in the shower?' was.

Perhaps I'd appear to be a little more noble if  I  was able to say that I  hesitated before 

throwing her off the sleigh to the baying wolves but, truth be told, I answered promptly, 'Ah, 

that would be Lady Nesta.'  The bold front seemed my best policy,  since I'd nothing to be 

ashamed off. Lady Nesta would just have to take her medicine.

I could've added an explanation, I suppose, and pointed out that we'd at least spared him 

the embarrassment of having his daughter turn up as his party like, well, something dragged 

out of loch. And yet... I added nothing more. Revenge is sweet. Not very noble, but sweet. I just 

let him stare at me looking for a moment like his whole world was collapsing around him.

'Nesta's in your shower?' he managed to say.

'Ah, yes,' I said, but deciding that I'd had my fun, and not wanting to actually risk my life, I 

continued, 'You see, I was out for an evening walk beyond the stables and came upon Lady 

Nesta and the dogs splashing about in the river. It seems Lady Nesta had slipped on a mossy 

rock. She was in no danger of drowning, the water was only knee deep, I didn't save her or 

anything, I just helped her get ashore. We're both a bit damp,' I pointed out my wet trousers 

adding authenticity to my tale. 

'She was very concerned about making a scene at the party and wanted to spare you any 



embarrassment, so I offered the use of my cottage to effect a change into dry clothing before 

she returned to the party. Lady Flora should be calling shortly and I'll slip out and fetch Lady 

Nesta's  change  of  outfits.  As  for  the  shower,  since  she  was  very  damp  and  shivering,  I 

suggested that she get out of her wet things and take a hot shower to warm up. And that, I 

think, brings you up to date.'

He just stared at, or perhaps through, me.

'I'll  run up and fetch the  computer,'  I  said  and slipping  past  him,  made my escape.  I 

grabbed  the  lantern  off  the  desk,  clambered  up  the  ladder  to  the  attic  and  took  several 

minutes to get  through the elaborate  procedure of  unlocking the safe  before bringing the 

computer down. Lord Learmonte hadn't moved. I started up the computer and synced it to 

the screen on the desk.

'Here  you go,  sir,'  I  said  after  I'd  called  up the  documents.  'I've  all  the  printed pages, 

without the handwritten alterations done. I've started working, mounting the hand written 

pages. Once I'm done with that, I'll get to work deciphering your grandfather's handwriting.' 

I'd been debating whether or not to tell him the true nature of the printed pages now, or at 

some later date – since it would involve telling him how I had to copy passages to do the 

searches at the Bonny Prince in Ordmoor – but there was no debate now, this was not the 

time.

He walked over to the desk, drew out a small drive and connected it to the machine.

Lady Nesta's watson on the kitchen table rang, I stepped over to pick it up. It was Lady 

Flora. I answered the call, 'Hello, everything set to go?'

'Who's this? Say, is that you?'

'Lady Nesta is in the shower,' I said. 'I'll be right up to get her stuff.'

'Be careful. Father's out and about.'

'Here,'  I  said,  glancing  at  Learmonte.  He  was  entering  his  password  to  download  the 

transcribed pages and photos on the computer, and paying no attention to me.

'Father's there with you, and Nessie in the shower!' Flora exclaimed.

'Yes.'

'I'll be right over,' she chirped. 

'But I can...' but she'd hung up. She wasn't going to miss this. Can't say I blame her.

Lord  Learmonte  was  finishing  downloading  the  documents  when  the  bathroom  door 

squeaked open and Lady Nesta stepped out into the tiny entryway into the cottage in my 

rolled up and tightly clinched pyjamas, her still damp hair hanging down her back. 

'Was that Flora?' she asked as she stepped into the cottage proper and saw we weren't 

alone. Learmonte had turned and was half sitting on the desk, watching her. She took in the 



situation  in  a  moment  and  said  with  remarkable  composure,  'Evening,  Father.  I  see  you 

decided to slip out too. It is rather trying to be a host for so many people, isn't it?' she said as 

she walked across to the table like she belonged. 'Is that my tea?'

He just glared at her. The dogs, however, hurried over to greet her, tails wagging.

'Yes, and Flora said she'd be right over,' I said.

Lady Nesta smiled slightly. 'Nice of her to save you the trip.'

'I suppose,' I said, tentatively. 'Do you take milk or sugar?'

'Milk, please,' she said lightly, ignoring the presence of her father.

Learmonte watched her, his face dark with emotion, but he held his tongue. I, on the other 

hand, was holding my breath as I poured two cups of tea. I could imagine a drunk walking into 

a powder room with a lighted cigar would have had the same effect as Lady Nesta in my 

pyjamas. You were free to hope things would work out without going “boom!” but somehow 

that seemed very unlikely.

'Your father stopped by to see how our project was progressing. I  told him about your 

mishap  in  the  river  and  your  desire  not  to  embarrass  him.  I  know  he  appreciates  your 

concern,' I said as I snagged the bottle of milk out of the refrigerator. That last bit was merely 

wishful thinking.

'We'll talk about it later,' Learmonte said, with a very visible effort to control his temper. 

Still there was a chance that he would accept the suggestion he found Lady Nesta here only 

because she had his best interests in mind. I'd not put money on it, but there was a chance.

Lady Nesta warily sipped her tea standing by the table. I took out a packet of biscuits and 

put  it  on  the  table  while  the  dogs  wandered  around  at  my  feet,  no  doubt  hoping  for 

something, anything, edible to fall off the counter for them.

'There's some tea left,' I said, but he just shook his head 'no' and waited in silence by the 

desk for Flora to arrive.

I  must  admit  I  was  a  total  failure  as  a  host.  I  couldn't  think  of  any  possible  topic  of 

conversation, save the weather, and decided it was best to say nothing. Lady Nesta had taken a 

seat at the table and was sipping her tea and feeding the dogs biscuits. 

'If you're done with the computer, I'll put it away,' I said, shamelessly trying to save myself 

if – or rather when – things went boom. Learmonte grunted and moved away from the desk, so 

I stepped over, grabbed the computer and made my escape to the loft. I took my time locking 

it away.

They may have had a quiet exchange of views while I was gone, but you wouldn't have 

known it by looking at them as I clambered down. I think they may have just exchanged dark 

looks. This was not something to be hashed out in front of staff...



I had just slipped by Lord Learmonte, still parked by the desk when Flora bounded brightly 

in from the night swinging a bag. 'Why Nessie, you look quite domestic! Hello Father, Mr Say,' 

she  said,  turning to  each of  us.  'I  wish  someone  had told  me the  party  is  shifting to  the 

Groom's Cottage.  And oh,  by the way,  I  believe Sir  Edward was trying to  track you down 

Father. And no doubt once they realize we've all slipped out, they'll be stealing our silverware 

right and left.' 

Lady Nesta put down her mug and reaching for the bag said, 'Thank you Flora.'

'I could have picked these up...' I said. 'And saved you the trip, and your silverware.'

'No problem  Say,  wouldn't  want you to  be  rude  and abandon  your  guests,'  Flora  said 

dismissing me with a smile. 'You really must be more careful in the future, Nessie. Mr Say 

won't be around forever to save you...'

I might be around for only a few more hours...

'I will certainly be more careful in the future,' replied Lady Nesta in a neutral tone open to 

various  interpretations.  She  took  the  bag  of  clothes  from  her  sister  and  started  for  the 

bathroom. She had just reached the back entryway when there was a knocking on the screen 

door. The dogs barked and hurried to the door, tails wagging.

'I'm sorry to bother you, but I was wondering if you may have seen Lady Nesta?' said the 

familiar voice of Renny Lonsdale from beyond the screen door. 'I saw Flora just scoot in and I 

was wondering... It's getting late and I didn't see Nessie down by the river. I'm getting rather 

worried.'

Flora, hidden from view beyond the closet by the door had a startled look and then shook 

her head with an emphatic 'No'.

However, I saw no reason to lie. 'Come in. She's here,' I called out.

He stepped into the dimly lit cottage, illuminated only by the lamp on the desk behind 

Learmonte and the lamp on the kitchen table. Discovering Learmonte at the desk and Lady 

Flora in the kitchen he glanced about in surprise at finding the family gathered at the Groom's 

Cottage.

'Lady  Nesta  slipped  on  a  mossy  rock  and  ended  up  in  the  drink,'  I  said  by  way  of 

explanation. 'Lady Flora just brought down some dry clothes for her to put on so she wouldn't 

have to appear at the party like the Loch Nesta Monster...' Lady Flora and Lord Learmonte 

both glared at me, Lonsdale smiled politely. I still  think it's a clever line. 'Lord Learmonte 

called to discuss some business,' I concluded.

'Are you all right, Nessie?' he asked, spying her in the shadows of the far corner

'I'm perfectly fine, just wet. It was nothing, really,' she said impatiently.

Lonsdale slipped around the sofa to her.



'You had me worried Nessie,' he exclaimed. He gently grasped her shoulders. 'It was getting 

quite dark and you weren't at your usual spot on the river. I was almost ready to call out the 

search parties...'

'Sorry to have alarmed you. I simply needed to get away from all the people and all the talk. 

I didn't think an hour quiet was too much to ask for.'

'Yes, of course, my dear. You know I'd have gladly come with you if you'd asked...'

'I know, but I just wanted an hour alone...' she said.

He drew her close and gave her a hug. 'Well, as long as you're all right...'

'I'm fine, but I'd like to get dressed, it's getting quite late,' she said slipping from his hug 

and off to the bathroom.

Lonsdale watched her go, and then turning back, noticed me for the first time.

A look of recognition crossed his face. 'Why it's you, Say,' he exclaimed, striding over to me. 

'What in the blazes are you doing here? Have you been here all week? This is really bizarre.'

'Hello Lonsdale,' I said, taking his extended hand, surprised by the warmth of his greeting. 

'Would you believe, I was just talking to Penny Lee earlier this week and of course your 

name came up. What are you doing up here?'

I glanced at Learmonte behind him and said, 'My post doc lab time got pushed back to fall, 

so Professor Blake and Lord Learmonte found something for me to do up here. But perhaps 

I'd best let Lord Learmonte explain that,' with a nod towards Learmonte.

Learmonte's face was a closed book, but I figured with Lonsdale being his future son in law, 

this was not the greatest of disasters.

'He's working on a small project for me. I needed a grad student and Blake sent along Say 

here.  It's  rather  confidential...'  he  said  shortly,  though  what  he  didn't  say  weighed  more 

heavily than his reply.

'Ah, yes,' said Lonsdale glancing between Learmonte and I, clearly knowing enough not to 

ask any more questions, at least not now.

'Flora!' exclaimed Lady Nesta from beyond the bathroom door.

'I think I'd best get back to the party before all our silverware has gone missing,' laughed 

Lady Flora, heading for the door. 'Coming, Father?'

He grunted and pushed himself  off  the desk.  'We'll  talk  tomorrow,  Say,'  he said as  he 

followed Lady Flora out the door. He made it sound like a threat.

'Flora!  Where's  Flora?'  asked  Lady  Nesta,  a  shadow  against  the  light  of  the  bathroom 

flowing through a narrow opening.

'She left,' said Lonsdale, giving we a quick smile as an aside.

'Damn!' she said and slammed the door.



'You were talking to Penny this week?' I asked, hoping to lead us to safer ground.

'Yes indeed. The rotten weather kept us cooped up and I used some of that time to catch up 

on back burner projects. I know that her post doc has still half a year to run, but I wanted to 

touch base with her and tell  her that I,  and good old Advanced Nano-Electronics, are very 

interested in hiring her when she's free. We had a nice long chat.  I assured her she doesn't 

need my help to land a job with the old firm, but I'd do everything I could to land her for the 

old family firm. You see, I'm looking to add some young blood to the organization – we've a lot 

of very talented people, but I think it's wise to gather young talent and new ideas to keep up 

with the times. She's my top pick. I told her to check out the other firms, and then call on us 

with their offers in hand, I doubt that she'd be disappointed. And we also got to talking about 

you, too. She told me you have a year's post doc lined up, but afterwards, I'd like to have you 

on board as well, I've heard wonderful stories about what an amazing team you and Penny 

were at the Cavendish... That is if Uncle Ian hasn't already claimed you,' he added.

'Oh, I think he'd be willing to limp on without me,' I said with a smile. 'And if you can lure 

Penny, I'd love to follow. We do work together quite well, but all that's a year off yet.'

'Well  be  sure and keep old AN-E in mind,  when the time  comes,  Say.  As  I  said,  we're 

looking for young and brilliant people,' he said. 'New ideas, new products, keeping up with 

the times. Pop's just happy I'm having so much fun in the business – had him worried for a 

while – so he's giving me a lot of rope to hang myself. We'll see...'

We went on to talk about mutual friends (not many) and college acquaintances until Lady 

Nesta emerged. She was wearing a small, elegant black dress which showed off her long pale 

legs and a great deal of her shoulders and back. It was something that could be only worn 

when the sun's down. Her dark auburn hair was pinned in a tight bun. She held the bag of her 

wet clothes in one hand and a pair of high heeled shoes in the other. She was not happy.

'My, you look dashing!' exclaimed Lonsdale enthusiastically ignoring her scowl.

I confined myself to a modest, 'Indeed.'

'This is Flora's idea of a joke,' she hissed. 'I look like a vamp, or a vampire.'

Lonsdale grinned. 'You look like a beautiful woman, Nessie. Flora just kicked the bushel 

basket off your light.'

She gave him an arch look. 'You're full of it, Lonsdale, and always have been. More to the 

point, how am I to make my way up the lane in these shoes?'

'Oh, I'll help you, my dear. I'll carry you if I must,' he laughed as he took the bag from her 

hands. 

She stopped and put on the shoes and with a quick nod in my direction snapped, 'Thanks.' 

She took Lonsdale's arm and teetered out into the night, followed by Willie and Watt.



Lonsdale over her shoulder said with a broad smile, 'Thanks for looking after Nessie, we 

both actually do appreciate everything you did,' he added with a wink. 

The screen door banged after them and I was alone. 

I grabbed my mug and stepped out of the cottage to settle on the bench beside the door, 

sitting beside Lady Nesta's hip boots and fishing rod. The night had almost completely settled 

in, the sky across the river to the north, still glowed faintly beyond the dark hills. The music 

from the party drifted in and out of the soft silence of the night. The smell of pines, moist 

earth, and the stables drifted in and out of it as well. 

I took a sip of tea and smiled. Well that was fun, I thought. No doubt the hammer will fall 

tomorrow, but all in all, in the peace of the evening, it seemed rather worth it.

Chapter 10 – Sunday 30 June

01

The screen door rattled and there was a banging knock at the door. I looked up from my 

work but before I could get up, the door opened with a gush of brightness and warm air, and 

the square presence of Learmonte. A grim and rather weary looking Learmonte. I glimpsed his 

big black pre-storm motor car parked in the lane. His driver remained at the wheel.

'Afternoon, Lord Learmonte,' I said as he strode in. 'Come in.'

'Say,' he said, pausing to let his eyes adjust to the dimness of the cottage. 'I was around 

earlier, you weren't about.'

'Sorry, I was over to Little Lonon putting my time in weeding the co-op garden.'

He grunted and then said, 'I looked over your material. It would seem you only typed up 

what was already printed. It shouldn't have taken you a week to do that. And you haven't even 

started on his handwritten notes.'

'And I'm in no hurry either. The better I understand the larger context, the easier it will be 

to accurately decipher them. I finished typing the printed pages on Wednesday. Thursday I 

picked up the clear sleeves at Bellwood and I've been putting the handwritten half  of  the 

manuscript, or rather the pieces of the manuscript, into the sleeves since then,' I replied with 

all the patience I could muster. Little enough, I'll admit.



'How far are you on that?'

'Not far. Slow going, I'm afraid,' I replied. 'Slow going...'

'Why?'

'Here, let me show you,' I replied, indicating the pile of material on the kitchen table. I 

continued, 'As you can see, the pages are usually in three pieces. Each page is stuck to the 

others, mostly along the edge and has to be carefully pried loose, which takes time.

'For the pages to be readily understood, I have to make sure the proper lines are aligned 

across the three pieces and the gaps approximately the same size so you can estimate how 

much is missing. I've drawn a template for the page which I place the sleeve over, and then I 

align the pieces to the template once I've put them in the plastic leaf and tape them in. All this 

takes time, but I want to do it once and do it right.'

Learmonte stared down at the remains of the box and the stack of papers still in it, the pile 

of plastic leaves with the fragments taped in place between the clear covers, and my various, 

assorted and mostly makeshift tools I'd assembled to get the job done. He shook his head.

'I'm frustrated too,' I said. 'But doing it systematically right from the beginning will save 

time later.'

'How long?'

'I'll  have  these  pages  in  their  sleeves  by  mid-week,  hopefully  photographed  by  the 

weekend, and enhanced by the following weekend. After that, well, there's writing on both 

sides, so it will take time to tease out everything I can. The longer it takes your people to make 

sense of these papers once they're in your lab, the wider the window is open for your rivals to 

get wind of what you're up to.'

'And for the whole project?'

'I'd like to wrap things up in four weeks but it might take longer. I intend to do a job I can 

be proud of. (The job Blake would expect of me.) If you want it done half-assed, find someone 

else.'

I  waited in  silence,  watching him  weigh his  options.  He  took his  time.  I  wonder  what 

Professor Blake said to him that makes it so hard to sack me when it appears that's exactly 

what he wants to do.

'I'm stuck with you,' he growled at last.

'If you say so.'

He spoke again, carefully choosing his words, 'We had an understanding, Say, that you 

were to stay in your cottage when guests are on the grounds.'

'Not exactly. I agreed to stay out of sight. I never agreed to be the prisoner of Glen Lonon. 

I've stayed in and worked long hours, but I need to occasionally get out for some fresh air. I'm 



careful not to do so when anyone is likely to be around. Last night I was out in the far paddock, 

far away from your guests and party. I can hardly be blamed if your daughter skips out and 

slips in the river while I'm on my walk. Nor for helping her try to avoid embarrassing you,' I 

said. 

He said nothing. There was nothing he could say.

'And if it comes right down to it,' I added. 'By inviting people to Glen Lonon every weekend, 

you're increasing the chance discovery. Why have me here at all, if you insist on having guests 

about the place all the time?'

'Not if you stay out of sight.'

'I try,' I said, and then floated plan B, 'However, once I've the papers photographed, I could 

take your secured computer back to my flat in Cambridge and work from there. No need to 

take the papers along. Everything would be encrypted in the computer. No one would even 

know I'm working, if I worked in my flat rather than the lab. Plus, I wouldn't be out of place, as 

I am here. It would seem to be the less risky option, since we both agree you must, in the end, 

trust me. Why not trust me in Cambridge where I belong?'

He considered this for a moment before shaking his head, 'No. I want you here and out of 

sight.  I  may  have  to  trust  you,  but  the  computer  is  far  more  secure  here  than  in  your 

Cambridge  flat.  Plus,  even  working  at  home,  there'd  be  far  more  opportunities  to  be 

indiscreet.'

'Your choice,' I said. 'Of course there's no way to absolutely guarantee word of my presence 

here won't leak out. People talk. And if your competitors make it their business to keep tabs on 

you personally, they might well get a whiff of the gossip surrounding the mysterious fellow in 

The Groom's Cottage.'

'Strangers would have a hard time remaining unnoticed should they show up around here. 

My people would hear of anyone snooping about,' he replied. 'Which is one of the reasons 

why I want you here.'

I shrugged. 'If you say so.' I was content to plant seeds of doubt. Besides, I still had to take 

all photos before moving operations to Cambridge, so there was no point pushing hard now.

'And stay away from my daughters,' he added grimly.

'Why?' I asked. I'd expected the conversation to come around to them sooner or later.

'Because I'm telling you to. You're here to work, not bother them.'

'I've no intention of bothering them. I just pull them out of the river as needed,' I replied.

'Listen Say, I don't want you associating in any way with my daughters.'

'I'm sure you can trust them, of all people...'

'It's  not  a  question  of  trust.  I  don't  want  you  around  my  family.  Period.  You're  my 



employee, not my guest. You will conduct yourself as such.'

'I'm not your employee, sir,' my temper finally flaring. 'Nor am I prepared to be treated like 

a servant. Your daughters and employees may have to put up with your rudeness, but I don't 

and won't. I don't need you, nor Blake for that matter. I don't want to be here and, damn you, 

I'll  have my gear packed and be out of here in ten minutes if you continue to treat me in 

anything less than a professional manner.'

I'd been fishing to get out of Glen Lonon earlier, but now I was angry – eager to pack my 

gear and be gone this afternoon. And it showed.

He didn't trust himself to speak, but whirled and banged out of the cottage.

'Fuck you,' I said (to the screen door).

02

I watched his big black motorcar turn around and purr back up the drive and around the 

bend bound for his town-house in Edinburgh less than four hours away via his relic of the 

golden age. I turned and packed up the manuscript, done for the day.

Wheeling my bike out, I headed for the public hot spot in Maryfield. The late afternoon sun 

was hot and the air tropical, and after being cooped up in the cottage for the better part of two 

days, I took my time on the ride through the shady,orested glen.

I called in my report to Professor Blake, telling him about my discovery of TTR's scrap book 

collection and read off the list of sources I'd identified. I told him I didn't know what the hell 

TTR was up to with them. It didn't seem to really matter to him, or perhaps it was simply that 

pawns didn't need to know their purpose. Our conversation was short and touched on the 

familiar theme of keeping Learmonte happy. An impossible task, and I bluntly told him so. 

I had a much longer and far more pleasant conversation with Penny, bringing her up to 

date  on  all  my  little  adventures  or  more  accurately,  misadventures.  I  mentioned  my 

conversation with Lonsdale and how badly he wanted to hire her. She gushed about how nice 

Renny is, but with him safely engaged to Lady Nesta, she couldn't make me jealous. Actually, 

it  was  rather  pleasant  that  she  seemed to  be  trying,  if  only  playfully.  I  didn't  give  it  any 

importance, save that we seemed to have a closer and easier relationship than we've had in 

quite a while. I'm really missing a friendship like that up here. After I hung up, I uploaded 

various messages to family and friends, and downloaded new messages and updates from my 

info-net sites before heading back to Glen Lonon through the long evening shadows.

I read my mail on my return, fried a pork chop, boiled two new potatoes and beans for 

dinner, and still restless, took an hour's bike ride towards Glen Maig just to enjoy in the soft 



pine  and  heather  scented  twilight,  while  birds  chattered  in  the  tree  tops  and  the  sheep 

occasionally bleated “baa”. I turned back before the storm clouds built up in the west. Later as 

I  sat  outside  my  door  drinking  my  tea,  Willie  and  Watt  stopped  by  for  a  brief  visit.  Guy 

followed in the deepening gloom, but did not stay long to gossip, leaving me on the bench 

alone and wishing I was somewhere else, or had someone with me to watch the pale dragons 

of the aurora writhing in the northern sky above the dark hills, occasionally lit by flashes of 

lightning  from  the  evening's  storm  in  Maig  Glen  behind  me.  I  turned  in  sometime  after 

midnight.

Chapter 11 – Tuesday 2 July
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Market day again in Strayfeller. It was mild and overcast, but without rain so I rode out 

early for fresh bread and a few other supplies.

On the way back I came upon Lady Flora walking with the dogs. She saw me coming and 

made a laughing show of holding the dogs back while edging to the far side of the lane to stay 

well clear of me. 

I veered off to the other side and pulled up, 'Good Morning, Lady Flora. I take it you've 

been told to stay well clear of me?'

'Oh my, yes, Mr Say. In no uncertain terms. Both Nessie and I have been ordered to avoid 

you at all cost, yet again. From now on I'm to only go out with Willie and Watt in tow, just to 

be safe.'

I shook my head. 'I really don't understand his concern. He told me I'm an employee – 

which I'm not, by the way – and warned me to stay clear of you and your sister. I can see 

staying clear of your guests, but from his daughters? He can't possibly imagine I'm some sort 

of Casanova, could he?'

'I find that hard to believe myself,' she admitted, shaking her head as she released the dogs 

to bound around me. 'Honestly,  Mr Say, seeing you as Casanova is beyond my powers of 

imagination.'

'Mine too. I don't understand why he goes out of his way to make my life miserable. In any 

event, I've decided not to give him a chance. I'll make it a point go off somewhere for the 



weekends when he's to be around.'

'Isn't that rather cowardly?' she laughed.

'Prudent.  I'd  a  feeling  that  at  the  end of  our  last  confab,  he  had to  either  bolt  or  risk 

strangling  me.  I  could  see  his  fingers  twitching...  But  he's  your  father  and I  shouldn't  be 

talking to you like this.'

'Oh, we all know what he's like these days – since Mother died. But where will you go?'

'I've been invited by a friend of mine – an associate professor at Glasgow University – to 

visit him while I'm in Scotland. I'm thinking I'll take his offer up and go down to Glasgow one 

of  these  weekends.  He's  a  member  of  a  cycling club and  I  can  ride  with  him  as  a  guest 

whenever I care to. Otherwise, I'll spend my weekends touring Scotland. I'll let Professor Blake 

deal with your dad.'

'Father won't like it, you going off the reservation,' she warned.

'He doesn't like anything I do.'

'True...' she laughed. 

'By the way, I meant to ask you what you were trying to signal to me when Lonsdale arrived 

the other night. It would've been rude to keep him worried and looking.'

'Casanova  or  not,  Say,  I  don't  care risking any  misunderstandings.  My life's  happiness 

depends on Nessie marrying Renny,' she replied seriously. 'Renny's pretty easy going, but I 

didn't want to risk giving him the wrong impression.'

'Why is their marriage necessary for your life's happiness?'

'Because I can't marry Ham until  I know Nessie's safely married to Renny. It's just that 

simple. And I'm hoping to marry Ham next summer, after I graduate, but Nessie and Renny 

are dragging their feet. I don't want some misunderstandings to delay things even more,' she 

replied. 

'Why must Lady Nesta marry first?'

Lady Flora sighed, 'Oh, there are reasons. Suffice to say, I'm not comfortable marrying Ham 

until Nessie's married.'

'Oh,'  I  said,  recalling that first  conversation I happened to overhear.  'Because you stole 

Ham from Nesta?'

'I did not steal Ham from Nesta!' she flared. 'That's a lie. Nesta had no romantic interest in 

Ham, at least before Ham and I fell in love. Who did you hear that from?'

'Oh, that's what everyone says,' I teased. Two can play that game. 'Still, all's fair in love and 

war, so what difference does it make?'

'The thing is, we all grew up together. Our histories are all tied together. It was our parents’ 

idea that I'd marry Renny and Nesta would marry Ham. We don't really know why. One of 



those mysteries we're likely never to know. We never took it seriously as kids, though we used 

to tease each other about it,' Lady Flora said in a rush.

'I was the little tomboy who occasionally got to hang around with Ham and the older kids,' 

she continued. 'And even as a little girl, I always had a crush on Ham. However, when I went 

down to London three years ago, I wasn't a tomboy any more, and I can assure you, I didn't 

have to steal Ham's affection from Nesta. It was mine from the beginning. She'd never paid 

Ham any romantic attention, at least not until Ham and I were already in love.'

She gave a little shrug. 'But I think she did fall in love with him after a while, when it was too 

late, though she'd deny it. So I'm afraid she'll give Renny a miss – she may love him – but there 

are times you'd never know it. But that's Nessie, you just never know. I'm afraid she'll decide 

not to marry and spend her life as a spinster, wishfully thinking that my husband and my kids 

could have been hers... And so, with things being the way they are, I don't need anyone, even 

someone  as  goofy  as  you,  gumming  up  the  works.  It  isn't  as  if  Renny  doesn't  have  the 

attention of lots'a girls who are...' she paused.

'More pleasant?' I suggested.

She gave me a fleeting smile. 'More eager,' she said after some thought, adding, 'Nessie's 

pleasant enough. She's just been under a great deal of stress. And being around Father doesn't 

help.'

'I'd imagine not...'  I  didn't actually have to imagine. 'Anyway, sorry I  teased you. I  only 

know about Ham because I inadvertently overheard a conversation between your father and 

Lady Nesta on that subject. And she said it was all just gossip.'

'Well, there's just enough truth in it to make me nervous. Renny's a wonderful person, I just 

hope she realizes that before...' she paused, either seeing something in my expression or just 

realizing that I knew Lonsdale from the uni.

'Really,  he  is,  Say.  We  all  know  –  Nessie  knows  as  well  –  what  Renny  was  like  at  the 

University. He never made any secret about that sort of thing, amongst us anyway. And well, 

their engagement came about rather quickly as a result of my mother's health. They were both 

busy with their studies, Nessie at Glasgow and Renny in Cambridge, and well, Nessie didn't 

want to take on the duties of a fiancée, so she just told him to carry on, sow his wild oats and 

they'd sort things out later, when they had more time. So you see, he wasn't really being a cad, 

he cares for Nessie and they understand each other, however strange it may seem...'

'Oh, I'll not argue with you over Lonsdale. I've a far better impression of him after seeing 

him with Lady Nesta than I did while he was at the uni,' I said. 

She nodded. 'We all grew up together. Ham, Renny, Nessie, me and a dozen other friends 

and cousins. We had our occasional differences, but we've never fallen out. Renny will look 



after Nessie and treat her right,' she said.

'I'm sure he will,' I said, and thinking back to when I saw them last, asked, 'Oh, by the way, 

how was Lady Nesta after she joined the party? I gathered she wasn't thrilled to see the clothes 

you picked out for her.'

Flora laughed, 'Renny was, and that's what counts. Besides, nobody missed seeing Nesta 

when she was around in that dress, so father can't complain. Though he did, of course, and 

wanted her to change into something more respectable. Nessie being Nessie, declined to do 

so, indeed she made a point of talking to all father's business associates and their wives. And I 

don't think Renny ever left her side. A triumph, a triumph! But I don't know why I'm standing 

around gossiping with you, Mr Say. Father would be furious,' she added with another laugh. 

'Good day, sir!'

'And good day to you, Lady Flora. And thanks,' I added.

She nodded with a smile, and called the dogs over to continue on her way.

I have a feeling there's a lot of her father in her, and a big tease, but still, I like her.
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I made an early lunch before returning to the tedious task of prying apart and placing in the 

sleeves TTR's manuscript. A little after six, I called it a day, made myself supper after which I 

rode an hour into Maig Glen. A storm seems to build up every day in the Maig River glen 

around sunset, which is to say, not much before 10:00. Still I keep a wary eye on the sky while 

in Maig Glen. Its storms notwithstanding, I'm growing fond of the glen. It's wild, but cheerful, 

full of bird calls and insect buzzes, and the bleating of sheep in the green river valley between 

the rugged hills and overgrown pine plantations. It seems to lack the sinister air I find in the 

dark forests of Lonon Glen.

I made a cup of tea on my return and sat on my front bench to read some of the material 

TTR had used for his theory. Near sunset Guy came by on his rounds and we gossiped for a 

while. This week, I gather, there are no guests worth worrying about, just the young cousins, 

so I won't feel as caged as I did last week.

Perhaps now would be a good time to set out a quick outline on what my search through 

the Cavendish and Oxford libraries dredged up to give you some idea what TTR was up to. 

The  first  set  of  books  and  papers  deals  with  quantum  entanglement.  Simply  put,  this 

involves  a  pair  of  elementary  particles  that  are  linked  in  such  a  way  that  neither  of  the 

particles can be observed without effecting the other one. Any change to one of the entangled 

particles is reflected in the other, instantaneously, regardless of distance. This would seem to 



involve the transmission of information at speeds in excess of the speed of light. How this 

works is still not understood, though theories abound. While one could imagine energy being 

transmitted in a similar manner to achieving the effect of  TTR's alleged machine, the gap 

between sending information and electrical energy would seem to be far beyond the powers 

of quantum entanglement.

The  second  set  includes  papers  on  the  uncertainty  principle  treated  in  the  classical 

Copenhagen quantum interpretation.  Which is to say simply (though nothing can be said 

simply in quantum mechanics)  that  reality, at  a  sub-atomic quantum level  is  a matter  of 

probabilities. Nothing is certain until its wave function collapses, or to put it even simpler, 

nothing is determined until  it  has to be. Again,  one could imagine electrical  energy being 

somehow sent off in a state of quantum uncertainty to be received and collapsed once again 

into electrical energy. However, these principles have been around for well over a century and 

a  half,  and  there  has  never  been  a  suggestion  that  this  could  be  done  on  the  scale  TTR 

proposed.

The third piece seems to be an out of mainstream paper by Hugh Gallagher Ph.D. which 

seems to be a variation of the holographic universe theories. Simply put, it says the universe is 

“written” and static. It is complete end to end in all dimensions, including time. Elementary 

particles in this theory are simply the expression of the small autonomous bits of code used to 

describe  the  universe.  The  complete  code-set  describes,  or  rather  described,  the  universe 

rather like a self-formed fractal. Everything then is, in a sense, virtual, or simply described. 

How this fits in with the rest is an open question.

Everything that I've read to date, suggests that TTR found a way to send electrons by some 

sort of super-entanglement, which allowed electrons to be in one place and then instantly 

appear at another place, at any distance. Nothing in my experience suggests this is possible. 

And yet his  invention was said to have worked. Hopefully “how” it  worked will  be found, 

someday, in what remains of his handwritten notes. 

When I finished my tea, I went inside and spent several hours playing with the page order 

of his handwritten notes, picking out a few words and trying to put them into order according 

to those words and the appearance of the page and hand writing. After midnight I put it away, 

without having accomplished much, and tried to clear my mind for sleep. It's been too warm 

to sleep up in the attic, so I'm back to camping on the sofa for now.

I wish I were done.



Chapter 12 – Thursday 4 July

I  headed out the back door, grabbed my bike, and walked it up the hill  along the path 

through the woods to the Glen Lonon road. I then rode west to the Maig Glen. This has now 

become a daily ritual. After breaking for tea around six I'd cook, eat, wash up, and take a bike 

ride until nine. Afterwards, I have a cup of tea outside, in the twilight evening, before doing a 

bit more work.

Yesterday  had  been  mild,  raining  off  and  on,  a  good  day  to  work.  Today  the  weather 

cleared, so I needed to force myself to ignore the cheerful chatter of birds, and the sun pouring 

in through the screen door – bringing with it the scent of pine and heather – to get my work 

done.

As  I  mount  the  pages,  I'm  starting  to  read  TTR's  handwriting,  picking  out  words  and 

phrases. I hope that by the time I'm done with the prep work, I'll be familiar enough with his 

handwriting to read it just as readily as a printed page.

It’s  always  quite  still  in  the  Maig  Glen.  Once  past  the  old  dam,  there's  only  two  tiny 

hamlets, so I've usually leave people – and indeed, civilization – behind as I ride. Loch Maig 

sparkled in the warm golden sunlight of the low sun. The hills on the far side fell to the loch 

shore  in  blue  green  shadows.  Riding  deeper  into  the  glen,  the  loch  reverts  to  a  twisting, 

shallow river gurgling over rocks which winds its way through paddocks and fields. The fields 

are filled with the cheerful life. Birds soar overhead to chase bugs, or foraging in the fields 

dotted with sheep and cattle, grazing contently in the stone fenced fields. At times, the hiss of 

the gravel under my wheels is the only sound I hear. This is my reward for the day's tedium, 

and I believe I'll miss it when I'm back riding through the flat farm lands around Cambridge.

Today, on reaching the long stone bridge that carries the road across the river and into the 

blue shadows of the north side of the glen, I pulled up and dismounted. I took a seat on the 

bridge's low stone rampart to listen to what the tumbling river had to say. I absently took in 

the wide view, the rocky river stretching deeper into the glen, the scrub trees that lined it and 

far beyond, the bald peaks of several mountains, thin, almost transparent against the glowing 

blue  green  and  yellow  of  the  western  sky  far  ahead.  I  let  myself  fall  into  the  Maig  Glen 

evening...

Which is why, when she said, 'Evening,' I started and nearly did fall into it, or at least the 

portion of it that included the river below me. I had to grab hold of the parapet to keep myself 

from slipping into the rocky river.



I swung around to see Lady Nesta Mackenzie astride a bike that had pulled up, unnoticed 

behind me on the bridge.

'Sorry to frighten you,' she said, politely, though not quite sincerely.

'And good evening to you too, Lady Nesta. You nearly sent me into the river,'  I replied, 

cheerfully.

'Damn,' she said. 'It never occurred to me. If I hadn't been daydreaming. A small push 

and... If is always such a sad word, don't you think Mr Say?'

She seemed, a new, and I must say, vastly improved, Lady Nesta this evening.

I glanced back over the side of the bridge and back to her. 'Not this time,' I replied, adding, 

'Though if turnabout is fair play, I suppose I'd have had it coming. Still, I'm glad the thought 

didn't occur to you, since a little shove would've indeed sent me amongst the fish, none the 

wiser. Though more likely I'd have broken a leg or something, since the river's only a foot or 

two deep here.'

'Damn,' she said again, with a shake of her head. 'Seeing that Father holds the office of 

Sheriff in this district, I'd have gotten off with only a mild warning from the bench.'

'More likely he'd have paid a bounty,' I said.

And she actually laughed. 'He probably would've...'

'You'd be in his good graces, that's for certain,' I said.

She was dressed mod in tan slacks, a sage green light weight jumper over a white blouse, a 

claret coloured beret and fawn gloves. It was late enough in the evening so the UV level was 

low enough to dress rather  casually.  Her dark auburn hair  was tied in a ponytail  and her 

round, thin tortoise shelled glasses were not underwater, for once.

'Oh, well,' she continued. 'Some other time. Besides, I'm in too good of a mood to do the 

job properly. I'd probably have repented and set your broken leg. And I can almost guarantee 

you'd walk without too much of limp... seeing that I'm now a fully qualified GP.' she added.

'A doctor?'

'Yes, finally. Received notice today that I passed my board exams and am now qualified to 

practice medicine in the kingdoms of Scotland and England,' she said with a happiness she 

couldn't hide.

'That's grand! May I congratulate you, Doctor Mackenzie,' I said, jumping to my feet and 

extending my hand. 'I'm very happy for you.'

She looked at my hand for a moment, at a loss, but then somewhat to my surprise, took it.

'Thank you,' she said.

There was a second of uncertain silence as to where this was to lead.

Then she spoke again, 'The real reason I stopped was to apologize for being so rude the 



other night. And, well, to thank you properly for your kindness and tolerance of my rudeness.'

'Since it turned into a three ringed disaster, I could hardly blame you for being less than 

gushing in your thanks,' I said, adding, 'I'm embarrassed to always be turning up at all the 

wrong places at all the wrong times.' 

'No need,' she said. 'Why, you could hardly avoid it. I was making a fool of myself the whole 

week.'

'Well, Lady Flora said you were quite stressed, and now I know why.' 

'Still, that's no excuse, and I don't want to make it one. But I feel I should to offer you, well,  

offer an explanation of sorts anyway.'

'Not at all necessary...'

She shook that off, 'It is for me. A chance to explain without excusing my actions.'

I shrugged, and she continued, 'You see, after a very demanding term, with my studies, 

working at the clinic, and studying for, and taking my board exams, I was looking forward to 

coming to Glen Lonon to simply unwind, do nothing, say nothing and have nothing to do or 

say. I wanted stillness and time to think, read, walk, and fish. I wanted to have time for myself. 

The last  thing I  wanted to  do was  to  entertain company –  even my dearest  friends –  the 

moment I arrived.

'However, unbeknownst to me, and I'm sure out of his best intentions, Father invited my 

cousins and friends to celebrate my accomplishment, and – as you know – expected me to 

play the hostess. You're a witness as to how badly I took that. All I can say is that at least they 

know me well enough to take my ill temper like a duck's back takes water.'

'I understand completely,' I said. 'All I did this spring when I finished my doctorate was go 

home and sleep to noon for weeks on end. And when I did get up, I just mucked around our 

greenhouses doing all the boring jobs I tried to avoid growing up. If I had all those people 

showing up, I'd have been grouchy too. Don't even think about it. I'm just glad to meet you 

when you're, well, not wet.'

'By wet, I believe you mean as angry as a wet hen,' she laughed, adding, 'I was under the 

impression that you were a grad student, but I take it you're not.'

'Your father ordered up a grad student, but Professor Blake thought he was doing him a 

favour by offering a newly minted Ph.D.  And,  I  might  add,  when he found out  otherwise, 

passed me off as next best thing to a grad student. But I can add “Ph.D.” behind my name 

now. So I really do have a good idea what you went through, and how you're feeling now. Why 

it's been two months and still, whenever someone – even Professor Blake – calls me “Doctor 

Say”,  it  gives  me  a  little  jolt  of  joy.  So,  Doctor  Mackenzie,  I  give  you  the  joy  of  your 

accomplishment.'



'Thank you, Doctor Say.' she replied, 'Congratulations as well. Though in truth, I've been 

called doctor for the last two years, but now I don't have to see that unsaid “Junior” in front of 

my title. Hopefully, this will finally dispel my foul mood.'

'Well, I understand,' I assured her. 'And really, you'd every excuse to treat me, as you did, so 

no apology is necessary.'

She gave me a small smile and then having said all she had meant to say, looked off into the 

distance, likely looking for some way to escape my company without being rude. Again.

I couldn't think of a thing more to say to keep the conversation going.

'I've had a long day, so I think I'll say good evening, Dr Say, and head back home,' she said, 

stepping through her bike frame to mount it. 'I'll leave you to your deep thoughts.'

An  unexpected  and  sharply  felt  dart  of  loneliness  drove  me  to  ask  rather  desperately, 

'Would you mind if I rode back with you? I should be heading back as well.'

She glanced across to me for a moment and hesitated before answering rather reluctantly, 

'If you like.' But don't expect to make a habit of it, was left unspoken.

'I've not forgotten what you just said.  You're looking for time to be alone to think and 

unwind,' I added, hastily. 'So if you'd rather go on alone, I'll not take any offence or consider it 

rude.'

'No, that's okay...' reluctantly.

'Then don't  feel any need to entertain me or play the hostess.  I'm far from the world's 

greatest conversationalist,  so I'd be quite content just to ride along and leave you to your 

thoughts. I've years of spending hours in the company of a woman in monkish silence. Why, 

for the last three years I've shared a small office with Penny Lee and we'd often work and study 

together all day without saying more than I'm going for a cup'a tea, one for you too? So riding 

with you in silence will be no great strain for me. You would be functionally alone.'

'Is being functionally alone in your company one of your shining points?'

'It was for Penny. At least on some days,' I said.

She considered that for a moment and nodded. 'Right. Let's head back, and I'll not hold 

you to strictly monkish silence, but I'll warn you that I'm reviewing today's house calls before 

sending off  my report  to Dr Caulie  in the morning,'  she replied.  'So don't  expect  a  lot  of 

brilliant conversation.' 

'House calls? Are you working already?' I asked. I swung my bike around to face the bright 

hills and mounted up. The shadow of night had been creeping across the river valley floor and 

the last lush light of the day lingered only on the hills now on our right as we set out.

'I'm helping Doc Caulie again this summer by holding his Wednesday clinic in Ordmoor 

and making house calls on Thursdays.  This fall,  I'll  start  working full  time in the Glasgow 



North Clinic. I'll still be under instruction for my general practice speciality for a few years 

yet...' she said as we started back for Glen Lonon.

I asked a few more questions and we talked for a while about her job and she asked a few 

questions of how I came to be in Glen Lonon as we rode.

'Professor Blake is an old family friend,' she said. 'He'll be up in September for a week. He's 

so proper, but such a sweetheart. His son and daughter were part of our clan when they were 

up.'

'Oh, he's proper enough, but he's played the sweetheart part pretty close to his vest with 

me,' I replied. 'Still, well, he does see some promise in me, or says he does, but that may have 

been only to get me here...'

'I take it you weren't very eager to enjoy the hospitality of the highlands.'

'To be honest, no. Not only did I have other plans – I had my own research projects I was 

ready do dive into – but it was clear from the beginning your father and I aren't kindred spirits. 

I was perhaps a bit rude myself at our first meeting...' I admitted.

'So I gather,' she remarked, and left it at that.

We talked a little more – nothing of  consequence – and soon were riding in the warm 

scented twilight in silence. Which I didn't mind. I was content with only her company. And 

hoped, well, what? To be free to go out without fear of running into her and seeing her glaring 

at me for intruding? A little banter now and then, like I have with Lady Flora? And well, to be 

honest,  someone riding beside me – even if  she was ignoring me – would be rather nice. 

Clearly, I'm very lonely. Still, in light of what she said, I'd have to be careful not to push things. 

Monkish silence was indeed, the order of the evening.

The gloom deepened as the sun slipped behind the hills. We rode through pockets of cool 

air amongst the day's warmed air, those earth scented springs of the night in the deepening 

shadows. We passed the old dam and turned towards Glen Lonon, the lane, forest lined and 

deep in shadows. Passing the Factor's House, she turned down the drive to Hidden Garden. I 

followed her into the deep twilight. Ahead, through the black canopy of leaves, the northern 

sky glowed pale blue green in the sunset. The slightest of breezes shivered the birch leaves 

every now and again and carried the sharp, sweet tang of the pines. Lady Nesta was a slim 

shadow riding ahead of me down the twilit lane.

'I believe I've been neglecting you,' she said as she noticed me again as we coasted to a stop 

on the driveway alongside Hidden Garden.

'Not at all. I've enjoyed your company,' I said.

'What little of it I offered.'

'It was enough. Enough to have gotten you into trouble with your father. Flora was telling 



me I'm to be strictly avoided.'

'Ah, yes. But don't worry about me. I'm not sixteen any more. Look after yourself.'

'Oh, I've already given him enough excuses to sack me. One more won't matter. Still,  I 

wouldn't want to make things unpleasant for you...'

'Let me worry about that,' she said with a shake of her head.

'I'll be selfish and will,' I said. 'I enjoyed the ride.'

'If you say so,' she said dryly, adding, 'Well, at least you've found me in a slightly better 

mood than our previous encounters.'

'Truth be told, I rather enjoyed your company on Saturday as well,' I replied.

'I rather suspected that,' she said with a half-hearted scowl.

'More company again this weekend?' I asked, just to postpone the parting.

'Aunts, uncles and young cousins, all people I'm close to and will enjoy seeing. The aunts 

will take charge, so I'm off the hook as far as providing entertainment. My mother had three 

sisters and three brothers, and their families have been coming to Glen Lonon since before I 

was born, so there's no need for me to look after them. My aunts and most of the cousins will 

be staying on for a fortnight or more, so it will be almost like old times.

'You'll find this hard to believe, but my father has always loved company. And since his 

immediate family is very small, a spinster sister, and my mother's very large, he embraced my 

mother's extended family, inviting everyone, sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins to come up to 

spend the whole summer here if they liked. I spent my summers surrounded by cousins and 

the children of  some of  my father's friends like  the Lonsdales,  Frasers  and Blakes,  mostly 

being dragged unwillingly along on all their activities, as you may have gathered.  All I really 

wanted to do was sit in my room or in the garden to read and dream.'

'Still, it sounds wonderful.'

She shrugged. 'Looking back, it was. But Glen Lonon is not Neverland. We've all grown up 

and most of us have moved on into the outside world. Many of the clan are now married, 

some with children of their own. All have careers that keep them busy. This will be my last 

summer here for ages. Until I have children of my own... maybe. Oh well, I must be getting 

inside or Flora will begin to worry.'

'Well then, thanks again for letting me tag along. And for not shoving me in the Maig,' I 

said, and growing bold (or desperate) added, 'And I hope we can ride again sometime, but I'll 

leave  it  for  you to  decide.  I  understand about  wanting time  to  yourself,  so  I  won't  come 

a'calling. But if you ever feel in the mood for some undemanding company, don't hesitate to 

call. I work on my own schedule, and I've already put in some very long days, so you needn't 

fear you'll be dragging me away from anything more important than a bike ride with you.'



'I'll keep that in mind, Good night, Dr Say,' she said, turning away.

'Good night, Lady Nesta, or is it Doctor Mackenzie?'

'Dropping the “Lady” will be a good start,' she said as she parked her bike in the deeper 

shadows next to the stone house.

'Thanks, my friends call me Sandy.'

She nodded and entered the house.

I remounted my bike and drifted down the lane between dark woods and the twilit field 

dotted with pale sheep in a far  better mood than when I'd set  out.  Not that  it  was really 

justified. Lady Nesta had only been civil and tolerant of my company. Which, however, was an 

improvement. And well, it was nice not to have been alone, for once.

I returned to work and finished mounting the pages an hour ago. It's late. My tea mug is 

empty and while the ghostly blowing curtains of the aurora show no sign of fading, I think I'll 

call it a day. I might sleep in tomorrow.

Chapter 13 – Friday 5 July

01

'Say?'

I was at the sink, washing dishes.  Turning, I saw Lady Nesta at the screen door. Blinked, 

and she was still there. Amazing.

'Nesta! Come in, come in. I'm just finishing washing up,' I said, hastily drying my hands on 

the dish towel.

She hesitated a moment – undecided – before opening the screen door and stepping in.

'Have all your aunts, uncles, and cousins arrived safely? I saw the estate Rover and a couple 

of motorcars arriving this afternoon.' 

'Yes,  they're  all  here.  Everyone  is  bustling about  getting settled  and reacquainted,'  she 

replied quietly, taking a couple of steps into the dimness of the cottage. 'They know their way 

about and Flora's there to look after everything, so I'm slipping out for a ride. They know me, 

and father won't be up until morning, so I can get away for a while.'

'Too much commotion?' I ventured.



She gave a little shrug. 'Not that, so much... Well, anyway, I'm sorry just to drop by like this, 

I'd have called first, but I don't have your number.'

'You're always welcome to just drop by. The Groom's Cottage is yours to use as a hideout... 

Though I guess it is yours, anyway, isn't it?'

She just shrugged.

'As for calling ahead,' I continued taking a seat on the corner of the kitchen table, 'Seeing 

that your father will not register my watson on the estate exchange for security reasons, you'll 

just have to drop by to get a hold of me.'

'Oh, Father! I'll do something about that...' she said wearily. 'I'll talk to Maude and see that 

you're signed on. Father has no business being so vindictive.'

'Thank you, but no, don't. Keeping my work secret is a mania with him and I don't want to 

make trouble. I’m getting by just fine. Fewer distractions. I catch up with everyone when I go 

to market or ride out to Maryfield.'

She gave a small shake of her head. 'Father,' she sighed, looking tired and preoccupied. 'I'll 

think of something,' she added and trailed off.

'Is something wrong?' I ventured. 'You seem rather down.'

She  gave  her  head  another  little  shake.  'No...  Nothing  really.  I  find,  well,  unexpected 

feelings....' She drew in the reigns, so to speak, and continued in a more matter of fact voice, 

'You see, the three aunts are my mother's sisters... And, well, in a hundred different little ways, 

a movement, a look, the sound of their voice or choice of words, they remind me of Mother. 

For some reason it hit me rather hard today. I hadn't expected that. I thought I was over it. It 

has been two years. Perhaps having finally achieved my goal, and her not being here...' she 

paused.

'I'm sorry,' I muttered, searching for something more to say.

'Oh, it'll pass. It’s nothing, really. Just unexpected, ' she said briskly. 'I just need to escape 

all the hubbub for a while to get my composure back. A bike ride should do the trick. And well, 

if you don't really mind riding mostly in silence, I thought you might like to come along and 

keep me company. That is, if you have the time.'

'Of course, I'm more than happy to keep you company. Any time,' I added with a dart of 

concern for Lady Nesta.

'My bike's outside the door,' she said 'Whenever you're ready.'

'I'm ready now,' I said, stepping over to the cupboard by the door to grab my cap and held 

open the door for her. 'My bike's around back, I fetch it.'

'I doubt I'll have much to say tonight...' she said as we stepped out.

'I understand. You need to be alone with your thoughts, but not alone. Just tell me what I 



can do,' I said.

'Oh, I'll be fine,' she said, seeing the concern on my face as we stepped out. 'Grieving is a 

progression of steps. I thought I was further along than I'm feeling tonight. I just need to work 

through some sadness, that's all...'

'Right. Just a little quiet company. My bike's on the back porch and we can walk them up to 

the lane. There's a path...' I said as we stepped out into the still warm and bright evening. As 

sorry as I was to see her so sad, I was happy she'd thought of me when she didn't feel like 

being completely alone.

If you'd asked me a fortnight ago, I'd have told you that all I've done this past year was work 

on my thesis night and day. But having spent a fortnight in Glen Lonon, without close friends, 

and only a few casual acquaintances, I've come to realize how big a role friends play in my life. 

Even during those hectic days, when I was so focused on my thesis, I never felt this alone or 

this lonely since my first days at the uni. Nesta was not my dear Penny Lee and not likely to be 

more than an acquaintance, but she was my age and well, we had some ties – ah, we both 

knew Renny Lonsdale, for one. And could be called “doctor” for another, and well, we both 

rode bikes... I'm grasping at straws, here, but at least she seemed like someone I'd like to be 

friends with. But I knew too, I'd have to be very careful not to try too hard. I was on trial and 

being functionally alone with was likely my shining talent...

While we walked our bikes up the path we talked about the arrival of her relatives, but on 

reaching the road and setting out, conversation dwindled. The day had started cool and misty, 

but had become quite warm by mid-afternoon, and that warmth lingered. She assured me 

that this was very unusual weather for these parts, but added nothing more, and taking the 

hint, we rode side by side in silence into the greater stillness of Maig Glen.

Nesta's sombre mood dulled some of the pleasure I'd have taken in riding with her, still, it 

was nice just to be with someone, though it would've been nicer if  I  was out with Penny. 

Penny and I didn't have to talk either, though we often did, if only to talk shop, exchanging 

ideas about our studies and projects. Realizing I needed to shake my regret and not let Nesta's 

melancholy mood infect me, I turned my attention to the glen and its rugged beauty, now 

softened by the warm evening light, only to find that it, too, in this golden evening seemed 

tinged with melancholy – likely just a reflection of my self-pity.

We crossed the bridge over the Maig where we'd met yesterday and continued on without a 

pause, following the narrow, dusty lane deeper into the evening shadowed glen, putting the 

last string of inhabited cottages known as Minton behind us.

We rode for over an hour and a half, without a single word, following the narrowing glen, 

passing the occasional abandoned cottage that had been converted to storm shelters for the 



sheep, each with a lightning rod on a tall pole. Eventually we left even the sheep behind. We 

had the world to  ourselves by the time Loch Bennerain,  enclosed by steep hills  and pine 

forests came into view. I'd only been this far once, on the first Sunday.

I couldn't help but thinking, as I glanced to Nesta beside me, that she's a little, well,  fey 

may be the word I'm looking for. It seemed strange that we'd ridden almost twenty kilometres 

into the glen without a word. I glanced at her again and realized she may well have forgotten 

all about me, she was that lost in thought. Perhaps fey, certainly quiet, but still nice. Though 

she was a girl on an entirely different key than my Penny.

As we reached the loch, she coasted to a halt. 

'If you don't mind, I think I'll go down and rest for a few minutes,' she said quietly as she 

walked her bike to the edge of the road.

'Of course,' I said, and realizing that she'd not said alone, but had implied it, let her start 

down to the rocky shore alone.

It struck me, watching her make her way down and select a large boulder to sit on, that she 

was  either  rather  bold,  foolish,  or  an  excellent  judge  of  character  to  ride  this  far  from 

civilization with a fellow she hardly knew. Oh, I look harmless enough, and came with good 

credentials,  but  still,  how can you be certain on so short  of  acquaintance?  You shouldn't 

assume a person is, well, a gentleman on looks alone. Or, for that matter, that he wouldn't take 

this as some sort of invitation... Or perhaps I may've missed something, seeing that Penny is 

the beginning and the end of my experience with women. I doubt it though. I wanted Nesta as 

a  friend,  so I  vowed to be extra  guarded in  what I  said,  so  as  not  to  give her  any  wrong 

impressions.

I looked about. Above the road, all but hidden in the tall grass, bracken and young birch 

trees, stood a crumbling roofless cottage and a few rusty outbuildings. Beyond them, old pines 

marched up the steep hill. I found a semi-soft spot in the tall grass on the steep bank above 

the road to sit and take in this lonely, rugged beauty. Steep, rocky, heather clad hills rose all 

around us. Dark pine forests fell to the shores of the clear waters of the loch which mirrored 

the distant translucent blue mountains. The sun was already behind the hills at my back so the 

valley in lay in shadows, but the hills opposite, glowed in orange in the light of the leisurely 

setting sun. The scent of the pines, mixed with the rich aroma of the wet earth, came in puffs 

that stirred up whispers in the pines. Across the loch I could see the faint glow of St Elmo's fire 

on the tips of a dead pine. Common enough, but it still gave me a dart of concern. The sky was 

clear, but we were deep in Maig Glen and the nightly storm would likely brew up sooner or 

later.

Well, if the legendary Rhymer's Gate to the Otherworld was anywhere about, it was well 



hidden. I saw nothing out of the ordinary, rocky, rugged hills clad in bracken, heather and 

pines. But then, on the flip side, there was nothing to suggest that a gate to a faerie land could 

not exist either. The glen looked to have never been brought into the 21st century in the first 

place.

I glanced down to the shore. Nesta was perched on a rock and hadn't moved, so I lay back 

and closed my eyes to just take in the peace of the place.

02

When I opened them again, sometime later, but not too much later, the hills across the loch 

had lost the last light of the setting sun and were taking on their blue robes of evening. The 

glen was deep in twilight, and the clear sky now had a few wispy clouds tinged in the orange 

light of sunset. I pulled out my watson, it was nearly 10:00. It'd be dark before we reached 

home, and well,  the appearance of  even innocent looking clouds made me a bit  nervous, 

though I had to trust Nesta knew what she was doing. Though knowing how lost in thought 

she'd been on the ride, I had to wonder... So I climbed to my feet, crossed the road and made 

my way down the rocky slope to the shore. The bolder was big enough for both of us, so I sat 

down beside her without a word.

She glanced at me with a faint smile. 'Soon.'

'No hurry.' I assured her.

I could see the tracks of her tears glistening on her cheeks. I really didn't know what to say 

or  what  to  do,  yet  I  felt  I  needed  to  do  or  say  something,  but  it  couldn't  be  the  wrong 

something....

'I have a shoulder, if you need it,' I ventured. 

'Thanks. I'm fine, now,' she said, taking off her glasses and wiping the tear tracks off her 

cheeks with the back of her hand. And only then becoming aware of how late it had gotten, 

added, 'We should be heading home.'

'I'm thinking the same. It will be dark before we get home.'

'Yes. Sorry. I wasn't thinking. We might get wet as well,' she added with another glance to 

the building clouds.

'I must have dozed a bit, or I'd have called that to your attention earlier.'

'Oh, no need to worry.  I’m used to Glen Maig storms. We made a game of it growing up. 

There are sheds to shelter in all along the lane if, or rather, when it comes to a storm. We'll be 

fine,' she assured me as we picked our way through the rocks and up the slope.

We  mounted our  bikes  and started back  down the darkening,  now rather  forlorn glen, 



leaving Loch Bennerain behind. The valley was narrow here, crowded by the steep hills. There 

were no pastures this deep into the glen, no sign, save the road, an overgrown cart lane, of the 

place having ever been inhabited. There was a sharp flicker of light, and then, an echoing 

rumble of thunder. Looking up I saw storm clouds rolling overhead, over running the last light 

of day. The valley grew  darker and the hills lost their features to become velvet walls to the 

low sky. Lightning flickered again over head.

'Damn,' I muttered.

Nesta glanced around. 'I am sorry. If I'd been paying attention we would've started back 

earlier and likely outrun the storm. Don't worry, there's a shed a kilometre or three ahead 

where we can ride out the storm. Can't avoid it now, but we've plenty of time to reach it.' 

Don't worry indeed. I may not have scars from my last brush with highland lightning, but if I 

had, I'm sure they'd be tingling. There was no trace of concern in her voice which I found only 

slightly reassuring. Indeed, I couldn't be certain, but she may have been actually enjoying this. 

She certainly hadn't picked up our pace...

The  lightning  continued  to  streak  and  branch  through  the  clouds  overhead,  with  an 

occasional rumble of thunder. I was growing a bit optimistic when the road was lit in a bright 

flash of light, followed in a few seconds by a rolling crack of thunder that you could feel and 

which was seconded by a second flash ahead. That was enough for me.

'Perhaps  we might  pick  up the pace,  a  bit,'  I  suggested.  'The lightning's  getting rather 

sharp.'

'I'm counting seconds, it’s still more than mile off...' she replied with a sidelong grin, but 

did pick up the pace, a little.

'A mile behind us and a mile ahead of us,' I replied. 'We're being bracketed.'

'I take it you're not fond of lightning.'

'I like lightning well enough, when it's not targeting me. But Glen Lonon lightning seems to 

regard me as a target.'

'Really,  Say?'  she  asked grinning  at  me  in  the  flickering  darkness.  She seemed to have 

recovered her spirits, and indeed taken on a little of the wildness of the storm. 'It's getting 

closer, but hardly targeting you.'

'Well it did, the first day I was here. I'll tell you the story after we've reached those sheds of 

yours. If we do. Meanwhile I'm sticking close to you. I don't think they'd risk hitting you...' I 

replied, attempting humour to cover my real unease.

'They?' she asked.

'The glens, or Mother Nature, or the Otherworlders, or whatever... I haven't worked that out 

yet.' I replied, keeping an eye on the flickering road and the sky.



The vertical lightning became more frequent – though no closer – but the cloud to cloud 

lightning constantly arched overhead through the low, rolling clouds. I tried to follow her lead, 

and tried not to be in – too – much of a panic as we followed the road around a bend and then 

another, my eyes straining for a sight of our port in the coming storm. It was dark enough now 

that we had our bike lights on, though the flickering lightning made them mostly unessential.

The glen opened up into pastures and stone fences, and ahead, in the lightning flashes, I 

caught sight of the promised shed, which we reached a minute later. As I pulled up beside the 

gate in the stone fence, I looked back to see a black wall of rain swallowing the glen and the 

hills behind us.

I jumped off my bike and opened the gate in the stone fence alongside the road. We slipped 

in and closed the gate behind us. There were actually two buildings, one a derelict cottage and 

the other a stone shed. We were the last to arrive. The last of the sheep bounded in from 

pasture ahead of us, filling both the old cottage and the shed.

'We can watch the storm from the shed,'  she said heading for  it.  It  seemed filled with 

milling sheep, but I didn't argue. We hurried towards it, its wide door open to the world.

'But will they let us in?' I asked. 'There seems to be an awful lot of them...'

'Are you frightened of sheep as well?'

'Depends. Will they listen to a reasoned argument?' I asked. 'My only experience with large 

groups has been with undergrad labs and I never seemed to make all that much headway with 

them...'

'Oh, I'm sure sheep are far more biddable than undergrads,' she replied.

'If you say so,' I replied, unconvinced. But she was right. The sheep proved accommodating 

– willing to share their shelter with us as we slipped in along the edge of the churning flock. 

There was an old tractor, smelling of oil and dust, and a hay wagon further in. We stashed our 

bikes between the wagon and the wall to keep them out of the way of the milling flock, after 

which she drifted back out to the open shed door and I followed.

Now safe – like all buildings in this glen, it had several lightning rods on tall posts around it 

– I was curious to watch the storm from the glen where local legends say it actually originates. 

If Guy was right and TTR's old lab is the source of the daily storms, I might be able to get an 

idea of where the lab lay by watching the storm to see if lightning was concentrated in one 

place. Not, mind you, that I believed any of that nonsense.

'The cottage has a room just for people, but I like watching the storm from here,' she said as 

we slipped along the wall, steering the sheep aside.

She stepped out to stand against the building just outside the door and I joined her. We 

leaned shoulder to shoulder against the stone wall and watched the play of the now vertical 



lightning march slowly towards us – the vanguard of the black pall of rain that was swallowing 

the last light of the world behind it.  Nothing struck me as unusual in the lightning or the 

storm.

'So, tell me about this Glen Lonon lightning that was out to get you. Or was Guy telling you 

some of his tall tales?' she asked after a while.

'No. it's one of my own. I don't know exactly when you arrived, but I rode in from Inverness 

on that Thursday evening the weekend you arrived. I was riding towards Glen Lonon when a 

storm poured out of Glen Maig. I'd reached the top of the hill, the one where the old power 

lines cross the road. The pylons were covered in St Elmo's fire and it seemed as if I could've 

reached up and touched the racing clouds...' I began, and spun my tale of my near encounter 

with death by three lightning bolts. 

'I don't have the info-net, so I don't know how unlikely it was for three bolts to land within 

a minute along half  a kilometre of road, but I'm assuming only their  inability to precisely 

direct their bolts is all that saved me...'

'And who's this “they”,' she asked, grinning in the flickering light.

'You tell me, my lady. You're a creature of these glens.'

'A creature?' she said with a look of mock outrage.

'An intimate of these glens,' I amended, after giving it some thought.

She still gave me a look, but said, “I'd say you have a vivid imagination. I can't imagine the 

glens would've any reason to kill you, even if one assumes there's some sort of superstitious 

magic about...'

'Well,  I  hope you're right, though speaking of superstition, I've heard that these storms 

come out of the so called “Rhymer's Gate” your great grandfather built,' I replied, fishing a bit. 

'Be it a gate to the Otherworld or something more mundane.'

'You should know more about that than I, you're studying his papers,' she replied without 

hesitation.

'I haven't gotten around to reading most of them. Just laying out the ground work. Even 

then, I'm only supposed to be transcribing them. Professor Blake will evaluate them for your 

father. I'm not to be trusted, when it comes to both his papers and his daughters,' I added with 

a grin.

She smiled, but made no comment.

'You seem to have already heard a lot of stories about these glens,' she said a little later. 

'I've spent every summer of my life up here, and I don't think things are very much different 

here than anywhere else. This glen has more storms than one might expect, but I don't think 

there's anything special about them. They're often electrical storms, but that is the norm these 



days...

'And what about the Riders?' I asked. 'I've seen them too, you know.'

'Seen the lights or the Riders themselves?' she replied, watching me closely.

'I've seen the riders close enough to know they're only deer with St Elmo's fire on the tips of 

their antlers. And don't say...' I started to say, too late...

'Oh, those Riders...' with a sly smile. At least she seemed in better humour now.

'That's exactly what Guy said too. And I'm not buying that. I've found a solution to the 

mystery, and I'm sticking with it,' I added.

'My, you've been busy here. It's a wonder you've any time for work at all, between saving 

me from drowning and discovering the darkest secrets of Glen Lonon... When did you meet 

the Riders?'

With a watchful, and wary eye on the approaching storm, I told her of Tuesday's adventure 

on the foggy road.

'So you didn't actually see the antlered deer with St Elmo's fire...' 

'No, but I saw a deer and lots of deer tracks, and since that is, by far, the only reasonable 

explanation, I'm going with it,' I replied.

'Well, you see how it works, anyway. You can make something of just about anything that's 

not completely known. You chose a mundane explanation of the Riders, while others, might 

find a more fantastic one pleasing. Neither is actually proven, as far as I can see, and neither 

excludes the other.

'And that's how things are with all the talk about great grandfather,' she continued. 'Well, 

most of the talk centres around the changes in his personality after his motorcar accident. The 

thing to remember is that he was a brilliant man before his accident, an electrical engineer 

who was directly  involved in designing the products  his  company made.  He worked with 

scientists and engineers his entire life. It is reasonable to assume that he learned a great deal 

in those decades, and may have simply changed focus in his last years. As for his personality 

change,  it  may perhaps be  attributed to  a  year  of  reflection,  while  he recovered from  his 

injuries. All in all, I see no need to invoke something miraculous to explain the last decade of 

his  life.  Of  course,  head  injuries  can  cause  unexplained  brilliance  but  only  in  very  rare 

instances. They're called acquired savants, and some people have suggested this was the case 

with great grandfather. However, in my opinion, given TTR's previously demonstrated genius, 

I don't think it's necessary. 

'As for his association with Thomas the Rhymer, there's nothing in the family history to 

suggest that  our family, or TTR, was ever associated in any way with Thomas the Rhymer. 

Well, except that TTR, for some reason, chose the title, Earl of Learmonte, when he was made 



a peer of the Scottish Kingdom... That's a little weird.'

I was about to ask why, when there was a brilliant flash and an immediate crack that had us 

both jumping. Without a word, we slipped around the edge of the door into the shed, as the 

first big drops of rain began to make craters in the dust. We pushed through the ranks of sheep 

to reach the wagon. It had been converted for use with horses, so it had a seat up front, on 

which we could both sit well above the press of sheep. I let her climb up first, and since she 

seemed to know what she was doing, let her do it without assistance, just to be on the safe 

side, and then climbed up to sit beside her.

'So why was choosing to be known as the Earl of Learmonte, weird?' I asked after we had 

settled in.

'Thomas the Rhymer's name was said to be Thomas Learmonth of which Learmonte is an 

alternate spelling.'

'Oh.' I said. Just what I didn't want to hear.

The wind started to gust, blowing dust and big rain drops into the shed. And then the storm 

hit  with its full  force.  The rain, when it  came, fell  in a torrent,  slanting into the shed and 

pounding on the roof tiles like thunder, making it pointless to talk over the din. We sat and 

watched  the  rain  come  down  in  sheets,  lit  by  the  constant  flickering  and  the  always 

unexpected  brilliant  flash and  bang  of  lightning,  for  perhaps  five  minutes.  Then  the  rain 

stopped as suddenly as it had started, the silence after it had passed was almost as deafening, 

leaving the farmyard outside a gurgling maze of little rushing rivers.

'You see, we had plenty of time,' she said a with a sidelong glance.

'I'm happy to see you've gotten over your spell of the blues,' I replied.

'Yes,' she said with a slight shrug. 'It was really a case of those feelings coming out of the 

blue, so to speak. Unexpected. I  just needed to be alone with my thoughts and knew that 

wasn't going to happen in the house. I suppose all my work and study these last few months 

tended to cover up the fact that I still miss her so much. So seeing my aunts today – and all the 

little things they do that remind me of Mother – brought those feeling suddenly to the fore. It 

was nothing more than that, really.

'Besides,' she added, glancing aside at me, 'it offered an opportunity to see if you actually 

could  live  up  to  your  boast  of  being  comfortable  spending  time  alone  with  someone  in 

silence.'

'I hope I passed,' I said.

That seemed to give her pause, and she glanced at me again.

'Seeing that  I  pretty  much forgot  you were  around;  I'd  have to  say you did.  I'm sorry, 

however, to have dragged you into all this,' she said with a glance around the shed and our 



fleecy fellow refugees, and then added, 'I can't imagine what type of girl you must think I am 

or wonder what I'm up to. You must think I'm rather... '

'Fey?' I suggested. 'Like just about everything in Glen Lonon.'

'Perhaps. But I'm glad you're a gentleman who doesn't jump to conclusions...'

'Oh, I'm as harmless as I look, though I'd hope you don't trust looks, Doctor Mackenzie.'

'You needn't worry. The clinic has introduced me to all sorts of people. However, it wasn't 

my intention to drag you that far into the glen or get you stranded in a sheep shed. I simply 

wasn't paying any attention to you. And while I'm apologizing, I might as well add, I'm sorry 

about teasing you with the storm as well – I must admit I could've picked up the pace earlier.'

'Well, between my initial reception and the glen's reputation I was a bit nervous...  Even 

with my belief that they couldn't get me without getting you. However, I think Glen Maig has 

accepted me now. Glen Lonon still feels a bit eerie, but I find I'm comfortable in Glen Maig.'

She rolled her eyes, 'You're becoming more superstitious than the natives. Anyway, I admit 

to playing chicken with the storm, just like we used to do when we were growing up. We 

always dared each other to be the last person to take shelter to prove our bravado. At that age, 

we were all going to live forever, so the lightning may have frightened us, but never seemed a 

real threat. I guess I was playing the old game with you, though I assure you, I never won. 

Sorry about that. It's just that revenge is sweet...' she added with a smile.

'I suppose I had it coming,' I admitted. 'I'll not complain. I'm too homesick not to enjoy 

your company, even if it is rather nerve-wracking at times.'

'Ah, yes...' she said quietly. 'About that...'

I hadn't a clue as to “that” and let it ride.

We sat in silence for a few moments in the alternating blackness and blue light of the storm, 

save for the thunder, now a low rumble and sheep “baaing” softly to each other.

'You knew Renny in Cambridge...' she began, tentatively.

'I knew who he was. He was a member of my college. I may've passed the salt or rolls to him 

once or twice in the hall, but otherwise, well, he was three years behind me and ran in an 

entirely different set.'

'Still, you must wonder about us...' she said. 'How we could be engaged while he had all his 

Cambridge friends... And why I'd put up with it.'

'I did wonder,' I admitted, but quickly added, 'but now having seen you two together, I am 

struck by the great affection between the two of you. Plus, your sister has already told me 

about your engagement and arrangement, so you don't have to explain.'

'And why was my dear sister going on about this to you?'

'She  was  warning  me  off.  The  sooner  you  marry  Lonsdale;  the  sooner  she  can  marry 



Hamilton. She apparently panics easily,' I added with a laugh.

'Poor Flora. It may be years. We live busy and separate lives. But I want to assure you that 

Renny and I are quite close. And I'm not like Renny.'

'I  don't  doubt  that.  As  for  Cambridge,  I  know only  the gossip  and rumours.  You can't 

always go by that.  Especially with someone like Renny, who cultivated that type of image. 

Besides, until now, I've neither seen or heard of him since he went down a year ago, and he 

seems to have, well, matured.'

'He has. I believe he has turned out quite nicely, in fact. I've known Renny all my life, and 

there is not only affection, but a complete understanding between us. I want to tell you a little 

about Renny so you don't think ill of him, or that I've been ill treated by Renny. And I don't 

want you to think I'm a complete fool,' she added.

'I can't imagine you're any sort of fool,' I said. But I knew this was a warning of sorts. An 

unnecessary one, for I'd like to think I'm not a complete fool either. 'From what I've seen of 

Renny, an explanation is hardly necessary.'

'If we're to spend time together this summer – time like this, I'd like to make Renny's and 

my relationship very clear,' she replied, quietly.

If we're to spend time together caught my attention. I watched her as she continued.

'I've known Renny all  my life. He spent every summer and most school holidays at our 

house even before his mother died when he was nine. He was always a brash and often a very 

annoying little boy, and still is. But he has his sterling virtues too. You'll not find a more loyal 

friend. He never forgets a kindness.

'After his mother died my mother took him, and his sister, under her wing, treating them as 

her own children. So with the death of my mother two years ago, he's now lost two mothers, 

really. I know it affected him greatly, for he loved her as his own mother. So, as she slowly 

died, he'd have done anything for her. It was always understood in our two families that Flora 

and Renny would one day get married, not that we ever took it seriously. It was simply a joke 

we played along with when we were young. However, when Flora and Hamilton Fraser hit it 

off, my mother switched her dream to me marrying Renny instead of Flora. And knowing this 

was her fondest wish, he proposed to me, and I accepted, to please her. And he would have 

married me then and there for her sake too, but I could not, then. I am simplifying things, 

there are other reasons as well  for Renny and me to marry,  but it  was for  Mother that he 

proposed.

'That  was  over  two  years  ago  while  he  was  still  at  Cambridge,  and I  was  staying  with 

Mother, taking a break from my studies, so we were simply not in a position to make a go of an 

engagement, much less a marriage. We love each other, but as it had always been as brother 



and sister, not as lovers. So between us we agreed that as long as we were not ready to be 

seriously engaged, we could go on with our lives just as before. It would have been cruel of me 

to insist that he give up his life in Cambridge, when I was not willing to give up anything...' she 

paused to consider her next words. 'So you can see that everything is not as strange as it might 

seem. Both our fathers are pushing us to set the date, and we will, but on our terms, when we 

are both ready... ' she trailed off, a little lost.

I didn't know quite how to respond, but she pressed on.

'You may have heard a version of this from Flora, but I wanted to tell you myself how things 

are between Renny and me, just to make it clear. For you see, with all my friends and cousins – 

we were a close knit little clan growing up – gone out into the world and unable to spend more 

than a fortnight up here, it would be nice to share this last summer with a friend – someone 

that would be only a friend,' she said, and adding, with only a darting glance, 'If you're willing, 

you can be  that  friend –  an honorary  cousin,  perhaps.  So you see,  I've  gone  on like  this 

because I don't want to send any wrong messages, especially since you knew Renny in college. 

I don't want to have to watch everything I do or say, and calculate how you might take it. I'd 

like that settled now, and for the summer. Friends for the summer and then we go our own 

ways.'

'I'd like that, Nesta,' I said. 'Though I'd hope that we'd remain friends after this summer as 

well. Lonsdale was talking about me working for his firm the other day, and well, between you 

and your friends, you own half the companies I'd be interested in working for, so I don't think 

we'll lose touch entirely.'

'Then you'd better be on your best behaviour. And remember, I've spent every summer in 

Glen Lonon, growing up with my cousins and friends, “The Lonons” as we called ourselves. 

We knew each other so well, we never had to worry about being misinterpreted. I may come to 

treat you as an intimate friend, but you must always remember it is friendship, nothing more,' 

and then she added, 'Oh, I'm sorry to sound so egotistical, it's just that I really want to be as 

free as I was growing up and not misunderstood...'

'I understand. I'd be delighted to be your honorary cousin. And just so you know, I also 

have someone special as well, Penny Lee. I may have mentioned her, several times. I suppose 

I'm old enough to know that loving someone far away is never an absolute guarantee of not 

doing something stupid, but all in all, I think I'm just about as harmless as I look. And well, I 

have met your father...'

She smiled faintly. 'He hasn't been all that much of a deterrent, has he?'

'To friendship, no... We're both grown-ups,' I said, adding with a laugh, 'But he'd certainly 

loom much larger if I ever got romantic ideas...'



We  were  silent  for  a  while  with  our  own  thoughts.  I  was  quite  content  with  our 

understanding. I couldn't ask for anything better. 

'I believe we can be on our way now,' she said after a while.

I helped her down from the wagon and we wheeled our bikes out into the now cool air. The 

storm was still flickering in the clouds to the north and east, but it seemed safe enough to 

proceed, Nesta assuring me that from here on in, there would be convenient cover should 

things get unexpectedly threatening again, so we set out along the puddle dotted road.

We said nothing more of consequence on the way back to Glen Lonon – we just got muddy 

and wet. The storm had cooled and cleared the air, its electrical discharge extinguishing the 

blue specks of St Elmo's fire in the hills. The Riders were not out either.

It was near midnight when we arrived at Hidden Garden's doorway. We talked quietly in 

the darkness outside the door for a few minutes. She would be busy with her aunts, uncles and 

cousins, and her father would be up tomorrow as well. I shouldn't expect to see her for a few 

days. I told her I had my work to keep me occupied and out of sight. We said good night, and I 

stayed until she was met at the door by Flora. And then I rode the final quarter of a mile to the 

Grooms Cottage and dictated the rough version of this account until I grew tired and retired to 

the warm loft to sleep.

Chapter 14 – Sunday 7 July

01

Saturday was wet and cool and I spent the day finishing up photographing the handwritten 

pages.

Learmonte stopped by mid-afternoon while I was taking the last of the photos and showed 

him how I was going about it. He watched for a while. Not a congenial companion, but not 

ranting either.

'Blake tells me the printed pages were just extracts from other books and papers,' he said 

after a while. 'You didn't mention that last week.'

'I didn't think you'd be very receptive, especially since I had to copy sections of the texts to 

do the search,' I replied, pausing in my work. 'So I decided just to pass information on to my 

supervisor and let him deal with it.'



He didn't reply for a moment. 'And what did these works tell you?'

'Not much.  I'm sure you're right  – they're  the theoretical  basis  of  whatever method he 

devised to transmit energy, but I didn't see anything in the printed parts that says how. No 

doubt we'll  have a better idea of what he was up to once I've transcribed his handwritten 

notes.'

Again, he didn't reply for a while. He was keeping his temper in check today.

'What do you think these written pages are?' he asked, indicating the handwritten pages in 

the plastic sleeves. 'You've seen all the pages now.'

I  turned  to  him  and  said,  'I'm  starting  to  recognize  words  in  your  grandfather's 

handwriting, but you must understand that everything is in fragments, even on a single page. 

That said, I believe they're what you're hoping for, an explanation of what he was doing, and 

how he did it. The amount of diagrams and formulas included in what remains of these pages, 

suggest that they deal with the process in detail. However, everything will be very fragmented. 

Much is no doubt lost. Still, they'll offer plenty of hints for the scientists and engineers who'll 

study the fragments.'

Again, no comment, except, 'How soon will you be done?'

'Can't say. Since Professor Blake is to give you an assessment, he'll expect me to do a very 

thorough job, so you might as well be patient and let me do the job right the first time. If it's 

not up to his standards, he'll just bounce it back to me to finish – in Cambridge.'

'Right,' he said, after a while, and then left.

I stared at the door for a while after he left, trying to figure out what he was thinking. Better 

just to avoid him, if I could, I decided, once again, and went back to work.

It  was too damp and uninviting for  my evening bike ride,  but as I  was standing in my 

doorway, I saw Nesta and the dogs walking across the far paddock, fly rod in hand. I briefly 

toyed with the idea of joining her, but decided not. Last night was a start on a friendship, I'd 

best give it time to grow, and give her the space she needed. And well, it was damp and cool, 

and I still had work to do.

02

According to the weather forecast, the seasonal temperatures were here to stay for a week 

or more, and after sleeping in, I woke to another cool, windy, sunny and showery day. I also 

woke up restless. Since it was too damp to weed the garden and I needed a break from TTR, I 

studied the maps on my watson as I ate my breakfast and charted a course for a day's outing 

on my bike.



Dressed in my Norfolk jacket and packing my rain gear, I set out eastwards. At Maryfield, I 

turned briefly north, and then eastwards to a narrow cart track north, through an old pine 

forest and on to open fields that gently fell to a glittering grey lake. The air was mild, fresh, but 

I failed to avoid every passing shower, so I was soon a bit damp and feeling sorry for myself. 

Many a Sunday morning I'd gone riding with friends, especially in my undergrad years, and 

now here I was riding alone in a strange country, damp and lonely. Poor me.

Eventually I came to the village of Lononbridge, and then took one of the old “A” roads 

southwards to Inverness.  All  the shops were closed,  and the glistening wet  streets,  largely 

deserted. Fortunately, I found an open café, with a Wi-Fi hot spot, where I could settle into a 

cosy booth for a hearty lunch and, over a pot of tea, catch up on my correspondence.

The first thing I did after downloading my messages and info-sites was to call Red Stuart. 

He'd been badgering me to come down ever since I mentioned that I was in Scotland on a pet 

project  for  Professor  Blake.  (I  didn't  dare  to  make  up  a  too  elaborate  a  story,  on  the 

assumption we'd get together.) We had a nice chat and arranged to meet in Glasgow in a 

fortnight. The riding club he belongs to would be doing a two-day ride south of Glasgow that 

weekend, and I'd be welcome to ride along. It sounded like just what the doctor ordered, so I 

promised to be down.

I then called Professor Blake. He was out so I just left a quick message and then sent him a 

text report. I then called Penny, but she was out too, so I told her I'd try later.

The sun was out and the rain-clouds swept off to the North Sea when I emerged from the 

café and I started out again, heading south around the Beauty Firth, passed Belgate Woods, 

and on to Ordmoor reaching Maryfield around 7 where I stopped to call Penny again. We had 

a nice long talk and I reached my digs shortly before 9 pm. I was having a cup of tea on the 

bench outside my door when I saw Nesta returning across the paddock with Willie and Watt at 

her heels.

I rather fear I've filled this entry, with trivia, but it turned out to be a rather good day. I'm 

looking  forward  to  getting  a  lot  of  work  done  tomorrow.  To  tell  the  truth,  I'm  growing 

impatient to see what TTR has to say.

Chapter 15 – Monday 8 July

'Good evening, Doctor Mackenzie!' I said, as Nesta turned her bike from the lane to cross 



the little lawn and stop before me, sitting on my bench.

'Good evening yourself,  Doctor Say,' she replied. 'Care for a ride? I can slip away for an 

hour or so.'

'I was rather hoping you'd find the time,' I replied as I rose eagerly to me feet. 'I'll fetch my 

bike.'

'Before you get it, here,' she said, handing me a somewhat battered pink watson. 'This is 

one of mine. From my pre-teen days, I assure you. The number still works within the estate 

exchange,  but  not  outside  of  it.  We  can  call  each  other  to  arrange  our  illicit  rendezvous 

without attracting unwanted attention.'

'Thank you. I'll guard your treasure,' I said, 'It's cute, though I'd hate to be caught dead in a 

ditch with it... And you were joking about our rides being scandalous, weren't you? I'd hate to 

do anything that might, well, give people an excuse to gossip.'

'Oh, they'll gossip, as you well know. I'm not worried about staff gossip so much as all these 

cousins of mine about the place. I can't trust Ed, Rob, and Jack as far as I can throw them, and 

Becky and Anne are so flighty, who knows what they'll blurt out. And even Flora might say 

something if  we're  together  too much.  It's  hard enough to  put  up with  Father's  constant 

urging to set a date, without setting him off, in his grand Lord of the Manor manner, about 

seeing you after he's expressly forbidden.'

I  looked surprised.  'Why would Flora  say  anything?  She thinks  your father's  attitude  is 

ridiculous too.'

'Remember, they've a shared interest in seeing me married, the sooner the better. Flora was 

rather upset with me for being out with you the other night. But never mind, Flora I can deal 

with, it's Father who wears me down.'

'I  should  tell  you  to  forget  about  all  this  to  save  you  the  trouble,  but  I'm  selfish  and 

lonesome, so I'll only say, I'd understand if you'd rather not.'

'I'm all grown up. Let's get going.'

We rode beyond the bridge over the Maig River to Minton at an easy pace, before turning 

back, stopping along the way to talk to some farm hands. Without any effort, we fell into a 

comfortable balance between talking and silence. She seemed to have no need to fill in the 

silences,  and  I  was  wary  of  talking,  or  rather  of  talking  too  much,  for  despite  our 

understanding,  I'd  not  forgotten our  first  conversation  on  the  bridge.  And,  truth  be  told, 

honorary cousin aside, we were still strangers with little in common to talk about. I rather 

doubted I'd fascinate her with nano-technology battery design (which I can always fall back 

on with Penny) and outside of  the lab, which has taken a great deal  of my life these past 

several years, I had little of interest to relate. I asked about her weekend with her aunts and 



cousins and she asked about mine and how my work was progressing. I told her of my plans to 

visit Glasgow in two weeks to get together with Red Stuart and ride with the University Bicycle 

Club. She said she'd ridden with them as an undergrad, but hadn't for several years now. 

Which brought us up to date so we just drifted along silently in the soft solitude of the waning 

day. I'd done the same thing last week, but I was struck by the quiet difference it made with 

her riding beside me. If wishes were horses and beggars rode, I'd be riding with Penny, but 

even so, it was nice not to be alone. She chased away the loneliness and eeriness of my first 

two weeks just by being beside me. Amazing what a pretty girl can do without doing anything.

We said our goodbyes on the road rather than by Hidden Garden so she could ride on 

home alone and I walked my bike down to my cottage. 

Later, I passed the time of day with Guy as he made his rounds, did a little more work, and 

called it a day. I realized, as I drifted off to sleep, that it had been a very good day simply 

because Glen Lonon has finally slipped into focus. I think it was the evening ride with Nesta 

that finally tipped the balance, because it seemed so ordinary and natural. I was part of it now, 

if only temporarily.

Chapter 16 – Thursday 11 July

01

I was up early and off  to market on Tuesday,  Upon my return,  I  was putting away my 

groceries when I heard a little tune float through the cottage. Very strange. But when it came 

around again, I realized that it was the pink watson on the desk ringing.

'Hello Nesta,' I said, after I stepped over to answer it.

'Good morning, Say.' she said. 'I called earlier, but you must have been out. Or sleeping.'

'I'll have you know, I've been to the Strayfeller market and back already today.'

'Ah,  yes.  I  forgot food doesn't  just  appear in the dining room three times a day in the 

Groom's Cottage. So what would you say if I provided lunch today?'

'I'd say great.'

'Everyone, but me, of course, has gone to Inverness to spend the day shopping. I thought 

I'd tear you away from work for a lunch beside the Lonon since it's such a fine day.'

'Sounds delightful. I just brought back some nice crusty rolls and two new cheeses. I have 



beer and ginger beer as well...'

'No need. Lunch will be provided by the staff of Glen Lonon. I'll be around shortly and we 

can ride out  to  my favourite  picnic  spot.  It's  rather  rocky and rough,  so don't  wear good 

clothes.'

'I'll be waiting,' I promised.

I was sitting on the bench in the shade of the cottage when Willie and Watt bounded up to 

greet me, followed by Nesta on her bike, luncheon basket and picnic blanket strapped to the 

back rack.

'It's going to be a foursome,' she laughed. 'They seem to have a direct line to the kitchen 

and they'll follow food anywhere.'

'They're welcome to tag along as far as I'm concerned, we're all old friends, aren't we guys?' 

I added scratching their ears.

We rode past the stables and across the horse paddock to the dusty road that ran along the 

cottages of Little Lonon. After crossing a narrow rusty bridge we turned up along the river and 

rode for less than a half kilometre, the dogs leading the way. Abandoning our bikes by the 

road, we carried the picnic basket and a blanket down a narrow path through the grass and 

bracken into the thin stand of  pines and birch trees bordering the rocky ravine that  river 

tumbles through at this point. We climbed carefully down between the rocks to a wide, mossy 

ledge above the river. It was cool and damp in the shade, but warm in the sun. Spreading the 

blanket and setting the picnic basket on narrow ledge out of reach of the dogs, just in case, we 

set out to explore the little river canyon with the dogs in tow. Nesta was cheerful and very 

talkative, for her, and we ended up sitting on a rock and cooling our feet in the clear, rushing 

Lonon until we realized we were starving. The dogs, who'd grown bored and wandered off, 

where back guarding the picnic basket, patiently waiting for their fair share of what it held. We 

lunched on a lavish spread of chicken, cheeses, breads, biscuits and a bottle of wine in the 

shady half of the ledge as the afternoon had grown quite warm.

'In a hurry to return to work?' she asked as we packed up the remains of lunch.

'No hurry at all. I've built up quite a backlog of hours, so the afternoon is ours as far as I'm 

concerned.'

'Good, I don't feel like moving,' she laughed, and so we sat back against the cool rocks and 

talked of this and that.

'How did you decide to become a doctor?' I asked. 'It strikes me as a little out of character 

for a shy bookworm.'

'You find me shy?'

I laughed. 'Well, a bookworm anyway, at least by your account.'



'It's being a bookworm that first sparked my interest in becoming a doctor. I was a fan of 

the Sherlock Holmes stories, and fascinated by the idea that one could, by close observation 

and deduction, discover all  sorts of things about people  – anything really,  for that matter. 

Science, but by pure observation and deduction rather than experimentation.  And when I 

learned that the character of Sherlock Holmes was based on a real doctor, a Scottish medical 

lecturer at the University of Edinburgh, one Doctor Joseph Bell, I decided that's what I wanted 

to be too.'

'Good grief,  a  young Sherlock  Holmes!  You must  know  far  more  about  me that  I  ever 

realized!' I exclaimed with a laugh, adding, 'Not that there is much to know. I've spent most of 

my life – maybe too much of it – studying and messing around in a lab.'

'Ah, yes. I deducted that from the “Ph.D.” behind your name,' she replied airily. 'However, 

I'm only beginning to develop the habit of close observation and deduction and solely for the 

purpose of medical diagnoses, though, of course, those observations can say a lot about other 

aspects of the patient's life...' And then added as an aside, 'I wouldn't be here with you if I 

hadn't observed you close enough to feel comfortable that I could be.'

'I'd  like  to  believe  your  observations  and  deductions  are  spot  on  with  me.  I  hope  so, 

anyway. But, as I mentioned the other night, it would make me nervous if you trusted them 

completely. I rather think some people can hide behind masks that might defy the closest 

observation.'

She  shrugged.  'Well,  I  use  intuition  as  well.  And  I've  no  intention  of  relying  solely  on 

observation in my life outside my practice, so you needn't worry...'

We talked more about her studies at the uni and eventually found ourselves talking about 

Renny Lonsdale. I told her about some of Lonsdale's exploits at the university – she knew 

many of them, but was interested in an outsider's view. He had many, and seemed, with his 

father's money and influence, to be able to get away with most anything. Some, I didn't care to 

share with her, but there were many I could.

She reciprocated by telling a few of his exploits during his summers at Lonon Glen, adding, 

'Just in case you ever need to blackmail him.'

'Well it's possible that some day he, and well, you too for that matter, may be my employer, 

so you might want to consider carefully what you care to reveal. I might use when negotiating 

my salary.'

'Oh, I think I'll take that chance,' she replied, lightly. 'Between Father and Flora and the fact 

that blackmailers tend to end up on the sticky end, I feel pretty safe.'

After  a  while  conversation petered out  and she  brought out  her  watson and asked if  I 

minded that she read awhile before heading back. 'Not at all,' I said, adding, 'I  downloaded 



messages and my info-sites when I was in Strayfeller this morning that I can look over as well.'

In the end, we spent several hours, quietly reading, and then, dozing in the cool shade and 

subtle laughter of the river over the rocks. We both started awake when someone snored and 

agreed to blame Watt.  It  was,  however the signal  to break camp. She wanted to be home 

before the shoppers returned.

Stopping outside the Groom's cottage, she said, 'I doubt that I'll be able to get out for a ride 

today. I'm sure we'll eat late and have a lot to talk about. Hopefully I'll be able to get a little 

fishing in late. Should I call?' 

'Please. I'll get to work now, and be ready whenever you give me a ring. And thanks for 

inviting me for a picnic. I'd a wonderful time.'

'It’s been pleasant. We'll do it again if I can get away,' adding with a smile, 'If your work 

allows.'

'My  work  will  always  allow  spending  time  with  you,'  I  replied,  adding  a  rather  hasty 

explanation, 'I can work late or early, so it's never a problem.'

She smiled. 'Good. I'll talk to you later,' she said pushing off and rode on up the lane with 

the dogs racing ahead.
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She called after nine to ask if I still wanted to fish. I said 'Yes, of course.'

'I'm not going to have a peanut gallery watching me fish,' she said, when she turned up 

with hip boots.  'Hope these'll  fit,  they should be big enough.  I'll  find  a  better  fitting pair 

tomorrow if you'll tell me your shoe size. We've heaps of gear lying about the place. Those fly 

rods on the wall are fully functional so pick one, and let's go,' she said, with a bit of her father 

in her manner.

I didn't argue. I selected one of the rods, grabbed my slouch hat, and followed her and the 

ever eager dogs down to the river.

She picked a spot on the river bank downstream from her own. 'This will be your beat,' she 

said and pointed out some spots where fish were to be found as I swapped my shoes for the 

rather roomy hip boots. 

'Can you still tie a fly on the line?' she asked as I pulled on the boots.

'I  believe  so.  Though  it's  been  several  years  now,  and  it  wasn't  one  of  my  greatest 

accomplishments.  As  I  said,  fly  fishing,  taken  as  a  whole,  was  not  one  of  my  shining 

accomplishments.' 

'Never mind, I'll do it tonight. You can practice tomorrow,' she said, choosing a fly and 



after slipping on the leader, tied it.

Equipped with  my borrowed  rod I  waded into  the  cool  waters  of  the  Lonon,  stepping 

carefully as not to end up in the drink – something I suspect Nesta was rather hoping for. 

When I was knee deep in the water and in a spot that I could cast without catching any trees, 

she began instructing me on just were to place my fly in the stream and how to let it drift – 'no, 

no, not there, further upstream.' After a few minutes, I told her to scram. 'Go fish, Nesta. Let 

me get the hang of this again – without a peanut gallery.'

She grinned and left with the dogs. We fished until night had all but settled in. Nesta took 

fishing pretty seriously, so I decided I'd best take it seriously as well if I wanted to remain in 

her good graces, so I spent my time on the water recalling and practising the movement and 

rhythm  of  casting.  Hooking  and  landing  a  fish  would  have  been  a  distraction,  which  I 

effortlessly avoided.

'Did you have fun?' she asked as we walked back across the paddock.

'I did. You can count me in when you want company,' I replied, adding, 'And I intend to get 

better.'

03 

She had clinic on Wednesday, but she called after supper for a bike ride,  after which we 

fished until dark. 

Thursday was a showery day, too rainy for a bike ride. However, it subsided to a fine mist 

later in the evening and Nesta called – she was going fishing, and wondered if I cared to join 

her. I said, 'Yes, of course, I'll meet you at the paddock gate. And I'll have you know that I've 

been  reading  some  of  the  fly  fishing  books  and  magazines  lying  about  the  cottage,  and 

practising tying knots as well in my free time.'

'Grand. Now all you have to do is catch some fish.'

'One thing at a time,' I replied. 'See you shortly.'

We  fished until  twilight  faded to  night.  I'd  several  strikes  but  they  managed to  escape 

before I could net them, not that I minded, since it saved me the trouble of unhooking them...

And so it seems the pattern of my days have been re-set again. I spend the day working on 

the project until tea time. After tea, weather permitting, Nesta and I go for a ride up the Maig 

Glen and afterwards we fish until it gets too dark to see the fly on the shimmering twilit water. 

Not a bad life, I find. Not bad at all.



Chapter 17 – Friday 12 July
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Friday dawned, still misty, which turned into a steady rain by mid-morning. It was ideal 

working weather and I spent the morning working in the dim cottage at the kitchen table in a 

pool of light from the lantern on the table. I'd finished all the photographic enhancements last 

night, and was now determined to put the pages in something like their proper order before 

setting up the document on the computer. After spending the last week going over every page 

with a fine tooth comb, I can now pick out strings of words in TTR's handwriting at a glance. 

By concentrating on deciphering the last and first lines of every page, I tried to get them to 

make some sort  of  sense before I  entered them into the two paged document file  on the 

computer. It was like putting a jigsaw puzzle together. I'd pages scattered across the kitchen 

table and by reading the lines at the top and bottom of the pages, moved them from this pile 

to that one until I'd just one pile. It was a rough sort, but it'd do until I could read all the lines. 

I cleared off the table and made myself lunch.

I was just washing the last of my lunch dishes when I heard a knock on the door.

'Come in,' I called out.

The door opened. Willie and Watt bounded in.

'Hi guys,' I said as they eagerly greeted me, eyeing the kitchen counter top at the same time.

Nesta followed them in, closing her umbrella.

'Hello Say, we're seeking asylum.'

'Hi Doc. Make yourself at home. To what do I owe this pleasant surprise?' I asked drying my 

hands. 

'The natives are restless. Everyone's over from the Lodge and, trapped by the rain, they're 

surging about the place. I've had no peace this morning and when I heard the aunts were 

organizing a scavenger hunt for everyone – with a list a mile long, I knew I'd not find place to 

hide in the house and that I'd have to make my escape quickly if I was to avoid being roped 

into the hunt as well. And even if I wasn't included, knowing my aunts, I'm probably on their 

list to find and collect, so here I am. I won't disturb your work if I just sit quietly and read?'

'Not at all. I just have busy work to do this afternoon, so any distraction is welcomed. As I 

said, make yourself at home... You too, guys,' the last to the dogs.

'I've no intention of distracting you. Just work. As for the hounds, they insisted on coming 



along,' she added. 'We can turn them out if you like.'

'No, no, everyone's welcome,' I said as I padded their rather damp heads as they milled 

about at our feet. 'I was just going to put on some water for tea. I'll make us a pot.'

'That sounds grand,' she said, tossing her jacket and hat over the back of the sofa, 'And if a 

cousin shows up at the door looking for me, you've not seen me all day...'

The  dogs,  finding  the  counter  top  bare  and  soapstone  stove  cold,  gave  me  a  rather 

reproachful look, but settled down beside it nevertheless. 

We chatted while I made tea. Then we settled in to work and reading. She curled up in the 

club chair with her big reader on her lap to catch up on her medical journals. I sat at the desk 

with the pile of pages I'd organized ready to begin setting up the digital version. I'd have the 

photos on the left page and, save the right page for the transcription. The dogs just napped by 

the cold stove and the rain pattered against the window pane across the desk from me.

A little after 3:00 there was a pounding on the door, waking the dogs up and getting them 

barking.

I glanced behind me and Nesta shrugged and scrunched down in the chair. I got up and 

opened the door.

It was Lord Learmonte. And here we go again. 

'Can I come in?' he asked, as I stared at him.

'Of course, sir. Come in. I didn't expect you this early,' I said stepping back. 'Can I take your 

coat?'

The dogs bounded about him in greeting, which puzzled him for a second before he spied 

Nesta slowly straightening up in the club chair under the stairway.

'What are you doing here?' he demanded.

'I'm catching up on some journals,' she said, lifting her reader to show him.

'Why are you doing that here?'

'There was no quiet place to read at the house,' she replied. 'Everyone's there and full of 

cooped-up energy. Scavenger hunt, this afternoon. Consider yourself warned. Dr Say was kind 

enough to let me hide out here so I could get some work done. And how are you, Father?'

He gave her a look, started to say something, and then thinking better of it, turned to me. 

'What do you have to report?'

'I've finished processing the last  of  the page photos and have organized the pages into 

something like their correct order. I'm now entering them in the word processing app, after 

which I'll begin transcribing the handwritten notes,' I replied.

'Which is what I hired you to do in the first place,' he said.

'Exactly,'  I said, 'All  the prep work is out of the way and we can get to the heart of the 



matter,' I added, cheerfully, determined not to start anything.

He didn't say anything, so I continued, 'I've got about a dozen pages to record and then you 

can have all the originals back. Everything I need will be on the computer. Give me a second to 

write down the page order and you can take them with you.'

'I don't see that as necessary,' he said after giving it some thought. 'They're as secure here, 

as anywhere else, if you take the proper precautions.'

'Your choice, but why risk everything in one basket, now that it's no longer necessary?'

'Okay. Get them ready. Nesta, we should be going. I'll give you a ride up to the house.'

Nesta climbed to her feet without a protest. Everyone was being agreeable today. I returned 

the last of the papers to the box and Learmonte took it and left with a curt 'Thanks.'

Her 'Thanks, Sandy.' was delivered with a sly smile, adding as she slipped out of the door 

into the rain. 'I doubt I'll be fishing tonight.'

I nodded, 'Then good night, Nesta.'

Chapter 18 – Saturday 13 July

The rainy weather continued all  day Saturday. I  started work on transcribing the small 

notebooks,  in  part,  because  they  weren't  likely  to  prove  very  important,  but  made  good 

practice for mastering TTR's handwriting before tackling the more significant work. And, if I'm 

to be honest, because I was no longer in a tearing hurry to put Glen Lonon behind me. I'd 

been given all summer to complete the project, and with those first, lonely weeks behind me, I 

found that I was no longer in a hurry to leave. I was now enjoying my summer in the highlands 

– just as Professor Blake predicted.

Looking over my notes of this last week or two, it's clear that  cousin Nesta accounts for 

much more of this fondness for the highlands than might be prudent. At least I wasn't blind to 

this fact, though it's a rather uneasy line of thought while sitting alone in a damp, dim lit 

cottage on a gloomy Saturday afternoon. I missed the familiar certainty of Penny, her easy 

friendship, and my unquestioned love of her. Still, Nesta did not flirt, no matter how casual 

she was around me. I'd just have to keep my wits about me and follow her lead.

With Learmonte about, I had the evening to myself, though the weather was hardly inviting 

for either a bike ride or fishing.

I  got to thinking about TTR's lab again. I  wasn't  eager to investigate it,  if  only because 



poking  my nose  into  the  affair  struck  me as  ethically  questionable  –  it  seemed to be  too 

private, a family matter. It certainly wasn't why I was here. Secondly, because the whole affair 

still seemed too outlandish. I doubted it existed outside of Guy's vivid imagination. And lastly, 

if it wasn't Guy's vivid imagination, and was as dangerous as he described, and I didn't care to 

risk my neck to satisfy my slight curiosity about it.

And yet, I found I was reluctant to let something supernatural remain supernatural. Like 

the Riders, I'd feel much more comfortable with an explanation that did not require me to 

adjust my world view... So I spent an hour looking over the Ordnance Survey maps of Maig 

Glen  I had downloaded on my watson, searching for possible spots where the lab might be 

located.  Not  with  any  specific  plan  in  mind,  mind  you,  but  just,  well,  as  an  exercise  in 

deduction.

Assuming  the  frequent  electrical  storms  are,  as  in  local  folklore,  due  to  TTR's  device's 

continued operation, I confined my survey to Maig Glen. The old pine plantations seemed to 

be the only places that could hide a fenced-in building. The hills and upland moors are open 

to the four winds of heaven and, I assume, (since I've not tramped them) offered panoramic 

views,  weather permitting, of the surrounding countryside. Knowing that Learmonte hosts 

large hunting parties, it'd seem impossible to conceal an isolated building unless hidden deep 

in the pines.

The problem was that, according to the Ordnance Survey maps, the pine plantations are all 

on the steep hillsides, making them unlikely places to build a lab. The maps are, however, of 

pre-Storm vintage and out of date. The only solution seemed to be that a forest was planted 

around the lab which has, in the last 30 years, grown tall enough to conceal it from view. If I 

cared to find the lab, I'd need to find a woods not on my maps, and on relatively level ground, 

which would mean walking the upland moors  on either  side of  Maig  Glen.  Realistically,  I 

rather doubted I'd have the time, or inclination to do, saving me the moral dilemma of poking 

my nose in things I've no business poking it into.

The  obvious  solution  to  the  puzzle  came  to  me  just  as  I  was  drifting  off  to  sleep. 

Unfortunately, I remembered it in the morning. I'll now have to decide what, if anything, I 

should do about it.

Chapter 19 – Sunday 14 July
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I spent several hours weeding the co-op garden after which I talked shop with Daisy Grant 

until noon. The clouds had cleared and the day grown warm by the time I finished lunch, so I 

decided to bike out early to Maryfield to make my weekly calls.

I reached Professor Blake and filled him in on what I was doing and how far I'd progressed.

'...Of course Learmonte wants faster results. I'm severely trying his rather thin patience.'

'So I hear.'

'I told him that if I did a less than a complete job, you'd just make me do it over it again in 

Cambridge,' I added, 'which is the last thing he wants.'

'Shifting all the blame to me. That's rather petty, Doctor Say. You know I'm trying to pry a 

research centre out of him.' 

'I've shifted nothing. You deserve the blame, since it's true,' I replied, 'And I'm sure you 

have your research centre well in hand. Learmonte is no match for you when it  comes to 

subtle cunning.'

'Just remember that. And stay away from Lady Nesta. You're there to work, not to flirt.'

'Was he complaining about that too?'

'He mentioned it several times.'

'Incredible. We just go for a bike ride and fish for an hour or so in the evening. You know 

she's engaged to Lonsdale, don't you?'

'Save  your  pleas  of  innocence  for  Dr  Lee.  And  yes,  I  do  know,  and  I  also  know  that 

Learmonte has big,  important  plans  for  that  wedding,  so  I'm  warning you,  Say,  don't  get 

caught in the gears. Get your work done and get out. Learmonte has his limits. Am I making 

my position clear?'

'Yes, sir,' I said, and stuck out my tongue.

'You're blowing this off, aren't you?'

'Yes, sir,' I replied with a laugh.

'On your head, Say. I've done what I promised.'

'Yes you did, and I'll mention it, should the subject come up,' I replied, knowing full well 

that Blake didn't really care if I got caught in the gears or not – just as long as it didn't muck up 

his research centre dream. 

Afterwards I called Penny and spent an hour bringing her up to date on my week.

'You're trying to make me jealous, aren't you?' she asked after I told her about the picnic, 

biking and fishing with Nesta.

'Yes, I am,' I replied.



'Not working, Say. Steal her away from Renny and I'll snatch him up on the rebound. We'll 

both be rich.'

'More  likely,  Lady  Nesta  would  find  herself  a  young  widow.  I'm  Learmonte's  worse 

nightmare.'

'Know the feeling...' she laughed.

Still, our easy camaraderie – if not exactly her words – was encouraging.
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It was not until nearly 7 o'clock Sunday evening when the pink watson rang.

'Too late for a bike ride?' she asked as I picked it up off the desk.

'Not at all,' I replied. We'd almost four hours of light, and several before the storm would 

likely chase us home.

'Meet me in the lane in five minutes,' she said and hung up.

I was just walking my bike on to the tree shaded lane when she pulled up.

'Sandy,' she said with a curt nod by way of greeting and continued on without a pause. She 

wasn't in a good mood.

'What's wrong?' I asked as I caught up to her.

'Nothing important. Same old thing. I've about had my fill of Father and Flora hounding 

me to set a date. It gets wearing after a while. Hope you're up for a long ride. It's going to take 

me more than a few kilometres to work out my anger.'

'Seeing that I've a 150 kilometre tour next weekend, I can use the practice.'

She nodded, and we rode in silence into the Maig Glen.

The rain of the last few days had left the glen fresh and bright. The sky was nearly cloudless, 

pale blue fading to a soft green and yellow in the west where the sun hung low over the hills. 

Loch Maig was a dark mirror of the hills and sky. The birds swooped, the insects darted, and 

the sheep in the rich green paddocks watched us go by with an occasional “baa” as usual. After 

crossing the long stone bridge over the river we came face-to-face with a flock of sheep being 

driven down the narrow lane. We pulled off the lane to the steep hillside bank and waited 

amongst the rocks and bracken while the sheep skipped by us, “baa-ing” to us like old friends, 

which perhaps we were after sharing a shed during last Friday's storm.

Jock McCay, who brews the estate worker's co-op beer, and his dog, Ned, were bringing up 

the rear. Jock stopped and greeted us while Ned kept the flock moving and in order. He hung 

back and we caught up on the news of the glen and bantered for five minutes or so, while the 

flock of sheep slipped out of sight beyond the bend in the lane. Jock assured me that Ned was 



an old hand and did'na need his help.

Eventually,  he made a move to go.  'You two young folks are old enough to stay out of 

trouble now, aren't you?' he asked with a grin.

'You're never too old to stay out of trouble, as you well know, Jock,' Nesta replied.

He grinned. 'We're still forgetting, are we?'

'I am, if you are,' she replied lightly.

'Aye. Like old times, it is. I'll tell Ned to keep his yap closed as well,' he replied and doffing 

his dusty hat, 'Good Evening, milady, Sandy,'

We wished him a good evening, and started off again.

'What was that all about?' I asked as we pulled out of earshot.

'Oh,' she replied with a sidelong glance, 'Jock was once our  technical adviser on brewing 

beer. He stubbornly refused to supply 14-year-old kids with beer, fearing it would cost him his 

job  if  he  was  discovered,  but  agreed  to  offer  some  technical  advice  on  the  sly  once  we 

embarked on brewing our own  Lonon Waters beer.  Ham and Barry  were  –  and still  are  – 

enterprising lads and took the lead in that project. I believe Barry still brews his own. As you 

may have gathered from what I've said before about growing up in Glen Lonon, we were a very 

enterprising group of kids. We did some things that, on occasion, did not escape the notice of 

the gillies, farm hands or shepherds. Things – escapades – mostly innocent enough, but still 

things  that  we  felt  needed  to  escape  the  notice  of  our  parents  and  guardians.  So  it  was 

sometimes necessary to reach a mutual understanding with them to keep our secrets from our 

Olympians. We did that with a combination of charm, bribes, and when necessary, blackmail, 

since we were often about and knew a lot of things the staff would rather have kept secret as 

well.'

'We being your band of cousins and friends, whom I'm filling in for this summer?'

'Yes. Clan Lonon, or simply The Lonons as we called ourselves.'

'Somehow I've been given the impression that you were a retiring book worm.'

'I was, and still am. But then, as now, I was usually dragged along regardless. You see, I was 

the nominal head of the clan, being one of the oldest, and the elder daughter of the estate's 

master and owner. Not that anyone ever listened to me. I spent my whole youth saying I don't 

think we should do this or Mother wouldn't approve to no discernible avail,' she replied with a 

laugh.

'Really?  If  I'm  to  fill  their  shoes,  I  should  know  a  little  more  about  them  and  what's 

expected of me,' I said. She had referred to this band of cousins and friends in our previous 

conversations, but never in great detail. 

'Well, I suppose,' she replied. 'Do you mind riding out the storm in a cottage again? This 



will take some time, and I'm in no mood to return to the house any time soon.'

'As long as you agree not to play chicken,' I replied, with somewhat, but not altogether, 

exaggerated wariness.

'Well, I suppose,' she said again, with a show of what I hoped was exaggerated reluctance.

'Right. Now tell me of this fabled youth of yours. It sounds like an ideal childhood,' I said, as 

we pedalled down the narrow lane in the twilit gloom of the trees that lined its steep right 

bank. 'Who exactly made up this Clan Lonon, and how did it come to be?'

'Hamilton Fraser and I were the oldest. The Frasers are pre-Storm family friends of Father's 

and Ham stayed here all summer long. Then there were my cousins, Selina, Emma and Barry, 

plus Ivy Lonsdale, Renny's older sister, all of whom are just a year younger. Renny was the 

youngest of our group, at four years younger than Ham and three years younger than me. 

Then there was Maggie and Giles, William and the McGregor twins, children of our staff whom 

mother always included.  However,  once they reached their  teens, they spent a lot of  time 

working on the farm or their own holdings, so we saw them much less once we were on our 

own. And, when we couldn't avoid it, Flora might tag along a well. That was the core of our 

gang, the ones who spent the entire summer and most school holidays in Glen Lonon. In 

addition, there would be, oh, three to six other kids our age who'd stay here for a fortnight or 

more, who'd fill  out our ranks during the summer,'  she said, thinking back. 'For example, 

Professor Blake's son Keith and daughter June usually spent a month up here, and there were 

others as well, so that our group was often 10 to 12 strong.'

'Mother loved children and when we were young she'd spend the day with us. On rainy 

days we played games, did arts and craft projects, ran about the house on scavenger hunts, or 

invaded the kitchen to make lunch... oh, and a hundred other things she'd come up to keep us 

active and happy. On the days we could get out, she, and a few servants, would take us about 

the estate, tramping here or riding there. She'd organize all sorts of games, picnics, pony cart 

rides, boating. We had our own garden and she'd lead us on so called, “archaeological digs” 

where we'd excavate junk around the abandoned cottages. She was full of ideas and there was 

never a dull moment.

'What she worked on most was moulding us into a group, a clan, she called it. We had our 

differences, of course, but we were taught to make up and sort things out amongst ourselves. 

And we were taught to stick together and always look after each other.'

'When Ham was 14 and I, 13, she turned us loose. She put me in charge of The Lonons and 

told us that she trusted us not to do anything wrong or stupid, and gave us the freedom of the 

estate. You see, there was another group of youngsters, with Flora being the oldest of that 

group coming up, and Mother wanted to raise them as she had us.'



Nesta shook her head. 'Mother must have been the world's greatest optimist. Putting me in 

charge... And letting us run largely unsupervised. I really don't know what she was thinking. I 

asked her, once, as she lay dying, if she really thought I could keep the clan out of trouble. She 

only smiled and said, “All of you turned out just fine.”

'Trust  me,  Say,  it  was a close run thing.  Ham would dare anything,  and between him, 

cousin Barry, Duncan McDonald or Keith Blake, I didn't stand a chance. As I've already said, I 

spent my whole youth, saying,  I really don't think we should do that. It's dangerous, or if it 

was really beyond the pale,  I'm going to tell Mother! Not that I ever did, or that it made any 

difference. We did some things I'm embarrassed about and a few things I'm ashamed of, but 

for the most part it was innocent enough fun.'

'Innocent enough that you needed to either bribe or blackmail the staff to keep it quiet?'

She laughed, 'Aye, for example, Ham was into building and flying drones, so we rigged up a 

network of control relays so that we could fly them over most of the estate. No problem. Not 

until we decided to use the drones to see who could bomb the most sheep with paint balls... 

Things like that are what needed to be smoothed over... Still, the only reason we survived and 

turned out just fine was that Ham, despite his daring, has a head on his shoulders. He made 

sure every detail was considered and worked according to a plan. And he made sure we all 

looked out for each other. Everyone had a wingman as he called them and he was always there 

to look after everyone as well. He was our leader, and even at 14 was responsible enough to 

make certain that if the boys decided that the clan would all go skinny dipping in the loch on 

some twilight evening, everyone would have a partner. No one was allowed to drown on his 

watch.'

'When do we get to the skinny dipping part?' I asked.

'Any  time  you're  ready,  Say.  I'm  a  doctor.  It  won't  embarrass  me,'  she  replied  with  a 

sidelong glance, and a look bold enough to convince me she wasn't kidding. 'Though I should 

add that the boys found that swimming in cold water did little to showcase their virility,' she 

added with a laugh.

'Ah... I’d imagine that the loch might be a bit cold for swimming,' I admitted.

'That's what I said, for all the good it did me, and that was only one of their more innocent 

ideas...'

She spent the better part of the next hour telling me stories that I'd best let the participants 

relate in their memoirs, if they dare, as we pedalled down the narrow lane. It was, however, 

easy to imagine from the stories she told, and how she told them, that she may've been, or still 

be, in love with Hamilton Fraser. He was the central character in all of them, but then, as the 

leader, I suppose that'd be his natural place in her stories.



The glen runs westward with several dog legs to the south, opening new vistas and closing 

ones behind us as we rode ever deeper into the slowly deepening twilight. The sun had slipped 

behind the hills and the wind had fallen away by the time we were nearing the far end of the 

glen. Her stories had trailed off into longer and longer stretches of silent reminiscence. The sky 

was still cloudless, but since it was getting late enough for the storm to develop, I kept a close 

eye on it and noted the location of each shelter we passed. Still, I was in no hurry to turn back, 

storm or no storm, I was enjoying her stories, and her quiet joy in recalling and recounting 

them.

As we neared Loch Bennerain I began to think about TTR's lab, or the Rhymer's Gate as it's 

known in legend. Though she'd not mentioned the gate in any of her stories, I was certain 

that, in light of their many escapades, The Lonons must have discovered and explored it – if it 

did exist. And if they'd done so, I could verify or debunk Guy's fantastic tale without having to 

do anything myself. He had seemed completely serious, but I could never be quite certain. He 

seemed determined to make Glen Lonon a centre of Celtic superstition. And well, curiosity 

can  be  a  dangerous  thing,  so  if  Nesta  could  tell  me  from  first-hand  experience  what,  if 

anything, was going on with TTR's old lab, I could probably put my curiosity to rest. Nothing 

ventured, nothing gained.

'I've a question,' I said as we neared the loch at the end of the road.

'Yes?'

'I've heard rumours ever since I arrived of the Rhymer's Gate and how it's the source of the 

Maig Glen storms, the Riders and, well, a whole lot more. The Gate's said to be TTR's old lab, 

which is said to still exist, but that it's a deep, dark family secret...'

'Such a deep and dark family secret that you heard about it within your first few weeks in 

Glen Lonon...' she said with a sharp glance.

I laughed. 'Well, I don't know just how deep and dark a secret would have to be to remain a 

secret around here. Hell, the reason I'm here was also supposed to be a deep, dark secret. And 

yet, even before I reached Glen Lonon I fell into talking with a chap along the way who, when I 

mentioned I was up to do some historical research at Glen Lonon, knew right off I was here for 

the TTR's papers, the ones found in a shed in Belgate Woods. Given that, I rather doubt you 

have many deep and dark secrets.'

'Apparently not.'

'And since then I've heard stories about your great grandfather's lab. I've been told that it's 

been fenced off, hidden and forgotten because of some terrible force or presence about it. 

Given what you've told me of your youthful adventures, it sounds like something your clan 

would've searched for, and found. I'm curious to know what you found.'



'Why? You don't think a gate to the Otherworld exists do you?'

'No. But TTR had a lab at one time, and from what I hear he didn't live at Glen Lonon after 

he retired, so it may still be around somewhere. And the stories specifically mention the lab as 

the source of the storms, and that it has some sort of force around it that prevents people from 

getting near it. Seeing that I'm working with TTR's papers, if his invention – his gate – is still 

operating, as these stories have it, I'd like to know what to look for in his papers that might tell 

me why. 

'Mind you, I'm not equipped to actually investigate it, I'd just like to know how true the 

stories are,' I added.

'Did they tell you where to find it?'

'No. And well, I've some strong ethical objections against poking my nose into what seems 

the private affairs of my host. Which is why I'm asking you about it, rather than investigating 

the claims myself.'

'You'd have to find it first,' she said. 'It's a big estate.'

'Ah, but I know where to look.'

'And where would that be?' she asked with a glance.

'Scathroy Lodge,' I replied, watching her. 'Beyond the gate-less fence ahead.'

'You sound certain,' she said, giving nothing away.

'Well, it fits the description. If the lab is the source of the storms, it's likely in this glen. I've 

been told that your grandfather and father felt it was so dangerous that they had a fence built 

around it, and erased its memory. And yet hunting parties roam your hills each fall, so how 

has it been kept a secret? It's unlikely to be in the pine plantations –  they're all on the steep 

hillsides, an unlikely place to build a lab. And since it likely would take decades for a forest to 

grow that would hide  the lab, if it was built out in the open. So it'd be far better to simply 

remove it from the estate and make sure no one strays off the estate,' I glanced at her, but she 

was thoughtfully staring ahead, so I continued.

'I've looked over the map of Maig Glen and this is the only road to Scathroy Lodge, but it 

now ends at a fence without a gate, leaving Scathroy completely cut off from the world – for no 

apparent reason, unless you've a lab you want forgotten. As Sherlock Holmes pointed out, 

when you've eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable must be the 

truth.'

'Assuming Scathroy was once part of our estate,’ she said, absently.

'I've been told that your great grandfather bought up all of Maig Glen after he retired from 

business and began work on his invention, and that he moved away from Glen Lonon. What 

more likely spot than Scathroy?'



She rode on in silence, deep in thought.

'I don't need to visit the lab, all I'd like is your impression of it, assuming you investigated it 

in your youth,' I assured her.

'We'll go there tonight,' she said, looking to me. 'You can see for yourself what it is.'

'Now?' I asked, taken aback. 'Isn't it rather late in the day? Won't we be running a risk of 

getting caught in the storm?'

'Yes. That's one of the things I want to show you. We've time to reach Scathroy before the 

gate opens. You can experience for yourself the strange aura that surrounds it – we called it the 

Field of Fear,' she added with a leering laugh. 'And then we'll take to the hill above the lodge 

to watch the opening of the gate and the birth of the storms. We've done this many times. It's 

safe enough.'

'I'm more than willing just to take your word for whatever conditions surround the lab. No 

need to run any risk to show me. All I'd like is a description of the effects of TTR's device so 

that I can keep an eye for anything that might explain them in his papers.'

She shook her head, 'No. You need to experience it, and now's the perfect time. Despite 

what you're saying now, you'll get curious and go there yourself. It's better if you have a guide. 

I'll be able to tell  you when it's too dangerous, you shouldn't do that, I'll  tell  Mother,'  she 

laughed.

'But there's another reason, as well. You see, Scathroy was ours – our clan's  land. All the 

gillies and shepherds have strict instructions never to cross the fence, not that they would 

anyway. They fear the Rhymer's Gate too much. So once we crossed over, Scathroy was ours – 

our Never Never Land – free of adults. And well, having discovered the Rhymer's Gate when 

we were young, foolish, and daring, we came to understand how it operates, what's safe and 

what isn't. Visiting the Gate was something every member of our clan did, most of us, many 

times.  So  taking  you  there  is  part  of  the  tradition,  part  of  what  you  signed  up  for  as  an 

honorary cousin, a member of the clan. But that's up to you. We're grown up now...'  she 

added, watching me.

'Well, I suppose I'd like to see the Gate in action, if you think it's safe, as a grown up,' I said, 

trying to hide my reluctance.

'Oh, it's safe enough. There's a deep ledge up the hill where we can see everything without 

any danger or even getting wet. I'll just give you a taste of the sinister Field of Fear, and then 

we'll  head up to  that  ledge  to  watch the  storm  being born.  Trust  me,  my job was  to  tell 

everyone not go any further, it was dangerous.'

'And according to your account, no one ever listened.'

She smiled and said, 'When they were in the Field of Fear they did.'



03

We reached the tall, gate-less fence with the weather-worn Scathroy Lodge signs less than 

five minutes later. The sun was below the steep hills above us and we were deep in blue green 

shadows. It was very still, but there was no sign of the evening storm – the sky, cloudless and 

still bright.

'Leave the bikes here. The lodge is about half an hour ahead, at the head of the loch,' she 

said. Glancing at the sky, she added, 'Allowing five minutes to experience the strange aura and 

then up the hill, we should have plenty of time. But it will be wet coming back, so if you have 

your rain gear, take it and your bike's headlight along. It'll be dark by the time we head back.'

'Right,' I said, taking the small pouch that held my rain gear and  clipped it to my belt. I 

slipped the bike headlight into my pocket. I didn't have a good feeling about this...

'We made a gate of our own, just up in the woods a bit,' she said.

We followed the fence line up the steep bank and plunged into the dim, bracken carpeted 

woods.

'Here's one of the reasons we had to keep on the good side of the gillies,' she said, as she 

showed me a fence post with a metal rod wired top and bottom to it that actually held the 

fence. 'Giles rigged this up for us,' she said as she lifted a loop of wire that held the rod to 

create a gap we slipped through. 'Keep it open, we'll close it on the way back,' she said.

We  carefully  climbed  down  the  bank  to  the  old  road  beyond  the  fence.  The  old 

macadamised road was cracked and riven with grass and weeds, but having not been used 

since  the Storm,  it  was still  partly  intact  between the cracks,  making walking easy.  It  ran 

between the loch's shore and a towering old pine plantation, deep in shadow and aromatic 

with pine needles. It was cool by the water and under the tall pines. There was no wind to 

speak of, just an occasional half-hearted sigh that stirred the branches of the pines overhead 

or ruffled the surface of the loch. The birds were growing quiet, the bugs, however swarmed 

about us.

'So tell me about the aura, this Field of Fear. What's it like, really?' I asked as we set out at a 

fairly brisk pace. I had Guy's description, but I wanted hers as well.

She glanced at me and grinned. 'You'll find out, soon enough.'

'But what is it?'

'We don't know, though we've investigated it off and on over the years. Ham, June and 

Renny  are  now  either  engineers  or  scientists,  and  they  took  a  scientific  interest  in  the 

phenomena. Over the years they brought back various instruments to try to get some insight 



on the field, but every test proved inconclusive.'

'Such as?'

'Well, there's a mixed up electromagnetic field that usually extends over a hundred metres 

from the lab. However, the various fields and frequencies shouldn't be strong enough to cause 

noticeable effects,  but we couldn't get close to the lab because of them. June tested it for 

sound,  and did  find a  lot  of  low  frequency  sound,  which seemed to  explain some  of  the 

observed reactions, but it  didn't  seem to follow the observed pattern,  it  increased linearly 

while the effects seemed to increase geometrically. Whatever it is, it's not radioactive anyway. 

We even tried to fly a drone over the lab, but quickly lost control and the motor seemed to 

short out as well before it crashed. In short, we have theories, but no answers, which is why it's 

still in operation. Apparently Grandfather and Father couldn't figure out what was going on 

either. Hopefully the papers you're working on will shed some light on it.'

I shrugged, 'From what I've seen so far, I'm almost certain that an injured and ultimately 

dying TTR outlined what he'd invented, having lost all of his work when the Storms fried his 

computers and all the data in the cloud was lost. However, the mice have chewed up great 

chunks of his writings, and with that, any hope for quick answers. And I can't see how an 

energy field would be one of the intended results of his device, so the notes may not help at all. 

Just what is the clan's theory about the Rhymer's Gate?'

'I'll  save  that  until  after  you've  felt  the  aura  and  seen  the  Gate  in  action.  I  want  the 

unbiased, independent opinion of a real PhD physicist.'

'Ph.D. or not, I'm hardly qualified to give one. This is far from my area of speciality.'

'So brilliant and yet so modest.'

'Just honest. But what does experiencing the aura mean in practice? I asked.

'The lab is behind the lodge, but the field usually extends well beyond the lodge, so we'll 

just walk towards the lodge until you feel the effects and had enough of it. Then we'll head up 

the hill to watch the storm build from a nice safe distance.'

'You're not being very specific, Doctor.'

She shrugged. 'Symptoms vary slightly with each person. We've all experienced them many 

times, so there's nothing to worry about. It just gets increasingly unpleasant the deeper into 

the field you get, but you're in control. When you say “Enough”, we go back. As I said, nothing 

to worry about.'

Right, I thought. I suppose I asked for this.

'Growing  up,'  she  continued  after  we  had  walked  some  way  in  silence  with  our  own 

thoughts, 'our goal was always to enter the lodge itself. As I said, the lab is located on the far 

side of the lodge, almost a seventy meters beyond, but the aura usually extends beyond the 



lodge itself. However, after the Gate has opened and the storm passes, the field shrinks for a 

while. Perhaps the opening of the gate expends enough energy to draw down the field, or 

maybe the lightning disrupts it for a time. I don't think that was ever settled. In any event, it 

would sometimes shrink enough for us to enter the lodge itself without encountering the field. 

We'd have perhaps half an hour before the field would start to bounce back, forcing us out, 

but we'd use the time to explore the lodge. Since it was always after the evening storm, it was 

always pretty dark, making it a moderately scary adventure. The lodge was abandoned with all 

its furnishings, just draped with sheets like a typical ghost house. Most of the windows are 

broken and the weather has damaged parts of it, all very eerie. But the weirdest thing is that 

there are no spider webs, no mice, no bats. The field keeps every living thing at bay.

'And then there's TTR's Study. Or what we called his study. It's a locked room on the first 

floor. We never had time to find the key or break down the door... There are limits to even 

Ham's enterprise and daring. But that allowed us to imagine TTR still being in that locked 

room. You see, no one knows where he's buried, or indeed if he was ever buried,' she added in 

a mock sinister voice, 'So it was easy enough to imagine him still in that locked room, frozen in 

the  flux  of  strange  currents  created  by  his  Gate  –  trapped  between  this  world  and  the 

Otherworld.'

'I really appreciate you telling me all this, Mackenzie. There's nothing I enjoy more than 

visiting haunted houses at night with dead people still in them,' I remarked darkly. 'Especially 

those engulfed by a Field of Fear with a Gate to the Otherworld in their back garden.'

'I didn't say he was dead, Say. We mustn't jump to conclusions. It's possible that he's not 

dead at all; he might be trapped in a state of suspended animation. Who knows what effect 

that strange field has when you get deep enough into it? So if things don't go as planned, we 

may find ourselves in the Otherworld or trapped between the worlds as well. After all, folks 

around here believe it's possible, and who knows? Where there's smoke, there's fire.'

'You're having a lot of fun, aren't you?'

'Well, I seem to recall that exploring the Rhymer's Gate was your idea. I'm just giving you 

the heads up on what to expect.'

'My idea?' I gave her another dark look. 'I seem to distinctly recall expressing a willingness 

just to take your word for everything.'

She dismissed that objection. 'You'd have regretted settling for that,  soon enough,'  and 

pointed across the dark mirror of the loch. 'Ah, you can see the lodge now. We'll  be there 

shortly.' A ploy to distract me from pressing my protest over being cast as the instigator of this 

venture.

Across the water, standing on a low hill, I could see the grey slate roofs and white stone 



walls of a large, tall  castle-like building just visible over the tops of surrounding trees and 

shrubs. It was already dark in the shadows of the hills and pines.

'I can't wait,' I said glumly.

'It's a rite of passage, Say. Tonight, you'll be a full member of  The Lonons,' she said and 

added with a leering laugh, 'If you survive.'

I could see that I wasn't going to avoid the Field of Fear, or whatever it was, so I let it ride. 

Be careful what you wish for, wishes sometimes come true.

'Great Grandfather moved to Scathroy after he recovered from this accident and retired 

from  business.  Even  in  those  days,  the  Glen  Lonon  Lodge  was  used  mostly  for  business 

conferences and such, and he wanted to be completely out of the way.'

'Has your father ever told you about all this, or is it something you've heard from the gillies 

and the shepherds?'

She shook her head. 'He's never told us anything about Scathroy. It hasn't been considered 

part of our estate since before I was born. But, as I needn't tell you, there are others about here 

that either know, or have heard the stories and we were always in with the gillies and the 

shepherds, and their wives, who like to talk, even if they themselves don't, so we heard all the 

stories, and added a few ourselves...'

'Does your father realize everyone knows his secret? That you know?'

'I doubt it.  He's never mentioned it to us.  We discovered it all  on our own. It was only 

afterwards that we found out what the residents of Glen Maig knew. They all keep very clear of 

it, I might add.

'From what they let on, I gather Father made it clear, early on, that everyone who knew 

about it was never to say a word about it to anyone, or they'd lose their position. I suppose he 

hoped to keep the exact knowledge secret. Not much you can do about the gossip over pints. I 

doubt anyone in the glen has crossed that fence line since those early days, so the real secret is 

likely safe. It's too unbelievable to be true.'

Shortly after that, we passed an abandoned cottage, the Scathroy's factor's house, she said. 

'We could shelter in that cottage during the storm. It's rather cosy since it was also abandoned 

furnished. In fact, this was our home away from home back in the old days. We'd come here 

just to hang out, safe from any chance of prying eyes.'

'Having heard some of your stories already, I've a feeling I'd best not ask what you were 

doing that you needed to escape any chance of prying eyes.'

She may have blushed, a little. 'Oh, nothing really. It was our brewery and distillery. We've 

ten litres of  Rhymer's Scotch Whiskey ageing in an oak cast hidden inside. And well, we just 

liked to be on our own. But, as I was saying, you can't see the lab or the opening of the gate 



from here, and I want you to experience the full Rhymer's Gate experience.'

'I  suppose  I  should  appreciate  that,  though  I  don't  really  recall  asking  for  the  full 

experience.'

She grinned and walked on. I tried to take comfort in her apparent unconcern.

The lodge came into view beyond a stand of pines when the overgrown lane curved around 

the water meadow at the head of the loch towards what appeared to be some fallen down 

sheds or outbuildings.

'We'll just walk up the lane a bit more and then turn towards the lodge,' said Nesta. 

'Lead on,' I said as breezily as I could.

The lodge is a large lichen stained stone manor house, built along the lines of a small castle 

complete  with  turrets.  It  stood  on  a  slight  hill,  rising  over  old  ornamental  trees,  large 

overgrown shrubs and a lawn grown wild in the years since the Storms. Its windows were 

black, unglazed holes with the occasional hint of a weather stained curtain peeking from the 

shadows. Nothing moved. It seemed, somehow, unnatural, frozen in time. And damn eerie.

'We won't be able to see the lab from this side of the lodge, but we should begin to feel its 

aura as we approach the lodge. We'll start here and just walk up towards the lodge. When 

you've gone as far as you care to go, or when I tell you to stop,  it's too dangerous, we'll turn 

and head for that line of pines and then the hill beyond,' she pointed north, towards the dark 

stand of pines and the steep hillside just visible over the tops of the trees, adding, 'The ledge is 

right on the edge of the pines near the summit. Ready?'

'How close do I have to get to pass this rite of passage?' I asked.

She  shrugged  and  said,  with  a  sly  smile,  'We're  not  15,  Say.  You  don't  have  to  prove 

anything to me. We've all done it many times. I think it's safe enough. Go as far as you care to 

convince yourself of the reality of the lab's effects. When you feel your gut and bowels starting 

to churn, you've gone far enough. Head for the pines, fast. I'm going to be beside you, and I 

don't like it, so don't push it on my account. Just get a taste of it, and we'll head for the cave to 

watch the real show.'

I suppose I should have taken comfort in how casually she seemed to be approaching this, 

but I didn't. Still, like it or not, I had to go through with this because she was there.

'You will say  Please don't go any further, Say. It's too dangerous, won't you?' I asked as I 

started up the hill towards the lodge.

'Trust me,' she replied with another rather taunting smile.

Which failed to comfort me.

We made our way through a patch of rough heather before reaching the overgrown lawn 

dotted with azaleas, rhododendrons and rose bushes growing wild in the tall grass. I pushed 



slowly  up  the  rise,  step  by  step,  expecting  the  first  tell-tale  touch  of  field  of  fear  at  any 

moment.

The first thing I noticed was how absolutely still the world had become. The wind had died 

completely at sunset. Not so much as a zephyr stirred the towering pines that sheltered the 

lodge and grounds. Nothing seemed to be moving at all except Nesta, me, and the blades of 

grass  we  pushed  aside  as  we  walked.  The  world  around  us,  the  glowing  sky,  the  purple 

shadowed  hills,  and  the  tall  pines  could've  been  a  painted  backdrop  for  all  the  life  they 

showed.

There were no birds, no bats flying about, which you'd expect at this time of the evening. 

No bird songs reached us from the hills, no buzzing of insects, no chirping of crickets. None. 

No sounds at all, even the movement of the grass as we slowly made our way towards the 

house was noiseless. I could hear my heart pounding, or feel it anyway. This stillness grew ever 

more intense, almost physically denser and ever more oppressive with every step we took 

through the knee high grass towards the house. 

Still, I'd felt nothing that I couldn't ascribe to my imagination, so step by step I approached 

towards the lodge, alternately scared, and then fearing I was simply making a fool of myself, 

that it was all an elaborate joke. Nesta followed, a step behind, saying nothing.

A step or two more and I felt, perhaps, a tingling. Looking down, I saw the hair on my arms 

beginning to stir and glancing back at Nesta, I noticed that strands of stray hair were floating 

out. She smiled, and nodded.

'Static electricity,' I said, if only to break the silence.

'We're in the aura now, the fringe of it,' she replied.

We were now within 20 or so paces of the lodge. It loomed over us, its weathered stone 

walls a deep blue grey in the evening shadows, its hollow windows staring blindly down at us. 

Frozen.

I took two more steps and stopped.

I could feel the field now, a subtle pressure. But was it in my head, or in the breath I drew, 

or in the effort it took my heart to pump my blood? It was impossible to tell. It was like nothing 

I'd experienced, or something out of a dream.

I took another step and one more towards the lodge and with each step, the effects of it 

became stronger. I felt like I was being smothered, the air seemed to have the denseness of 

water, which had to be in my imagination. Having been forewarned, I didn't feel the panic 

that Guy had felt, but I was close. I couldn't explain it. It was very different than seeing deer 

with  St  Elmo's  fire  in  their  antlers.  I  paused  and  forced  myself  to  stand  and  consider  a 

scientific  explanation.  I  found  none.  And wasn't  likely  to  find one  standing there.  And it 



certainly wasn't doing us any good being there...

Yet there was a feeling of being on the brink, that if you pushed on... I took one more step 

forward, mostly, I suppose for Nesta's sake. My heart seemed to labour, my breath harder to 

draw. I was breathing water. The pressure in my head increased. I'd go no further. We had to 

be immersed in some sort of energy field, though I've no idea how it could exist. But clearly it 

was time to go.

I turned to her standing beside me. 'I'm convinced. Don't you have something to tell me?' 

My voice sounded distorted.

She nodded and smiled wanly saying in a deadpan voice. 'This is dangerous, Say, I think we 

should turn back”.'

I turned back and quickly took several steps to escape the worst of the effects.

'How much further did you and the clan really go?' I asked as we started for the hill beyond 

the pines.

She shrugged, 'The boldest may have gone a step or two further,  which was enough to 

make it feel really dangerous, almost impossible to breath, sharp pains in the head and for 

some of us, it affected our bowels, as well. If you look closely, you can see static electricity 

around  your  legs  and  the  blades  of  grass.  I'm  sorry  I  made  you  do  this,  Sandy,  but  to 

understand what all the stories are about, you needed to experience it first hand, though I 

think we could've turned back a little sooner...'

'Wasn't it your job to mention it?' 

She shrugged. 'I was curious...'

'About what?' I asked, but before she could answer, a savage flash lit the world in its raw 

light for a second or two, accompanied by a deafening crack of thunder and a shock-wave of 

heated air. Glancing up I could see a glow – like a bright aurora – far, far overhead in the clear 

sky. We glanced at each other with wide eyes.

When she could be heard over the reverberations of the thunder from the surrounding hills 

she said with a faint, apologetic smile, 'Sorry. We're in no danger. All the lightning is centred 

on the gate. Still, we'd best be getting on if we don't want to get wet. The lightning sparks the 

storm.'

'Lead on,' I said and we started off at a trot. The stillness shattered, the wind swirled around 

us as the pines bent this way and that. The world grew darker. Looking up I could see the 

clouds condensing overhead like a dark rippling shadow spreading across the sky.

I followed her, dodging the clumps of shrubs towards a low stone wall barely seen over the 

tall grass 20 to 30 metres ahead. The wind strengthened, I suspect drawn towards the lab by 

the heat of the great bolt of lightning out of the blue. It was all beyond my ken...



As we rounded a big azalea bush angling for a gate in the stonewall, I glanced back, just as 

another column of raw lightning rose, twisting to the heavens, there to explode like an electric 

umbrella far overhead. It lasted several seconds, silhouetting the turreted lodge in blinding 

violet  light.  We  were  caught  in  a  gust  of  wind  as  the  lightning-heated  air  rose  upwards, 

drawing the surrounding air in. The lightning had etched itself into the retinas of my eyes so I 

didn't realize for a second or two that the streaks of lights I saw were actual objects, spheres of 

bright  violet-blue light  streaming around the edge of  the lodge like  some sort  of  firework 

display. There had to be more than a dozen of them; bright swirling spheres of electric plasma 

flying over and around the lodge. Several shot overhead, others zigzagged, floating slowly just 

above the tall grass. 

I realized that two of the spheres  where within half a dozen metres of us and seemed to 

have altered their course to drift directly for us.

'Nesta!' I yelled. 'Behind you!' 

She'd gotten a little ahead of me when I'd slowed to watch the lightning. One of the spheres 

seemed to be shooting directly for her. Desperately, I lunged towards her as the second sphere 

shot by, just behind me. Drawing on all my meagre skills from long ago as a goalkeeper, I 

attempted to bat the glowing sphere of light up and away from her with both hands and an 

upward swing. There was a blinding, hissing flash of light and sparks as I  made contact. I 

could feel the heat when I made contact with the electric sphere and I felt like I'd been hit by a 

speeding train when it discharged and dissipated. The shock drove me downwards, into the 

tall grass with a jarring thump that knocked my breath from of me. Bright spots danced in my 

eyes as I sought to draw air into my aching chest. I may have blacked out for just a moment.

'Sandy!  Are you all  right?'  demanded Nesta,  crouching over me, taking my wrist  in her 

hand, lifting an eyelid with the other when I came to.

I nodded to save my breath.

I felt her thumb on my wrist and when I opened my eyes again, I saw she was examining 

my hands. Fortunately, I still had my gloves on. They were scorched and tattered at the tip of 

my fingers.

'Did it burn your hands?' she asked.

I shook my head. I couldn't actually feel them. 'I don't think so. I'm okay, just stunned.  I 

had the wind knocked out of me.'

Another flash and splitting crack illuminated the grass and the black trees behind Nesta.

Glancing up I could see more spheres shooting over the lodge. 'We need to be going,' I said 

as I rolled over and tried to climb to my feet.

She offered her hand and helped me climb to my feet.



'Can you walk?' she asked.

'I believe I can run,' I replied and lurched ahead, not quite running, but managing a trot 

towards the gate while I sought my elusive breath.

Still holding my hand, she led me through the overgrown yard towards the gate in the deep 

shadows of the pines. I looked back to see more spheres shot overhead spewing sparks. One 

hissed close overhead only to flare brightly and scatter sparks when it struck a tree branch. 

Others just drifted above the high grass, dodging the shrubs like giant fireflies. We just reached 

the wall when three brilliant spheres seemed to be zigzagging purposely through the maze of 

bushes towards us, as if to cut us off from the gate ahead.

'Over the wall,' she ordered, and we flung ourselves to the top of the rough stone wall and 

rolled over, dropping into the thick tangle of weeds on the far side just ahead of the glowing 

spheres. They dipped a bit as they scrapped over the top of the wall – one exploding in a 

crackling flash of light and sparks while the other two – I could hear their faint hiss as the 

floated over head – exploded in the branches of an old apple tree not three metres away.

After a cautious peep over the wall, and seeing no more spheres of lightning heading our 

way, we scrambled to our feet and took off  again, pushing our way through the brambles, 

bushes, and fallen tree limbs, leaping over a small burn, dodging through the pines to cross an 

overgrown lane and up the steep, heather covered hill along the edge of the pine plantation 

out of breath, but not stopping because of it.

'There it is,'  she said breathlessly pointing ahead to a large outcropping of rocks in the 

heather. And then, as if on cue, big, heavy, and very wet drops started to plunk down around 

and on us. By the time we scrambled into the shelter of the overhanging rocks we were a bit 

damp, but, I hoped, safe.

I collapsed against the cold wall of rock only to see another bolt of lightning slash down 

behind the lodge below.  A score of  glowing spheres sprang out  like  splashes of  lightning. 

Thunder shook the hills. Nesta collapsed beside me, shoulder to shoulder.

'I'm sorry, Sandy. I'm so sorry,' she panted. 'It was never like that before...'

'I'm telling Mother,' I managed to say.

She thought for a moment before saying 'You almost did,' adding, 'I'm so sorry,' again.

'It's okay. We're both safe and that's all that's important.'

'Are you really all  right,  Sandy?'  she panted.  'That Rider hit  you, or  rather you hit  it.  It 

exploded and knocked you flat. Are you sure you're okay?'

'A  slight electrical shock, that's all.  I work with batteries and electricity enough to know 

how they feel. Might've been a bit more powerful than any I've encountered before, but my 

gloves protected me from the worst. No doubt much of the charge was dispersed in the air 



with the flash. In any event, it did me no permanent harm.'

'Let me see your hands again.'

I peeled off the remains of the gloves and she examined them in the dim light. 'The tips of 

your fingers look to be burned. Do they hurt?' 

'A little sore,' I admitted, adding, to change the subject, 'Can I take it that the spheres – the 

ball lightning – are a new phenomenon?'

She shook her head. 'No.  They've always been present. We called them the  True Riders, 

since they seemed to come out of the Gate. But in the past they never lasted more than a few 

seconds and never got  beyond the lodge before bursting or  fading away.  I  didn't  think to 

mention them because they were never a factor for us. We only saw them from up here.'

'Well, no harm done.'

'That was a very foolish thing you did. You could've been killed.'

Another flash and crack of thunder. The balls of light shot away from the flash point and 

slowly dissipated as the thunder reverberated down the glen. I took the moment to think. It 

had been too hectic to feel anything more than a great urgency to be elsewhere. But now, 

sitting safe in the cave, I  felt a sudden twisting of fear in my gut. I  could've been killed, I 

suppose. But it was the thought of what might have happened if I'd not done something – if 

the ball lightning had struck Nesta – that frightened me far more.

'I wasn't thinking,' I said  once the thunder died away. 'I was merely reacting. I must've 

known at some level that it was ball lightning, which is reputed to be mostly non-lethal. Not 

that I had a choice. By the time I realized what was going to happen, there was nothing else I 

could do. It seemed about to strike your shoulder, or even your head, which might have had 

much more serious consequences... And, well, I'm a better patient than a doctor...'

'You shouldn't have. I might've dodged it...'

I shook my head. 'I had to do something. I was your wingman, after all. We all look out for 

each other, don't we?' I said, remembering her tales of The Lonons.

'Well, yes. Still, it was a gallant thing to do.'

'Hardly. It was a desperate, instinctive reaction. But no harm done, so let's just forget about 

it. I want to know what you think is going on down there,' I said to change the subject again. 

The vision of what might have happened scared me far more than what had. I wanted to put 

that image out of mind.

She watched me for a moment, and then said, 'If you watch, you'll see that the lightning 

originates  from  the  coiled  wire  next  to  the  lab  building...  There!'  She  paused  as  another 

blinding column of lightning linked the lab to the clouds, illuminating the hills and sending 

thunder reverberating down the glen. 'With field glasses, you can see it's a large coil of high 



tension wire – likely used to connect the lab to the Loch Luicent powerhouse which TTR used 

to test his device under working conditions.

'Ham believes the coil is still connected to TTR's device and  during the day it acts as an 

antenna, collecting electrical energy from the highly ionized atmosphere. The higher the solar 

activity  level,  the  more  electrical  energy  is  collected.  Then,  at  some  point,  usually  in  the 

evening,  the  balance  shifts  –  something  to  do  with  atmospheric  conditions,  perhaps.  So, 

instead of collecting energy, at least some of the stored energy is then discharged back into the 

atmosphere...' (Lightning and the cracking bang of thunder on cue.) 'Like that. The heat of the 

discharged energy is enough to start a sudden up-draft that quickly builds to a storm. The 

higher the solar activity, the more frequent and powerful are the storms.'

'But how? How does the device, the Gate, as you call it, collect and store the electricity? And 

do it automatically? Unattended. TTR was working to send electricity, not store it,'  I asked, 

wondering out loud.

She shrugged, 'No one knows.  I'm just repeating what Ham has told me. What do you 

think?'

I stared down through the veils of rain. Each stroke of lightning spawned a pack of ball 

lightning  that  sprang outwards  from  the  coils,  shooting  or  drifting  through  the  trees  and 

around the overgrown shrubs until they dispersed in a flash.

I  tried to focus and consider the scene. 'His explanation describes what we're observing, 

but I can't think of any science that would support it. Where do all the collected electrons go 

and how are they stored? I  haven't  begun to read the part  of  the  manuscript  where  TTR 

describes his device, but from what I have read of his theory, I think he believed he was not 

actually sending electrons anywhere, but rather making them disappear and reappear in some 

sort of super-entanglement. Mind you, that doesn't seem possible either, but if it worked as he 

thought it did, you'd still need an open circuit for the electrons to flow through and I can't see 

how the Gate could be an open circuit. But well, we have this.' I said, waving a hand towards 

the lab below us. 'Obviously I don't know enough. And well, maybe TTR didn't know enough 

either...'

'I believe that's why it still exists. No one knows enough to do anything about it,' she said 

quietly.

'That's  why  I'm  here,  isn't  it?'  I  said,  as  the  idea  struck  me.  'All  the  secrecy  and  the 

insistence  that  I  do  my  work  here.  Your  father  is  hoping  that  those  papers  will  lead  to 

discovering what's going on in TTR's lab. The spies in the research facilities was just a cover 

story...'

I felt her shrug next to me. 'I suspect that Grandfather and Father felt they couldn't risk 



taking  any  action  without  knowing  the  consequences.  They'd  just  experienced  the  near 

destruction of civilization and were unwilling to do anything that might have unpredictable 

repercussions on this glen, or beyond. Who knows what power resides in the Rhymer's Gate? 

Does it discharge all the energy it collects? Or has it accumulated a massive supply of energy 

over the years? If the field we feel is a result of the collected energy, it means that there is a 

constant reserve of energy in the Gate, since it never is entirely absent. What would happen if, 

say, they could get someone or some machine to disconnect the coil? If the coil itself acts like a 

gateway, regulating the flow of energy both ways, as Ham thinks it might, disconnecting it 

could free who knows how much energy all at once? And how would it be released? So you see, 

until we know far more, nothing can be done. I think you’re right. The papers you're working 

on offer a hope that we can learn more about the phenomena. Of course, Father isn't going to 

pass on the opportunity to revolutionize the transportation of energy, if he could do it safely, 

but  I'm sure his immediate concern is finding out as much as he can about what TTR was 

doing so that he can deal with what TTR left behind.'

'They could've studied it all these years. Many of the questions could have been answered 

by careful observation. Ideas could be tested... But not in secret,' I said.

She shrugged. 'Perhaps it scared them. And perhaps they didn't want to take responsibility 

for it. Hopefully the papers will provide a way.'

'I'm pretty sure TTR's papers will offer clues. However, I rather doubt this was an expected 

outcome, so I'm not sure that they will answer any of the questions this...' another wave of my 

hand, '...raises. But that can wait for another day, I guess.' 

I shivered. 

'You're cold. We should don our rain gear,' she said. 'No point risking hypothermia. Shock 

can do that.'

It may've been the chill air – the rain had brought down the cool air, and I was very damp. 

But I'd a feeling it was the thought of how close we'd come to tragedy that sent that shiver 

through me. Still, I said, 'I concur, Doctor.'

By the time we had donned our rain gear, the rain had dwindled to a cool mist. The tall 

black forest on our left hid most of the glen from view, but we could see the flashes of lightning 

reflected on the opposite hills. The storm would now be rippling down the glen for the next 

hour or so. The Gate, however, seemed to have closed, as the lightning from the wire coil had 

been tapering off, and now seemed to have ceased. I told myself that I'd experienced nothing 

overtly supernatural – every aspect of the experience could be described in scientific terms, 

more or less. And yet...

'I am surprised that something this spectacular has been kept such a closely guarded secret 



all these years, what with all the Lonons and the hunting parties and such,' I said, abandoning 

that chain of unsettling thoughts.

'Well, this is very unusual – the most active solar year in decades – and we're at the height 

of summer. We don't hunt in Maig Glen until late in the season, if at all. With the shorter days 

of fall and different meteorological conditions, it collects and discharges far less frequently. 

Often the discharge is just a flicker or two, easy to miss, and largely unnoticed. In the quiet 

solar cycle summers, it usually only sparks storms once or twice a week, if that. This summer's 

nightly storms are unprecedented in my experience.'

I considered that in silence for a while. 'Still, dozens of  the Lonons know of it and it still 

remains a well kept secret.'

'I think it scares all of us,' she said quietly. 'Not only what it is, but what it would mean to all 

of us if the secret got out. I guess we’re no different than Father in that regard.'

'Yes. I suppose I can see that. It scares me too.' 

What scared me more, however, was the reoccurring image of what would've happened if I 

had hesitated half a second longer. And on a different note, what I'd just discovered about the 

girl next to me. Those thoughts clouded all my attempts to understand TTR's Gate.

'I think we can go now.' she said after awhile, and climbed to her feet. The storm had faded 

to a few flickers in the east. 'If you want to see the inside of the lodge, now is the time,' she 

added. 'The field might be depleted enough for a quick look.'

'I've seen enough,' I replied promptly, as I stood alongside her.

'Are you sure? I don't want you sneaking back here without me.'

'I'm absolutely certain. What answers,  if  any,  are in TTR's papers,  not here.  I'll  stick to 

them.'

'I want your word on that. About not coming back here. I don't want to hear that you came 

across something in those papers that you wanted to check out.'

'You have it. Nothing without you,' I assured her. And I'd never take her back here. Not 

after tonight. I'd seen all I needed to see of the Rhymer's Gate.

Following the shafts of our bike lanterns, we scrambled down the hill. Nesta was silent as 

we walked back to our bikes and I had too much to think about to keep any conversation 

going. We climbed through the gap in the fence and rode slowly home along the wet and 

puddled lane, each wrapped up in our own thoughts. 

I rode with her to Hidden Garden and rather awkwardly thanked her for showing me the 

Gate, and sharing her stories with me.

'You're certain you're all right, aren't you? You've been very quiet,' she asked, searching my 

face in the dim light from the doorway. 'Call me any time if there are any delayed effects. I can 



get some ointment for your burns, if you like.'

'They don't hurt. I'm perfectly fine,' I answered. 'I'm just very embarrassed about pushing 

the whole Rhymer's Gate thing to the point where it got dangerous. I feel horrible about that.'

'I seem to recall  that it  was me who made it a rite of passage for you, and I feel pretty 

horrible about it as well. I'm sorry.'

'It's late, Nesta, so let's not argue who's to blame. We can share the blame, and I hope we'll 

be able to laugh the whole thing off tomorrow. It'll just be another escapade to relate. But 

enough, I see Flora's waiting up for you by the door again. Goodnight, Nesta.' 

'Damn. Oh, well. Good night, Sandy. And thanks,' she said, quietly, and slipped into the 

house. She said something to Flora which I didn't catch, as I quickly slipped away and down 

the lane to the Groom's Cottage.

Back at the cottage I found myself far too wound up for sleep. I kept going back over that 

second or two when the lightning was heading for Nesta. Which, of course, would then lead 

me to thinking about Nesta.

In the dim light of the desk lamp behind me, I sat on the sofa sipping tea and staring into 

the shadows. And in those shadows I saw just how much she'd come to mean to me, in what? 

Two weeks? All  she'd done  was to let me ride and fish with her and occasionally keep her 

company while she reads – as long as I don't intrude too much in her thoughts. But she had 

made me feel welcome, like an old friend. And the undemanding nature of our friendship 

made it easy, and comfortable to be with her. I was homesick and lonely before we'd met, and 

now I wasn't... Most likely it's just this narrow time and place, this summer, but in that instant, 

when that sphere of  possibly deadly  light  was speeding at her,  she was everything to me. 

Absolutely everything.

I'll not call it love. Rather it is, well, I don't know what it is. I love Penny, so it can't be love, 

it's just that she's terribly dear to me, now, here in Glen Lonon. She's my dear friend, will be 

for the few weeks I'll be here. And even if I am infatuated with her, I'm determined that when I 

look back on this summer, years from now, assuming I survive it, I'll simply remember how 

wonderful she and this summer in the highlands had been. I'm not going to spoil it by being a 

fool or forgetting the promise I made in the shed with all those sheep as witnesses. And I'm 

not going to forget Penny. I may be a fool where Penny's concerned, but I know she's worth 

loving.

Too restless for sleep, I finished a rough copy of these notes before I was sleepy enough, 

around two, to climb up to the attic to bed.



Chapter 20 – Friday 19 July

01

The sky scrapes across the dull purple hills, hiding the more distant ones in a grey veil of 

rain. The wild and abandoned countryside marches by, dark and brooding, beyond the swirls 

of smoke and steam from the blue RSR 4-6-0 engine and the reflection of my face on the rain 

splattered window of the carriage. It had been a brighter day when I set out this morning.

I set out on the first leg of my journey to Glasgow and my weekend with Red Stuart early in 

the morning. The sky was lightly overcast and the morning soft and mild. The closer I got to 

Inverness,  the  busier  the  road became;  pedestrians  and swarms  of  bikes,  colourful  gypsy 

caravans, clanking tinkers' wagons, farmers, their families, their dogs, their sheep and cattle, 

fine ladies and gentlemen in carriages, couples in dog-carts, big electric coaches filled with 

boisterous  passengers,  piled  high  with  gear,  and  the  occasional  big  petrol  or  pre-Storm 

electric car, all bound for Inverness. It was the Highland Games weekend, with its market, fair 

and rides,  and, of  course,  games –  a powerful  magnet  that drew people from every social 

stratum of Scotland. Glen Lonon would be packed with guests, so it was an ideal weekend to 

escape to Glasgow.

Inverness was festooned with banners and buntings in white and blue, its streets filled with 

festive  citizens and visitors  dressed in tra,  mod,  and traditional  highland garb,  all  drifting 

through the livestock and booths that lined the main streets. The arriving trains poured out 

their noisy passengers, though my train, going south to Perth, is scantly filled. So with the 

weather so gloomy and the landscape so dreary, I'll spend this leg of my journey bringing this 

account up to date.

02

By the time I woke up Monday morning, the edgy urgency of Sunday's adventures,  the 

sense  of  danger,  and  the  Otherworldness  eeriness  had  faded,  but  not  entirely  dispersed. 

Sitting in the bright morning sun on my bench outside, sipping my morning cup of tea, I was 

able believe everything I witnessed was an unintended electromagnetic phenomenon of TTR's 

device, and turn a blind eye to the fact that it explains absolutely nothing. However, the one 



lasting effect it had was that I'm now fully invested in TTR's papers. Learmonte's instructions 

aside, I intend to give every scrap of paper my full attention. If there's a clue in those papers, 

and if I'm bright enough to see it, it will be found.

Sunday night's feverish thoughts about Nesta were also fading, with a conscious effort on 

my part. I  can list off  the top of my head half a dozen reasons that make it impossible to 

consider her anything but a friend, any one of which would be sufficient on its own. Of course 

logic is never enough, so I called on my allies, Penny and time. In little more than a month I'll 

have finished my work and gone down to Cambridge and Penny. I just needed to be careful 

how I acted and what I said to Nesta – and I'd years of practice doing just exactly that with 

Penny. I was, however, a bit nervous about seeing her again.

I plunged into work right after breakfast and worked hard all  day transcribing the hand 

written notebooks which I finished by supper time.

Nesta called and we went for our bike ride as usual. It was almost, but not quite, the same. 

Nothing drastic, just a slight change of key. We were no longer play-acting that I was one of 

the clan. She'd accepted me as one of them and the last of her reserve had evaporated away. 

Not that she talked or acted differently, it just seemed natural now, making it easier to be with 

her, and making my fondness for her reasonable in that context.

As we rode into the glen, she asked if I had any further thoughts about the nature of the 

Gate and the field it seems to generate.

'I rather put it out of my mind today and just worked,' I admitted with an apologetic smile. 

'To be honest, I haven't a clue.' 

'I didn't set any conditions when I took you there, so I can't expect to make them now,' she 

said. 'Still, I was wondering just how you intend to treat it.'

I hadn't given it any thought, but it didn't need much. 'As a deep and dark secret, at least 

until  I  know  more,'  I  said.  'I  accept  the  logic  of  doing  nothing  until  there's  a  complete 

understanding of the phenomena.'

'And if you find something more?'

'I'll tell you. If you think it's necessary, we can see your father.'

'That's bound to go well,' she said ruefully.

'Well, I'm not expecting to find the answers in TTR's papers. It'll take years of work to flesh 

them out. But if I'm wrong, well, I'm working for Professor Blake. He'll expect a full report. I 

could call special attention to any relevant information in my report which would certainly get 

back to your father.'

My attitude seemed to put her at ease. She'd apparently been uneasy about what I might 

do, knowing how potentially explosive the secret was.



We fished in the long twilight after our ride and afterwards I had her over for tea before 

walking her  home  in  the  flickering  twilight  of  the  Maig  Glen  storm.  Given  my  emotional 

turmoil of the night before, all of this may sound like playing with fire, but I was determined 

not to let those romantic fantasies take on any physical form. I'd treat her exactly like I had 

been. And yes, it was playing with fire.

Tuesday we rode as usual, occasionally stopping to talk to the estate hands we'd meet. She 

knows everyone by name and I'm coming to know them as well, greeting them when I see 

them around. And afterwards we fished until it grew too dark.

03

On Wednesday evening we headed east for a change of pace, following the Lonon river 

towards Maryfield without saying much. Nesta had little to say since she was reviewing her 

clinic appointments in her head.  And I, having spent my day poring over TTR's papers, and 

weeding the co-op garden for a couple of hours, had little to say as well.

Passing through Maryfield, we turned north following the main road, crossing the Lonon 

and riding past the road to Strayfeller before Nesta turned off on a rather overgrown lane. I'd a 

vague notion of where she was leading us – we'd be arriving back at Glen Lonon from the 

north, crossing the Lonon at Little Lonon. We rode side by side separated by a tall grass strip 

between the wheel tracks, passing abandoned cottages and a few isolated farms with barking 

dogs, until we left little Loch Arnhil behind. Here the lane all but disappeared under the tall 

grass that arched over the faint wheel tracks. Following this rarely used cart path, we looked to 

be riding though knee high grass until  we entered a dark pine forest  where the grass was 

replaced by a carpet of fallen pine needles. It was dark under the pines, since the sky had been 

growing overcast. Not threatening, yet, but it held the promise of rain.

The path followed the foot of a steep hillside – little more than a long, narrow clearing 

between the pines towering over  it.  Pale  shafts  of  light  filtered down through the canopy 

highlighting the fallen branches and brambles of the steep forest floor, plus the occasional 

stands of poplars in the small meadows where the pines had died or fallen. Once more I felt 

the  wild  touch  of  nature  freed from  the  shackles  of  mankind.  Once  again  I  realized how 

quickly nature could forget us.

'Not much of a road,' I said. 'Are you sure it'll get us home?'

'Oh yes. No one lives along it between Arnhil and Little Lonon so it's rarely used. Still we 

come this way when we’re out riding. In fact, the clan rode this way earlier in the summer – 

the day I begged off, as you recall. So you needn't worry,' she added with a laugh. 'We just 



have to follow it and it'll take us home.'

'If we can follow it,' I said, and added, 'I thought these pines were planted to be harvested 

at some point.'

'Aye, they were, but the Storms altered those plans. There's not much call for pulp these 

days, and on our land we don't harvest the forests because Mother preferred the deep green of 

the forests over the bare heather covered hills. It's not like we need what little money the wood 

would bring in at the moment,' she replied.

'They're spooky,' I said, looking about.

'They're untamed, that's all,' she replied. 'Not unfriendly.'

I decided not to argue the point.

We'd ridden for about ten minutes in the forest, when Nesta swerved closer and touched 

my arm.

I glanced at her and she put her finger to her lips and slowing down, pointed ahead along 

the lane. Between the trees around a bend, I saw a number of soft lights slowly moving down 

from the hill in the dark green darkness under the pines.

As we slowed to a stop Nesta whispered, 'Your Riders. If we are very careful and very quiet, 

we might catch a clear view of them.'

I nodded. We silently dismounted and laid our bikes down carefully, and started walking 

along the edge of the pine needle cushioned lane, keeping close to the bracken and bramble 

that lined it. Nesta, no stranger to these woods and stalking, made each step very carefully, 

and I made certain to step exactly where she had, and only after she directed me to move with 

a motion of her hand. Eventually we stopped behind an old fallen pine at the edge of the lane 

where we could see through the remaining trees into a narrow clearing made by a small burn. 

The deer were slowly making their way down to the unseen Lonon river. We were downwind 

and silent enough not to have spooked them. Still, they seemed wary, looking up and peering 

about, ears twitching. St Elmo's fires danced at the tips the of the bucks’ antlers, a ghostly 

glow against the does, drifting silently through the rocky clearing. Even without the bucks' 

glowing crowns, it made for a magical scene.

We crouched behind the old tree, watching them for perhaps five minutes while they slowly 

meandered  down,  and  then,  perhaps  catching  sight  of  us,  were  off  in  an  instant  in  long 

lopping leaps, to disappear into the darkness of the deep woods.

'Now tell me they're not Riders from the Otherworld,' said Nesta turning to me.

I shook my head. 'No, I've given up on even trying to explain the things that happen in Glen 

Lonon. I'm willing to settle for just calling it magic.'

She smiled and we returned for our bikes.



We could hear the low rumble of thunder even before we emerged from the woods to find 

the Lonon flowing on our left. The lightning was still beyond the wooded hills that sheltered 

Glen Lonon, but it looked to be a close run thing.

'There's a powerhouse we can take cover in ahead, but I think we can make your cottage if 

we try,' she said.

'Then let's try,' I said as we picked up speed.

The track followed the Lonon's north bank, past a brick powerhouse and then across the 

iron bridge by Little Lonon. The clouds were now rolling overhead laced with lightning, much 

like the evening of my arrival. Thunder echoed in the glen, but the sharp lightning still seemed 

beyond the trees as we crossed the cattle grid and raced across the horse paddock towards the 

stables and the Groom's Cottage beyond. Out of breath, we pulled up as the first of the big rain 

drops started to crater the dust of the lane.

'That was... close,' said Nesta between breaths as we wheeled our bikes into the cottage and 

parked them behind the settee.

'Couldn't have cut it... finer... if we tried,' I admitted, adding, 'Tea!'

Blue light illuminated the dim cottage followed almost immediately by a splitting crack.

I glanced back at Nesta, flushed and rather wild looking after the wild ride. She grinned. I 

must confess that my heart may've skipped a beat or two. Let's blame it on the lightning.

04

Thursday afternoon there was a shadow and a knock on the screen door. Looking up from 

my work at the desk, I found Renny framed in the doorway.

'Hello Lonsdale, come in,' I called out, pushing my chair away from the desk and standing.

'Greeting, Say,' he said cheerfully stepping in. 'Sorry to take you away from your work, but 

I've come to break a leg or an arm or was it your head? Something, anyway. She was pretty 

insistent I break something of yours. Orders from Flora, you know.'

'You're  welcome  to take  me from  my work,  but  why does  Flora  want  an arm  or  a  leg 

broken?' I asked as we shook hands.

'Oh, she's just looking after my interest in Nessie – she claims. Accosted me as soon as I 

pulled in, warning me about a snake in the grass called Say who was hanging about my fiancée 

all  the  time.  She  insisted  I  come  down  and  have  a  long  talk  with  you,  and  well,  break 

something, just to get through to you. Rather than have her nagging me, I decided to come 

down directly and have a chat. I wanted to thank you, anyway, for looking after my Nessie. 

Killing two birds with one stone.'



'I'm certainly glad you don't take Flora's concerns seriously. I know Flora's eager to wed 

Ham and sees yours and Nesta's wedding as an essential first step, but she does take our bike 

rides and fishing all too seriously,' I said, adding, 'Can I offer you something? A beer, ginger 

beer, or a cup of tea?'

'You know; a beer would go down fine. I've had a long drive and Flora gave me no time to 

get comfortable.'

We settled on the bench outside my door, cool in the shade of the cottage with our beers.

'Nessie has forbidden me to mention this to you – she was afraid you'd either see it as a 

betrayal in telling me or you'd get very embarrassed, but I can't let it go unmentioned. I want 

to thank you for what you did for my Nessie last Sunday. Can't begin to tell you how much I 

appreciate it, and well, you're a member of  The Lonons as far as we're concerned,' he said 

earnestly. 

'I feel horrible for initiating the whole affair. I'm just thankful it didn't turn into a tragedy. It 

was a close run affair,' I admitted. 'I get scared just thinking about it.'

'Enough said,' said Renny with a nod and then taking a sip of his beer, 'Still, I'm glad you 

had a chance to see the Gate in action. What do you think?'

'I think your gang's surmises about the energy being collected from the atmosphere and 

stored –  in some way  that  I  can't  imagine –  within the lab or  surrounding area and then 

discharged seems most  likely.  The  problem  is,  as  I'm  sure  you realize,  is  that  it's  not  an 

explanation as to how it's done. It doesn't help that I don't have access to the info-net here, so 

I've not been able to do any special research on it.'

'And your reading hasn't helped either?' he asked with a glance.

'Ah, well officially I don't know what you're talking about, and I don't really want to give 

Lord Learmonte any grounds for a lawsuit, but that said, I've read nothing anywhere that can 

explain what's going on. But I haven't yet reached the heart of the matter. I'm hopeful that the 

answers will be found, though it may take years. You and Nesta may well have to deal the 

phenomena.'

'If need be. Enough said. I gather Uncle Ian is not too keen on you.'

'We're certainly not kindred spirits, though he seems to have taken a greater dislike of me 

than simply not liking me or my attitude would seem to warrant.'

'Oh, for the same reason Flora wants your legs broken. You're too close to Nessie.'

'But you're not upset?'

He shook his head. 'We love each other, Say. Unfortunately, from the point of view of Lord 

Learmonte, Flora, and my dear father, more like brother and sister than lovers. Not that it 

matters to them. Marriage is all that matters.'



'Why?' I asked. 'If I'm not being too personal, that is. I gather Flora's afraid Nesta's still in 

love with Ham, though she denies she ever was, but why would Learmonte care about who 

Nesta marries?

'For  Learmonte  and  my father,  it's  part  business,  and part,  well,  we're  not  quite  sure. 

Growing up, our parents expected Flora and I to get married. Nessie was to marry Ham, but 

that seemed on a whole different plane than Flora and I. With Nessie and Ham, it was two 

lifelong friends thinking how cool it would be if their children fell in love and got married. 

With Flora and I, it almost seemed as an arranged marriage,' he paused and took another sip 

of beer.

'Why? Why an arranged marriage?'

'That, Say, is the great mystery. We pondered it the entire time we were growing up, and as 

near as we can make it out, it  was a way of making reparations...  I can give you the short 

version, if you're curious.'

'I am, but it really isn't my business.'

'Oh, you're caught up in the gears, so you might as well have the full brief. There are two 

distinct  reasons  why  Nessie  and  I  have  to  get  married.  One,  as  I  said,  reparations,  and 

secondly  for  business.  The  first  may  be  largely  sentimental,  but  the  second  is  cold  hard 

business, and two old pirates like Learmonte and my father aren't going to let Nessie and I 

slide out of their plans.

'The first  thing you need to understand is  that my father and Learmonte go way back, 

friends from childhood. And they want to die friends from childhood. There was a third friend 

involved in this, Ron Dalgleish, Nessie's mother's late brother.

'When the storms hit, Ian Mackenzie, as he was known then, and his father were in America 

on a sales trip, and Mr and Mrs Dalgleish were on a missionary trip to Africa, leaving their 

children in the care of Ron and an elderly aunt. Emily was 14 at the time. When things got 

rather dicey, my father retreated to the family estate in Oxfordshire, and he took his friend Ron 

with  him,  along  with  his  brothers,  sisters  and  aunt.  Ron  died  during  the  first  influenza 

pandemic, but my father continued to look after all of them. So much is history.

'Now we delve into pure speculation. We – the clan – believe that my father fell in love with 

Emily, Nessie's mother. Quite frankly, everyone who knew her, did. She was simply one of the 

most remarkable persons you'd ever meet. She was pretty, cheerful, very kind, level headed, 

imaginative, and had a strange power of intuitive understanding that allowed her to get along 

with just about everyone. She was everyone's best friend – and somehow could be without 

making anyone jealous. She just had a way about her. She was wonderful. So he fell in love 

with  her.  But  he  was  almost  ten years  older,  and though you wouldn't  guess  it  from  the 



industrial tycoon he became, very shy around women, so he likely just waited for Emily to 

grow up and fall in love with him. Really, it would've been in poor taste for him to push the 

relationship, since he had been supporting her and her family for five years. I'm certain he'd 

not have wanted her to think she owed him anything for that, making the marriage the price to 

be paid for all those years of supporting her family. That, anyway is how we see it. It's just our 

guess, the people involved have kept their secrets.

'Anyway, Ian Mackenzie, after an amazing series of adventures, made his way home five 

years after the start of the Storms and Emily Dalgleish fell madly in love with him, dashing my 

father's long cherished hopes. Now, if it was anyone other than Emily Dalgleish, that would 

likely  have  dashed  Learmonte  and my father's  friendship as  well.  But,  Aunt  Emily,  being 

Emily, kept them friends, and indeed when my father married my mother two years later, my 

mother became Aunt Emily's closest friend as well.  My sister and I grew up more in Aunt 

Emily's house than our own, even before my mother, whose health had suffered during the 

Storm Years, died when I was nine. And after she died, Aunt Emily took us in and raised us as 

her own.

'Now what we think is that one of Aunt Emily's daughters marrying me is a way to make 

amends for breaking my father's heart way back when. It always seemed more than just the 

idle talk of two sets of parents. It was like a promise to be kept. And that is the first reason 

Nessie and I are expected to marry – now that that young snip of a girl Flora has thrown me 

over for Ham. It was Aunt Emily's dying wish, and I could not refuse her anything. Nor could 

her daughter.

'The  second  reason  is  more,  well,  practical.  Both  NuEnG  and  good  ol'Advanced  Nano 

Electronics will soon be reaching the age when the employees will have earned controlling 

interest in the firms. In the next three years, in fact.  Neither my father nor Learmonte are 

ready to give up the reins just yet, so they've hatched this plan of spinning off several of the 

newer components of their companies and combining them into a single new company. Since 

employee ownership is based on the age of the enterprise, by spinning off selected parts, the 

new company would not slip into employee ownership for something like seven or eight more 

years,  while  the  remaining  parts  of  each  would  become  employee  owned  right  after  the 

younger divisions were spun out.

'Is there anything in this plan that strikes you iffy?' he asked.

I thought a moment and then asked, 'Who is going to run the new company?'

'Exactly! Which of the old pirates is going to be the chief pirate and who's going to have to 

play his faithful lieutenant? Both of them wish to remain friends, but having spent their lives 

running their own show, who's going to step back?'



'But what does that have to do with you and Nesta?'

'Everything. You see, they feel that if they were running the company for their grandchild – 

and that grandchild was one and the same for both of them – they could put their egos aside 

and work together, even if it meant one would take the lead. Of course, for this to happen, 

Nessie and I have to supply the grandchild. So you see, they're under a deadline to spin out 

the company – they'd need to start the process in the next 18 months or so, and they need a 

grandchild, hence the pressure to marry.

'Nessie gets badgered every weekend. My father is better in that regards, but he holds my 

continued employment in the family firm over my head. He's make it quite clear that if I wish 

to continue working for AN-E, I'd best produce a grandchild that'll inherit the Learmonte title. 

Sir Richard Lonsdale would very much like to see his offspring with a title, even if it's a Scottish 

one.

'Mind you, I don't think I need to work in the family firm. I hired a friend from uni, who's a 

genius in manufacturing engineering, and between the two of us, we're getting the old firm to 

hum a new tune. Bill does most of the manufacturing design, and I use my engineering degree 

in sales and service. Gabbing with people is more in my line, especially since I can talk to the 

engineers and follow what they want in a product or a service.

'So, with another year or so under my belt, I think I can go anywhere in manufacturing and 

land a good job on the basis of what Bill and I have done at AN-E. I might be able to do it now, 

but this year should show even better results than my first, so I'd like to stick it out. Of course, 

if Nesta and I get married, it won't matter, but we still have to work through that brother and 

sister feeling we have for each other. And well, we both have busy lives as well...' he paused to 

take long sip of his beer.

I couldn't think of anything to say.

'And here's the kicker, the law in Scotland says that a minor cannot lose his or her interest 

in a firm to employee ownership, until they reach their majority. The old pirates think that if 

they make the poor offspring of Nessie and I the owner of the newly spun off firm, they would 

have another 21 years  to run it.  Whether they could get away with that,  I'll  leave to your 

imagination. But they'll try, and who knows what two of the richest industrialists, one a peer 

of the Scottish Realm, can pull off?'

'I haven't met your father, but from my experiences with Lord Learmonte, I wonder how 

anyone could work as an equal with him, heir or no heir to look after. But then, I gather he 

wasn't  always  the  way  he  is  now,  and  perhaps  he'll  change  again  over  time  and  with  a 

grandchild...' I ventured.

'That's still to be determined. Neither Nessie nor I are in a hurry to set a date, and we'll 



cross that bridge when we come to it. If we come to it...'

We went on to talk about other matters, mutual friends and acquaintances, and in a general 

way, the research I hoped to soon be doing until Willie and Watt bounded up to greet us.

'Oh, my' muttered Renny.

Looking up I spied Flora, fists on hips staring at us from under her wide brimmed bonnet.

'You better not be able to walk, Say,' she said as she strode towards us. 'I told you to break 

his legs, not get him drunk.'

'Sorry, Flora, my dear. I was just getting around to that part,' said Renny, standing up.

I stood up as well.

'Ha!' exclaimed Flora. 'I always knew you were a bendy blade of grass when it comes to 

rough work. Never mind, I'll get Ham to do the job. Ham will do the job with hobnailed boots 

on... And don't you say a word, Say, or I'll change my order from a leg to your neck.'

'A leg will be fine,' I said.

'You bet it will,' she replied fiercely as Nesta's ULV estate wagon pulled up in front of the 

cottage. 

'I see my dear fiancée has arrived, so I'll let you two make final arrangements for Say's leg 

to be broken. Thanks for the beer, Say. Good luck!' And with a nod to Flora and myself, he 

made his escape, the dogs running ahead to greet Nesta.

Nesta climbed out  of  the car,  but  contented herself  with a wave to Flora and I,  before 

greeting Renny with a kiss.

I turned to Flora. 'You know, Flora, you're worrying about nothing. You're not being logical. 

Why  should  you care  who  Nesta  marries,  if  you  think  she  must?  Really,  with  Renny  and 

Nesta's wedding hanging fire, you should be looking for alternatives.'

'You're just trying to scare me now, aren't you?' she replied.

'I'm merely pointing out to you that, based on your ungrounded fears, any port in a storm 

should be your attitude.'

'Father would disown Nesta if she married the likes of you, Say. The most you could likely 

do is to break up her and Renny, leaving her a bitter old maid looking wishfully on my happily 

married life,' she shot back, at least half seriously. 

'I agree that marrying me is out of the question, but I must say that in talking to both of 

them, it's hard to imagine them getting married, at least any time soon.'

'Oh, you're just being cruel now!' she exclaimed in mock anger. 

'You know as well as I that's the case,' I relied.

'Perhaps I do. But I also know it would be good for them, and it would work. Renny has his 

faults. He's useless when it comes to breaking legs, but he has many sterling characteristics as 



well. And he does love Nesta, and she him. They just need to be given a little shove, that's all.'

I shook my head. 'Seriously, Flora. I think you're making your sister's life rather hard. And I 

suspect she's just stubborn enough not to give in.'

'Oh, she always gives in, in the end,' replied Flora with a triumphant grin. 'Good afternoon, 

Say.' And marched off.

And that pretty much brings this account up to date, save to report my progress on the 

project that brought me here. I don't suppose I can be more complete and concise than the 

note I left for Lord Learmonte, so I'll just attach it below.
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19 July

Dear Lord Learmonte,

Sorry I'm not here to report in person, but with so many guests arriving, I felt it best to 

spend the weekend elsewhere.

This week I completed the transcription of the handwritten notebooks and the handwritten 

parts of the printed/copied papers.

The notebooks appear to be jotted down memorandums, out of context and at this point of 

no immediate value. Perhaps when I get deeper into the handwritten pages, I will be able to 

use these notes to supplement or extend missing parts. We'll see.

As  for  the  general  introduction,  or  theoretical  basis  of  his  work,  I  was  able  to  use  the 

handwritten notes  to  better  arrange the pages.  The  actual  import  of  those pages remains 

obscure. Your grandfather, being an engineer rather than a physicist, either uses terms of his 

own or adopts and uses a physicist's terms in unorthodox ways. I'm certain that with a close 

reading of the pages and his notes, and upon reflection, the full meaning of his explanation 

will become evident. However, as you've made clear, that's not my job, so I've not spent time 

pondering these mysteries. I can only paint a broad picture based on a superficial reading of 

his paper.

It appears that he largely adopted an obscure virtual universe theory proposed by a British 

physicist by the name of Hugh Gallagher. Simply stated, Gallagher's theory proposes that the 

elementary particles in physics' standard model do not actually exist. They are, in fact, bits of 

code that describe certain actions, that when combined with other bits of code, it describes 

the  known actions  of  sub atomic particles,  atoms,  and so on up to  the universe from its 

beginning to its end.

What I believe attracted your grandfather to this theory is that it proposes that the universe 



is fixed, unmoving, complete. Any apparent movement is due to the fact that the  past is far 

more readily apparent than the future, and this asymmetrical memory if you will, creates the 

illusion that things are in motion. And to be more specific, Gallagher asserts that a photon 

from a distant star striking a sensor in a camera, has not, in fact, travelled from the star to the 

sensor, rather the code, or program that constructed the universe, simply programmed that 

photon to appear on the sensor, with all the appropriate modifications due to red shift, gravity 

lens, and such, which suggests time and distances to the observer when in fact, space and 

time are virtual, created by the program and code that takes up neither space nor time.

You may be getting an inkling of what I think your grandfather attempted to do. He hoped 

to  take  a  substance  that  transmitted  electrons  one  atom  to  the  next  in  line,  entangle  or 

program two atoms in line in such a way that when separated, the two atoms still pass along 

the electron, no matter how far apart the two entangled atoms are because that's what they 

were  programmed to do and thus maintains a circuit  capable of  carrying electrical  energy 

without a physical connection over unlimited distance. 

Most of this is out of my field of study, and to be honest, it sounds more science fiction than 

science. Gallagher's theory, as far as I know, did not make a dent in our current understand of 

the physics. That your grandfather apparently built a working model using this theory, means 

that it might bear closer examination. But that's for others after me to ponder.

A. Say, Ph.D.

Chapter 21 – Sunday 21 July
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Glasgow is the industrial heart of Scotland. We passed sprawling salvage yards, one soot 

stained workshop after another, and long lines of goods carriages, as we slowly swayed and 

clattered over the points to reach Queen Street Station. These days Glasgow is known for new 

and  rebuilt  steam  engines,  rail  cars,  modern  electric  ultra-light  vehicles  (ULV)  platforms, 

breaking and building ships, wind generators, plus repairing and recycling appliances made 

redundant by the Storms. Environmental restrains are still enforced so old Glasgow's pall of 



smoke  was  missing,  but  in  the  misty  gloom  of  the  day,  you  could  easily  be  forgiven  for 

thinking you'd slipped through a crack in time two hundred years back.

Professor Reginald “Red” Stuart was waiting for me on the platform and greeted me with a 

loud 'What'ya say Say?' as was his long custom – still more student than professor, as we both 

were. I've known Red since I went up to Cambridge, where he was a year ahead of me in the 

nano materials physics program. We spent many an hour together in the lab and outside of it 

as well – time permitting. He's now an associate professor at Glasgow University in their New 

Sciences department, a plum job, and well earned.

He chattered non-stop, as was also his custom, as we threaded our way down the platform, 

collected my bike, and joined the stream of bike traffic flowing between horse drawn drays 

and carriages, electric trams, and the rare electric taxis, and ULVs that filled the city's bustling 

streets.

In broad strokes, Glasgow is similar to London, differing only in the details. Like London, it 

smells of damp stones and horse apples. Its streets echoed the chatter of the pedestrians, the 

low hiss of bike tires, the clatter of hooves, the creaking of the wagons and the warning bells of 

trolleys. The streets, however, seemed less cosmopolitan and more conservative than London. 

The  clerks  and  professionals  of  both  sexes  mostly  dressed  tra  –  men  in  dark  suits,  wide 

brimmed homburgs or pork-pie hats and kid gloves, the women in long dresses with long 

sleeves or long gloves and wide bonnets. The trade and labourers, men and women, dressed 

much alike in dusty, sweat stained slouch hats, loose shirts or blouses in blues and tans, and 

occasional stained suede vest, wide cargo trousers and boots. They all sported work gloves 

that reached halfway to their elbows, either worn, or if they were strolling, hands in pockets, 

flopping out of their back pockets. Sparrow like, they chatted cheerily as they made their way 

to their second shift jobs – the marks of their station in life worn proudly, for in Scotland, all 

workers are owners. England is only now catching up – despite the efforts of the Learmonte's 

of the Kingdom. In addition to the local inhabitants, there were also many sailors about since 

Glasgow is  Scotland's  major  seaport,  though the flock of  continental  tourists  found about 

London seemed largely missing.

The city was built in grey stone and glass that today seemed a mere extension of the grey 

sky. The shop windows, however, were brightly lit and the damp street shimmered in their 

cheery light. Red pointed out every landmark and semi-demi historical site on the way from 

the station to his flat with great pride. He'd been here over a year now. And he was, after all, 

either 138th, or 114th in line for throne of Scotland, depending on whom the government 

finally determined to be the True King, a quest that has taken them decades, with the end only 

dimly  in  sight.  (Word  is  they're  waiting for  some  undesirable  would-be-King(s)  to  die  off 



before making their final decision.)

After I'd stowed my bike and saddlebags in his flat, washed the soot of travel off my face 

and brushed it off my clothes, we walked to the uni where he proudly showed me around his 

office,  his lab, and his New Sciences & Engineering Department. He introduced me to his 

colleagues and his grad students who were lounging about his lab, all of which took the better 

part of the afternoon. After this extensive tour we returned to the flat to get ready for a dinner 

he was hosting at the college for a group of remote readers, as they are known in Scotland, i.e. 

“extended college students” or ECS's in England, which is to say, students who are reading for 

a program at home or in an institute other than the uni they're enrolled in. These students 

view all  the lectures and Q & A sessions and communicate with their tutors over the fibre 

communications network. During regular uni vacations, they spend a few weeks at the uni, 

meeting face to face with their tutors and supervising professors, and work in the labs.

There were six remote readers in the various NS & E programs, two grad students and four 

undergrads who'd just completed a four-week stint on campus. Having packed only what I 

expected to need – clothes to travel in and clothes to bike in – I didn't have anything for a 

dinner party, but Red assured me it was all quite informal, just the remote readers, a pack of 

shiftless grad students, and a few fellow professors, all very jolly.

'I say, Say,' Red said, as we were walking to the college hall where the binge was being held, 

'if  you don't  mind, I'm going to sit  you on the off  side of Molly Reevers,  the remote grad 

student I'm supervising. Very nice girl. You'll like her. Very bright, a whiz in thermoelectricity. 

Your task is to keep her whole, undivided attention whenever I'm off doing my hosting duties. 

Turn on that famous charm of yours – just don't go overboard. Merely keep her momentarily 

enthralled while I'm off and about.'

'My famous charm?' I asked.

'Well, whatever it was that snagged Penny Lee,' he replied. 'Just don't snag Ms Reevers. 

Keep Penny Lee firmly in mind while you charm Molly. Your job is to keep that threadbare 

pack of shiftless grad students from annoying her.'

'And precisely why am I to keep this pack of shiftless grad students from annoying her?' I 

asked – not that I hadn't already suspected, but more to watch him wiggle.

Red stood up a little straighter, 'Listen, Say, Ms Reevers is a very fine and brave young lady 

who comes to us all the way from the Dalchork Subterranean Society all alone…'

'Ah, a Morlock,' I said.

'The proper term is a “Subterranean”.'

'Right. Just so. My apologies. So this Reevers girl is a brave  Subterranean, who's here in 

Glasgow all alone and far from her caves...'



'She's far from alone and that's the problem,' he replied darkly. 'That's where you come in. 

I want her alone with you. You, I believe I can trust. We go back a'ways, don't we, Say?'

'A'ways, Red, a'ways. Far enough back to see where this is heading.'

'Listen, Say. It's nothing like that. I'm a professor these days, not some lowly grad student 

and she's a student I'm supervising. There are hard and fast ethical constraints that prevent 

me from being anything more than a friendly, cheerful, and helpful supervising professor. And 

that's exactly what I am and no more. However, these ethical considerations don't apply to the 

worthless pack of grad students I've been inflicted with. They wouldn't recognize restraint if it 

hopped up and bit'em on the ankle. I can't trust them not to annoy Molly with their unwanted 

attention  when  out  of  my  sight,  which  is  where  you  come  in.  Fascinate  her.  Keep  her 

entertained while I'm off making speeches or whatever. Surely, that's not beyond your ability 

is it, Say?'

I knew Red, and though he was trying to keep this all light and breezy, he was serious as 

well.  So,  being my host  and all,  I  decided to  play  my assigned part.  'Right.  Fascinate  Ms 

Reevers. Keep the shiftless grad students at bay. Any suggestions as to what fascinates Ms 

Reevers?'

'Truth be told, I haven't stumbled upon anything myself. Use your imagination or just talk 

shop if you must. That's what I do, and I know you can do that until the cows come home.'

'And that'll fascinate her?'

He lifted his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. 'Lord, Say, I hope so. Trust me, that 

pack of grad students are not the brightest lights on a test board, so you shouldn't have a 

problem...'

02

Molly Reevers proved to be a quiet, rather shy and pretty girl  with whom I found I could 

just about make small talk with without resorting to interrogating her, though when Red was 

on the other side of her, I didn't have to do any talking at all. Still, without Red about, I found 

shop talk to be easier, and while I rather think I fell well short of fascinating her, we got along 

comfortably. As predicted, as soon as Red was off doing whatever he had to do as host, looking 

after the catering, introducing people, and trying to establish some sort of order, three or four 

grad students would drift over and begin chatting with Molly. Since these were fellows she'd 

been working with in the lab for the last month, they had plenty to chat about, so there was 

little  I  could  do  about  it.  Even  if  I  actually  cared  too.  Which  I  didn't.  Even  on  my short 

acquaintance, I didn't think Molly was a fool. While she was certainly worth clustering around, 



I could see that part of their fun was simply annoying Professor Stuart, which it did. In any 

event, there was nothing I could do to distract Molly, and simply had to shrug when I caught 

Red glaring at them and me.

Red did, however, introduce me as an honoured guest – a distinguished doctor of physics 

from Cambridge University and the Cavendish Lab, co-author of several well received papers 

regarding  the  theoretical  creation,  arrangement  and  application  of  single  atom  layer  null 

structures in energy storage devices, and a co-inventor of a revolutionary battery currently in 

prototype testing. I don't expect to be introduced along those lines again for several decades.

The dinner went well. It got cheery very fast, and lasted longer than I would've liked with a 

two day 150 km of bike ride ahead of me. However, it did offer an opportunity to become 

better  acquainted  with  a  number  of  the  grad  students  (who  clustered  around  Molly 

throughout the evening) who'd also be riding with Red and me the following morning. Molly 

would be riding with us as well, which Red assured me was a very brave thing for her to do, 

since she was a first generation Subterranean who had lived her whole life underground. So he 

claimed anyway. Coming down to Glasgow and braving the wide open sky was something 

outside her experience. She was very brave just to come to Glasgow all alone like she did... A 

very fine and brave girl, Red assured me as we weaved our way home from the dinner. 

03

'Oh, quit sulking,' I said to Red as I pulled up next to him.

'I'm not,' he replied, sulkily.

He was. He wasn't  rattling on about something,  which means he was sulking.  And the 

reason being that Molly was riding with a group of gaily chattering girls a hundred metres 

behind us. Red had no doubt envisioned riding side by side with Molly the whole way, seeing 

that he was her supervising professor and all.  All  the while he'd be pointing out things to 

educate her – Alongside of us is a river. The River Clyde, in fact. See how the river bends, up 
ahead. And above us is the sky. It's cloudy now, but above that is the sun. You can't see it,  

but it's perfectly harmless if you take common sense precautions like... As I said, Molly's no 

fool and had enough common sense to avoid Red's guided tour of the outside world. At least 

for now.

I, on the other hand, was enjoying myself. Having met most of the group we were riding 

with at the dinner, I was able to participate in the banter and fellowship of the group as we 

followed the Clyde through the suburbs and into the hills. I was enjoying, once again, the 

refreshing company of a bunch of larking students, something I'd been missing for the last 



year as I laboured to finish my research and dissertation. And as much as I enjoyed the quiet 

company of Nesta, I was enjoying the boisterous freedom riding out in a pack of free spirited 

youth.

'She's only doing you a favour,' I said. 'She's simply trying to be discrete. You've told me 

about  the  ethical  restraints  you're  operating  under.'  (Constraints  which  seemed  largely 

confined to refraining from saying the obvious out loud.) 'No doubt she's trying to keep you 

on the straight and narrow.'

'You think so?' he asked, glancing at me.

'I'm positive,' I replied. However shy and provincial Molly may be,  having grown up in a 

cave in the Highlands, she struck me, as I may have already mentioned, as no fool. Whatever 

she thought of Red, she treated him as a professor – which can be hard at times because of his 

school  boy  enthusiasm  about  just  about  everything  –  and anything  –  which  can be  both 

charming and annoying. And not very professor like.

'Besides,'  I  continued.  'She  has  to  look  after  her  professional  integrity.  I'm  sure  she 

wouldn't  care  to  have  her  work  tainted  by  whispers  of  a  romantic  relationship  with  her 

supervising professor. She's just being discrete, Red. As should you.'

'Damn you Say, you're right,'  he exclaimed. 'Always knew you'd be good for something 

more than cleaning up my lab bench. Luckily these wretched grad students think it's all a lark, 

so they'll never do more than laugh at me behind my back. And I promise you they'll rue the 

coming days of term...'

I already knew his students well enough to know that they'd taken the measure of Professor 

Stuart  and knew enough to discount his  bark entirely.  Indeed,  Red and his students were 

pretty much a band of brothers and sisters, though I suppose that will change as the age gap 

grows and Professor Reginald Stuart becomes a more imposing figure in time. If Professor 

Reginald Stuart becomes something more imposing in time.

We were in a group of two dozen or so riders. There were almost a hundred riders on the 

ride, broken down into various groups. Several small groups biking for speed and distance had 

started off early and would make the whole 150 km ride today. Others behind us were only 

doing a day trip to Lanark and back. We were a leisurely group making the circuit in two days. 

We had a 50 km ride mostly along the Clyde to Lanark this morning. We'd have lunch in 

Lanark and then take a roundabout route of 50 some km to Muirkirk where we'd spend the 

night in a youth hostel before returning to Glasgow Sunday morning.

The hazy overcast of the morning lifted by ten, after which we rode in bright sunlight and 

under shadows dragged along by the drifting white clouds sailing slowly overhead. On the first 

leg of our ride we rode alongside the Clyde, and then out into the countryside down the valley 



of the Clyde at the foot of the steep hills lining the sparkling river often glimpsed through the 

screen of trees lining the lane. Like London, many of the cottages and suburban homes we 

passed were abandoned and overgrown. Unlike London, there seemed much less of an effort 

reclaiming these abandoned suburbs and small hamlets, though the countryside has been put 

to the plough to grow grains. Many of the farms also had rows of barrow hot houses to raise 

early vegetables for the Glasgow market, along with chicken, swine and sheep for market as 

well.  We passed several paddocks with large draft horses for the drays and wagons.

The morning flew by, and I found I was in good enough shape to feel pretty confident that 

I'd not be left behind somewhere in a ditch. Even as we reached Lanark I still had breath to 

talk, more or less.

We and the day trippers picnicked together in the Lanark park where a hot lunch of hearty 

bean and bacon soup, thick sandwiches, and tea had been prepared for us. We took an hour 

and a half break before setting out on the second leg of the ride. Molly joined the circle of 

Red's grad students for lunch and I noted that Red played it more or less cool, the almighty 

professor amongst the rabble, all of whom found it quite amusing. By the time we were ready 

to be off again, my body had stiffened, and I had to grit my teeth as I climbed to my feet and 

set out again.

The second leg took us out of the valley and up and over the hills, which boasted sweeping 

panoramas of  the patchwork green and golden fields sprawling across the broad hills  and 

away to the distant moorlands, purple in the summer haze.

We had the road mostly to ourselves, only the occasional bike, dog-cart or horse drawn 

wagon piled high with chopped hay or big round bales. Farmers were working in their fields 

with a bewildering array of equipment – from hulking pre-Storm petrol powered combines, to 

200-year-old horse drawn hay rakes and 100-year-old hay balers fitted with battery powered 

electric motors that were being drawn by a team of horses. The wind in the trees and the song 

of birds, the distant putt-putt of pre-Storm tractors, the bleating of sheep, and the barking of 

dogs, as we passed the farms were the only sounds in the world, save the cheerful chatter of 

our riders as we glided along the narrow tree shaded lanes. Pedalling up the long hills reduced 

our chatter a bit. I certainly had to save my breath to pedal rather than banter, even with my 

electric motor equipped bike.

I did get to ride with Molly for a while.

'How do you like this?' I asked.

'Oh, it's grand,' she replied. 

'Are you as sore as I am?'

'That depends on how sore you are, Dr Say,' she replied, adding with a laugh. 'And where.'



'How  did  you  get  so  in  shape?  I'd  have  thought  living  underground  would  offer  few 

opportunities to go bike riding.'

'Oh, though my house is in the cave, I get out and about often enough. We have a village at 

the cave entrance, with gardens and farm fields as well as workshops. I rode quite a bit in the 

hills and around the loch.'

'I  apologize for  making a  stupid assumption,  it's  just  that  Red described you as  a  first 

generation Subterranean, freshly emerged into the outside world.'

'Professor Stuart has a lot of funny ideas,' she replied with a smile. 'You see, Dr Say, we're 

not all afraid that the sky is falling, not at the moment anyway. We just think that it's a prudent 

idea to make preparations should it fall someday. Right now most of our communities are test 

beds for technologies and societies that could be scaled up and built,  if or when, the need 

arises.

'In my case, I'm not so much a Subterranean, but a young girl who's never been far from 

the nest. This is my first time out in the wide world alone and I'm sure I'm no different than 

any  other  person  who's  lived  all  their  lives  in  a  small  and  remote  village  exploring  big, 

crowded and bustling cities. Professor Stuart and all the students I've met have made it easy 

for me to adjust to this new world. I'm quite grateful.'

'I think you're a girl with a great deal of common sense, as well as courage. I'm certain that 

has much to do with it as well,' I said, and meant it.

Later on I fell into conversation with a nano tech engineering student by the name of Bill 

Bruce. 

'I understand you're working on a project near Inverness this summer,' he said.

'Aye. Mostly as a favour for my supervising professor. Well, truth be told, I was pretty much 

blackmailed into it. I was supposed to be starting my year's post doc when he discovered that 

he hadn't a place for me in the lab until fall... And so here I am,' I said.

'What sort of research would bring you to Inverness?' he asked.

'Ah, that I can't say,' I replied. 'I'm bound by an ironclad non-disclosure agreement with a 

party that I assure you, I don't care to cross. Suffice to say, it's not anything I'd be doing by 

choice.'

He laughed. 'I rather suspected that. You must be the chap who's deciphering the Rhymer's 

Papers.'

I gave him a startled look. But then again, if the shepherd knew, why wouldn't everyone 

else in Scotland? 'Well, you realize I can't say one way or the other?'

'Aye.  You  see,  I'm  a  Strayfeller  lad,  so  you  don't  have  to  say  anything.  It's  common 

knowledge. I  was just curious if  I  was right in guessing I've met the chap working on the 



papers.'

'Ah, just so. I met a shepherd on the road before I even arrived who knew all about the 

Rhymer's Papers as well. It seems everyone knows, though if a certain person should ever find 

out, I'm sure I'll be blamed for that,' I laughed.

'I'll not get you in trouble by mentioning it again, but tell me, have you seen the Riders?'

'I have. And I can tell you that the Riders from the Otherworld are, in fact, deer – bucks – 

who, under certain atmospheric conditions, have St Elmo's fires clinging to the tips of their 

antlers,' I replied after deciding that those Riders lay outside my NDA.

'A theory or fact?' he asked, intrigued. 

'A fact.' I replied and went on to describe my two encounters with the Riders.

'And the Rhymer's Gate to the Otherworld?' he asked after I'd finished my story. 'Have you 

seen that too?'

That, I decided was covered by my NDA, so I said, 'Given that the Riders are the local deer 

herds, I'd say that the gate to the Otherworld is myth as well.'

'That's not what I hear,' Bill said with a shrewd glance, 'But then I suppose that might be 

more in your ken...'

I shrugged, 'Hardly. I sometimes think anything is possible in the Highlands,' and we left it 

at that.

We staggered into the hostel yard after five o'clock and lay scattered on the lawn staring at 

the sky and aching (at least I did) until called for supper. We talked lazily until eleven and fell 

asleep in the hard bunks within minutes.
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Sunday  dawned  bright  and  we  headed  out  right  after  breakfast,  slowly  working  out 

yesterday's aches and pains, arriving back at our checkpoint in Glasgow's Kelvingrove Park a 

little before eleven. We said goodbye to our comrades and went on to Red's flat to collect my 

gear for my return journey.

'I can trust you, can't I Say?' Red asked over a scratch lunch.

'I believe you can,' I replied cautiously. 'Trust me to do what?'

'To travel with Molly,' he replied. 

I sighed. Red had arranged for Molly to travel with me to Inverness, where she'd have a ride 

waiting to take her on to Dalchork. I'd been entrusted to seeing her safely to Inverness.

'I'll try not to lose her,' I replied guardedly.

Red glared at me, 'I know you're being sarcastic, and I know Molly puts on a very brave 



front, but this is the first time she's been out in the wide world alone. I gather, she has not 

travelled further than Inverness even as a child before now, so I believe it will be a comfort for 

her to have a travelling companion.'

'Trust me, I'll do everything in my power to make her journey to Inverness a memory she'll 

treasure forever,' I said with a soft sigh, playing the game. 

'Don't do that,' he admonished. 'You already have Penny Lee. Keep that fact fixed firmly in 

your mind. Keep your charm or whatever strange power you have, to yourself. She's shy and 

innocent and I want you to be a shining pillar of shyness and innocence as well. You're to act 

merely as a guide and body guard. I'd go myself but I've a staff conference tomorrow. Damn 

it.'

I didn't have Penny Lee now, though friends tend to overlook that since we're still so close.

I laughed, 'Kidding aside, do you actually believe I'm any danger to your romantic dreams?' 

I asked.

'First off, I do not admit to any romantic dreams, and secondly, you'd be no danger if I had 

any. But then, who'd have thought you'd hook up with Penny Lee? Lord knows, you must have 

something... In any event, you just keep whatever it is you have to yourself.'

'Just out of curiosity, Red. How serious are you about Molly? I've known you long enough to 

know that these ideas generally pass within a week or two.'

'Strictly between you and me, I don't know. She's sweet tempered, as brilliant as I am, and 

beautiful as well...

'Both as brilliant, and as beautiful, as you?' I asked.

'Modesty, Say, is also one of our shared virtues,' he replied looking down his nose at me. 

'So I'll say no more on that subject. However, what I was trying to say before you interrupted, 

was that I'm hoping that her casual indifference to me is her way of warding off my charm 

until the right time, which we both know, this isn't. However, when I imagine the perfect mate 

for life, she seems, admittedly on only a brief acquaintance to fit it to a 5 sigma standard' said 

Red, as seriously as I'd ever seen him.

'Well, I can't advise you on that aspect of the affair, but I will say, from personal experience, 

don't confuse liking with loving. Don't build dream futures merely on just how you feel today. 

You can't possibly know how she feels about you until she's no longer a student. Take it slow 

and don't make a bigger fool of yourself than you naturally do, Reginald Stuart.'

'Thanks, my dear Say, for being so brutally honest. Still, I know what I feel, so don't be shy 

when it comes to talking about me. You've known me for ages. Tell her what a solid fellow I 

am behind my colourful persona, and you needn't be all that subtle about it. Assure her I'm 

not quite the fool I might appear to be.



'But enough of this foolishness,  you've gotten your marching orders,  lay off  the charm, 

keep your hands off, and build me up, but be subtle about it,' he said shaking himself free of 

this rare bout of momentary seriousness.'

'Right,' I said and took another bite of my sandwich. I'd had a number of chances over the 

long weekend to talk with Molly and I was sure we'd travel comfortably together, and if, or 

rather when, we ran out of small talk, we could talk nano-materials. I wouldn't mind learning 

more about her special study of their use in thermoelectric systems. Actually, I was looking 

forward to learning more on that subject...

05

Molly was waiting outside her flat, her bike packed with a large Gladstone bag strapped to 

its rack with two well stuffed saddlebags alongside.

'I  hope all  this  baggage  isn't  going to  be  too much of  a  problem,'  she said after  she'd 

greeted us. 

'I  don't  think you've overdone it,'  I  said.  'Hardly excessive for  a month's visit.  I've two 

saddlebags for a weekend.'

'Well, I arrived in Glasgow with little more than the dress on my back. Seeing all this, you'd 

think this trip has been little more than a shopping spree,' she laughed. 'But it was my first, 

and likely a very rare, opportunity to shop with more than a catalogue on a screen.'

'Then you must come more often,' said Red, adding quickly, 'I'm certain Annie McKee or 

Bonnie Blyth would be glad to put you up.'

'We had talked about just that,' she replied, adding archly, 'Professor.'

They cautiously  talked vaguely  about  making such plans as  we rode through the quiet 

Sunday city streets to the station. The shops were closed and the streets were mostly hollow, a 

few strollers and a few bikes, and a rare, mostly empty trolley. The station was, however, busy 

with arriving trains releasing their returning holiday makers, weary parents, crying babies, and 

whining children.

We made our way through the station, found our platform and used the eticket on our 

watsons to pass the barrier. After seeing our bikes loaded on luggage car, we stood about, 

talking rather disjointedly in the steam filtered sunlight of the platform to pass the fifteen 

minutes before we had to board the train.

Red, mindful of having to act properly, could actually find little to say. A first for Red. Molly 

was also mindful of acting properly as well, and, unless I'm hopelessly romantic, seemed to be 

also feeling more reluctant to leave than she'd admit to by going on about how much she 



enjoyed all the experiences of the last month, all the wonderful things she learned and all the 

wonderful  students,  and  professors,  she  met.  Red thanked her  and again brought  up  the 

possibility – indeed, desirability – of more frequent meetings now that she was so close to 

embarking on writing her dissertation. It was all rather funny, and sweet until he proceeded to 

annoy her by telling her how to carefully board a rail carriage – essentially by taking hold of 

that handrail and avoiding stepping into that gap between the platform and the carriage step.

'Thank goodness Dr Say will be along to tell me how to step off of this contraption when it 

reaches Perth,' she said turning to him from the carriage step. 'Who knows where I'd have 

ended up if I couldn't figure it out all by myself?'

'Dundee,' replied Red, recovering brilliantly, I thought. 'You wouldn't want to end up in 

Dundee. Yes, from all accounts, avoid Dundee by all means.'

She smiled. 'I'll keep that in mind.'

'And I'll see you next week, Say,' said Red. 'No excuses.'

'Right,'  I  replied. It seems that late Friday night I  had agreed to join Red's boating and 

camping expedition on Loch Lomond this coming weekend. I wouldn't have touched it with a 

barge pole if I'd been strictly sober. I've been on half-a-dozen of Red's expeditions. That I 

survived them is about all I can say. Even if not strictly sober I should've had enough wits to 

decline. It was, however, either adrift with Red or explaining to Lord Learmonte why I wasn't 

done yet, neither very inviting prospects.

We found our seats by the time the steam engine's (a blue liveried 4-6-0, didn't get the 

number) whistle blew and the train made its first tentative jerk and clang to begin its journey. 

Red found us and waved like an idiot.

As we pulled out of the station into the bright sunlight, I felt compelled to say, per Red's 

final instructions, 'He's not a complete idiot.'

'I'll have to take your word on that,' she replied, but not too unkindly.

As I expected, Molly and I got along quite comfortably. In fact, we talked the afternoon 

away, changing trains at Perth, to successfully avoid Dundee. We were still talking, deep into 

nano technology and thermoelectricity, when our train sighed “journey's end” and came to a 

clanging rest in Inverness. We collected our bikes and were walking them down the platform 

with a thin crowd of fellow passengers when I saw Nesta waiting beyond the gate.

I smiled when she saw me and held up Molly's Gladstone which I was carrying for her in 

one hand while steering my bike with the other. She nodded. She looked tired, and rather 

grim. 

'My friend, Nesta, Dr Mackenzie,' I said to Molly as we approached, carrying her carpet 

bag, deciding not to introduce a title to avoid questions.



'Hello Nesta,' I said as we cleared the gate and came to stand before her. 'This is a delightful 

surprise. I hadn't expected to see you here.'

'Hello Say,' she replied without much enthusiasm, or any, really. 'I was in town dropping 

off some of the guests for the last train south, and since I've a patient I want to look in on at 

the hospital, I decided I could afford to stay another fifteen minutes and save you a long ride 

back.'

'Can't tell you how much I appreciate that,' I replied. 'Allow me to introduce a new friend, 

Molly Reevers. She's a grad student, a remote reader in thermoelectric nano-tech, who's on 

her way home to the Dalchork Subterranean community from her campus semester.'

'How do you do, Doctor,' said Molly tentatively extending her hand and with an apologetic 

smile, quickly added, 'Dr Say's friend, Professor Stuart, pressed him into service. Professor 

Stuart is under the impression that because I live in a cave I'm unable to manage getting on 

and off trains at the proper stations to find my way home. Dr Say was kind enough to accept 

this imposition.'

Nesta took that  in  with  a  faint  smile.  'Oh,  you mustn't  mind my grim  looks,'  she  said 

shaking hands with Molly. 'Say's in no trouble. I'm simply worn out from people, noise and 

constant activity. I've had to host a large weekend house party for the Highland Games, and 

even though they were all family or old friends, I seem to have neither the talent nor the desire 

to be a host. You two, must be tired after your journey. Shall we find a quiet place to have a 

bite to eat, or a cup of tea?'

'Thank you, but I spy my brother lingering in the shadows. He'll have brought a car down 

for the final leg of my journey, so I won't keep you,' she said, waving a rather shy and lanky 

youth forward.

She  introduced  him,  had  him  take  the  Gladstone  bag  from  me  and  we  exchanged 

goodbyes. Nesta and I walked them out into the courtyard and watched them load up the pre-

Storm electric rover and with a final wave, saw them off. 

'You do look tired, Nesta. Did everything go well?' I asked, turning to Nesta as we started off 

for her ULV estate wagon parked in the lot.

'Well enough. It was all family and the old clan, so I really didn't have much to do. It's just 

that the houses were full and I've not had a minute to myself until now,' she replied. 'You 

don't mind if I stop at the hospital for a moment, and then if you want to eat or something, we 

can do that.'

'Of course I don't mind. As for a meal or tea, if you want, I'd be glad to keep you company,  

but if you're offering it just for me, well, I'd just as soon get home. It's been a long weekend for 

me too.'



I may have dozed for a moment or two while I waited in the brand new E-Rover ULV estate 

wagon (a graduation present from her father, she explained) while she visited her patient, but 

we talked all the way to Maryfield, recounting our weekend activities. After passing through 

Maryfield we sat in silence for a time as she drove down the now rather dark, tree lined lane 

into the even darker, forest bound lane of the Lonon glen, lost in our thoughts. 

'Sandy,' she said quietly.

'Yes?' I asked, turning to her, her face grey in the gloom.

'What I'm about to tell you, you must keep absolutely secret,' she continued, with a glance 

in my direction.

'Yes, of course,' I said, watching her closely.

'I'm only telling you because you'd likely find out anyway – I'm sure the staff will know 

soon enough. And well, you're likely to find yourself the father of the mythical baby.'

Mythical  or  not,  I  knew  I  wasn't  the  father.  'This  doesn't  sound good,'  I  said.  'What's 

wrong?'

'Oh, nothing's wrong,' she said, without conviction. 'It's just that Father, Sir Lonsdale, and 

my sister rather ganged up on Renny and me this morning after breakfast, and well, long story, 

short. I agreed to a wedding date. To be precise, 23rd of this coming August. I just want it over, 

Sandy,  so we're  going to  semi-elope.  Have the ceremony at  the  registers  office  on Friday 

afternoon, and I suppose a reception at the house afterwards. My one condition to agreeing to 

the wedding is that it remains an absolute secret. Nearly everyone important in our lives will 

be up for the last two weeks of August anyway. We'll invite Renny's friends from university for 

the weekend, so no one needs to know our plans. I don't want a fuss; I simply want the deed 

done.'

'I don't know what to say,' I admitted. 'It shouldn't be like that, though I think Renny a 

lucky man, and I'm sure you and Renny will make a go of it. It's simply too bad it has to be 

under such pressure.'

'I always give in, Say. Always. It always seems simpler than standing firm. It's not that I 

don't want to marry Renny, it's just that I would've hoped to do it on our own terms, not those 

of our parents. But I'd have no peace until I set the date, and once I start at the clinic I'll not 

have time to deal with all the details of a big wedding. It is simpler this way, but only our 

fathers, Flora and Ham officially know of our plans. And now you, and you only because you'll 

no doubt hear rumours, and will be suspected of being the father of the baby that everyone 

will assume is precipitating this hasty wedding.'

'But if the servants and staff know...'

'They'll keep it to themselves. It will be their position if they don't.'



'Like the Gate.'

'Exactly. This is the way it has to be. Renny has his work and I'll have mine, and we'll be 

hundreds of miles apart, but we'll have fulfilled our promise, and I suspect being hundreds of 

miles apart will make the transition easier for both of us...'

'For how long?' I ventured. 'Renny mentioned a business plan which doesn't end with just 

a marriage.'

She glanced at me again, 'He did, did he? Well, that can be put off for a while.'

I rather doubted it, but decided not to pursue that. As far as I could see, this wedding got 

them out of the pot, but not out of the fire.

'I'm sure everything will work out since you not only love each other, but know each other 

so well. That'll make it so much easier.'

'That, Sandy, is why I decided to go ahead and marry Renny. We've looked after each other 

all our lives and we'll continue to look after each other after we're married. I know we'll make 

it work, some way, somehow. I'm certain I can trust Renny with my life and my happiness. I 

just hope I can make him happy as well.' 

'I'm certain you can,' I said. I hoped, anyway, for both their sakes.

We'd reached the drive down to Hidden Garden, and pulled up near the door.

'Thanks for the lift, Nesta. And, of course, my lips are sealed,' I added as I climbed out of the 

car.

'We can talk more tomorrow,' she said as I lifted my bike and saddle bags out of the boot.

'Tomorrow then, good evening Nesta,' I said and mounting the bike, peddled slowly down 

the gloomy lane to the Groom's Cottage.
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I deliberately excluded my feeling in the account of meeting Nesta at the station and the 

ride home. My thoughts would have buried the narration in a tangle of contradictory and 

unresolved lines of thinking. Even now, after setting down this account, I could turn this into a 

dear diary ramble, if I allowed myself free reign. Instead, I'll trust everything will be clearer in 

the morning.

Yet, for the record, finding Nesta waiting at the station did cause my heart to skip a beat or 

two, even with my concern seeing her looking so worn and weary.  It's  one thing to think 

rationally, it's another to apply rationality to one's feelings. Still, she's just a dear friend, that's 

my story and I'm sticking with it. My heart skipped anyway.

Her wedding announcement came out of the blue. And my heart skipped again, this time 



with a dart of despair. But I knew it shouldn't have. She's been engaged all the time I've known 

her – to a fellow I've come to like. My heart had no business skipping like that when she set the 

date. Hopefully the fact that she's set the date will remind my heart that we're just friends. I 

know Nesta well enough to know that no amount of badgering by her father could make her 

do something she really didn't want to do. She loves Renny and though marriage would be 

inconvenient for them at this point, it was something that would've happened sooner or later. 

All her father managed to do was to move it forward.

I made myself a scratch meal and spent the rest of the evening writing the account of the 

weekend to keep busy, adding a note to Penny that I'd send out the next time I had a chance 

to get to market or Maryfield. By eleven, I couldn't keep my eyes open so I wearily climbed the 

ladder to the attic and fell asleep, mercifully, in short order.

Chapter 22 – Wednesday 24 July 

01

Nesta, neatly dressed in the riding outfit I'd first seen her in, was walking out of the stables 

as I rode down the lane in the bright Monday morning sun. I called out a 'Good morning' and 

pulled up on the lane in front of the Groom's Cottage to wait for her.

'There you are, Say. Good morning,' she replied cheerfully. 'I'd called earlier to see if you 

wanted to go riding, but you didn't answer. I thought you might be sleeping in after your long 

weekend.' 

'No such luck. I was up early, and finding my cupboards bare – having missed the market 

on Friday – I  was on road to Strayfeller after breakfast to pick up bread and other critical 

supplies,'  I  relied, adding with a grin,  'But I'll  count missing you this morning as a bullet 

dodged.'

'What? Don't you ride?' she asked with a mocking smile.

'I'm not  overly fond of horses,'  I  admitted. 'In my youth, I  had to muck out our firm's 

stables. The horses were big and paid me no mind. Luckily, by the time I was old enough to 

make deliveries  we had an electric  dray so I  could leave the horse drawn ones to the old 

hands.'



'We have several very mild mannered mares in our stable...' she said.

'Thanks, but I'll pass. Breaking my neck is not high on my to-do list. Would you care for a 

cup of tea? That's what's next on my list. I've picked up fresh buns, several cheeses, and some 

home-made preserves as well.'

'That sounds delightful. It was next on my list as well,' she replied.

As I filled the kettle, I said, 'I meant to ask you yesterday how Renny took your suggestion? 

Did he faint,  or  did he simply sit  down, call  feebly  for  a glass of  water,  and some eau de 

cologne to dab on his temples?'

'I'll have you know that my dear betrothed merely swayed a bit, and then, on his third try, 

got out “Sure, why not.” which set my poor heart a'fluttering,' she replied, gaily.

'Bravo, a splendid display of the true British bulldog spirit,' I laughed. 'There's good stuff in 

that Renny of yours.'

'I think so. I'm marrying him, aren't I?' she replied smugly. 'In any event, he'll have plenty 

of time to reconsider, since he's  off this afternoon for India aboard the British Air Services 

Cloud Ship Thames.  He'll  be floating in  the  clouds  for  the  better  part  of  three  days  with 

nothing else to do but reconsider. That should be plenty of time to come to his senses.'

'Ah, yes, he did mention that he'd be off to India on a long sales and cross licensing mission 

when he stopped by. He didn't mention he'd be flying aboard a cloud ship, though I suppose 

that's the way to travel if you can afford it.'

'It's a business expense, Say. Just the price of promoting British and Scottish exports so that 

you can enjoy your cup of Indian tea,' she replied and added the well-worn slogan, 'Trade 

must be balanced.'

'Then it's well worth it,' I laughed. 'I'm happy to see you in such a fine mood this morning. 

You seemed so worn and exhausted last night.'

'I'd a solid night's sleep, and awoke today to find that setting the date has set me free. It 

must have been weighing on me far more than I realized. Plus, last night, I freed myself of 

Flora's nagging as well.'

'Oh?'

'She started in on me about driving you home, going on about how inappropriate it was for 

me to be seen with you, mere hours after my fiancée left. What would everyone think?'

'Does it matter?

'Exactly. Even if they think the worst, there's nothing to be done about it. But I got mad and 

told her that she wasn't really concerned about my reputation and that I'd set the wedding 

date so I could be free of being badgered. But if that wasn't going to do the trick, well, not only 

would I cancel the wedding, but I'd scrap the whole engagement, and never, ever marry. Not 



ever!' she exclaimed in mock anger, and laughed, adding, 'She seems to believe that's a real 

possibility, so for good measure I mentioned again that I thought I'd be perfectly happy as her 

children's favourite aunt, the one who did everything with them,' she laughed again.

'That did it.  She may have even turned a little pale,  so I  told her I  didn't  want to hear 

another word about who I see or, what I do. Not a word, or even a look. Hopefully I'll be able 

to enjoy the next few weeks without being lectured by my little sister, or my father.'

'I know your sister wants you married before she sets her date, but that almost seems like 

guilt. And I seriously doubt that anyone would believe you have to get married,' I said. 'They 

may mention it in jest, but I know you're held in high regard with the staff.'

'Blackmail and bribes, Say, blackmail and bribes,' she replied with a laugh.

'It's far more than that,'  I  assured her.  I've not heard an unkind word about her in my 

conversations with my fellow staff members.

We chatted over tea,  buns and cheese for the better part of an hour.  I  mentioned that, 

pursuant to my policy of avoiding her father whenever possible, I'd made plans for the coming 

weekend as well. 'I've signed on for a boating expedition on Loch Lomond with Red and a 

couple of his friends. You wouldn't consider coming along, would you?' I asked on the spur of 

the moment, without thinking, hastily adding with a laugh to make it seem more of a joke then 

it had come out, 'I've gone on several of Red's boating expeditions before and having a doctor 

along would be a great comfort.'

She smiled, 'Thank you, but my friends from college are coming up for a visit this weekend. 

They'll be arriving Thursday evening and staying to Tuesday morning, but thanks anyway...'

'Then I'll just have to take my chances. I've survived them all so far...'

'You might, however, be happy to know that Flora's planning to spend a fortnight with 

Ham at the Fraser family estate near Perth so I'll have Hidden Garden almost all to myself for 

almost  a  fortnight.  Freedom  to  read,  ride,  and  fish  with  you,  without  any  sharp looks  or 

words!'

'That does sound grand,' I said. It did. But be careful, Say, I added to myself.

I sat outside on the bench after she left, thinking. I decided that Glen Lonon was a very 

strange place.  It  seemed only vaguely  connected to the real  world.  I  felt  that  when I  first 

arrived, and for a while there I thought it was just my imagination. But that feeling's back 

again, only this time I'm viewing its strangeness from the inside rather than from the outside. 

This  morning's  strangeness  was  how  I  reacted  to  Nesta.  And  maybe  Nesta  herself.  For 

someone who was just a few days ago content to put off the wedding indefinitely, and who, 

even last night seemed more resigned than anything, well, her flowing good humour would 

seem to be a wee bit strange. I suppose her explanation made sense, still it seemed strange. 



And her happiness should've sparked a selfish hurt in me, if I was as infatuated with her as I'd 

thought I was. But it didn't. Instead, I was carried along with her dashing good humour, and 

even as I write this, I'm not bothered by the fact that she'd treated me as a friend (even though 

I know that's what we are) ignoring any notice of my growing fondness for her. I doubt I'm 

much of a Sphinx when it comes to hiding my feelings, and if she's anything like  her hero, 

Sherlock Holmes, I'd have thought she'd seen that growing fondness and would've taken it 

into account. But she made no allowances and simply treated me like a dear friend. But was 

that really so bad? Shaking myself free of such useless thoughts, I went in and brought down 

the computer and got to work.

But even the project presented its own little problems of the heart. I can read 90% of TTR's 

handwriting these days without much trouble. The other 10% can mostly be deciphered from 

context. If I really worked at it, I could probably finish transcribing the legible words by the 

end  of  the  week.  Professor  Blake  would  likely  expect  more,  but  that  could  be  done  in 

Cambridge once he had a copy of my work. But summer in Glen Lonon had taken on a golden 

glow, and despite the real  danger of making a bloody fool  of  myself  the longer I  stayed,  I 

wasn't in a hurry to go. So I divided what remained into three weeks' worth of work – taking 

me  to the  last  week I  could  stay  at  Glen  Lonon.  Seeing  that  it  amounted to  almost  four 

hundred sides of handwritten notes, it was not an unreasonable amount of time. And with my 

watson not on the estate phone net, Learmonte would have to physically track me down to 

badger me to get finished. I planned to make sure I wasn't around to be found...

I spent the afternoon transcribing what I could easily read on the papers; mostly the top 

third of them. After dinner, Nesta called and we took a long bike ride in the soft evening with 

all the usual suspects, the sheep, the birds, and insects darting in the blue green sky, the odd 

farm hand, and their dog all playing their parts. Strangely enough, the mysterious forces at the 

far end of the glen seemed to cast no shadow over the valley, life in the glen, or my present 

happiness.  I've grown too close to it all.  And though I know I'll  pay, that doesn't  seem to 

bother me either. I'm in that deep.

Returning to Glen Lonon, we picked up our fly rods, boots and crossed the paddock to the 

river with Willy and Watt bounding ahead. And later, in the deepening twilight, we sat on the 

shore with the dogs and talked of this and that until we could see the flashes of lightning from 

Maig Glen. 

I've mentioned that I found Nesta a little fey, and I still do, but now there was an underlying 

happiness to her that I'd only rarely glimpsed before. She was far chattier now, relating stories 

about her time in college and the friends who'd be up this weekend, all of which reconciled 

me to her upcoming wedding. Given all the various pressures of these last several months, to 



pass her boards, to get married, to come to terms with leaving Glen Lonon, to start a new 

career,  she  now  had  found  a  degree  of  freedom  by  resigning  herself  to  fate.  And  really, 

marrying Renny Lonsdale was hardly a fate to be avoided. I hope that sounds noble enough. I 

try, and mostly succeed at acting noble. And then I'll glance at her and catch my breath. 

02 

Tuesday was another fine day, sunny and mild, and Nesta decided to drop in for a spot of 

tea after a morning of fishing. She wore shorts under her hip boots and took the wet boots off 

on the bench outside the cottage. Women, of course, still wear short skirts and shorts, but 

either with long socks or in the evening and after dark,  and mostly to the sort of places I 

haven't the time, money or the excuse to visit, so that having a pretty girl about the cottage 

with long, slim and bare legs was rather unsettling, pleasantly unsettling, but still... It's not like 

I never had a girl with bare legs about, but it's been too long. Far too long. So when a passing 

cloud  dragged  a  thin  veil  of  rain  across  the  paddock  as  we  were  finishing  our  lunch,  I 

suggested that the reading she planned to do next could be done in the Groom's Cottage. She 

agreed, and so we spent the rest of the afternoon in the cottage, she, curled up in the leather 

club  chair,  and  me,  working  at  the  desk,  unfortunately  with  my  back  to  her.  Even  so, 

somehow, having her around made working a whole lot more enjoyable. I don't even want to 

think about the bill this reckless regard for my poor heart will add up to when it's time to pay 

the piper, three weeks from now.

Wednesday was a day of sun and showers. Now that I could read more of the text, I spent 

the day putting pages in better order than I'd first put them in – the jigsaw pieces slowly falling 

into their proper place. 

We went for our usual bike ride in the evening, starting earlier now to avoid the storm. 

Nesta said little, being a clinic day.

After we returned to Glen Lonon, we gathered our gear and the dogs and walked down to 

the Lonon to fish. We'd only been fishing for half an hour or so, when we noticed the flashes of 

lightning on the trees along the far bank, and looking to the south west, it was clear that the 

nightly Maig Glen was strong enough to come roaring out of the glen. We waded to shore, and 

gathered the dogs, crossed the paddock in the flickering light and rolling thunder, making for 

my cottage to ride it out with some tea and biscuits. 

She curled up in the club chair, and warmed her hands on the steaming mug I handed her. 

I settled in on the sofa.

'I hope you understand, Sandy, that I'd have you up to the big house, but it would only 



make for more trouble. Aunt Regina, who runs Hidden Garden wouldn't care, but she'd likely 

mention it to Father, and Flora would probably kick too, since we were ordered to treat you as 

staff, not as a guest. I feel guilty, but I think it's for the best.'

'I'm sure of it. To tell the truth, I've never given it a thought. I much prefer having you stop 

by like this,' (Far too much.) I assured her, which may have said too much, so I added, 'You 

have to remember, I'm a London green grower's son. Wholesale at that, so we didn't even 

deliver to the big London houses. The Groom's Cottage suits me just fine.'

Indeed, the cottage in the dim golden light of the lantern on the kitchen table with Nesta 

curled up in the club chair, her long pale legs tucked under her, I couldn't imagine any other 

place I'd have wanted to be. It's only after she's gone that I recall that I should be far more 

thoughtful about these things. But only after she's gone.

Oh, we had just talked of this and that – nothing important – between long, but comfortable 

silences, I told her about some of my previous boating excursions with Red and friends, along 

the North Sea shore and in rivers of the fen lands, and she, more stories of college and her 

good friends. It was nearing 10:00 when she decided it was time to go, so I walked her up the 

dripping lane to Hidden Garden.

'Hope you'll have a lovely visit,' I said.

'And  I  hope  you  survive  Loch  Lomond,'  she  replied.  'I've  gotten  used  to  having  you 

around.'

That touched my heart, I'll admit.

'I like being around,' I said, adding, 'Still, I'm not likely to be back before Monday. We're 

likely to spend all of Sunday on the water and with your friends about, I won't hurry home. 

Tell your father if he asks, I'm just staying out of the way per his instructions.'

Chapter 23 – Monday 29 July

01

I've  survived another  one of  Red Stuart's  excursions.  I  say  that  with some satisfaction. 

There's always a point during one when you have to wonder.

But not to skip ahead, Thursday dawned cool and overcast after the night's storm, and a 

fine mist still hung on after supper, so I didn't bother to go for a ride, and knowing Nesta's 



friends had arrived,  I  stayed in and spent the evening reading  another of  the musty pulp 

novels I found on the bookshelf.

02

Friday morning, I stood on the platform of Ordmoor Station – just a platform and a glass 

shelter, no station really – watching the blue RSR engine (a BR Standard Class 4, 2-6-0 original, 

and I suspect, as were the carriages) squeal to a stop in a cloud of steam. There were few 

passengers and I handed up my bike and climbed aboard. Settling into my seat I had to grin 

and shake my head. I'd been in Glen Lonon hardly a month and already I was living like my 

hosts – thinking nothing of taking a train down to Glasgow every weekend. I'd spent my youth 

merely watching the trains go by, and even at the uni I'd never had enough ready cash to do 

more than go home between terms. It's a little thing, but having the money to buy a train 

ticket to Glasgow each week without scrimping was a significant, if temporary, sign of change 

in my life.

In Inverness I boarded the southbound train drawn by the usual 4-6-0 Class 5 new Stanier 

or  Black Five Class which took me through sun and showers to Perth, where I  caught the 

Glasgow train, arriving just after 7:35. Red was on the platform again to greet me. We briefly 

stopped at his flat to stash my bike and gear, and then went out to meet the other expedition 

members over dinner and a pint or two.

There would be six of us – an amusing couple in Jane, a very sharp witted, and I suspect 

very competent, nano materials engineer who worked at the uni with Red, and her partner, 

Leslie, a shy, rather dreamy post doc in particle physics. And then there was Britney, a French 

grad student who was working in the lab over the long vacation,  and Robert,  another uni 

employed engineer.  Red and I worked with a lot of engineers, since we are in a research field 

that puts a great deal of emphasis on translating theory into products and so we have much to 

do with engineers in manufacturing and equipment design.

Early the next morning we met at the Waterloo Street Station and boarded an electric-

coach for Balloch along with a pack of other rucksack toting youths bound for Loch Lomond, 

and bens and glens of Trossachs Park. Two hours later I was staring at a far from new, if not 

quite shabby looking, six-meter-sail-boat tied up on the river quay. “The Bonnie Prince” was 

barely legible across its stern.

'Lord help us,'  I  muttered,  and turning to Red added,  'You said we were “boating” not 

“sailing”.'

'Of course we're sailing. We want to take in all of Loch Lomond this weekend, and you can't 



do that easily in an electric powered boat. Besides sailing is a lot more fun!'

'Fun?' I just shook my head. 'Lord help us.'

'Should we be alarmed?' asked Britney with a slightly nervous laugh.

'Oh, I don't want to scare you. I've sailed with Red before, on the Blackwater Estuary and 

the Stour, and well, let's just say I'm here, hale and hearty to tell about it, and as far as I know, 

everyone else that sailed with him survived as well.'

'Oh don't pay any mind to Sandy. He's a lubber of a mariner. Gets alarmed over everything 

and nothing at all,' Red said airily. 'Besides, I don't believe there are any tides or freighters on 

Loch Lomond,' he added smugly. 'Nothing likely to alarm Sandy.' 

'But there are islands to run into,' I replied.

'I'm  quite  competent  enough  to  miss  islands.  And  I'll  have  you  know  Jane  is  also  an 

experienced sailor, so you can put all your fears to rest,' he replied.

I turned to Jane, who'd been taking the Bonnie Prince in this whole time. 'Are you?'

She nodded. 'I've done my share of sailing. Let's go aboard and see where we stand.'

The Bonnie Prince, as I said, was a six-meter sail boat with a cabin forward housing berths 

for three – we planned to camp out so that wasn't an issue. It had an electric outboard as well 

as  sails,  and though it  was  likely  a  hundred years  old,  and a  bit  patched here and there, 

seemed serviceable – for a lake – to my unprofessional eye. Jane and Red looked over the sails, 

lines and gear while I made certain the electric motor's battery pack was fully charged and 

then  checked  the  wire  connections  to  the  sail  to  make  sure  the  customary  solar  electric 

coating on the sails could be used to recharge the battery as need be. Everything looked more 

or less in order, though the coating was quite weathered. I didn't think it'd power the motor 

directly, which would have made me feel a bit easier. Still, it was just a lake and I was under no 

deadline to be anywhere, so I  guess,  as long as we stayed afloat,  I'd not worry too much. 

Staying afloat was not, however, guaranteed, with Red in charge.

Jane and I stayed on board to smarten up things to Jane's satisfaction while the rest went 

off to buy provisions. I should admit that none of us are anything more than casual campers, 

and the shoppers opted for convenience – bread, cheese, sliced meat, some canned beans, 

biscuits and snacks, beer and soda – rather than anything that needed to be cooked. They 

prudently bought enough to last a week. We wouldn't starve, as long as we stayed afloat.

After stowing our food, we cast off and slowly motored down the river, past lines of old 

power boats converted to houseboats by the addition of solar panel awnings, and out into the 

loch with Jane at the helm. Clear of the river, we raised the sail and the Bonnie Prince slowly 

surged ahead in the gentle breeze. Jane put the boat through a series of tacks just to get the 

feel of the boat before heading out towards the islands.



The cockpit was rather small for six, so two or three of us lounged forward against the low 

forward cabin to take in the light blue of the sky, the deep blue of the loch and the dark green 

of the forests that lined it and crowned the islands we slowly passed. Both Red and I were 

competent enough to manage a sail  boat  under these gentle  conditions  so we took turns 

standing  hour  watches  at  the  helm  letting  one  of  the  novices  sail  the  boat  under  our 

supervision. There wasn't much of a breeze, so there was no excitement as we slowly made 

our way through the archipelago of islands that make up the southern half of the loch.

There  were  many  other  sail  boats  about  and  plenty  of  powerboats  and  converted 

houseboats  amongst  the  islands,  in  the  channel,  or  anchored  along  the  shore,  having 

delivered  their  hikers  and  picnickers.  Several  long  strings  of  powerboats  and  houseboats 

towed by steamer tugs passed us by. Rob said they were likely weekly rentals that would either 

spend the week sailing about the islands or further up the loch. Battery power will take you 

only so far, and though all had awnings of solar panels, just how fast or far you can run with 

solar power recharging the batteries depends on the weather, which is not to be counted on. It 

was more convenient to be towed to where you wanted to sail than to rely on having to get 

there and recharge your batteries once you do. Later on, a large steam tour boat passed close 

by us, setting us bouncing in its wake.

Red kept a running commentary – 'Over there you can see the ruins of Lennox Castle on the 

point there – that's Inchmurrin, the name means grassy isle', and on and on he went. He must 

memorize the guide book before setting out.

The loch itself is nearly 40 km long, and up to 8 km wide, though it narrows to one or two 

further north. And the further north you go,  the more the heather and grass covered hills 

crowd in around it. There's a road and a few small villages along its eastern bank, but for the 

most part, once you leave the islands behind, the eastern shore is a rugged wilderness. The 

western shore has a  road its  full  length and several  large villages which serve as  tourists’ 

centres in the summer.

By mid-morning we were abreast of  the village of  Balmaha set  along the eastern shore 

which has a small, but lively, harbour sheltered by a wooded island, which, as Red pointed out 

between bites of a sandwich he'd made to supplement our rather hasty breakfast, '...must be 

the island of Inchcailloch, which is to say the Island of Old Women, so called because there 

used to be a nunnery on it a long time ago...'

Some people find Red rather annoying, but taken in the right way – not seriously – he can 

be amusing since he – I think – welcomes whatever grief he gets for his enthusiasms. I'm too 

used to his flow of banter to pay much attention to it. Les is too shy to pay much attention, 

Britney, as one of his students, had to simply endure it, though I think she looked on Red as an 



eccentric Englishman, while Rob, a Glasgow native, added his own stories and facts when he 

could fit them in edgewise. (And when he was not paying attention to Britney.) Luckily, Jane 

had both a rather wicked sarcastic wit, and didn't take Professor Stuart seriously, so she was 

able to puncture his unending flow of enthusiasm to keep the rest of us amused.

The morning was mild, the sun bright, the air clean and soft, pushing us along a little more 

than a walking pace with the loch sparkling, splashing and gurgling gently against the hull 

while the bright scenery drifted slowly past. And, well, we were young. What could be finer?

It was just noon when talk turned to lunch. We hardly needed to land to make sandwiches, 

and heat  up the  beans  on spirit  camp stove,  but  we'd  all  need to  take  a  break.  I'd  been 

studying  the  map  and  suggested  that  we  forge  ahead,  round  Ross  Point  and  stop  at  the 

Rowardennan Hotel for lunch. There appeared to be a small harbour where we could dock 

and have a hot meal to hold us over. The motion was carried five to one, though Red, who 

claimed to be the leader of this expedition, objected, saying that this wasn't a day outing but a 

serious camping expedition. Jane at the helm ignored him, so we made the Rowardennan 

Hotel by 12:30. We freshened up and had a big lunch and a pint before heading out to sea 

again about 2:00.

We reached Ardlui, a small hamlet at the northern end of the loch by 6:30 and tied up at the 

pier for half an hour to stretch our legs and stop at a dim lit pub for its facilities and a pint. We 

then set out southwards, tacking shore to shore against the wind, intending to get as far south 

as possible before finding a spot to moor the boat and set up camp while it was still light.

I was sitting against the bow railings looking north when Britney pointed ahead and said, 'I 

think those are not mountains.'

I  turned  around.  'I  think  you're  right,'  I  admitted.  Though  they  were  still  low  on  the 

horizon, the dark storm clouds stretched across the south west sky just above the hills.

I stood and holding on to the shroud, called out to Red at the helm, 'Storm clouds ahead.'

He grinned. 'Aye, laddie, I've been keeping an eye on them. Shiver me timbers, we're in for 

a blow...'

Which shivered my timbers. Though I'd been trying not to think about it, everything had 

been going too smoothly  for  it  to last.  There inevitably  comes a time in every Red Stuart 

expedition when you frantically, and hopelessly, wished you were somewhere else.

Brit and I made our way aft to tell the gang lounging about in the cabin to don their rain 

gear while they could. Jane, who sailed boats out to the Outer Hebrides in the Atlantic ducked 

out and had a look.

'Aye, we might finally get a little sailing in after all,' she said with a grin as she surveyed the 

approaching squall line, adding with grim gusto, 'Something we can sink our teeth into.'



'You're welcome to take the helm.' said Red. 'Say and I can handle the sails.'

I stared at him, astounded.

'What are you staring at, Say?' he demanded.

'I believe, Red, that's the first sensible thing I've ever heard you say,' I exclaimed. 'At least 

afloat.'

'You exaggerate,'  he said.  'I  just  happen to know that Jane would never forgive me if  I 

denied her  the opportunity  to do a little  foul  weather  sailing,  even on this  little  lake.  I'm 

perfectly capable of handling this boat, on this water, in a squall.'

'In that case, Red. You can have her if you want,' said Jane. 'As you said, it's just a small 

lake. Likely no more than a half gale and less than a metre sea.'

'Don't be like that, Jane. Take the helm,' I exclaimed in semi-mock alarm. 'I'm too young to 

die.'

She grinned and Red handed over the rudder. In reality, either Red or I could've handled 

the squall, but knowing him, it would be a close run affair, just because that's how he does 

things, at least afloat. And I wouldn't have relished it, as Jane clearly did.

The loch is barely a kilometre wide at this point so we wouldn't have much of a sea, but the 

winds deflecting off the steep surrounding hills would likely require some smartly executed 

tacking to avoid the lee shore – unless we just laid up or found a cove for cover, which Jane 

had no intention of doing. Not that we had much of a choice, there were no sheltered coves in 

sight. I must confess I was eyeing the little harbour and hotel at Inversnaid, but that was down 

the lake a’ways.

With Jane at the helm, Red and I reduced sail  before the storm struck while the others 

stayed out of our way – and the rain – in the cabin.

The  leading  clouds  raced  overhead  dragging  a  dark  veil  of  cold  rain,  sending  the 

temperature plunging and raising a wind that howled amongst the hills  and shredded the 

surface of the loch. As expected, it dashed at us in uncertain gusts from around the compass. 

The  Bonnie  Prince  heeled  over  and  raced  ahead  with  a  grinning  Jane  at  the  helm.  The 

pounding cold rain limited visibility and the narrow loch made tacking a frequent adventure, 

keeping Red and me busy. But Jane was in her element, so I relaxed, worked, and slowly got 

damp as the driving rain found every seam in my gear.

With the rain showing no sign of letting up an hour later, and it was growing dark fast, 

finding a sheltered cove became our first priority.  Sheltered coves were in short supply, so we 

tacked back and forth down the loch, making scant progress for another hour until I spied a 

wooded point of land with a sheltered bay ahead. I pointed it out to Jane and she nodded, and 

slanted us into the little bay.



We ran down the sail and Red went forward to look after mooring while I cranked up the 

keel. Jane got the outboard motor down and steered us in to make a soft landfall under the 

shelter of the trees. Red slipped off onto the grassy shore and ran our anchor out to moor the 

boat to the trees. We then all crowded into the little cabin to decide what to do next.

It was unanimously agreed that setting up camp in the pouring rain and semi-gloom was 

not an option – we'd spend the night on board the Bonnie Prince using the tarp we'd brought 

along to cover the cockpit to extend the cabin.

Red, rightly, insisted that we get that set up before supper, after which we all crowded back 

into  the  warm  but  stuffy  forward  cabin  for  our  evening  meal,  prepared  on  the  little 

navigational table. Everyone had self-heating mugs, so we made hot cups of tea and coffee 

using filtered loch water and filled up on sandwiches, heated another couple cans of beans 

plus cheese and biscuits.

After the meal, with the rain still falling and the Bonnie Prince gently swaying beneath us 

with the little waves we got to  yarning as old tars would say, and in the camping tradition, 

yarning about ghosts and the supernatural, with a definite Celtic slant.

'I'll  have you know,' I said when the subject came around to the other folk. 'Where I'm 

staying  this  summer,  it  is  said  that  the  Seelie  Court  troops  about  the  hills.  You  see  their 

lanterns moving about in the woods at night. They enter this world, local legend has it, from a 

gate to the Otherworld built by Thomas the Rhymer reincarnated. In fact, I've not only seen 

the Riders, as they're known locally, but have had several close brushes with them as well.

'And you're here to tell about it?' Jane asked, with a laugh.

'Aye....' I began. 'The first time it was a foggy evening, and I could just make out the lights of 

their  lanterns,  and the second,  we carefully stalked them. Only the fact that I  wasn't  seen 

explains why I'm here.'

'You've actually seen them,' asked Red. 'Seriously?'

'The Seelie Court are usually benign enough, It's the Unseelie Court you really want to 

avoid,' said Jane. 

'So I've been told. But how to tell the two apart seemed rather vague,' I admitted with a 

laugh,  'But  I'm  going  to  assume  they're  the  good  ones.  The  first  time  was  frightening 

enough...'  and  launched  into  my tale  –  the  lights  trooping  along  the  hills,  then  my close 

encounter on the foggy road, and finally the troop Nesta and I stalked in the woods.

'Just deer!' exclaimed Red. 'I thought you said you'd seen the Seelie Court trooping.'

'Oh,  you can't  dismiss these “Riders” as mere deer,'  said Jane. 'The unseen inhabitants 

often travel under the guise of deer. Indeed, a buck and a hind were said to have entered the 

town to lead Thomas the Rhymer back to Fairyland. So you can't always believe your eyes. 



And especially not these strange days. More than one door has opened to the old lost worlds 

under this restless sun. There were plenty of encounters in the Storm years, and they continue 

today...'

Jane went on to describe some of them, and the old tales as well. I suspect she was mostly 

telling clever ghost stories in the best tradition of camping, though “mostly” might be the 

operative word. She had some level of belief in their authenticity that communicated itself to 

her audience. Oh, I'd still dismiss them as deer with St Elmo's fire, or at least I would come 

morning.

I found one quiver in her stories, however, that struck very close to home. She told stories 

of chaps who found themselves “under the hills” which is to say, in the land of faeries. Once 

there they'd experience a variety of adventures which often included falling in love with a 

faery princess. But in the end, they'd find themselves once again back in the real world, their 

love and faery world lost forever. And usually for the best, as well. In the stuffy, packed cabin 

of the Bonnie Prince, moored in an unnamed cove on a wild Scottish loch, it struck me that I 

seemed to be actually living an eerily parallel version of those stories. Glen Lonon was nearly 

strange enough to be the Otherworld, and Nesta, could without effort, pass for a Celtic faery 

princess (if she lost those round tortoise shell glasses, anyway). She was fey enough. And I, 

well I played the role of the stranger in the faery lands like I'd been born to it. And clearly, my 

fate would be the same. Later, as I lay sleepless under the dripping canvas awning I knew not 

only that I'd be unable to break that pattern, but that I'd regret trying. The unseen world and 

Glen Lonon had this much in common – I did not belong. Still, if I was careful, I might, in my 

old age, be able to tell my grandchildren of my summer in the Otherworld.

The cabin had berths for three, but with Les and Jane as a couple, it could sleep four – 

though sleep might have seemed a rather optimistic expectation. Red and I took the built-in 

benches on either side of  the cockpit  under the tarp and so wrapped in a wool  blanket I 

borrowed from the Groom's Cottage and still dressed in my rain gear, I stretched out, doomed 

to spend the night on the hard wooden bench. I was not expecting to get much sleep.

Nor did I. When I did doze, I dreamed I was in the Otherworld, sometimes a black forest, 

sometimes an empty glen, but never quite real and always alone, but looking for someone, too 

much like Nesta. It was a long night, but eventually it grew light and I quietly forced my stiff 

body to move, collected my mug and the filter, and slipped out of the cockpit and quietly 

made my way forward and settled against the railing around the bow. The rain had stopped 

sometime  during  the  night,  but  the  grey  clouds  still  arched  low  overhead  from  the 

surrounding hills, a mottled grey wall rising from the deep grey waters of the loch, flecked with 

white foam and spindrift.  A world of greys. Achy and groggy, I was pretty grey myself as I 



waited for my mug to heat the water for tea and contemplated my immediate future (also 

grey) after my summer at Glen Lonon. Blame it on the weather.

I hadn't quite finished my tea when the boat began stirring to life. Given our damp and 

uncomfortable situation, everyone, though groggy, was in a hurry to get underway, so after a 

few quick runs ashore, we set sail by 6:30. To make everyone feel a little worse, we motored out 

of the little cove, only to see just across the loch, the long white buildings of the Inversnaid 

Hotel that the rain had somehow hid the evening before.

We still had to beat down the loch against a mild wind, so it took the entire day to reach 

Balloch. Fortunately, the sun came out by noon and under its warm rays the grey loch and 

hills  were transformed back into a sparkling blue and fresh green and heather world we'd 

known the day before. We reached Balloch a little after six in the evening, and some of us 

dozed on the electric-bus ride back to Glasgow. Red and I stood our shipmates a meal at a 

restaurant before we said our goodbyes and made our way home.

There was a late train that would get me to Perth, and then on to Inverness early in the 

morning, but after a largely sleepless night, I decided Red's front room sofa was too inviting 

and took an early train this morning instead. I stopped to do my grocery shopping in Ordmoor 

before pushing on to Glen Lonon.
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I arrived back in Glen Lonon mid-afternoon fairly well rested and got to work. With her 

friends still  here, I had the evening to myself and put in a few more hours of work before 

calling it a day. I was enjoying my cup of tea in the slowly deepening twilight on the bench 

outside my door when Guy happened by.

'Long time, no see,' I greeted him. 'Where have you been?'

'Evening Sandy. Aye, I've been very busy these past few weeks. Maude is on holiday and I'm 

sort of filling in for her. Her assistant in Belgate Woods is officially in charge, but he and I have 

a good understanding and I look after Glen Lonon for him. It keeps me jumping. Still, Maude 

needs a break from her old man now and again, so I stay behind.'

'Where did she go for her holiday?' I asked as he settled on to the bench with a sigh.

'Oh,  as  far  as  I  know,  just  down to Sterling and then on to  Glasgow.  My son's  a  shop 

foreman in a carriage works in Glasgow and my other daughter is married to a farmer down 

near Sterling, so she spends a week visiting each, and then this last week, she goes off on her 

own as she fancies. Won't know where until she comes back. She works hard all year, so it's 

good for her to get away for a while. I spend time with the kids during the winter, when things 



get slow here. It's nice of Maude to put up with me, but I'm sure I'm a burden to her at times, 

so I like to give her breaks. Besides, the other kids have to take the rough with the smooth, and 

have to put up with their old man visiting for a fortnight every now and again...'

'I'm sure it's no burden, you certainly can look after yourself,' I said.

'Aye, so far, lad. So far.'

'I've been meaning to talk to you about TTR's lab...' I began.

He gave me a searching glance. 'Aye...'

'I don't want you to worry. I've had a look at it, and as you can see I survived, but I've no 

intention of going near that place again. And you can rest easy, the young people know all 

about it, so when something can be done, it will be done.'

'And how did you find it? Was it like I said?''

'It's everything you said it was.'

'And what is that, young man? What does a scientist say about it?' he asked.

'A mystery. It could be a gate to the Otherworld for all I know,' I replied, and then sketched 

out Hamilton Fraser and the clan's solar battery theory.

'What do you intend to do about it?' he asked.

'Me? Nothing. Hopeful the work I'm doing on TTR's papers will eventually allow someone 

to deal with,' I replied. 'You see, unless you know just what's going on, it might be dangerous 

to do anything at all, which is why Learmonte had it fenced off and forgotten. And why I'm 

here to transcribe TTR's papers.'

He shrugged. 'So I guess I didn't need to get you involved, after all.  But I  felt someone 

needed to know...'

'Aye. Still, I'm glad you did. I'll be able to keep an eye out for anything that might explain it,  

something  I  might  otherwise  have  missed.  Now,  I've  another  question  for  you.  whatever 

happened to the second station, the receiving station, so to speak? Was it dismantled or is it 

still about somewhere?'

Guy considered that for a moment, 'You know, I've never given it any thought. It was just a 

shed that could be taken apart and moved. Nothing elaborate. I don't recall what happened to 

it, to tell the truth.'

'Did they move the receiving unit back to the lab, or would it still be in the second unit?' I 

asked.

He  shook  his  head,  'That  wouldn't  have  been my  concern.  I'd  see  to  the  moving  and 

putting up of the shed, but that was the end of my involvement. I seem to recall that the last 

place we put it up was in the woods above Minton. We had to bulldoze a track into what's 

known as the Old Forest. Just a swipe of the blade or two, good enough to get a lorry up with 



the prefab shed to the spot TTR specified. Back in those days we had those GPS satellites so we 

could position it exactly where TTR wanted. Should be pretty easy to locate, though. It wasn't 

too deep in the Old Forest. Least not back then. Do you think it's important?'

'Honestly, no. More of a matter of curiosity. I'm thinking all that electricity around TTR's 

lab is the result of both units being there in close proximity, and so all the electrical energy 

collected is somehow stored in that specific locale. But if I've the opportunity, I'd want to 

check out the receiving station just to be sure.'

'Well, if it's still there, you'll find it in the hills above Minton, near the summit. But I've 

never heard any mention of it by the gillies, so it may well have been taken down when the 

Mackenzies came back after the Storm.'

'Aye. Still, a loose end. I don't think it'll tell me anything. But it always pays to tie up the 

loose ends.'

We talked for only a few more minutes before Guy pushed off, leaving me alone in the 

darkening twilight.

I sat for the next hour on my bench watching the aurora dance above the hills to the north. 

It felt good to be back in Glen Lonon. Like home. But I missed not seeing Nesta, which after 

only four days, couldn't bode well. Still, that's a bridge to be crossed when it comes, I decided.

Chapter 24 – Monday 5 August
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A week's flown by and these notes need to be brought up to date.

On Tuesday morning Nesta stopped by the cottage after seeing her friends off in Inverness 

and we decided to pack some sandwiches and ride up to Loch Bennerain to picnic on the 

shore. We talked the whole ride into the glen, relating our various weekend adventures with 

our friends. Nesta was bright and cheerful and I was happy to be home, which, of course, was 

a red flag whenever I caught myself thinking that, but I shoved that thought back down. I'd 

pay the piper for this happiness, but later. We fished in the evening, and had tea in my cottage 

before I  walked her home in the flickering light. The storm did not escape Maig Glen that 

night.



On Wednesday evening we set out for Maig Glen as usual, but didn't get beyond the loch 

before the storm building in the west forced us to turn around and race back. The sun is in a 

very  restless  period  these  days  and  the  high  solar  activity  seems  to  be  reflected  in  the 

operation of the Gate causing the storms to occur earlier each evening. Even racing back, we'd 

cut  it  too  fine  and  had  to  veer  off  at  the  bottom  of  Maig  Loch  and  take  shelter  in  the 

abandoned powerhouse.

The heavy door creaked as we pushed it  open and walked our bikes into the dark and 

hollow interior of the powerhouse, smelling of dust, rats, and bats. With no place to sit, we 

stood against the wall near the open door. The storm struck half a minute later.

'Getting together with Red again this weekend?' she asked over the pounding of the rain on 

the roof and pavement outside.

I shook my head, 'No, Red and the gang are off to summer camp for the next three weeks. A 

physics seminar in Heidelberg, so I'll be on my own this weekend. I was thinking of hiding out 

in either Inverness or going all the way down to Edinburgh to see the sights. Steering clear of 

your father is my guiding principle these days. The one good thing about being off the estate 

grid, is that he can't growl at me unless he physically tracks me down,' I added, with a laugh. 

'All I have to do is make sure he can't track me down and I'm in the clear.'

'You're wise to avoid him. I got the impression he's none too happy with your progress,' 

she laughed. 'I'm on the estate grid.'

'He's never been happy with it. But I work for Professor Blake, so it doesn't really matter 

how unhappy he is, if I can avoid him, anyway. You can tell him I expect to be done on the 

14th.' Which just happened to be two days before I'd have to be shifted to Belwood to make 

room for the big August holiday gathering.

'You can estimate it that finely?'

'Aye. Almost to the hour,' I laughed. 'I read TTR's handwriting quite well these days and 

have all the complete words transcribed. My focus now is to get every page in its proper order, 

so I can make as much sense out of the half words I've left to transcribe. So basically I'm just 

sorting and resorting the pages using the transcribed full lines to make them read like they 

make some sort of sense. Mostly it's mental work which isn't recorded by keystrokes, but it's 

all in a good cause. Any suggestions as to what I can do this weekend?'

'I might,' she replied. 'I was invited down to the Fraser's with Flora. I begged off for the 

fortnight stay, but agreed to visit this weekend. If you like, you can come with me. I'm sure 

Hamilton would extend the invitation to you as well, though I doubt that would be wise...'

'I'm sure it wouldn't be,' I said, hastily.

'I could drop you off in Dunkeld and pick you up Monday on my way back.'



'What's Dunkeld like?'

'Small, old, but it has good trout fishing.'

'Sounds like as good a place as any to lay low.'

Ten minutes later, when the rain had passed, we continued on to the cottage, had tea and 

biscuits, and using Nesta's watson, made reservations at the Tay Arms. It wasn't a place I'd be 

able to stay at if I wasn't being paid my princely per diem, but, as I noted before, I'd fallen into 

bad habits. Who knows how I'll survive on my post doc wages once I return to Cambridge.

'I'll drop off a travel rod and a reel for you tomorrow. It'll be a lot more convenient,' Nesta 

said.

 On Thursday we rode out as soon as Nesta returned from her home calls to avoid the storm 

and I  made  supper  for  us.  Afterwards  we  fished until  the  flickering lightning  in  the  west 

signalled time to call it a day.

02

Nesta picked me up Friday morning in her E-Rover. 

Her E-Rover is built on a Class 3, van or utility vehicle, undercarriage. (The standard Class 1 

carriage  is  a  small  town car,  the  Class  2  is  a  saloon.)  Like all  ULVs it  has a  standardized 

undercarriage with a custom upper body. The undercarriage contains the battery and most of 

the mechanical parts. Some companies make both the undercarriage and upper coachwork – 

as in the case of E-Rover – but since all undercarriages are built to class standard, the modular 

upper coach sections, and interior fittings, can be supplied by any number of companies to 

create custom vehicles to taste or for a specific purpose.

The E-Rover is, of course, top of the line, boasting seats made from leather suspended from 

the light frames rather than fabric, real wood veneer trim and precise mechanical fittings, not 

to mention powerful motors and the most efficient solar panel roof. Compared to the heavy 

pre-Storm cars, the Rover is sparse and simple, but weighed nearly 2/3rds less, and had a 

range of 700 km at its maximum speed of 65 kph, not counting what the solar panel roof might 

provide.

We picked up the A9 north of Beauty Firth, made Inverness in half an hour and continued 

south, skirting the Cairngroms, following the same course as the rail line that had carried me 

north in June. The highway view was no less desolate and we came across little traffic of any 

kind once we put Inverness behind us. Nesta drove 65 kph all the way. We pulled over in a 



little clearing along the deserted road for picnic lunch a little after noon and ate from a well 

packed basket, a prudent precaution since we'd not come across any inhabited hamlets.

After lunch she let  me drive to Dunkeld, which was brave of her.  I've driven our firm's 

electric delivery drays in London, but they couldn't go over 30 kilometres an hour, and rarely 

did 10 kph on the city streets. Generally, you could walk faster.

We reached the Tay Arms a little after three, and she continued on her way to the Fraser 

estate, some 20 kilometres further south. I explored the little old cathedral town until supper 

and did a bit of fishing in the evening. Alone, it wasn't quite the same.

I spent Saturday on my bike dodging, with little success, light rain showers. The narrow, 

tree lined road – the Old Military Road – that I followed west wandered through lush green 

farmlands and dark woods in wide valleys between bare,  purple  and brown heather  hills. 

Farms seemed few and far between, and my impression of my ride was one of quiet and vague 

loneliness. The loneliness may not have been entirely due to the landscape. I'd become used 

to the company of Nesta on my rides, and I missed her, as I had when I fished. The shape of 

things to come, I fear. And that only reminded me that the end of this strange summer was 

less than a fortnight away. Sunday proved to be another day of sun and rain that I  spent 

fishing, trying hard not to feel too sorry for myself, with little success in either endeavour.

I was mighty glad to see Nesta pull up before the inn this morning and we spent much of 

the drive back up to Glen Lonon chatting about our little weekend adventures. I'd little to tell, 

but she kept up a flow of cheerful stories as the hours and the abandoned countryside passed 

by  unnoticed.  She  did  tell  me  some  welcomed  news.  It  seems  that  with  the  long  August 

holiday with friends and family gathering in Glen Lonon in two weeks, her father wouldn't be 

up next weekend. He'd be working to clear his calendar for his month-long holiday, so I'd no 

need to spend my last weekend in lonely exile.

Chapter 25 – Friday 9 August
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The midnight sky was ablaze in the cold fires of the Aurora Borealis. Glowing curtains in icy 

greens and blues waved in the solar wind while pale violet dragons silently wove in and out of 

them. They where just the first gusts of a strong solar storm on its way earthwards. I'd walked 



Nesta home and then returned to continue working for an hour more before stepping out to 

unwind a little before retiring.

I've been putting in long hours to finish the project. With Learmonte not arriving before 

next Wednesday, there was no need to pace my work. I could just finish the transcription and 

wait for him to arrive to sign off on it – a simple matter of courtesy, though neither of us would 

believe that. Having read the pages several times already and having them in what I believe to 

be their original order, I spent most of my time slowly typing all the half words on the chewed 

edges – putting my guesses as to the missing letters in italics. Less than a day's work remains 

to be done.

Without Flora about,  Nesta  and I  spent much our days together,  working,  reading and 

hiking during the day, biking, fishing, then back to the cottage for a cup of tea, conversation or 

just company in the evening. I had been mindful of keeping a certain physical distance and 

never being overly familiar, and I think she watched that as well, though you'd never know it.

A wagon mounded with hay was parked on the edge of my lawn, so I walked towards the 

lane to get a better view of the aurora arching far overhead. Its colours were intense – blowing 

curtains of cold flame entwined with twisting streaks of light, a display ignited by the series of 

strong solar storms slamming into the earth. News reports warned that this series of storms 

might surpass the intensity of the first catastrophic solar storms of the Storm years – putting 

the systems we've built to cope with these storms to the test.  And indeed, the aurora was 

stronger, brighter, and more active than I'd ever seen it. And eerie too, in its silent intensity. I  

suspect that on nights like these, everyone wonders if they shouldn't be a Morlock.

I had just reached the parked hay wagon, when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the 

darkness from beneath the wagon suddenly stir and streak towards me.

I may have yelped.

Thankfully it wasn't the hounds of hell, only Willie and Watt.

'Down you mutts!' I exclaimed as they bounded cheerfully around me. 'What are you doing 

out at this time of night scaring me half to death?'

'They're guarding me,' said a soft voice from above.

I looked up to see Nesta, wrapped in a dark blanket sitting up on top of the filled wagon.

'Did my dear pets scare you, Sandy?' she asked innocently.

'Oh, maybe a little – a mere year or two off my life. But what's a year or two?' I replied. 

'What are you doing up there?'

'Oh, I couldn't fall asleep with the sky so bright, so I came out to watch it and this seemed 

the most comfortable seat. It's too spectacular tonight to sleep through it. The lads had to be 

included, of course,' she said, and asked after a short pause, 'Care to come up and keep me 



company for a while?'

'I'd be delighted,' I replied ignoring my better judgement and walking around to the front 

of the high sided wagon, climbed up into the soft mound of fresh and fragrant green chopped 

hay.

Nesta, with a pair of wellies on her feet and wrapped in a blanket had been lying snuggled 

in the soft hay. I carefully scrambled over the packed hay to reach her.

'I'll share my blanket,' she said lifting it to reveal she had come out in her pyjamas.

'Oh, I'm fine,' I said as I settled next to her.

She moved a bit closer.

'Just finishing your work?' she asked.

'Aye. Couldn't keep my eyes open, still, as you say, this isn't a sky to be missed.'

She said nothing more, and settled back into hay.

When I followed suit, she lifted her head and I took that as an invitation to slip my arm 

under it and she rested her head on it, and snuggled closer. We shared a quick glance that 

said, well, I'm not sure what it said, but it wasn't a further invitation, more of a quiet warning, 

so I looked back to the sky shimmering overhead.

If she had turned to me and started something. Anything. Even an inviting look and I'd 

have been lost.

But she didn't.

Amazing, the amount of self-restraint women seem to find in themselves in my company.

And as  for  me.  I'll  make cowardice a  virtue and say that  I've  already come  to see this 

summer as a memory. One I hope to cherish my whole life. Unspoiled. No doubt it'll be tinged 

with regrets, but regrets of omission rather than commission.  Could have been however sad 

are far better than never should have done. And, I'm certain, good memories will far outweigh 

the regrets.  That,  anyway was the idea I  clung to as  I  held Nesta close by my side in the 

fragrant hay and watched the glowing dragons in the sky swim amongst the constellations.

After  a while I  noticed that she was breathing softly and regularly,  and slowly glancing 

aside, I saw her eyes were closed. I realized I'd never been more right in my life than to hold 

her close, and only hold her close.

'Are you sleeping?' she asked, perhaps for the second or third time.

'Maybe,' I muttered and opened my eyes.

She was on her elbow watching me, her pale face impossible to read in the darkness. 'It's 

getting late,' she said softly, as indeed, it likely was.

I looked around. A thin layer of clouds had covered the sky and my clothes were damp with 

the falling dew. I looked at her and smiled, 'Yes, I believe it is. You were sleeping.'



'So were you. It's time to be going home,' she said.

'Right,' I said, sitting up, thinking how lucky we were that Flora wasn't about.

We scrambled over the damp hay and I helped her down. The dogs bounded about us and 

ran ahead as we made our way up the dimly seen lane.

When we reached the door of Hidden Gardens she turned to me, 'Good night, Sandy,' she 

said, and absently kissed me. Nothing more than a good night kiss, but our first.

'Good night, Nesta,' I managed to say as she turned away.

She took a step up to the door step and paused for half a second. I suspect she only just 

realized what she'd done, but she continued on, holding the door for the dogs and slipped in 

after them, with perhaps a glance my way from the deep shadows.

I found my way back to the Groom's Cottage. Somehow. I may have floated back.

'Oh, grow up, Alasandr Say,' I told myself. 'It was only a thoughtless good night kiss.'

But then, one mustn't overlook even the tiniest gift of the gods.
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'Did I wake you up? Again?' she asked, after it took me a time to wake up and climb over the 

sofa where I'd been sleeping to reach the ringing watson.

'I was just dozing,' I admitted, glancing at the time – just after nine. 'I should've been up by 

now.'

'Well, you're up now. I have to go to Ordmoor to do a bit of shopping for cook and Aunt 

Regina. I was wondering if you wanted to ride along?'

'I'd love to. Give me ten minutes and I'll be ready.'

'Make it more like half an hour, I have to get ready too,' she laughed.

We drove to Ordmoor, arriving before ten and did not get away before noon. Nesta is a 

well-known figure,  either as Lady or Doctor  Nesta,  and she spent a good deal  of  the time 

cheerfully talking to friends and patients.

'Thanks for being so patient,' she said as we loaded the last of the supplies into the back of 

her Rover. 'I'm taking you away from your work.'

'Not at all. I've more than enough time to finish everything and I can always find interesting 

things to look at in the market, though I don't think my landlady would appreciate that 15 

stone sow I was offered at a special price... Think of all the bacon...' I laughed.

'You'd have to butcher it first,' she pointed out.

'Well, yes, and as you see, I did, in the end, give it a miss.'

'I thought we might stop for a picnic lunch along the way since it's that time.'



'Sounds like a grand idea,' I said as we climbed into the Rover.

We  pulled  over  past  Maryfield,  where  the  highlands  just  start  to  rise,  and  walked  up 

through the woods to a clearing that had a clear view across the rolling farmland and woods, 

dappled with the drifting shadows of clouds. Nesta brought out rolls and ham, with cheese, 

ginger beer and ginger biscuits from one of the shopping bags and we lunched and talked of 

this and that, but not of the previous night. I realized that the goodnight kiss was really a thing 

of no consequence, save that it marked the comfortable completeness of our friendship. Lying 

so close to her in the hay, well, that's harder to explain. A strange combination of intimacy, 

innocence, and principles, I guess, but with an equally strange blindness to propriety as well, I 

suppose. But then who's to judge, Willy and Watt? It was, however, something I'd come to 

expect in the strange world of Glen Lonon, beyond the pale.

'What do you propose we do this weekend?' she asked as we sat against some warm rocks 

staring through the trees on the land that stretched out and away from us to be lost in the 

moist air miles away.

'I'm wondering about something. Did the Lonons ever come across TTR's receiving station 

when you were running wild?'

'No, but then how would we recognize it if we did?' she replied. 'Never had any reason to 

look for it. I take it you've some interest in it?'

'It's just a prefab shack, and only to tie up a loose end. I'm going on the theory that the field 

around TTR's lab is due to both units being in close proximity, so that the space between them 

is somehow saturated with electrical energy that seeps out. But just to make sure, I'd like to 

see if the receiving station still exists and if it does, if it's empty.'

'You know where to find it?'

'It will be exactly 10 kilometres from TTR's lab. I've gathered from the notes and very vague 

tables I've read in the papers that TTR tested the devise starting by placing the two plates a 

millimetre apart and progressively increased this distance up to 10 kilometres. Since it could 

be placed precisely  10 kilometres,  back in the GPS days,  it  should be easy to  locate  it  by 

drawing a ten kilometre arc on a map.'

'A 10 kilometre circle still covers a lot of ground.'

'Well, there are still people about who remember the old days, and the story I hear is that it 

was  last  set  up  in  the  Old  Forest  above  Minton,  which,  as  it  turns  out,  matches  the  10 

kilometre radius. Plus, TTR needed to run power lines to it, I don't think he'd located it in a 

very out of  the way location. If  it  was placed in the woods,  that might explain why it  has 

disappeared from memory.'

'We weren't strangers to the Old Forest. There were several nice and remote picnic places 



along the burn that runs through it. We spent many a day up there, and we never saw any sort 

of hut in the woods.'

'Well, yes, it was likely taken down. Still, I'd like to be certain,' I replied. 'So I'd still like to 

look for it.'

'I could just ask one of the gillies. They'd have come across it at some point over the years,' 

said Nesta.

'True, but what do you say if they ask why? I'd like to keep my knowledge of TTR's lab a 

secret from your father, so I'd prefer to keep the gillies out of it – they may keep your secrets, 

but as for me, well... I'd rather word did not get back that I was even looking for it. Besides, we 

really haven't  done much hiking during my stay.  I  should get up into the heather at  least 

once.'

'You should. We'll make a picnic of it, then,' she replied.

After we packed up and returned to Glen Lonon, we took a ride up the Maig and did some 

preliminary scouting, but by three, a storm was building, so we headed home. I got an hour of 

actual  work done before  supper  and all  but  finished it  this  evening while  Nesta  read her 

medical publications in the club chair. A haze of brightly glowing clouds obscured the aurora 

display, as I walked her home, still, the lane to Hidden Garden was as brightly lit as on a clear 

night with a full moon.

Chapter 26 – Saturday 10 August

01

The restless sun was warm on my shoulders as I followed the overgrown track up towards a 

dark green woods of the Old Forest. Below, bright in the sunlight, lay paddocks dotted with 

sheep, divided by the sparkling ribbon of the Maig. The hills beyond were thinly veiled in the 

humid air. A fragrant pine forest stood tall above us. The little hamlet of Minton, all of a half 

dozen cottages, lay ahead and below, hidden by trees. Nesta was following the other wheel 

track beside me. She was dressed for hiking, boots, tan moleskin slacks, a light ivory coloured 

blouse with a pale yellow scarf about her neck and a wide brimmed dusty green canvas hat on 

her head. She'd found a fallen branch on the edge of the woods and was cheerfully swinging it 



as a walking stick as we climbed the hill towards the track cut into the Old Forest. I pulled out 

my watson and called up the map on which I'd drawn the arc.

'This track pretty much meets the arc near the top of the hill. Should we go all the way up 

and then work our way straight down, or make our way up through the woods?' I asked.

'Let's walk to the top,' replied Nesta. 'We can search the woods as we go. I'd think you'd be 

able to see any building from the track and walking up through the woods would be rough 

going, lots of fallen branches, rocks, bracken and brambles.'

'Right,' I said and we started off again. Nesta was sceptical of finding the shed, but willing to 

humour me. It wasn't yet mid-morning, still fresh and mild, though it promised to be hot by 

the afternoon. Nesta had arrived before nine with her bike's saddlebags filled with provisions 

and two travel rods and reels – we had added fishing for brown trout in the pools of the Maig – 

“the fish aren't large, but they're game enough” – to our picnic plans.

It was cool in the fragrant shade of the pines. Insects darted through the shafts of sunlight, 

and the pines occasionally stirred and whispered in the lazy breeze. I searched the dim, steep, 

forest  floor  under  the  old  pines  for  a  sign of  a  hut  among  the  tangle  of  fallen trees  and 

branches, but saw no sign of it, or any place flat enough to set one up until we reached the 

summit. At the top, we continued along the track until it left the woods and opened onto the 

wide heather covered uplands under the blue arching sky without a shed to be seen.

We paused to catch our breath and cool our brows in the breeze. 'Well, I'm beginning to 

think they must have taken it down,' I started to say.

'Beginning to think, are we?' Nesta laughed.

'Well, you're probably right, but as long as we've come this far, I'd like to make certain. Up 

here, on the flatter land, is really the most likely place they'd have erected it. The arc is quite 

close to the trail, so we'd not have to go in very far. What to do you say we spread out a bit and 

walk back through the woods until it begins to get steep?'

'You're  in  charge,  Dr  Say,'  she  replied  lightly.  'But  I  must  say  it  seems  either  your 

information is wrong and they put it some place else, or it's been dismantled. I don't think 

we'd have missed it. The woods aren't that impenetrable.'

'You're likely right,'  I replied. 'But I had my heart set on finding something no one else 

considered, so let's make sure. Back through the woods until it gets steep.'

We walked into the woods, Nesta stopping about twenty metres off the road and I went on 

for another thirty before I waved, and we started walking back, pushing through the rough 

ferns  and  brambles  of  the  wood's  shady  interior.  Since  the  trees  had  been  planted  as  a 

plantation, we could follow along a row of trees to keep our bearings.

'Found it!' Nesta called less than five minutes later. 'Over here!'



'Coming!' I called and headed for the sound of her voice. I passed only several rows of trees 

before I could see her standing in a small sunlit clearing amongst some bright green bushes.

'Where?' I asked as I came up beside her.

'You're standing on it,' she replied with a laugh.

I looked down, and sure enough, underneath the protruding bushes, I could see we were 

standing on a rotting plywood panel.  Nesta watched me with a smile as I  walked around, 

tracing the small mound of plywood and galvanized metal underneath the cover of moss, pine 

needles and bushes growing on or through the wreckage of the shed. I stopped and stared at it 

for a long while, considering...

'You're not too disappointed, are you Sandy?' she asked after a while. 'You didn't really 

expect to find anything, did you? Besides I thought you wanted both units in the lab to explain 

the electrical field around the lab.'

I sighed. 'Well, that's the bright spot. That theory stays intact. As for what I was expecting, 

well, I didn't expect to find anything useful, but I rather hoped I'd find the shed intact, with 

various wiring and circuit diagrams in plastic sheaths tacked on the wall and the actual blue 

prints of the device neatly rolled up in an aluminium tube. What I'm trying to decide now is 

how  much  hope  and  ambition  I  can  muster  to  look  for  those  diagrams  and  blueprints 

underneath this rubble.'

'And how much hope and ambition have you found?' she asked lightly.

I  looked  to  her  and  grinned,  'Not  enough.  We  know  where  to  look,  if  it  ever  seems 

promising, but I doubt anything worth digging for was left behind, or has survived being left 

behind in this pile of rotting plywood. Let's go fishing.'

02

We were once more riding deep into the Maig Glen. Deeper than I'd have ventured on my 

own, given the unpredictable nature of  the Rhymer's Gate these days in our current solar 

storm cycle. Nesta assured me that her picnic and fishing spot was not far from a shelter if the 

Gate should suddenly open early. And, she added, she'd brought along plenty to eat, so we'd 

not starve if we ended up having to wait out even a long storm. And well, it was not yet eleven, 

so we'd likely be able to fish, lunch and fish some more before any storm would become a 

factor. Since she spent her youth warning the cousins not to do things too dangerous, (or so 

she claims) I had to assume that there was indeed, little risk involved. 

The glen narrowed as we rode deeper into it, and the hills grew higher, wilder and steeper. 

And that sense of, well, going back in time, (or approaching the Otherworld) became more 



intense. I'd become accustomed to it, but the deeper you went into Maig Glen, the bolder the 

wilderness proclaimed its domain. Rounding a bend in the narrow lane we came upon a herd 

of deer on the move, dozens of them streaming across the narrow green paddock, splashing 

through the shallow river and disappearing into the woods at the foot of the steep heather 

covered hills.

'The Riders on the move,' I said.

'But why?' replied Nesta, watching them.

'To get to the other side?' I suggested.

She politely smiled and we started off again.

I didn't notice the silence before the hairs on my arms and back of my neck started to rise. 

A jolt of deja vu. I'd felt this way once before.

Alarmed, I glanced to Nesta riding along side. 'Do you feel it? The Gate's field!'

'It can't be,' she said, turning to me, her eyes wide. She began to brake. 'We're still five 

kilometres away.'

We came to a stop. The silence was complete.

'The solar storms! It must have super charged the Gate. Has it ever reached this far?'

She shook her head, 'It was never beyond where we experienced it before.'

'Oh my,' I muttered, (or words to that effect). 'We need to get clear of this...'

'Yes,' she said simply, and swung her bike around.

We headed back at a fair pace. Within half a minute we could no longer feel the effects of 

the  field,  but  it  was  no  less  frightening.  I  couldn't  imagine  how  much  energy  had  been 

collected to extend the field five kilometres out... Or what it would do... Or what we should do. 

Should people be warned?

It started low several minutes after we turned around. An electrical hum or buzz, deeper 

than the chirping of crickets, but it grew. And grew, until it filled the glen with an eerie wailing 

sound that rose and fell in odd cadences. It seemed to come from everywhere, filling the glen 

with an invisible menace, a heralding of doom.

'Oh my,' I muttered again, adding a louder voice to be heard over the sound, 'What the hell 

is this?'

'It's known as the Rhymer's pipes or the Rhymer's hounds!'

I glanced at her. 'You've heard it before?'

'Once,' she said, waiting for the wailing to die down a bit. 'A long time ago. But it happens 

in the glen every once in a while. Rare. But harmless,' she added as the sound and the echoes 

from the hills closed in on us. Harmless or not, we picked up the pace.

'But what causes it?' I asked choosing my moment when I could be heard.



She shrugged. 'The Rhymer playing his pipes from the Otherworld, or the baying of his 

Otherworld hounds. Or it's the sound of the sea beating against the western shore, carried and 

distorted by some freak wind. Or none of the above. Take your choice...'

And then, like that, it was gone, save the last faint echoes from the hills around us. And then 

the silence was eerie with an invisible menace.

'I've a feeling that something is terribly wrong,' I said, my heart beating, my breath short.

She may have smiled ever so slightly. 'You think so?' I'll give Nesta the credit she deserves, 

she keeps her cool – and gets sarcastic – when things get dangerously strange. 

I, on the other hand, get alarmed.

'We'll need to warn...' I began to say when the world grew very bright.

Over us, in the clear blue sky, raced a wave of bright aurora-like light, filling the whole sky – 

from hill to hill – with an almost blinding electric blue light. Instinctively I glanced back. Above 

the towering hill that we rode under, I could see a vast pillar of electricity rising to the heavens 

forming a thunder head of pure lightning that branched out in every direction.

'Oh my. Oh my...'

The world grew very silent under that sky of lightning. And then, a sort of electrical shock 

wave swept over us. It was like being in the field, all my hair stood on end, I felt pricked by a 

thousand needles as sparks flew everywhere from everything. And then was past us. I veered 

off the lane and almost took a spill, but managed to land on my feet, which proved fortunate 

when the crack of thunder hit us with a physical force. I was thrown to the ground by the force 

of the compressed wave air, where I expected to die.

The veins of lightning raced overhead in pulses, and the thunder continuously echoed back 

and forth between the hills.

And the air grew thin and hot. I could hardly catch a breath, and it was painful to do so. 

Death seemed seconds away.

But  that  too,  passed,  probably  lasting  less  than  thirty  seconds,  but  time  had  lost  any 

relevance. It was just flashing blue electric light and, faintly, over the ringing in my ears, a 

madman pounding on the deep keys of a vast organ with the reverb on. There seemed nothing 

to do but to lay in the dust and heather.

The wind then veered 180 degrees, this time cooler, and began to build, trying to suck us 

back towards the Rhymer's Gate.

Half blinded by the dust – I could see lightning with my eyes closed – and mostly deaf, I lay 

gasping for breath and feeling my heart pound in my chest, too frightened and stunned to 

move until I thought of Nesta. I opened my eyes and pushed myself up to look about. She had 

also been thrown off her bike into the narrow ditch alongside the road. She had landed up 



against some rocks, and was struggling to get free of her bike.

I managed to climb to my feet – I was no more than bruised – and staggered against the 

wind over to help her. The rising wind began to wail and then shriek, flattening the bushes, 

bending trees and laying the grass and heather to the ground. I glanced back over the hill, the 

pillar had been replaced by a wild dance of lightning – ground to cloud, cloud to ground and 

cloud to cloud streaks and flashes enclosed in a rapidly rising and spreading cloud.

'Are you all right?' I yelled as I reached her, grabbing her bike and offering a hand.

'I'm grand,' she replied loudly resting her arm on my shoulder as she freed herself of the 

bike. 'I was going slow enough when I hit the ditch to avoid any serious injury...'

'We need to get clear. Can you ride?'

'Yes, as soon as I get my bike back on the track.'

I helped her do that and then I raced back to my bike. Picking it up, I joined her. 'We'll 

never be able to ride against this wind,' I yelled over it. 'Hopefully it'll die down shortly,' I 

added.

She nodded, 'The shed we took shelter in the first night is just up the way. We should make 

it there shortly, if things don't get worse,' she yelled over the wind.

I nodded and we started jogging down the lane, our bikes held beside us, heads bowed to 

shelter them from the wind and blowing branches and debris. We'd need shelter soon. The 

lightning continued to strobe and the world grew dark as the rolling bank of clouds began to 

build and spread across the sky, hiding the sun. The wind towards Scathroy Lodge was no 

doubt a response to the air about the lab being heated by the tremendous electrical outburst 

and  rising  high  into  the  atmosphere,  its  moisture  now  forming  the  clouds  rolling  low 

overhead.

After several minutes the wind had settled down enough for us to make better time riding, 

so we mounted up and set off. I began to grow optimistic that we weren't going to die just yet. 

Which was a mistake.

'Sandy,' Nesta called out, and slowing, pointing back behind us. 'The True Riders!'

I  braked and glanced back.  The  glen at  this  point  was still  narrow and the  hills  steep. 

Looking back, I saw the dark green of the woods and the purple brown of the hills speckled 

with bright points of moving lights. Hundreds of them. A horde. The True Riders had been 

released from the Gates of the Otherworld. Intensely bright and shooting sparks, they were 

racing through the glen towards us, bounding, zigzagging, rising far into the air, racing away 

from the lab driven by some unseen force. They may've been a couple of kilometres behind us 

but were shooting towards us.

'Oh, my!' I exclaimed again glancing about. 'Shelter and fast.' The cottage couldn't be too 



far ahead.

'Damn!' said Nesta, as the first of the brilliant plasma spheres of hissing electricity shot out 

from beyond the curve at the foot of the hill we'd just passed, not a hundred metres behind us.

'Hurry!' I exclaimed, standing on the pedals as half a dozen more appeared before I turned 

and concentrated on steering.

We bent low and pushed hard, leaping ahead, but even as we did, a hissing ball of electric 

plasma shot by us, not ten metres off – far larger and brighter than the one I'd knocked away 

before.  I  glanced behind again, Riders,  like angry hornets,  were pouring around the bend, 

swooping, soaring, zigzagging, following some twisted path against the still strong wind.

'We're never going to make it!” I yelled.

'The burn!' she yelled back and swerved her bike to the side of the road just before a narrow 

bridge. I  followed her and, jumping off  my bike, stumbled after her down the steep bank, 

slipping and sliding in the tall grass and over mossy rocks.

'Stay out of the water,' I exclaimed over the roar of the thunder. 'It might carry a shock if 

one of the bolts strikes the stream!'

Even as we scurried and clung as close as we could to the stream bank we saw several 

hissing Riders shoot over us, zigzagging erratically. Our movement seemed to attract them, so 

we froze and they slipped out of sight, to be followed by more, and then more overhead and all 

about.

I put my arm around her and drew her close. We’d die together or not at all.

'I'm all right,' she said quietly, barely audible in the constant rattle and rumble of thunder.

'I'm not,' I replied. The simple truth.

We clung to the steepest part of the bank, almost under the bridge, while we caught our 

breath as the blazing stragglers slowly drifted overhead, as if blindly searching for us.

It grew as dark as night, the incessant flickering of lightning growing starker in the thick 

gloom.

And then, just as the last of the Riders seemed to have drifted off, a new sound, different 

from the thunder, a sort of pounding hiss, grew ever louder.

'What's that?' I asked.

'The Rhymer's hounds, or the warhorse of the warriors pounding out of the Otherworld to 

reclaim this one,' she replied, in my ear and then added, 'Or maybe it's rain.'

I gave her a look of envy. She seemed undaunted. Glen Lonon had raised a true daughter of 

the Highlands.

As she suggested, it proved to be neither the hounds nor horsemen, but a cold, pounding 

rain that fell like a solid wall of water as it reached us. We had to bow our heads and shelter 



our  mouths  with  our  hands  to  avoid  drowning  for  the  first  half  minute.  The  lightning 

continued to flash and crash around us, but by now that was of no concern. The threat of just 

ordinary lightning seemed almost trivial.

'Time to go?' I asked as the rain let up to an ordinary downpour.

'I think so,' she replied.

We pushed ourselves off the bank and turned to climb the now slippery slope when the 

burn began to churn and bound, rapidly rising within seconds to tugging at our legs. Next to 

me Nesta slipped back down, unable to find solid footing on the mossy rock she was trying to 

climb.

In a panic I knew we needed to get clear or be swept away. 'Your foot! I yelled, crouching 

down and making a cup with my hands just over the surface of the water. She lifted a foot, and 

grabbing it, I boosted her up with all my panic enhanced might. She shot up over the mossy 

rock and scrambled up a bit  further before stopping and looking back as I  searched for a 

foothold, clinging to a handful of grass to keep from being entirely swept away. I  found a 

foothold and lifted myself half a metre up, but with the rapidly rising flood, I was still almost 

waist deep. I looked for my next handhold, which proved to be Nesta's hand. A glance showed 

me that she was clinging to a bush above her, so I took her hand and pulled myself up another 

step,  and  then,  quickly  two  more  to  settle  beside  her  just  ahead  of  the  rising  water.  We 

scrambled up the rest of the way to the top of the bank.

Looking around, I could hardly see fifty metres in any direction in the pounding rain and 

the constant dance of lightning.

 'The cottage,'  Nesta said leaning close so I could hear her,  'It's just ahead, beyond the 

bridge.'

I nodded, and we collected our bikes from the tall grass and jogged across the bridge over 

the roaring brown waters that were now threatening to sweep over the bridge itself and fought 

our way slowly up the lane against the rain and wind – the lane more of a river than a road in 

the flickering gloom, the atmosphere, more water than air, it seemed.

It took us perhaps five minutes to reach the stone fence of the deserted cottage and the 

shed where we had taken shelter in that night, long ago.

Through the downpour we could see thin  wraiths of  smoke coming from the shed and 

smell smouldering wet wool, and flesh. The open shed doors faced the west and apparently 

one or more of the ball lightning had found its way in.

'Damn,' said Nesta, leaning her bike against the stone fence at the gate. 'I need to look in 

on that.' 

'Why?' I asked, knowing what we'd find.



'Because I'm a doctor and there may be a shepherd or farm hand in there as well.  You 

needn't come.'

'Oh,' I said, and followed her across the muddy yard to the open shed.

Inside there were six or seven dead sheep, several of them burnt and smouldering. The 

others just lying still. Either only a few sheep had made it to the shed before the Riders had 

struck, or most of them had managed to get out when things got dicey. Thankfully we only 

found sheep, so we didn't linger, but collected our bikes and made our way to the abandoned 

cottage.

The cottage had been fairly substantial  in its day, and when they had converted it  to a 

sheep shelter, they had kept the front room closed off from the sheep by a barred gate, so we 

had a room of our own. We wheeled the bikes in and I looked about. The small front room had 

only a long bench against the inside wall, and we settled on to that, shoulder to shoulder.

With the release of some of the urgency, I needed to take a few breaths to fight the fear I 

had ignored.

'All's well that ends well,' sighed Nesta.

I glanced at her next to me in the flickering light. Drenched, dishevelled, streaked with mud 

and grass stains, she looked like something the cat had dragged in on a rainy day. Still, she had 

managed to save her glasses for once, and wore a faint smile and seemed, for reasons that 

escaped me, happy. All's well? I hadn't reached that point yet and didn't know what to say. 

'We're still alive, anyway,' I admitted after a moment's thought. 'But I'm not sure we're out 

of the woods yet.'

'This is of the destruction of the Rhymer's Gate,' she said. 'The worst is over.'

'Ah,' I thought. 'Perhaps, but then again, it might have just reflected the intensity of the 

solar storm that triggered it. We know it had been accumulating far more energy than normal, 

so that the release would be far more spectacular than normal as well...' I replied, thinking out 

loud. 'But you're probably right,' I added trying to strike a brighter note. 'I certainly hope so.'

'We'll check it out after the rain stops.'

'We certainly won't,' I replied. 'Not today.'

'I'll check it out after the rain stops,' she retorted.

'We'll check it out,' I muttered.

We sat watching the lightning flicker. The rain was now tapering off.

'Thanks for helping me up the bank by the burn,' she said after a while. We were both no 

doubt reviewing the frantic events of the last twenty minutes.

'I just wanted you out of my way,' I replied, 'And thanks for the hand. I don't know if I 

could've made it up the bank without it.'



'If I'd known you just wanted me out of the way, I wouldn't have offered it,' she replied with 

a teasing haughtiness.

We shared a grin. 

I felt her shiver.

'I need to get out of these sopping wet clothes,' she said.

'Did you bring a change of clothes?' I asked, only half kidding.

She smiled. 'Making you nervous, Say? No, but I do have my rain gear, and I think it's still 

mild enough to get by with just that. They'd certainly be more comfortable than walking about 

dripping like I've spent a week in the loch.'

'Aye, like the Loch Nesta....' she gave me a shove.

'Right,' I said, pushing myself to my feet, and walked over to my bike. 'It's a good idea. I 

think I'll change too.'

She rose and gave me a look. 

'Making you nervous, Mackenzie?' I asked.

'I see it all every day,' she replied, adding with an amused look, 'Are you as cold as I am?'

Certain she'd call any bluff, I said, 'I'm not a doctor, or not that type of doctor anyway. I am, 

however an English gentleman, so I'll change with the sheep, call me when you're done.'

'Coward,' she muttered just loud enough to be heard over the receding rumble of thunder.

I climbed over the bars to reach the larger sections of the house. The ball lightning had not 

penetrated this shed, (its door a smaller target and facing at a right angle to the charge of the 

horde) but it was, however, tightly packed with wet, vaguely concerned sheep who greeted me 

with a chorus of “baas” and shifted about to give me just enough space to quickly strip, don 

the pants and jacket of the thin rain suit and then wring out my clothes.

'Any time,' Nesta called some five minutes later.

She was dressed in the dark green pants and jacket of the rain gear, and had apparently 

stepped outside to wash off, since her face was clean and her hair pulled back and looped into 

a bun at the base of her neck. Briefly the world lighted up, but I'll blame that on the break in 

the clouds that let the sunlight back in to the glen. We stood by the window, its glass cracked 

but still in place and watched the rain taper off and the sun find its way more and more often 

through the straggling clouds of the storm that tore by overhead. Less than five minutes later 

the rain had stopped and the storm was a blue smudge to the east,  the thunder a distant 

rumble.

We stepped out into the yard and looked about. Branches had been scattered about the 

yard and countryside. Looking to the south, we could see the Maig river, brown with rainwater 

overflowing into the paddocks, but otherwise the world seemed unchanged.



'I think we can get on our way,' she said.

'Do you really think it's wise?'

'We know what to expect, and after this storm, there can't be much left if the Gate wasn't 

destroyed. And I want to know,' adding with a shrug, 'I'm curious, and hopeful...'

'Right,' I said. She'd go without me and I wasn't going to allow that.

Before we left, we draped our wet clothes over the stone wall in front of the cottage to give 

the newly emerging sun a chance to dry them off a bit before we returned. I couldn't help but 

notice that Nesta seemed to have placed all her clothes on the wall...

The lane was littered with leaves and branches and waterlogged with water coming off the 

hills in streams and little waterfalls, so progress was slow. We reached the gate half an hour 

later, and abandoning the bikes, continued on.

It was still very silent, save for the dripping of the trees and the rush of overflowing burns 

down through the forest. The woods were a tangle of fallen trees some still smouldered from a 

lightning strike, despite the downpour. The lake was littered with leaves, branches and trees. 

Nesta pointed out the thin column of smoke or steam rising from, or from behind, Scathroy 

Lodge across the loch.

'See, that's never happened before. Nothing ever happens close to the lodge except for the 

discharge of lightning. Most likely it's the lab.'

'We'll see,' I replied. I was refusing to get my hopes up. I'd no basis for knowing one way or 

the other, and I've been burned by unwarranted optimism. It could be the lodge smouldering 

rather than the lab, since one could only imagine what it was like there when that vast column 

of  electricity  was  released  and  then  the  horde  of  ball  lightning.  We  had  to  make  several 

detours around big branches, but eventually we arrived at the factor's house, and began our 

approach to the lodge.

The grounds had been torn apart, the azalea and rhododendron bushes where bent and 

shredded of most of their leaves. The tall grass was flat, and showed long streaks of burnt grass 

and charred shrubs, but the lodge still stood, scarred and stained, its roof slates littering the 

grounds, but looked mostly undamaged.

We, or I anyway, advanced cautiously towards the lodge – the silence was familiar, but the 

field was missing. We reached the building and started around it to reach the lab.

Nesta was growing ever more optimistic, but I remained cautious until I saw the scene on 

the far side of the lodge. Steaming debris lay scattered about the grounds. There were twisted 

pieces of metal siding, the walls and roof of the lab flung a hundred metres from the lab. There 

were tangled strands of cable, still hot enough to sizzle when a drop of water was brushed on 

them and charred smoking pieces of lumber and branches from the pines surrounding the 



lab. The pines were either blown down or stripped of most of their branches. We made our 

way through this maze of debris towards the lab. Or rather to where the lab had stood. It was 

now no more than a blackened concrete slab, the coils of high tension wire scattered and 

melted, a few big transformers lay about, flung ten or more metres from where they had been 

installed. There was no hint of the field, so we walked right up the slab of the former lab and 

looked about.

'I think the Gate is closed,' said Nesta softly.

'Having been here several months, I rather doubt that,' I said, looking about.

She glanced at me. 'How can you say that looking at this?'

I  shrugged. 'Oh, this is certainly finished, but I rather doubt this will  put an end to the 

Rhymer's Gate and the Riders of legend. The locals may perhaps admit that the gate is closed – 

but only for now. Rhymer will be back someday and I suspect the Otherworld will never be far 

from here...'

'Ha!' she said, but didn't deny it.

She insisted we go through the lodge to make sure there were no fires smouldering inside, it 

was  after  all,  or  would  be,  her  property  someday.  The energy field  kept  every  spider,  rat, 

mouse, and bat away. However, the windows had been blown out decades ago allowing the 

four seasons to find their way into the house, so it was damp, mouldy, and even mossy inside. 

This damp atmosphere was likely a major factor in preserving the lodge from being burned 

down decades ago. Plus, Nesta said being so close to the fountain-head of the storms, most of 

the cloud to ground lightning struck further afield. We did, however, find several smouldering 

pieces from the lab blown through the windows that we gingerly tossed back outside.

Outside the locked “TTR's study” she knocked several times and called out 'Grandpa?' She 

tried to make it a joke, but I could sense a certain low level of belief in the stories they had 

invented. 'Perhaps the keys are still somewhere in the butler's pantry,' she added when, much 

to my relief anyway, TTR failed to answer.

'I don't think that's necessary,' I said, 'The study is on the opposite side of the lodge from 

the lab.'

'Don't you want to meet TTR himself?' she asked with a smile.

No, I didn't, but rather than admit that, I said, 'With  the rest of The Lonons coming next 

week, I'm sure they'd be very angry with you if you entered the locked study before them.'

'Chicken,' she said. 

'You know I'm right,' I replied.

'This time.'



03

There  were  two  men  standing  about  in  the  yard  in  front  of  the  cottage  when  we 

approached. When they saw us they waved, calling out a greeting.

We waved back, and as we pulled up at the gate I recognized one of them as Jock McCay.

'Ah,  there  you  are,  Milady.  We  were  very  worried  about  you.'  he  exclaimed  as  we 

dismounted. 'We'd seen you two riding up the road and did'na think you'd come back down 

before the storm stuck. It being quite the storm, we was worried.'

'Hello Jock, Mac,' said Nesta with a nod to each. 'Aye, it was a storm indeed, but we're just 

fine.'

'Me and Mac here came down to look for ya, and well, when we found yon clothing, we sort 

of  hailed  you,  but  not  getting any  answer,  did'na know what to  do next,'  he  said,  with  a 

straight face, or as straight of a face as he could manage anyway.

'I can imagine,' Nesta said dryly. 'I appreciate your discretion, but Say and I failed to make 

the shelter before getting soaked to the skin, so we changed into our rain gear and went for a 

ride to give our clothes a chance to dry a bit.'

'Aye,' said Jock, dryly. 'That's what we thought.' A transparent lie.

Nesta gave him a look, but decided to say nothing more. (The balance of the blackmail 

accounts may have shifted a little.) She turned and stepping over to the clothes on the stones, 

and  collecting  them  said,  'Well,  not  exactly  dry,  but  not  too  damp  either.  I  think  I'll  get 

dressed.'

After she had entered the cottage Jock turned to me. 'Quite the storm. Looks like lightning 

somehow got into yon shed. There's many a downed sheep all about between here and the 

Minton.'

'Ball lightning, or what you might know as the Riders,' I said. 'Came down the glen like a 

pack of hounds. Scared the shit out of me. We're lucky to be alive.'

Jock nodded grimly. 'When we saw all the sheep down in the fields, we were getting scared. 

They  usually  know  when to take  shelter,  so  it  had to  happen  fast...  Didn't  know what  to 

expect,' he said, and then with a grin added, 'We didn't expect to find your laundry on the line, 

so to speak.'

'I suppose not. But it made sense to get out of our sopping wet clothes since we had our 

rain gear to wear.'

'And then you went for a ride...' he said, or asked with a sly grin.

All the hands knew something about Scathroy and the Gate, so there was no point in being 

coy. And the news I had would be good news to all.



'We  rode  to  Scathroy  Lodge,  since  that  seemed  to  be  the  centre  of  the  storm,'  I  said, 

carefully. 'Lady Nesta was curious to see what damage it did to the old lodge.'

'Ah, and was it damaged?' he asked, watching me shrewdly.

'The lodge itself is just waterlogged and mouldy, but one of the out buildings, a large metal 

shed was completely destroyed. Nothing left but still hot scattered pieces of the shed and a 

charred concrete slab.'

'Ah, is that so now?' he said with a knowing glance. 'Destroyed completely, you say.'

I  nodded, adding off  handily, 'I'd not be too surprised if  the Maig Glen storms became 

rather rare.'

'Aye, that would be a blessing, for sure,' he agreed with a smile, and stood about pondering 

the implications a bit.

'And Jock,' I began, sorting out in my head what I wanted to say.

'Aye, Sandy?'

'I just want to say to both of you that Lady Nesta is very good, kind, and an amazing brave 

woman. I never met her mother, but I'm sure she's more of her mother's daughter than her 

father's. And well, I don't know what the staff says or thinks about Nesta's friendship with me, 

but I'm here to tell you straight off that we're only friends, not lovers. I know this,' I indicated 

my clothes on the wall with a nod, 'might imply something different, but it's not the case. I'm 

an honorary cousin and no more. I don't suppose Lady Nesta gives this much of a thought, but 

I'd hate to have anyone think any less of her because of her kindness to me. She's Renny 

Lonsdale's fiancée, and neither she nor I have done a thing we couldn't tell Renny about face 

to face.'

'Aye, I believe you', Jock hastily assured me. 'She was always the sensible one. Some of the 

other, well, they were wild and young back then. But you can count on us to be in Lady Nesta's 

corner if  anyone should say otherwise.  But we do treasure her,  so you needn't  worry,'  he 

added.

'Thanks,' I said with a nod to each.

We chatted a little more on what the storm was like up the glen until Nesta joined us, and I 

took my turn getting dressed. The old estate Land Rover and an electric lorry were pulling up 

as I stepped out. 

Maude Munro stepped out of the Land Rover and looked grimly about. 'Glad to see you two 

are safe and sound. Bad business though, sheep down all up and down the glen.'

'Anyone hurt?' asked Nesta. 'How did Glen Lonon fare?'

'No one hurt that I'm aware of.  Trees down, some of the paddocks along the rivers are 

flooded at Glen Lonon, but otherwise unharmed,' she said, and turning to the shed, 'I take it 



there's sheep in there that need attending to...'

As she, Nesta and Jock walked off to assess the damage and make plans to deal with the 

victims of the storm, Guy, who'd been at the wheel of the Land Rover came up beside me. 

'We were right worried about you, lad, when we heard at Minton that you were up in the 

glen. Glad you're okay.'

'Touch and go, Guy, touch and go. There were a few minutes back there that I didn't think 

we'd make it.'

He hesitated. I knew what was on his mind, so I said, 'Nesta was curious, so we had a look 

in at Scathroy. Nothing standing any more but a concrete slab. Unless we're dealing with 

some geological feature or the supernatural, I think the gate has been slammed shut by that 

last storm.'

'Ah,' he said. 'Stories are fine, but it will be far less worrisome for a lot of people if that has 

been finally laid to rest.'

'Well  we  walked all  the  way to  where  the  lab  was  without  a  tingle  of  the  field,  so  I'm 

optimistic.'

We did not arrive back in Glen Lonon until evening. Nesta as the family member on the 

scene along with Maude, had to make all the decisions and oversee the operation to collect 

and bury the sheep killed by lightning and drowned by the flash flood along the Maig River.

We were both exhausted by the day, and said our good nights soon after we arrived home. I 

did a little work on the project and brought my journal up to date, before retiring for bed. This 

was a summer I'd not likely forget for many reasons. I hope I don't get as close to dying as I did 

today for years and years to come. I don't think I'm cut out for life beyond the pale.

Chapter 27 – Sunday 11 August

01

I'd barely wandered downstairs and put the kettle on when there was a pounding at the 

door. I turned to see Lord Learmonte stalking in, not waiting for an answer.

'There you are Say,' he exclaimed. 'Just the person I want to see.'

'Good morning, sir,' I said. 'Then you've come to the right place.'

'Are you done with the project?' he demanded bluntly.



'Not quite, a dozen pages to finish up,' I replied. 'I can finish it by tomorrow.'

'Close enough. Pack up, you've time to catch the 11:11 train to Edinburgh. My driver will 

take you to Inverness in my car.'

'But sir, I'm so close. Certainly another day is neither here nor there. I'll be out well before 

your guests start arriving and you'll have the complete work.'

He shook his head “No”. 'I'm certain what remains can be deciphered easily enough from 

the  work  you've  already  done.  No  need  to  finish  it.  Project  completed.  Get  dressed  and 

packed.'

Even in the dim light of the cottage I could see that he was operating under a full head of 

steam. No doubt the storm had brought him up earlier than planned, perhaps even last night, 

and I had the distinct impression that he was aware of or at least suspected, the changes at 

Scathroy Lodge, which made my project far less urgent.

'That's for Professor Blake to determine, but if you'll make a copy of the transcription, I'll 

give it to him when I see him tomorrow,' I said, not that I expected him to do it, but knowing it 

was expected of me to at least ask.

'Rave will be up for some hunting in a few weeks. I'll turn it over to him then,' he replied, 

and waited, seemingly eagerly, for my protest. He knew he had all the cards now and was 

ready to play them.

I hesitated just a second before deciding not to give him the chance – not because he had 

all the cards, but because, well, I found I was afraid to spend another day with Nesta – not that 

I  could,  with Learmonte around – but being just  her  friend and keeping my promise was 

becoming too hard to bear, especially after these last several days together. And yesterday. It 

was too close to summer's end to spoil it now by doing or saying something stupid. 'Right,' I 

said. 'I'll get my gear together.' And slipping past him, climbed the steep stairs to the attic. 

Learmonte followed me up, no doubt to make certain I took nothing from the safe.

I'd more clothes than I brought, but stuffed them in my bags as best I could. Some things, 

like  the  wellies,  I  left  behind.  It  took  me  less  than  five  minutes  to  pack  and  I  turned  to 

Learmonte still standing on the steep stairs and said, 'I'm done up here.'

I followed him down.

'You can put that in the boot along with your bike,' he directed.

So I carried it out, and his driver, who'd been lounging about opened the boot and I tossed 

the bags in. I went back for the bike and unmounted the front tire to fit it in. Looking up I saw 

Mrs Douglas in the yard across the lane and walked over to her to say goodbye and to ask her 

to pass it on to my friends on the staff. I told her to repossess all the stuff I was leaving behind, 

and pass around my remaining provisions to whomever might like them.



Learmonte was waiting impatiently for my return. 'Done?'

'I've got a few more things to pack up downstairs. We'd plenty of time to catch the train 

even if it's running on time,' I added. It was iffy, since yesterday's great solar storm had sent 

power surges through even the shortest of lines and closed circuit breakers across half the 

world, impacting many services, including rail. I went through the cupboards and checked the 

desk and bookcase for anything else of mine, as Learmonte watched from the doorway, before 

slipping by him and out of the Groom's Cottage for the last time into the sunlight.

Nesta was hurrying down the lane, saving me another argument with Learmonte I'd likely 

have lost. The coward in me might, I fear, have settled for saying our goodbyes over the phone 

from  Inverness,  but  when  I  saw  her,  I  knew  I'd  have  always  regretted  that.  I  tossed  my 

knapsack into the boot and hurried to meet her.

'What's going on?' she asked, rhetorically, I think.

'Your father has decided my services are no longer needed, and is anxious to see me on the 

11:11 for Edinburgh. Giving me a lift in his car, in fact,' I replied lightly.

She scowled over my shoulder at her father.

'I thought it best to go without a fuss,' I added quietly. 'I didn't want to make a scene that 

will accomplish nothing.'

'Would you have left without saying goodbye?' she asked, watching me now.

'He can run me out of Glen Lonon, but not out of Scotland,' I replied. 'But you're here, and 

I'm glad. I want to thank you for everything you've done to make my stay in Glen Lonon so 

wonderful. I will never forget it. I'll treasure it...'

'I  won't  take credit  for  everything,'  she replied with a faint  smile.  'I'm sorry  everything 

wasn't wonderful.'

'I think everything was,' I replied, watching her. It was the truth.

'Say goodbye, Nesta and let him go,' snapped Learmonte walking up beside us.

I ignored him. 'I'll never forget this summer, Lady Nesta. Thank you.'

She nodded. 'Nor I. Thank you for being my friend,' she said simply, extending her hand.

I took it, and looking into her cool, thoughtful eyes behind her glasses, I added because I 

had to, 'I will always remember you.'

'Enough,' said Learmonte. 'Come along Say, we haven't all day.'

'Goodbye Nesta,' I said and gave her a quick, cousinly kiss on her cheek.

'Goodbye Sandy,' she said softly, watching me intently.

I (tried to) smile and tore myself away from her gaze and stalked back to Learmonte's big 

petrol  powered car  and  let  myself  into  the  passenger  side  front  seat,  the  final  act  of  our 

summer's agreement. Ships passing in the night.



Learmonte nodded, and his driver slipped in beside me and started the car. We swung 

around, and I waved as we drifted past Lady Nesta and her father, standing alongside the lane. 

Nesta only thought to wave after we'd passed.

I was dropped off at the station half an hour later, and had a pretty miserable breakfast at 

the station's buffet before I  boarded the train for Edinburgh. I  didn't  pay attention to the 

engine. I'd other things on my mind.

02

I arrived early in the evening at Waverley and the first train I could catch south was the all 

night train to London, so I had four hours to kill in Edinburgh. I checked my luggage and bike 

and set out to walk and think.

I could not help but feeling that it was cowardly to have left without at least telling Nesta 

how I'd come to feel about her. (Was it really love? I couldn't imagine what else it could be, 

save infatuation. Time and heartbreak will tell.) And no matter how many sound, logical, and 

insurmountable reasons I came up with for not saying it – including the fact that she'd never 

indicated any romantic interest in me at all, her one kiss, a sleepy, absent minded gesture, and 

the fact that she'd set her wedding date only a few weeks ago – I couldn't erase the suspicion 

that I'd somehow failed a test. Which had to mean something. Right?

There was, of course, our understanding that we were not to get romantically involved. I'd 

given my word on that. It was fundamental to our friendship, and I would've betrayed it if I'd 

told her how I felt. But wasn't I now free of that obligation? Couldn't I return and at least tell 

her now?

Well, there was the matter of her fiancée Renny Lonsdale, and a wedding a fortnight away 

which would make any such declaration hardly honourable, and any response from her other 

than outrage, dishonourable as well. And yet, Renny and the marriage I considered the least of 

the barriers. They both struck me as reluctant to alter the nature of their relationship to one of 

husband and wife, and I was quite certain, on instinct only, that Renny would want Nesta 

happy, and if I could make her happy, he'd accept that.

If  I  could  make her  happy.  That  was  the  final  and insurmountable  barrier.  Learmonte 

would never accept me as worthy of his daughter's hand in marriage, and he'd bitterly blame 

me for not only breaking a promise made on his wife's death bed, but smashing his business 

deal as well. What he would do, I'd no idea – but having seen how ruthless and unpleasant he 

can be, I had to believe neither Nesta nor I would ever be welcomed at Glen Lonon again 

during his lifetime.



There may be people who run away together, leaving family and friends behind and still 

find  happiness,  but  I  don't  think  that's  Nesta.  She's  too  tied  to  Glen  Lonon  and  all  its 

associations, memories of her mother, her youth, and the Lonons. She'd never find happiness 

for long, away from those connections. While such an exile may not be entirely complete – I 

doubt all of her friends and family would cut their ties with her – the price would still be steep 

for defying her father and dead mother's wishes. It was not something a person who loves her 

would ask of her.

And finally, there was the simple fact that as the son of a London green grower, I was not 

near her stratum of society. Even as a Ph.D, I was neither rich nor titled, and while she might 

have friends that are neither rich nor titled, I doubt that I'd fit in – nor did I really want to 

either. Renny proved to be a finer chap than I'd first imagined, but I had my doubts about the 

rest of the Lonons. I'd known enough of their kind at the uni to be leery of their society and my 

acceptance by them.

In short, everything argued against doing something rash. And yet I walked and walked, 

seeing little of the grey stone town I walked through, unable to entirely dismiss the idea that 

perhaps I should give it a go. Learmonte sent me packing from Glen Lonon, still, if I went back 

to Cambridge with my tail between my legs without having seen Nesta again, I'd have only 

myself to blame.

It  was  dark  and  after  ten  o'clock  when  I  made  my  way  back  to  Waverley  Station  still 

undecided. I bought my tickets and then I stood staring at the baggage claim window for five 

minutes trying to gauge how I felt as the minutes counted down to departure time.

Reluctantly,  I  turned in  my tickets  and collected my bike  and bags  and made my way 

through the big station to the platform where the London train was spewing steam and smoke 

into the dimness of the rafters. Groups of people stood scattered along the platform, saying 

their  goodbyes  or  talking  to  travellers  who'd  already  boarded  though  the  open  carriage 

windows. I stood alone, still uncertain as to what to do until, the echoing speaker announced 

last call for my train. I forced myself to hurry over, handed up my bike, shouldered my bags 

and climbed aboard. Even as I settled into my seat, I was unsure of my course. It was only with 

the jerk and bang of the bumpers,  and the iron pillars gliding past that I  realized that my 

summer beyond the pale had come to an end. I could only hope that in time I could come to 

view it in the golden light I knew it possessed. A time when all my regrets would be forgotten, 

the pain of my inevitable heartaches romanticized, making it a perfect summer preserved in 

memory, like an insect in golden amber.



The End.

Addenda

Chapter 28 – Wednesday14 August

A story ends with two words; The End. It was, however, left to me to decide where to place 

those two words in the stream of life. I felt my story of my summer beyond the pale ended with 

the night train to London pulling out of Waverley. But that ending left some loose ends and 

strange repercussions that I feel I should recount to round off its story.

I'll start on this side of “The End”, the night train to London.

I merely dozed in my seat, and disembarked at Peterborough early Monday morning. The 

last storm had shorted out my bike's electrical system, so I abandoned any idea of biking to 

Cambridge and instead, waited for the first train. My flat was hot and stale, nevertheless, I was 

able get several hours of solid sleep. I awoke around eleven, showered, and set out for the 

Cavendish.

Cambridge was a little greyer than it had been at the  beginning of summer. The day was 

warm, but lightly overcast. The familiar Grange Road now seemed too familiar. Stale. I'd a 

sense of travelling backwards.

My card still opened the doors of the Cavendish, and I stood in the entryway and debated 

who to visit first; Blake or Penny. I discovered a certain hesitancy in seeing Penny. I'd not 

betrayed her, she made no claim to me, and hadn't for more than three years. So if there was a 

sense of  betrayal,  it  was all  in  my mind.  Yet,  well,  I  wanted our first  meeting to be right. 

Honest. Unhurried. I started up for the Director's Office instead.



'Why, good morning, Dr Say,' said Vera, Blake's receptionist. 'We hadn't expected to see 

you until the end of the week.'

'It's good to see you again, Vera,' I smiled. 'I finished earlier than expected and decided to 

let the Professor know I'm back. Is he in?'

'Out  to  lunch,  but  he just  has  one,  half  hour,  meeting on the schedule  this  afternoon. 

Should I tell him you'll be around?'

'Please. I'm planning to stop down in the lab and maybe go out for lunch, but I'll hang 

around this afternoon if he cares to fit me in.'

She smiled, knowing full well who I planned to go out to lunch with – if I could swing it – 

and who I'd hang around with this afternoon, down in the lab.

Penny was surprised but genuinely happy to see me when I showed up at the door of our 

little office.

'What are you doing here, Sandy? We didn't expect you for a few days. My, you look fit and 

trim. You couldn't have been working too hard,' she said, looking over me after giving me a 

nice kiss and still holding my hand in hers.

'I've come to take you to lunch. I was sacked earlier than expected, so here I am, and I'm 

starved.'

'So am I,' she replied brightly. 'Let me put a few things away and we'll be off.'

We had a long and enjoyable lunch – dim sum of course – while I brought her more or less 

up to date. I finished my tale with the great storm, without mentioning TTR's lab, and then 

how Learmonte showed up earlier than expected and gleefully sacked me. She said I was in 

lucky to be sacked early. Professor Sing was celebrating his birthday and many of his former 

students, including many we both knew, would be up to help him celebrate tonight at the 

University Arms.

Afterwards we returned to the lab and I sat at my desk next to hers and began to absently 

review certain experimental results that I was planning to investigate until  Professor Blake 

called to invite me to his office.

Vera ushered me in and closed the door behind me. Professor Blake rose and greeted me 

with unexpected cheerfulness, which put me on guard.

'My disruptive post doc has arrived home – and not a day too soon. Your foreign per diem 

was driving the Cavendish to ruin. Whatever got into me?'

'I believe it was guilt. But it's good to see you again, sir. It's good to be home.'

'Good to see you too, Dr Say. Have a seat. Let's see your research results,' he added in his 



best sarcastic grin.

I've rarely had a chance to see Blake in a jovial mood, but I recognized it now, so I sat down 

and blandly told him, 'I didn't bring it along. Lord Learmonte said I needn't bother. He'd pass 

it along to you when you were up next month.'

'What does Learmonte have to do with this. You're working for me, Say.'

'I  believe  you  neglected  to  make  that  clear  to  Lord  Learmonte.  He  seemed  under  the 

impression that I was working for him. I did ask politely. However, since I was working on his 

machine, per your instructions, unable to download anything without a key,  which I wasn't 

given, there was nothing I could do when he declined to provide a copy. Ever mindful of your 

instructions, to keep everything civil, I left without it.'

'So you just left it there, eh...' he said darkly – but, as I said, he was just having his fun.

'Yes. However, while I don't pretend to know your full game, I suspect that by leaving your 

transcription with him, and unseen by you, it would allow it to be used “yes sir, no sir”, just as 

you told me to be.'

'Ha!'  he  said.  'That's  hardly  what  I  heard.  But  never  mind.  You're  right,  I'll  deal  with 

Learmonte. You've everything in your head anyway. That's why I sent you. You can write up 

your report and submit it  in the next day or two, but just give me a brief abstract of your 

findings.'

'Off the top of my head?'

'Don't  play  coy  with  me,  Say.  I  know  you  know  everything  important  backwards  and 

forwards, that's why I chose you. And I'm certain you've plenty of ideas of your own. Let's hear 

those too.'

'I'm blushing with your unexpected compliments, sir. But truth be told, the mice know far 

more than I. And since Learmonte made it clear that he did not want me to do anything more 

than  transcribe,  and  would  have  me  in  court  if  anything  I  did  subsequently  bore  any 

resemblance to what I transcribed, I haven't spent a great deal of time dwelling on the few 

facts I did manage to eke out of the scraps.'

'Save for the trial, Say,' Blake shot back. 'I want to hear what you've learned these last two 

months.'

'Right. Well, you know the theory TTR was working under?'

'Gallagher's virtual reality universe.'

'Right. Nothing moves. Everything appears at the proper time just as programmed. This 

gives the universe what we perceive as a physical dimension. Nothing has to move, so all TTR 

had to do was see that an electron introduced in atom A causes atom B to emit one electron as 

if it had received one from atom A, no matter where atom B actually is located. They act as if 



they were physically adjacent. Rather off the wall, I'd say.'

'Hugh Gallagher was a respected experimental physicist, well known for designing elegant 

experimental apparatus. And he was married to the mathematical physicist Selina Beri. He 

wasn't a kook.'

'TTR didn't think so either, and he got his device to work.'

'How did he do that?'

'Don't know. But from what I could make out, it seems to involve a great deal of working 

with single layer grapheme structures. However, the deeper I got into the papers, the more 

obscure  the  processes  he  used  became.  Chalk  it  up  to  both  missing  sections  and  the 

terminology he used to describe what he was doing. I really have no idea how he did it in the 

end.'

'Can you figure it out?'

I shrugged. 'If you mean can someone figure it out from what we have, well, yes. Maybe. 

Eventually. There are probably enough clues to eventually reconstruct his process. However, 

I've no intention of pursuing it, and will try to forget everything just as soon as I write up your 

report.'

'Will it work?'

'The notebooks seem to indicate experimental success, but I can't be sure.' I wasn't going 

to mention the lab until Blake did. I'd a feeling he knew. If thirty-five years ago Learmonte 

bumped into the strange electromagnetic field around his grandfather's lab, he'd likely turn to 

a scientist friend for advice, and who would have been more qualified than his old college pal, 

Everett Blake?

'Assuming the device works, can it be turned into a useful method of energy transmission?' 

he asked, almost eagerly.

'Assuming it works, though I suspect there may be issues,' I shot back.

'Such as?'

'I suspect the process was not, in fact, lossless. I've a handwritten table that suggests there 

was  a  3%  to  4%  loss  in  transmission.  A  quantum  effect.  The  question  is  where  do those 

electrons end up? One possibility I'd been tossing around was in an electric field of some sort.'

He settled back in his chair and made a steeple of his hands and considered me for a while 

before saying, 'All right Say. I gave my word long ago to say nothing to anyone. So let's leave it 

at that and stop fencing. You know it works. And knowing you, you have your own ideas on 

how.'

'I  haven't  a  clue.  His  theory says  the  electrons  simply disappear and reappear without 

occupying the space between them. We both, I believe, know that in practice there are certain 



effects which the theory he used does not appear to account for. Perhaps we're merely looking 

at the missing 3-4%. I don't know. Really, Professor. I haven't a clue, and I didn't see anything 

in what's left of the papers to suggest a theory. However, it's a moot point now.'

'Moot?' he said, leaning forward, his chair creaking.

'Saturday's storm blew it sky high.'

'Destroyed? Are you sure?'

'I  was  within five  kilometres  when it  went  up.  I  can assure  you it  was  a  very  realistic 

approximation of the end of the world. It left nothing but a bare concrete slab. We walked 

right up to it. No field effects at all. The storm brought Learmonte up yesterday. He must have 

inspected the lab too, since he gleefully sacked me first thing yesterday morning, even though 

I still had a dozen pages or so yet to finish transcribing. The transcribed papers may not fetch 

as much as you hoped,' I added.

He considered the situation silently for a minute or two before he became aware of me 

again. He shook his head, 'You're a disruptive force of nature, Say.'

'Me? What did I do? You can't blame me for a solar storm,' I exclaimed.

'I can, if I care too,' he replied blandly. 'However, let's not quibble. Write up your report 

and turn it in. Stick to just what you discovered in the papers. We'll talk more about this, and 

your summer later. I need to think now.'

'Right,' I said rising, adding, 'I trust that you'll not mention that I'm aware of the lab or its 

former condition. As you know, that's a deep and dark secret, at least in Learmonte's mind, 

and I don't need another thing for him to hold against me.'

'Of course. I've no reason to tell him I found out about it before he mentions it, as I'm sure 

he will, when I see him next. Good afternoon, Dr Say. I presume I'll see you again tonight at 

Sing's birthday affair.'

'With bells on, Professor.'

It was quite an affair, drawing many people I knew from my years in Cambridge and the 

Cavendish and I talked all evening long. I took Penny, but soon lost track of her, except for a 

dance or two when she dragged me onto the dance floor with her. I did, however, get to walk 

her home, early on the 13th.

We were walking arm in arm, mostly because Penny was a little tipsy and I was mostly 

sober and she needed someone reliable to pilot her home.

'Are you mad at me, Sandy?' she asked.

'Why would I be mad at you?'

'You're kind'a quiet, and well, I did more or less abandon you, though you seemed to be 



enjoying yourself... But, still, you've been rather quiet and I'd not want you mad at me.'

'I'm not mad at you at all. I enjoyed myself this evening, and I enjoyed seeing how much 

you were enjoying yourself. Truth is, Penny, I've come to appreciate you all the more.'

'Oh, let's not go there tonight. I don't feel like talking about it.'

'That's not where I'm going. I was just going to say how much I appreciate the fact that 

you're so strong. Even knowing how I felt about you, you didn't let your affection for me make 

you feel  sorry  for  me.  You didn't  give in and let  me love you again,  because you knew it 

wouldn't work for us and I didn't...' I may have been a little tipsy myself. 'What I think I'm 

saying is that you knew we weren't right for each other – outside of the lab – and I didn't. Not 

until now. We're friends, and that's all we can be. If we became lovers again, we'd likely not be 

friends after a while...'

'We're over, Say?' she said in mock surprise. 'And here I was all set to welcome you home by 

inviting you up for the night.'

'You weren't either...'

She stopped. We had reached the door of her flat. She looked at me. 'I was too. And I wasn't 

feeling sorry for you. I still am, if you want. One night for old times' sake.'

'You're drunk Penny.'

'Yes, but you're sweet, drunk or sober. And I've been ever so mean to you. If you know we 

don't belong together, then one night won't change that.'

'Don't be too sure of that,' I said. I certainly wasn't. If it would cure me of Nesta, it might 

almost be worth the risk. But I knew, even standing this close to my dear Penny, that I'd feel 

guilty. Guilty about Penny, guilty about Nesta. Just guilty.

She sagged in and we shared a long kiss.

Leaning back, she looked at me, her face hidden in the shadows of the dim street light. 

'Who is it. Your Lady Nesta?'

It was on the tip of my tongue to deny it, but drunk or sober, Penny knew me best. She'd 

know a lie. 'Yes. More or less. On my part only. She set the date to marry Lonsdale a few weeks 

ago. So she's even more hopeless than you.'

'Is she nice, Sandy?'

'I have impeccable taste in women, Penny,' I replied.

'Too impeccable,' she said softly.

'Yes,' I said. 'But I'll get by. I've gotten by before...'

'Well then I withdraw my offer. I'll not seduce you away from your new love. Don't carry 

her torch for as long as you carried mine...'

'I'll try not to.'



She nodded. 'I will see you tomorrow in the lab. Don't expect me much before noon. We 

can talk if you want, when I have my wits about me... Say good night, Say.'

'Good night, Penny,' I said, and took the opportunity to kiss her again. I helped her get her 

watson out to key open the door, and saw her up the stairs to her flat. She stepped in, turned 

and nodded, 'Goodnight, again,' and closed the door.

As promised, she turned up around noon to sit, holding her head and staring at her slate on 

the desk – I don't believe it was even turned on – for several hours, before calling it a day. As 

she was leaving, she stopped in the doorway and turning, said to me, 'We didn't do it last 

night, did we?'

'No.' 

She nodded. 'Good.'

She turned and left, only to appear several seconds later in the doorway, 'Nesta? Right?'

'Yes,' I said.

She nodded again. 'Good.'

Chapter 29 – Monday 19 August

I was working in my office when I got a call from Professor Blake.

'Can you step up to my office?' he asked.

'Be right up.'

I had turned in my preliminary report on Friday and figured he wanted to go over some of 

the points with me. Vera waved me in and Blake waved me to a chair as I closed the door 

behind me.

'What in the hell did you do to antagonize Learmonte now, Say?'

'What in the hell did I do now?' I asked, startled. 'Nothing! I swear.'

'You've apparently greatly annoyed Learmonte. He spent an hour on the phone ranting 

about you Saturday night.'

'I've had nothing to do with him, or anyone else connected with him, since he sacked me, 

so I haven't a clue. I left a week ago like a mild mannered sheep.'

'Then why was he yelling at me about you? Said you weren't to be trusted. And that you 

were a low bred worm, among other, less complimentary things. Have you any idea at all?”



I shook my head, thinking hard. Blake gave me time to think.

'The only thing I can think of is that he found out I  knew about TTR's lab. I  gather he 

considered it a deep secret, although everyone I ran into seemed to know about it. If he found 

out I was out and about poking into his deepest darkest secrets, he might get a bit upset and 

think of me as a worm. I didn't have to do much of anything to upset him, it seemed.'

'Well you did something this time.'

'Did he say what?'

'Ah, that he wouldn't say. He just wanted your head on a platter. Now. He wanted you 

sacked from your post doc appointment.'

'And you, of course, refused,' I said, doubtfully.

'Well, of course. I don't go sacking post docs at the whim of even a very wealthy old friend,' 

he replied. He was looking far too pleased. I already knew the answer.

'But if that old friend was looking to endow a research centre?'

He smiled.  'Don't  over  estimate your worth.  Your sacking is  not  going to  buy a  multi-

million-pound research centre.'

'But it'd be icing on the cake,' I suggested. I could see where this was leading.

He shrugged, and then smiled, 'We have the centre, Say. A signed commitment to build it in 

Cambridge. I promise you that I'll see that there'll be a break room or perhaps a conference 

room, if I have one to spare, that will be named in your honour. How many thousands of times 

people will say in the coming decades, “We're meeting in the Say Room”?'

'Thousands, I'm sure,' I said grimly.

He slipped a paper across his desk towards me. 'I'm very sorry to report that I find that the 

funding for your post doc appointment has not been forthcoming. I’m afraid that I'll have to 

cancel it after this month. If you care to sign this notice that your contract has been cancelled, 

you'll be paid through September in lieu of the short notice.'

I took no notice of the paper, but watched Blake. 'So you threw me under the bus to get the 

centre.'

'A necessary sacrifice, Dr Say. And it was a sacrifice for me, as well as you. Your research 

looks promising, and the Cavendish is giving up its share of the income your work may've 

brought in had you continued with it  in your post  doc work.  And I emphasized that with 

Learmonte as well. The Cavendish is giving up the significant chance of a substantial income 

from patents by cutting you loose. I assure you, I didn't toss you under that bus for nothing,' 

he said, and then leaning forward added, 'I truly am sorry about this, Say. For anything less 

than that centre, I'd never even have considered it. I'm sure it will actually cost us lost revenue 

because your results and prospects do look very promising. But you can't make an omelette 



without breaking a few eggs, and I had to make a hard choice.

'Officially your funding fell through. People may well wonder about that, so you tell them 

that's all you know. Refer them to me, if they have any questions. Trust me Say, I'll give them 

my candid opinion that you have a very promising career ahead of you. You have enough 

ideas now to fill a lifetime's work and will have more next year and for decades to come. I had 

to think about the Cavendish and Cambridge as a whole and if sacking you at the request of 

the donor meant landing the centre, well, I had to choose the Cavendish over even a most 

promising young scientist. I don't feel good about it, but making hard decisions is why I'm 

paid as well as I am. I'm not trying to flatter you. I'm certain you'll land on your feet and find a 

position in no time. And you can count on me to help in any way I can.'

'Thank you sir,'  I said. 'It's nice to hear you say that.' It  would have been nicer to have 

heard it much earlier, but I'll not complain.

'Are you going to the Conference in London next week?' he asked. 'You need to be there to 

get the word out that you're available. I'm sure you'll find several leads.'

'I hadn't really thought about it,' I admitted. 'I've been living beyond the pale.'

'Get your registration form in, Say. Today.'

'Right.'

'Now all I need is your signature, and we'll be all set,' he said, inching the paper a little 

closer.

I considered it. 'And if I don't sign it? If I hold the Cavendish to its contract?'

He settled back. 'Go ahead. Try.'

'Oh, I'm willing to sign it, on one condition.'

'And what is that?'

'That I have your permission to call you Rave to your face, without you taking offence,' I 

replied.

He narrowed his eyes. 'That's asking an awful lot, Say. It usually takes decades.'

I shrugged. 'It's for the Learmonte New Technology Centre in Cambridge, sir. One more 

egg for the omelette.'

'Sign it, Say,' he replied, and tossed a pen my way.

I signed it and pushed it back toward him.

'Thank you, Dr Say. I'm glad to see you've grown up. And I'm sorry our formal association 

has had to end so abruptly in this manner.'

'Well, I will always appreciate everything you've done for me, Professor Blake. And truth be 

told, you've done me a favour. Ever since I've  been back, I've had this feeling that I need a 

change. Enough is enough. I've been in Cambridge for nearly eight years. It's time to move on. 



Another year might have been one too many.'

He nodded. 'Well, when you're ready to come back – in a decade or two, look me up,' and 

leaned forward to extend his hand.

I took it. 'Thank you for everything, Dr Blake.'

'Good luck, Dr Say. I'll see you at the conference.'

I returned to the small closet of an office I shared with Penny and emptied the contents of 

my desk into two bags.

'What are you doing?' Penny asked as she stepped in as I was finishing.

'Cleaning out my desk. I've been sacked again,' I replied, more cheerfully that I'd have ever 

imagined.  The  thought  of  starting  something  new  was  filling  me  with  a  new  sense  of 

adventure. 'It's getting to be quite a habit with me.'

'Oh lord, Sandy, what did you do now?”

'Who knows?' I replied. 'It doesn't matter. It was time.'

I  hung  around  talking  to  Penny  for  an  hour  or  so,  and  then  headed  out.  I  kept  my 

Cavendish card. I didn't know when Blake would have it cancelled, but I was feeling,  at that 

moment, that it'd be a long time before I’d  be back. But that might pass.

Chapter 30 – Sunday 25 August

I met Red at Euston Station Sunday afternoon. He was in London for the Nanotechnology 

and New Materials Science Conference that started with an informal cocktail gathering that 

evening.

He'd just come back from Germany, a few days before, and had been spending a few days 

at home with his folks in Liverpool.

'What do you say, Say?' he greeted me in his usual breezy manner. 'Getting nose to the 

grind now that you're back at the good ol'Cavendish?' he asked as we made our way to the 

exits.

No  point  beating  about  the  bush,  'I  was  sacked,  Red.  Officially  my  funding  dried 

mysteriously up, but there are wheels within wheels...'

'Sacked? You're kidding me!'

'Nope.'



'Do you have anything lined up?' he asked.

'Hoping to find some leads at the conference,' I replied.

He clutched my arm, 'Give me the straight story, Sandy. Did they catch you stealing bagged 

lunches from the senior staff break room? Or hacking the espresso machine? Or making love 

to Professor Wright's wife, the lovely Linda? I need to know...'

'Well, Red, I'm afraid the story is rather tangled up in my NDA, so I don't know exactly what 

I can say or not. But here it goes. As you know, I was more or less contracted out to work on a 

project that I can't talk about. And even though the project was officially the Cavendish's, the 

person I was actually working for considered it his own. This person also happens to be an old 

friend of Blake's, and let's just say he has something that Blake wants so bad for the Cavendish 

that he'd throw me, or his mother, for that matter, under the bus if he could land it... Which he 

did, and not his mother.'

'That would be the Learmonte New Technology Centre,' said Red.

'I didn't say that,'  I replied. 'But you can believe that if  you want. The thing is that this 

individual I was unofficially working for did not take a liking to me...'

'Imagine that,' muttered Red shaking his head.

'In fact, he took a great disliking for me, and more or less made sacking me a condition of 

Blake getting what he wanted. My head on a platter was the opening price, but Blake managed 

to drive it down to sacking.'

'So there's no scandal involved in your sacking, right?'

'No. A matter of personal vindictiveness, I guess. Still, it was time to move on, so I'm not 

really down. I should get some leads and Blake said to refer anyone that wonders about my 

sacking to him, and he'd set their mind at ease.'

'Fantastic, Say!' exclaimed Red, excitedly. 'Do you remember meeting Dr Vallier?'

'Of course, I was delighted to have a few minutes to talk to her. She's one of the brightest 

stars in our field.'

'Right, and did you notice that she was pregnant.'

'Ah, yes...'

'Well,  the word around the  department is  that  she informed the  Department Chair  on 

Friday that her pregnancy has gotten a bit dicey, and the doctor has ordered complete bed rest 

for the remainder of her pregnancy. She was planning to teach this coming term but was still 

undecided if she wanted to be a professor or a mother next term. Now, however, we need 

someone right away to fill in for her, at least for this term and possibly next as well. The Chief 

sounded a bit frantic. Everything was set, but now who's he going to find who's qualified to fill 

in for Dr Vallier's advanced courses at such short notice? The term only weeks away. Who but 



Say, Ph.D.?

'You'd be perfect. You have all the qualifications in the exact field, and they know you, a 

little anyway. You'd be only a temporary assistant professor for one term with the possibility 

of it being extended to a second, but it would keep you off the streets.  Plus, we'd be able to 

work shoulder to shoulder again, just like the old days! And just between you and me, there is 

talk of another new hire in our department next year, so that who knows...'

I stared at him. 'In Glasgow?'

'Where else, Say? Of course in Glasgow, seeing that's where the University of Glasgow is 

located. You were there. Remember?'

'Yes, of course, but I'd hardly know where to begin...'

'No sweat. Vallier's lectures are all recorded, so you'd not have to lecture, just handle the 

Q&A sessions, oversee the lab work, plus help her look after the students she supervises, and 

well, I'm sure they'll throw in an undergrad lab or two during the week to supervise as well. 

Nothing you couldn't do standing on your head. Is that a grand stroke of luck, or not? Not for 

Professor Vallier, of course. Rotten luck for her, but even rotten luck has a silver lining... So 

what do you say, Say? Is it grand or not?

That, of course,  was the question. Was it  grand or not? Glasgow would be where Nesta 

would be practising, and the very last thing I wanted to do was to run into Dr Nesta Lonsdale 

any time in the next year, or two, or three. My memories of the summer were already taking on 

the gloss of the past, but my memories of Nesta stayed fresh enough to haunt me. I missed her 

quiet company. My rooms were empty and she wasn't ever going to stop by... I'd get over her, 

but not if I saw her again before I did. And not if I knew she was close. Nor could I be her 

friend  of  old.  Not  when  she  was  now  married  with  a  husband,  a  husband  that,  I  would 

imagine, would be gone much of the time...  That simply would be lead to all  sorts of new 

unhappiness.

'What?  Say  something  Say.  Aren't  you  excited  about  the  prospect?  I  know  it's  only  a 

temporary one, but as I hinted, there's talk of expanding our department, and if things work 

out, you'd have the inside track, if not an absolute lock. It's not the Cavendish, but we're a 

young department of up and comers. It's an exciting place to be... But I can see that you might 

want something better than a temporary assistant professorship. You have the talent to get 

more than that...'

I  shook my head. 'No, no. It's not that. You just caught me by surprise. I guess I really 

haven't put any thought into what I wanted to do next. And well, I know you too well, Red. I 

give you the go-ahead and you'd be on the case in a shot. I just need to get my head around it, 

that's all.  It'd be great to work with you, and seeing that I've met a bunch of the students 



already, it would indeed be grand,' I found myself saying.

'Well,  just  give  it  some  thought.  Our  department  head,  Dr Douglas will  be at  tonight's 

binge. You've met him when I showed you around. If you want, I'll introduce you again and 

you can talk about it. See what he says and how you feel.'

'Thanks. Yes. I just need some time to think.'

Chapter 31 – Friday 25 October

Just to quickly wrap this addenda up.

I've  indeed ended up in the University of  Glasgow's New Technology Department as a 

temporary assistant professor. And though I've been very busy these past two months, I'm 

also having the time of my life. I guess my experience with Learmonte rather soured me on 

working in industry. I suspect that the locked down experience I had in Glen Lonon, while not 

typical in details, is typical in the broader sense of being locked in and locked down in a very 

competitive world. I'm enjoying the freedom of working with very bright people full of ideas 

without having to think about keystrokes and locking up my computer every evening and 

NDAs...

I talked to the department head at the conference, and had an interview for the position the 

following week. It went well, and I was offered the position for one term two days later, which I 

decided to accept, having decided that Glasgow is a large enough city, with over half a million 

people, that the chances of running into Nesta were low enough to risk it. And that was before 

I realized how much work I'd have to do.

Not having to lecture made the job sound easy, but having to be able to answer and explain 

everything Dr Virginia Vallier covered in her lectures – especially since it covered her own 

areas of research and expertise – meant that I had to make myself into an expert on her work. 

Fortunately, we got along fine and I've spent many an enjoyable hour with her (at her bedside) 

going over her lectures,  research,  and the work of  the students she supervises,  which has 

already greatly added to my knowledge. But it all takes time, and throw in the time I spend 

with  her  students in the  lab  and the  two undergrad labs I  have to  ride herd on,  and my 

occasional rides with bike club and I've kept busy. Not too busy to keep from thinking about 

Nesta entirely, but at least not thinking about her too much. Or worrying about running in to 

her on the street somewhere, or how much I'd like to.



But all this is another story, and not one I've the time to tell. I'm hoping to be offered a 

chance to stay on in some capacity, so far everyone seems satisfied with my performance and 

while I haven't the time or the authorization to do any research, they are aware of my work at 

Cambridge, and they seemed intrigued enough to take that into account when considering 

future  employment.  But  that's  down  the  road.  I  still  have  to  get  through  this  term,  and 

perhaps the next. Professor Vallier is still undecided about next term, waiting on how the birth 

of her child goes. (So far, so well.)

I do think I'd look for similar employment if my position here proves temporary. I've found 

I've really enjoyed the work, though I have to give credit where credit is due, working with Red 

Stuart is always fun, and he has done a great deal to open the doors into the academic society 

here, making me feel a part of it, even as just a jobbing professor.

Dr Penny Lee tells me she's seriously considering a professorship at Oxford of all places, 

and I've told her she'd be crazy not to accept it. I suspect she'll take it.

Looking back on my summer beyond the pale, it seems, well even stranger, more unreal 

than when I was living it.  Believable only as fiction. It's hard now to believe that I was, at 

times, in real danger. It's hard to believe I felt like I'd found myself in a place that seemed to 

border on an older, stranger world. Makes me wonder what I was thinking this summer. And 

of course, there's Nesta. She seems now, every bit as fey and wonderful as that place in the 

highlands beyond the pale, Glen Lonon.

 And yet, here I am back in Scotland only because that ill-tempered Scottish peer of the 

realm wanted my head on a platter. Weird. Just weird. And wonderful.

A Last Word (Really)

Chapter 32 – Saturday 14 December

The term is finished. Work, for now, is done. Professor Vallier had a fine baby girl three days 

ago, and has decided to take a sabbatical until next fall, so I've been offered the position for 

the next term. I believe I've fit comfortably into the department, and I've hopes – though only 



hopes at this time – of being appointed an assistant professor next year. We've had informal 

discussions about courses I might teach, and research I might do, but all that is up in the air. 

Still, the future holds promise.

I  was  absently  contemplating this  promise  as  I  lounged in  bed at  9:17 on  this  gloomy 

winter's morning when my watson rang on the side table. I picked it up glancing at the caller. 

And then stared at it, frozen in place. Nesta Mackenzie. It rang several more times before I 

broke free of the spell and answered it.

'Hello Nesta,' I managed to say. 'This is a wonderful surprise.'

'Did I wake you up Say?' she asked. 'I suppose I'm sorry if I did, but it is after nine.'

'No. I was awake. I was merely caught off guard seeing it was you calling. Shocked, but 

delighted.' Which was true enough. Scared too. My heart was racing.

'Honestly? Because if you'd rather not talk, we can just forget this...'

'I'm truly delighted. I've missed your company. But, of course, I rather felt it wasn't wise to 

get in touch quite yet. Too soon for me, anyway.'

'Is it too soon?' she asked after a pause.

'No, not at all, really,' I didn't know what I was saying, but I wasn't going to let her hang 

up...

'If you're sure...'

'I am.'

'I thought since it was the social season when people reach out to old friends, I'd just give 

you a call to see how you were doing. And well. I don't know what type of hours your post doc 

requires,  but I  thought you might have more time after the term ended.  And. We haven't 

talked. And I wanted to. Well. Talk,' The long pauses between her words and sentences as she 

thought was typical, but I'd grown used to them. However, with not seeing her, the pauses, as 

she sought to find the words were, well, just as I'd imagined talking on the phone with her 

would be like. 

I laughed.

'What's so funny?' she asked.

'Oh, nothing really. It's just good to hear you again. Except that on the phone all those great 

hunks of white space between your sentences makes it hard to know if you're still on the line. 

It's just how I envisioned it,' I replied. 'But yes, please, let's talk. How are you Doc? I hope 

you're well. I'd imagine your practice keeps you very busy these days.'

'I'm fine, and it does,' she replied.

I waited for more, but gave up and asked, 'And how's Renny? I imagine he's as busy as 

always as well.'



'Renny is fine and is very busy as well. He keeps on the move.'

I waited for more. Gave up again. For a girl who called to talk, she was doing very little of it. 

I asked, 'Does he get home often? It must be hard on both of you.'

'Sandy, that's why I called. Now. Maybe I should have done so earlier. But, you see, I didn't 

want you involved. Though of course you were. But still, I thought it best to keep you clear of it 

all. Until things settled down a bit.' She went silent again.

'My head's spinning, Nesta,' I said. 'Involve me in what?'

'Well, we, Renny and I, called off our wedding. Called the whole engagement off. He came 

up to Glen Lonon from India the Wednesday after you left and we talked... And well, I didn't 

want you involved in the whole mess.''

My heart skipped a beat. Or two. 'You did? Really?' I managed to ask, biting back a “Why?” 

Nor did I dare ask why I was involved and why she didn't want me to be.

'Yes,' she said simply.

'What happened? I can't imagine it went down well with your father, or Renny's. And how 

did Renny take this change of plans? Sorry, I'm babbling.'

'Here's  the  story,'  she  said,  and  then,  of  course,  let  it  hang  for  fifteen  seconds  as  she 

arranged it in her head.

'Renny arrived in Glen Lonon the Wednesday after you left. He met me at the clinic and we 

drove to Inverness for dinner. He said he'd arrived at an important decision that we needed to 

discuss. I told him that I had too, so we pulled over along the road to talk rather than wait. He 

claimed the right to speak first.

'He said that for several months he'd been spending time with a new friend, a nice, sweet 

girl reading fine art at the uni in Oxford. Nothing serious, he thought. Not even lovers. But as 

he thought about us getting married, he realized that they'd been spending a lot more time 

together than he had realized, and  that he had, without actually noticing it, rather fallen in 

love with her. He only came to realize this after I'd surprised him with my decision to get 

married on such short notice. Up until then it had been too distant a possibility to concern 

himself with. But when I proposed the date after two years of being engaged, what could he 

say but  “Yes?”  Afterwards,  while  he was on his  way to India,  and while  he was there,  his 

feelings about Clare, that's her name, Clare Marlowe, came into sharp focus, and he realized 

he could not marry me, even with the understanding that we were just doing it to please our 

parents, and even if we looked on it as a more or less a trial arrangement. He'd feel false and 

unhappy for betraying both Clare and me, and well, himself as well. So he had come to call off 

the wedding and break our engagement, even at the risk of getting sacked from the family 

firm.  Given how  he  felt  about  Clare,  he  had to  do it,  he  said.  He  couldn't  make us  both 



unhappy, even for his promise to my mother or his job with his family firm.

'I then told him not to worry. I'd come to the same conclusion, myself. I realized that I 

could not change how I felt about him, he was and will always be my annoying little brother. 

And that I  didn't  think we were well  suited for  each other either.  And that marrying him, 

would not stop our parents from pressuring us, it would just change their focus from marriage 

to having a baby, and I wasn't prepared to have a baby just to please them at this point in my 

life. And that I wasn't going to give up my career for him and wouldn't want him to give up his, 

so that we'd hardly be married at all. And so when it came down to it, I didn't want to marry 

him and that setting that date was a huge mistake...'

'He teased me about that. It was the one thing I've ever done impulsively, and look how it 

turned out...

'So, finding that we both didn't want to go through with the wedding, or the engagement, 

we were both greatly relieved and continued on our way, discussing our plans over dinner on 

how we were going to break the news to our parents, and my sister. Renny insisted that he was 

going to tell them what he saw as the whole truth, he fell in love with someone else and was 

backing out of the wedding and breaking off the engagement. I told him not to be foolish. I'd 

do all the backing out of and breaking off. Unlike him, I'd nothing to lose. There was no point 

endangering his career, especially since I'd intended to break everything off  myself in any 

event. I had to use my big sister authority to finally get him to agree to this.

'When we arrived home, we cornered our fathers in the study and I broke the news that I 

was calling everything off. You can imagine how that went.'

'Aye. The destruction of the Rhymer's Gate pales in comparison.'

'Exactly. Of course you were immediately cast as the villain in the affair and were damned 

to hell...

'A low-bred worm. Not to be trusted...' I put in, thinking back.

'Aye. And many other things as well.  Though I was treated no better. Renny, of course, 

ignored  our  agreement  and  jumped  into  the  fray,  telling  them  that  he  was  in  love  with 

someone else and was breaking it off himself, damn the consequences. It turned into a pretty 

grim scene. Renny and I  were back to back fending off the two old fire-breathing dragons, 

whose dearest plans we'd dashed to small pieces. But as Renny pointed out, if they couldn't 

trust each other, that was their problem, not our problem. We had our own lives to live. And 

when they brought up my mother, he said that he knew Aunt Emily well enough to know that 

what she wanted most of all was for us – Renny and I – to be happy. She thought we could be 

happy together, but that isn't to be. She lived her life and made her choices, and we had that 

right too. He was a shining knight if ever there was one. He'll make a fine husband for Clare, if 



she has any sense, which I think she does, and he'll still be an annoying little brother for me...' 

she paused.

'The thing is, Sandy. That not only did father blame you for breaking Renny and I up, but so 

did Flora, bitterly. There was, well, perhaps some truth in that, but it was hardly the whole 

story. I'd decided that I needed to make a stand. Renny was right. My mother wanted me to be 

happy, and if marrying Renny wasn’t the right choice, I was freed of my promise...

'I could have told you about this earlier, but I felt that if I could keep you clear of all the 

anger and name calling, they might come to see...'

'That I wasn't a worm?' I suggested in the long pause.

'Well, I'd not go that far. I'd hoped that they might see that we were not the lovers both 

Father, and Flora accused us of being. We were not lovers, Sandy, but to fly to you in the midst 

of all this trouble would only make them more certain in their beliefs. And, I felt, would make 

it harder for both you – and me – to be – friends. So I thought I'd call. See if we were still  

friends. And if you'd consider occasionally talking like this and perhaps getting together some 

time when we both have time.'

As she was speaking, and pausing I was thinking fast and furious about all the implications, 

and not getting far. Renny was the least of the reasons I left with my feelings for her unsaid. 

Had anything else changed? Could I make her happy? Reading between her pauses, I think 

that she was at least open to the idea of exploring more than a friendship, so that two of the 

three big barriers had been removed. That left Lord Learmonte, and well the whole family 

thing, and the class thing, and the money thing...

'Sandy, are you still there?' she asked breaking into my whirling thoughts.

She must have been expecting an answer in one of those last long pauses.

I laughed. 'Sorry, I was thinking before I said yes.'

'About being my friend?'

'About making you happy,' I replied, and then decided. Well, there never was any doubt, 

really what I'd say. 'You know, Nesta, last summer I came to... well, see you more than just a 

friend. But I'd given you my word to be just a friend. Of course, there were a whole bunch of 

other reasons why I couldn't be more than a friend back then. Some of those reasons still 

seem to exist... None, of course, prevent me from being your friend. But I find I'd still like to be 

more than just a friend. Not that you need to commit to anything, of course. But I think you 

should know that my feeling for you are more than just friendship... I’ve not forgotten you. So 

if you're still willing, knowing that, to see me, then I'd love to get together with you...'

'Yes.' she said after a while.

It was rather unclear what that was the answer to, but my heart skipped a beat anyway. I 



continued, 'Great. I'd really like to see you again. I've missed you.'

'I'd like to see you too,'  she said. 'I don't get many days off, but perhaps we can find a 

weekend some time.'

'Are you in Glasgow?'

'Yes, of course. Why?'

'Are you free today for lunch?' I asked.

A long pause, 'Today?'

'Yes. Set a time and a place where we can meet. I happen to be free and I can't wait,' I said.

'How? Where are you?'

'In Glasgow,' I replied. 'Long story. I'll save it for lunch.'

'Why are you here?'

'I  work here, Nesta.  I've actually been here for the last  several months,'  I  admitted and 

crossed my fingers.

'You've been here all this time? And didn't tell me?'

'Yes. You understand that feeling the way I do about you, looking up Doctor Nesta Lonsdale 

was  not  something  that  I  was  foolish  enough  to  do  no  matter  how  much  I  missed  your 

company. No, not for a year or maybe more. I'm known to carry a torch for years. Knowing 

you were close, wondering if I'd run across you on some street corner, was both a dream and a 

nightmare. Luckily I've been kept very busy so that I've not had too much time to either brood 

or be out and about...'

'But why are you here? I thought your post doc was in Cambridge.'

'It was, but funding dried up. With Red's help I landed a temporary assistant professorship 

at the University of Glasgow's New Technology Department.'

Long silence.

'So you'll be here...'

'At least until spring. And I hope that makes you as happy as it makes me.'

Long pause.

'We'll see about that...'

'Starting with lunch today?'

'Yes.'

'Grand. Name your place and time.'

I carefully set the watson down and waited to wake up. And when I didn't, when I had no 

choice but to believe I was awake and Nesta Mackenzie – Mackenzie, mind you – had just 

called me. Called me. I all but leapt out of bed and stalked to my window to look out on the 



city. The city was grey under low clouds and in a frosty mist. It was a wonderful city on a 

wonderful morning. I washed up, made myself a cup of tea, picked up and straightened out 

my uni-provided flat, on the off chance, and then paced my tiny sitting room trying to keep all 

those reasons why it wouldn't work from spoiling this wonderful day. They chased me out into 

the frosty morning and stalked me as I walked around about way to the deli she had named 

not far from the university as our rendezvous.

Winter in Glasgow made us all tra – men and women, boys and girls dressed warmly in 

tweedy wool great coats, boots and heavy trousers for the men and boys; women wore ankle 

length coats over long skirts or wool slacks with high-topped boots. Knit balaclavas or felt hats 

were the order of the day. Bikes were thinner on the streets and the walkways busier. People 

were out doing their weekend and holiday shopping.

I arrived twenty minutes before our agreed upon time, and I'd hardly reached the door 

when I  saw her  at  the corner,  crossing the street.  I  hurried to meet her,  politely avoiding 

running over other pedestrians, though the necessity of that irked me.

She smiled tentatively when she saw me and I wondered again if I was still dreaming.

She'd changed a little. She had rimless glasses now, and with her tweed hat and in her trim, 

russet coloured, ankle length great coat, she looked both dashing and elegant.

'Hello Sandy,' she said, offering her gloved hand, which I took, and gave her an awkward 

cousinly kiss on her cheek – no going back was my motto.

'Hello, Nesta. You look dashing,' I said. 'It is so good to see you.'

'I thought I was early. Were you waiting long?' she asked coolly.

'You're early and I just arrived. It seemed too nice of a day to stay inside and wait,' I said, or 

something stupid like that. Don't remember exactly.

Both of us must have felt shy and awkward,  as we walked back to the deli, ordered our 

meal, and found a small table to ourselves, though we were not quite our old ourselves. Was 

that closeness gone with the summer? I wanted it so badly, but knew from experience that 

trying too hard would only backfire.

'So tell me, why are you teaching here rather than doing your post doc in Cambridge?' she 

asked after we had settled in, watching me closely.

'I have your father to thank for that,' I replied.

'Father?'

'Yes. For some reason, which now is clear, Professor Blake sacked me from my post doc 

appointment.  Officially there was a shortfall  in funding,  but  Blake made no pretence of  it 

being anything other than the wishes of your father.'

'Why...' she began, and then nodded, 'Oh.'



'Exactly. A low-bred worm. I was sacked week after I went down from Glen Lonon, just after 

you and Renny broke your news to your fathers.'

'And Professor Blake just sacked you on father's orders?'

'Well, yes and no. I was a small pawn in the whole Learmonte New Technology Centre 

dance between your father and Professor Blake. And sometimes pawns must be sacrificed. 

However, to be perfectly fair, Blake more or less promised to name a conference room in the 

new Technology centre after me,' I said with a laugh. Adding, 'And he did promise to do what 

he could to see that I landed on my feet. The fact is that by the time I'd returned to Cambridge, 

I'd come to realize that I'd spent more than enough time there and was ready to leave, so I 

actually welcomed being sacked. Though I did do some hard negotiating, and won the right to 

call Professor Blake by his nickname, Rave, to his face without having to wait ten or twenty 

years.'

'You're a hard man, Say,' she said.

'Arr, I am,' I admitted.

'So how did you land this temporary professorship?'

'Through Red, of course.  Red Stuart.  He came down to London the week following my 

sacking for a conference and when I told him of my getting the sack....' And I went on to tell 

her my story and then about my term in Glasgow.

The deli  was filling up with customers,  so after finishing my tale,  learning more details 

about the great breakup and her fortnight with the old Lonons, (They'd not found TTR in the 

locked study, though they did open the door and look in...) and finishing our meal, we rose to 

go... Some of the awkwardness had evaporated, but our old friendship had not returned, as I'd 

hoped. She was more guarded and I was perhaps too careful not to show all my feelings. It 

hadn't seemed wrong, but it wasn't right either. It seemed like, this was something we'd do 

every so often until our lives became too busy. A dart of fear stung my heart.

We buttoned up and stepped outside without a word, afraid to even look at each other. I 

didn't know what to do.

She glanced at me and said, 'I've some shopping to do...

My poor heart froze.

'If you want, we could do it together,' she added after a long pause.

I let out my breath. 'I'd like that.' Being with her was always easy.

We spent the next several hours shopping. Window shopping, since Nesta has apparently 

done only one impulsive thing in her life and regretted it. Mostly it gave us time to slowly fall 

back into our old effortless companionship. Mostly in the easy silences. But between those 

silences  and  those  unsaid  thoughts,  we  talked  about  our  present  lives.  I  told  her  of  my 



experiences teaching and she about her new position at the clinic.

And then, after a while, we just walked, aimlessly.

'You hesitated this morning when I asked if you wanted to rekindle our friendship...' she 

said. 'Have I put you in an awkward position?”

'Hardly, you've gotten me out of one,' I laughed.

'How so?'

'Well,'  I hesitated, but nothing ventured, 'I rather fell  for you this summer. Couldn't do 

anything about it, of course. Impossible for a dozen reasons. Once more I found myself in the 

familiar situation of loving someone beyond my station. So when you called this morning, 

well,  suddenly  you  were  not  quite  impossible.  And  yet,  there  were  still  reasons  I  had  to 

consider before I said yes. Of course it would be yes, but I wanted to realize what I'd have to 

face... Beyond first winning you, I mean.'

'Such as?'

I ticked off the list, her father, her sister, her wealth and class, and my determination to 

make her happy or not at all.

'You don't  know what you're  talking about,  Say.  My mother came from a  middle  class 

family, and all my aunts and cousins are not rich. My father, no matter what he seems like 

today, is no snob. That's of no account. Sure, I know the Lonsdales and the Frasers are rich, 

but none of my friends from college have titles or estates. So you needn't worry about that. 

Flora's only concern is about her own wedding plans. She has nothing against you, save that. 

If you were to marry me, you'll be her pal forever. Trust me. As for my money and title, well 

I've got a career that will keep me grounded for some time, and I suspect that you'll do all right 

in that regard as well.'

'Perhaps,  but  I'd  like  to  stay  in  academia,  at  least  for  some  time.  I  find  I  really  enjoy 

teaching. And well, my experience working for your father rather opened my eyes about the 

restrictions I'd have to endure working in a private firm. I'd like to be freer in my research.'

'I see nothing that's a barrier – should it come to that,' she quickly added, and then, more 

grimly, 'Except Father...'

'Ah, there I think I see a glimmer of light,' I said.

'Trust me, you'll need more than a glimmer.'

'Well, this summer he seemed an insurmountable object. I would never take you away from 

Glen Lonon and your family, but he'd never let me into your family, especially now, since he 

blames me for putting a spanner in the gears of his business plans. However, ever since you 

called, I've been thinking about him and how to win him around, and I think I may have found 

a new way of presenting the possibility of you and I. In a way that might make sense for him to 



accept it.'

'I'm listening,' she said with a glance and a half smile.

'I'm thinking that during my summer in Glen Lonon I've come to know a great deal about 

your  family.  I'm  likely  the  world's  greatest  authority  on  the  theory  and  practise  of  TTR's 

scheme for transmitting electricity wirelessly, and I know all about the Rhymer's Gate, and 

what it had been doing all those years while it was kept a dark secret. And who knows all the 

things the staff told me about the family while I was there?' I added with a grin.

'Blackmail,' she said. 'How delightful.'

'Blackmail is a harsh word, Nesta. I'm merely thinking that once he realizes that I already 

know enough about the family to be a member, but that I have ideas, and prospects that could 

be made into commercial products, he might be convinced to look on acquiring Alasandr Say 

in the light of a shrewd business acquisition, or a merger,' I said, adding carefully, 'Should we, 

of course, reach the same conclusion, at some point in our friendship.'

She shrugged. 'Sounds like blackmail to me. Blackmailing the gillies is one thing, Father is 

another matter,' she added darkly.

 She was teasing. I think. But winning the, well, compliance of her father with any plans we 

might decide on was necessary for me. So I continued earnestly, 'Come now, he must realize 

that whatever part, if any at all, I played in blowing up the wedding, and I've noted, you've not 

admitted  any,  is  of  no  consequence  since  Renny's  decision  to  give  the  marriage  a  miss 

effectively  ended  their  plans  without  your  involvement.  Any  part  I  played,  even  in  their 

imagination, was neither here nor there. There's nothing to be gained by holding that against 

me, and I'd like to think, something to be gained by bringing me into the family firm. I doubt 

he'd be happy if I joined the staff of one of his competitors when my appointment ends at the 

uni...'

'Blackmail,' she laughed. 'Take it from one who knows.'

'Business,' I replied.

'So it's all business, is it Say?'

'When in Rome,' I said. 'But we're talking about your father, not us.'

She stopped on a street corner on a side street just off the Great Western Rd. Down the 

street the setting sun was peeking out under the clouds, illuminating the houses and hedges in 

its ruddy light and turned to me. 'I'd like to make something clear...' she began. And stopped, 

of course.

'And what would that be?' I asked to prompt her.

'I cheated this summer. I made you agree to be something you weren't. You see, within the 



clan we had long settled things like love and sex between ourselves over the years of growing 

up together.  I  treated you like  I  could've  treated Barry  or  even Renny before  we  became 

engaged.  With them, love or sex was not and never would be in the cards. That had been 

sorted out years before. But of course with you, it was just an agreement we made so that I 

could have, when I wanted it, company as casual or intimate as I cared to, just like old times. 

And when I realized that a promise was not the same as having settled those questions over 

years of being together, there was nothing I could do about it.

'Setting the wedding date with Renny cleared my mind wonderfully. I no longer had to 

consider Father or Flora, or even my Mother. All I had to do was consider Renny and myself, 

and in that clarity, I came to realize I simply couldn't go through with it, no matter what. But 

with Renny in India, nothing could be settled with him until his return.  And knowing what 

would happen when I announced my decision, there was nothing I could, or dared, to do 

about our summer's agreement,' she paused.

I waited for her to say more, but when she didn't appear to have more to say, I said, 'I truly 

treasure my summer with you in Glen Lonon. I regret nothing. And, well, here we are, Nesta...'

'I also treasure it. And as you say, here we are. The knot that bound us to no more than 

friendship, companionship no longer  applies.  But summer is gone as well.  If  we are to be 

friends. Or more. We need a new understanding.'

Again, I waited. In vain. 'And what would that be?'

She shrugged. 'I don't know. Do you?'

'I think I do,' I said. 'When I returned to Cambridge, like you, I'd found a little clarity about 

Penny. I  saw clearly that  she'd been right all  along,  we were too different to be a couple. 

Friends,  colleagues,  yes,  but when we took off  our lab coats,  we'd have to go to our own 

homes. I also learned from Penny, that being in love is just that and nothing more, unless that 

person is in love with you. Obvious, I guess. But not always when you're in love.

'I know how I came to feel about you this summer. I'm more sure of it now, since it hasn't 

faded with the summer. But I know too that it doesn't matter unless you feel something like it 

too. I'd like to unravel the knot we made, but that must be your choice as well. There's no 

need to make any decision in a hurry. We can start a new friendship today, if you want and 

just see how it goes. I believe I can be just your friend. Penny survived it, and I'm certain you 

could too...'

She shook her head. 'No. Yes. I mean you are my dear friend already. The summer sealed 

that. But I called today because, well, the summer suggested that perhaps we could be more. 

But I called today expecting you to be in Cambridge, and that time and distance would allow 

that understanding time to grow. Finding you here. Having you here beside me, has upset my 



plans,' she glanced at me, and smiled. 'I'm not exactly complaining. But still, it will take time. 

It always does with me.'

'I liked the way we were this summer. As far as I'm concerned, you can take all the time you 

need to discover what you want.'

She considered that for a moment, and then said, 'So if I invite you up for dinner tonight, 

you realize that it's, well, just for dinner?'

'Yes, of course.'

'And I should also add that if I invite you up for dinner tonight, we'd need to stop at the 

grocer before it closes to buy some provisions. After which you'd have to make something to 

eat for dinner, since cooking is not one of my talents. Or we could simply stop at a take-out 

restaurant along the way, which is my normal procedure.'

'As a lifelong gentleman bachelor, unwilling to starve, I'm capable of preparing half a dozen 

different  meals,  so  yes,  even  under  those  conditions,  I'd  be  prepared  to  accept  a  dinner 

invitation from you,' I assured her with a swelling sense of happiness.

'Right. We turn here at the corner for my flat. There's a market along the way so you can 

buy what you need to make me supper. Come along, Say. Don't diddle about. It's getting late 

the grocer won't be open forever and I'm getting hungry,' she said with a laugh, everything 

suddenly, if inexplicably, settled.

'Lead on,' I said, and dared to add, 'My dear.'

Later, at her flat, a knock at her door.

'That'll  be  Michelle,  my neighbour  from  across  the  hall,'  she  said  getting  up from  the 

kitchen table where she'd been watching me stir the sauce while I waited for the pasta water to 

come to a boil. 'She stops by every Saturday to see what we want to order out for dinner.'

She was gone less than half a minute. I glanced back as she returned. 

Of course.

Lord Learmonte was grimly staring at me from the far side of the kitchen table, his face 

growing red, his eyes bulging. He tried to say something, but his anger got in the way.

I could see Nesta silently laughing beside him. My heart skipped and I found my courage. I 

glanced back to Learmonte.

'Ah, Lord Learmonte, it's good to see you again,' I lied, cheerfully. 'You're just in time for 

dinner. I hope you've brought an appetite. I have some, ah, business ideas, to discuss with 

you.'

He still could not get a word out.

'Can I pour you some wine?'



'You!' he finally managed to say.

I looked to Nesta, 'I hope so.'




