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This book is a work of fiction. All the charactensthis book are
fictitious, and any resemblance to actual personsgliar dead, is
purely coincidental.

In addition, the world of Lyndesfarne described in thoolis
entirely fictitious, and bears no resemblance to ¢harming Holy
Island of Lindisfarne in North East England.

© Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007



Chapter One

“So what are you going to do with the rest of your lif8Pam
asked his companions.

Alistair looked quietly contemplative, or perhaps just befeddl
for a moment.

“l really have no idea,” he answered eventually, areh thdded,
“But anything’s better than being in the Army.”

The third occupant of the carriage compartment, who lesah b
staring out though the grimy window at the darkened coud#ysi
rushing past, turned to face them.

“l want, no, | need to have a purpose, an objectiveesproper
place in the world,” Tom said, with a surprising amountpagsion
given the lateness of the hour, “l just want to féelttl was doing
something worthwhile.”

Alistair drowsily grunted his approval, already on thegeenf
sleep. Bram nodded thoughtfully.

The three young men who were travelling together haad bee
friends and comrades in the Army. After the conclusibhostilities
in Germany and Japan, and the end of what people wezadgplr
caling the Second World War, their military servicadhbeen
abruptly terminated.

Their demobilisation had been eagerly anticipated bwn eo, it
had happened with a speed and efficiency that had surpresedaih
They had arrived on a troopship at Southampton, thairstage of
their journey home after serving in central Europel thkke felt tired
and sick after the sea trip, as none of them werecpkatly good
sailors. Their platoon had then been transported ungk tto the
Aldershot barracks. Tom, who was a northerner by ngimg, was
not entirely sure exactly where Aldershot was, andllfirconcluded
that it was just “somewhere in the south of middle Erdjla

After a short stay in the barracks, with a minimumnaltary
discipline, they had been issued with civilian clothitigyel warrants
and their back pay, and then turned loose.

Neither Tom nor Alistair had any very close familyTom’s
parents had died under mysterious circumstances while fiestia
child. He had been brought up by his Granny, his mathedther,
but she too had died during the War. He had been oveatsdhe
time, and was unable to attend the funeral. He nealesgthfelt duty-
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bound to pay a brief visit to his grandmother’s sistdro still lived
in the county of Kent, in order to offer his condolesic

Alistair's family lived in the far north of ScotlandHis father had
died when he was very young. This was said to have &eemnible
accident, involving a very grand gentleman during the grouse-
shooting season. Alistair's father had been supplemgehis income
from the smallholding by acting as a beater on a shobhe full
circumstances, according to everything he had heardtbgeyears,
were peculiar, even mysterious. After the acciders, rhother,
utterly overcome by grief and anger, was never in goadtthagain,
and had passed away shortly after Alistair joined thayArHe had a
letter requested that he make an appointment with aitepli
London; something to do with wills and inheritance, el been
informed.

Tom already knew that Bram had family ties in NorthstEa
England, not far from the Scottish border. He saidh&id some
business to attend to in London, although he was vagtieatetails.

Since all three of them had commitments in or arotmedcapital,
they decided to regroup in a few days time. As planneg, e met
up in a popular public house just outside King's Cross raisstatyon
in London. This particular pub was located partially unter
railway bridge arches, with the inner rooms actualyried from the
archways themselves.

It was getting dark on that summer's evening, and theheehad
been warm and muggy for days. Fortunately, the insiddeopub,
especially the back rooms, was relatively cool althotagher dark
and smoky. It was crowded and very noisy, with the sowrfds
raucous voices bouncing off the brickwork of the archdohge

Tom, whose compact and wiry frame made him a firsicehfor
this kind of manoeuvre, weaselled his way to the bagrejhafter a
few frustrating minutes of trying to catch her eye, th@rmaid
disinterestedly pulled three pints of ale. Tom wound hay Wwack
through the crowd to his companions, clutching the prechmes
tankards to his chest.

Typically, Bram managed to find them a table to thevesein
the jam-packed pub. Despite that fact that the entrevaa heaving,
a group of travellers drained their pints and stood up justeathree
of them were passing, and they were able to slip inéorécently-
vacated seats almost before anyone else had noticed.

“Lucky Bram!” Tom thought, “How does he always manage to
do it?”
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Tom took a sip of his beer. It was tepid and flat (Whieas
intentional) and rather thin and sharp in flavour (Wwhic most
certainly was not supposed to be). Alistair took a palinfhis own
pint, and winced visibly.

“Don't like this beer much,” he moaned, “Are you surerdis
actually any alcohol in it?”

Tom snorted his agreement with the sentiment, theapswp his
own pint.

“Well, here’s to the future, lads,” he said, “And prefdyaa
future which does not include the Army.”

Together, they toasted their re-union with the raitferior beer.

They had planned to take the Edinburgh night train on st E
Coast line from King's Cross, alighting at Berwick-owded. After
sampling a second pint, drunk more out of necessity thagreant,
Tom thought, they left the hostelry and made their aerpss the
road to the railway station.

Demob pay and travel warrants did not easily stretctldeping
compartments, so the three companions faced the praspecather
cramped overnight trip holed up together. The station wasand
grimy, and they fought their way along the crowded platform
struggling to keep together, a feat made more difficult ystieam
and smoke billowing from the engines.

Despite the pressing throng, somehow Bram managed tafind
compartment in the train which was otherwise unoccupigé. had
rushed ahead down the platform, nimbly forcing his wagugh the
crowd, with his pack thrown over his shoulder. He couwd rbe
seen waving frantically from the doorway of a coadtictv, except
for the mail coaches, was located immediately behivel éngine.
Bram’s luck, again, Tom thought as he and Alistair boarded
quickly as their bulky kitbags would allow. They hustled rthei
baggage down the narrow corridor and practically fell ugrothe
sliding door.

The train departed just a few moments after they hazheeathe
compartment indicated by Bram. There was a considemtiease
in noise from the engine, and the view from the windosas
immediately obscured by steam. There was a serigrksf which
caused all them to stagger for a moment, followed bycaghony of
clatters and thumps as the train made its way ovepdirgs to join
the main line to the north.

The companions set about making themselves as conéodab
possible on the worn upholstery, using their kit bags lesvgi and
greatcoats as blankets.
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“Well, it may not be much,” Bram said, stretching oldng one
long seat, “But it's certainly more comfortable thaome of the
places we've been.”

This was true, thought Tom. The three of them had tieengh
a number of formative experiences together, in turrslaeating,
nauseatingly unpleasant and downright dangerous. He was waguel
looking forward to doing something altogether less stuéssf

Their talk turned to what they would do now. Neither Tioon
Alistair had any very well formed plans. Their receand
surprisingly sudden departure from the Armed Services hathéaft
feeling slightly rootless, even homeless.

“Well, if you like, come along with me,” Bram suggestedll “
have to show up at home sometime, | rather think, oatid no
particular hurry to get there. | dare say that I'll édde turn up to
face the music sooner or later, but frankly I'd predge.”

Tom thought that Bram felt slightly uneasy, even enassed
about the disparity of their relative positions, or pgpshhe was just
acting out of sympathy. He could recall a previous caatem
where Bram had described his relationship with his paras a bit
strained.

“They're all right, |1 suppose,” Bram had explained at tinee,
“Mum’s a kind soul, but she does nag a bit sometimes. Dadiit
distant, very serious and hard-working. He thinks thatd’bit of a
ne’er-do-well.”

Bram wriggled into a more comfortable position, and tehed
out with his hands behind his head.

“After all, we've got all the summer ahead of us,”dmntinued,
warming to the topic. “I'm sure we can get jobs oraanf earn a
few bob. It might feel like a holiday after the Arrhy.

Tom felt a touch uneasy at the prospect.

“Never done a farm job,” he mumbled, “Never been ofaren,
actually.”

Alistair, who had been brought up on a smallholding in
Sutherland, rejoined pragmatically.

“Oh, farm work’s not difficult,” he explained, rousing Hssff,
“It's just heavy and sometimes dirty. It's basic labng, you know:
pick that up, carry it here, put it there.”

“Just like being in the Army then,” Tom quipped.

They all laughed.

“Well, at least there’s no Sergeant Major to showyat,” Bram
countered.
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“Ah, but you still have to get up early, though,” Alistaaid,
although he did not sound particularly worried by the prospect

“That’s true enough,” Bram said, still grinning widely, lthough
| hope the breakfasts will be better.”

This was a factor which weighed fairly heavily onithwainds, or
possibly just their stomachs. Both during the Warfjtsed well as
immediately afterwards, almost every necessity wiened. Beer,
petrol, meat, even bread was subject to careful cotitrough the
ration-book system. Of course, this had lead to ainlgri almost
omnipresent, black market, and in practice almost amytbould be
obtained if you had the right contacts and deep pocketsreMrere
also one or two places where additional food might beiledole
beyond the organised black market. It was a racingiegtrtad om
thought, that there would be better rations on a farm.

The companions fell silent. Tom could already heastaili's
snores over the clickity-clack of the carriage whemisthe track.
The rocking motion of the train, together with theatek warmth
and comfort, not to mention the few pints of beer, apge to have
made them all feel very drowsy. Tom fell asleep te soporific
sound of the steam train forging its way north.
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Chapter Two

Tom sometimes thought back to the strange circumstavices
he and Alistair had first met Bram.

It was during that period of the War after the landingshencoast
of France, when the Allied forces seemed to be intedoly bogged
down in Normandy. Tom and Alistair had come ashora iater
wave, once the beachheads had been established, veawsl [itossible
to get up the beach without actually being shot at. @sbere, and
deployed to the front line, things began to get altogetherh nastier
for the troops.

The theatre of operations was rolling countryside witiick
hedges separating the fields, known ashibeage. Describing these
field boundaries as “hedges”, Tom considered, gave ratkewntong
impression. These were not a row of slender twighatedge of a
suburban garden, but were huge earthen ridges, four or mete f
high, with a deep ditch on either side. These earthwweks heavily
grown with trees and shrubs, and had probably been itiguogor
several hundred years.

These mighty hedgerows had evolved over the years tacetp
from straying, and to prevent precious soil from being edskway
in the winter rains. They were a very effective barte rapid
traversal, on foot, in trucks or even track-laying velsiclelt was
impossible to see very far — there could be an enelatpgn or
armoured vehicle just behind the next hedge, which mightd®
than a hundred yards away. It was all very differesmfthe flat and
open fields of East Anglia, where he and Alistair fglowith
thousands of other soldiers) had been training for the mvasi

The unfamiliar terrain was difficult for men and tarklike. The
enemy had deployed some highly-effective ground-based aanhti-t
weapons, which were capable of firing their rockets thotlgh
hedges. Conversely, the enemy’'s own tanks were undetact
threat from the air. The rate of advance was veary,shnd Tom and
Alistair often perceived no movement in the positiorthair unit for
days on end.

This stalemate meant that, on both sides, the Infamay well
dug in, and the tanks were carefully hidden under camoufiatge
and in hastily-constructed shelters. It appeared to Toihresone
seemed quite sure whether it was better to take coveniahes right
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under the tanks, which provided protection from small arras dir to
keep away from the vast machines, in case they wereedpojtone
of the enemy’s self-propelled rocket launchers.

On this occasion, Tom’s unit had dug in for cover duringiigat
in the lee of one of thbocagehedgerows, and well away from the
tank divisions. As per standing orders, and because theyomethe
front line of a battle zone, they had posted guards @tclw
throughout the night. Since it was summertime, it wesdly only
truly dark for a few hours.

At midnight, Alistair had come to relieve Tom, who Hagken on
watch for the early part of the night. He had speatlaist few hours
peering out from under a low-hanging camouflage netvat a warm
and clear night, with enough light from the waning mooibé¢ able
to see clearly across the adjoining fields.

Alistair was yawning widely, not having got very much sleap fo
what seemed like forever. Tom greeted his arrival waitbasual
wave.

“Who'’s that?” Alistair whispered, looking over Tomsailder.

“Where?” Tom responded, spinning around.

Alistair pointed a finger across the field. From tHeihole, they
were plainly able to see a man standing alone,ardtdm another of
the hedges and perhaps only fifty yards away.

Tom could not understand how he had missed the figure before.
He was quite sure he had not fallen asleep while on guayd lalut
the man was in full view, some way from a hedgerownyrkand of
cover. It was, Tom thought, as if he had just appeareerevhe
stood.

As they watched, the peculiar figure stood motionlesséduersl
moments, and then strolled to a new position, as urecoed as if he
was walking down his local high street. He did not appedyeto
armed, but he was wearing a regulation Army tin haom and
Alistair could see well enough to be sure that the bebnd uniform
he was wearing was exactly the same as theirs.

“He shouldn’t be wandering about like that,” Alistairmemented
quietly, “Whoever he is, he’s going to be on the naogi end of a
right bollocking from the Sarge.”

“Too right!” the other man responded.

“But what is he doing out there?” Alistair continued, “Can you
see?”

The strange man appeared to be making notes, or perhaps
sketches, writing diligently in a little jotter, and tpubblivious to his
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surroundings. Even from that distance, it seemed ta that there
was a very slight glow of light coming from the natek itself.

Just at that moment, there was a muffled crack of guaind a
spurt of dust as a bullet hit the ground only yards fromntlgstery
man.

“Sniper!” shouted Tom, cupping his hands to his mouth to make
himself heard, “Take cover!”

The stranger looked up, somehow appearing astonished to see
Tom and Alistair looking at him, and then belatedly died the
ground. Just as he did so, a second shot rang out. iétke aurt,
clutching his leg.

“He’s hit!” Alistair cried, “Medic!”

The eccentric man was evidently still alive, and h@haged to
roll himself into a low ditch to one side of a heddkhere was very
little cover, and as soon as he tried to move orkshis head up,
there would be another crack and a puff of dirt as letostiruck close
by.

“We’ve got to get him!” Tom said, “He’s pinned down. Hé&é
a dead duck if he stays there for much longer.”

“Right, then,” replied Alistair, shouldering his Tommyrgu

Tom slung his rifle across his back, and the two menoffet
across the moonlit field, moving as quickly as they coaiul
zigzagging wildly.

They could see the muzzle flashes of the rifle beseduby the
sniper and hear, rather than see, the whine of thetb@tound their
ears.

Alistair opened fire with the machine gun while on the never
a good way to actually hit any target with such a weagfren so, it
must have been close enough to disturb the sniper's aie bis
shots became more rapid and less accurate.

The covering fire gave Tom the chance to reach tleagtr, lift
him up over his shoulder, and make a dash for it. Aliset further
bursts of fire across the field, and the men raced bdailowed
closely by Alistair, Tom finally dived head-first intoetlileep foxhole
from where they had first spotted the figure in the migbil

“Are you OK?” Tom asked Alistair breathlessly.

Alistair nodded in response, also gasping after theortstf

The two men turned their attention to the strangey thad just
rescued. He was clutching his leg, obviously in pain, and hMaesd
seeping through his fingers in an alarming way. He seemefd wil
eyed and delirious, or perhaps just in shock.

“We’'ve got to get him medical attention,” Alistair dairgently.
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“Come on, then,” Tom responded.

Supporting the wounded man between them, they manoeuvred
their burden through the run of trenches and foxholes tbagdhe
line of the hedgerow. They kept as low as possible, buh To
expected to hear the whistle of a bullet at any moméfercifully,
they appeared to be out of the sniper’s line of fire,esthere were no
further shots.

They had covered a couple of hundred yards when they
encountered two stretcher-bearers, who had jogged up imssspm
their previous call. Tom and Alistagasedthe wounded man onto
the stretcher while the paramedics expertly tied a tquetitightly
around the man’s upper leg to staunch the flow of blood. Theay
picked up the stretcher and whisked the wounded man away.

It turned out that, by incredible good luck, the man they had
rescued had been little more than nicked by the sniper'stbullhe
wound had bled profusely, but the shell had entirely missegd
and nerves. The two rescuers would later learn that tieb&an
patched up in a field hospital and sent back, at his owstémgie, to
the front line after only a few days. They also dis&red that he was
in fact attached to the same unit as Tom and Alisaétinough both
men thought it was slightly strange that they hadewein glimpsed
him during the long weeks of training back in England.

It was a week or so later when the stranger sought ot and
Alistair, making his way along the line of trenches belyedanother
of thebocagehedgerows.

‘I wanted to thank you for rescuing me,” he said, shakirgj f
Tom and then Alistair’'s hands vigorously.

“My name’s Stoker, Bram Stoker.”

‘It was nothing really,” Alistair confirmed modestly, dke
rescuers introduced themselves in turn.

“But what were you doing out there?” Tom pressed, “Yowstmu
have known it was dangerous out there.”

“You know, | really don’t know,” Bram replied, shaking Hisad
pitifully, “I think I must have been sleepwalking something, some
kind of temporary madness. But I'm fine now.”

Tom was not entirely convinced by this explanation. &@ $een
men overcome by the horrors of war, with the stredsdaeadfulness
of the conflict causing sleeplessness and nightmaresfelH#at he
himself was, at one time, verging on this state himsefrom
personal experience, he knew that battle fatigue led dor p
judgements, irascible behaviour and snapping at others feemo
good reason.

12 © Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007



Sleepwalking around a battlefield, while outlandish enough to
denote incipient insanity, was not something he hadeend of. In
any case, Tom never quite forgot that look of shocked sermn
Bram’s face when he saw the two men looking diredtlyim across
that moonlit field.

Still, it did seem to Tom that Bram was a lucky mamj certainly
one possessed of large amounts of charm. The thnesgymen
became close comrades over the next few years, surwewveral
close shaves as the Allied forces broke out of theachhead in
Normandy, and started their drive across Northern Eutopards
Berlin.
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Chapter Three

Tom woke early, as was his habit. Despite the intesiyo
enthusiastic wake-up approaches adopted by Sergeant-Ma@rs th
world over, he had consistently managed to be awakeebef®
Sarge’s noisy morning entrance. Despite the slightgmped
position in the compartment, he had actually slept vesl on the
train. Not wanting to disturb his companions, he satwwatched the
countryside rush past the steamed-up window, all mistianearly
morning light. He even caught a glimpse of Durham catheahch
castle looking ethereal in the dawn half-light, as tfeen passed
through the ancient city.

The others were woken by the train’s arrival at Bekvstation.
The noise from other people moving up and down the corraiud
the clatter and jerks of their arrival, served as ffectve wake-up
call on a par with any Non-Commissioned Officer timaygl hitherto
encountered.

With the practised ease that experience of militaryice had
given them, the three companions pulled themselves aenl th
belongings into order. They decamped onto the platforeh an
followed the crowd to the ticket barrier, where theyegaip their
travel warrants and tickets. The young men then fowsmbaclear of
the foot traffic on the station forecourt, and hekhart conference to
decide upon their next steps. The consensus, reached isusghpr
quickly, was that cups of tea and some breakfast was ighesh
priority.

“So let’s find a café,” Alistair said.

“Suits me,” Bram agreed.

“Any idea which way we should go?” Tom asked.

“Not really,” Bram answered, casting around, “But my gusss
that way.”

He indicated a street directly across from the statichich
appeared to go down towards the old town centre. Thae a
Lyon’s Tea Shop on the corner, but by unspoken agreemneytall
felt that this was rather too grand for a group of young mio had
just slept in their clothes on an overnight train.

They continued down the hill towards the town square. tl@n
corner, they spotted a large and slightly rundown ediéch was
reassuringly packed with men who looked as if they had dpeint

14 © Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007



entire life sleeping in their clothes. Perhaps this araexaggeration,
Tom thought, but we really don’t stand out in here.

They entered the emporium, allowing a fair quantity eést and
general fug to escape from the interior. Tom ordered rofiggsa and
plates of sausage and fried bread from the brisk matbmd the
counter. She looked at the three men severely until piduced a
handful of silver coins from his pocket, whereupon the isisys
look was immediately replaced by a tight smile whicteeded her
lips but did not seem to reach to her eyes.

Tom handed over a half-crown, and received a few coppers
change. The matron also took their ration-books aipped a few
coupons to represent their breakfast fare. They gdidketheir plates
and mugs and looked for somewhere to sit.

The dining room was crowded, and the only available space was
at one end of a large table. The other end wasdgireecupied by a
rather dour-looking older man reading a newspaper. Hebwiy
and solidly built, with the look of a man who had workled land his
entire life, and who would think nothing of picking up a gheseth
one hand. Bram enquired politely as to whether he would mhthe
young men sat down. This request was acknowledged with & grun
and a wave of a large palm.

The companions were silent for a while, concentratimghe task
in hand, that of consuming their breakfast. This actiedgynpleted,
they returned to the topic of their next steps, whergot and how to
go about finding suitable paid employment. After a fewutes,
they were interrupted by the taciturn older man cledniaghroat.

“I couldn’t help but overhear,” he began, “Now you begind
like you need somewhere to go, and it just so happens W'rthe
lookout for a few likely lads who aren’t afraid of &lé hard work.
Are you interested?”

Tom and Alistair glanced at each other. Bram spokalfdhree
of them.

“We most certainly are, sir.”

The older man stood up, folding the newspaper and slipping it
into the pocket of his worn tweed jacket.

“Well then,” he said with what Tom would later leara be
characteristic deliberation, “The name’s Smith, Johitlsm

Alistair, who was the nearest to the farmer, wasaaly on his
feet and extending his hand.

“Alistair McLaughlin,” he said.

“A Scot, | take it,” the farmer replied.
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“Yes, sir. From Sutherland. My folks had a smallholdug
there.”

“| see. That explains the accent, then. And yod;?lahe
continued, turning to Bram.

“Bram Stoker, sir. I've worked a bit with animals.”

The farmer nodded slowly as Bram stepped back and allowed
Tom to come forward.

“Thomas Perkins, sir. Not worked on a farm, but willingbi
taught, sir,” he said, shaking hands. He noticed that Sdtamids felt
every bit as large and calloused as they had appeared.

“I see,” the farmer continued, “Well, | dare say ybujet a
chance to learn.”

The older man stood back, hands on hips, surveying the three
companions’ empty plates and mugs.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

Farmer John directed the young men to a lorry parkechéoside
of the square. This was a transport with which theyewsttirely
familiar from their time in the Armed Forces. Thegdhendured
many a bumpy ride in France and Germany, and Tom sonetete
as if he had made the personal acquaintance of every @athol
northern Europe.

The companions clambered under the canvas covers anthénto
back of the truck, which looked very much like it had seen
considerable service in the Army, and more recently tséransport
a wide variety of farm produce. They padded themselvestidtih
coats and bags as best they could before the loryffsevith a jerk
for the trip to the farm which was to become theimkofor the next
few months.

Their first view of Holme Farm, caught emerging froime t
canvas-covered lorry, was a cluster of grey stone Ingitgliall very
square and solid — much like the farmer himself, mused Talinset
around a walled yard. The boundaries of the yard wergaihart
formed from several stone-built barns, one of whidswo act as
accommodation for the companions throughout that sum@#gvers,
they were later to discover, housed a diary or providedlisy for
horses.

The entire farm was set in a secluded valley betweenldw
hills, with self-evidently well-tended fields bounded by hedged
dry stone walls, and sheltered from the easterly wyds spinney of
mature trees. Just outside the farmhouse itself wesies of stone
drinking troughs, fed from a spring still flowing stronglyea after
the recent hot and dry weather. The overflow was chi@dnto a
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stream they had crossed by a low bridge at the entraribe farm, a
bridge so overgrown with vegetation that it could bardélky
distinguished from the adjacent hedgerows.

John Smith dismounted from the truck and bellowed.

“Edna! Newcomers!”

At the summons, his wife bustled out. She was a wonfam w
looked as if her normally vigorous and optimistic outloakl lkaken a
huge blow in the recent past. She smiled rather wanilgeathree
friends. Her husband rapidly explained that he had nesetlioung
men evidently looking for work and had engaged them imralglia

“Come in, come in,” she said, smiling a little more viydand
directing all of them into the farmhouse.

Once inside, she turned around and took a closer look iat the
demob suits, which would not have stood out in a cigestbut were
certainly not at all appropriate for working on the landhe
disappeared upstairs and returned a few moments lateanvahmful
of clothing which turned out to be much more suitable: drouisers,
boots and loose-fitting striped cotton shirts, all verwieand well-
washed, obviously not new, but of good — if rather homespu
quality.

Edna had also brought down a collection of headgear, f@d t
three young men each picked up a hat apiece. Alisigieg up a
floppy brown felt hat with a wide brim, and put it on hisad. It
made him look uncomfortably like the village yokel, and theept
two could not help laughing aloud at his appearance.

“I need to have something to keep the sun off my face,” he
explained apologetically, “I burn something dreadful inghenmer if
I’m not careful.”

Once they had picked out suitable attire, they were staaund
the yard and directed to the upper floor to the barntte se. It was
a lot more comfortable that they might have expectéith neal beds
and heavy curtains which offered a certain amount ah Ipoitvacy
and warmth. The men changed their clothes rapidly,showed their
gear neatly in cubby-holes provided for that very purpose.

They returned to the farmhouse and presented their new
appearance to the farmer and his wife. The second-hatitk€lo
fitted Bram and Tom well enough, but were a bit loosthatwaist
and short at the ankle for Alistair. It was clearall that he needed
help to keep his trousers up. John looked at him, and hidfake
into an uncharacteristic smile.

‘I know what you need,” he said, “Belt, braces and bagili
twine.”
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Even Edna’s sad visage brightened at this quip. Tom sesbect
that the clothing had originally belonged to someone als¢be farm.
He was later to discover that the farmer and his héf@ lost a son,
their only son, in the closing stages of the War. Ednparticular
seemed happy to have a few young men around the farngoautd
occasionally be caught looking wistfully at the threenpanions.

Life on the farm soon developed a familiar pattern. The
companions woke at sunrise, and completed a collectiomoohing
chores before breakfast. Once fortified with genempuantities of
stodgy food, they were directed to the main activitieghaf day and
sent off to carry out their tasks. At first, John wbgbme by to
inspect their progress several times a day but, acdrbe clear that
the young men applied themselves diligently to the tablamd, they
were often left alone for days at a time.

Much of the farm work was carried out by teams of twdoor
heavy Shire horses, their hooves huge as dinner platesp ar
seemed to Tom. Both Alistair and Bram declared themsdhrailiar
with working horses, and certainly seemed to be able tdlddhe
beasts to the satisfaction of the farmer. Tom was hmiass
comfortable with the animals, but found his forte in ohgv and
maintaining tractors and other machinery powered by internal
combustion engines. The farm owned a couple of pretwaators,
whose use was limited in these post-War days by fuedniag.
More fuel was slowly becoming available, as farmiragl Ipriority
over non-essential uses, but there was a limit @écathount of work
which could be done using such machines.

The really heavy work was undertaken by steam-poweretibtrac
engines, provided by a roving band of engineers which had,
according to the farmer, turned up year after year. elleegines
drove the threshing machines which separated the wheattfrem
chaff. Two of them working at opposite ends of adfieere used to
drag huge multi-bladed reversible ploughshares through the dyroun
using immense steel hawsers or, later on, the hamgowofi the newly
broken earth. These immense noisy engines, belchindgesiaod
steam, and the flocks of seagulls following the plougls vaa
impressive sight, Tom considered, as he laboured atttesdting.

One of their regular early morning tasks was to milk tbesc
This was something that Tom had not done before, andlistsctly
reticent at first. Even so, he was surprised to firad ble had a knack
for it, and was usually able to finish milking by hand consitdly
quicker than the other two.
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The work on the farm was long and hard, but almost entir
unstressed. Tom found himself relaxing more and more teer
weeks, allowing the movements of his body and the conaequbes
in his muscles to ease the mental strains he had baaiged he
even had. The horrors of the War slowly faded to &dlismnemory,
and were replaced by a distinctly pleasing feeling of pravkigtork
undertaken in the sunshine.
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Chapter Four

The three soldiers were confined to barracks — by teathver,
rather than as a result of any disciplinary actionwads just after the
fall of Berlin, and the re-organisation of post-Warri@any was
already well under way. Tom, Bram and Alistair weret p&r a
contingent that had remained in the west of the couatgssist with
security during the re-building.

The winter weather was dreadful, with much snow and vwand,
blizzard conditions for days on end. Alistair struggledhiough the
door, forcing it shut against the weather.

“Blimey!” he exclaimed, “It's a bit nippy out there.”

Tom and Bram looked up from their make-work tasks — polishing
boots and sewing buttons back onto their uniforms. Adistaugged
himself out of his outdoor clothing, and came to sit onkib#om
bunk, close to the stove, and warmed his hands. The tdoymas
almost deserted, since most of the troops had alreasly $f@pped
back to Blighty.

Alistair stared thoughtfully at the coals burning on tteve for
several long minutes.

“Hmm. This weather reminds me of a story my Granddadl tol
me years ago, when | was but a nipper,” he said, “Ittala of a
bizarre journey, to a strange part of the world. You Vealst to hear
it?”

Tom looked up bright-eyed and sat back on his bunk, eager for
any entertainment which would relive the tedium. Brankdabat
Alistair strangely for a moment, but then smiled wyoehd nodded.

Alistair settled himself on the bunk, making himself cortdble
and putting his hands behind his back.

“Granddad had a great fund of colourful stories, whicliged to
tell to me and my cousins at bedtime. This was one dofryurites.
I’'m sure he told it to us several times, over the yeansl | suspect
the details had been a little embellished in latemigli’

“It seems that my Granddad was quite a traveller inybishger
days. Footloose and fancy-free, | suppose a bit of a rogeespent
many years drifting around different parts of the worla. truth, |
suspect he was something of a hired warrior, a merceriassgnoe
sort. | sometimes wondered why he came to our remoteopar
Scotland.”
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“Perhaps he had made a few too many enemies in hisgpavel
Tom suggested, half-jokingly.

Alistair laughed.

“That’s a thought which had occurred to me,” he said. t&baly,
he kept himself to himself, by all accounts, rarely leavhmy farm.
He was already well into middle age when he married my
Grandmother. I'm told it was quite a scandal attime, my Granny
being so much younger than him.”

Tom wondered if at least part of the scandal was tligtad’s
grandparents were not quite married when she fell pregnamt.
deference to Alistair’s feelings, he avoided probing i galacious
details.

“So, what happened to your Granddad?” he asked.

“Oh, he’s dead now,” Alistair replied. “He died qudeddenly, a
long time ago, in his bed, with his boots off. Quite ahie&vement
for the old rascal, | reckon.”

Bram and Tom chuckled.

“‘Anyway, it seems that Granddad was in Siberia,” Alista
continued. “He was part of a company trading in skinardsens,
horsehides and leather, all tanned hides not made up ottang.
The story goes that the route they used regularly wastéad by
robbers and bandits, and so the company employedjtiaitls. And
that's what Granddad’s job was.”

“The caravan’s starting-point was a trading station aavara, a
small market in a desolate part of the country. Tthegtination was
altogether more mysterious. It was many days ride ftwartrading
post, along the Tunguska River, in the hills northwest akelL
Baikal.”

Alistair now had the complete attention of his audéers he
continued his tale.

“According to Granddad, this area had quite a reputatiobefimg
both impenetrable and dangerous. It was in the middimmkense
pine forests, and got lots of snow during much of the y&art. there
was a road of sorts, well a track really, not easilysphle in places,
which wended its way into the hills. The path was oarand
winding, with some danger of rock falls and avalanches.was
more-or-less all right by horse and wagon in summeriamdinter
horse-drawn sledges could be used.”

“In winter, the way was particularly treacherous. efigh were
frequent heavy snowfalls and blizzards, leaving deep sndsvdrif
which often blocked the route. The thick, dense foresthease to
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wolves and bears, and meant it was easy to get lostl the rocky
crags and gorges make sure it was fatal if you did so.”

“Sounds worse than here,” Bram said, looking out of threlow
at the snow swirling past.

Both Tom and Alistair laughed.

“It was,” Alistair agreed, “All-in-all, a tracklessasteland with no
local habitation and no-one living nearby. There wem n
woodcutters or animal herders, so the forest was heawasgoown,
and the path infrequently used and difficult to follo@randdad said
that the only thing that made the journey possible at alinter was
that there were a few rude shelters along the way;hidden and
hard to find unless you know where to look. But theres wwa
permanent habitation, no inns. It was a three-day jounnegood
weather; in the blizzard season, it could take weeks taogéhe
pass.”

“So what was the destination?” Tom asked.

Alistair looked contemplative for a few moments before
continuing.

“Well, it was a small market — more a village hosting arkat
rather than a trading post like the one at Vanavaitee only known
route to the market was via a narrow ravine, a windingygor
surrounded on every side by crags and rocky hills.”

“And to get into the gorge, you have to pass the ca§ten from a
distance, the ancient castle appears to be tumbledowvrexrelict.

But in some strange way that Granddad never really nadg once
you got closer, the fortifications were found to actudlé in very

good condition, with stout gates in good working order dnckt
stone walls. The castle stood to one side of the thathenters the
gorge. In fact, Granddad said, you practically have to wadler its

walls to enter the ravine.”

“Was the castle deserted?” Bram asked.

“Or haunted?” added Tom.

Alistair grinned.

“Oh no,” he replied, “The castle itself had a garrisonf-sants.
At first glance, it appeared that a company of soldiead taken
temporary shelter in the buildings. But looking more clgsel
Granddad observed shrewdly, you could see the signsoofatérm
habitation. The stabling and tack room was well-organidegtet
were wagons and sledges under tarpaulins hidden away, ame$ke
room and kitchen seemed very warm and welcoming.”

There was another thoughtful pause, as if Alistair @casparing
his own military experiences with the childhood tfalethe first time.
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“It also seemed to be surprisingly well-armed,” he séavly,
“Including a few large field guns and a plentiful stock of
ammunition.”

“The caravan did not stop at the castle, but presseihitorthe
ravine. The path wound through the gorge, passing alongside a
rushing stream in several places. Granddad described tisé spid
spray of the rapidly moving water, and the incredibles@othe roar
of the rapids, fed by waterfalls on either side.”

“The spray from the stream meant that the path wasn oftet
underfoot, and exceptionally icy and dangerously slippery mewi
You had to walk carefully, testing every step, to avotdstaophe.”

“Eventually, you reached a tarn — a still pool with barany
movement of the water, except where the lake is feshigll streams
and runoff waterfalls. The pool was supposed to haveemyas
properties, and Granddad said that they were advised notger |
there, although exactly what those properties mightvbs never
made clear. And strangely, after that, the watehéngorge flowed
the other way.”

“After the pool, the gorge seemed eerily familiar, fagou were
retracing your steps but not in any way you could artieulat
Granddad said that you couldn’t point at a rock or a cragmeaand
say, I've seen that before, with any kind of convictidhwas just a
feeling, a feeling that was amplified when you first caugjght of
the castle on the other side.”

“Another castle?” Tom asked, breath bated.

“Yes, indeed,” Alistair continued, “It seemed identicalf bgain,
in no way which can be easily identified.”

Tom found himself thinking along military lines as he Id to
Alistair’s story.

“So, the gorge and streams, they’re all difficult taverse and
naturally defensible,” he said thoughtfully, “And withstlas to add
extra protection.”

“Well, yes,” Alistair agreed, “It was almost as ifethwo castles
were built at the same time, with an agreement Burenthat they
were of equal strength, with the only differences beimg t
accommodate local geography. Then, they were subsequently
modified and extended — by adding earthworks for example — in
different ways, for different military needs. Jugela pair of semi-
detached houses, built to be identical, but reworked awsynsand
differently by a series of over-enthusiastic tenants.

Both Bram and Tom smirked at the imagery.

© Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007 23



“The other castle also has an informal garrison,” tAlrs
continued, “They had different uniforms, and spoke a differ
language. But, even so, the garrison was similar inymaays — it
had the same number of men, although Granddad did nat kapo
their armaments.”

“As you move away from the gorge and the castle, thentcp
seems more and more different. The further you go, nibee
different it appears. My Granddad always said that stinengest
thing about this trip was the change in the surroundings yma had
made it through the ravine. When you approach the gorge,a@u h
to travel for endless miles over snowy wastes, bwais basically
flat. Once through the gorge, you made your way stesdplynhill,
finally emerging from a pass in the mountains. Granddad idescr
how you could see across the valley to the mountain@rother
side.”

“It was almost as if you had been suddenly transported anto
much warmer climate. Something like it is here in Ge&ynanowy
and freezing cold in winter, but very warm, even too hatummer.
And the people were different, too — friendly enough, Granddad
said that they spoke a language like no other he had hétrdad
little to do when they reached the market, since otheiss party
would conduct the negotiations for the sale of their siafénhen, they
would load up the wagons or sledges again — there was always
something to trade on the return trip, but he said thatfigeons were
never quite as full on the way back. But there was ydwaoney,
gold — Granddad once told me that he had bought the farm in
Sutherland with the money he made from these trips.”

The companions fell silent for a few moments, evidetitinking
about the story Alistair had just related. Then Tom spgke

“So why did your Granddad stop trading and retire to Scotland

“l don't know,” Alistair responded, “I know that Granddachde
several trips. Apparently, on the last visit, thedimg party was
turned back by the garrison on the other side of the geoghat they
had to retrace their steps with full wagons. No one kwiny they
had not been allowed through this time, given that they been
permitted to do so on many previous occasions.”

“l got the impression that there was a certain amotimuttering
and speculation among the party. Some people even thohgght
reason was because of my grandfather’'s presence with th can'’t
see how that could have been, though. He never said wiplepe
might have thought that.”

Alistair looked lost in thought for a few moments, tlvemtinued.
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“So, my Granddad’s party left the gorge and made their baay
to the Vanavara trading post — a five-day trip with fullgaas in
poor weather. They stayed there overnight, making plas\gppose,
about what to do next.”

“And then there was another very strange thing. Tliewiong
morning, there was a tremendous explosion from thectdire they
had just come! There was an enormous flash of ligtitarsky and,
a few moments later, a huge bang and an immense blaghahf It
knocked Granddad off his feet, he said, and shied the horses
something rotten.”

Tom was astonished.

“What happened?” he asked urgently.

“ don’'t know. Granddad always said that there was much
rumour and speculation, but no one actually had any idead add
happened. There was no explanation given, either atirtiee or
later.”

Alistair explained that his grandfather had later heard titess
had been flattened for miles around, but no one wad stir@ what
had caused the blast.

“So what happened after that,” Tom pressed.

“Well, the trading party was disbanded, and Granddad was
advised to take his earnings and make himself scarce. Agaomne
exactly said why, but he did wonder if it had anything to di wie
castles and the military garrisons.”

“Was this about the time of the Russian revolution? oBethe
Great War?” Bram asked, out of the blue.

“Um, I'm not sure,” Alistair answered, “I suppose it wast a
few years before.”

Bram nodded sagely, then smiled enigmatically.

“Well, perhaps you’ll find out what it was all about sod®y,” he
suggested.

“Well, maybe,” Alistair countered, “But most certainlptrnwhile
I’'m in the Army.”
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Chapter Five

One of the highlights of the companions’ sojourn onfénen was
a visit to the marketplace in the nearby town of Atkw On market
day, everyone was up very early, even by farming stdsdaiThe
three young men staggered bleary-eyed around the farmyatid, w
before dawn, struggling to make everything ready for thengy.
Finally, the last loading of the wagons was completed, the farm
hands were able to partake of a quick breakfast of sweskfmrridge
and mugs of tea before setting off.

It was a long, slow journey, walking at a snail's palmngside
the farm carts, driving the herd of cattle before theltnwas also
thirsty labour, toiling up and down the hills on the windimgl austy
trails, necessitating frequent drinks from the wataesk$ they had
remembered to bring with them.

“This is hard work,” moaned Tom, as he attempted to persuade
the cows along the correct route with the aid ofiekdte had cut
from the hedgerow earlier. The cows seemed in no moobet
rushed, and ambled along at their own pace regardle3®omofs
ministrations.

“Don’t worry,” said Alistair cheerfully, “It'll be eagr on the way
back. We won'’t have the cattle, and there’ll probal@dynmre space
in the wagons, so we can ride in comfort on the rgaurmey.”

Tom was not entirely sure that the definition of arfdortable
ride” included sitting in the back of a horse-drawn caraaountry
road, but said nothing. Just at that moment, theyeztdbe rise of a
hill, and could see the town laid out below them. Ftbewr vantage-
point, they could also see over to their left thenpduof dust put up
by another caravan converging on the market.

The market square at Alnwick was not really a squaadl,anore
a linked series of irregular spaces surrounded by ancieng sto
buildings. Their first task was to herd the cattlethe stock pens
which, naturally enough, were located right at one enthe@imarket
and close to most of the major routes.

A principal reason for the existence of the Alnwick maekeall
was the cattle auction. This provided an opportunityler $eason’s
calves to be sold on which represented, Alistair had Ta@m, a
significant part of the farm’s income. Other animaéze also being
offered for sale — sheep and lambs from other farms, ek as
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several runs full of squealing piglets. There seemecttpldnty of
buyers standing around, carefully inspecting the livestoickale and
sucking contemplatively on their pipes and cigarettes.

John the farmer rapidly conducted his business with the
auctioneer. Tom formed the opinion that the two memnewsd
acquaintances, or perhaps sparing partners, but their eactoody
passed off amicably enough. Once business was compibted,
was an opportunity for Tom and the others to depart tooexhe
town, with an admonishment to meet back at the stock pgrfive
o’clock that evening.

The centre of the market was the old guild hall, aaadl square
building with stone arches providing covered walkways oeryev
side. The different parts of the market were laidinatll directions,
and the companions were unsure which way to head.

“Let’s go this way,” Bram suggested, indicating a large cqrea
crowded with stalls.

Alistair and Tom looked at each other, and shrugged.

“So let’s go then,” Tom said.

The market area was not flat, either, but quite unevenfairly
steeply sloping in some places. The stone cobblesumesgectedly
slippery underfoot, especially where the natural sideztffef well-
fed animals and ripe — or even over-ripe — vegetables weke
found.

The companions carefully made their way though the warro
passageways between the booths. This area was populaseally
offering groceries of all kinds. Some presented array®aHlly-
grown produce, with fine-looking vegetable specimens on esidey
Others offered a medley of fruit, including items clgamported
from overseas such as oranges and bananas, which wendeard-
of luxury in War-time England.

Elsewhere, numerous butchers were offering a wide yadét
meats and several fish merchants, each competing vetbthers to
show the most prolific displays of iced fish. Andviis so noisy! All
the vendors were loudly hawking their wares at the wipgheir
voices, and Tom could hardly hear himself think. Ilitespf the
delightful profusion of produce on display, the stalldaos still
appeared to be rigorously checking the ration coupons fierhdoks
presented by their customers.

As the companions moved onwards, they encountered arsettio
the market which housed travellers and tinkers okamltls. One
wizened old man had a treadle-driven grindstone attached to
barrow, which he could use to wheel the contraptioruratofrom
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place to place. His sing-song voice kept up a constamyliof
invitations and imprecations to the passing crowd, of firen

“Knives sharpened” and “Sharpen your penknife, Sir?” intessuok
with “Thanking you kindly, Ma'’am” and “That'll be no’but

ha’'penny”.

Alistair, who prided himself on being able to get an exceptign
keen edge on any sharp instrument, tutted disapprovinghe aifter
to sharpen his pocket-knife. He glared at the littl&etin much to
Bram’s amusement, and then pushed on ahead.

“Don’t you want him to sharpen your knife?” Tom asked,
skipping forward to catch up.

Alistair shook his head, eloquently.

“‘Over my dead body. A grindstone like that makes far too
uneven a cut, too coarse and misshapen. To get a knife skaip,
you need to use a curved whetstone, and with great cdréedicacy
I'll have you know. A knife just won't stay sharp afrch a rough
treatment, and it takes ages to get a good edge on a gkade a

Despite Alistair's misgivings, there were a fair numbépeople
waiting for the services of the knife-sharpener, aey til seemed to
be satisfied with the results.

Beyond the stalls of the main square was a tiny fairgrowitti,
rides and slides so diminutive as to be only suitabléhersmallest
of children. The younger offspring were shouting and laughing as
they whirled about, watched anxiously by their parents. diter
people were also being entertained by jugglers and fireseard
there was much applause at the most spectacular otites, not to
mention a few coins being tossed into an old felt htteat feet.

Walking on, the three companions came across one sedtibe
market, in a smaller area almost completely enclasedcut off from
the rest of the bazaar. Most of the surrounding mgkl had high
blank stone walls, as if they were turned away and didwamt to
see. It was almost as if, Tom thought, an alleywawéen buildings
had been widened to be just broad enough for a few tadtstalls
on either side.

Tom also noticed something curious about the cobblestones
beneath his feet. There were unusually wide gaps betieestones,
which were filled with verdant green moss, suggesting timaler
normal circumstances there was little traffic in thést of the town.
The three young men seemed to come across it by happsnsta
although Tom later wondered if somehow they had been guided
there.
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Despite its apparent obscurity, this part of the mankeet bustling
with activity. Stalls draped with colourful awnings linbdth sides
of the street, and the narrow open space in between wsolexahat
Tom and the others were jostled almost constantlge flrst stand
that they passed was offering a huge variety of mystepotisns
and medicines, salves and ointments for ailments ddiradls, some
of which Tom could not identify, and others where he wdadsde
been far too embarrassed to enquire further.

At least two of the stalls were competing in theiresgbn of
good-luck charms, which included the familiar lucky white heath
and the traditional lucky rabbit’'s foot. Although not soky for the
rabbit, thought Tom wryly. There were other trinkets, tobictv he
had not previously come across; these included an assbortvhe
highly-polished translucent stones purporting to ensure thaetrer
would not go astray when walking at night.

A nearby booth was hawking hand-made jewellery. Rings,
amulets and necklaces made with large coloured stortesiver
filigree were displayed under the watchful eye ofstadlholder. As
they passed by, Tom overheard the stallholder explainirgg loud
voice to a potential customer the various desirable priepef a ring
bearing a large blue jewel: many children, wealth and liieg
seemed to cover the general tenor of his promises.

Towards the end of the row of stalls, there was alsmpaight
tent made of a striped blue material. Tom felt suretthathad to be
the pitch of a fortune teller, a guess that was coefifras the three
young men strolled closer. The clairvoyant’s skiisre advertised,
as if it was really necessary, by a weather-beatgm sOriginally,
this had been brightly painted, but it now faded to a poimear
unintelligibility.

Passing the tent flap, Tom caught sight of the mysiticinv. She
was a tall and surprisingly young-looking woman with elegawnén
striking facial features, which were just a little bit tpmonounced
and angular for real beauty. The woman’s dauntinglyactive
appearance was emphasised by the application of considerable
guantities of dark eye make-up. Tom could practically Haar
Granny’s voice echoing in his head, “Painted Hussy”.

“Do you want to have your fortune told?” Bram asked,afuhe
blue.

“No, not really,” Tom answered immediately.

Alistair looked faintly surprised.

“Why not?” he asked.
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“Well, I can’t believe that my future is all that prethble just at
the moment,” Tom replied, “And I'm really not thattenested
anyway.”

“Suit yourself,” Bram said in a disinterested manner.

The three men walked on, leaving the mossy alleywayutir a
pair of iron gates set into a stone archway, andrjgia more well-
travelled street. It seemed that they had circled aoand they
found themselves heading back towards the guildhall atomgde
avenue where it seemed that every other building wa#m@ or
hostelry of some kind.

“Fancy a spot of lunch, boys?” Bram asked, looking uphat
sign of the “Crossed Keys”.

Tom and Alistair looked at each other.

“I don’'t mind if | do,” Tom said sardonically.

The public bar was crowded with farm hands, all smoking and
talking at the tops of their voices. As they entetbdy separated
almost instinctively. Alistair used his height to sigfoa drinks over
the heads of the drinkers cluttering the bar area. Tawhenfor the
kitchen door, and rapidly negotiated for ploughman’s luncivbéde
Bram, somehow exercising his luck again, managed to fiathta
table in the corner.

They had just started tucking into their bread and cheese when
Tom noticed the tall and mysterious woman they had seeier
enter the bar. She wore a floor-length cape in somerdaterial and
carried a tall staff in her right hand. Her flowingbes and long
black hair caused heads to turn throughout the room, ardwudleof
conversation dropped noticeably. He was impressed tthaeshe
managed imperiously to ignore her audience compledely, made a
bee-line for the companions, arriving uninvited at their table

It seemed to Tom that there might have been sorsk ddmutual
recognition between the tall woman and Bram, althougtolodéd not
have been sure.

As one, the three young men politely stood up, drawing treek
stools, Alistair tugging off his cap automatically.

“Good afternoon, Ma’am,” he said.

‘I am looking for the three Army men,” she said without
preamble, “You are they, are you not?”

“We're not actually in the Army any more, Ma’am,” Alsr
responded, “But, yes, we all served in the Infantry duriregWar
and we’ve now been demobilised.”

“Then you are the Army men,” she asserted firmly,hdve a
message for you — indeed, | have two messages.”
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“Messages? Who from?” Tom asked, disquieted by thectdir
approach, “We don’t know anyone around here.”

The woman fixed him with a piercing glance, softened byrya w
half-smile which somehow emphasised her high cheekbones

“My messages are not necessarily from a person,” siig s
enigmatically, “I see many things, not all of them plaiisible to
other folk. |1 am required to tell you something of whagd.5

Tom was intrigued, but did not feel it polite to enquireactly
who or what had required the lady to communicate thesages.

‘I see a complex future for you all,” she continued intziply,
“The three of you will soon go on a long journey, stimes
together, sometimes apart, but always marching in step.”

Bram’s reaction, it seemed to Tom, was rather strangte
appeared to be watching Tom and Alistair closely, and didseein
to be at all surprised by the psychic’s sudden appearance.

“Is that the message?” Tom asked, feeling completeijused.

“It is one of the messages.”

“And what'’s the other one?”

“The other message,” she replied, “Will take a litttander to
convey.”

Bram took the initiative.

“Let me find you a seat, Ma’am,” he said, “So that yon o@ke
yourself comfortable while you deliver your message.”

The curious group still had the attention of almost ywee in the
bar. One old sheep-drover, clearly smitten and havinghesed
Bram’s remarks, immediately stood up and offered his dbathe
mystery woman. She nodded regally in thanks, and sat d8nam
and Alistair sank into their own seats.

“Can | get you a drink, Ma’am?” Tom enquired.

“A port and lemon, if you please,” she responded, smiling
graciously.

Tom rapidly wormed his way through the crowded bar, purchased
the requested refreshment and hurried back. The mystiptadcine
drink with another smile and a raised eyebrow, which Took to
mean than he should sit down and pay attention.

“My second message,” the mysterious lady pronounced, fiMig
seem to be a story, a childish tale, but you should rstetel that
there are matters of import contained therein.”
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Chapter Six

The enigmatic lady settled herself comfortably in bkair and
sipped her drink, nodding wordlessly to Bram in thanks. She
appeared to be ready to begin, but suddenly turned and glattesl at
man who had just given up his seat, who was still lurkiogefully
nearby. She asked in clipped tones if there was sangettlei wished
to communicate to her. The old man reddened immediately,
spluttered something unintelligible, then downed the l&gti pint
and rapidly left the bar.

She returned her full attention to the three young reaming
forward over the table and speaking in a low voice toicabeing
overheard.

“My story is a tale of a group of companions, travslléom
England in an age long past, who came to Ireland on siomi®f
vital importance.”

It became rapidly clear to Tom that the inscrutabldy lhad
originated from the Emerald Isle, or at least had sperdnsiderable
amount of time there. He could hear her accent braaglen
noticeably as she relaxed into her story, or perhiapas merely the
effect of the port and lemon.

“My tale is set in the island of mystery, many yeag®, when all
of Ireland was a single country — when, indeed, Irelans stit the
gateway to the world of Faerie.”

Tom and Alistair were both immediately spell-bound by he
words, leaning forward to make sure they missed nothBrgum too
was listening intently.

“In those days, the journey across the sea to Irelaslperilous
in itself, with storms at sea and huge waves. Shexguéntly sunk,
and a voyage set out in fair weather could still endxiitement,
danger and death. But yet people came over the water.”

“If it was so hazardous, then why did people risk the jey®h
Tom asked.

“Oh, there were many, many reasons,” she explaingidst' of
them entirely mundane - trade, curiosity, people seeking the
fortune. But a few, a very few, came to seek knowledgkeoworld
of Faerie or even to gain access to that world.”

“Entering a Faerie world?” Tom gasped disbelievingly.
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He was unsure how to react, although the strange ladyesee
entirely serious. Alistair seemed struck dumb. Sunkengibom of
the bar, it was difficult to tell whether Bram hadateal at all.

“That is so,” the mystic replied calmly, “And a fewugt it out.
Some came from England, others journeyed from furthmidaf
having travelled great distances across the world, thélcrossing to
Ireland being merely another part of their journey. eséhselected
few had heard of wonderful things from the world of Faestrange
and exotic, complex and magical, and wished to see tliefara
themselves.”

The woman paused, presumably, thought Tom, for effect.

“But all was not well. A war — or something like it -asvunder
way between two different factions from the Otherriéd

“Awar?” Tom parroted.

“Oh yes, I'm afraid so. There were many different pesgtom
that world — I will not insult their memory by callinfpem Fairies.
Some of those people were friendly and helpful, some tegstso.”

“Those from the land of Faerie were of different aspedifferent
shapes — all human in basic form, but often-times diffein their
behaviour and appearance to our eyes. There were \Wusdéew,
who almost never walked but preferred to transport theesen
ephemeral wings of magic attached to their backs. Twere those
who could appear and disappear in the blink of an eye, vako h
mastered the art of invisibility. And there were manthers, each
with their own traits and characteristics.”

The woman took another sip from her drink, and peereélglas
the young men over the top of her glass.

“But all these people, whatever their aspect, were divid® but
two factions,” she continued, “The first were thoskowvished to
command the obedience of the common folk of the lasrdthiem to
give up a tithe of their produce every year for the suppfidtie Other
World. And the second were those whose only desiretwvd®lp
those same lIrish folk, to work alongside them, andaddemeaceably
and equitably.”

“The common people — the peasants and workers — were ednfus
and nervous. They could not tell from their aspect hdrea Faerie
person was from the benign faction or the autocrat& oSome of
the Faerie folk were frightening — even sometimes hgmi the
commoners, while others carried out all kinds of good desuls
merciful acts, often with the aid of powerful magic.”

The companions remained silent while the mystic sipgzohaat
her drink.
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“In those days, many different places in Ireland weymehow
magically linked with the Faerie world. And those wtad lpower,
and the responsibility that has always gone with itemhained that
the magic of Faerie must not be allowed to pass unhiddete the
land of Eire,” she said, toying with her glass as gieks, “For, in
their view, it was certain to attract the attentafithose who would
seek power and control, and those who misuse the meafithe
magic.”

“Those in authority set about constructing barrieravben the
world of Faerie and our world, at all of the points obssing, to
restrict the use of magic in Ireland. Or, | should $hg, authorities
instructed that such barriers should be erected. Feomtas a long
and arduous task, requiring many years of labour, and cauntles
skilled and resourceful people.”

She set her glass back on the table so forcefully bbdt Tom
and Alistair visibly started.

“But, before the task could be completed, there camevbioedid
not seek either knowledge or access to Faerie, but tamenquer
the Other World.”

“The squabbling of the two factions had attracted Hisnéibn —
the existence of the lands of Faerie had not been d«dptiently
secret. The invader had dreams of control, of greatepowHe
desired the use of the supremacy of magic to cemenuthsray in
this world, and to use the might of his armies and fafcarms to
ensure the cooperation of the Faerie world. The Coonqueas
guided by rogues and traitors from the Other World, renegaties
did not want their magic taken away by the barriersrthers had
declared it their duty to erect.”

“So how did the Conqueror capture the Faerie kingdom?taklis
asked, fascinated by the story.

“He didn’t,” the woman replied, “Let me explain what happe.
Even in those days, access to the world of Faeriewaaable and
unpredictable.  One pathway was widely used for trade and
commerce, with many travellers crossing with goods watdrned
with much money in silver and gold in their purses. Tdnsssing
could only be used under certain weather conditions. Wiersun
shone from the Faerie lands and lit up the rain in oaordy then —
and only then — was it safe to cross. Truly, it wasessary to follow
the rainbows to reach your goal.”

“And so, now | can say why the group of travellers camgh
great speed. They came ahead of the Conqueror, to heapebple
of Faerie and their rulers of his approach. They jorgthen a great
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hurry, riding hard over difficult roads. They carried mgudid and
bought horses, paying far too much for them in theiten&s reach
the pathway while the weather held. And finally, the§owed the
rainbows and went through to the land of Faerie.”

“Their message brought confusion and disarray amongst
Lords and Ladies of Faerie. Representatives from fagtions were
contacted, and a meeting — a Faerie Council — was rapidiyened.
Those in authority realised that they had scant daysdake their
decision: whether to defend with military might the esutto the
Faerie lands, or to close the crossings. And theye wezll aware
that, if a decision was made to close the paths betwese worlds,
then it may never be re-opened.”

The mysterious woman paused for a moment. The silaase
broken by Tom'’s voice in a near-whisper.

“So what happened?”

The teller of tales looked sad for a moment.

“The crossings between Faerie and Ireland were clesedy last
one.”

The collective sign from the young men was clearly ded#ven
over the noise and bustle of the pub.

“It was quite a dramatic event, my all accounts,” skelagned,
“There were fires and huge explosions. Strange lighthenskies
were reported everywhere.”

The lady from Ireland adopted an extremely sorrowfuluaté.

“It is said that some people from Faerie elected ty istéreland,
continuing to live amongst the common folk and working ldrel,
husbanding their diminishing magic and concealing it frdmairt
neighbours, and passing on the remnants from parentidouciil it
was all gone.”

“So, where were the crossings?” Alistair asked.

“Where these paths were, now no one knows,” shestamdy,
“Although, in the west of Ireland, there is a lake —akel nearly
circular in shape, and said by some to filled with mysteven now.”

“But who was the Conqueror?” Tom enquired.

Once again, the mystery lady smiled enigmatically.

“History knows him as Oliver Cromwell,” she replied@;Hanks to
him, the fantastic world of Faerie is now all but déegéfrom us.”

“Is there nothing left?” Alistair asked in a hushed \phis

“Oh, there are some ghosts and echoes,” the womaedgeph
few lingering effects of Faerie magic in infrequentlgitéd places.”

Tom was fascinated.

“What kind of effects?” he asked.
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“There are some places where, sometimes, it is pessib
perceive strange sights and sounds, where voices speakttisom
rocks or the air,” the mysterious lady replied, “Or véhenachines
unaccountably fail — electric torches go out, motor aleki stop
unexpectedly and cannot be started. It is said thaeidlépths of the
lake | spoke of earlier can sometimes be seen, or osurally heard,
strange phenomena as if there are people somehow biyondter,
trying to get out.”

The extraordinary woman again looked sad for a momeotebe
continuing.

“It's all a pale shadow of the wonder and mystery thas$ known
knew before,” she concluded.

“l don’t want to sound unappreciative,” Alistair begin,utBwhy
are you telling us this tale, magnificent though it is?”

The mystic lady threw her head back and laughed aloud.

“Of course, everything | have said is just a retelliigngths and
legends, a bedtime story for tired children. Indeed, rapdmother
told me this very tale when | was a girl,” she chucklé8ut
sometimes, just sometimes, there is a nugget of trighadh a tale — a
truth about history and about consequences, t00.”

She took a final lady-like sip from her drink and then ewbvo
stand up. All three young men immediately also stood in a
gentlemanly fashion.

“Well, I must now be gone,” she said, smiling benignlytlze
three of them, “But, who knows? Perhaps we will magain in
another time and place?”

With that, she turned and swept out of the bar, theenaighe
room again diminishing noticeably as she passed.
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Chapter Seven

The weeks after their visit to the Alnwick market sednto pass
in a flash. There was always work to be finished, they at least
had the satisfaction of seeing the results of theirsdipour, of
being able to stand back after long hours and see aglbbdane.

After a few weeks, Edna the farmer’s wife gently chidédhree
of the young men to get their hair cut. She singled satmBryhose
unruly hair seemed to grow overnight, much to the anraeyan the
unit barber when they were in the army. After a ls@aount of
nagging, all three of them allowed the good lady to theirthair,
returning them to the “short back and sides” cut they s$@utted
during much of their military service.

The culmination of their labour was getting the harvesfely
home. Everyone on the farm regularly working late i evening,
in the long twilight, cutting the wheat and bringing ire throps.
They all enjoyed the traditional Harvest Festivalthwihe usual
thanks offered in the parish church. There was a rmdoemal
celebration as well, with a fete held on the villageen. This was
followed by very energetic, or at least noisy, fastin the village
pub, involving drinking rather too much beer and probabdy mch
barn dancing as well. During the festivities, Tom cedi that Bram
gave the impression of being something of a bystandeichvwas
very unusal since he was normally the life and soahgfparty.

Thinking about it later, Tom considered that Bram mustHalt
a little flat after the celebrations, or maybe heught that he could
not put off the return to his family for much longem dny event, it
was the following morning that he announced his inbento make
his long-delayed visit to his parents, and invited Tomwh Alistair to
join him. The two young men were enthusiastic abowimgaa trip,
with Alistair going as far as suggesting that a changeasagood as
a rest. They set about gathering up the things they wegidre for
a journey.

“Let’s travel light, boys,” Bram advised, “No need tariy things
we’ll not use. We'll only have to carry them back iagaAnd let’s
not take anything too valuable with us.”

Bram specifically advised Alistair to leave his granadéats
watch behind. This was part of the small inheritamednad collected
from the solicitor while he was in London, one afimber of things
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left to him by his mother. Bram did not exactly sapy, but
suggested indirectly that the combination of sea airrangh travel
might not agree with the delicate workings of an old watc

Later that morning, the three young men approached Juhn t
farmer to make it clear that they had a little businelsewhere to
attend to, without being specific on their actual destna Bram did
most of the talking.

“We’ll be away for a night or two at most,” he expilad, “You'll
hardly know we’ve been gone. Now that the harvast'd’'m sure
you can spare us for a few days.”

Bram was at great pains to stress that they all expéategturn
very soon.

“We’ll leave most of our belongings in the barn,” he swsjge,
“We've got a fair old walk in front of us.”

Without being asked, Edna made up a few bundles for thegyoun
men containing, they were to discover later, somedhrelacese and
apples from the garden. These they accepted gratednity packed
them carefully in their knapsacks, along with theiatev bottles
freshly refilled from the spring.

The companions set off shortly after breakfast. rAtiém minutes
walking along the farm road, they took a different waynfrtheir
usual course down to the village with its congenial publiashks.
Following Bram closely, the party struck off along a narfootpath
across the fields, finally joining a larger track by meaha stile of
worn stone blocks which allowed passage over a well-aiaed dry
stone wall.

Bram looked around, apparently satisfied.

“This way,” he said, indicating the road to their right<new this
path had to be around here somewhere.”

The road was surprisingly shady, with mature trees tatvals
and high hedgerows and stone walls on either side. Eandist part,
it was very difficult to see the surrounding countrgsiand, when
they caught a glimpse through the hedges, there was ndthsee
except open fields and the occasional cow. It was stimbom
mused privately, as if the way had been intended to Ietsec

“So what is this road?” Tom asked Bram.

Bram hesitated for a second, then grinned broadly.

“It's called St. Cuthbert's Way,” he answered, “Nametkiaf
Saint Cuthbert, of course. In olden times, it islsthe way was built
to allow pilgrims and travellers to travel to and froime crossing to
Lyndesfarne quickly and discreetly. Cuthbert himself is sspgdo
have come this way many times, passing here and theréhdor
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working of his famous miracles. And, long after his dehihbody,
or at least his bones, were whisked away along this pathisy
followers.”

Tom could certainly imagine a small group or even a single
individual travelling this way extremely circumspectlythvho one
the wiser of their passage.

At one point on their walk, the three companions wesertaken
by a man on horseback at the canter, and there wiere tavellers
coming in the opposite direction. They had to scramble om
bank a couple of times to stay clear of horse-drawgowa and
caravans. But, for most of the journey, the road veag guiet, with
just the singing of the birds in the hedges for company.

Even so, the way was more well-travelled than itkéxb
Looking down, Tom could see many ruts and tracks in the groun
with footprints in the muddy patches. There was somgeece of
recent maintenance as well, with some potholes fyefldd with
firmly tamped gravel, and ditches and drainage channeidyne
cleared of weeds and soil.

The sun was shining as the young men walked over a sigght
and caught their first glimpse of the sea betweertrdes. As they
made their way down the hill, they admired the brighekdf the sea
against the grey-blue of the skyline and the near-cloudlgsabove.
Closer to the shore, they could see a line of whitakenes shining
brightly in the sunshine, indicating that the tide wésng way out.

“l hadn't realised that we were so close to the s&a,h Alistair
said.

Bram laughed again.

“Still a fair way to go, my friend,” he said, “Quite few miles.
But we should be able to see our destination soon.”

As they rounded a bend in the road, they caught theirdight of
Lyndesfarne. The island itself appeared as little rioae a mistily
blurred region of green and grey, the haze over thec@hrasting
strongly with the clear views out to sea in otheections. Tom
found it very difficult to make out any kind of featuras the island.
All he could see was an area of scrubby grass with nas sig
habitation, edged by rocks and mudflats.

From their vantage-point, they could make out all tlanexes of
an old masonry bridge, reached by a long causeway comstrinct
the same weathered stone. There was a suggestionsioilar
causeway on the other side, but it was not at aircldhether it was
even passable. Somehow, the far causeway seemedppedisanto
the haze, even in the bright sunshine.
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“Well, that’'s our route,” Bram cried, indicating theidge and
causeway, “And the weather still looks fine for our walk.

There was much shipping passing well out to sea, as well as
numerous inshore boats visible to the north and so@trangely,
thought Tom, there were no boats visible in the straigbtween the
island and the mainland, no one fishing or collecting &Erggbts.

The only feature which did seem to be clearly visiblehenisland
was a ruined castle. This appeared to be a little ri@e a few
broken walls and towers which clung to a natural outctapeaend
of a narrow peninsula. The tumbledown nature of the Lyades
castle contrasted the other fortifications Tom cowdeé & several
directions.

“Why are there so many castles around here?” Alistsiec
suddenly, apparently having been following much the same ofai
thought as Tom.

“Ah,” Bram replied, “This area was once famous ferhrigands
and highwaymen, not to mention being frequently invaded fsoth
sea and land. At one time, almost every buildingnyf significance
was fortified in some way.”

There were large and impressive castles in a good staepaf
dotted along the coast. Tom could see how these wdold allocal
garrison to repel larger invading forces. Bram pointedBaumburgh
castle to the south, the sunlight glinting on its wahsl towers, and
the rugged keeps of Haggerston and Scremerston to the north.

As the companions followed the road further down theitdls
the island and the castles were lost to view, obscuredebirees and
hedgerows.

“Well, boys,” Bram piped up, “l think we’re coming up on the
north road to Edinburgh.”

“So how much further is it then?” Tom asked.

“It's just five miles to the causeway,” Bram replied.

A few minutes later, they reached the main road, a modetc!s
of smooth tar macadam extending as far as the eye ceildThere
was a fair amount of traffic, mostly heavy lorri@sth a few cars and
the occasional motorbike.

“Let’s rest here awhile,” Alistair suggested.

Bram shrugged his shoulders, apparently indifferent to the
thought. Tom was more enthusiastic, and pointed outleesbd spot
just at the end of the lane, between the hedgerowslaud by a
mature oak tree. He sauntered over, threw down his pauk,
subsided gratefully on the grass. The other two joined ahimost
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immediately, and they started pulling out cigarettes andwidier
flasks from their baggage.

As Alistair lit his fag and Bram drank deeply from hisskaTom
studied the road junction. He could see no evidence tiyata or
lorry ever turned down this way; wheeled transport takimg route
was horse-drawn. There were no signposts, no honeesign of
anyone around at all.

Across the road, there was a wider track, not asphdited
obviously used by powered vehicles. As they watched, a lorry
appeared in the junction, stopping well back from the maeadr
being barely visible between the hedges. The companions
instinctively shrunk back into their hedgerow hiding plasethey
watched. The lorry waited for a gap in the traffic —mealised Tom
suddenly, waited until there was no traffic in sightlatahen pulled
out and sped away.

After ten minutes to rest their legs, the three conganstood up
and make ready to continue their walk. They crossednina road
and walked down the lane where they had seen the truck pull out
earlier.

“Is this still St. Cuthbert’s Way?” Tom asked.

“l believe so,” Bram replied, “It's certainly the nmaroute to
Lyndesfarne.”

Tom noticed that the road became asphalted about haifea
after the turning, well out of sight of the main roadhey crossed a
small bridge, with parapets built surprisingly high, sd thavas not
easily possible to see over them. Tom got Alistindgist him up, to
look over the parapet. There was little to see, guptir of railway
tracks sunk into a deep cutting, with heavily overgrown baiks
either side.

“It's just a railway line,” Bram commented, “We probaldgme
this way from London.”

As they walked along, Tom noted that there were onlgva f
houses, all set back from the road, and usually shielded Iby hig
hedges. Curiously, Tom peered through the gateways ancheagra
as they passed. Usually, there was no one abouigmofsanyone at
all.

The only resident they saw on the entire walk fromrtizen road
was one old man, tending the garden at the front of hisehoWhen
Tom spotted him, he was bending slowing in an arthritic kingay,
and wearing what Tom was beginning to suspect was theabffic
countryman’s uniform of moleskin trousers, ancient waat, a
kerchief at the throat and topped with a battered panaina h
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When he saw the three companions, the old man stoadaighs,
stretching his back, and then touched his hat politefyaeting. The
travellers returned his salute, equally politely. Neithbarty said
anything. Looking back, Tom was convinced that the olh m
watched them carefully until they were out of sight.

A little later, the young men stopped for lunch on a culséinch
under a spreading horse chestnut tree that creaked alarmirtge
light breeze. The conkers had already started fallimg),Tmm picked
up one, fascinated by the cracked green hull and the bhirwn
kernel within. He put the conker in his pocket, dimly eembering
childhood games he had enjoyed long ago.

Their picnic spot was set on a bend in the road wheseall
stone bridge crossed a stream. As they ate theid l@ed cheese,
and bit into the small sharp apples they had been given,watched
the traffic passing. There was not a lot of it. efvflorries went by,
all of which seemed heavily laden, although it was olmtious what
was being transported. Some of the trucks looked ex-areay,
painted less military colours. Others were definif@ig-war, while
still others appeared to still be in active army sevi

Tom and Alistair smoked a cigarette apiece. As the yaoneg
relaxed in their sheltered spot, they were passed byrseddrawn
caravan clip-clopping along, heading away from the coafom
speculated idly that it would be making its way up the ovevgro
lane, rather than chancing the main road with itg-rfasving
motorised traffic.

Their lunch completed, and cigarettes extinguished, the
companions walked on. Finally, they crested one tagtrise which
gave then a vista over the sea coast. The viewweobtidge and the
causeway was clearer now, although the island itsel will
shrouded in mist. As they approached the beach, Tord aditee of
concrete defences, tank traps left over from the \&Wad, probably
too big and solid to easily remove or destroy. Thelevlabea must
have been very carefully defended, he mused.
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Chapter Eight

During that summer working on the farm, Alistair, Brand & om
put in many long hot hours at their tasks. They wevearded by
three hearty meals a day and a modest wage at the ¢hd wkek.
In the evening, when the farm work was done and thelydaen
their dinner, they did what young men of their backgrounenodid
when they had no particular commitments of an evenmpaalittle
money burning a hole in their pocket. They went topthe.

The village lay at the end of a winding and often dustg ldown
the hill from the farm. There was rarely any ftiafbn it, especially
after dark. This was just as well, given that this wWesroute they
used to make their way back late in the evening afteswming a
few pints of the local strong dark ale.

The village boasted two pubs at opposite ends of the HigletS
These were located on the major route through the parsrdly a
main road, thought Tom — with the clear intent of icégting
arriving travellers as soon as possible. The comréatesl a tough
decision every evening when reaching the end of the fieom the
farm: turn right or left. This invariably required artzgn amount of
discussion and negotiation.

Usually, they would turn left and make their way to tBdatk
Bull”, which had the advantage of being larger and sligtithger to
the farm. This hostelry was frequented by workers abdurers
from the surrounding area, and was often very jolly aatous.
There was regularly music and singing around the piano itatidre
evening, with one or another of the men grinding outrargetic and
often suggestive ditty. Always lively and amusing, Tond ha
considered, but not the best place for a quiet pint aftbard day
working on the land.

For a change, it was possible to go to the “Ship and Anhdto
the other end of the village. This pub tended to be freqddn an
older, or at least quieter, clientele: quiet men, anewavomen, of
middle age who looked like they had seen a lot of life amdpome
cases, genuinely had the scars to show for it. Itayalace to enjoy a
quiet chat with one’s companions; the regulars tended &p ke
themselves to themselves.

One evening, after a strenuous and exhausting day digging
ditches, the three companions were sitting in the tatomen where
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they had just taken their evening meal. Bram appeared déstrac
caught up in his own thoughts, so Tom turned to Alistair akddas
him if he wanted to go for a drink this evening. Alistagreed
immediately, so Tom interrupted Bram’s thoughts and akath if

he wanted to accompany them. He appeared to considea for
moment then, coming to a decision, said, “Not tonighgpsh I'm
feeling a bit tired this evening. | think I'll stay here andhagrs
make a few jottings.”

He waved his notebook to emphasise the point.

“Fair enough,” Tom said, turning back to Alistair, “Let’s,go
then.”

The two men picked up their hats and set off. At thedroa
junction, they decided wordlessly that the “Ship” was thoice for
the evening. The aches caused by their digging had hbedi
eased by the stroll down the hill, and they both fedt thquiet pint or
two of muscle relaxant would help them sleep.

The interior of the “Ship” was low-ceilinged and ratkark, and
both public bar and lounge were separated into sectiodsiolers of
polished wood and etched glass. The three men madevineinto
the public bar, which was not particularly crowded and ehbeir
rough clothing would not be remarked upon, and the beer was
slightly cheaper. The old wooden floor was scarrechbypassage of
many boots and stained by the spillage of many drinks.

Alistair got in their regular round, and the two men moteedit
in one of the divided sections, sliding their way ontowleen seating
nearly as scarred as the floor and placing their géaes the round
wooden table. After drinking deeply from their pintsgqieench their
thirst, the two men started a desultory conversationpeoimy the
ditch-digging work they had been engaged in and various erpese
while in the Army. They then fell to recalling sometbé strange
tales they have been told over the years.

As they chatted, an obviously ex-military man passedhey
seats, and then doubled back to interrupt them, having @rerhe
some of their conversation. They were on nodding gemh this
old soldier, and had been given to understand from gossipctbe
bar that he had served with the royal artillery durireg\Wfar. He was
probably in reality only a little older than any of thargmanions, but
looked prematurely aged, with grey hair and pallid skin that
suggested, Tom considered, some unpleasant experiencegishi
a view emphasised by the burns and scars on his face gl ha

The old gunner smiled lopsidedly.
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“I've heard a few things about you lads,” he said inva learse
voice which suggested that he was unable to speak any.louder

“What have you heard about us?” Alistair replied, politelit
with a distinct undertone of suspicion.

“Well, I've heard that you boys have seen a bit dfoacin the
War, and heard some things that few soldiers get to latmut.”

Alistair appeared to relax a little.

“That’'s true enough,” he allowed, “And | dare say that’'ye
been in the thick of it a time or two.”

“Care to join us?” Tom interjected, indicating a seat.

The old gunner pulled up the offered chair and sat down.

“The local gossip has it that you were stationed hengabduring
the War,” Tom continued, repeating something that hepraaed up
on previous visits to this particular hostelry.

“Ha,” the other man snorted, “It's no great secresuppose. |
was based at a shore battery not far from the hario&eahouses,
aways to the south of that strange island of Lyndesfamack bang
in the middle of nowhere. Now, | don’'t know whetheuyads know
the coastline hereabouts.”

Tom and Alistair shook their heads slowly.

“Ah, well. It's a lonely part of the world. Thererealong
windswept beaches with uneven sand and dangerous rockshgnd ti
islets, some barely uncovered even at low tide. Istrpéaces, it's
difficult to get a boat up to the beach, although theeeaatlew spots
where a skilled pilot can get a craft inshore without algen at least
in good weather. The whole area was the haunt of smsgahel
highwaymen in times past. And you can see why — pretty
unforgiving and desolate, all round.”

“And because the coastline was so isolated, an abkiogis
quantity of coastal defences had been erected. Théddmeacere
practically covered in concrete tank traps and barbeslwir

He sat back contemplatively for a moment.

“You know,” he reflected, “I've been out there few mositago,
just for a bit of a nosey ‘round. And most of the deénhave
already been removed. Particularly efficient for War Ministry,
don’t you think?”

The gunner sucked at his teeth for a few seconds, evidesttlin
thought. Them he shook his head, and refocused his iattesr
Tom and Alistair.

“At the start of the War,” he resumed, “We had a stethda
complement of gunners, a rough and ready crew, led by & @lds
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gunnery Sergeant who had probably been sinking ships witliregun
since before you or | were born.”

“The Sarge soon had us whipped into shape,” the gunner
continued, “And a finer gunnery crew you couldn’t wishibal f’

The two companions nodded together, having both expedence
the sharp tongue and savage wit of the average Sergegnt-Méde
gunner returned to his tale.

“It was the beginning of 1940, when it seemed that a seabo
invasion would be upon us any day, that our little troupes wa
augmented by a couple of rather quiet young men. They radid aw
slightly strange appearance, although you would be hard-pushed t
say exactly what was unusual about them. They botketb@s if
they were extremely uncomfortable in military uniforamd they
seemed to be muffled up in greatcoats in all weathers.”

“The young strangers both held the rank of lieutenahg”dlder
man continued, “So they outranked everyone in the platey gave
their infrequent orders as polite requests to the Sergdanazingly,
they were held in grudging respect by the Sarge, who didswlly
have a great deal of time for junior officers.”

Both Tom and Alistair grinned wryly, very well award the
tension frequently found between young commissioned offie@d
veteran NCOs.

“What did these men do?” Alistair asked, genuinely puzzled.

The gunner sat back in his seat.

“They sat in the magazine and, well, did something &ostrells,”
he confided.

“What do you mean, did something?” Alistair asked,

“Well, there’s the thing. We never could work out ekaethat
they did but, whatever it was, they spent ages doing it.”

The gunner looked lost in thought for a few moments, then
continued.

“They always looked tired afterwards,” he said slowly,ifathis
particular observation was one he had not made béforained and
shaking with fatigue.”

“But did they have some special tools or equipment?” tadis
inquired.

“Nothing at all. They always arrived and left emptyhed.”

“So how do you know that they had done anything?” Alfista
persisted.

“Oh, you could always tell which shells had receivedirthe
attention,” the old gunner answered, “There seemed sobe kind
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of a sparkle inside the brass of the cartridge, but nevte steel of
the shell itself.”

“Sparkle?” said Tom and Alistair together.

“Oh yes. It was as if there were tiny orange lightsnehow
inside the brass. | was sure that they actually mowviin the
metal, but only when you caught a glance out of the carhgour
eye. If you watched them closely, they were alwagmmetely
stationary.”

The old gunner could see that both Tom and Alistair vteheng
to find out exactly what was so special about thesksshe

“The special shells, they almost never missed,” hd, stting
back in his chair with the air of one who has fipalelivered a
message.

“So you actually fired them in anger?” Alistair askedthwa
slightly morbid fascination.

“Oh yes,” he replied, “Several times.”

The two young men were rapt, and waited rather impatiéol
the old gunner to continue.

“Now, at that period, of course we maintained a twédoty-hour
watch, with teams of spotters with powerful binoculseanning the
horizon. We also had short wave radio equipment, but lysataker
inteligence was communicated by field telephone, in orte
maintain a radio silence as much as possible.”

The gunner paused for a moment, and the others least sloss
not to miss anything he said.

“Now, when enemy ships came into view, we were utded to
get the range with the ordinary shells, and only thenthe special
ones. You lads have seen military service, in tfainy, right?”

Again, Tom and Alistair nodded in unison.

“We were in Germany, at the end,” Alistair said.

“Fair enough. But have you seen long-range guns in attion?

“Not close up,” Tom replied, “But we have been on theereng
end of an artillery barrage a time or two.”

“| dare say that’s true enough. But on this particulghtback in
1940, we were the focus of an invasion. We weren't gutke time,
but it became clear that this action was actuallyaidyfserious
attempt to get an expeditionary force onto a beachhemdhere.”

“Oh, it was described as an exploratory raid in theiaffreports,
but it was pretty serious from where | was sitting.tuady, | wasn't
sitting — | was running around like a blue-arsed fly. Owaviigguns
were in constant action, and | think we actually usedtnod those
special shells.”
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“The noise and the smoke were tremendous,” the old gunner
reminisced, “The pounding of those big guns letting offrtbalvos
was deafening, and the stench of cordite in the air evagigh to
make you retch. But, we made several direct hits onntreling
craft and sunk at least half of them.”

“My battery was a prime target for the enemy guns,oofse, and
we took a direct hit from the German destroi@nigen Louise. |
later heard that this was almost the last salvo dfobythat ship,
before she was sunk by gunfire from our defences. At,lehat’s
what | was told.”

The gunner looked sunken in despondency for a few moments.

“We took a hit in the magazine, which exploded. Theg&and
most of the other men were killed,” he said slowlypri®&how | was
thrown clear by the blast. | thought | was going tq Oiat after a
terrible wait, 1 was found and taken to a first aid pdsimay well be
the only survivor from the old battery.”

The gunner again paused, evidently in thought of his old
companions now long since deceased. He touched one afdfe
livid scars on his face broodingly.

“l was invalided out of the army,” he resumed, his gnawelice
now even quieter. “l was in recuperation for a coupleyedrs,
allowing my scars to heal. It's only recently thige finally
managed to recover my voice, and even now my throa gmte
when | speak for very long.”

The older man stretched, then stood up, leaning forwadd an
leaning on the table to look Alistair and Tom in tgese

“I've never told this story to anyone before,” hspad, “But you
seemed to me to be lads who’d understand.”

Without another word, he turned and left the pub.
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Chapter Nine

Even in these post-War times, it seemed to Tom titetwas
still a considerable military presence in the vigirof the crossing to
Lyndesfarne. As the three young men walked on towaelsknd,
they passed the entrance to an army base, quite asaljch things
went, but still obviously in active service.

The base itself was surrounded by high wire fences, tomiéd
barbed wire. What Tom took to be the main entrancthé camp
was sited a few hundred yards from the coast, and guarded by
couple of bored-looking sentries. The companions noddetlgdab
the men on duty, but did not attempt to engage them inecsahion;
Tom suspected that chatting to passers-by would earroltiers a
severe bollocking from their duty officer.

Beyond the fence, there were a slightly ramshackleat@n of
buildings, all of which looked as if they had been rapatipstructed
during the War. There were some low brick buildings Wathroofs,
as well as a clutch of those semi-circular constrastibom knew as
Nissen huts, which always struck him as like an oversewer pipe
embedded half-way into the ground.

As he looked through the fence, Tom could see the usugmil
activities of painting and cleaning being undertaken. Helegttie
important advice to recruits, as conveyed by his very Sestgeant
when he had joined up: “If it moves, salute it. If it dgesnove,
paint it.”

Tom found it difficult to imagine what was of such stgic
importance around here that demanded a military presercenew.
Or perhaps it was just happenstance — just one of therlargber of
military installations established during the War, and whiad so
far escaped the notice of the powers that be.

Just beyond the seaward edge of the camp, when the companio
could see the point where the causeway reached the tioast was
an open area of grass on their left, partially occufigda small
tented fair. The fairground proper was edged by a low dmesto
wall, beyond which was an open area of rough grazing pueck iy
a few sheep.

As well as the tents, there were a handful of hdrsevn
caravans, similar to the one which had passed them wigle had
lunch, with their horses grazing nearby. This contcasesatly with
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the motorised vehicles, mainly ex-army lorries, parkeshatedge of
the ground.

In one area, there were a few stalls set out, adthd om cold not
quite make out what was being offered for sale. In amosinea,
stock pens had been constructed from the same stonedoudbd
boundary wall. The trade in livestock was obvious from th
handshake and folding money was changing hands betweeersarm
and outdoors types in their work-a-day clothes.

Despite the flapping of canvas and the slightly rick@jyesrance
of some of the tents, it seemed to Tom that there avéeeling of
semi-permanence about the whole fairground. Its sjigsiiabby
manifestation made it seem a bit like a miniature versif the fair
the companions had attended in Alnwick all those weeks ago.
Indeed, Tom was almost sure that he recognised one ooftie
faces which turned in their direction as they approached.

A principal function of a fair like this, Tom thought asedly —
quite apart from the buying and selling of course — was to epdat
one’s friends and acquaintances of the goings-on of @ribads and
acquaintances. Certainly, there were several groupeofstanding
around, gossiping and smoking everything from old-fashioned clay
pipes to American cigarettes.

Unexpectedly, Bram excused himself from the other tooaf
moment and wandered over to one of the groups of smoKexsen
slightly aback, Tom and Alistair stepped over to the &iane wall
that intermittently separated the fairground from thadrodropped
their packs and drew out water bottles and cigarette pacKétsy
could not hear what was being said, although it seemedBthat
was accepted into the group without question. As theyhedic
Bram also produced a packet of cigarettes and offered tteamda

Tom was intensely curious at this point, since he haérnssen
Bram smoking and he certainly had always declined the offa
smoke. A few of the other men accepted the profferedkasno
Bram appeared to be making some kind of enquiry. Theseava
general nodding of heads and several of the men poineadedrby
tent.

Both Tom and Alistair were watching intently from theemtage-
point. Bram appeared to thank the assembled company and walked
the few steps to the indicated booth. There weregms ©ir marking,
as far as Tom could see. The flap of canvas thatl aste door was
tied back, and Bram stooped and entered without stopping.

As far as they could tell, Bram was getting some mar@&nged.
He had handed over a white five pound note, which was aremngen
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amount of money and rather more than Tom had ever indid own
hands. In return, Bram received a cloth bag with a stravg top,
which emitted a clearly-audible clink when he concedlédside his
jacket.

Nodding politely in farewell, Bram returned directly taetbther
two young men.

“What were you doing?” Alistair asked.

“Oh, just getting some change,” Bram replied airjiggling the
money bag inside his coat, “I've been meaning to breakbtnaktnote
for ages.”

“Well, drinks on Bram, then,” Alistair retorted, nudgid@m in
the ribs.

They all laughed.

“Right then,” Bram said, “Still a fair way to go, lad Shall we
get on with it?”

They shouldered their packs and set off.

There was more evidence of Wartime installations oncthest
itself. A series of immense concrete blocks lined high-water
mark, tank traps to make it hard for an invader to get vehad@ore
from landing craft. The shore was littered with tamains of barbed
wire defences: coils of wire supported on rotten-lookingodem
cross-pieces. To one side, they could see a squat wwgrey-
painted metal latticework conveying the unmistakable aura
military usage. The tower was equipped with various laams
aerials, and looked like it was still in regular use.

This was the first opportunity for the companions to geloae-
up view of the crossing that stretched ahead of them. cbad now
see that it was constructed of vast stone blocks, noatheeed and
worn in places. There was a bend in the causeway wastclearly
visible, but the bridge itself still seemed engulfed irsem haze,
despite the brightness of the day. All around, the maltshes and
sandbanks stretched away, the straights widening rapilgither
side. It seemed to Tom that the crossing had beenutgref
constructed at the narrowest point between mainladdstand.

There was a small stone-built building right at tleeyventrance
of the causeway, with a couple of older men taking #&&se outside.
One of them stood up straight as the travellers apprdached
greeted them cheerily.

“Helloo. So where are you young men off too, then?”

“We're visiting my parents,” Bram responded for all threk
them, “Still got a fair walk ahead of us.”

The older man nodded.
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“Well, don't let me detain you unnecessarily,” he responded
cheerfully, “Enjoy your stroll.”

Touching their caps, the companions resumed their waliched
incuriously by the lounging blokes.

“When was this causeway built?” Tom asked Bram curiqusly
looking around at the stone bocks that formed the caysemd then
over the side of the low walls that edged the constmcti

“ don't know exactly. But it's certainly been around for
centuries,” Bram replied.

“It must have taken quite a bit of building,”

Bram nodded silently, lost in thought for a moment.

“Originally, 1 was told, the causeway was little mohhan a line of
stone markers indicating a secure path over the madtshes,
resumed, “It was only safe to cross when the tide auiisand, even
then, one had to take care not stray from the markdd frae danger
of wandering into a sinkhole when crossing was terrifyinggh.
Legend has it that this was the route taken by St. Crtlipehis
travels to and from Lyndesfarne.”

“Anyway, over the years, the stone markers were ceplaby
larger stone blocks which marked the safe passage. Lidierlscal
lord ordered the construction of the causeway that yeuneas. Of
course, it's been maintained and reinforced several tgimeg then.
Still rather impressive, though, don’t you think?”

As they crossed, the tide was coming in. They coulémvbsthe
water flowing over the sands and lapping against the basbkeof
stonework. The tang of the salty air was a tangildsemce, and the
sounds of the sea and the cries of seagulls ridingittebave them
lited their spirits and gave Tom a very real sensdére¢dom and
opportunity.

Movement over the causeway and bridge was brisk, vatkeh
drawn wagons representing the bulk of the traffic. Tomdnot see
a single motorised vehicle, although he could see Heatauseway
was so narrow that it was only with difficulty thiato carts could
pass in opposite directions. He could also see the ruts mwdhe
masonry underfoot, suggesting that the causeway had beeguiar
use for hundreds of years.

One horse-drawn wagon passed them, with five black-and-white
border collies lounging insouciantly in the back. The dog&led
the travellers with bright intelligence, causing Tomthak that the
five animals were, collectively, easily as smart astamge people.

There was also a fair bit of foot traffic, with sopeople pushing
handcarts and a few others with large packs on theksbaThese
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porters appeared to be in direct competition with sewdralgs of
heavily-laden donkeys. There were also herds of doméstic
animals — sheep, cows, even goats — being driven overukeveay.
Men and dogs attempted to direct the unruly herds, with much
whistling and shouting, and the liberal use of flexibletshas of
wood freshly cut from the hedgerows.

It would be only later that Tom would realise that, wlaarts and
pack animals were travelling in both directions, the hefd®ws and
flocks of sheep were in transit only towards Lyndesfaare not
towards the mainland. He would later indignantly reatlss the
people here were exporting domestic animals from a pasBritain
where food rationing and shortages were still an everyatzayof life.

Only as they rounded the bend in the causeway did thes¢ale
of the bridge itself become apparent. The bridge caukist three
arches, with a huge central span crossing the deepesofptre
straights. The figures on the bridge were dwarfed byrtimeinsity
of the arches underneath them.

The main arch seemed incredibly long, at least two hdnfiret
across and sixty feet high. There were smaller skograrches on
either side, perhaps seventy feet or more. These wastsawere
supported on either side by massive buttresses that seemidthe
bridge immovably into the sands around it. The whole bridgs
approached by a long sloping section of the causeway \ahlahed
wheeled vehicles to cross.

The traffic on the bridge was much denser than on thseseay.
Tom could see that the bridge was only wide enough fangles
wagon at a time, and there was a queue of skittish $icasd
impatient carters waiting to cross. There was muclutgig and
swearing, although he did not recognise all of the cuniggtering the
air.

The three young men edged their way past a cart hedding
the slope towards them, and which looked dangerously odedoa
and made their way towards the centre of the bridge..

Tom was fascinated by the whole experience. He stopmetiade
the very apex of the central arch, and looked around hBoth
coastlines looked hazy, even blurred, by the distance &angsly,
the weather seemed to be quite different when lookingitids the
island and to the mainland.

“Look at the clouds,” Tom exclaimed, pointing.

Behind them, a clear blue sky with just a few white wispkigh
cirrus. Ahead, the sky was grey and overcast, witlstiggiestion of
rain in the air.
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“It's almost as if there’'s a line drawn in the sky @ss the
straights,” he continued.

“The weather is notoriously variable hereabouts,” Braaid
carelessly, “I think it’s the proximity of the sea,smmething.”

Tom was not really listening. He was staring dowro itlte
swirling water below the centre of the bridge, nearlpriotised by
the movements if the sea under the bridge.

Tom’s reverie was interrupted by a coarse shout fromodribe
wagoners.

“Look, we can't wait here,” Bram said, more urgentlyye're
just getting in the way.”

Reluctantly, Tom allowed himself to be dragged onwards,
entering Lyndesfarne for the first time.
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Chapter Ten

Tom had found the farm work every bit as heavy as aMidtad
predicted, but he was not someone to shirk from hard.taskieed,
working on the farm during that hot summer was the pedetitiote
to the horrors and perils of the War, as well asctild and boredom
of post-War Berlin.

It seemed that Bram too lived up to his promises, edlyehia
glib statement about being good with animals. Therearsmsithy in
the village, manufacturing the traditional products of custinworks
and horseshoes. The smith, a stereotypically lardetaaiturn man
and, Tom was unsurprised to learn, a distant cousin toefafohn,
seemed to have taken a shine to Bram.

The young man frequently volunteered to help out at thehgmi
taking it upon himself to lead the working horses downhihéo be
re-shod. More often than not, he was somehow ableatm the
nervous, even frantic horses while the smith and dpprentice
hammered the red-hot horseshoes into the correct soapthe
animal's hooves. The re-shoeing of horses was justod numerous
tasks which had to be completed in readiness for thé@cfmming
harvest. During harvest-time, there would be no time rfon-
essential activities.

The harvest duly arrived, and Farmer John announced theadrder
fields for cutting and drying. Inevitably, the three yourgnnworked
very hard from dawn to dusk, as did everyone else for mitesd.

The bulk of the cutting itself was performed by mechdnica
harvesting machines, drawn by tractors. Even so, there a few
fields which were too small or, more likely, too steepbpsig to
allow the machines access, and which were still cutalog lscythes.

The cut wheat was gathered by hand, and Tom and thesother
spent long hours with pitchforks loading horse-drawn wagorise
wheat was separated from the ears by a threshing meapbivered
by a steam traction engine, with much noise and plurhesmoke
and steam. This added to the clouds of dust from the wiigah
caught in the throat and got everywhere inside thethiclg.

The grain was bagged and loaded with more back-breaking labour
onto wagons — sometimes motorised, or perhaps drawrtdanaof
shire horses — and taken back to the granary at the f&um there
was always more to do in the fields: the stacking @vstto dry in
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the sun, loading wagons with sheaves of straw and theinguiof
hayricks.

In this part of the country, it seemed that the oldlitian of
gleaning was still observed. Once the harvest had belscted
from any particular field, it was opened to the gleandrngpically old
women, these people could be seen every day, bent daibleya
carefully walked the stubble fields, collecting by hang aars of
wheat or barley that had been left behind. It was tiight to keep
anything that they found. Tom was given to understantl tths
might mean the difference between survival and stamvdtr some
of the oldest and poorest people hereabouts.

During his occasional break, Tom found himself watchihg t
gleaners. The old women in particular were always ddegs dark
clothing and would, he considered, have represented aseonci
definition of “wizened hags” in any dictionary.

Tom noticed that several of the elderly ladies wouldookrally
stop and perform a strange ritual. At first, he thoubhat they were
merely easing their backs after long hours bent doubledoutloser
scrutiny, there seemed to be something else going wvery Bow and
then, one of the women would stand up straight and vdlty st
looking around for a surprisingly long time — long after rthei
companions had returned to their menial task.

One of these women, standing closest to Tom, appeard&e to
clutching something at her throat with one hand, songptiinat she
had kept well hidden beneath her clothing. As he watchkd,
stretched out her other arm in what looked like an inmomotion,
while turning bodily to-and-fro. Seeming satisfied, steked
whatever-is-was around her neck back into her clotlaingd,returned
to her searching. A few moments later, she stood upmesa
triumphantly, Tom thought — clutching a previously-hidden each
ears of wheat.

Tom would not have given the antics of the weird woaraother
thought if he had not, just at that moment, noticedagerglances
from some of the other gleaners. He was not sure tbowterpret
their expressions, but it seemed to him to be somanggr
combination of pity and jealousy.

Tom could see that Bram was interested in this ritgaivall,
looking on with that faintly amused expression he seroWore and
making a few notes in the little book he always cdraeound with
him.  Alistair, on the other hand, did not seem toehawoticed
anything unusual.
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Tom and his friends had spent a fair time traipsing ridaeks and
byways in the area. The fields and lanes were linked lepvaonk of
tracks and paths, all deeply rutted, with dry gravel inrtite and long
grass growing between the cart tracks. And there was stusnuch
dust in the heat of the day, which made the men appretiaie
water bottles and flasks of cold tea, not to mentioir thening beer
ration.

Apart from the wheat and barley, there were fieldsiteld with
other crops. In one area close to a stream thaheady dried up in
this season, there was row after row of cabbages, puedtugh the
ever-present fluttering of Cabbage White butterflies. kowew that
their caterpillars were a huge pest, but he liked to see dmyway.

At the farm itself, a secluded area had been set asalbed garden,
with rosemary planted as a hedge between the garden and th
pathway that led to the kitchen door. One stony cornas w
overgrown with straggly buddleia bushes, around which congikgate
an incredible number of Red Admiral butterflies.

In the weeks before the main crops were ready for bangg the
three companions had been put to work on a wide variety sf job
Tom had grown to appreciate for their peacefulness thetasks of
digging ditches and cutting hedges. Alistair had speculaksaad
that a lot of this work was actually catching up on tasksdome
during war-time, because of lack of man-power.

Of course, at this time of year and with little raor fveeks, the
ditches were nearly dry, and the task of digging out teeraulated
muck of half a decade was relatively straightforward,at least
mostly dry. It seemed that the hedges had got badly ovemgrow
during the last few years, and seemed to have grownasdget both
upwards and outwards. The young men were required to usesspade
pickaxes and mattocks to dig of the ditches, as wellildessly cut
away at the undergrowth with sickles and scythes.

Alistair had managed to acquire a whetstone to sharpeodlse
He showed the others how to get a really good edge ohlades,
which Tom particularly appreciated; he could see how mashee
the work was when one had the right tool for the jol, the tool was
beautifully sharp.

All this rural activity was rather familiar to the esldiers. It put
Tom in mind of the fields of Normandy where he and Alrshad
first met Bram. Even Tom, a townie by upbringing, wagiti@ng to
appreciate the scenery, and even began to learmthesof the trees
and plants around him. He had grown to appreciate the lwdger
with their scattering of holly and hawthorn, and thgke trees that

© Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007 57



stood out along the line of the hedges. He particularjgyed the
sight of the stands of trees on rocky hillocks anctrogs, the dark
green of the pines and firs contrasting against the gdldeodrops in
the fields beyond.

The young men had come across all sorts of unexpectedsin
the ditches that they dug and cleared. On one occa3iom,
unearthed what looked like a skeleton. After a few imdrmoments,
he was relieved to discover that it was not humarl,abw was that
of an unlucky sheep. The poor creature got trapped imtee and
undergrowth one winter some years ago, Tom imaginedhaehdot
been found by the shepherd.

It was another of those long hot days, and the lade wace
again digging ditches and pruning the hedgerows. They had been
allocated a stretch of hedge that meandered alongsidited track
which looked that it had once been quite heavily traveled,now
seemed entirely deserted.

Tom was attacking a dense patch of stinging nettlesavdickle,
reminded of Alistair's admonishments that such a growthuldvo
never have been tolerated on a well-managed farm. Brvam
trimming the branches of a hawthorn bush, trying to theat back
into something closer to a straight hedge.

A little further down the lane, Alistair was digging oatditch.
His spade struck something solid and, expecting anotlerdot, he
began to dig around it. Muttering a curse, Alistair strugkim
Rather than the thud of a root, the blow created a shamqend,
tinkling against the metal of the spade — something, nalietout
almost as if it was some kind of pottery or perhapssglas

He looked up. He could see Bram and Tom further up theb roa
working at their own sections of the overgrown hedgerowhe
object he had just found was quite large, and he thoughight be
an old stoneware bottle. Placing aside his spade, Allgtait down
and used his hands to loosen his find from the dried mud.

“Hey, lads,” he shouted, “I've found something.”

Tom and Bram laid down their tools and converged on his
position.

The object was a square flat box. At first glanceadked as if it
was made of metal, but it soon became clear it wase dand of
glazed earthenware. The container had at one teea brightly-
coloured, with pictures and some sort of writing, buvas now far
too faded to be able to make out anything.

“What is it?” Tom asked.
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“It's some kind of a pottery box,” Alistair replied, &t me see if |
can open it.”

He took out his pocket-knife and using the blade to scraperthe di
from the crease under the lid. After a few momemesywas able to
find a point to ease the tip of the sharp knife into ¢iat jand to prise
the lid up by a fraction. He slid the blade further arouadeatedly
levering up the top until it came free with an audible squeak.

The three young men peered inside. The box containedehat
thought might have been tissue paper, now long since desechpo
dust. Alistair put his fingers inside, stirring the dust andegwut a
small pendant, which he held up to the light.

The ornament was contained within a metal setting, winigjint
have been silver, but was now very tarnished and damagée.
setting still held a flat trapezoidal stone, polishedboth sides and
with curious markings upon both surfaces. It was claatgnded to
have been hung around the neck by a cord, although thg strin
seemed to have rotted away to nothing along with the wrgppin

“Do you think it's valuable?” Alistair asked, as he teninthe
strange pendant over and over in his hands.

“I doubt it,” Bram responded, “Doesn’t look like gold or
diamonds to me!”

They all laughed at this quip.

“So what should | do with it?” Alistair pressed, as Tetepped
closer to take a look.

“Well, if 1 were you,” Bram suggested, “I'd hang onto it —
finder’s keepers, loser’s weepers, and all that.”

“I'll clean it up later on, then,” Alistair concludedeturning the
pendant to its container, and putting both into the pack lihd
contained his lunch.

As they returned to their tasks, Tom had the naggingnfeéhiat
Bram somehow recognised the ornament, or at least krmee abbout
it than he was letting on.
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Chapter Eleven

It was late in the afternoon when the three compeniound
themselves walking into a small village on the Lyndesfaside of
the causeway. They were all feeling rather tired audsbre after
their long hike. Bram looked around, suddenly smiling andh the
skipping forward with renewed energy.

“Well, lads,” he exclaimed, “We've arrived. | recognishis
place. In fact,” — he indicated a prominent sign on &lingi a short
distance ahead — “There’s the old ‘Nest’. A pub we cotdy at
tonight, if you like.”

The prospect of a convivial hostelry with decent bewr warm
beds definitely appealed to Tom. Alistair appeared to Havesame
initial reaction, but then asked Bram a question.

“l thought we were going to get to your family house this
evening.”

“Well, yeah, we could carry on,” Bram agreed, “But #isgood
couple of hours walking from here, and it would be dark ®nth
Besides, | for one could murder a pint right now.”

This seemed to meet with unanimous approval from thetyhi
young men.

“Or we could stay in the coaching inn — the ‘Walled Garden’ —
just up the road,” Bram continued, “But the beer’s betéee h Right
tasty it is, or at least it was when | was last abosits.”

“OK,” said Tom, glancing at Alistair and answering befdre
could make any more objections, “The pub it is then.”

Even as they got closer, Tom could not make out thelsvon the
pub signboard. The picture on the sign clearly showeatge land
unruly nest of twigs in a leafless tree. The latgevas impossible to
read, and seemed to be written in some angular script hemhmot
seen before.

“That’s peculiar writing on the sign,” Tom said toddn, “l can'’t
read it. What does it say?”

“They write strangely here,” Bram replied apologetigal
“Almost like a different language.”

Bram pushed open the thick wooden door, and the other two
followed him inside. He moved swiftly over to the bahich was
almost deserted at this early hour, and looked approvinglyndp a
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down at the bottles and pumps arranged in front of hime dther
two joined him, dumping their packs on the floor.

The barmaid was a young woman who looked very muchths if
word “buxom” had been invented especially for her. Spdhe
travellers arrival, she smiled in a friendly way whichphasised her
peculiarly promenant cheekbones. Guessing correctiytiibg were
visitors, she addressed them in English.

“So what'll it be, lads?”

Bram turned to his companions, smiling enigmatically.

“Want to try the local bitter?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Thanks mate.”

The barmaid pulled the pints expertly, her muscular avor&ing
the beer engine smoothly. She placed the glassesaataow on the
bar to allow the ale to settle, and then topped themmaby one.

“Drinks on me, lads,” Bram said, pulling out the cloth baghaé
acquired at the crossing and passing over some coins girth The
three men eagerly grasped their beer glasses, and tlagsado each
other.

“Cheers.”

“Here’s mud in your eye.”

They drank deeply. The beer was a fairly conventionppbd
ale, pleasantly full-bodied, Tom considered, but surprigihight in
colour. It was quite different from the dark ales thayg drunk in the
pubs in the village, on their regular outings from the farAnd it
was certainly very much better that the ditchwatey thad consumed
in that station pub in London.

After a certain amount of savouring and smacking of lips,
three companions took their beers and packs, and movedotpthi
fire. It was already getting cooler in the evenings, amaf fire was
burning low in the huge fireplace. Together with thesseang
thickness of the stone walls, this gave a wonderfuteserd warmth
and security, with the flickering flame illuminating a larggply of
split logs drying on the hearth.

They put their glasses on a round wooden table, cleaokyisb
the scars of long use. Tom and Alistair sat on g lbigh-backed
settle in one corner of the room, upholstered in scuéather, which
felt strange to the touch and had odd patterning embossedhm
surface. Bram sat himself on a hard wooden chair opposite

“Cheers, mates,” Tom offered the toast, “Here’s tpr@sperous
future.”
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At this point, they were approached by an older woman wés
self-evidently the pub landlady. She was a large artdomig lady,
obviously the mother of the buxom lass who had setled pints,
and firmly in control of all goings-on in her inn.

“Well, my dears. Strangers in these parts, are we®asldressed
them directly.

Tom and Alistair nodded vigorously, sitting up straight and
trying, as Tom’s Granny might have put it, to look inteliige

“We are, Ma’am,” Alistair responded politely, speaking &bl of
them, “On the march, and just passing through.”

The landlady appeared to take pity on the three rathet yaung
men.

“Well, you will be wanting accommodation for tonighhen?”
she asked.

Tom and Alistair nodded in unison.

“Yes, please, Ma’am.”

“There’s a quiet room in the basement which might soii y
boys,” she continued, “Not large, but the beds are cdalite
enough, | promise you.”

“That would be wonderful, Ma’am,” Bram interjected, ‘@'l
arrange payment for us all in the morning.”

The landlady half-turned to go, then stopped and returned he
attention to the travellers.

“And will you lads also be wanting a spot to eat?”

Tom was certainly feeling famished after their long trakd
nodded appreciatively. He was joined by the others.

“My stomach thinks my throat’'s been cut,” Alistair amssed
cheerfully.

“| dare say you could all do with a bit more meat on yoames,”
the landlady said, smiling, “There’s a Pot Luck dinnethia kitchen.
I'll get you some brought over directly.”

Filled plates and wood-handled cutlery were delivered Hey t
barmaid a few minutes later. Dinner turned out to be atyne
casserole with dumplings and root vegetables, well flawbuvith
herbs, although Tom was not sure exactly what the aetaally was.
The stew was hot and tasty, and served with piles tddpotatoes
dressed with herbs and lashings of butter — an unaccustomeg lux
in wartime Britain, Tom knew.

The three men cleaned their plates rapidly, focussmteir food
with that concentrated heads-down attitude of young people
never quite got enough to eat. Once they were repletethree of
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them pushed back their plates, sat back in their £leaid looked
around at the bar.

The rest of the large bar-room was furnished with worndeoo
stools and tables, with a stone flag floor scattereéd sawdust. The
walls were decorated with faded prints and horse brassist light
there was came from lamps clustered around the bar apd sefew
of the tables. The hostelry had been filling up while thagt been
eating, and most of the other tables were now occupied.

By their appearance, most of the regulars were old cguan,
judging by their ruddy complexion and rough clothing. There were
quite a few younger men, and rather more young womenTibat
would have expected. The young people wore brightly-cadbure
shirts and blouses, and tightly-fitting trousers regardédsgender.
Even so, it was not all that dissimilar to the crowaghe village
pubs they had frequented over the summer.

Stretching, Tom looked up over the fireplace. Suddenly,abe s
bolt upright, squinting into the gloom.

“What the hell is that?” he almost shouted. Bram aihdtair
followed the direction of his gaze.

High up on the wall was a large stuffed head, mounted aarla
wooden board and taking pride of place over the firepladee head
was at least eighteen inches from snout to neck. nitheh, almost a
beak, seemed to be filled with vicious-looking teetke those of the
crocodile that Tom had seen in a zoo as a child. Ithaatess, as far
as he could see, and had no visible ears. Eyes, obvioliglhass,
had been added by the taxidermist. He had no way of nongrthe
accuracy of the representation but, if it was corr¢bgn the
creature’s eyes were large, yellow and reptilian. dswompletely
unlike anything he had ever seen before

“'ve never seen anything like it,” Alistair said in aawed
whisper, confirming Tom’s view.

“You young fellas seem impressed,” a voice said behind them.

As one, they turned to face the speaker, who had seem the
looking at the stuffed head, and probably overheard somethiting
conversation. He was a grizzled, wiry old man who pitieshis
evident age and weather-beaten appearance, somehow hgbta s
suggestion of an elfin appearance in the shape of his egle=ass, as
well as the contours of his cheekbones.

“There's quite a tale behind that old bitch,” he said,ningithe
last of his beer and then puffing on his ancient clay pipeu lads
interested in hearing it?”

Tom and Alistair looked at each other.
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“Yes please,” they said enthusiastically.

Guessing at the price of the tale, Tom offered to beyold man
a pint. He accepted with alacrity, grinning toothily. Befd@om
could move, Bram deftly intercepted the request, gestinglat
energetically at the landlady, and then going over teaodthe beer
and pay. Bram placed the glass on their table, a tle@ation for
the old man to pull over his chair to join them. Th&er man drank
deeply and appreciatively from the newly-delivered pintenth
knocked out the embers from his pipe into the stoneragsfand
started refilling it from a pouch taken from his pocket.

“The name’s Ged,” the old boy began, stuffing tobacco s
pipe dexterously, “Folks hereabouts call me Old Ged, thGughot
as ancient as some people would have you believe.bEen, well, |
guess you would call me a gamekeeper. And a hunter too timoe
to time. I've hunted all sorted of game over the gedBut this wily
old bat” — he indicated the mounted head over the fireplathearly
did me in just a year or two ago.”

“So, what is that creature?” Alistair pressed.

“That, my boy,” old Ged replied, “Is a dragon.”
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Chapter Twelve

“We’'d had trouble with dragons for many a year, whenakwa
boy,” Old Ged began, clearly settling into his stridej &aving Tom
with the distinct impression that he had told this before.

“When | was much younger, we worked hard at keeping them
away from inhabited places. This took the form of raguiunts,
which is pretty intensive work — not to say exciting tahes —
together with good management of farms, so that thexlising to
tempt the beasts into areas where people live.”

“So, as | grew up,” the older man continued, “The dragoaew
contained and mostly content, living on their naturat df deer and
the occasional wild boar. There’s a huge area of timatéd land,
mostly forested and quite mountainous, to the north of. hdts
home to many deer and only travelled by a few loners and
woodcutters. So, people mostly avoided the dragons, amttabgens
reciprocated the arrangement.”

“Now, during the war over there” — Ged indicated vagueltha
direction of the bridge — “things got more difficultThe dragons
came back.”

“Difficult?” Alistair asked, looking puzzled, “Why would ¢h
War affect the dragons?”

“Ah, there’s the thing,” Ged replied, “It turns out trgtply no
one had thought of it. The war and its preparations trtéah folks
were naturally rather distracted by the necessity ofeptiig the
bridge and causeway over to England. They drafted ineraums
men to assist, including many from the ranks of the dragomners.
Basically, the regular hunts and culls just stopped. tf8odragons
proliferated wildly.”

The old man leant forward, sipping at his drink and watchueg t
younger men over the rim of the glass.

“Now, a dragon will grow from an egg to maturity in maybee f
years. So, we have a new generation of youngstkoshave not
tangled with men, and who have acquired no fear of ham#nwas
getting crowded in their forests, so they started spnmgadbwn to the
lowlands, and discovered that there was easy-to-qateh — like
cows — aplenty.”

“The war had another unexpected effect,” the huntetiraoed,
“Wartime restrictions meant that the import of animatsl animal
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products from your country was reduced. Traditionallymfag
livestock in this area is avoided, since it tends to dtthecdragons.
Even so, people hereabouts were forced to keep shedp,arattthe
like, with the inevitable consequences.”

“But what are Dragons like?” Tom pressed, his eyes ablaze

“Ah, now then. They come in many different sizes amdy
different temperaments. Some are actually domedticaiehough
I’m not convinced that they’re ever really tame — jusppred to put
up with humans in exchange for a good meal every day.”

“Domesticated dragons?” Alistair asked in amazemers't'|
that a bit dangerous?”

“Well, they're a lot smaller than her, you'll be péeal to hear,”
the old hunter grinned, again indicating the stuffed hedd his
thumb. “People keep them to bring down rabbits or pigeonshée
pot. They're very good at that — did you enjoy your rabtsivs
earlier?”

“It was very good,” Alistair nodded, “I've not eaten eynfor
ages.”

Tom was not sure he had ever eaten rabbit beforeedt®r
otherwise, but the pub dinner was certainly much bétier most of
the food he got in the Army.

“Then there’s the Nightwings,” the old man continuedmélier
still, and kept to keep down the vermin — rats and the likelks let
them out at night, and they mostly feed themselvesgpxm the
worst of weathers.”

He paused.

“But the true dragons, the big ones, are of a very diffemettle.”

The old hunter drank deeply from his pint and then sette#t n
his chair, toying with his pipe.

“Now, your basic dragon is shaped a bit like a birds gt two
wings, two legs, and a long tail coming to a point. Thead, well,
you can see for yourself, them teeth in its snoutemery bit as
vicious as they look. The wings are just leathery skiatched tight
over its bones. Most species have hooks on thegsmwvhich they
use like bats to manoeuvre on the ground, or in treesnaiocky
cliffs.”

“Them hooks are sharp too; one caught me here yearstago,
hunter said, indicating a faded scar on his cheek nowsaloowered
by his greying stubble beard, “And they've got viciouswvslaon their
feet, wicked talons to catch and hold their prey.”

“Your biggest dragons have a wingspan of maybe ten fdethw
is more than big enough when one flies over your h&dwy're not
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able to carry a full-grown cow, or a sheep, or a mBat they will
carry off babies, or young animals. You'll certaiyant to be
securely indoors or, better still, underground when tkeylying
around outside.”

Tom had already noted the very solid construction of itime
building, and was definitely feeling grateful for the ststdne walls
and heavy slate roof that surrounded him.

“The big dragons, they're sociable creatures,” Old Gedimoed,
“They’ll hunt in small groups, maybe half a dozen, usulaly by an
old matriarch who'll be the mam or grammam of mosthaf group.
Working together, they'll often be able to bring dowlarger animal,
then tear off a haunch and carry it away.”

“Why don't they just eat where they kill?” Tom asked.

“Ah, well, they feed their young,” Ged replied.

“Like birds?” Tom persisted.

“Yes, like birds,” the old man confirmed, “And, like birdthey
lay their eggs in a nest, usually in an old tree, oreiones in
hollows on rocky crags. They'll lay a clutch of two maybe three
eggs, each maybe nine inches on a side. The femaled them
ferociously, and hunt nearly every day to feed the hagsh’

“Do they really breathe fire?” Alistair asked inashed whisper.

“Ha, that old wives tale,” the hunter laughed, “No, tlugyn't.
Mind you, some of them, one of the nastier kinds, tayspit a fair
old distance. If it gets you in the eye, it sure buikes lell, and can
even blind you permanent-like. Fortunately, acid-spittnes quite
rare, especially these days.”

Alistair dipped his head in agreement with this sentiment

“Now, you'll understand that having dragons in the
neighbourhood is bad news. And my job is to hunt thermdaowat
least it used to be.”

The old hunter sounded slightly wistful at this point, istaimto
the middle distance for a few moments, then shookdas.h

“So now, I'll wager, you young fellas will want to knolow to
hunt dragons.”

Both Tom and Alistair were enthralled, with a look likenall
boys in a sweet shop. Even Bram, who had hithettgugatly in his
seat, appeared to be taking some interest in the tale.

“Dragons are almost impossible to hit when they 8fiagf,” the
old man resumed, “Whatever you try — arrows, spearshaflse
They're both swift and agile in flight, surprisingly so/gm their size,
and firing at them just annoys them. But theyre mucbran
vulnerable on the ground, and much more jumpy, too.”
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Tom was curious as to why such a fearsome animal weeld f
nervous, and asked this of the hunter. Ged puffed on hisfquipze
moment, regarding Tom closely.

“Well, dragons are not invulnerable. I've heard talés dragon
who tried to take a kill away from a pack of wolves, ardy much
came off second-best. They're quite slow to takeba&itause of their
bulk, and the time taken to sort out their wings. But g@od beats
of those wings and they’re gone, and you'll never ganthe

“So how do you get them?” Tom inquired.

“Simple. You've got to keep them on the ground. So wel ree
trap. We set up stout nets suspended high up in the forespyca
weighted with heavy stones, and tied with long ropesde-stumps
and really big pegs driven into the ground. And of courseneed
bait.”

“So what’s bait for a dragon?” Alistair asked.

The old man laughed.

“Dragons love the taste of pork. They go wild when theell a
pig. They'll go for young wild boar if they can, but tharents fight
back, so it's not something they can have very oft&w we use a
piglet.”

Ged puffed on his pipe again, reflectively, and continued.

“It also means that pig-keeping is a particularly difficaihd
potentially dangerous activity hereabouts.”

“Anyway, your trap and bait is set up in the trees, lmittoo far
under the boughs, since dragons don't like to be under coMaey
like open sky above their heads, or to be up in the tressselves.
So, you set your trap and wait. And wait. If you're luc&ydragon
will land and take the bait.”

The hunter paused to drink, the three young men waiting
breathlessly for him to continue.

“And then the fun begins. Yodrop the net sharpish-like. A
typical dragon panics at this point, and attempts to tdke Dhe
weighted net impedes its wings, and the ropes tied todhs prevent
it from getting very far from the ground.”

“Your mates use arrows and spears to disable the dragon as
quickly as possible. Winch crossbows are a favouritapae of
mine, since they're able to pierce the tough hide dnau're lucky,
pinion its wings. Once it can't fly, it's finishedna you use fireballs
and other weapons to finish off the beast as quickpoasible.”

Ged paused again for more liquid refreshment.

“Well, that’s how it's supposed to work. Now, that dhere,” he
said, indicating the stuffed head over the fireplace, t'ldre was a
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wily old mother. Very cautious, she was, and still lwagk wing
outside when the net was dropped.”

The old man looked very satisfied at the coordinateckeniaf
breath from his audience.

“She nearly got away. Luckily, my first shot from rrysty old
crossbow caught her in the wing-joint of her free wifidhat stopped
her — or at least | thought she couldn't move far. @®hs stil
thrashing and snapping at the men surrounding her, when she
recognised me, | reckon, and suddenly lurched forward and caught
me here.”

The hunter put down his pint and pipe, and rolled up the steeve
his left arm.

“Gave me this mark, she did,” he said, showing themaic dicar
on the outside of his left forearm. The three congrawinced at
the sight.

“l was caught by a wing-claw when holding my bow at ridsedy,
trying to get a clear shot to finish her off.”

The others would see that his arm was still stifbvgtar tissue,
and that he was finding it difficult to make a full rander@mvements
with his elbow.

“It's going to take a few more months to get my arm kiray
properly again.”

“What happens to dead dragons?” Alistair persisted.

“Well then, another good question.”

The old man again looked up at the creature over thedoepl

“The heads are often stuffed and mounted, especially wien
have put up a good fight. When | was your age, | wonderedeny
old folks did that, but now | know the reason — it’'s toegoild men
something to talk about.”

Ged laughed to himself, seeming to find his own humour
irresistible.

“The meat is very strongly flavoured, and usually regarded a
inedible. It's fed to dogs, perhaps, where there’s ngthietter
available. As for the skins, well, dragon hide is cliffi to tan, but
very hard-wearing. It's too stiff for clothing, but s@metimes used
for certain pieces of furniture, things that’ll get & ¢d wear over the
years.”

The old man leaned forward again, looking at Tom andahligt
turn.

“That bench you're sitting on, that seat’s coveredhwiragon
hide. In fact, it's the hide of the same old bitchoaé head is nailed
up there.”
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At this point, the old man leaned back in his chaying with his
beer. His pipe had gone out, unnoticed, during the tellifgm and
Alistair turned to each other at the conclusion of hiater’s tale,
mouths agog, while Bram simply sat back, a wry smileiqagibout
his lips.

Old Ged drained the last of his pint.

“Well, me young fellas,” he said, “That's me talked odthanks
for the drink.”

With that, the old man stood up, stretched his injured, amd
then walked off in the direction of the front door.
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Chapter Thirteen

After the departure of Old Ged the hunter, the companions
enjoyed much animated discussions on the topic of dragoade
more discursive and rather louder by the effects ofs#wnd and
third pint of the light-coloured ale. They were alllifeg sleepy after
their long walk, plus of course the effect of the strbegr. By this
time, it was getting quite late, and it seemed that mb#te regulars
had consumed their ration and made their way home.

Tom supped the last of his pint and then stretched, tpdoank
on the settle and trying — unsuccessfully, as it turned ¢oitsuppress
a yawn.

“Feeling tired, boys?” Bram enquired.

There was a general muttering of assent.

“All right then, I'll go and find out where we’re billet tonight.”

Tom watched as Bram moved over to the bar and spokieeto t
landlady. After a few moments of conversation, treron pointed
in the direction of a doorway at the back of the rodaime passed an
old-fashioned lamp over the bar, already lit. Carefodlyrying the
lantern, Bram made his way back to where the other wvere
waiting.

“Well, come on, then,” he instructed.

Alistair drained his glass and stood up, followed immediabgl
Tom. Evidently following the landlady’s instructions,aBn directed
them to a room downstairs, a small room with threeomarbeds.
Their bedroom was at the end of a corridor, which vead &nd dark.

Tom was glad of the illumination from the lamp carri®dBram,
which seemed to be curiously lacking any flickering caused by the
movement. It looks like an oil lamp, Tom thought, butwes not
sure how it was controlled. It was almost as if Braas waving at it
to make it brighter or dimmer, and Tom wondered sledply using
gestures could have such an effect.

They entered the room, and Tom made a bee-line fobetein
the furthest corner of the room. He groggily untied ardaved his
boots and rolled onto the bed, falling asleep almost itigtan

Later in the night, Tom awoke, curled up on the bed and stil
wearing all of his clothes. There was a short periodarffused
alarm while he worked out where he was and how he hathgre.
Opening his eyes, he blearily caught sight of Bram wriimdis
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notebook. Bram was dressed only in his shirt, and lookedhdikead
just sat up on the edge of his bed.

Tom froze, trying not to move and to keep his breathing #s so
and even as possible. He wondered what was going onknéve
that Bram carried this leather-bound jotter with himrgwdere he
went; it was never out of his sight. During the yedrthe War, he
had frequently seen Bram writing in his notebook, and haa eve
glimpsed some of the pages, which seemed to containedssmtes,
doodles and even poems.

The mysterious oil lamp was still burning, set very lond anost
of the room was in near-darkness. It seemed to Tornstlas if the
notebook was somehow itself faintly glowing in the dagsneBram
was apparently writing with his pencil, not on the pagessdn the
inside of the back cover. The letters appeared strangelyhite
against the dark leather, almost as if he was writinlynmnescent
chalk. The characters themselves were strangely shagedaked,
as far as Tom could tell, just like the script he haensen the
signboard outside.

Bram waved his hand, and the lettering faded instartly.then
shut the book with a soft slap and slipped it under hiwill
Looking around, it seemed to Tom, slightly shiftily, Brahen got
back into bed, slipping under the covers and appearifgltasleep
immediately. Tom tried to keep watch for a while, luirfd himself
drifting off within a few minutes.

Tom awoke feeling very refreshed and with no evidence of a
hangover, much later than was habitual for him. Liféhenfarm, not
to mention the Army, had conditioned him to rise vegyly. He
wondered briefly whether he had dreamed what he had wathess
the middle of the night. After a few minutes indecisib@ concluded
that he was not sure, and finally put the whole matteobhis mind.

The others had already arisen, so Tom leapt fromdds washed
rapidly using the old-fashioned bowl and pitcher ofevahat had
been provided, and emerged to a hearty pub breakfasedsesth
the familiar accompaniment of hot, sweet milky tea.

The three young men set off soon after breakfash jugt a few
minutes required to sort their belongings. As promidégm
negotiated with the landlady and paid for their acconmion and
meals. It was not until much later that Tom realitleat no one
asked to see their ration-books.

“Well, lads, let’s be on our way,” Bram exclaimed euaagingly,
“We can be there in time for lunch. Three hours, ooeni

“I didn’t think this island was that big!” Tom wondered aloud.
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Bram snorted in amusement.

“Oh, it’s bigger than it looks, you know,” he replied. Hihgs
often are around here.”

They set off down the road but, before they had gonee rii@n
two dozen steps, Tom stopped and turned to look back giuthe
sign. Inspiration striking, he drew closer to the ot and asked,
“Do you think that’s a Dragon’s Nest, then?”

“You know, | think it probably is,” Bram responded, barelyeabl
to keep the laugh out of his voice.

The weather had started misty and cool, feeling distinctly
autumnal in the morning, but the sun soon burst through wamd dff
the mist. It was very pleasant walking along in the autsamshine
in companionable silence, following a dusty track thoughavihe
wooded area. The road wended its way steadily uphill, passing i
and out of the shade of the trees. They could seesiooeh rocky
outcrops and crags emerging from the greenery on eiiter She
road did not seem to be very well-travelled, quite unli& dne to
the causeway on the other side of the bridge.

After about an hour’s stroll, the road emerged in mopeno
farmland, and they continued between well-tended fiedgarated by
low hedges. Tom could see that many of the crops haadglteeen
taken in and, in most cases, the fields already plougted while a
very few others were still waiting for harvesting.

Even so, he could see no movement, other than thesioneh
flutter of bird life in the hedgerows, birds that Alistaineerfully
identified in a familiar fashion. There was a noisy ragke a stand
of tall trees, a line of majestic EIms striding acrtiss landscape.
But there were no livestock visible, no people. They peess with
the sun on their faces, pulling down their hats to shiaele eyes, and
taking an occasional drink from the water bottles they tefilled at
the pub. It slowly occurred to Tom that, in the entimee hour walk,
they had not seen a single living soul.

“Aha, here’s our village,” Bram announced, as they beshst
low rise. The companions could see a hamlet setviallay in the
rolling countryside, screened on all sides by matures taed hedges.
The tiny village comprised perhaps a dozen houses, no foosely
clustered around a stream which had originally, Tom imedi
provided water for the occupants. It was clear that boildings and
gardens were well-maintained, with privacy assured by highest
walls decorated by climbing or creeping plants that Tad rbt
recognise.
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Through the occasional openings in the walls, the companions
could sometimes spot people working in their gardens. Foen
smoke was rising from a bonfire where someone was prédgyma
getting rid of dead leaves and other garden detritus.

“And there’s my parents’ house,” he continued, as theeth
companions drew closer to the centre of the hamlet.

Bram’s family home was a single-story building ofatelely
modest size, surrounded by fair-sized grounds which included a
stable and coach-house, as well as other outbuildihdsss easily
determinable function. Following Bram, the companions nthe
way through the open gate and along the wide path of ralkeelgr
that led to a small open area between the buildingshwhas paved
with smooth cobblestones. Despite the fact thabrBnad apparently
been absent from home for many years, he did notakesi the
slightest. He marched straight towards a passagewaede the
main house and the stable block.

“Here we are,” he said, “Let’s go in.”

Bram pushed open a door which led to a kitchen. As heeehter
an older woman Tom correctly guessed was Bram’s mdtitaed
and greeted him, her face lighting up at his arrival. Theavohad
the same unruly hair as Bram, thick and dark and cuBlijze was
evidently extremely pleased to see Bram, rushing over boaa@ her
son warmly and murmuring something that Tom could not quite hea

At that moment, a man whom Tom immediately took ® b
Bram’s father entered the room through an inner doorway.

He was a large man, powerfully built with a full dadabd only
lightly streaked with grey and an untamed shock of blackffasted
at the temples. Seeing his son, the older man grinngelynin a
slightly lop-sided and ironic way. Tom thought he recegdithat
expression — it was one he had observed on Bram'sofaeeregular
basis.

Seeing the other two in the doorway, Bram’s father bestton
them further into the room.

“Brought some friends, then?” he said laconically to his son

Bram nodded, grinning in a mirror image of his father.

Bram’s mother and father did not seem particularly ssegrat
the arrival of their errant son in the company of hisspmably
disreputable companions, Tom considered; it was almosgtthsy
were expected.

“Let me introduce you to my father,” Bram said, procegdio
present each of the companions to his father in tumnrather formal
fashion.
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“Pleased to meet you, sir,” Alistair said, offering hast.

The older man grasped the proffered palm and shook it warmly
It seemed to Tom that Bram'’s father was not quitetiffisas Bram
had made out. Then it was Tom’s turn to be introduced.

“Good to make your acquaintance, Mr. Stoker,” he said gplit
and also offering his hand.

At this last remark, the older man turned and looked qrallyiat
his son, raising an eyebrow. Bram shrugged his shoulders i
response.

“Oh, we don’t stand on ceremony hereabouts,” his fathet, s
turning back to Tom, “Please call me Briz.”

“Briz,” Tom said, correcting himself, as the older nggasped his
hand.

Briz turned to face all three of the younger men.

“Well, I'm pleased to finally meet you both. Bram doerite to
his mother from time to time, although not quite as fratjyeas she
might like.”

Bram contrived to look slightly sheepish at this remark,

“Nevertheless, | have heard a little about each of ywod, | am
hoping to learn more,” Briz continued, “So, please, makarselves
at home — my house is your house for as long as you'wish.

Bram, who was still standing very close to his mothegrjected
to introduce her to Tom and Alistair. Her name turned to be
Yellez. She immediately set about organising the youremn, m
directing them to chairs in the kitchen — “to keep yanf cluttering
the place up” — and offering them hot drinks.

“I'm so very pleased to meet you both,” she chattaedhe set
about the process of boiling the kettle and making the“¥ezu’'ve
arrived at just the right time. I'm hoping we can takech outside
today, as this may be the last opportunity this summer.”

“I’'m sure lunch will be wonderful,” Alistair responded fiely.

“Bram had in fact let me know that you were coming,’ll&z
continued, beaming, “So I've taken the precaution of gettirgpme
extra provisions. | know just how hungry you young menbzah

The two men thanked her in a heartfelt manner as ttankdheir
tea.

Briz rejoined the conversation.

“l need to talk to Bram for a few minutes, with my brth he
said, “There are some things which have come up while ba be
away which | need to discuss with them both.”

Tom could see Bram nodding behind his father’s back, arnd bot
he and Alistair took the hint and nodded their agreement.
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“Good. So,” he continued, turning around to face Bram, “Why
don’t you find your sister, and get her to show our guestsdf

“Of course,” Bram responded promptly, “I'll be right back.”

He stepped out through the outer door. True to his word, he
returned only a few seconds later followed immedyabsl a rather
striking young woman.

“Gentlemen, this is Yise, my sister,” Bram announced¢geding
to introduce the two companions, who had both politebpdtup
with much scraping of chairs as she entered the room.

“Hello,” she said brightly, “So you're to get the guidéolr,
then?”

“So it appears,” Tom replied.

“OK. Let’s go then,” she retorted, then turned and Hebraskly
back out through the door she had just entered.

“See you shortly,” Bram called cheerfully, as the twen set off
through the kitchen door, hurrying to catch up with the ngpu
woman.

Yise and Bram were clearly brother and sister, evengh she
was blonde in contrast to Bram’s dark colouring. Her lbag had
the same unruly nature, even when tied back into a ainyShe
appeared capable and athletic, and was wearing a loosebihise
and close-fitting leather trews and boots, so that eeembled the
land girls whose propaganda pictures Tom had frequentlyisdbe
newspapers.

Tom thought he detected a suggestion of a strong, untamee nat
behind Yise’'s demure appearance, and she seemed somehdly slig
elfin in appearance. Perhaps, he mused, it was thosetmeghkbones
and a slightest suggestion of pointed ears which made lihegsi
look so similar. Even so, it seemed to him that thatnBs facial
features were more pronounced than he remembered.

Alistair seemed tongue-tied in the presence of the yownganm,
seemingly ready to blush if she so much as glanced idit@stion.
Yise appeared unaware of this, and chattered away gaihtjngpout
the pathways and describing the layout of the estate. fdand
himself smiling and nodding in response, or making polite
appreciative comments in order to keep some kind of a ceati@n
going.

The pathway skirted a considerable expanse of well-trimmed
lawns, which led down to several fenced-off paddocks for Bore
the side of the main house was a large vegetable gardéstairA
visibly relaxed when he saw the carefully-tilled plofsland, with
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cleared spaces where some crops had already beed, @it others
with late summer vegetables still growing. There waery decent
area of potatoes, some evidently already dug up, and wittka
stuck in the ground to mark the place from which the spusie w
currently being lifted. Alistair looked around with evidémterest at
the plantings and produce, relieved to be in comfortable
surroundings.

Between the vegetable plots and the kitchen, thereavieargie and
slightly overgrown herb garden. This was stocked with ia w
profusion of plants, many of which were clearly knownAlstair,
and even Tom could recognise mint, lavender and rosentavgn
so, some were unfamiliar. Alistair gently fingered tbaves of a
herb that looked a little like sage, but smelt of s&amd of rather tart
fruit.

“I'm afraid | don’t recognise this one,” Alistair said tdise,
finally plucking up the courage to ask a question, “Whatslked?”

‘I don’'t know,” she said, smiling directly at him, “At Isa I'm
not sure of its name in English.”

Alistair appeared to be about to ask another questiorbbtdre
he could open his mouth, a bell rang out, sounding digtdmtl
clearly across the grounds.

“Time for lunch,” said Yise, “Let’s go back”.
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Chapter Fourteen

Tom had been brought up by his Granny after his parawtslied
quite young. He had spent his formative years in an uabaa of
Tyneside called Long Benton.

The area was tessellated with terraced houses ancedatibkets
— row after row of tiny houses build to accommodatewbekforce
for the heavy industry so typical of the age: collgrieon foundries
and so on. These dark satanic mills did at least prengd@oyment
and income for many, even in the impoverished daybefliventies
and Thirties. Besides, there were at some open apealss and
common land where it was possible to walk freely, a8 as centres
of active social life, focussed on the working manigbsland public
houses.

Outwardly, Tom's Granny was a rather fierce old won@oud
and independent, although physically tiny and rather fr&he had
been herself widowed quite young, when her only daughtebuias
child. Nevertheless, within this rather gruff exterithere really did
beat the proverbial heart of gold. As far as he kriesam was almost
her only living relative, and the old woman seemed #akemit her
life’s work to bring up the youngster.

Tom knew that his grandmother had taken him in as a young
orphan, despite having almost nothing herself. For nyaays, she
made a living taking in washing. It did seem to Tom, h@wethat
Granny was in receipt of occasional sums of moneys gihose
source he had never really established. From timénte, small
envelopes and packages would arrive in the post. They mewey
the same size or colour, but there was some chasdcter
commonality that he could not quite put his finger on.

Whatever the source of the windfalls, Tom was sha¢ the sums
involved were fairly modest, but they were enough to ensiatethiey
were a little better off than their neighbours. @mty, he never had
to go hungry, and the money also allowed for an extkedeication
of a kind. He was at least capable of the Three d&id,was able to
stay on at school for an extra year, at a time whisrfriends were
already seeking labouring jobs, or queuing up for mining wovindo
the pits.

From Granny herself, he had learnt the virtues of hardkwo
honesty, thrift and, perhaps most importantly, self-éegtion under
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almost all circumstances. It was certainly true smahe combination
of natural personality and the circumstances of his biméant that
Tom was a rather quiet and introspective individual, whe was
likely to form his own opinions on any topic rather thamhg led by
his acquaintances.

Tom also developed an early interest in motor vehicled a
engines from a man named George. He was an old frietdeof
family, it seemed, although following the convention of timae,
Tom had been taught to refer to the other man as “Uaelerge”.
With hindsight, George was really quite a young man, afihoit
seemed to a pre-pubescent Tom that he was nearly asntlasi
Granny. He had prematurely grey hair and bookish spectaclds,
seemed to be perpetually clothed in greasy overalls.

Tom would spend long hours in the building which was at one
time a corner shop, but had been converted into a ganage a
workshop, watching and listening carefully as Uncle Georgdeub
on all kinds of oily machinery. The older man would talkessantly
while he worked, and did not really seem to expect any kind o
response. Most of his remarks concerned the defette @ingine he
was currently repairing, quietly pointing out the pointsmefar on a
bearing, or the effects of a leaking gasket.

In time, as Tom showed himself to be reliable, Georgmido
delegate small tasks for the young man to undertake: watng
dirty oil from engine components using a splash of pédtosh a tin
can or, later, dismantling and cleaning the delicate spandsvalves
of a carburettor.

By time he was fifteen, Tom knew a great deal aboginess and
motor cars in general. On leaving school, he was instrusyed
Granny that he would be working with his “Uncle”, as at suir
apprentice. Tom was happy enough to comply. George himself
never mentioned this arrangement, but seemed unsurpriseddy To
regular appearance. Needless to say, the modest intomethis
employment went directly to Granny, although Tom didenez an
increased weekly allowance — “pocket money” — from thdaulgl.

It was with Uncle George that he first learned to driv®ne
afternoon, the old mechanic had quietly directed Tono itite
driver's seat of an ancient Hillman he had been wagrkom for
weeks, and suggested that he ‘start her up’.

Tom had of course been watching closely when he had
accompanied George on test drives or on trips intohbeigring
areas to collect spare parts. Even so, he made daterhash of his
first attempt to set off, the venerable car bucking jerking wildly
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as he fumbled with the clutch. Nevertheless, he wasck gtudy,
and it was not long before he was driving everywherdirstt on
errands with George sitting peaceably in the passengerrskétar,
and with growing confidence, on his own.

Tom had vaguely expected that he would at some time take up
apprenticeship in the motoring or allied trades, but ther Wa
intervened.  With typical Army inefficiency, the regrent
organisation ignored Tom’'s evident enthusiasm and ability
vehicles and machinery, and had placed him in a standardrinfant
regiment, where he had minimal opportunity to use hissskill

Granny had died, quite suddenly, some time after Tom haddjoine
the army. Tom knew that she was never really girand suspected
that it was force of willpower which had kept her alive dsrlong as
it had.

He only learned about her death in a letter from Geostpch
had arrived torn and stained, and seemed to have rdcéee
attentions of the official censor on at least twpasate occasions.
By the time he had received the letter, Tom was indedmattling his
way towards Berlin, and the funeral had already takaoepl There
was no way he could have attended even if the lettérahnaved
swiftly, given the urgencies of the invasion and the advanto
Germany.

Before he had been called up, Tom had once again quizzed
Granny about his parents. For many years, she had adsmidy
stepped his boyish questions about his parents. On th@cleession,
however, it seemed he had reached a point where sherarigguelt
he was old enough to both understand and to cope witbetise of
loss.

Granny had sat Tom down with a cup of tea in the parlben t
sat facing him with an expression which seemed to combaeep
sadness with a sudden inner resolution.

“Well, now that you are — barely — old enough to understamat
| have to say,” She began, “I suppose it is my duty tb yial
everything. But | do confess that | don’t understand ekigrgtthat
happened, nor do | expect you to.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shhh. Don't interrupt. This is hard enough for me as'it

The old woman sat silently for a moment.

“Your mother Elizabeth — Lizzie — was a wonderful gptetty
and vivacious. A good girl, always ready to help herhdldn when
| was busy with the washing.”
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Tom could not help but feel a lump in his throat whenelve
heard his mother’s name spoken aloud. The tale alsoegetmbe
affecting Granny. He could see the glint of a teahémn eye —
something that he had never seen before.

“Lizzie always had plenty of admirers, local boyst ho one she
was serious about. | think she thought that noneerhttvere good
enough for her. | began to think she would become anhalid,
spending her years looking after me rather than makingwerife.”

“Then she met Brad — Bradley Perkins. He was somdmnéad
met while visiting the summer market — a travelling fair aahhad
set up on the common.”

Granny pursed her lips.

“l have to admit that, at first, | had my suspicicaisout young
Brad. He always seemed rather flippant, never quitevennsy any
of my questions directly, although | have to say thathvays treated
me with the highest regard. Even so, | was sure he wague, just
trifling with your Mothers affection.”

Tom was listening intently, drinking in the story.

“After a few weeks,” the old woman continued, “Ther faioved
on, and | fully expected never to see Brad again. Brti¢iwas
convinced that he would be back soon. | feared thatvshdd be
heartbroken, losing the first man she had ever reallydlov&o you
can imagine my surprise when, just a few days laterd Brened up
on my doorstep, asking for Lizzie.”

“Their courtship lasted nearly two years. Brad tradeidot, and
he would go away for days or weeks at a time. But treye letters
to each other while they were apart, all the timecan still see her
radiant smile when the postman called.”

“I was soon forced to the conclusion that he was geétéous in
his interest in her,” she continued, “I can still renter clearly the
day that Brad proposed to Lizzie, here in this very roooppuing to
his knee and asking for her hand. Of course she said yes
immediately.”

“He presented her with a beautiful engagement ring — $omget
he said had been in his family for generations. The blegreven
took the precaution of asking me about Lizzie — as if | &g real
say in the matter!”

The old woman stopped suddenly, with a sob in her voidee T
tears were running down Granny’s face, as if her pent-upi@msot
were finally being released by telling her grandson aboyidss

Finally, she dried her eyes with a handkerchief, and went o
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“l always felt that Brad had some secret, something in his
background. Oh, | knew he was an adventurer, a travbliehe did
seem to have money. He also had a large number atfves, all
from the north, who turned up in force for the weddingl dne
celebration afterwards. The newlyweds even managetieyhwon
away, staying with some of Brad'’s relatives up northnever knew
exactly were.”

Granny paused again, shaking her head slowly.

“Anyway, after the hoo-hah of the wedding had died dowingth
couldn’t have been better for Lizzie. A generous giftnf some
distant relative of your father allowed them to gthome in a street
not far from the common where they had met. | wouldt vis
regularly, and she would come here, too. She alwagme® so
happy, smiling and singing aloud — she had a wonderful voice.”

“The years passed, and you were born. Lizzie seemeglete,
content in her role as wife and mother. | was rakteking forward
to having a brood of grandchildren around my feet.”

Granny looked wistfully at Tom for a moment.

“You were always a good child, you know. Never really hgoor
slept through the night from an early age.”

“Then, one evening five years or so after the weddingziéi
came to see me unexpectedly. You were toddling, no modetired
by the time you arrived. Your mother was holding you eles if
she never wanted to let you go.”

“Ma,” she said hurriedly, ‘I'm going away, with Brad. don't
know when I'll be coming back. | want you to look aftéromas’ —
she always called you that — ‘until | return. It's wamportant.
Please don't asked questions, because otherwise | wihgwe to lie
to you. Really, it's better that you don’t know.”

“And with that, she thrust you into my arms. Thatswhe last
time | ever saw her.”

Despite Granny’s earlier admonishment, Tom could not help
blurting out.

“So they could still be alive?”

Granny smiled wanly.

“I don’t think so. It must have been something dangerta,
dangerous to take you along as a babe. | feel sureftsiag, was still
alive, she would have returned for you. | can't imaging mother’s
instinct letting her not return to her child if she @baland my Lizzie
was always the perfect mother.”

“There’s one further thing,” Granny said, after a reflesfpause,
“l think | know more, or at least | knew more at onedimAnd now
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somehow | can't bring it to mind even though it’s on tipeof my
tongue.”
She shook here head, as if to clear cobwebs frormimet.
“That’s all | can tell you, I'm afraid.”
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Chapter Fifteen

It was indeed a wonderful lunch, taken outside overlookieg th
lawns and garden. It was served on a long table placaadl amea of
stone flags, and set around with well-worn but surprisingly
comfortable chairs and benches. The whole setting steltered
from the winds and shaded on one side by a couple of maaa®s
and on the other by the house itself.

The table was covered with a large chequered tablealudhset
with, Tom counted, eleven place settings in slightly nmixhed
crockery and cutlery. In fact, it was barely possitiesee the
tablecloth at all, covered as it was by a plentiful egdr of
comestibles. There were platters of salads and vdggtand large
bowls of boiled potatoes. Evidently much of the produae ¢ome
from the gardens they had just been inspecting. There walso
several varieties of hard cheeses, at least ondiochwom had never
come across before, together with a large bowl of appid pears.

Bram emerged carefully carrying a large jug of a light-acdd
beer, evidently from a cool cellar somewhere underhthese. This
he then poured into glasses for all of the adults preaadtiopped it
up with ginger beer from a stoneware bottle. This ootion was not
a drink that Tom had tried before, but he found it enorigous
refreshing in the heat of the day.

Briz sharpened a large knife on a whetstone of curiougrdesa
brisk fashion which brought a nod of approval from AlrstaThe
older man then deftly carved and served fine sliceoitddham, the
thick creamy-white fat contrasting with the pink meat the plate
laid before Tom. At the other end of the table, &s=wof freshly-
baked bread were being cut into slices equally adroitlyyelez.
Seeing Tom and Alistair waiting politely, she gestured whte bread
knife encouragingly.

“Oh, please don’t wait on ceremony,” she admonished tleg
men, “Do help yourself. Tuck in!”

Tom needed no further encouragement. He helped himself to
potatoes and passed the bowl on to Alistair, before tarkine
dazzling array of pickles and mustards before him.

Once he had got a few mouthfuls of food inside him, Tomed
his attention to the other people at the table to whenhdd been
briefly introduced just as lunch was served.
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On the opposite side of the table, there were thréérehiwho he
understood to be Bram’s cousins. The two younger ones| afgi
about nine years and a boy he judged to be seven, wérg sit
between Yellez and another woman who had been introduged a
Preda, the children’s mother. She wore a rather ledasgression
and Tom initially imagined that looking after threbkildren might
have caused that demeanour. Actually, the children skemite
well-behaved and Tom began to wonder if there was sotier,
deeper reason for the woman’s malaise.

The oldest child, another girl aged about twelve, saherother
side of her mother and next to her father, Briz’'s ieot He had been
introduced as Hamet, and was clearly much the youngengsibl
although Tom found it difficult to be sure how much youndger
actually was. He was also darkly-bearded, but thelfgoiavth was
much more well-trimmed than that of his brother. In casttto the
older man’s relaxed attitude, Hamet seemed forever ondige of
fidgeting and shifting awkwardly in his seat.

Tom, who did not customarily ascribe negative charesties to
people he had only just met, and indeed prided himself on hity abi
to get along with just about anyone, disliked him immediately.

It seemed to Tom that Briz had deliberately gathereddnsand
his brother at the head of the table, with the objecti’f spending
some part of the meal conversing directly with thenemTcould not
overhear very much, but it seemed to him that theyevepreaking
another language, one he did not know, but which seemeehsom
familiar to him.

After lunch, everyone pushed back their chairs andrsaind the
table for a few minutes, feeling too full to move condbity —
“digesting”, as Tom’s granny would have said. Bram hagdrned to
his conversation with his father and uncle, and Yedle2 Preda were
also speaking quietly to each other. Tom and Alistatr isa
companionable silence while the children chattered amongst
themselves.

Eventually, Bram, Briz and Hamet got up and excused
themselves, Bram remembering to thank his mother effusivelyne
meal. They then wandered off in the direction of oh¢he more
obscure outbuildings. Tom and Alistair followed thedledeing
equally fulsome in their thanks, and politely volunteetedassist
with the clearing away. Together with the childrere two young
men helped to tidy the table, each making several tapandl-fro
returning plates and glasses to the kitchen table. xpé¢edly,
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Tom’s offer to help further with the washing up and drying was
waved away by Bram’s mother.

Tom and Alistair stood in the sunshine outside the kitchem, doo
enjoying their smokes. Suddenly, Bram rejoined them, prdslyma
having left the older men to their deliberations. Wonmdgemwhat to
do next, Tom asked Bram if there is anything else he cdaldo
assist around the estates while he was staying. Ald&arly also
wanted to fill his time productively.

“Well, since you’'ve had lots of practice at farm workeuetly,”
Bram responded, smiling, “I dare say a little more woulddmany
harm. I'll enquire of my father.”

Bram disappeared around the corner again for a few mement
On his return, he suggested that Tom could help by lifting pedan
the vegetable garden.

“And why don’t you,” he continued, indicating Alistair, 8&Gand
help my sister with the horses?”

“The stables are over there, aren't they?” Alist@isponded,
rather enthusiastically.

Bram nodded, and the other man set off at a brisk mamtched
by the other two. Bram shook his head amusedly, andttineed to
Tom.

“Let’s get you sorted out, then,” he said, “Come on.”

Bram led Tom back towards the kitchen garden, on the way
ducking into another one of the outbuildings and returmiritn
several heavy jute sacks. It was clear to Tom thatdsk was to
unearth the potatoes, using the fork he had noticemeanhd fill the
gunny sacks so that the root crop could be stored for thernwin

Later that evening, the three companions and Bramlserfat
gathered around a fire in a snug little room the purposéizhifom
could not quite make out, although it did contain a couple of
bookshelves overflowing with volumes of all kinds. Dinhad been
served indoors this time. Yellez seemed determinedetb theem up
single-handedly although, to be fair, several hourseafvy work in
the garden had certainly given Tom a considerable appetite.

Before dinner, Tom and Alistair had been given a touthe
house itself by Bram, and shown where they would bgisige The
building had two lower floors, underground, where bedroont a
what was rather quaintly described as “bathing-rooms” \eer@ed.
The building was actually quite a lot bigger than Tom hagirally
thought and there seemed to be an astonishing number ra$ oo
the lower levels.
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Having started the day with a long walk and a strenuoushaftiar
in the garden, and now fed very well on two consecutigaltimes,
Tom felt very much at ease with the world. This wagaing
rapidly enhanced as Bram poured pints of a dark alegrrathonger
than the pale ale they had enjoyed at lunchtime, frdenge jug and
handed a glass to each man in the room. The flarhéiseofire
danced and crackled, successfully driving away the chilheflate
summer evening. Oil lamps standing on opposite ends afge |
table set to one side of the room glowed brightly, rgido their
sense of well-being.

Bram settled himself in his high-backed chair and sipped his
drink. He caught his father’s eye, who nodded once, amad tie
looked directly at first Alistair and then Tom.

“Now I think it's time for some explanations,” Branasgied.

Tom and Alistair looked at each other, but said nothing.

“So first, | have to admit to you that I've got you @demder false
pretences — at least slightly,” Bram continued, givirgntta flash of
his ironic smile, “And you’'ve probably already noticedtththere’s
something a bit different about this place.”

Alistair exhaled noisily.

“I knew as much,” he exclaimed, “I was beginning to thinkas
just me.”

“So why are we here, really?” Tom asked.

“Well, I'm ready to explain everything,” Bram replied,'ve
asked my father to tell you some of the history. Bibiaethat, there
are some important things you need to hear.”

Tom had, in fact, been thinking a great deal while wieldifgyla
in the kitchen garden during the afternoon. He felt sha¢ some
revelation was coming. He sat back, took a long pull frasrbeer,
and waited for Bram to continue.

“The first thing you need to understand is that you'rev nm
longer in England. In fact, you're not even in the saméddvoOn
the way here, we all crossed into a different, wetls say plane of
existence.”

Alistair looked agog, confused.

“When did that happen?” Alistair exclaimed.

“It's the bridge, isn’t it?” Tom asked, inspirationiking.

Bram’s father chuckled softly to himself at this obs&éorg and
his son allowed himself another wry smile.

“You're quite right — well observed,” Bram replied, sounding
only slightly surprised, “The exact centre of the bridgeifact the
point where we crossed from your world into this one.”
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“l thought there was something strange about that placayi T
muttered, half to himself, “There’s something uncanny about the
movements of the water.”

Bram and his father nodded in unison.

“What is this world?” Tom pressed.

“Well, it has many names, but this area is known aslegfarne,”
Bram said, pronouncing the place name with an emphiasrs had
not heard before, “So perhaps its best if you think simply as the
World of Lyndesfarne.”

“But surely Lyndesfarne is just an island, and not a \&gyone
at that,” Alistair objected, “On the way here, | couldtgudefinitely
see the sea all the way around”.

“It's a bit complicated,” Bram replied, “Seen from yoworld,
Lyndesfarne does indeed appear as an island. But, seen from
Lyndesfarne, your world also appears as an island.”

Strange as it sounded, this somehow made sense to Toene Th
was something strange, some kind of discontinuity arousdattea,
with its locus at the centre of the bridge.

“So is this place, this world is some kind of a secreistair
pressed.

“Yes, you could say that,” Bram responded, once agaitagisiy
his characteristic wry grin, “Certainly this world hasmevery, um,
unusualaspects.”

Bram paused to sip his beer and then continued.

“In your world, you use machines of all kinds, for all savfs
purposes. Your machines are a great source of wealthcanitrt
for all, rich man and worker alike.”

Both Tom and Alistair nodded bemusedly, unsure whattkxac
Bram was trying to tell them.

“Here,” Bram continued, “We don’'t use machines, exceptHer
most mundane of purposes. We use a different approaah whoch
| suspect you'll regard as magic.”

“What do you mean — magic?” Tom interjected.

Bram smiled.

“It's hard to think of a better word, in your language,” he
explained in a reasonable tone of voice, “It's just|l,wew things
here work.”

“What kinds of things are operated by magic?” Alistaig@red,
clearly struggling with the concept.

“Everything around you, pretty much,” Bram replied.

He cast around the room for a moment, as if for ingpma
before his eyes alighted on the fire in front of him.
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“Well, take this fire here,” he suggested, pointing to theiftpz
logs.

Tom looked at the fire. The burning wood looked completely
normal, the flames dancing steadily and the blackened ente o
logs smouldering.

Seeing Tom’s bemused look, Bram explained.

“In this house, we like the traditional appearance of adwo
burning fire,” he said, “But this fire has been, shallsag, magically
enhanced. It burns normally, but never needs a log puatting”

Tom was intrigued.

“So how is the magic controlled,” he asked.

“Is there some kind of spell or incantation?” Alistatded.

Bram laughed aloud.

“No, no,” he replied, “It's more subtle than that.”

He explained at some length that there was a languabanaif
movements, gestures and manual techniques, used exclusively for
controlling magical devices and artefacts.

“Let me show you,” he continued, “Watch this.”

Bram made a subtle movement in the air with his hamdot@on
that looked to Tom as if he was pressing down an invisipteng
handle. Behind him, the oil lamps suddenly dimmed to near
nothingness, leaving the flickering fire as the only sowfckght in
the room.

In the sudden silence, Tom could clearly hear Alistaindrawn
breath of surprise. He suspected he had probably reactesl saine
way.
“Wow,” he breathed.

Bram reversed the gesture, and the lamps returned to thei
previous state. Tom noticed that Bram made the apjplicafimagic
look natural, everyday and commonplace, as if it wersimple as
operating an electric light switch.

He also thought he had seen these movements befatehean
suddenly realised where. Bram had been using these semg s
gestures to control the lamp in the pub only last night.

“So why don’t you have machines?” Alistair pressed.

Bram seemed unsurprised by this question.

“Well, it just that some things in your world — in general
machines — dont work here,” Bram explained, “Anything
complicated from your world simply refuses to functiover here
and sometimes it won’'t work when you take it back again.”

“That’s why | made sure you left your Grandfather’s wabelak
at the farm,” he continued, “It would not work here almeré is a risk
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that, if you brought it over and then back again, ighmhinot work
again.”

“So the world here breaks machines permanently?” Alista
asked.

“Not usually. It's just that some rather delicate thirgbke an
old watch — can occasionally be damaged beyond repair.”

Tom had been collecting his thoughts.

“So,” he said, “Complicated machinery doesn't work hame i
Lyndesfarne, so you have to use this ‘magic’. And | supp@sase
machinery since magic doesn’t work.”

Bram smiled brightly.

“That’s exactly right,” he replied, “Your world is qeitdifferent
to ours. But there’s a long history — millennia, if yeunember what
that means — of contact between the Two Worlds.”

At that moment, Tom had his first inkling there was stinimg
huge here, some vast and mysterious secret — and sométhing
himself might just want to be a part of.

“So, | suggest that you listen closely to what my Faties to
say,” Bram concluded, glancing meaningfully at his father.

With that, he sat back in his chair, stretching out &t fowards
the fire. As one, all three young men turned thé@rdaion to Briz.
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Chapter Sixteen

Briz had sat silently as his son had explained a fesicdacts
about the World of Lyndesfarne. Now, he shifted inseiat, keeping
his eyes fixed on the two newcomers.

“My tale is all about secrets, and the things thathavbe done to
protect those secrets,” he began, “But there are atweer important
things | must do before | can tell you more.”

The older man paused, sipping at his ale.

“First, | must offer you my sincerest thanks. I'm dgeipkdebted
to you for saving Bram’s life, although I'll be the fitst agree that he
was probably doing something foolish to get himself into that
situation in the first place.”

Bram pulled a face which his father must have seen buhat
deign to dignify it with a reaction. Both Tom and Adis modestly
muttered something both self-deprecating and nearly inaudible

“You have shown yourselves to be true companions and
warriors,” he continued, “Brave and resourceful whenraglly
counts. You have my gratitude, and | would like to shémwat t
gratitude in certain, rather concrete ways. I'll camaek to that point
later, if | may.”

The two young men both looked puzzled for a moment, but
politely declined to interrupt Briz's address.

“The second thing | must do is to ask of you a promise”
resumed, adopting a strangely formal tone of voiceu‘¥hust swear
a solemn oath that whatever you have heard, and ang tmihear,
about this world you will not disclose to anyone.”

Both Tom and Alistair nodded vigorously.

“No, you must say it, aloud,” Briz pressed.

“Err, yes, if you insist,” Tom responded, “l swear | hnéver tell
anyone about the world of Lyndesfarne.”

Tom got the strangest of feelings at that moment, & reimhing
down the back of his neck and a distinct impression ttiere was
someone looking over his shoulder. It would not bel umtich later
that he would realise that this was a compulsion magice-of a
very small number of psychological spells that acyuditl seem to
work in the other world as well as this one.
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Alistair parroted the same words and, judging by his sudden
stiffness, Tom suspected that the other man had begrk diy the
same restrictive magic.

“Very well, then,” Briz said, suddenly looking much more
comfortable and relaxed, “There is a long history — indeedyyma
centuries — of contact between your world and Lyndesfarfibe
history is multifaceted, full of complex and occasibnaurbulent
relationships. Through it all, the existence of this ddvs led of a
whole variety of myths and legends in your world. jtist the same
in ours, | might add.”

“So most people here don’t know about our world eithefgm
asked, stunned into interrupting the old man. He had vaguely
expected that only the residents of his own world would beepted
from this secret.

Briz chuckled, again sounding just like his son.

“That’s right,” he said, “In much the same way that \mave
stories about magical beings with mysterious powergumnworld
there are stories about impressive and powentdhanismsnade of
iron and steel, which simply cannot operate here.”

Briz took a sip from his beer, and continued.

“These are of course derided as stories suitable onlg @vild’s
bedtime, and most of them present a wildly inaccurateingic but
they are quite definitely both widespread and basedwatl, |
suppose, folk memories of contact with your world.”

Tom could understand how true stories of a magical world —
overheard, misunderstood, or just grown long in the teHingould
lead to the kinds of stories he had listened to as d ohillater, read
for himself. His Granny had not been a great one fadimgahim to
sleep, but she would occasionally relent with a sladet t

He was more intrigued by a different aspect.

“Why is this kept a secret?” He asked Briz directly.

“That's a very good question,” the older man replied, lWe
frankly, rather unfortunate things tend to happen whennbot.”

Briz sighed, glancing at his son.

“At one time,” he resumed, “There were a large numbkr
pathways and crossings between your world and ourdiobetdays,
communication between different parts of your world wasmmore
difficult and so secrecy was not thought to be much pfoblem. At
the time, it was generally considered that the crossing&gh have
always been sited in out-of-the-way places, werel®szwre that no
one would be interested.”

Briz sipped his beer, smiling ruefully.
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“We were wrong, as it turned out. Many of the talesewold
and retold again and again, and the knowledge, or at leastiruaio
our world spread much further and faster than anyone hadtesgec

Briz paused, possibly for effect. Tom got the imprassiat this
was a story that the older man had told on many prewodasions.
Nevertheless, he could not but help get caught up in tmeadoé the
tale.

“Of course it was not helped by the noise and exciterkieked
up by, shall we say, various disagreements betweentiadriom this
world,” Briz continued, “And the stories certainly comnicated a
dramatic picture of conflict and confusion.”

Tom had been listening carefully during the narration and a
metaphorical glimmer of mental light presented itself.

“The Irish lady in the pub in Alnwick,” he murmered.

Briz raised a quizzical eyebrow, again glancing at his so

“Yes, Bram informed me about your encounter with the
Irishwoman,” he responded, “It was quite fortuitous, hkhi From
what | was told, most of what you heard was quite talbeit
presented in a rather abstruse way.”

This remark was met with frowns and confused silence tvoth
of the young men.

“Centuries ago,” Briz continued, “There were severalssings
from our world to Ireland, from very different partsafr world.”

Both Tom and Alistair looked even more confused. Bramtmus
have spotted this and interjected.

“Your world and ours are not always linked in the same, ag
said, leaning forward in his chair, “Crossings which any @ few
miles apart in Lyndesfarne may emerge on opposite sitléeeo
earth. And vice versa.”

“Quite right,” Briz agreed, “And so Ireland became #lbground
for differing factions from very different parts of oworld. The
tensions and excitements of the times gave rise @mtylof
disaffected individuals willing to take all kinds of risks try and
gain an advantage. And it was through one of these sagfeatt the
existence of our world, and the crossings to it, cant@dattention
of one Oliver Cromwell.”

Tom had heard of Cromwell, probably because his younger sel
was in fact paying attention in at least some of thehjidessons in
school. Conversely, it seemed that Alistair was detefy in the
dark.

Briz clearly sensed Alistair’'s ignorance of this partar historic
episode.
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“Well, there’s no particularly pressing need for me t igto
details just now,” he continued, “There’s been a gdeal of analysis
of the reasons why Cromwell put so much effort into ifitary
campaign in Ireland, rather than consolidating his hold ogldhd.
Just take it from me that, in Cromwell’'s England at tinge, there
were those who regarded the Irish as collaborators tivgrdeposed
English monarchy.”

Alistair nodded, presumably — Tom thought — having experienced
at second-hand some of the treatment meted out tdoodiors from
his recent military adventures in France and Germany.

“And Cromwell himself subscribed to this view, at leispublic.
Although | believe that, in the privacy of his own helad treated the
invasion of Ireland as an opportunity to seize control @ @nmore
of the crossings to gain him an advantage.”

Tom thought he understood. It was becoming clear to hah t
there was more behind this historical episode that hddamded at
school.

“To be honest,” Briz continued, “Cromwell was probablythb
proud and borderline insane, and most certainly power-crizgny
case, we had very little warning of his approach to thaa arfe
southern lIreland which happened to contain a concemiraif
crossings to our world.”

Briz paused thoughtfully, taking a pull of his beer.

“It was a brave and resourceful man,” he resumed, rfiath by
name, who brought the bad news of Cromwell’'s approauth,tiae
even worse news that he had somehow gained intelligehtlee
crossings. Bromath was a member of an organisatioclanareally
— who kept an eye on one of the crossings. You keeGGtiardians
per sedid not exist at that time — indeed, it was these svérdt
prompted the creation of a unified group to protect the pathwa
between the two worlds.”

“Anyway, the situation was chaotic in the extreme.or@well’s
army marched so fast that there was little time wddewhat action
should be taken. And, of course, those who represertadttrests
of different authorities and power groups faffed and déte
squabbled with each other, and generally just could not adraeto
do.”

Briz shrugged, slightly theatrically, it seemed to Tothen
continued.

“So, when a decision was finally made — that all of¢h@ssings
had to be removed — there was almost no time ldfie closures had
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to be done very quickly and consequently rather specticul@ven
explosively.”

“Explosively,” Tom echoed, “What do you mean?”

Briz grimaced.

“Tearing the two worlds apart is a very destructive thmglo,”
he answered, “Unless it's done slowly and carefully,rdslt tends
to be on the unpredictable side. Suffice it to sat tne of the
events was sufficiently powerful to blow a hole ie tfround so large
that there is now a decent-sized lake at that ves/sp

Tom was reminded of the nuclear bombs detonated by the
Americans at the end of the War at Hiroshima and Nagasa#tithe
devastation that had been reported in the newspaperaaftls.

“It must have been terrible,” he said.

“It was,” Briz replied flatly, “People died, despitket desperate
evacuation efforts. Not many, but there were casudlties

Tom also thought about the tale told by the Irish mystihe
explanations presented by Briz covered most of the stiaspgrts of
the story, although there were one or two gaps. Thel@ieeally
stood out in his mind was the suggestion that, at one timgicrhad
indeed worked in his world, and that it had later been stoppésl
resolved to consider this further later.

“And now, finally,” Briz said, once again sighing heavity,can
come to the reason you are here, the reason thattingy scallywag
here,” — he indicated Bram with a wave of his hand — “Hasuagied
you to join us here today is because, well, becawsant to recruit
you.”

Alistair started.

“Recruit?” he asked, “To do what?”

Tom had another characteristic flash of insight.

“You're the Guardians, aren’t you?” he interjected, ‘@rleast
associated with them in some way.”

Briz seemed unsurprised at Tom’'s observations, althougmB
was slightly amused that his approach had been so transgar
Tom.

“Join the Guardians?” Alistair asked, just beating Tanthe
guestion “So what will it entail?”

Briz smiled widely.

“Well, these days, the Guardians are an overlappingpgaf
organisations, split between the two worlds. Therenaaay roles
available to young men such as yourselves. To start iathever,
you’ll have to attend a training course — think of it as 8dsaining,
if you like. It'll be based in your world, although, byr@ntion,
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some of the teaching will be done in the our world. Qfrse, this
means that you will also have to learn the language/odésfarne,”

“About this language,” Alistair piped up, “Somehow it seems
familiar to me, but | don’t know why.”

Briz seemed puzzled. He looked quizzically at his son.

“l think 1 have an explanation,” Bram said promptly, “You’ll
remember recounting your Grandfather’'s tale to us? dngly
suspect that he was associated with yet another otie gfathways
between the worlds. So, you may have heard the lapgamaken as
a child.”

Alistair looked stunned for a few moments, evidently mgll
over what he had just heard.

“So, | suspect that he was there in Russia when theri&n
passage was removed. | think he witnessed the closutbeof
crossing — fortunately at a safe distance.”

“So, it was also closed urgently?” Alistair asked.

“Well, yes,” Bram replied, “I don’'t know all the detaitsit, as |
understand it, there was an assessment of the poliicetion in
Russia, and in Agrea — that’s the part of our world redahrough
the crossing — and a decision was made to dismantlg&thtvay.
They expected a careful closure, but something went weoyng.
The resulting explosion is what your Grandfather nhaste seen.”

Alistair nodded slowly, appearing to agree with the hypothesis

“So, you see,” Briz took up, “At one time, there weretega
number of crossings between the worlds. And now, tisesaly one
— the one you used to get here. So, this crossing is rgadlgial,
really precious, and | want you two to help us look afttér

Briz paused, looking directly at each of the young menrin.

“So, what do you say? Will you join up?”

Tom and Alistair looked at each other.

“I'll do it,” Tom said, with a degree of certitude thatrprised
even himself.

Alistair hesitated for only a second.

“Count me in,” he responded, also sounding enthused.

“Wonderful! Well, congratulations and welcome to cwawest
recruits,” Briz said warmly, lifting his tankard in salut€om noticed
that Briz and Bram exchanged a glance at that moment,was
almost certain that Briz gave his son a nod of approval.

Their discussions continued late into the evening. Bpake
more on the duties and responsibilities of the Guardiam$ a
elaborated on the history of the other crossings betwe worlds.
Bram was delegated to fetch more beer from the ¢ellaich meant
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that the subsequent talk became rather less formal godd deal
more animated.

Much later, Bram’s mother bustled in with a tray of mug hot
chocolate, glancing at her husband and her son in suely sownake
it plain that these were bedtime drinks, clearly hmptihat it was time
for them all to go to bed.
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Chapter Seventeen

The next few days passed in a whirl of activity. Thery
morning after their discussions with Bram’'s fatherraagements
were made to enrol both Tom and Alistair in what Breather
obscurely called Guardian School. Tom was not entaatg exactly
how those understandings had been reached, but seemadlt@ in
Bram’s father writing several letters, one of whigas given to Tom
and Alistair to deliver by hand when they reached ttieo8l. The
letter was written on old-fashioned heavy paper, foldéal & packet
and sealed with red wax. It was addressed in a carefd| ba if the
writer was not entirely comfortable with writing English.

They were returned to the causeway later that mornntight
horse-drawn trap, driven by Hamet, Bram’'s uncle. Thg took
about forty minutes, following exactly the route thedtwalked the
previous day. Their driver sat hunched over the rermuthout the
trip, morosely answering their occasional questionsmuttered
monosyllables.

Alistair seemed to be fascinated by the Lyndesfarnatcygside,
even though they had seen exactly the same stretektsday. He
repeatedly pointed out subtle factors in the surroundingsfidhat
suggested to him differences in the way farming wasechout here
in Lyndesfarne. These differences were completelgible to Tom,
although Bram seemed happy to engage in a detailed discussion.

They dismounted from their transport, thanked Brantglel
politely and set off walking across the causeway. A gwatgl was
blowing the spray from the sea over the low walls #dged the
roadbed and seagulls glided on the wind, screaming fithuér their
heads.

As they approached the arches of the bridge, Tom andaiflis
marvelled again at the curiously motionless lights instib@es of the
bridge, clearly visible in the weak morning sunlight.

“So this is magic, is it?” Alistair asked Bram, running hand
over the gently glowing masonry.

“Yes, of course,” Bram replied blithely.

“So what are they, really?” Alistair pressed, appdyeanying to
watch the sparks from the corner of his eyes.

Bram laughed.

o8 © Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007



“Let’s call them sprites,” he suggested, “You'll learn e@bout
them, | feel sure, but think of them as a way of h@din intention, a
desire for action, which is then carried out forever.”

Both Tom and Alistair digested this in silence for a fenmutes
as they walked on. When they reached the mainland ernbteof
causeway, Bram interrupted their thoughts and pointed d¢euv af
the men which could again be seen hanging around.

“Let me introduce you to a couple of people,” he suggested,
“Several of these blokes are in fact members of the dzauas, and
you may very well find yourself working with them in theure.”

Tom and Alistair shook the hands of several men, @inghom
Tom recognised as the man who had guided Bram to the money-
changer the day before yesterday. Many of the intraxhecpassed
in a whorl of names that Tom failed to catch. Hoerewhe did
remember that the name of the man he recognised was vidned,
seemed to be a particularly affable chap not very naldér than
himself. They were also introduced to Arden, an olden ma&h a
slightly stand-offish attitude. Once out of earsho@rBrexplained
that Arden was one of the Duty Wardens, and therefdatively
senior, and that he had a reputation for unswerving, even over
zealous, dedication to duty.

Using his contacts amongst the Guardians, Bram mantged
cadge a lift for them on a lorry back to the main roakhe three
young men clambered on top of the tarpaulin that coverebaitieof
the truck and tried to make themselves as comfortabj@ssible.
The load, whatever it was, was lumpy and irregulad, seemed to
shift slightly when they moved. As they bouncedrtiay along the
narrow road, Tom reflected that this was only just dsethan
walking.

All that remained of their journey was the walk up thé hibng
the hidden lane that Bram has described as St. Cuthbéays and
then the footpath across the fields that returned tbethmet farm.

Over the next few days, the three young men sortedrackied
their belongings back into their kitbags, as well as detimy a few
outstanding tasks around the farm. While they wer&ipgcAlistair
wondered aloud what he should do with his Granddad’s watch.

“Well, you'll understand why you don’t want to take it to
Lyndesfarne,” Bram advised, “But if | were you, I'd handgmit for
the time being. You'll be over here most of the tiued | would be
very surprised if the School did not have some secareedb store
things like that.”
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On their day of departure, the companions took their |éara
the farmer and his wife. John and Edna seemed rathgrte see
them go, but appeared to understand that, in this day andhage, t
could not expect young men to stay forever on a far@nimut-of-
the-way part of the country. The slightly tearfulefaell felt a little
to Tom like the time he had left his home with Granngrafte was
called up to join the Army.

The young men were collected by a lorry driven by a rather
taciturn driver. They tossed their baggage into the lmdcwhat
looked like an ordinary army truck with camouflage paintwork.
Nevertheless, the number plates and the absence als deade it
clear that this was a civilian vehicle, although probasiny surplus.

It was certainly very familiar to Tom; indeed, “a righ&in in the
backside” was his considered opinion.

The lorry set off down the lane towards the village. the
familiar junction, the lorry stopped and the driver sounte horn.
Bram got up suddenly, grabbed his kitbag and threw it out.

“I'll be leaving you here,” he said, to their great surprasel
confusion.

“What? Why?” Alistair managed to stutter.

“Don’t worry. You'll get to the School just fine,” Bra replied,
“I'll be in touch from time to time, and | promise weitheet again
very soon. It’s just that I've got a number of ottlangs | absolutely
must do, and this may be the last opportunity for me to @wm.th

With that, he hopped over the tailboard and out of they.lor
There was a bang on the side of the truck and it setitdffavjerk.
Their last view was of Bram standing in the roadway,ctiuty his
kitbag, and waving and grinning broadly.

Tom felt slightly strange at their abrupt and unexpected
separation. The three companions had spent so muchrtigech
other’'s company that it was unnerving to suddenly be withoubbne
their group. Several times, Tom found himself turning to askBa
guestion, only to realise belatedly that he was naethdram had
been the focus of their enquiries and questions, especfdite, and
Tom realised that he had only recognised this fact af@mBad left
them.

After a few minutes, the lorry stopped again, this timediect a
couple of other people who were waiting at a petrol filltagisn in a
small village. The newcomers were two rather quiet shy young
men that Tom at first took to be brothers but in fachéd out to be
cousins. Stan and Charlie seemed nervous about the corapdny
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reluctant to engage in much conversation, although Tormatasure
whether this was ordinary shyness or from some deepeeon

Sat in the back of the lorry, Tom could not see vauch except
for an interminable sequence of country lanes bordered by
hedgerows. The weather had turned overcast, becomingya gre
autumnal day, and it had started raining off-and-on. Then@y
seemed to drag on, and Tom began to wonder whetherrénesport
was taking the most direct route to their destination.

At one point, the road ran alongside a high and well-tamied
stone wall, with mature trees and thick growths of rhodddmns
visible on the other side. Shortly afterwards, theylalrew up at a
gatehouse, obviously the entry to some grand residencee T
entrance itself was surrounded by wrought iron fences and an
impressive double gate, all neatly painted in black and gdlde
driver sounded the horn and a man dressed in a dark bluenunifor
appeared, waved briefly at the driver, and then proceededido
open the gates. As they drove through, Tom caught sifjfa
discreet sign at the side of the gates which readvitfglt Grange.
RTDE. Keep out.” Reserve Defence Training Establishment,
thought Tom, a name like that could mean almost anything.

Life at Cliviger Grange, Tom thought later, felt likeveeting to a
familiar routine, counter-pointed by the astonishing —ealjenagical
really was the only word, he considered — nature ohtaterial they
were being taught. Even so, on their arrival, itfetl very confused
and rushed, and it was only later that he began to buigh@zcurate
mental picture of the environment and regime.

On their arrival, they were greeted by a cheerfulelithan in a
rather informal blue uniform, who was clutching a clipldband who
introduced himself as Arnie.

“You'll be Thomas Perkins and Alistair McLaughlin, yesfé
asked cheerily.

“That's right,” Tom answered, handing over the letteér o
introduction he had been given, “I'm Perkins.”

“Good to meet you, Tom, Alistair.”

Arnie took the proffered letter and clipped it to his boahént
shook the hands of the two young men in turn. Glancrogral,
Tom noticed that Stan and Charlie were being greeteddiffeaent
official, a rather prim-looking woman with mousey haicked under
a uniform hat that seemed very slightly too big for hexdhe

“Well, come on then,” Arnie insisted, “Grab your stuffdahll
show you around.”
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He briefly guided the new arrivals through the groundslingt
on at machine-gun speed about the function of each ofuiltinigs.
They passed to one side of a rather grand old residencelmost
completely covered in Wisteria and Virginia creeper. heil
destination was a long low building constructed of bripksted a
rather sickly pale blue colour, which gave the impressibbeing
part of a military hospital thrown up during the recemstiiities.

“In here,” Arnie said, holding a door open for them.

The two young men were shown the room they would be
occupying. Tom was not surprised, and actually rather gretmsbe
sharing a room with Alistair once again. After Bramisexypected
departure, he felt that it could be rather lonely hehe ilost Alistair
was well.

“Just leave your stuff here for now,” Arnie suggested, YTlhbe
plenty of time to get settled in later on.”

They were instructed to join an “Induction Session” irctuee
Room 3 with the rest of the new intake. This room wastle
ground floor of the House, the old building Tom had notieadier,
which he had taken to be the original Cliviger Grange.

The lecture room was large and rather stark room, witts rofw
hard seats and functional wooden desks, and a raisech diaisti of a
pair of large blackboards. Looking around, Tom could see &tdn
Charlie, whom he recognised from the lorry, and perhapszando
other people — not all of them men — that he did notgmise.

After a few minutes waiting, and a certain amount of fihgf
and fidgeting, a man who Tom took to be a senior offsgept into
the room. The officer was trailed by several othersluding Duty
Warden Arden and, to Tom’s surprise, the Guardian who bkad b
introduced as Fred at the crossing. Both Tom and Alistair
automatically stood to attention, following their nahy training, as
did several of the others.

The officer was a tall, fit man in his late fortiegtwgreying hair
cut short-back-and-sides, regulation-style, and who wegeihiform
of the Guardians with a military dash. He stood frant-aentre on
the raised platform with his fists on his hips, and ecryly.

“Sit down, sit down everyone,” he said calmly, gesturini his
hands.

Tom and the others subsided into their seats.

“Well, good morning and welcome to RDTE, and indeed
welcome to the Guardians,” the officer continued,dstg up and
down the stage as he spoke, “My name’s Markham, andonioing
ago | was a Major in His Majesty’s Armed Forces. Ndwawever,
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I’'m the Warden in charge of this Establishment, ansl ihy duty and
my privilege to ensure that you learn everything you neekhtav
for your chosen role in protecting the Lyndesfarne angss

Despite his military title, the Major stressed tha Guardians are
a civilian organisation, like a police force.

“l can tell that some of you have seen military ssxyi he said,
looking pointedly at those who had leapt to attentiohisrentrance.

“And those skills will be useful, but you are here tarfe— and
learn much more than the Army ever taught anyoneopkhyou’re
all looking forward to that. Here, we recognise thaspeality and
personal skills are much more important. You wilkteo know and
identify frequent travellers, to spot strangers and susgs
behaviour, and to recognise the signs of attempted smuggling.”

Looking back, Tom found that the Major’s introduction eanr-
less right. There was a certain amount of militstyge discipline,
and it was just a little bit like being back in the Armfven so, it
was certainly not as brutal a regime as, say, basicing, with its
square bashing, spit-and-polish and spud peeling. Instructions were
always couched in polite terms, but it was clear thaly tivere
intended to be followed immediately. The biggest dffiee, in
Tom’s view, and the one he found most unusual by comparigbin wi
the military, was that the students were activelyoenaged to think
for themselves and even to ask difficult questions oftdaehing
staff.
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Chapter Eighteen

The curriculum at Cliviger Grange was eclectic, to $w&y least.
The classes and other instructional sessions were utadihb
carefully thought out and often elaborately organisetpafh it still
gave Tom the slight impression of being changeable rmbment’s
notice, on a whim. At least the sessions weraestengly varied or,
more precisely, mused Tom, widely variable in the amaodimterest
they provoked.

There were several lessons each week on Lyndesfatoeytand
culture.  There were also sessions which were dedcrime
“Properties of Matter”. This, Tom concluded, was a eops@ for
extensive briefings on the properties of magic and howsde it.
There were seemingly endless drills on the forms ofuges and
controls, and rather little analysis on the wideridompact of the
use of magic.

Tom found the classroom Ilearning of gestures rather
unsatisfactory, since nothing actually happened. Thaitepby rote
reminded him uncomfortably of being back at school. nEse, he
understood that there would be an opportunity to visit Lsfadee to
try out what they had learned, so he persevered and bemal®ast
tolerably competent.

Another series of classes with a regular place intitnetable
attempted to instil the rudiments of the Lyndesfarneaddpty and the
spoken and written language. Alistair seemed to find ilegrthe
language easy — almost as if he was being reminded otlsogée
already knew, Tom speculated — or perhaps he was just hatural
gifted at languages. Tom, on the other hand, found tlpudae
lesions the hardest part of the entire curriculum. Nbee&ss, he
persisted, and made slow but steady progress, although hetsdspe
he would never achieve the easy confidence that camatsrally to
Alistair.

Because of his rapidly increasing fluency, at least i, pdistair
was told that he was being marked down as a candidaténdor
Guides. They had already learned that another pairgaingations
existed, in Lyndesfarne and England, to provide guides and
interpreters for VIPs from the Other World. In Lynféee, this
group was known as the Guild of Directions, at leagtanslation;
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on this side, the official title was the Travellersidance Group or
TGG, but was frequently shortened to “The Guides”.

There were also a number of training exercises whicmegdo
Tom to be much more military in nature. These includmol |
marches around the local area, undertaken at a fairgpacearrying
light packs. Tom suspected that at least part of @morefor all the
yomping was to familiarise them with the surroundingstiat they
had an intimate knowledge of the local topography. Theahct
marching he took entirely in his stride, having retained a leigl of
strength and fitness thanks to his years in the arfrlyis had been
recently topped up by several months of farm labouring — and
farmhouse mealtimes — which had bulked up the musculafunes
shoulders and arms considerably.

In spite of the Major’s protestations about the Guasliaeing the
equivalent of a civilian police force, there were saldessons of
unashamedly military training. Tom particularly enjdye classes
in unarmed combat, given by a lithe and energetic litdgn known
only as Mister Giles, who must have had a militargkigaound in
what Tom assumed to be one of the commando regimekiter a
few sessions spent being thrown about by Giles and hig ne
comrades, and throwing some of them in turn, Tom feltwas
gaining a degree of confidence in tackling any shady charatie
tried to hit him.

Traditionally, Guardians were not armed — like Britistigemen,
Tom thought. During wartime, they had been issued widiéarms,
although these were not now standard-issue. Even se,puoarerful
weaponry, including rifles and machine guns, were available i
needed; apparently these were stored securely in theugrnpart of
the guard building near to the causeway entrance. Tfdieeé
Guardians therefore needed to be familiar with modenmmaments,
and so weapons’ training was mandatory.

Practice sessions with rifles and handguns were rgady a
refresher course for those who had been in the Armece&orerom
his previous experiences, it seemed that Tom had shasp aye he
had been a particularly good shot with a rifle in thenjr

“You could be better, son,” his weapons instruction Sergesad
to say, “But you rush your shots.”

Even so, he was by far the best shot in the intakbeaGrange,
and his marksmanship had brought him restrained praise frem th
gunnery instructors.

The busy class schedules at the Grange neverthelessagmle
opportunity to get to know the other members of theiaket at
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RDTE. One person it was difficult to miss was dustague woman
who gave her name only as Sophia, and was almost Amazaorher
height and strength. She was dark-haired and dark-skianezkotic
appearance which clashed with her markedly Glaswegiaentacc
Apparently, she was originally of Italian extractiortthaugh her
family had lived in the Gorbals since she was a child, &edhad
lost both a husband and a baby in the War. Tom wondétédk i
mission was a way of coping with the grief and loks; immersive
nature of her new responsibilities being quite differéoim her
previous life.

Another new acquaintance in the classes was a petitbubly
woman with blonde hair cut unfashionably short, who wasdauced
as Marjorie. Despite her cheerful demeanour, it Smmame clear to
Tom that Marjorie had an incredibly sharp and incisivadnwhich
he found just a little bit intimidating.

He also made the acquaintance of a little dark man dédled/ho
sported a van dyke beard and moustache, and who Tom had no
difficulty in identifying as Welsh. Ifor was chatty aagproachable,
and soon established himself at the centre of the &slincial
circle.

There were also the two young men that he had alreatiynrthe
truck. Stanley (Stan) and Charles (Charlie) were osusiho were
excused the language lessons, or rather attended difeandniore
advanced lessons elsewhere. They both looked like they st
teenagers, surely far too young to have seen activeesarnvihe War.

From Stan and Charlie, Tom learned that there wardiés on
this side of the straights who had had connections wjtidesfarne
for generations. It was traditional for young peoplboth men and
women — to gain a role somewhere in the overlapping ojans
protecting the crossing or engaging in trade with Lyndesfarne.
Sometimes this was a job for life; in other cases, yihung people
would return to their homes after a few years, oreettiwn with
family and farming in later life.

In any case, these families encouraged the youngsteracbf e
generation to speak the Lyndesfarne language at homerranded
for occasional visits to the Other World as a fanailiting. Indeed,
Stan admitted shyly, some families even arranged exchasitgefor
their children, so that the kids stayed for some weelev®n months
in homes on opposite sides of the crossing.

The full-times classes combined with occasional $aaiarludes
meant that the months at the Grange just flew by.uduatturned to
winter, and the cold weather and frequent storms madeatlseway
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wet and slippery, and the crossing much more difficuld an
dangerous.

One of the most interesting parts of their training duttingt
winter, Tom considered later, happened when the studenteds
accompanying Guardians on their day-to-day duties. Based on a
roster whose working Tom could never fathom out, individual
students would be directed to join a Watch at the 819ssAs on a
ship, there were three watches of eight hours, sothieatauseway
would always be guarded day and night.

On his first real watch at the crossing, Tom wasgobwith Fred,
one of the younger Guardians he had briefly met orifsisreturn
trip to Lyndesfarne all those months ago. The two moak up a
position just outside the single-story hut which was wsed guard
post. This building was deceptive in size, Tom consaleiewas set
back into the stunted trees which edged the open areatméhe
causeway, with only one short wall clearly visiblenfrohe road. It
also featured, he was later to discover, several agsneach much
larger than the floor area of the building above-ground.

It was a bright winter’s day, bitterly cold, althoughlwalmost no
wind. Tom was muffled up in his greatcoat with the calleined up,
and with hat, scarf and gloves all warned by the stosele the
guard post. They stood outside in a fashion which suggestethé¢hat
two men had simply chosen to enjoy their cigaretteshe crisp
winter weather, and watch the world go by.

One aspect of the role of Trainee Guardian was getibingow
the wagoners and carters who travelled the causenay regular
basis and, equally importantly, allowing the cartergéo to know
him. Tom knew that part of the purpose of the Guardiaais to
prevent smuggling, and the wagoners knew that they werg bei
watched. The carters formed their own little societyd were
considered to be mostly honest, although a few had hspeced to
taking bribes to transport contraband, at least acaptdifrred.

In this cold weather, their duty roster scheduled twordan
duty, followed by one half-hour off-duty to get warm agaBy the
end of their outdoor interlude, Tom was heartily gladget back
indoors and wrap himself around a mug of hot soup.

A little later on that day, Tom was once again stooiside with
Fred, watching the wagoners and their horses carefalgtsing the
slippery causeway. Out of the corner of his eye, hehtaaudlash of
movement and swivelled around to see a figure, clad irlardae
and hood, appear over a rise in the ground only a fewrbdnghrds
away. The mysterious outline paused for a moment, agparen
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looking this way and that, and then turned and disappedssdi\si
behind the hummock.

“Who the hell was that?” Tom exclaimed.

“One of the Watchers,” Fred replied evenly, “I surmisat
you've not been told about them yet.”

“No, no | haven’t,” Tom said, struggling to get over his
astonishment.

“Well, you’ll probably be briefed about this, but let regplain
anyway,” the other man began.

“You should understand that the Guardians are not the only
organisation which is entrusted with protecting the cngssind the
bridge. Our job is to be seen, so that those who krooutathe
crossing can see a visible police force and can feebqed. We
also discourage the most blatant, or perhaps just tlst stopid,
attempts at smuggling.”

“But there is also a more secret — or at least geeret
organisation known as the Watchers. They are raedyn, and no
one knows who they really are. They keep a watctherarea and
those passing through it, whether they use the roaastdr

“So there are Watchers on Lyndesfarne as well,” Tekea

“There are. Over there, they are supposed to be aldeptoy
some considerable magic to help their surveillanceth@rside, they
have a reputation for skills in woodcraft. I've heardtldéa Watcher
who was stood on a bare rock outcrop just down the dwasthere,
and coincidentally approached by two different groups of Gaas.
By the time the two parties met on the hilltop, thetdlar has
disappeared, and no one had seen him leave.”

“So why do they look like monks?” Tom persisted.

“Well, at one time, they were monks,” Fred admittéd, times
past, the real role of the Monks thought to live onHledy Island of
Lyndesfarne was that of the Watchers. They also safdgd the old
route to Lyndesfarne, even now known as St. Cuthb@rég.”

“Nowadays, | suspect that the Watcher clothing — the rolis
the cowl — is just traditional,” Fred concluded, “So thabple know
what they are.”

It occurred to Tom that the Watcher he had just seenbbad
deliberately showing himself. He suggested this to Fred,valdded
sagely in response.

“So if they're so secret,” Tom pressed, “Then why doythieow
themselves anyway?”
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“Good question,” Fred answered thoughtfully, “l think it’'s
because they want people to understand that they are baioged,
all the time.”

“Having said that,” he continued, “We sometimes get infaiona
— tip-offs, really — from the Watchers through a numidechannels.
They're almost always good, certainly to the point ehefr we get
such a message, we hop right to it.”
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Chapter Nineteen

One aspect of the Guardian's responsibilities that dvasnmed
into Tom and Alistair very early was the approach talidg with
unexpected visitors. Tourists occasionally turned up, @vehese
post-War days, usually walking or on bicycles, or occesip being
transported by cars or motorbikes. The Guardians’ tisk was to
find out if the visitors already knew exactly what theyuld find — to
discover if the travellers already knew the secrethef crossing to
Lyndesfarne.

If not, their briefings has made it clear that thépwdd gently
discourage the travellers from going any further, by panthat this
was a small island, with little to see and nowherstay. The script
the trainee Guardians had been taught stressed the dan@erens
fatal) tides and currents, that the island could be cutd that
people had been washed off the causeway by waves. aliseway
and bridge were supposed to be unstable, and unsuitable for
motorised transport.

All of this was of course a complete fabrication, Wmats effective
surprisingly often, especially when they pointed out thatdangers
were so great that the watchmen were permanentlygbste. The
signs and warnings on the entrance to the causewdycestinly
helped, as did the metal and concrete barriers which Egpea
partially to block the causeway entrance, leaving amiogejust
wide enough to permit horse-drawn traffic.

The Guardians needed to be careful that some strangestdstipn
through without the informal and friendly chat that puoatio
demanded. On quiet days, this was easy enough to do, bdthmoul
rather more difficult when there was much traffic dwe tauseway
and bridge. Even so, they were under instructions nétmrately to
prevent anyone from crossing. If someone ignored #lithe
warnings given, then they must let them cross ovdrerd seemed to
be an unspoken suggestion that there was some otherfWagling
with any problems that might arise, although Tom haddea what
that might be.

In these circumstances, it was usual to pass a messate t
Guardians at the other end of the causeway, althougioht quite
some time for Tom to understand how such messages wssedpa
Similarly, the Guardians on the England side did occal§jogat

110 © Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007



early warnings from their counterparts on the Lyndesfaride that a
person was crossing who was apparently not familidn te world
they were entering.

Again, Tom’s class at Cliviger Grange had been carelulfed
on how to deal with stray visitors from the Other Mlo As always,
they were to be unfailingly polite and friendly. Peopleo arrived
from Lyndesfarne were often confused and disoriented aamidely-
used technique was to gently suggest that the visitor lookeell
and should perhaps return to the “Mainland” and seek medical
advice. All this was conducted in the Lyndesfarne language
course.

It was clear that they should never ultimately prevengrely
discourage, a traveller from continuing, unless thereswtar signs
of malicious intent or smuggling. To prevent the lattewas also
necessary to intercept every traveller, to ensureseth@ho were
supposed to cross did in fact adhere to the rules. Thasena
customs duty, but there was a lengthy list of proscribedigo

Tom and the others had been briefed about the importtexpo
aspects, and were expected to be always on the lookofatrtiaidden
cargo. All goods had to be specifically approved by thar@wf
Control. There was a system of licences and billsding used by
the wagoners, and it was always a useful opening gamlaiskao
check the paperwork.

Animals and plants not also native to the Other Wavlere
prohibited, and Tom now understood that this included thgotsa
and Nightwings he had heard about on his first visit yndesfarne.
More surprisingly, eggs of any kind were wholly bannedndvem
England to Lyndesfarne, which forced Tom to conclude soshe
kinds of birds which were commonplace in his own world dot
exist in the Other World.

It was also against the rules to import magical itemhs his
home world although, informally, this was regarded asswowery
important since the effectiveness would be removedhbyspecial
properties of the barrier between the worlds. Theeeva few rather
curious exceptions to these rules, so that certaisedasf potions
and charms could be exported, although it was unclear amttese
really retained their efficacy on the England side I trossing.
Conversely, the import of mechanical or engineerirgng ware
carefully regulated, and only a very few simple machioesld be
taken across to Lyndesfarne.

In spite of the amount of traffic crossing betweentthe worlds,
there were still periods when there was nobody ab@uitring these
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interludes, Fred entertained Tom with tales of his egpees. One
story that stuck in Tom’s memory concerned a certainidn carter.
It seemed that there was an old wagoner, who livedymdésfarne
but often stayed late on the England side, and drank msrdim one
or another of the numerous public houses in the villagéise area.
Then, three sheets to the wind, he would try and retorn
Lyndesfarne. Fortunately, his old horse knew the vwaaye) and the
old sot could frequently be found singing loudly in sevenagl@ages
as he crossed the causeway or, later on, snoringy nesrloudly
while the horse patiently plodded on.

Eventually, it seemed that his horse got too old to word,veas
put out to pasture. The carter managed to procure dose, a fine
strong animal with a certain amount of spirit whicleded to be kept
in check. For the first few weeks, the old man waeftl to avoid
falling asleep on his way home, and appeared to be makimg s
attempt to training the new horse to find its way arou@d.course,
the inevitable happened eventually: the drunkard consumeducio m
ale, got pissed as a newt, fell asleep on the way hantethe new
horse found its way to its previous owners. The old rhas bad the
unpleasant experience of waking up in a strange stable yanaly
miles from his home, in the middle of the night.

Fred told this tale with a certain amount of relistd @om found
himself laughing along with the story. Even so, it wasicto Tom
that dealing with occasional drunks was another aspécthe
everyday responsibilities of the Guardians.

As the winter drew on, Tom found himself spending more and
more time on active duty at the causeway. The wedibeame
worse and worse, with ice and snow on the bridge, tordhs and
high winds driving the waves crashing over the causewag. hEavy
weather made it seem barely light even in the midéikhe day, as
well as making it much more dangerous to cross betweewdhds.

One stormy afternoon, already nearly dark, and withwhees
lashing at the ancient stonework, Tom was astonishes®é¢ a lone
traveller emerging from the gloom. There had been no othffic
on the bridge for some hours, the wagoners having serdsisiged
that it was far too hazardous to cross.

“Who's that?” he enquired of Fred, who was once againgets
a kind of mentor.

“Ah, yes,” Fred replied, “He’ll be one of the Messersyér

Further questions and answers allowed Tom to discovetlea lit
more.  The Official Messengers were part of thoseregai
organisations, the Guild of Directions and the TravellBuidance
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Group. They were specifically charged with the delivefyetters,
written on paper and sealed with wax, which was regarddteamly
reliable and secure way of getting communications betwlee two
worlds. The services of the Messengers were used by gherhi
echelons of the various organisations that made up thergome of
the crossing for communications that absolutely musteadelayed
or intercepted.

The Messengers dressed in different ways, often rather
nondescript, but usually included a cloak and a knapsack of some
kind. Nevertheless, they were always recognisableetérdined eye,
mainly because of the trademark staff, a full-sizékivg stick with
an intricate carving in the handle. Messengers could @deer
transport, such as a car and driver, from the Guardiaa aathe
point where the causeway met the coast.

Fred made it clear to Tom that, as a group, the Messemgae
considered remote and standoff-ish. He also saidttkaGuardians
had been specifically instructed not to interfere with passage of a
Messenger, and indeed to do everything in their power toeptev
others from delaying their movements.

“They have carte blanche,” Fred explained, with a sligite of
irritation in his voice, “They can do whatever theyéao in order to
get their messages through.”
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Chapter Twenty

Guardians were normally based in their own world — tloeldv
from which they had been recruited. It had been exgato Tom
that this was to ensure an easy familiarity with Inzes of all kinds,
and weapons, as well as all the other characteristiise world that
would be commonplace to one born there. Even so, pde\of the
training for new Guardians at Cliviger Grange was th@ger visits
to Lyndesfarne to practice gestures and observe thetstié magic
at first hand.

The first of these visits occurred on a rather blystlery towards
the end of November. Tom and Alistair boarded anodher of the
fleet of ex-army lorries operated by RDTE, expertlgisg about the
task of making themselves as comfortable as possibteknapsacks
and coats. The two companions were in the comparyuofother
trainees, including Sophia the Amazonian Glaswegian igtel Ifor
from Wales. Stan and Charlie completed the group.

They were driven to the causeway using, Tom now knew,odn
several back-roads routes from the Grange, following tcpuanes
and avoiding main roads. It was rare to see any dth#ic on the
roads during their drives to and from the causeway area.

On this trip, their officer in charge was one Sergdrasham.
Despite his name, he was a rather retiring, everdeliffi man, quite
unlike the loud-mouthed NCOs that both Tom and Alistaid ha
experienced in the Army. The Sarge sat in the batkeolorry with
the rest of the group, but did not join in the rather agicrchat.

After about twenty minutes of bumpy driving, they arriadhe
crossing and disembarked close to the guard post. Tom dungped hi
stuff on one of the low stone walls that edged the eeagethen
stretched and looked around. The ancient arches ofrittgebvere
it by the watery sunshine, and the sea was whippedairfeor chop
by the wind. He could see stormy-looking clouds in théadce,
which looked like they were headed this way.

The tiny fair and market was quiet, almost desertedowadth one
or two figures could be seen moving around, purposefully amgcki
that the guy-ropes of the tents were firmly fixed. Towodded
politely to the Guardians on duty, one of whom he resaghirom
his earlier watches as a trainee.

The Sergeant cleared his throat.
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“Right then, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “Let’s if@&e can
pick up the pace and make it across before the weathakshrehall
we?”

They donned their greatcoats and took up their packs, amdf set
at a brisk march along the causeway. There was &ifanf other
traffic on the crossing this morning, also hurryingstay ahead of the
weather. They pressed on, dodging the wagons and stagargodl
the horses. Tom noticed that Sophia had no difficaltyeieping up,
easily matching her stride to that of the men.

As he had done on his first journey, Tom stopped ate¢hgapex
of the bridge, and looked over the parapets and into the waters
below. Spellbound, he watched the swirling movemenh®fcurrent
for a few seconds, before hurrying to catch up withothers.

They just managed to get across the causeway and bridye bef
the storm arrived, much as predicted. The wind picked up lend t
sky got noticeably darker alarmingly quickly. As the rbegan to
fall heavily, the party hurried into a large barn-likailding built of
large stone blocks. This was set to one side ofdad and marked
with a sign which Tom could now translate as “Onwardm$port”.

Tom was also fascinated to learn that, in the Lyratasf
language, the words for “transport” and “portal” were dbttuhe
same. He found this most intriguing. Surely, he musestetmust
be other kinds of transportation in common use in ttieeOWorld.
Still, he supposed, these portals must be very important.

Tom and the others had received several briefings glmtals in
classes. To the untrained eye, most of these eegdooked like a
low, wide archway which had been walled up; the stonkwtside
the arch appeared to be a blank masonry wall but, wieetransport
was operating, was curiously soft and yielding.

Although portals almost always appeared as an archwdy,awi
curved top which formed a semicircle, Tom was intetestelearn
that in fact there was a second arch, upside-down andIlyusual
concealed under the level of the floor. Apparenths th@sign was a
compromise; the ideal configuration for an entrance av@®mplete
circle, but this was thought to be rather an awkwargesiiar people
to negotiate.

Inside the building, there were several portal archwaysnto the
stonework of the walls. As Tom watched, someone apddaarough
one of the portals, and moved slowly and casually towanés
building exit. He also became aware of a gentle tickimge. They
had been told in classes that the ticking was causedhebydrtal
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operation, although it was not clear exactly why it make any
sound at all.

The group of travellers were directed by Sergeant Brashame
particular portal.

“Now, I'd like you to keep all together here,” Mr. Brashaaid
calmly.

As they had been instructed during the classroom sessloans
little group formed up in pairs, with the Sergeant at da.r Then, at
a word of command, they marched towards the indicatedalport
Although the pairs were not actually holding hands, tlecautile
column made Tom feel just a little like being back at prinschool.

Each portal was marked by a sign above the archway) eac
displayed several lines which Tom surmised were the saofe
destinations reachable using this entrance. As ttagted to move,
the top line of the sign changed to read “First Scho@wardians”,
according to Tom’s translation. Moving in synchrotiea the line
of people marched forward into the grey mist of the pamnd were
gone.

They emerged inside another building, rather similarh® dne
they had left only a second before. Tom had felt ingthat least
nothing physical, although he felt disoriented by thesseof
suddenly being elsewhere. Glancing around, he could sescime
of the others were also looking slightly shaken, altho8ghhia was
manifestly unfazed by the whole experience.

Encouraged by the Sergeant, the group managed to pull
themselves together. They exited through a set of doddues
standing open to one side of the portal through which hiaelyjust
emerged. They turned left and marched along a road through
woodland thickly grown with pine trees for a few minutesfore
arriving at the First Lyndesfarne Guardian School.

The School was formed from a collection of low butgirset in a
large clearing in the woods. These were of a ratbedescript stone
built construction; at a casual glance, Tom consideregly tould
have been a cluster of miscellaneous farm buildingseryEgne of
them had conventional sloping roofs with some kind ok qenels
inset into the slate tiles.

The purpose of several of the buildings was entirely andle
Tom, although there was one which appeared to be sstahd
another which was configured as garages for wagons. &usur
feature, which occurred to Tom rather slowly, was,tlethough
there were plenty of doors, none of the buildings sedmédve any
windows.
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The grounds surrounding the school buildings were a gently
undulating area of close-cropped grass, with the occadargal rock
or cluster of trimmed bushes breaking up the view. Thene no
walls or fences preventing anyone from approaching thetsres,
although Tom suspected that there was some kind of a rhagica
barrier in place. Looking closely, he noticed a pate lon the
ground, looking a little like the white markings on the toffa
football field, but imbued with the orange sparkles that rfow
recognised as the side-effect of powerful magic.

The visitors entered what was evidently the main mgldiMuch
to Tom’'s surprise, the large room was light and airypiteshe
absence of windows. The ceiling was open to thersafend Tom
could see that the dark panels he had noted earlier wefact
skylights.

The newcomers were briefly welcomed by a represestdétom
the Lyndesfarne Guardians. Tom was still a little ezclhow the
system of ranks worked in the Guardians, but he merttalhslated
the title of the speaker as “Warden”. She had a rasttern
appearance and steel-grey hair, cut unfashionably shibeppeared
that Warden Acris held a position corresponding to tHaMajor
Markham. She spoke slowly and carefully in the Lyndesfar
language, clearly attempting to ensure that no one hadlifioylty
in understanding her.

The Warden’s address did not seem to contain a great dead o
substance. While she was speaking, Tom found himsekinipo
around idly. He noticed an archway nearly hidden awaenwall
of an alcove, and found himself wondering where thero¢ne of
that particular portal was located.

The address from the Warden began a hectic few days grolip
were assigned to dormitories underground, and Tom once again
found himself sharing a room with Alistair. They hageb briefed
about the Lyndesfarne preference for underground living,it batill
came as a surprise to Tom to find himself making his dayn
several flights of stairs to locate his accommodation

He had vaguely expected the underground rooms to be dark and
rather dank, but they were in fact both warm and weluch of
this pleasant feeling was accounted for by some kind afian
overhead lighting, which by some means conveyed suriligletvery
floor. Tom realised that he had misunderstood the purpbske
skylights in the roof; not only did they let light intbe main room
upstairs, but also into rooms located deep underground.

© Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007 117



Once settled in, the group were shown around the fesikti the
School, in a way reminiscent of his first few howas Cliviger
Grange. The tour passed in a blur, with rather litflehe layout
becoming detectably retained in Tom's mind. He did rib&d the
kitchens and mess were located on the top floor, samgetis
stomach was to thank him for later on.

In some ways, the classes at Guardian School wereelgnt
familiar, Tom felt. The classroom sessions of magiactice, for
example, mimicked closely those they had received eawigh the
only exception that something actually happened. Adl was at the
level, Tom suspected, of teaching a child how to opena do
operate a light switch; the sort of thing that younddcan usually
picked up without any kind of formal lesson at all.
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Chapter Twenty One

As the winter weather cleared away into spring, Tord #re
others were required to spend more time outside. Theee always
chores to do, organised by a roster pinned weekly tondssroom
notice board. These menial tasks fitted in betweenptiactical and
classroom training sessions, although they were noticparly
onerous and compared favourably, in Tom’s view, withwioek he
had undertaken on the farm the previous year.

One morning, he was part of a duty party working outside the
front of Cliviger Grange, tidying away the detritus ohteir. The sun
was shining, and there was a distinct sense of sprirgjiftyiforth in
the air. He paused in his activity, and stood up straggfgtching his
back while looking around at the house and grounds.

The main building itself was constructed from heavy kdoof
local stone. At one time, it appeared, it had beeraadghouse for
some moneyed member of the local landed gentry. Tm &f the
old house was an imposing frontage with a south facingcgspe
broken by numerous large windows allowing plenty of ligrepdato
the interior.

The main entrance was approached by a flight of stieps sit the
centre of the front fagcade. At one time, this mustenbeen an
imposing, even majestic doorway, but the stairs wene rather
worn, and in fact seldom used since it was rather sipioeall but
the driest of weathers. Staff and regular visitorsewesrcouraged to
use one or other of the side entrances, including omghwlom was
convinced was originally designed specifically for gardenand
other muddy outdoor staff.

In front of the house, there was a gravel drivewaynéat into a
circle around a well-tiled flowerbed surrounding a censtine
fountain, now dry. The bed was filed with regimentedvsoof
spring-flowering plants. Tom wondered if the water wouddvfin
the fountain later in the year.

The original house had been augmented by a stable blot& of
the east, with a courtyard entered through an archwéyeotected
from the winds by many trees and hedges. Perhaps, Tumadmnthe
trees also prevented the stables from being visibde spoiling the
sweeping appearance of the main house.
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It seemed that most of the stables were now used ageagarat
least, Tom had not encountered any of the unmistakable,to
mention pungent, side-effects of horses on the premiBbs.garages
now accommodated a considerable number of lorriesexafirmy
surplus, and a small fleet of cars. The rooms overottiestables
were permanently occupied by a staff of drivers and nmcha

Tom, who was good with machinery, had previously spent some
time chatting to the mechanics over mugs of tea. pt&vious
experiences with the upkeep of motor vehicles as an adotekad
allowed him to slip easily into a bantering conversatwith the
maintenance personnel. Unsurprisingly, he had discovdrad t
several of the younger men had been in the armed fdwoagy the
War while Edgar, their grizzled foreman, whose stern appea
belied his basically friendly manner, looked as if hd baen service
in the previous global conflict.

Normally, when chores were to be done, Major Marklzenth the
other senior staff members would patrol the grounds, offeadvice
and encouragement according to some internal performaalectisat
Tom had not yet quite fathomed. Tom had observed m fao
distance, thankfully — that if a task was not being penézt
adequately, the Major had quite a repertoire of sharp @msrand
disapproving looks to make his view clear. So far, Tomrhadaged
to avoid being on the receiving end of one of these quietiiyered
reprimands.

On this particular morning, there was no one to be séerling a
little like he was skiving, Tom put down his broom and wardlere
over to the stable block with the intent of cadginguppa. On
entering the usually crowded room used as an office and foretse
garage staff, he was welcomed warmly by Edgar, who w@#&sgson
his own reading the sports page of a newspaper.

“Help yourself to a brew,” he said, waving casually in the
direction of a teapot warming on the hearth.

Tom found a mug and poured himself hot milky tea, adding two
spoons of sugar from the bowl on the table. He therguwllt a char
and sat down, sipping the hot drink.

It appeared that the fleet of vehicles was in daily @seying
members of the Guardians to and fro. Tom had supposedhtha
causeway itself was the usual destination for most, tapd he now
made some casual remark to that effect.

Edgar laughed aloud, causing the younger man to look up from
his tea.
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“Oh, we get all over,” the foreman responded dryly, “You& b
surprised at the places we get to drive.”

“Really?” Tom responded, genuinely confused, “Such as?”

“Oh, no doubt you'll be briefed on other locations samet” he
suggested vaguely.

More than that he was not to be drawn into sayirggeimed.

Just at that moment, two of the ubiquitous army truckiegulp
into the yard, one of which was spluttering loudly amditéng a
cloud of oily smoke.

The driver of the stricken lorry jumped out, coughing frdma t
dense fumes which had worked their way into the cab.

“Looks like that one’s blown a gasket,” Tom remarked.

Edgar grimaced.

“You're right there, lad,” he replied, pursing his lipesplatively
as he considered the activities necessary to repairethele, “And
they only just managed to nurse it back to base too, Idlena

Edgar jumped up and bustled outside to engage in an urgent
conference with the driver of the incapacitated lorrigpwom knew
as Oliver, and one of the men who had just emerged from the
garages. There was a short interval with much wavirigodls and a
fair amount of scratching of heads then, decisions appgpretiie,
Edgar came back into the office already spouting instrosti

Tom could see that he was probably only going to be invthe
right now. He finished his tea and rinsed out the tin muwputhe
tap which was located just outside the door. As he stoitleuthis
eye ran along the well-trimmed beech hedge separategttbles
from the more formal gardens which had, he presumed, bieeouta
when the House was originally constructed.

Through an opening in the hedge, he became aware of avnarro
path he had not previously noticed. The pathway extended fr
behind the stable block in a direction he had never exhlore
Intrigued, Tom made his way along the trail, which wendiagvay
between a rather overgrown clump of rhododendrons amorass of
brambles, the branches of the trees overhead addthg &ffect of a
tunnel. The passageway was obviously rather infrequentiglied,
with leaves and other organic detritus littered everyehend
blackberry runners extending across the weed-infesteclgodthe
path itself.

After a minute or so, the winding passage opened out intora m
well-tended area of lawn on Tom’s left, surrounded by neattges.
Stone statues and urns decorated the garden here andoibleirey a
little worn and lichenous from a century of weathering.
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In contrast, there were a series of newer buildimgghe other
side. There was a row of Nissen huts — temporarynacmmation
erected during wartime, made from corrugated iron, titedlao
discourage rust, and painted in olive drab camouflage cololine
ironwork was curved into an arch over a steel framewsatk on
concrete footings, giving a strong impression of overse&eer pipes
sunk half-way into the ground. These buildings wereaphand
rapidly erected but rather ugly. Tom suspected that wWwuld be
around for decades, despite their professed temporary nature.

Further to his right, Tom could see more substantialdimgs,
possibly pre-war or perhaps built during the war itselhese were
brick-built single-storey buildings with flat roofs, patted like a line
of capital-H letters. Tom thought that the blocks madsied a
wartime military hospital, especially as they werenfed a rather
insipid colour he knew as ‘eggshell blue’.

Tom realised that he was aware of the existence e$eth
buildings, which he understood were used as barracks foffigdali
Guardians, and indeed housed a small infirmary, althoudfadienot
appreciated that they could be reached so easily frostabées. The
pathway ran behind the barracks buildings and curved awaytfre
H-block at the end of the row.

Tom strolled along, still unobserved as far as he kneMe
rounded a corner and came upon an old walled garden constructed
from crumbling grey stones. Entering the private groundsitih an
archway, he could see lines of pruned and trained fratstrancient
in appearance, with green moss standing out on the goeyalbark
of the branches. The trees were now beginning to shosgdrins in
the spring sunshine.

On his left, a row of greenhouses and sheds for gardepreeni
had been more recently constructed in a ‘lean-to’ stgeinst the
wall. The gardens looked well-tended, with no sign démaleaves
or last year’s rotten fruit; clearly, someone regyléided the garden,
although Tom could not recall whether it appeared on therdater.

There was only one other way out of the garden, through a
matching archway set in the wall opposite. At one titnappeared,
the fourth wall also had an arched entrance, but ffiz@aaed to have
been walled up long ago.

Tom followed the gravel path directly across the gardemn. the
far side, he discovered the remains of a tennis coomj heavily
overgrown. The wire-mesh fence which once preventst balls
had long since removed, but the metal fence supports siére
visible in the area, in places, poking though the undergroWitiing
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the far side of the tennis court was a line of trees imgrkhe
boundary of the grounds, with high and thick hedges through which
he could occasionally catch a glimpse of the farnda-lagyond.

The track he had been following petered out at the texms.
Presumably, Tom thought, the path had been laid to atteessurts,
and never had extended any further. It was all very quidt a
peaceful, with only the faintest of country sounds, &t ¢dge of
hearing.

He turned, about to retrace his steps. Just at thatentorne
observed two people talking, their heads close togethdrakmost
completely obscured by foliage. He could see them hmtkirlg
around, as if checking that they were unobserved. Thewements
were furtive, even — there was no other word forskulking.

To his amazement, Tom recognised one of the men asrMaj
Markham from his uniform. But who was the other persoim
thought he recognised him, but could not remember where from.
Belatedly, he realised that he was experiencing thahgienon
where one readily identified people when they were itocation
where they were expected, but failed to recognise theatl at an
unfamiliar environment. The other man was Bram’s undéemet.

There was a noise from the other side of the tennig,ca sharp
crack as if someone had trodden on a stick blown down byittier
storms. Tom started, thinking for a moment that he hade the
sound himself. The two men looked around anxiously, thereapge
to be ready to move off back in the directions of than@e.

Tom decided, for reasons he could not quite put a fingerhanh, t
he did not want to be caught watching — if only becausehbeald
have been working on his chores, and he did not waheton the
receiving end of one of the Major’s looks.

He turned tail and ran, as quickly and as quietly asohé&lc His
ability to move rapidly through narrow spaces certagayne to the
fore. He was sure that he could have been heard by tHamie
Markham, as well as whoever — or whatever — was lurkimghe
other side of the courts, but there was no sign cfecfuursuit. In a
matter of minutes, he was back past the stables and had pickas
broom as if nothing had happened.
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Chapter Twenty Two

One of the most interesting parts of the first tragntrip to
Lyndesfarne was a visit to a communications towethenfar side of
the crossing. Tom, Alistair and the others had alrebag an
opportunity to inspect the corresponding facility on thegland
coast, during one of their trainee sessions with thar@ans, and
Tom was fascinated by the differences between thesites.

The earlier trip had been low-key: just another visibhe of the
anonymous quasi-military (and very often ex-militargstallations
along the coast to north and south of the crossings was one of
their many trips as a group to the crossing itself, whiecre an
apparently essential part of their education.

On this occasion, the entire intake had been trareghamttrucks
and, unusually, had been led by Major Markham himselfm had
not had very much contact with the Major and had indesehb
making a conscious effort to keep his head down around riduneg€.
The entire group had debarked close to the causeway entaadc
mad marched in twos along a well-used pathway along thst.co
After a few minutes, the trainees were instructed &awdup in ranks,
and were addressed by the Major himself.

Markham explained that contact between the Guardiahe itwo
Worlds was maintained by light semaphore, similar te Hidis
lamps used for communications between ships at sea. di@usion
both sides would send up a flag as an alert that a messag® be
delivered; in an emergency or at night time, a flaralld/de used.
The signal stations were always manned and a threg¢eaamwould
scramble. One team member used binoculars to sdighthdlashes
and shout out the corresponding symbol, a second wouldsaat a
scribe to write down the message, and the lamp operattd be
performed by a third.

Messages were coded as a sequence of long and shors fiathe
unlike Morse code, although there were different sequeiocethe
letters in the English and Lyndesfarne alphabets. elers also a
“Q-code”, using a special character to indicate thet stha code,
then two other letters to give the meaning. Giveat there were
fifty-five characters to choose from — twenty-sixtire alphabet Tom
had been taught as a child and twenty-nine in the Lyadesf
equivalent — the number of meanings that could be conveyeal
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two-letter code was huge. Of course, it was sometimaesssary to
send a verbatim plain-text message in either languagenaypted
messages where even the language used could not be delermine

Following another instruction, the group marched onwardsmaga
further along the coast, until the squat tower of theapdore station
came into view. The communication post was a square gf gre
painted steel latticework located on the shore to ode of the
causeway. Even from this range, Tom could see tladftway up,
there was a platform with a steel railing for the apens team
which could be reached by steel stairs from the ground. cdild
even see that the spotter's binoculars were firmlydfike@ a stand
attached to the tower, for stability and ease of usé@ndy weather.

The troop drew up again, and the Major addressed them. He
pointed out the light housing itself, fixed to the vesp bf the tower.
It was a bulky cylinder painted the same grey colouhagsést of the
structure. Shutters on the lamp were operated by mechhmizaes
from the platform below. Markham explained that theet itself
contained a powerful electric arc lamp, plus a sesfeglass lenses
and mirrors to produce an intense narrow beam of Wdhth could
be seen day or night, and was intended to cut through the
densest fog.

The tower was also used as a general look-out posg Bigave
an excellent view across the straights in almost vedlather
conditions. It also sprouted a magnificent collecodmadio aerials,
used for short-wave communication, both within Britail @broad,
including links with Cliviger Grange. Apparently, the barri
between the worlds prevented the passage of radio wiaveasjch
the same way that light was blurred and distorted bynitsterious
properties.

The trainees were instructed to divide into groups of twoa
tour of the tower itself. Tom found himself paired witbr, about
half-way along the waiting line. Major Markham hinfisgimbed the
ladder first, then shouted for the first pair to ascer@@harlie and
Sophia, who happened to be first in line, moved quickly up th
narrow staircase, which looked to Tom more like a congpaway
on a ship than part of a building.

The others stood waiting patiently in line for thegportunity to
climb the latter to the upper level. The operationgfqria was
presently unmanned. The crew who would normally haws lon
duty had decamped to the base of the tower, where adsegon
observation point was located. Low walls of thick ngtoblocks
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provided some protection from the elements for the crewe of
whom was patiently scanning the shore opposite witbchilars.

When it came to Tom’s turn, he scampered rapidly up #esst
easily outpaced even the lightly-built Ifor. At the td® could see
that there was not a great deal of space on the pigtéord he could
understand why they had been paired up for this exer¢ise.Major
pointed out the various features and pieces of equipment with
military efficiency, and then asked if there were gogstions. Both
Tom and Ifor declined, and they were dismissed quickly.

They dull-grey steel tower looked as if it had been tfere long
time, although Tom wondered if this was illusory. Surbl mused,
it had been constructed much more recently than theeways
perhaps during the war years. Even so, around the cencret
foundations, rough grasses were now growing, and Hawthain a
other bushes had taken root in sheltered spots in tietyi Tom
guessed that the cover story for this installation thias it was just a
navigation light to guide boats safely to harbour. Hedesed how
many of the other lighthouses around this part of treestine were
actually more than they seemed.

After breakfast on the second day of their visit, ety followed
Sergeant Brasham back to the portal terminus, and thithiegbame
portal they had used yesterday. Emerging from the buildifagent
to the causeway, they followed the Sergeant along a rwagk just
above the shoreline. Tom had been thinking abouttds tower as
they marched along.

The Lyndesfarne tower was a very different kind of edifihan
the one of the English coast. It was a circular wanson of heavy
stone blocks which seemed as ancient as the bridde i&sgain, it
had a platform about half-way up, reached by an intespakl
staircase, and with a stone parapet surrounding a caesictthl spire
culminating in a globe. The source of light was mysiify despite
its globular shape, the projector at the apex of theetcamitted a
narrow beam of light directly at the tower acrosswiater.

Once again, the trainees visited the operations phatforpairs.
In this tower, the platform was slightly larger, andrthwas room for
the Sergeant and two trainees as well as the reg@ar. ckWhen it
was Tom'’s turn to climb the tower, he was treated ttiemonstration
of the operation of the signalling system, given byia of people
who seemed to operate in total silence, except fewasbftly-spoken
instructions and the sing-song of the received chasactdied out as
the message arrived. The threesome moved fluidly tsdridbe and
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respond to the message that flashed out from acrosstrdights.
Impressive discipline, Tom considered privately.

The controls to activate the lamp were operated (@syal mused
Tom) by gestures made on the platform. Viewing the bigoa the
far side was assisted by what was described as a f\geplate”, a
flat disc fixed to a stand whose surface gave the appmaran
burnished metal. Normally, the plate seemed to be opdmuiea
magnified image of the tower opposite appeared on the sunfaen
invoked by a gesture.

The way in which the incoming message was captured was
fascinating. As each character was called out byotiserver, the
scribe made the corresponding mark on the surface ate tslblet.
These magical slates were in widespread use in Lyndesféiom
understood, and they had been briefed on them during otiee of
classroom sessions. This was, however, the iim& he had actually
witnessed one in action.

As he watched, the message was completed, and the seriee
a fluid series of gestures over the surface of thettallide writing
faded instantly, Tom understood that the transcribecsageswas
now on it way to its recipient, using a magic he did myet
understand.

Tom was spellbound by the workings of the Lyndesfarnestpw
especially since the tower here seemed much olderthisamne in his
own world. He wondered how these paired signalling tovieais
been established, and how long ago that had happened.

In the absence for Major Markham, Tom felt lesshitéd about
finding out more when the opportunity arose. Once everytad
inspected the tower and returned to ground level, he weasshwith
a question when Brasham invited them.

“How long had the towers been in place?”

“Centuries,” the Sergeant answered directly, “Thereh&en
means of rapid communication across the straights fmmgatime. In
the olden days, they used to use semaphore flags duringythenda
they could light a beacon at night as a warning. Andethea
warning bell, which can be rung to sound an alarm.”

Indeed, the bell itself was still clearly in placetbe tower behind
them, although Tom could not quite recall whether thex@ lbeen
one on the opposite side. Perhaps a modern elecaic\sas fitted
instead.

“But the tower over there” — Tom indicated the coast sjipc-
“Surely that cannot be more than a few decades old?”
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“True enough,” the Sergeant replied, “There used to berse st
tower on our side of the crossing as well.”

“What happened to it, Sarge?”

“It blew up, under what are still unexplained circumstanbeask
in the Thirties. You can still see the stones ef filundations close
to the new tower.”

Tom realised that the low walls that had sheltereddier crew
were in fact the remains of the old tower. The Samgs reply had
raised more questions that it had answered. He remetetsely
curious and he wondered if there was still some untoldrigisiere.
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Chapter Twenty Three

Tom had just embarked on his first tour of duty after pgssut
from RDTE. He was leaning on one of the low storalsathat
edged the causeway, and desultorily watching the passidg. traf
The so-called spring shower that has passed over gardemorning
had now cleared. Somehow, he mused, showers atntiaisofi year
always seem to be rather heavier than one expetted, it was still
chilly and windy, but at least he could see buds formingthen
stunted bushes and hedgerows in the vicinity, and coule sbas
summer was finally on its way.

He felt he had got the measure of the Reserve Deféraseing
Establishment, after the graduation event a scantwewks ago.
After twenty-four weeks at Cliviger Grange, he was beigmto get
a certain restless feeling, wondering if that day wouet eome.

In the event, the passing-out ceremony itself waserdtw-key
and something of an anticlimax. It seemed that thakeén at the
Grange was never very large, and on this occasionaofdy dozen
men and women actually graduated. Each of them was prdsen
with a thin pass-book and a folded slip of paper. Therlaitas
written on one side in English and on the other in ltjxedesfarne
language, which conveyed to anyone who cared to redwtitthe
holder was entitled to certain responsibilities andilpges, couched
in the vaguest possible language, as a probationary mevhlibe
Guardians.

There was precious little evidence of an audience flrenottside
world at the ceremony. No one seemed to have anydfiem
relatives in attendance, with the unsurprising exceptfo8tan and
Charlie. The families of the two cousins had turned oubine,
including an aged but still formidable figure that Tom susgbetas
their grandmother.

With much noise and enthusiasm, and a certain amount of
manifest pride, the extended family cheered their jumembers,
and applauded politely at the presentation to all of theratbwly-
minted members of the Guardian corps.

Tom felt like another milestone in his life had bemmpleted.
His old friend Alistair was now assigned to the Guidegnehas had
been predicted, his growing language skills would be a coabider
asset. Alistair had explained that this would involvieirgher series
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of instruction sessions with much practical work andthmjob
training, attached to a mentor who it seemed would achrike the
old-fashioned idea of a master to an apprentice. Itdvalsb involve
a lot of travelling, in both worlds.

“I won't be in the same place two nights running,” #dis had
quipped.

“Just like being in the Army, again!” Tom had rejoined.

The two of them had both promised to keep in touch, aho
neither of the young men were people to whom the \grivihletters
would come very naturally. Even so, they thoroughly etguk to
meet up again in the summer, as both of them had takemampy'sB
out-of-the-blue invitation to return to his parentsube on the first
weekend in July. The letters from Bram, written oa same heavy
paper that had been used for their introduction to Guasdibaol,
were becoming increasingly familiar, as they had aihained in
occasional contact over the last few months.

The two men shook hands warmly, and then Alistair went
cadge a lift to the crossing to meet with his Guide Bfast

One facet of the Guardian’s job which had not been piathe
formal training, but was blindingly obvious in hindsightas the
dealings with the British police.

The local policemen were well known to the Guardiangne
neighbourhood coppers would turn up at the causeway fromtdime
time, usually riding a bicycle. On one of Tom’'s probasry
watches at the crossing, Fred — once again acting aghier — took
the precaution of introducing him to one of the locdilides. He was
an amiable old buffer who had been in these parts oy ngaars,
who rejoiced in the name of Percival Nelson.

It was clear that the old bobby was at least someaware of the
special nature of the crossing. As long as it was apptrat matters
in the region were all under control, the policemardéento leave
well alone, although it was unclear to Tom whethes thas simply
laziness or a mark of professional courtesy.

As Tom watched the afternoon travellers, Constabtdsdh
appeared around the bend in the road leading to the crosding,
very steadily on a black-painted sit-up-and-beg bicycld thas
probably nearly as old as he was. Even so, the lrigbime-work of
the wheels and handlebars was as good as new, and Tpettgas
that the old boy probably polished the machine every day

The bobby braked to a stop, which took very little ®ff@and
leaned his bike carefully against the wall of the stbo#ding that
served as a guard post. He stretched his back then, nadidinly to
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Tom, wandered over to join a couple of the more sdaiardians on
duty.

Constable Nelson seemed slightly more agitated than, vl
appeared to be keen to impart some urgent intelligencpertiaps
just fresh gossip, to the gathered audience. In any afiee,a few
minutes chewing the fat with the varied Guardians, tbpper
remounted his ancient bicycle, and cycled away at aciglthat,
Tom considered, was only just fast enough for him toable to
balance upright.

Tom’s shift came to an end in the early afternoohickvcame as
something of a relief after the early start in wisaemed like the
middle of the night. As he was sometimes able to dadaged a lift
in the back of one of the supply trucks returning to thenGe, rather
than awaiting the official transport, which alwaysmsed to entail
handing around forrather longer than necessary.

The driver, a jobs-worth type, insisted that Tom cowld nide in
the cab, being “contrary to the regulations”, and he Veaced to
make himself as comfortable as possible in the backmongst the
miscellaneous cartons and boxes being taken to thbliElstaent.

Tom found that he was bracing himself to ameliorate dffects
of the bumpy ride, while staring idly out of the back ué torry. He
was just musing about the copper and his comical old bilen vale
caught a flash of polished metal in the trees at tteeddi the road.

Barely pausing to consider the consequences, Tom bangey loud|
on the bulkhead between him and the driver.

“Stop!” he shouted.

To Tom's relief, the driver slewed to a halt almasimediately,
hurling luggage and passenger around. Tom jumped out and ran
around to the front of the lorry, where the driver laind down his
window.

“What's going on?” he asked, sounding peeved at the interruptio
to the normal routine.

“There’s something in the woods back there,” Tom shoutéd, “
have a look!”

Tom ran back to the point where he thought he had spotted the
metalwork in the hedgerow. Behind him, he could hearcthach
and whine of the truck being reversed, with evident bad gbgcie
irate driver.

“Here, look!” Tom shouted again, as the truck pullechg&ide
him.

It was Constable Nelson’s bicycle, which looked likeatltbeen
hurriedly concealed under a couple of fallen branchEsm pulled
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away the obscuring foliage, and tugged at the bike handlebang
to free it from the undergrowth. To his mounting horiee found
that the reason the bicycle was difficult to moves\zat the body of
the policeman was weighting it down.

“Here, give me a hand,” Tom called to the driver, “I kime
copper’s dead!”

Tom was familiar with enough bodies from his wartime
experiences to be able to quickly tell that the polmemwas quite
dead, and that he had been shot fairly recently arfwbat reinge, too.

Tom and the driver looked at each other, then sprintedhfor
truck.

“We've got to get back to the guard post, and get some
assistance” Tom gasped, clambering into the passenger seat

The driver grunted his assent, quickly starting the engime a
turning in the road with a screech of tyres and a spfagravel,
which contrasted sharply with his previously sedate stiy@riving.

The return trip to the causeway took about a third of ithe,t
Tom judged, than the outbound section. He hung on for deigth
as the lorry bounced and rattled on the road, the drivesting
expertly with the wheel in an attempt to shave a $easonds of their
arrival time.

Tom jumped out of the lorry and sprinted over to Fred) wias
chatting to the on-duty Guardians who had just taken ttreewatch.

“Constable Nelson’s dead!” he gasped, interrupting one exf’&r
familiar anecdotes, “He’s been shot!”

Despite the usually rather relaxed attitude affected by th
Guardians, the serious mettle of the corps was now nistnabed by
the way the men jumped-to at the news. Both on-dutylmees and
those who had just stood down swung into action withesttétion.
Sergeant Brasham, who was the Duty officer, directed the
deployment, somehow managing the trick of making himsesird
across the bustle without apparently raising his voice.

Fred was instructed to form a party to go back and collext
body, and investigate the scene of the incident. Heahhdrried
conversation with the lorry driver to ascertain the ejacation of
the body and bicycle. A few moments later, a sn@ihvoy of trucks
roared away, including the truck Tom had ridden in himséife
assumed that the driver had volunteered to direct thesetfim

Tom had been briefed on standard alert procedures, whish wa
that, when anything unusual was reported, the Guardianddséeter
a higher state of vigilance which, in these post-war day,
involved small arms being broken out from the secure stdraigev
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the guard building. He and Ifor had been given the jabstfibuting
weapons from the Armoury. The two men wrestled a césdles
up the stairs before returning as quickly as they caatlgygering
under the weight of the ammunition boxes.

Other groups had been directed to communicate with the
Lyndesfarne Guardians, hurrying off to the signals towwesend an
urgent message. Tom knew that they must already knowething
was going on, since the sound of the alarm siren would éasity
carried across the straights in this weather.

Suddenly, there was a roar of engines from the road @s then
on motorbikes appeared at speed. One of the Guardmdsty, a
man that Tom did not know by name, was standing in tlael,ro
waved his arm to stop the machines. The motorcycyisksred him,
and the Guardian was forced to dive to one side abiltees rushed
through the barrier which would have stopped other motorised
transport and hurtled along the causeway towards the bridge.

The riders were dressed as tourists, motorcycle eagtasf the
kind who occasionally appeared at the crossing, and waie w
usually successfully discouraged from crossing. They widieg
bikes which had probably seen military service. All troéthe bikes
had panniers on either side of the rear wheel, and tbesrghch wore
a heavy rucksack.

“They have explosives!” the Guardian shouted as heegick
himself up from the verge.

He had spotted something bulky protruding from the heavily-
laden panniers — something they would later discover tohbe t
detonators for the charges.

It was all over in a matter of seconds. Hearingdiye Tom spun
around, with one of the rifles from the armoury alreaditis hands.
The ammo box was on the ground just a few steps awayingD
forward, Tom grabbed a magazine and loaded the rifle with a
practiced action. With barely a moment to aim, Tawmskd off a
shot at the men, understanding that there were onéwaséconds
before the riders would get to the bend in the causemdythereby
be partially shielded by the stone parapets.

Tom’s shot had hit the leading cyclist in the shouldée jerked,
losing his grip on the machine and fell off, his motorbikashing to
the cobbles with its engine racing. The second riddlowing close
behind, collided with the fallen machine and was propellest the
handlebars. The third rider, who had been laggingle behind the
other two, attempted to swerve around the carnage.osiedntrol,
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skidding his machine along the stones of the parapet vetiower of
sparks and a scream of tortured metal.

Tom fired again, and a third time. The shots becamesidaide
as Ifor and a couple of other Guardians had armed tiesseith
rifles from the case. The three men on the causewtayned fire
with pistols, seeking cover behind their overturned motesbikThe
Guardians took up positions to either side of the causemntgance,
ducking down below the stone walls as bullets ricocheteer their
heads. One of the injured men could be seen strugglingtiaath
panniers.

“Shoot him!” the Sergeant shouted, “Don't let them blowtlp
causeway!”

Guardian reinforcements emerged from the guard post, some
carrying Tommy-guns. The men on the causeway were
overwhelmed, cut down by machine-gun fire.

The incident debrief was worryingly inconclusive. Withthree
of the attackers dead, there was little that could beodesed about
the origin and motivation for the attack.

The men were identified eventually, presumably, Tom thqught
with some assistance from the regular British autiesrti but there
was nothing unusual in their backgrounds. As far as could be
determined, none of the dead men had any connection with
Lyndesfarne or the crossing at all. It seemed to beeddnd of a
sleeper cell, but their affiliation was entirely ugel. Tom got the
distinct impression that extensive investigations werengoei
undertaken, but he heard nothing about who or what waly real
behind the assault.

The motorbikes had been reported stolen in the last sixhsion
various parts of the North East of England, and nea@wvered. The
weaponry and explosives were German in origin — but tleann
nothing, since extensive looting during the War had meantiaay
guns originally issued to the German military were nawwudating
on the Black Market.

Tom was publicly congratulated by Major Markham in a short
ceremony back at Cliviger Grange some weeks later, edk as
recommended for a commendation — he would be “mertiane
dispatches” in the formal reports sent to the Boafd3ontrol in both
worlds.

Afterwards, Sergeant Brasham had a more private wotd wi
Tom.

“It was only your alarm that saved the day,” he said tuiékf
the motorcyclists had appeared without warning, we wadder
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have been able to stop them in time. And they could bioxen up
the bridge. Well done — you've the makings of a fine Gaardi
young man.”

Fred also sought Tom out afterwards, and spoke about Gtansta
Nelson.

“The poor copper must have just happened on the three atacke
on the road,” Fred suggested sadly, “Just bad luck. Pesyawmosy
old bastard. | suppose that's an essential trait in @ gopper, but
probably did for him in the end.”

Tom nodded in agreement.

“He probably stopped the motorcyclists, and asked whatinvas
the panniers,” the older man continued, “And got shot ferphins,
to silence him.”

Fred’s conclusion was that the motorcyclists musehasden the
dead man and his bicycle when they heard the lorry appragchi
intending to wait until they thought the coast was clear.

“But their plans were further upset when you spotted the dead
man in the undergrowth,” he continued, “And they were abbb
already rapidly approaching the causeway when you gik there.
They knew that their only chance was to break througfbre we
could deploy properly.”

“But what were they trying to achieve?” Tom asked.

“I’'m guessing, of course,” Fred concluded, “It was moren tjuest
an attempt to blow up the causeway. It could always lhdlteafter
all. No, the real reason was to demonstrate theeicifeness of the
Guardians — to provoke a reaction so that the Board&wasist that
the crossing was closed.”
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Chapter Twenty Four

As well as guarding the causeway and bridge, another regular
Guardian’s duty was patrolling the coast to both north south of
the crossing. On this occasion, in the springtimenarhonths before
his graduation, Tom was once again in the role of ¢siand
apprentice, with Fred as the master. The two men hette dressed
in the rather nondescript clothing that passed for aoumiffor the
Guardians and which, Tom imagined, had been carefully aabsitm
be obvious to those in the know while simultaneously agpg
wholly unremarkable to the general populace.

The two men had set off from the guard post at the caysaw
hour or so before, and were now taking a break fronr fhegrol.
They stood looking out to sea, enjoying their cigaredteswatching
the breakers crashing on the rocks at the foot otlitie below. To
the south, the rugged coastline was dotted with manys,iséeme
only visible at low tide, abutting cliffs which roserty feet above the
sea. Both islands and cliffs provided roosting spaceghfarsands of
seabirds whose cries could be heard over the rumbites avaves.

Away from the straights, the weather was much lessoast, and
they could clearly see the white-painted stonework cf tid
lighthouse standing out against the grey-blue of the skyliem
knew that this whole area was notoriously dangerousshigping,
with treacherous winds and tides, and hidden rocks and-saaop
reefs just below the surface.

Fred took a last drag from his cigarette and flicked thé ibtd
the sea below. He turned to Tom.

“You see that lighthouse tower out there?” he asked, atidg
the direction with a jerk of his head.

Tom nodded in response.

“And have you heard that tale about Grace Darling?”

Tom did vaguely remember hearing the story; perhaps it was
something he had read in a book at school.

“Um, yes,” he replied, “A daring rescue. Grace and hénefr
rowing out to rescue the crew of a stricken ship. Ditimty come
from that lighthouse?”

Fred snorted derisorily.

“Ha. That's the story that was put about. The traththe other
hand, is rather trickier.”
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Tom was immediately ensnared.

“So what really happened?” he asked breathlessly.

Fred took a second hand-rolled cigarette from a battered
Woodbine tin in his pocket and lit it, clearly in theood for
storytelling.

“Well, it was true that it was a wild and stormy nidhte began,
“And that a ship called thEorfarshire got into serious trouble off the
coast not very far from here.”

Fred paused and took a drag from his roll-up, probably for
dramatic effect.

“But the rescuers didn’t come from that lighthouse.faket, they
didn’t come from this world at all.”

Tom could not help sucking in his breath in surprise.

“You have to remember that this was in the early dayseains-
powered shipping,” Fred continued, “And, for some reason, the
ship’s engine failed. At the time, it was reported that breakdown
was because of a lack of maintenance of the boiler.”

“But that wasn'’t the real reason, was it?” Tom resfea, insight
striking.

“No, of course not,” Fred grunted, “The ship passed too d¢mse
the island and suddenly lost power, because of the edfethe
barrier between the worlds.”

“So, who were the rescuers?” Tom asked, “And where ldig t
come from?”

The older man'’s face twisted into a wry grin.

“The rescuers were called Graz and Farrar. They pamteof the
Lyndesfarne Guardian force, keeping watch along the ougstl
much as we are doing today. Oh, and they were actually b
female.”

“Women?” exclaimed Tom, “But how could one of them be
mistaken for a man?”

“For one reason or another, before theyossed out of
Lyndesfarne, Farrar decided to shape-shift. By good fertsime was
one of those rare people with a natural talent forcediglichanging
their shape.”

Tom did not know very much about shapeshifting. It was no
something that had featured extensively in the classscat Cliviger
Grange. There had been a suggestion that people fromdfgnue
could subtly alter their appearance, but he was astoundedrtojust
how much some people could change.

“So Lyndesfarne people can change from being a man to a
woman?” he asked.
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Fred shook his head.

“Only a very few people can change that much. Andnincase,
they don’'t actually change from man to woman — or ttieeroway
around, for that matter. It's cosmetic, that’s all.”

Tom nodded slowly, having just been presented with a gt
to think about.

“Anyway,” the other man continued, “Somehow, Graz &adar
spotted the ship in trouble, and bravely, or perhapssfiglirowed
out in a small boat — the only one they could locatghatt notice —
from the Lyndesfarne coast.”

Fred paused, again smiling wryly.

“Well, of course, they didn't really row — at least,tradl of the
way. Their boat was equipped with, well, let’s calinth&ea-sprites.”

“Sea-sprites?”

“They’re a magical means of propulsion for boats andssbf all
sizes. Not sure | can really explain how they waonkugh.”

The older man shrugged, then returned to his tale.

“The story you've heard before says that Graz andaFaescued
nine people from the wreck. That’s true enough, butwizewomen
knew that they could not return to Lyndesfarne withogkimg
exposing the secret of the Two Worlds. So they wereetl to take
the rescued crew to the lighthouse — that one there chwias, very
strangely, unmanned at that time.”

“Unmanned?” Tom parroted, again surprised by the turn of
events.

“Yes. Another part of the mystery which has neveerbcleared
up,” Fred confirmed, “There was supposed to be a lightholesgeke
and a small staff, but they had vanished without trace.”

The older man paused for a moment, staring out to séaein
direction of the lighthouse.

“At the time, there was some suggestion that the Eshif@ had
approached the barrier deliberately, perhaps hoping to riedie
way into the World of Lyndesfarne without using the cidfi
crossing, perhaps even without being observed.”

The older man shook his head, then continued.

“You have to get a long, long off the shipping lanes lzefgou
encounter the barrier. And the reefs are alreadyyphetzardous
before you get that far. Perhaps the captain wasdoabeoerced in
some way, but nothing of the sort was ever proven.”

Fred coughed, or perhaps laughed briefly.

“Indeed, the ship’s owners were prosecuted for negligeftee a
the event, and fined a considerable amount. Ironjcallgide-effect
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of the rescue from Lyndesfarne was improved standarisméction
and seaworthiness for steam-powered vessels in thid.ivo

“But what happened to Graz and Farrar?” Tom pressed.

The other man looked at him strangely for a momengn th
continued.

“Funny you should ask.”

Fred explained that a rapidly manufactured cover storyihtidt
‘Grace’ and her ‘Father’ were local people, employedotik after
the lighthouse. A family background was fabricated, whiade it
look as if ‘Grace’ lived with her parents in the ligbtise, as well as
an extended family — siblings, grandparents and the likeinrg lon
the mainland.

“And | suppose,”Tominterjected, “That their new identities were
chosen to sound at least a little like their real r&he

Fred nodded.

“ was told that they expected that it would all be \ze-lay
wonder, that it would all blow over very quickly. But seimow, the
story came to the attention of the newspapers, aneg thas an
explosion of interest. Apart from reports in the owdl press, the
two Lyndesfarne Guardians were subjected to a ludicrous eruaib
interviews, which in turn led to numerous eulogies, mahyhem
fanciful in the extreme.”

Fred turned back to face the sea.

“And then there were the pictures,” he continued, “fagstand
engravings, again generally executed with more imagindii@m
attention to the actual events of the day.”

“The girls tried to let it be known that they prefertédir privacy,
but it was no use. For some reason, the furore wasukelping after
one might normally have expected the public interestate waned.
Not to mention the newspaper reporters and journahdts, seemed
unable to leave them alone.”

“The two women also seemed to attract more tham thieishare
of crankier types — spiritualists, mediums, occultissome of them,
well, nutty than a fruit cake, as I've heard it told.”

“But why did they get all this attention?” Tom pressed.

“Well, that's the puzzle.” Fred replied, “It's almos & someone
wanted them to be continuously in the spotlight of the pudye.
Certainly, they found it impossible to quietly disappead aeturn
home.”

“So, Graz and Farrar were forced to maintain an asduwle for
the rest of their lives, just to protect the secrdtyofdesfarne?” Tom
asked.
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“That’s right,” the older man confirmed.

Tom wondered what it would be like, to be trapped in aifor
world and, even worse, in an alien body shape. Hekshsohead
sadly. A different thought then occurred to him.

“Surely there have been other occasions when boats heded
make their way to Lyndesfarne?”

“Well, you'd have thought so, wouldn’t you?” Fred redlie
smiling tightly.

“It seems that attempts to cross like this almost neappen. It's
certainly been tried a few times in the past — like tbeystve just
told you. But it's always ended badly. These days,kfyant’s
regarded as suicidal. No-one’s attempted it in years,ewen the
Germans during the War.”

The older man paused, once again for dramatic effect.

“They, of course, tried a different approach.”

Tom, who was just beginning to think he was getting some ki
of understanding of the history behind this, was stunnedd Ikad
clearly spotted Tom’s reaction.

“And there’s another tale, which will have to waitr fanother
day.”
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Chapter Twenty Five

Tom was on furlough. He had been given forty-eight hinees
time, to do as he wished. The trouble was that henwaisure what
to do with the time. He felt no particular desire éturn to his home
town. As an orphan, he felt that there was notlemdnim there.

There was also no opportunity to catch up with eithemBor
Alistair. Bram seemed to be busy with errands ook, although
the infrequent letters Tom had received did not maked#ralhat he
was really doing. Alistair seemed to be enjoying e/ mole in the
Guides. Again, Tom only heard from him occasionallyfom
promised himself that he would write more often, and hisl old
friends what was happening in the Guardians. He had beddte
motorcycle attack in some detail, although he had magdestl
downplayed his own role in the sequence of events.

After some reflection, he decided to take a trip to Lgfalae,
and stop over at the pub that he had visited with BraimAdistair on
his very first visit all those months ago.

It was a bright spring morning as Tom cadged a lift to the
crossing from the Grange, and started his walk acr@ssabseway.
He paused only briefly at the money-changer’s tentdovert the
folded paper of a ten shiling note into a small pursehef metal
discs which were used as money in Lyndesfarne.

The weather was uncommonly clear, with much of ther-nea
perpetual haze that usually enveloped the area apparesgipated
into the aether. It was still chill and windy, aslimost always was,
with the plangent cries of the seagulls audible ower roar and
rumble of the waves on the shoreline.

On the crossing itself, the traffic was already heavigh long
gueues of wagons waiting on both sides of the bridge. dimseway
had been built to be wide enough for wagons to pass, éuiritige
itself had been constructed only wide enough for a sihgée of
carts.

A normal part of the Guardian’s role was to polibes part of the
crossing. Despite the best efforts of the duty watwre was much
shouting, cussing and swearing from the carters in numerous
languages, several of which Tom did not understand.

Tom recognised most of the Guardians on duty and stopped for
few moments to chat. Even so, the crossing wasilsof activity
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that Tom rapidly decided that it was best if he did distract his
colleagues for long with inconsequential small talk. Ke decided
against stopping on the bridge to look into the watereedsad done
so often before, again because there was just too nmadfic.t
Instead, he marched onwards, deftly dodging the irritatateels and
the slow-moving wagons.

Tom had decided to do something he had not done beforleatbut
been on his mind for some time. He left the roathatpoint where
the causeway met the Lyndesfarne coast, and set dhgrdowards
the castle, the sole feature usually visible fromdtieer side of the
crossing.

He hiked along the coastline, following a track paved witrn
stone slabs. At one point, where the coast formexvaheadland,
Tom struck out from the pathway and walked out to the poitdke
in the view over the sea. He was amazed by just litthev of his
world he could make out across just a mile or so of rackgrops
and sandbanks. To all appearances, his home world wazathpa
wooded island, with no obvious habitation and few sitnas people
had ever been there. Little detail could be made odteaan those
few details had rapidly become entirely indistinct ashbhd walked
further along the coast.

Pressing on along the track, Tom could see the castléson
promontory that he had noticed on his very first joyrinem Holme
Farm to Lyndesfarne. The fortifications were in mubhbtter
condition than it appeared from the other side of thaigstts, he
considered, as he walked up the sloping roadway to the gan
There was no one around, and he was able to go in gidrex
without hindrance.

As he entered, Tom noted that the heavy iron portcafics the
stout wooden gates both seemed to be in good conditiba.walls
and towers themselves looked worn and mossy, but noalgcin
imminent danger of faling down. He explored for an hourso,
climbed up the steps and walked the length of the wallfaraas
could be reached reasonably easily.

A couple of the towers had doorways set into them atirgto
level. All of the doors seemed to be locked shut, anck weite
possibly magically sealed. Certainly, they did not regpto the
standard gestures for “open” and “show seal” in any vay Tom
could spot.

Feeling slightly frustrated, he explored a couple of ent#arthat
stood open. He took one steep stone staircase dowwm tiedomain
tower, but found to his disappointment that it led to aldead, with
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no doorways or apparent way through. While exploringctiars,
Tom did notice that a few parts of the masonry foundatappeared
to be reinforced with the same orange sprites thatalsadbeen used
in the construction of the bridge. He wondered idiyig imeant that
the castle and the causeway had been built at thetsaene

Finally bored with exploring the castle, Tom found hsywback
through the entrance, and continued his walk further ardabad
promontory that the castle sat upon.

He stood for a few minutes on a raised headland, watche
waves crashing on the rocks below. Looking out to $ea) could
see a small number of other islands, most of which apgeto be
little more that bare rocks, although one of them amgukty have a
grassy plateau sheltered by a few gnarled and windswept tide
could see no signs of nautical navigation lights, whicms wuite
different from the view from the coast in his own ngp where
several lighthouses and numerous buoys marked out thehsaileets
for shipping.

Continuing his perambulations, Tom came across a pkasan
sheltered spot for lunch. He sat in the bright springstsng,
protected from the ever-present wind by the castleswalid the
natural formations which formed its foundations. Hmsahtonsisted
of a few slices of bread and cheese, taken from hik, pacd
previously sponged from the mess at Cliviger Grange, tegetith
the remnants of a packet of biscuits.

After eating, Tom lay back, warmed by the sun and drawisg
greatcoat around him, and dozed for what seemed like jésiva
minutes. Judging by the movement of the sun, howevedebieled
that he had probably slept for a couple of hours. Heirlathe
sunshine for a few more minutes enjoying a cigaretefpre
gathering his things together and returning them to his pac

Tom completed the loop around the end of the castle prmmyon
before rejoining the path which would take him back tdéttlement
at the point of crossing between the two worlds. @heere sheep
grazing in the fields on either side, together with wdygteared to be
some newly-established pigsties set a little way bacikn fthe sea,
surrounded by what seemed to him to be a rather flissgef One
good push, he thought, and it would probably collapse likeuaehof
cards.

The sun was getting low in the sky when Tom finally apphed
the little settlement which served the needs of yreksfarne end of
the crossing whose name, Tom suddenly realised, he didctizally
know.
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The majority of the buildings in the village were pravdtouses,
usually with substantial gardens and often set well batint high
stone walls and arched gateways.

There were a couple of shops huddled together in the tneet.s
The general store sold conventional foodstuffs, while bther
seemed to offer an astonishing range of artefacts;, ofieghich Tom
had no idea as to the intended function. There wasaaisoutlet
which he would normally have thought of as a tea-shitpough it
principally served hot chocolate, which was apparergly ypopular
here in Lyndesfarne.

The portal building, which Tom and his cohort had used on
several recent occasions, was situated closer tcahseway itself.
Alongside it could be found several stone-built warehousts as
Tom understood it, direct access to their own networgaotals for
the transportation of goods.

Tom also passed the village hostel, with its sign pioeig “The
Garden of Boundaries”, which he remembered Bram mean¢joon
their first visit to Lyndesfarne.

After his wanderings around the settlement, it was easygh to
track down the public house that stood a short way baxchk fhe
Lyndesfarne side of the crossing. Tom stood outsidgubdooking
back down the main street in the direction of the caage It
occurred to him that there was no part of the villageclv was
visible at all from the England side. From his owrnrldiohe mused,
you would never know that this settlement was here.

He turned back to the pub entrance and went inside.
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Chapter Twenty Six

So many of the things that had confused Tom during Bisvisit
to the Lyndesfarne public house were now entirely sglfarent.
The pub sign, for example, he could now read without difficul’ he
words translated literally — in his head — as “Nest #dons” and the
picture showed a fair representation, he had been givenderstand,
of the kind of assembly certain smaller kinds of dragsosld build
to hatch their brood.

Inside, the bar was reassuringly unchanged. The fireplate
the stuffed dragon’s head above it still holding pride ofgldournt
brightly. The same landlady and her full-figured daughteraged
the place with their combination of quiet hospitaliydano-nonsense
efficiency. Tom briefly spoke to the matron in thgntesfarne
language, and arranged for overnight accommodation, hdtdad,
most importantly, beer.

The buxom barmaid expertly pulled, topped up and handed over a
pint glass of the same strong dark ale he had sampledsthigme he
was here. Picking up his glass, Tom found a small tadiléan from
the fireplace, and sat himself down in an upright but ssingty
comfortable chair. He leaned back, warming his fedtsampled the
beer, wondering reflectively whether the beer glassese a bit
smaller here.

After a few minutes, the landlady appeared with his dinfidris
consisted of slices of roast lamb, a mound of bopethtoes, and a
large dollop of mashed carrot and swede, all smothered in a
delightfully thick and tasty gravy. He ate quickly andeedingly
appreciatively, washing the food down with the full-Baved beer.
Helpfully, he took his empty plate and glass back to ke and,
while he was there, ordered another pint.

It was rather quiet and just a little lonely sitting lme own in the
pub. There were only a few other patrons, clearly ezguisitting
and talking together close to the bar. He was thexefather
gratified to see Old Ged, the dragon hunter that he hasletered
that last time he had visited the Dragons’ Nest, elge¢he bar. Tom
caught the newcomer’s eye; with evident recognitiog, dlder man
immediately came over and spoke in English.

“I remember you,” Ged said directly, observing Tom digse
“You were in here last year, in the autumn.”
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“I was,” he replied, impressed by the old man’s powers of
recollection.

The dragon hunter grunted, running his hand over the stahble
his chin.

“Mind if | join you?” he said at last.

“Please do,” Tom replied, glad of the company, “Can |yget a
pint?”

Ged nodded curtly, a half-smile on his seamed face. Went
over to the bar, and ordered and paid for the drink. Adicheo, he
looked back at the older man, who was gazing up at the dsagon
head over the fireplace ruminatively.

Tom brought the fresh glass back and presented it totties o
man. Ged drank deeply, smacking his lips appreciatively pliidis
drink on the table and then sat back, pulling his tobaotah out of
his pocket and started filing his pipe, all the while elditg Tom
carefully.

“Well, then, young man,” he asked, “What are you a-doamg P’

Tom explained that he had come over from England o Jend
had dropped in, for old time’'s sake, to enjoy a pint or twedore
making his way back to the Grange.

“And you're in the Guardians now?” Ged enquired, sounding as
if he already knew the answer to this query.

The younger man nodded, guessing that the dragon-hunter had
spotted the clothing he wore was the not-quite-uniformthef
England contingent of that organisation.

“So what happened to those mates of yours?” the old man
pressed, “Seemed real close, you did.”

“Well, Alistair,” he began, adding, “He’s the tall on&hen he
spotted the puzzled look on Ged’s face, “He’s signed up wuith t
Guides. Seems to be all over the place, in both wbrlds

Ged nodded.

“Well, that's the way of the Guides,” he replied, “Atetbeck and
call of the Guild, never quite sure where your Visitoisveed to go
next. And the other fella?”

“That’s Bram. His family lives around here, or aade not so far
away,” Tom answered, “He seems to have a missitwsafwn, t00.”

The two men fell silent for a few moments. Tom wered what
to say next.

“How’s your arm?” he asked, inspiration striking.

He had just remembered that Ged had been injured in a dragon
hunt by the very creature whose head now decoratede¢p&ate.

The older man extended and flexed his left arm.
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“Still a bit stiff, but I'm getting a lot of use out af,” he
answered, “More-or-less back to normal.”

“So you'll soon be out after the dragons again?”

“We-ell, I'm not so sure,” he said dourly, “Seems like Inot
wanted these days.”

“What do you mean?” Tom asked, intrigued.

Old Ged explained that, a few weeks ago, he had hearthdrat
was a new group being formed to go after Dragons.

“They didn’'t want me in the squad. They said | was ttoly’ tve
exclaimed, obviously disgruntled.

Curious, and a bit miffed, Ged said that he had followednéw
group on one occasion.

“I know the lie of the land, and the places where tlegadns like
to have their nests,” he explained, “Mind you, soméheffolk in the
new group knew the land nearly as well as | do. | habetwery
careful so that they didn’t spot me.”

Tom noticed that the older man’s story-teling wasot rhore
fragmented and hesitant this time out. It was cleat (Bed’'s
previous tale of dragon-hunting was well-practiced, but Gomthe
strong impression that this account was somethingGleat had not
told to many people.

“Now here’s the strangest thing,” the old man contindeahing
forward in a conspiratorial manner, “I saw them capturiiragons
alive, and being exceptionally careful to avoid injurihgrh!”

“Really?” Tom exclaimed, recalling Ged’'s manifest wighat
dragons are vermin and need to be kept down.

“Yeah. They were going out their way to ensure thay tvere
unharmed.”

The old hunter grinned ruefully.

“'ve not had much experience in catching Dragons without
kiling them,” Ged said, “It was quite interesting, howeyhwent
about it.”

Seeing Tom'’s unfeigned interest, he continued.

“Well, they used a piglet as bait, just like | would. Whée
dragon was on the ground, they employed weighted ropes antbnet
keep it there. Once the creature couldn’'t move verytfay hit it
with some kind of sleeping magic I'd not seen before ciwimade
the beasts collapse after a few minutes.”

The old man stopped his narrative, frowning.

“Well, | suppose it was magic,” he said slowly, “But theras
certainly a strange sweet smell in the air, evemfeodistance. Made
me feel drowsy for a moment.”
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Tom, who was familiar with the effects of chloraforas an
anaesthetic, said nothing, but he did begin to wondemiesne had
been smuggling proscribed chemicals into Lyndesfarne.

“So how did they keep the dragons after they had caught?them
he asked, after a few moments contemplation during wioth men
took a long pull from their drinks.

“Ah. Well, once securely asleep, they man-handledctbatures
into cages. Dragons aren’'t particularly heavy forrtis&ze but,
unconscious, they're awkward to move — wings, neck andeatl to
be lifted together. They used enclosures of thick timberenforced
with a load of magic. | could clearly see the sparklignef..”

Ged used the word from the Lyndesfarne language whose best
translation, Tom understood, was “sprites”. He pausednagai
running his hand over his stubble beard, obviously detunght.

“I'd guess that transportation was their biggest probldre,’said
at last, “They couldn’t use the public portals, not #ytwanted to
maintain any kind of secrecy about their undertaking. #Awe/d
have to avoid roads, too.”

“So how did they shift the cages?” Tom asked, now ggttin
increasingly perplexed.

“Well, they had cross-country transport using a mixtoife
specially-built wagons and heavy-duty floaters. Thewgrglewanted
to keep out of sight, since they were travelling at naghly. And,
the wagons and floaters were pulled by people. I'm pretyain
that horses would have been far too skittish. Faiyfaibvious
reasons, in my experience, horses don't like dragons!”

It had become clear to Tom that the capturing of sédeagons
was a considerable undertaking, with a great many peoyidvéa
one way or another.

“How many dragons have they captured?” he asked, urgently.

‘I saw them acquire two,” Old Ged replied, “And they allega
had three others in cages. But they could have marall foknow.”

“Why did you stop following them?” Tom pressed.

Ged looked slightly embarrassed at this point, the ruedift h
smile returning to his face.

“Well, I didn’t,” he said flatly, “For some reason,etyid become
suspicious that they were being followed, and | had to hadk to
avoid being detected. And then they gave me the slip!”

“How?” Tom demanded.

“'m not quite sure how,” the older man replied, rather
defensively, “I can’'t believe that they're that muasktter woodsmen
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than | am. In fact,” he said, lowering his voice gpiratorially,
“Maybe they've got access to some hidden secret gortal.

“So you don't know where they've gone?” the younger man
pressed.

“No | don't. I've tried telling the Guardians here, bty don't
seem to be interested.”

Tom glanced at the older man, raising an eyebrow quizica

“Well, sure I've got a bit of a reputation as a wilck&al someone
with a tendency to shoot my mouth off,” Ged said hyffijut there
really is something strange about that dragon-hunting.party

“I think you're right.”

Tom was inclined to believe the old man. He alreasBuined
that portals which were not part of the public network i fact
exist. He strongly suspected that the portal archwayaldeglimpsed
in the Guardian Training camp he had visited was noet@ryday
use.

Even, so, the proposition that some private portalavagable to
the mysterious captors of wild dragons was extremely casgi
Tom considered. Either Ged was just a little insanggeshaps just
paranoid; otherwise, since portals require a lot of tand skill to
construct, Tom was forced to the conclusion that tlagan hunters
had powerful allies somewhere in the interlinked netwark
governance that existed in the world of Lyndesfarne.

“Anyhow,” Ged said, interrupting the younger man’s thoughts,
“I've got things to do. And I'd better go and get on viilem. See
you again, and thanks for the drink.”

The old dragon hunter drained his pint, and stood up.

“Goodbye,” Tom said, but the other man had already ffet o
across the pub, rapidly disappearing into the night througrtmt
door.

After Ged had left, Tom thoughtfully finished his secondt,pi
again returning the empty glasses to the bar. He tlaele mis way
downstairs, finding his way to a tiny box room, barakge enough
for the single bed. He slipped into bed, but found himaglhg
awake for some time, wondering about what he had heldedl felt
that something was going on, something mysterious andrtiengp
and resolved to do something about it the very next imgprn
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Chapter Twenty Seven

Tom slept fitfully, with the dragon-hunter’s tale reverdting
around his head. After tossing and turning for what sddike ages,
he arose early, washed and dressed quickly, then climbestdins to
the quiet gloom of the bar. Overnight it had somehoguiaed that
slight smell of stale beer which always seemed to guErvpublic
houses by morning light.

Tom found the landlady already awake, moving silently and
efficiently around the rooms in the morning half-lightlying away
the detritus of the night before. He politely declinbd offer of a
cooked breakfast, gratefully accepting the alternativer aif a slice
of toasted bread with lashings of butter and a steamirggahtea.

Refreshed by his morning intake of caffeine, Tom bade h
farewell to the landlady and set off at a brisk macchhe causeway.
The crossing was nearly deserted. This early in tbming, there
were rather few people about, with just a single cagter blearily
guiding his horse across the causeway in the chill bdzy spring
morning.

Tom soon arrived at the guard post, where he was grigtiédal,
who immediately recognised his old comrade from Clivigean@e.

“Is Fred around?” Tom enquired urgently, “Isn't he on duty
today?”

“Hmm,” the little Welshman said, stroking his goatee ciiely,
“He’s definitely on duty. Not sure where he’s got to tigiow,
though. Try the signals tower.”

Tom wanted to talk to someone informally, to get sodea of
whether he was worrying unreasonably or if there wasesgrain of
genuine concern to be found in his paranoia. He was neslye
gratified that he was rapidly able to intercept the oBleardian, who
was returning along the coastal path from the tower.

“What do you know about dragons?” Tom asked.

Fred snorted.

“A fair bit,” he responded, “Nasty verminous creaturesten’t
any around here though.”

The older man looked sharply at Tom.

“Have you been listening to tales?” he added shrewdly.

Tom nodded.

“Yes, from a man named Ged.”
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“The old Dragon-hunter?” Fred pressed.

“Yes, that's the man. Do you know him?”

Fred laughed aloud.

“Oh yes. He’'s an veteran teller of tall tales.mlhot sure you
necessarily want to believe everything he tells you.”

“Well, I know what you mean,” Tom agreed, “I've certgiheard
his anecdotes in the past. And it sounded all very pvatiticed, if
you know what | mean.”

Tom paused, not sure how to continue.

“Even so, | think you should hear this story.”

“Why?” Fred asked, his curiosity clearly piqued.

“I'm not sure. But | got the strong impression thas twiasn't a
practiced tale.”

“Okay, I'll bite.”

Tom rapidly related Ged’s account of following the myistes
dragon-hunters, and their approach to capturing and imprgsonin
dragons unharmed.

When he explained about the untraceable disappearande of t
hunting party, Fred looked at Tom askance for a moment.

“You sure about this?” he asked.

“Well, no,” Tom answered, so honestly that it surptibeth Fred
and himself, “But I've been awake half the night wargyabout it.”

Fred looked thoughtful.

“Hmm,” he said finally, “Sometimes you just have todtr your
instincts. And this does have that ring of truth aliout

Suddenly full of resolution, the older man set off atracking
pace along the path back towards the guard post. Taken esawar
Tom found himself stumbling along the same track, tryaingatch up
with the disappearing form of his senior colleague. Hgytime that
he arrived, Fred was already shouting commands, and Guardian
were scurrying in every direction.

“What'’s the urgency?” Tom gasped.

“Look, dragons are at their most active in the earbrmmg,”
Fred shouted, “Now get that pump started!”

Bottling up further questions for later, Tom sprinted awathe
direction of the guard post to find the keys and startimglleafor the
pump engine. The machinery itself was concealed behiticleet
that was little more than a thickening of the hedges flanked the
road.

Moving at the double to the pump, Tom was joined by Ifdhe
two men unrolled the hosepipes as quickly as possible,ngirthe
longest of them down to the beach and across the samls slightly
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deeper channel where a little river drained into tle gest as they
had been drilled in exercises. Tom's boots sank iht rharshy
shoreline, the cold salt water filing his boots andkmg him curse
under his breath.

The two men dumped the end of the pipe with its heawy fittto
the deeper water, then they hurried back to the macHioe, now
joined by a couple of other Guardians, started connettiengposes to
the flanges emerging from the housings, while other piges rolled
out towards the causeway. This left Tom to turn hisnéibn to the
power plant itself.

The pump engine was a pre-war installation, heavy and
notoriously temperamental, or at least responded badly to
inexperienced handling. Starting the machine was arncisgein
itself. First, Tom had to unlock the wire-mesh dooiciprevented
unauthorised tampering, and turn on several switches \afimived
the ignition system to function. It was essentiabfmen the petrol
valve and prime the fuel supply, carefully and smoothly atpey the
hand pump to ensure that there were no airlocks in thelirfas.
Tom then set the choke lever fully open and used thé ¢ramdle to
turn the engine over slowly a couple of times.

Then, and only then, Tom knew, it was possible to $he
starting handle hard and, if all the preparations had |okare
perfectly, the engine would burst into life, spewing blumds and
the stench of unburned petrol into the air. As soorthasengine
fired, Tom knew it was necessary to close the chakestl— but not
quite — entirely allowing the engine to run for a couplenofutes to
warm up before the choke could be closed completely.

With the details of the modus operandi rattling thoughmirgl,
Tom focussed as single-mindedly as he could on the castating
procedure. Just as the engine fired, and he struggled witththke
lever, he could hear a series of cries, audible eventbe roar of the
engine. He looked up, glancing instinctively over the eaay.
There seemed to be no traffic on the bridge, althougtlusinal haze
made it difficult to make out any kind of detail.

As Tom watched, a series of black dots appeared in theveu
the crossing. To be visible at this range, he wonbjdrey must be
huge. His military experience led to his first thoughgt they were
some kind of aircraft, but their speed and strange motiere all
wrong.

Suddenly, a cry went up, seemingly evoked simultaneously from
several throats.

“‘Dragons!”
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Realisation striking, Tom set the throttle on the eagiand
tugged on the levers which engaged the pump itself. Theshose
lurched and bucked as they filled with water, while Tone-funed
the throttle settings so that the water pressure apmpeddbe working
value.

According to the local scuttlebutt, the pump had been sttippé
of a scrapped fire boat a decade or so before. Evahesw@generable
pump was capable of throwing streams of sea water $déwerdred
feet into the air. The jets were so powerful thatquired two men
on each nozzle to guide the flow of water.

Tom ran to join the other Guardians, who were clusgeat the
guard post.

“Why are they flying this way?” Fred shouted, “Dragdraste
water!”

“Look there!” someone called.

There seemed to be something approaching on the causeway
itself, a herd of some kind of animal.

“There’s pigs on the bridge!” The same voice sounded.

Tom could see, breasting the arch of the bridge, sesterain or
more pigs of all sizes, heading down the causeway inemisgly
unstoppable rush. He did not know that pigs could movedhat f

It occurred to Tom that the approach of the dragons haukspo
the livestock in the farm he had noticed the day befdte felt sure
that the dragons flying overhead caused the animals to gash push
their way out of the rather fimsy enclosure.

But that observation begged another question: even Withaa
was going on, Tom found a moment to wonder why the dsiha
chosen to run in the direction which leads to the caageand,
indeed, why the pigsties had been so recently erectethse to the
crossing.

“The dragons can smell the pigs!” The voice, Tom nealised,
was lfor’s.

“So that’s what they are following,” Fred responded.

Details of the briefings on dragons bubbled to the forefof
Tom’'s mind. He recalled that dragons have a good sdnseael,
and they can sense their favourite prey at a considetitance.
They also have good eyesight, and used sight to hunt dtrainge.
However, their hearing was rather poor, and it waardbkat they
were undeterred by the sounds of people shouting, or tee abthe
pump engine.
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The sight of the usually docile animals rushing headlong wa
quite a scary sight, and the Guardians seemed momeintaaitfe to
move.

Fred, who had taken charge automatically, started shoatihg
orders.

“You three, barricade the causeway! And man those shose
Move!”

At his instruction, the three men indicated started tuggn a
length of stout iron railing and sliding it across theussawvay
entrance. Tom knew that this barrier had been cirefohstructed
to appear, at a casual glance, to be just a fixed pénedfalustrade,
but could be rapidly moved to close the crossing.

Several of the Guardians were directing rifle and machuim fire
at the dragons, which did not seem to be particulargcefe. Tom
recalled Ged’'s observation that dragons were difficulthtowhen
flying, because of their characteristically unpredi@abbvements.

“Shoot at the pigs!” he shouted, insight striking, “Stognthfrom
crossing.”

Several of the Guardians close to the crossing hearghaiuts,
and aimed their rifles along the causeway. There wasiltade of
shots, and several pigs at the front of the herd celthpsly fifty feet
from the end of the crossing. Some of the animatsntetried to
jump over their fallen brethren, while others seeneestop, suddenly
more afraid of what was waiting at the end of the caagehan the
dragons flying overhead.

“Is that pump ready?” Fred shouted to Tom.

“Yes, Sir!” he responded smartly.

“Water cannon crews ready!” the older man yelled, V@i my
command. Gotta get them close enough to be afraiceatéiter.”

There was a chorus of affirmative cries from themsréo either
side.

The flying dragons appeared to slow as they approachedgbe pi
miling around. Perhaps, Tom thought, they were alsmrbag
aware of the men not far away, and the water beloemt The
leading dragons began to circle the stricken beasts.

More men and women began to arrive, running up from the
fenced camp Tom had once mistaken for an Army basele $6 the
reinforcements rushed to assist the teams supportinigeths/ pipes
and nozzles, while others unlimbered firearms and tawkaa the
animals on the bridge and in the sky.

“Water cannon, fire!” Fred shouted.
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With a roar, the powerful jets from four nozzles sprang and
converged on the flying reptiles. The animals panickedyree, they
veered away, striving to distance themselves fromstineams of
water.

“Don’t let them get to land this side!” Fred instructed.

The cannon crews redoubled their efforts, strainingnagahe
force of the jets to direct their flows. Tom notdat the dragons in
flight still managed to avoid most of the water jetst they would
scream in panic when splashes fell on their wings.e Guardians
armed with rifles also opened fire, adding to the nomk @nfusion,
although not, Tom would consider later, with much effent the
flying lizards.

Eventually, the dragons were forced back to Lyndesfdlyiag
close to the causeway as if it were some kind ofindefrom the
terrifying water below them. The pack was last sesapgiearing
into the perpetual haze at the far end of the crossing.

In the aftermath, the only conclusion that could bevdravas that
there was some kind of a plot to introduce lots of dragons
simultaneously into England.

There was a debriefing session back at the Grangegvihajor
Markham rather formally congratulated the ranks forrtheiift and
efficient reaction to the unexpected threat. He Himbliquely at a
“piece of timely intelligence”, but did not publicly singteit Tom as
the source of that information.

The Major then turned over the remainder of the segsid-red,
who explained to the group that, if the dragons had crossetl,
managed to establish themselves, they would certamng lcaused
havoc across the countryside. It would have been lobacd\ver up,
since the press in England could not avoid reporting theepce of
large flying reptiles, and it would probably have forcee tlosure of
the crossing. This was, Fred reported, very likely dagehbeen the
objective of the plan.

The dragons themselves seem to have disappeared.

“Quite probably, they've died by now. To be honestréed-
explained, “They could not have held in those dragonsages for
very long.”

“Why not?” Tom asked, confused.

Fred’'s answer was a little disjointed, but Tom managegudoup
that dragons rapidly fall il when caged or enclosed. yTteaded to
damage themselves against the restraints or bars — edebpit
fearsome appearance, dragons are actually quite fragildediodtely
constructed, so that they are light enough to fly.
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Apparently, investigations by the Guardian force in Lyfaiene
and, Tom suspected, also by the secretive Watcher sagjani were
unable to turn up any clues as to the identity of thesmicators,
despite their best efforts. He learned later that@dd the dragon-
hunter was questioned closely, but he did not recognigenvany of
the other hunters. Even those he did recognise, theesjarne
Guardians were not able to track down, itself a vergryimy state of
affairs.

Fred’s last words to the group were chilling.

“There’s still a war going on out there, my lads anddas’ he
said sombrely, “And we’re going to be in the front life a while
yet.”
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Chapter Twenty Eight

It had become clear to Tom that all of the train@eardian were
based at the Reserve Defence Training Establishniém. months of
his induction training were mostly undertaken here, ajpant a few
short duty periods at the crossing itself. Cliviger @emvas also
used as a reserve base for qualified Guardians, as a barkbp t
fenced-in base close to the causeway which Tom hadkeis for an
Army camp on his first visit.

Although not formally confined to the Grange at alldsnthe
winter weather was sufficiently inclement that thenas little
incentive for the trainees to venture out to onéheflocal pubs. This
was a particularly nasty winter evening in Februaryhieezing fog
being blown off the sea making even the few steps ftbm
accommodation blocks to the main building unpleasantld ewid
damp.

A small group had gathered in the large room used as ahyess
the off-duty trainees. Tom had arrived late, havingnbleeught
back to the Grange in the back of a lorry after onehefr short
orientation sessions at the crossing itself. Astldee had returned in
time to get something to eat, he thought, although thd Wwas past
its best by the time he had got to it.

After bolting his food, Tom joined the others from hisake
group, who were sitting around a rather meagre fire agdgang in
desultory conversation. The room was not actually pdatity cold,
but the damp and chill seemed to be permeating the room. This
added to the general feeling of slight despondency, Tom fét.
had made mugs of cocoa for the company, but even this hadl don
little to dispel the rather gloomy atmosphere.

In general, the NCOs in charge of the new recruits did n
socialise, but various staff members and even offe@esned to be in
the habit of dropping into the mess on odd occasionsd, kvBo
Tom now understood to have some kind of informal trainirig o
the organisation, put his head around the door. Observing the
uncharacteristically silent company, he entered theny@iosing the
door quietly behind him.

“Gloomy old night, isn't it,” he remarked cheerily, pallj up
another chair and joining the group clustering around tlee ‘ftuts
me in mind of another night, not so long ago.”
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Tom perked up at these words, as did the others. Sefettad
company had heard Fred'’s stories before, and the most oédshhad
heard them related second- or even third-hand.

“So you'd be interested in hearing a tale?” Fred askederrath
rhetorically.

He had apparently sensed the mood, and seemed happy enough to
be the centre of attention. Tom nodded enthusialsticahd was
joined by several others.

“Now, perhaps not all of you will have heard this one, eaen
you two,” he began.

He indicated the cousins Charlie and Stan with a nddsofiead.
There was already a perceptible lightening of the moadlgeimoom.

“This was back in the winter at the beginning of 1941,” he
continued, “When much of the country had been bombed during the
blitz and there was an expectation of an invasion atiargy”

Fred leaned back in his chair, accepting a mug of cocoa lfiar
and thanking him with a nod of the head before continuing.

“A commando force landed by night on the mainland from a
German submarine — a U-boat, as they were called. slihehad
managed to evade the destroyer patrols in the North sBpping
across from the Baltic Sea and the submarine pens obttgr

The room was hushed, all of them hanging on Fred'syenverd.
Only the soft crackle of the fire and the noise ¢ thind outside
broke the silence.

“We discovered later that the task force had landedhese t
separate squads of six men each, using inflatable boatbkyeat
different points. We found their boats not very wedld@n along the
coast away to the south of the crossing.”

The other man continued with what sounded like a well-jsextt
narrative, but Tom wondered if this was more to do \ftked’s
abilities as a teller of tales, rather than because&s a story he had
told many times before.

“ know that you becoming familiar with the lie of tHand
thereabouts,” he began.

“Those rocks are dreadful'”” Tom interjected, “Theysinhave
been taking a terrible risk.”

Fred nodded slowly.

“That’s true enough,” he said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin,
“They landed at high water, at the dead of night, usingeubbats
and many men to fend off the reefs as they made tlajirimghore.
They also managed to evade our shore patrols and regroup
somewhere — we never found out exactly where.”
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“There must have been a pressing reason to land likg¢ fan
insisted, “What were they trying to achieve?”

“Well, obviously they planned a stealthy attack on the Gaasd
on our side of the causeway,” Fred responded, “But itrmieseame
clear what the objective of the raid actually was.eylleould not
have expected to hold the causeway for very long, sorthest have
been expecting reinforcements.”

“But from where?” Ifor asked suddenly, having drawn up archai
for himself and sat down silently while Fred was spegakin

“No-one seems to know,” the old Guardian answered.

“But could they not have been planning to blow up the bridge?”
the little Welshman pressed.

“I don't think so. No explosives were ever found.”

“So what actually happened?” Ifor asked, evidently speafoing
them all.

Fred settled back, and continued with his tale-telling.

“Now, at that time, there was an unprecedented leviel o
cooperation between the Guardians and the regular milita some
instances, some of my colleagues would join a patrohefcbast.
Anyway, one of the indications we had was the discqougyyone of
these combined patrols, of broken German radio equipomerihe
beach.”

“‘How did they know that it was German?” Sophia asked,
characteristically bluntly.

“Well, the markings on the dials were not in Englisty, one
thing,” Fred responded amusedly, “But it was the preseneedefd
radio operator which really gave the game away.”

There was a collective sigh in the room at this pieée o
intelligence.

“In those days, we were all well-drilled in uniform regoation,”
the older man continued, “And, as far as they could tfedl soldier
had lost his footing and fallen from the cliff-side path.”

Tom had patrolled some of these cliff-top paths himseitl he
knew how treacherous the whole area could be. Theddge cliff
was often difficult to see, and had had first-hand agpee of sliding
precariously on the loose stones and slippery grass. cddéd
certainly imagine that it would be all too easy to slipd &all,
especially in poor weather, and even more so when ngreyiheavy
pack.

“Unfortunately,” Fred continued, “The discovery of the diea
soldier wasn’'t soon enough. When they found him, it was jus
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beginning to get light. By that time they must haverbashore for
hours.”

The older man explained that the surprise discovery anfitht
glow of the false dawn caused the patrol to set oftilatift for the
nearest point with a field telephone, which was a coopleniles
away. It was almost too late: by the time the caline into the
command post, the base was already under attack. [feamdwaknew
that the command post was within the fenced encampmenthe=ar
causeway, and would have to be neutralised if a milifarge
intended to capture the causeway.

Fred was silent for a few moments, then continued.

“It was probably just as well,” he said slowly, “Thatwad in
fact received a tip-off from the Watchers. It wague in the
extreme, even by the usual standards of their intetlige™here was
nothing specific — just a generalised warning that some kinainof
attack was imminent.”

He paused again.

“But it was enough for us to be on the alert. We had goste
additional guards and patrols, and everyone on duty had been
persuaded of the need for extra vigilance.”

In the event, it was explained, the alarm was raidewst
simultaneously by the telephone call from the shoreopahd by a
cry, followed almost immediately by a shot, from tperimeter
guards. Some brave but unsung hero on patrol managed to get a
warning shot off just before he was garrotted.

“You have to imagine a night much like this, with the Gisrd
struggling out in the dire weather to face who-knows-what.”

Fred stopped his account to look around the group of listeners,
meeting the eyes of each of them in turn as if tryinguttyg their
reaction under this kind of extreme circumstances.

“As it turned out, the attackers were heavily outnumtheard,
without the element of complete surprise, they werekdyirouted.
There was an intense fire-fight in almost complééekness. For
some reason, the searchlights failed and other lightiag erratic.
Half of the attackers were Kkilled, and the rest injuiee@ tgreater or
lesser extent. Three Guardians were Kkilled, includivg ltickless
guard who raised the alarm, as well as the — then — Warden

“Is that when Major Markham took over?” Tom asked.

“Er, well, no,” Fred explained, “We had a couple of tengpp
Wardens for a while. The Major’s only been in postdgear or so.”
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“So where are the PoWs now?” Ifor inquired. The $helan
had clearly been following the tale with great attamti

“Good question. Frankly, | don't know, and | don’t muzdre.
They were, I'm sure, just professional soldiers doingr tjodi. But,
more importantly, the invaders clearly knew their trged how to
get to it. They certainly knew not to attempt a seasing directly to
the Other World. And all this must have been basedsame
intelligence. Who knows how that was gathered?”

Tom and the others joined in the general shaking of hatatiss
revelation.

“So we were forced to the conclusion,” Fre continuddat the
German High Command — perhaps even Hitler himself — waseaw
of the existence of the crossing and the Other World. the
immediate aftermath, there was some pressure — assbarften is,
it seems — to have the crossing closed immediately.”

He paused again, taking a deep breath to steady himself.

“But it does seem as if luck was on our side. It wouldehiaeen
much worse if the invaders had not had so much diffioultiz their
weapons.”

“Difficulties?” Ifor interjected, “What do you mean?”

Fred chuckled.

“Almost all of their machine guns jammed or misfired aéidew
bursts, for some reason. Most mysterious.”

These remarks provoked a reprise of some earlier thoughts
Tom's mind. He had already been having his suspicions tha
Lyndesfarne magic can — sometimes — work in the other wdtllel.
was beginning to wonder if there are exceptions, or pertieere are
ways of getting magical artefacts out of Lyndesfarmel anto
England so that they still work.

“Mercifully, 1 suppose the outcome was fortuitous,” Fred
continued, interrupting Tom’s ruminations.

“What do you mean?” the younger man asked.

“Well, think of the High Command’s perception of eveniihey
get a single radio message that the landing itselfswesessful. And
then there’s nothing at all — no messages, and no coroatioms
from their other sources — agents and so on — at leastthat we've
identified. As far as we understand, the mission wasmdd a
failure.

“What was your part in this story?” lfor asked.

“Ah. Well funny you should ask.”

Fred stood up slowly and slipped off his jacket, hanging ithyneat
over the back of his chair. He then unbuttoned his ghirting it
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open to reveal a puckered scar just below his ribs ofethside of
his torso.

Tom had seen enough battlefield injuries to realise Wiaat
happened.

“You were shot,” he said.

“Right enough, lad,” the older man replied laconicalRicked up
a bullet during the fire-fight. Wasn't sure whether I'dika it for a
while.”

Fred refastened his shirt.

“I still have my rounds to complete,” he explained apadiicgély,
as he slipped out of the mess.

It was quiet in the room after Fred left — just a louzb of
conversation around the fire from the trainees disogstie story
they had just heard. Tom was not engaged in the conwersati
somehow letting the chat pass in one ear and out tle, atb his
Granny would probably have said. Eventually, the others greet
and went off to bed, leaving Tom in the room alone| sitling by
the dying embers of the fire.

Tom was left wondering about the objectives of thechttand,
more interestingly, anything similar happened on the otder sHe
wondered if the attackers had anticipated some kind of
reinforcements from the other side of the crossinghis Twould
certainly make sense. Otherwise, it was just aidgiimission with
no real objective. The invaders would need magical support
whatever the aim: to force the crossing closed, thewldv need
magical forces to be effective against the no-doubtrohated efforts
from both sides. Similarly, to hold the crossing of@ntheir own
use, they would need defences against whatever technologggic
the Guardians could deploy against them.
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Chapter Twenty Nine

Following the dragon’s attack on the bridge, the Guardans
both sides of the straights were at a higher statsleof for weeks
afterwards. Patrols were doubled, additional — but &y discrete
— checks were carried out on newcomers, and exhortdborextra
vigilance were a daily occurrence.

Nevertheless there were no further incidents, no atidies of any
kind that anything unusual was happening and, more worryingly,
further leads as to the origin of the perpetrators efattack. There
were almost no tips from the Watchers, too, fronhegitside —
another disconcerting observation. Eventually thet atatus was
downgraded to normal, despite the slight feeling, Tom thougha
calm before the storm.

The weeks flew by, dealing with what seemed to Tom\eme
ending series of small emergencies and amusing inciddnth,vhe
had come to understand, formed a normal part of the Guoardia
everyday existence. He had undertaken several tours @f dut
including a variety of coastal patrols, as well as frtexchange
visits with the Lyndesfarne training centre.

Although he was only vaguely aware of the process, T@am w
gaining a considerable amount of experience in the ramutf his
new role. It was almost a surprise when his probatioperiod was
completed, and he was formally accepted into the ran&sqied to
the position of Junior Guardian (Third Class).

The rank and its rather idiosyncratic-sounding title achuBem.
Its quirky nature was the result of a direct translaticmm the
language of Lyndesfarne, Tom understood, although that didtopt
a certain number of humorous remarks being exchangedein th
barracks at the Grange.

July arrive quicker than he had expected, and Tom had
accumulated a fair amount of leave. He had applied foripgan to
take an extended absence of nearly a week, back in Apdilit came
has rather a surprise to receive a handwritten nate fvajor
Markham confirming his approval of Tom’s vacation plans.

He had continued his rather sporadic exchange of corréspoa
with Bram and Alistair, even though his notes had tendetkvolve
into trivia and the minutiae of everyday life. He hadsseha certain
amount of excited anticipation in their reunion from sédir’s
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missives, although he got a slight feeling that it wak amdy the
prospect of meeting up with his old comrades that formestaMis
motivation.

The appointed day finally arrived, and Tom woke earlyteiA&
few mements collecting his wits in the morning higlM, he
bounced out of bed, caught up with an unexpected sense ddrinee
He packed up his knapsack, dragging a few essentials out of the
locker, expecting to be away for no more than a wdeken so, his
military training and, more importantly, recent militaexperience,
led him to pack essentials and no more, making it easgirty. Tom
considered that he could probably survive indefinitehhwite things
he was carrying on his back.

On this trip, he had the time to stop at the centréhefbridge.
This was something that had fascinated Tom since eéhefist time
he had encountered the crossing so many months agstobie for
what seemed like hours studying the swirling waters béh@acentre
of the bridge. As he watched, he idly wondered if theenwent of
the sea were entirely natural. The motion seemdak tdisturbingly
erratic, flowing first this way and then that. Fipahe shook his
head, and continued his way along the causeway.

Tom had expected to walk alone to Bram’'s place but, as he
reached the end of the causeway, he heard a familiee vehind
him.

“Private Perkins! Attention!”

Tom immediately stopped and swung around, his right arm
already automatically raised to a salute as militaining re-asserted
itself. As he realised what he was doing, a weird esgiva mixing
distaste and surprise at his own reactions suffused dtigrés, until
he recognised Alistair, who was just stepping out ofittie tafé.

“I've been waiting for you,” the other man said, strglitowards
Tom with a wide grin plastered across his face.

Tom was genuinely pleased to see Alistair. The two sh&ok
hands warmly, grasping the other man’s upper arm firmlyldag
moments.

“Good to see you, old man,” Alistair said, still withmade smile
playing about his lips.

“Likewise, I'm sure,” Tom responded, feeling himself gnmgnin
response.

Tom had assumed that he would walk to Bram's family home
alone, and had resigned himself to a lengthy march. \Bogn he
remarked on his pleasure of having a companion on the&ggur
Alistair just looked at him strangely for a moment.
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“Why don’t we just take a portal?” he asked, pointedly.

This idea had simply not occurred to Tom but, once it eh
suggested, he immediately thought it was a splendid nottomould
certainly save time, as well as being something ofdrenture. He
felt like being a child again.

In contrast, Alistair seemed to be entirely blaséualihe whole
thing.

“You've been using the portals a lot then, have youdimTsked.

“Oh yes,” the other man replied, “Been all over thacpl These
portals take a bit of getting used to, but once you've lggthing of
it, they're easy enough.”

Alistair guided Tom to the Public Transportation buildingtlz
end of the causeway, which adjoined the café whereakebleen
waiting. This was a modest stone-build building withghhioof and
with an arched doorway at the front, where large dodbtas stood
open. Tom studied the doors as the two men passed thdungy.
were heavy and ponderous, and looked as if they werehootvery
often but were strong and tough enough to withstand a sibga
they were.

A single portal archway stood in the opposite wall. sThas as
large as the doorway that the men had just used to thetdwuilding,
but looked as if it had been blocked up some years ago.stbhes
within the arch were carefully fitted together, butked as if the
blocks were of a different material to that used tostwat the arch
itself.

As Tom watched, a figure appeared through the archwaynipoki
for all the world like a ghost emerging from a wall. eThpooky
manifestation was belied by the unconcerned appearahdéeo
traveller himself, who nodded politely to the two mand walked
past them towards the main door.

There were a couple of signboards set over the archway,
displaying destinations and times in the angular Lyndesfaonipt.
Alistair studied the signs for a few moments.

“We're in luck,” he said, “This portal will be connedt¢o a local
level four terminus in a few minutes, and it's just onere step to
get to the closest portal to Bram'’s house.”

“How do you know all this?” Tom asked.

“'ve been studying the timetable,” Alistair repliedashing a
grin, “That’s how | filled the time waiting for you tarrive.”

“Oh,” Tom said, with faint irony, “Glad to hear thgbu've been
making good use of your time.”
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Alistair watched the signboards intently for a furthemute.
Tom could see that the legends were changing periodieifygugh
he did not really follow the details. Finally, Alisgtaeemed satisfied.

“Okay then, let’s go,” he said, grasping the other mgintlii by
the upper arm, “Straight through.”

They walked swiftly up to the archway and stepped through.
Tom somehow always expected some kind of sensatioit, \sas
quite possible that the little twist he felt in hi@siach was entirely
caused by his own imagination.

The terminus itself was a larger space with perhaps endoartal
archways arranged along the walls. In contrast viiéhkuilding at
the causeway, this room was bustling with activityeefing close
together, the two men dodged across the room, makingvhgito a
second archway that Alistair had pointed out.

“Come on then,” Alistair called, breaking into a jog.

Side-by-side, the two young men dashed through the arcinway
front of them. As they passed through, Tom felt a sligkistance,
as if some invisible fluid was slowing their movementathout
actually stopping them. They popped out of the other sidembding
slightly as the resistance disappeared.

“That was close!” Alistair exclaimed.

“What happened?” His companion asked, slightly breatiless

Alistair laughed. Tom thought that he had become ndiigea
more outgoing since the two of them had last met.

“Oh, nothing really,” Alistair explained, “We were juatlittle late
in getting to that last portal. You could probably fded barriers
tugging at you as we went through.”

“So that’s what it was,” Tom replied.

As they left the portal building, which seemed to beoaelof the
one they had entered by the causeway, Alistair explaai®ut the
safety barriers that all portals had. Apparently, psitahnected two
different points, but not all the time; to provide a largelection of
routes, portal connections were switched every few rasutFor
safety, barriers would automatically engage shortlyortaefthe
connection changed, to prevent anything from entering wthde
switch-over actually occurred.

“After all,” Alistair concluded, “You wouldn’'t want halbf you
arriving in one place and the other half appearing somevetsze

The two men stood outside the door, looking around.

“Which way now?” Tom asked, completely failing to recognis
where they were.
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“This way,” Alistair said without hesitation, indieag to their
left.

They shouldered their packs and set off.

As they walked along, it seemed to Tom that Alistaid ha
something on his mind. He appeared distracted, staringtheto
middle distance, in a way entirely at odds with hisechemanner
earlier on.

“Is there something bothering you?” Tom asked, aftatching
his companion in silence for a few minutes.

“Well, yes,” he confessed, “There is something worrymg.
And, it might be tied up with what you've told me in yoletters
about the dragons at the crossing.”

“So what is it?” Tom pressed.

As they talked, Tom slowly became aware of the innanailrin
his companion. On the surface, the other man was rogi@ pnd
outgoing that he had been before. But, inside, tlk Adistair
remained, with his rather diffident demeanour.

While they walked, disjointedly at first, but then wigfnowing
conviction, Alistair told Tom a story.
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Chapter Thirty

Tom soon got his bearings, recognising the route these we
following from their first trip to Lyndesfarne the preus year in the
company of Bram. The road was empty, the weatheffin@sif a bit
breezy, and Alistair seemed to be in the mood to tallam was
content enough to allow him to chatter on, enjoying tklaxed
moments after the recent hectic times on duty.

“My life has turned out to be every bit as itinerastlghough it
was going to be, all those months ago,” he began, datgh | still
haven't seen very much of the Other World.”

“Why is that?” Tom asked.

Alistair explained at length that the twin organisagioknown
collectively as the Guides — the Guild of DirectionsLimdesfarne
and the Travellers Guidance Group — almost invariablyuited
members from their own worlds.

The theory was that natives of a world made better gusdee
their instincts and common sense — the things learnedna’s
mother’s knee, Tom thought ruefully — corresponded to thaeaf
that world. So, they would instinctively react in aywappropriate to
the prevailing circumstances. He had heard that thistipeahad
saved lives in the past: in an urgent situation, a pelson in
England had moved automatically to operate levers andcl®sit
when someone from Lyndesfarne would have tried somegemey
magical gesture.

Alistair went on to explain that, under more normal
circumstances, a Guides’ duties included the organisaticnaoél
and accommodation, as well as assistance with custathgractice
in the unfamiliar society, so as to prevent the tlavefrom
Lyndesfarne from seeming too obviously foreign.

The role also demanded skills in translation, and Alista
explained that he had received additional lessons impnetation
since he had left the Grange.

“Where did you get those?” Tom asked, surprised at the
admission.

Alistair explained that he had spent quite a time at the
Lyndesfarne equivalent of Cliviger Grange, the “Collegar f
Guardians” — as Tom could now translate it for himselat the two
young men and their classmates had visited before.
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“As you'll remember, they've got quite a place thereJistair
went on, “And | was astonished by the way the buildingse bigger
on the inside.”

Tom did remember. He too had been struck at the timéhdoy
way the Lyndesfarne buildings were dug underground, and with
sleeping quarters on the lower floors. He had also ipsgressed by
the magical skylights, which let natural light into gvéevel. He
understood that underground living was now more-or-lesgitraal,
although the tradition had come about because of the dépresdaf
dangerous flying creatures, like the dragons he had expediesic
first-hand. The style of construction meant thareheas plenty of
space, and he had seen that there were lots of spatialassrooms
within the facilities.

“So | have been practicing my language skills,” Alistair
continued, “As well as the specialist set of capaddlitio become an
interpreter.”

“Find it easy, do you?” Tom enquired.

“Actually, it's rather hard,” Alistair replied, “You havto learn to
shut off your normal thought processes, and just trar$latmtent of
the words as soon as you hear them. You don’t hawee tbmhink
about what is being said. It's taken me ages to gekrtaek of it, but
now I'm not too bad.”

The other man shook his head at Alistair's modestye hdd
heard from other sources that the other man’s comnadnthe
language was astonishing for one exposed for the finst ti

“So where have you been travelling?” Tom pressed.

“Well, I've been working as an understudy to my Masterd@ui
And we have been travelling all over the country it Visitors.”

It had become clear to Tom that Alistair used the whfigitor”
specifically to refer to the person from one world whias being
escorted around the other.

“I've been to Edinburgh repeatedly, for example,” he metd,
“And | have been making frequent trips down to London —elliag
first class on the overnight sleeper, I'll have youwrio

Tom was amused by this observation — it was a farnciged
from that first train trip north last year, bunking downder their
greatcoats on the seats of a third-class compartment.

“So, going up in the world, then?” he quipped.

“Ha, ha,” Alistair responded ironically, “You know as lh&s | do
that these Visitors are usually VIPs, and therefotling is too good
for them. Of course, the Visitor is the boss, andhaee to taken
them where they want to go. Although you do sometinza® o
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firmly offer them advice that their proposed trip simghn't
practical.”

Alistair paused for a moment, as if struck by a sudden
observation.

“You know, there’s a surprising variation in the Visgor have
been accompanying,” he said slowly, “Some have beesyspect,
rather frequent travellers to our world. In fact, I'dger that they
probably don't really need a Guide at all. I'd have supgdisat they
get to use our services simply because their rank ongrogiémands
that they should.”

Alistair paused for a moment, clearly collecting hisughts.

“Others, well, | have to wonder if they know anythialgout our
world at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, some of them take to wandering around with open-
mouthed astonishment or, perhaps worse, being somehdye una
come to terms with the absence of magic. One ordintiem have
got really upset — to the point of insanity, sometimd$e advice
I've been given is to get the Visitor home as quicklpassible when
this happens.”

Alistair again fell silent, leaving Tom to digest wha had just
been told.

“I’'m worried about one of my Visitors,” Alistair piped wggain.

“What do you mean,” Tom wondered aloud, “Did he go barmy on
you?”

“No, no, nothing like that,” the other man replied,sljust that,
with all of the strange goings-on at the causeway yobéen telling
me about, | keep wondering if there’s some connection.”

Alistair seemed to be rather worried about somethiagally, he
stopped Tom in the road and spoke directly to him.

“The identity of the Visitors and their itinerary ssipposed to be
kept a secret. So you'll have to promise not to beeativord of this
to anyone, not even Bram. Okay?”

Tom readily confirmed his agreement.

“As | said before, usually I only escort visitors oar gide of the
crossing,” Alistair continued, “So it came as somejhan surprise
when | was asked to go and collect a Visitor from aeseinere other
than the end of the causeway. And even more of a serptien |
learned that | was to perform this task on my own.”

“Not accompanied by your Master?”
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“Exactly. It was very strange,” Alistair explainedytu know
the way to the House of Briz?” my Master asked me,cdraburse |
responded ‘Yes, indeed’. So, | was sent there on my’own

“Taking the route we’re on right now?” Tom asked.

“That’s right.”

“Well, that explains how you know the way so well.”

“Ah, well,” Alistair stammered, looking slightly embassed,
“That wasn’t the first time | had made my way to Bimrhouse
unaccompanied.”

Tom looked sharply at his friend, but said nothing.

“Anyway, when | arrived, | found Yise and her motheerth but
both Bram and Briz were absent, their whereabouts wnkras far
as | could determine. The ladies made me very welcemglistair
blushed more deeply — “which was just as well, sinced &dong
wait.”

Alistair smiled to himself, seemingly momentarily ursae of
Tom’s presence.

“Eventually | was called in. My Visitor was called rima— | had
received a short briefing on him previously. Apparehé#yis a senior
member of the Board of Control, and therefore the tmds of
VIPs.”

Tom had heard something of the Board from the lesstns a
Cliviger Grange. This organisation was in overall tcoinof the
crossing from the Lyndesfarne side, and was the authwritvhich
the Guardians in the Other World reported. The Boardalsasthe
government in charge of the Guild of Directions — thedgsfarne
equivalent to the Guides — and the mysterious organisktiow as
the Watchers.

Apparently there was a similar organisation, usually atferred
to as The Board, on the England side. The Guardianhar@uides
were ultimately responsible to the Board in his owmlevo

Tom had not managed to work out the relationships betteen
two Boards, or indeed the interactions (if any) betwdée
governance of the crossing and the formal British gowent in
Westminster and Whitehall. He felt sure that therestnbe some
official channels, judging by the aftermath of the moyole attack
on the crossing, but suspected that they must be exyr&mekey.

“Anyway,” continued Alistair, “Tarm appeared to be deep in
conversation with Hamet.”

“Bram’s Uncle?”

“Yes. Bit of a shifty character, that one, | thought

Tom murmured his agreement with this sentiment.
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“Anyway, it seemed that their discussions had just abwapped
up, and | was able to escort Tarm to the crossingweésrossed the
bridge and formally entered England, he called me oversked if |
knew the public house known as the Crossed Keys in Alrtfwigou
remember the one?”

Tom did indeed remember the Crossed Keys. This wapube
where they had that strange encounter with the Irigsticnbefore
they had ever set foot in Lyndesfarne.

“Tarm seemed to be unsettled, nervous, even,” Alistaint on,
“Although | could not imagine why. | had been told that ad
Visited our world on several other occasions, and iorthad no
problem with door handles and electric light switches.”

Alistair shook his head.

“We went on to Alnwick by car. | had previously arradge
borrow one from Cliviger Grange, and elected to driveatiiyrather
than drag one of the duty drivers out for a long waitrniastructed
me to drop him outside the pub and then wait in the 4rile |1 was
parking, | saw a person arriving. | wasn't sure, but cbalk sworn
it was the Warden from RDTE.”

“What, Major Markham?”

“Yes, him,” he replied, “In mufti.”

Alistair explained that he barely recognised Markhanciwiian
clothes, and for a while was not even sure it realig the Warden
from Cliviger Grange.

“So what was the Major doing there?” Tom demanded.

“Sure beats me,” Alistair answered.

“In any case, | waited outside as | had been instruatedot
Many of our Visitors are conducting business thought ttobesecret
for our ears and so hanging around is just part of th& job.

“Another thing we both learned in the Army, then,’nt quipped.

“You're right there,” Alistair laughed, then continued &isry.

“So, | escorted Tarm back across the causeway witincident,
and sent him on his way through the portal. The reallyryvag
thing is, since then, Tarm has disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” Tom echoed.

“Yes,” Alistair confirmed, “The day after I'd driven himver to
Alnwick. Apparently, people in the Board are running around like
headless chickens. They think he’s been kidnapped, althbeggig
been no word from any captors, no ransom demand. And the
Guardians are on high alert.”

“‘Really?” Tom exclaimed, rather surprised, “There’serbe
nothing in our briefings.”
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He had expected that some mention of this important
development in the daily shift update meetings whichedagbch on-
duty period.

“But why would anyone want to kidnap him?” Tom asked.

As he spoke, the two men crested the slight rise tlmah T
remembered presaged their arrival at Bram’s house.

“Ah,” Alistair cried, ignoring the other man’s questidijere we
are at last!”
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Chapter Thirty One

Alistair seemed delighted to be arriving at Bram’s farhibuse,
putting Tom in mind of a puppy eager to please.

Their boots crunched over the gravel as they entbeeddte and
looked around. The flower-beds and kitchen garden looked well
watered, Tom thought, despite the warm weather and résgnbf
rain. The grass had recently been mowed, and the hedgiagtly
trimmed. All-in-all, he mused, a fair amount of workdhheen
expended in maintenance of house and grounds, his expsriehce
farm labour last year having taught him just how mucbrefivas
involved.

At that moment, Yise appeared from the stable blockssei in
riding clothes and leading a well-groomed horse. Seeiagtwio
young men arriving, she called out and waved vigoroushtttach
their attention. They strolled briskly over to her.

Bram’s sister was clearly very pleased to see th&listair in
particular. She embraced him warmly, followed by a kissthe
cheek, standing on the tips of her toes to reach hgettarea.
Alistair reddened noticeably. It was obvious to Tom fribva way
that she looked at him that this was rather more thamege
acquaintanceship.

“Wonderful to see you again, Al,” she said, her eyeaming.

Alistair took both her hands in his own and they looked &ach
other’s eyes for a long moment.

“You remember my friend Tom, don’'t you?” he said everyal
pulling away from her slightly, and then putting his arrousd her
waist in a distinctly proprietary fashion.

“Yes, of course,” she replied, smiling rather more slaglyom.

The horse, which had been waiting patently during all thisseho
this moment to nuzzle Yise. She broke away, giggling.

“Bram and my father are waiting for you inside,” shelsdineed
to exercise my horse. Now you boys run along, andd® you at
lunch.”

Looking directly as Alistair, Yise then added a phrasethe
Lyndesfarne language which Tom took a few moments to unddrsta
When he did, he reddened — it was an idiomatic phrase, a
endearment with an undertone of slightly predatory aistindtly
sexual intent. He supposed that, since they had beskisg only
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English, Yise had assumed that Tom’'s understanding eofother
language was limited.

The young woman swung herself expertly into the sadue,
riding clock billowing out as she did so. The horse sldpgdeways,
eager to be off. She settled herself quickly and nutlgedeast to a
fast walk, turning to wave briefly at the two men.

Tom turned to Alistair, who was still watching Yise’'dreating
form riding the horse towards the gates where a seowuhted
figure had appeared. The rider wore the not-quite-uniform of a
Lyndesfarne Guardian, and appeared to be waiting totegisar on
her morning canter.

“You've been visiting here without me,” Tom said in a eoof
mock admonishment.

Alistair grinned in an embarrassed manner.

“Well, yes,” he stammered, “I've been coming hererlyai
regularly.”

“No wonder you knew the way so well. And you didn’tntien
it in your letters.”

“Well, it was not the kind of thing | was very comfdsta writing
about. Besides, | wasn’t sure until recently how serghe was.”

“If you ask me,” Tom smirked, thumping his friend playfutin
the shoulder, “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Guided by Alistair, the two men made their way into kioeise.
They found Bram and his father sitting in the comfortabtem that
Briz seemed to use as an office, or perhaps a studytwitheen sat
either side of the large table, which was illuminateddxesal of the
magical lanterns commonplace in Lyndesfarne.

They were poring, heads together, over a large shepbtjudr
which, as he drew closer, he could see was a map drdze As
they watched, Briz stabbed a forefinger on a locationrbafaaking a
spreading movement with his fingers, a gesture Tom kneantn
“make larger” or, perhaps, “expand”. Obediently, thegenan the
map rippled and redrew itself to show an enlarged repréments
the area he had just pointed at.

At the sound of Tom’s boots scuffing the stone flagsz Bnd
Bram looked up, only just registering the presence of theomers.
Both father and son looked tired and careworn, very meshupbeat
and carefree than their normal ironic selves, andnBlcoked even
more burdened and exhausted than any time Tom had seenthin in
Army, even under the most extreme of battlefieldurmstances.

Briz beckoned them in.

“You made it then,” Bram said, wearily, “Come and sikvdd’
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He stood up and grasped each of them warmly by the hand,
drawing them into the room. The two young men made tbes
comfortable in chairs by the unlit fireplace. Almoss an
afterthought, Bram made another casual gesture at the mmegp,
causing it to roll itself neatly at one end of the table

“Let me get you some refreshments,” he suggested as hetmade
step out of the room, nearly collided with Yellez comthg other
way.

Tom and Alistair moved to stand up politely, but she wathedn
down again, smiling.

“l was just going to make some chocolate,” Bram said & hi
mother.

“Oh, | can do that,” she replied cheerfully, “You bog® and
catch up with your news.”

Tom and Alistair spent quite some time reprising muchhef
news they have already communicated in their lettéfsllez soon
returned with the hot chocolate, handing it out in sgeas Alistair
talked about his assignment to the Guides.

Soon it was Tom’s turn. Briz, in particular, seemedyve
interested to hear at first-hand some of Tom’s expeeie. Both he
and Bram listened carefully as Tom told them aboetrtiotorcycle
attack and what he had learned of the subsequent investgatio

As Tom brought his retelling to a close, Alistair stood up
unexpectedly.

“l need to step outside for a few moments,” he said dyick
“Don’t wait for me. Tom'’s already told me about theglons, so |
won’'t miss anything.”

Briz said nothing, but nodded his head gently with a
characteristically wry smile playing about his lips.

After Alistair had left the room, Tom repeated thestalf his
chance meeting with Old Ged and the subsequent — thwarted —
attempt to entice a flight of dragons across the causewsgain,
Briz listened closely, occasionally interrupting wignestions and
clarifications of his own. Bram sat quietly throughocapparently
following the story, but not

‘It was a very clever plan,” Briz said when he had fingshe
“Dragons are terrified of water, even when they arendlyi They
never fly very high, anyway — they like to smell thedsecape below
them, as well as see it. I've heard of them panickindpe sight of a
not-very-wide river. The smell of the pigs must haveeir them to
the point of insanity, especially since they were propatarving.”
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At that moment, Yise appeared in the doorway of her father
study followed, a few seconds later, by Alistair.

“I'm back,” she said, looking flushed and excited. Tomswiot
sure whether this was as a result of an exhilaratingomdeorseback,
or whether there was some other reason.

Briz looked from his daughter to Alistair and back again.

“| take it you've already caught up with Yise?” he said\tistair.

“Yes, sir,” he replied promptly, “She was just going ading as
we arrived.”

“And now she’s back, evidently in one piece, and witthing to
report, | take it?”

Yise shook her head slowly. Bram appeared to be hidsmiik
behind his hand.

“Which means that it must be nearly lunchtime.”

Briz stood up slowly and stretched his back.

“Oh, there must be just time to walk the gardens, | thivise
said archly, turning her head to look sideways at Alistélie young
man reddened perceptibly.

Briz smiled warmly and nodded his assent.

Alistair and Yise walked together around the pathwagdet by
Tom and Bram, who was beginning to feel just a littlee lia
gooseberry.

“Do you think those two are...” Tom hesitated, unsure how to
continue.

“Almost certainly,” Bram replied cheerfully, glancing the other
man, “Don’t worry — Yise certainly knows her own mind, @here’s
nothing that you or | — or even my parents — could haiect & done
which would have changed anything.”

“Well, they certainly look well together,” Tom contirdie
watching the young woman pointing out herbs and bushedi@iA
never moving more than a few inches away from him atiarey.

A bell rang out from the house behind them. Yise and aitist
affected not to have heard the sound.

“Time to go in,” Bram said, raising his voice, “Lunchgaih

Lunch was served in the kitchen, around the huge woalde t
which filled the centre of the room. It was a rathare subdued
affair than on the previous occasion Tom had lunchec tr@ren
though Yellez and her sister-in-law produced anotherdkample of
farmhouse cooking.

Alistair and Yise sat close together at one end ofabke, talking
quietly between themselves. Bram and Briz sat atother end,
conversing quietly between themselves. Tom, sittirtgvden Bram
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and Alistair, found himself slightly shut out of thensersations and
at a bit of a loose end.

He glanced around the table. Briz's sister-in-law, wkam
eventually remembered was called Preda, seemed evemmoose
and depressed than on their last visit. She sat witlsieulders
hunched, picking at her food and answering in monosyllaklen
spoken to. Her children also seemed to have caught the rsaod,
sitting quietly and showing none of the lively sparkinss they had
shown on Tom previous Vvisit.

Taking advantage of a lull in their discussions, Torerinipted
Bram to ask quietly about Preda.

“Her husband Hamet has disappeared,” Bram replied equally
quietly, “No-one seems to know where he has gone. a\fet sure
whether he has been abducted or gone off for obscusengaf his
own.”

“What does Preda think?” Tom rejoined.

Bram explained that Yellez has questioned Hamet's eidsely.
She had been told that he had been distracted for Sov@e Preda
felt sure that something unusual was going on, but he hadldder
anything.

“Usually, Hamet never stands up to his wife,” Bram cargah
“Completely henpecked, really. But unusually, on this oocaghe
more she pestered and nagged, the more determined he dedmed
to tell her nothing, and to push her away.”
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Chapter Thirty Two

After lunch, the four men returned to Briz's study, whéne
older man practically collapsed into a chair. He waaethe others
to take seats.

“We've been out and about a fair bit recently,” Braams with
what Tom took to be laconic understatement.

“l think you always get around rather a lot,” Tom remdrke
shrewdly.

Bram laughed out loud, and even his father’s face crackedin
sardonic smile.

“Well, it is part of my job,” he retorted.

“And what, exactly, is your job?” Tom asked, quite gaaly
interested. He had speculated on this very topic moreadhee over
the last few months, and he had certainly entertairfied auspicions
of his own.

“To explain that, you first need to understand what my’'®ad
position actually is,” Bram replied, looking at his fathe

Briz nodded.

“I am a full member of the Board of Control, and | avseat on
one of the outer Boards concerned with the manageiethe
Guardians.”

“So you're in charge of the Guardians?” Alistair asked.

“No, no, nothing like that,” Briz laughed, “Normally,alct in an
advisory role, collating reports from our agents and otigtors to
your world. | give advice to the Inner Board, when thsly far it —
and sometimes when they don't.”

“Like a spymaster?” Alistair pressed.

Briz snorted.

“A bit over-dramatic, but probably not too far from theth.”

“And now | can explain my role,” Bram interjected,utPsimply,
I’m one of my father’s agents.”

Tom was not entirely surprised by this, and he alsolgostrong
impression that this was not shocking news to Alisttiee.

“So that's what you were doing in our world during the War,
then?” Tom asked.

Bram glanced at his father, who raised an eyebrow.

“That’s right,” he replied, “My father, and the Boarlemselves,
wanted first-hand reports on the progress of the Warthat they
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could decide on a course of action concerning the crosdingas
merely one of, | strongly suspect, many such agenggoum world
during the conflict.”

“Is that what you were doing, writing in that little tebook of
yours?” Tom wondered aloud, “Writing reports?”

“Yes,” Bram replied, suddenly looking a little uncomfdts
“And | would later arrange for my reports to be commated back
to my father.”

“Yes, | get reports all the time,” Briz said quickly, élivered by
the Messengers, sometimes, or using the slates.”

Tom again wondered about Bram’s notebook. He had learned
great deal about the properties of magic over the lastnienths,
during his training classes back at Cliviger Grange. No&,was
struck by the similarity between Bram’s notebook anel mhagical
writing slates widely used in the world of Lyndesfarne.

Even so, he had been told continually that no magic wovked
in his world, and no complex technology would work in O#her
World. Apparently, this was because of the propertiegh@fbarrier
between the worlds, which disabled magical items angsgiom
Lyndesfarne, as well as causing all kinds of sophisticatachinery
to fail immediately.

Tom did not believe it. He suspected that there wasceets
method of evading the effects of the barrier, some wawhich
otherwise proscribed items could be moved between thddsvo
without damage. Things like Bram’s notebook, and perhapsr ot
items, too.

He wondered about invisibility, a magical capability ulgual
embedded in an item of jewellery — typically a broochboacelet.
Maybe Bram had been equipped with such an accessory, ttpgen
way that Bram had appeared right in front of them onr thrst
acquaintance in that moonlit Normandy field.

Even so, he could not think of a reason why the maguld
have suddenly failed, and it had certainly put Bram'sitifelanger,
so it was unlikely that he had switched — or gestured # just at
that moment. Conceivably Bram had just been unlucky,ebven
Bram’s luck, which had served him so well on many docas— if
only to get a seat in a pub — might itself be enhancegicaily.

“We should talk about Hamet,” Bram gently prompted hisdiath

“Yes, yes, we should,” Briz returned, “Although | confabsat
I've run out of ideas of what to do about that situation.

He paused thoughtfully for a few moments, staring into the
middle distance and rubbing his chin ruminatively.
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“Hamet had gone out riding, something he did not do vemsnoft
these days,” Briz said, “Although he was once a reddpna
accomplished horseman. He borrowed one of my daugliterses
and set out, proposing to ride one of the local trackfien\he was
late in returning, we initially assumed he had simplylgst.”

“I've ridden those trails with Yise,” Alistair intexgted, “They're
pretty well marked, and it's hard to imagine going astrdy.child
could follow them.”

“That’s right,” Briz agreed, “So we began to think hed Hzad
some kind of an accident, a fall in the woods — he wobpractice
with horses, after al. When he did not return oretifreda, his
wife, got increasingly worried, although she does tenfteba little
bit too much. Once we finally concluded that Hametiyréed gone
missing, we contacted the local police, as well asGhardians and
various parts of the Board.”

“What's Hamet'’s role?” Tom interjected, “Does he wdor the
Board of Control as well?”

“He has a more minor role in the boards,” Briz repliélin a
group that liaises with the organisations which handlgajs and
transport here in Lyndesfarne.”

“A search of the local area, by the Guardians androthel
forces, found nothing,” Briz continued, “But while theasgh was
going on, someone found Hamet's horse wandering nearby,
seemingly intent on making its own way back to thelesab

“Was the horse all right?” Alistair enquired.

Briz nodded, smiling wryly at the younger man’s expressibn
concern for the dumb animal or more likely, Tom thought,tfee
feelings of the horse’s owner.

“On this news, we redoubled the search efforts, althoughtilie
could not find the man himself. However, we detectedssgna
struggle in the woods.”

Briz sighed deeply.

“There’s a disused building on the trail, which wasr time the
works of a timber company. It's now in a very decregpdte of
repair.”

“Yise pointed out the old lumber mill when we were mgl/’
Alistair said, “It's little more than a few stone llgaand mounds of
rotting timber, all heavily overgrown. It's almost in in the
woods.”

“That’s right,” Briz confirmed, “Even so, at one tiptée building
contained a goods portal, used to transport the cut tinabether
parts of our world. Of course this was shut down a lomg tago.
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But, when we investigated more closely, there was a suggesno
more — that this portal had been used recently, andustigpossible
that whoever abducted Hamet had somehow re-instated tta, po
albeit briefly, to whisk him away.”

“You know, I've heard stories recently that suggested hitaten
portals were being used elsewhere,” Tom said.

Briz sat up suddenly and Bram gave Tom a strange look.

“What do you mean?” Briz said sharply.

“Remember Old Ged, in the Dragon’s Nest?”

The other men nodded.

“When | ran into him the second time, when he warnedibuait
dragons being captured, he said he had lost the dragon huntees
trailing, that they just seemed to disappear. He sattidwgght they
might have used a hidden portal of some kind.”

“You never told me that bit of the story,” Bram saggbirovingly.

“Well, he wasn't certain,” Tom responded apologeticatiénd
he did seem slightly embarrassed even to be suggesting shiclg.”

“It wouldn’t be entirely impossible,” Briz said slowlyQur world
is littered with disused portals. It's not uncommon see the
characteristic shape of their arches in ruins, or ewdsuildings in
regular use.”

“So what does it take to re-open a portal?” Alistakeals

“Well, it's a substantial undertaking, required the saamount of
effort and time as the original,” Briz said, adding asaéerthought,
“Although the exertion can be considerably reduced if yau use
the detailed records from its construction.”

“Why is that?” Alistair pressed.

“Oh, it's just because it is much easier to repeat prexise
sequence of steps without having to discover the, well, aégtsn
and tensions for yourself.”

Tom knew that the words just used by Briz were the iEng|
translations of some basic steps in the construdianagical items
of all kinds.

“But those records are supposed to be kept safely in thel Bda
Transportation,” Briz continued.

Tom thought for a moment, then asked a little diffidgritNvould
Hamet have had access to these portal records?”

Bram and Briz glanced at each other, suddenly looking &arri

“Perhaps,” Briz conceded slowly, “But who would want such
information? And, more importantly, what would induce bngther
to give it to them?”
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“Father,” Bram piped up, “You know those reports that some
guasi-military group is being assembled in secret?”

Briz looked irritated.

“Of course | know about them,” he muttered, “But thergghing
to substantiate these rumours. Official accounts baweurse been
circulated to the Guardians on both sides, but thereén b®
corroboration.”

“True enough,” his son agreed, “But they could be the saoep
as the dragon-hunters Ged told us about, or at least sedaand
commanded by the same conspiracy. And, it would be lgxhet
kind of group who might want access to a private portalowdt.”

There was a sudden silence while Briz glowered in thetibire
of the fireplace.

“What's going on?” he erupted eventually, “This could be much
bigger than | thought. Not just the maniac scheming of a few
madmen. And this is not the only recent disappearahaarember
of the Boards.”

“Like Tarm, you mean?” Alistair asked.

“Yes,” Briz replied, looking sharply at the younger méawhat
do you know about that?”

Tom looked meaningfully at Alistair.

“Well,” Alistair began, “I was a Guide for Tarm reudy. But
I’'m not supposed to speak of what | see or hear whentiagsas
Visitor.”

Briz looked thoughtful for a moment, then said quietlythink,
on this occasion, you would do more good if you were toagside
your oath of secrecy.”

“Well, OK,” Alistair said, equally quietly. “Well, 1 wa assigned
to guide Tarm a few weeks ago. It was my first assighméhout
my Guide Master. And | came here, to this house tecofim.”

“Here?” Bram and Briz echoed in unison.

“Well, yes,” Alistair said, taken aback, “It wasn't acset. Yise
and her mother knew | was here.”

“Yes, well,” muttered Briz, “But you're always hangingoand
this house, for some reason.”

Bram smirked at Alistair, who blushed astonishingly dgepl

“Even so, | didn’'t realise that you were here in afici
capacity.”

“Well, | was,” Alistair insisted, “When | arrived, Tarwas in
conference with Hamet. | waited around for ages thdm@nwhey
had finished, | guided Tarm over to the Other World.”
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Alistair then repeated what he had already confided to, Bdout
Tarm’s meeting with Major Markham in the pub in Alnwick.

Tom himself piped up at this point. He told the assembled
company, to their increasing interest and concern, abeutneeting
he had inadvertently seen between Markham and Hamethel
hidden garden at Cliviger Grange.

At the conclusion of his story, there was a sileraegveryone
digested the importance of the information just impart8dz stood
up and paced the room impatiently.

“So, what do we know?” He said rhetorically, “We knafva
meeting between Tarm and Markham in England, and Tarsn ha
disappeared subsequently. We know of a meeting betwesetHa
and Markham, also in the other world, and Hamet has als
disappeared. And we also know that Tarm and Hamet met he

He was still and silent for a few seconds.

“Well,” Briz said finally, rubbing his hands together, S¢ems to
me that our next action is obvious: we need to talk tadéfa
Markham, as soon as possible.”
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Chapter Thirty Three

After a few moments’ further contemplation, Briz dekegbBram
to travel to Cliviger Grange to interview Major Markha Tom and
Alistair looked at each other, then immediately volernte to
accompany him and Bram, after exchanging a meaningfuktelan
with his father, accepted their offer.

“Be careful, son,” Briz chided, as the three young nteadup to
leave the room.

“Don’t worry,” Bram replied blithely, “I'm always caful.”

Tom and Alistair swept up their baggage, which they had dumped
neatly close to the door they had entered earliermBnaept a long
cloak from a peg nearby and swung it expertly over his deosll
fastening the front with a large brooch and a near-icts¢m gesture.
He selected a long staff from a rack which appeared mtacoan
eclectic collection of walking sticks, canes and hiking podand then
pulled a small bag onto his back.

He looked, as Tom remarked aloud, very much like a meniber o
the Messengers.

Bram grinned broadly in response.

“It's a disguise,” he said bluntly, “And, as it happensarh
actually an honorary member of the Messengers. Bgsidshould
discourage anyone from delaying us unnecessarily.”

They set off through the front door into the blustemynmer
weather. The three of them walking as one once agas eerily
familiar to Tom, as they had spent so much time irheatber’s
company over the last few years. But they were notasefree, he
considered, and the party was rather less jolly than cdntheir
previous trips together.

They returned to the causeway by the route Tom anchihlisad
used earlier that day. It was necessary to waitHercorrect portal
connections for a short period, during which they sat in
uncharacteristic silence, each of the young men sggmsunk in
their own thoughts.

Once their transfer was complete, they marched &itraigt of the
portal building to the causeway entrance where, as ,usesakral
members of the Lyndesfarne Guardian forces were drefu
watching the passing travellers. Tom recognised a feteofaces,
but he could not bring any names to mind.
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Without hesitation, Bram strode over to the nearesar@an,
who was leaning on the stone wall in the studiously casisaion
encouraged by their training. Seeing Bram’s staff of effithe
Guardian stood up straight, clearly alarmed that he wasg be
approached by one of the notoriously aloof Messengers.

Speaking in the Lyndesfarne language, Bram asked about
current alerts and unexpected activities, with Tom andbtaht
listening intently to the answers. After a few minytebecame clear
that there was really nothing unanticipated going othatmoment,
and the Guardian looked even more confused after hisdighng
by the three young men.

Bram turned to the other two.

“l think we should just press on,” he said, “I don't want t
advertise our presence unnecessarily.”

Tom and Alistair nodded wordlessly, and they strode offglie
causeway. The wind, which had been merely blustery inland, w
much stronger here. A layer of grey cloud covered ttagstts and
coastline as far as Tom could see, but mercifully eheas no
immediate sign of rain. The communications tower \a#sbut
invisible, its dull paintwork barely distinguishable agaiie skyline.

They walked on with their heads bent, the cries ef ghagulls
nearly drowned by the sound of the wind in their ears.y Tieze all
very glad to get to the relative shelter of the Guarttimg and the
stunted trees that dotted the coastline. Tom spottedwfor was on
duty, and asked if there was anything unusual going on. Ifddeth
at Alistair, who he obviously recognised immediatelyde then
looked askance at Bram, who was standing quietly atlitttee side,
his face almost hidden under the hood of his cape.

Turning back to Tom, Ifor make it clear that there was n
indication of anything amiss.

“All quiet, isn't it?” the Welshman said cheerfully.

Tom had gained a slight reputation as someone whose peesenc
sometimes presaged some crisis. He supposed that thisiovas
entirely surprising in the light of recent events, giveniislvement
in the motorcycle attack as well as the incident wighdragons.

Tom’s old mentor Fred was also on duty and the older caare
hurrying up as soon as he saw that Tom was asking questions.

“Something going on, lad?” he asked, looking Tom in the eye.

“Not really,” Tom replied, “I'm just helping Bram withan
investigation.”

He nodded in the direction of the hooded figure. Fred tujrstd
as Bram drew back his hood and said, “Hello, old friend.”
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“Bram, you rascal,” the other man replied, “I didn’tokm you'd
joined the Messengers.”

Bram laughed.

“Well, you know I like to get around.”

Fred joined in the laughter.

“So what'’s this investigation?” he asked.

“Well, you've heard about the disappearance of my uncle
Hamet?”

Fred nodded. Both he and the other Guardians clusteraddaro
were listening intently.

“And have you heard about a member of the Board known as
Tarm?” Bram continued.

“Yes, | do recall something from the daily briefings,” &re
replied, “Didn’t he disappear recently, too?”

“Correct. And we have reason to believe that theseiroences
are connected. We've got to talk to Warden Markham as 880
possible,” Bram said insistently, adding, “Is he here?”

“Not seen him,” Fred said, suddenly looking seriously a¢atm
He looked around at the cluster of Guardians, who weakisg their
heads and muttering negative-sounding mumbles.

“Fine. On to the Grange, then,” Bram said, pulling lmedback
over his head, “Keep your eyes open, won't you?”

Tom suggested that they use Bram's Messenger privileges to
commandeer transport. There was a staff car fromRéserve
Defence Training Establishment parked up close to the caysew
entrance, the young driver now leaning on the bonnet isigand
watching the excited group of Guardians with mild interest

As Bram and his companions approached, he threw asideghis fa
and stood to attention.

“I'm sorry, but we need to take your car,” Bram said gentl

The other man's eyes swivelled back and forth, belatedly
recognising both Tom and Alistair as recent graduates R@WME,
but unsure of the reasons why they were accompanying a supposedl|
unapproachable Messenger.

Tom was on nodding terms with the driver, whose name, he
recalled, was Oliver and who was one of the staff ftbengarages at
the Grange. Tom held out his hand for the car keys.

“I'll drive,” he said, holding out his hand.

Finally coming to a decision, Oliver dug into his pocketd an
handed over the key.

“Please look after the car,” he begged, “Otherwise Edgtr
have my guts for garters.”
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“Don’t worry, I'll be careful,” Tom replied.

Tom had used his acquaintance with Edgar the garage fortema
borrow a vehicle from time to time, to practice his/ohg skills. On
the fist occasion, Edgar himself accompanied him, presumntably
make sure that he did in fact know how to drive. FoteipaTom
had had the basics of vehicle control instilled into byrhis Uncle
George, and Edgar was soon convinced that the young manotvas n
likely to recklessly damage any of his precious truckscansl.

Bram and Alistair clambered into the passenger seatg Whbin
slid behind the wheel and operated the electric stafitbe car fired
immediately, a testament to the careful maintendazished on the
vehicle by Edgar and his crew. As they left, the Guasd@nduty
were noticeably more alert and tense, conversing tevaélyeach
other as they moved purposefully around the area.

They drove past the tiny, not-quite-permanent fair ticatipied a
walled area close to the causeway, where Bram hatiaeged
money on their first visit. The market appeared neardgded, with
tent-flaps closed against the wind. The shutters andsdobthe
brightly-painted caravans were bolted shut, with thetindred horses
standing patiently nearby, sheltering as best theydcauaber the
trees.

The road took them past the fenced-off area used as & loca
support point for the Guardians manning the causeway andlipgtro
the coastline. Again, it seemed close to deserted, justha lone
sentry at the guard post. The wind was whipping at the @med
rattling the wire fencing.

“Looks like there’s a storm coming,” Alistair commented.

“Very probably,” Tom agreed, “Let’s get to the Grangejagkly
as possible.”

Tom knew several routes between the causeway and Hrey&r
having travelled all of them on numerous occasions. eNafrthem
seemed particularly quicker than any other. He understaod f
discussions overhead in the garages that the drivers emth h
favourite routes, and argued vociferously on the supposedsnoéri
their preferred directions.

Tom piloted the car skilfully along his preferred rout&hey
made good time along the narrow lanes, arriving afterefiftminutes
or so at the wrought iron gates of RDTE. They wereedahrough
by the sentry, tyres crunching on the gravel drive, ankegar or,
thought Tom, more like abandoned — directly in front & thain
entrance to the Grange.
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The three men swiftly made their way up the worn stiees to
the entrance and through the imposing double doors. Theghethr
along the broad corridors and up the sweeping stair cabe grand
old house, with Bram’'s cape sweeping over the polisheddem
floors, finally arriving at the Warden'’s office. Thé&pocked on the
door.

“Come.”

Bram pushed open the door. Duty Warden Arden was sitting at
the desk, poring over some papers with a fountain pers inamd and
acting, as it seemed he often did, as adjutant to t&jerM

“Ah,” Bram stammered, momentarily taken aback at Arden’s
presence, “l was expected to find Warden Markham.”

“The Major is not at Cliviger Grange,” Arden replied plym
setting down his pen and shuffling the stack of paper imt fsbhim.

“Do you know where he is?” Tom asked, adding, “It's Iseal
urgent, sir.”

Arden looked coldly at the three young men, clearlyaited by
their interruption to his vital administrative tasks.

“He’s just set off to the crossing,” he said evengyallHe
received a phone call, perhaps ten minutes ago, sayingehaas
needed elsewhere.”

“Did he say where?” Tom interjected.

“He did not,” Arden replied, “He merely said that heukb be
away for a day or two, and that | should run things irabsence.”

Tom and Alistair glanced at each other. Has Markham
disappeared, too, Tom wondered, or was there some et for
his sudden departure?

Bram drew himself up straight, holding onto his staff frmThe
movement seemed to draw Arden’s attention to his Messenge
appearance.

“I need you to get a telephone message to the crossing gasir
immediately,” Bram said, speaking with an astonishing aitththat
Tom and Alistair had never heard before, “Tell thenirttercept
Major Markham, and get them to inform him that | hareurgent
message from Board Member Briz, one that | must ddlivperson.”

Arden must have recognised Bram for who he was jushait t
moment, as his whole attitude changed abruptly.

“Right away,” he said ingratiatingly, reaching for tieéephone.
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Chapter Thirty Four

It was the evening before the graduation ceremony igig€n
Grange. This was the point at which Tom, Alistaid &he others in
their intake would cease to be trainees at the ResBefence
Training Establishment, and become probationary mesmbérthe
Guardian forces.

There had been something of a celebratory atmosphetbei
mess-room that evening. The meal time had been unuswedly,
with much loud conversation and the comparing of notdsich of
the conversation was discussing what their new posti@ge going
to be. The official list had appeared on the noticartbeearlier that
day, and the group of trainees had flocked around to find bat the
official recommendations for their future was going ¢ b

It seemed that their destinations would be many an@d;aand
Tom wondered how easy it would be to keep in touch over th
coming months and years.

Alistair already knew that he would be joining the Gsidand
would therefore be embarking on an extremely itineveay of life.
Tom, along with Ifor and some of the others, would th@ched to the
mainstream Guardian forces at the causeway. This woeldn
shortly moving to another part of the brick-built barmdKocks at
the Grange.

Other members of their intake would soon be going Separate
ways, too. Stan and Charlie, whose innate skill with language of
Lyndesfarne had gained a head start from their childhapdsere
with their extended family, would be joining the Guild@ifections,
moving over to live in Lyndesfarne for the foreseeafiture. In
their case, however, they were to train as integpsetvorking within
the Guild itself to translate documents of all kinds.

Tom had wondered about this role. Stan had rather diffide
explained that, while there were a fair number of peagie were
fluent in both languages, for certain politically-semsitdocuments,
or those with a highly technical content, it wasalito provide an
authorised translation in order to avoid embarrassing ewen
dangerous misunderstandings.

Sophia, whose rather direct personality and considepdiyisical
presence had drawn her to the attention of the War8ée.was also
to be attached to the Guardians. Tom was given to uaddrghat it
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was considered to be advantageous to have both men amehvem

duty at the crossing, given the very occasional ndgessicarry out
close body searches on suspected smugglers. Tom ratpectsaks
that Sophia would be in her element with her devil-wane attitude,
not to mention the confidence she had gained during thd-toa

hand combat training undertaken by Mister Giles.

Marjorie, who usually managed to conceal an exceptioaatute
and slightly intimidatingly quick mind behind the facade oblay
cheerfulness, would be retained at the Grange for ‘additio
instruction’.  This, Tom understood, was a euphemism Her
induction into one of the unnamed intelligence-gathering
organisations whose existence had not quite been fdlgitized
during their briefing sessions.

She would be joining a select group occupying a set of quiet
offices on the top floor of the old house, poring oweparts, and
producing summaries and recommendations for those in charge
Tom suspected Marjorie’s job was probably a supportingfool¢he
responsibility he had earlier discovered Bram’'s fathgriz
maintained.

Later that evening, Tom and Alistair were in the [gleg quarters
they had shared throughout their months as traineesy Were,
rummaging though their lockers, sorting through the odds adsd en
that seemed to have accumulated like mushrooms in theegarkn

Tom had decided that the easiest way to manage théetrénasn
one set of barracks to the other was to pack allsobéiongings into
his kitbag. This was, he considered easier than makwvegra trips,
and in any case he did not actually have a great dealfbf

Alistair had a more difficult task. Although the Traeed
Guidance Group was based in Cliviger Grange, he would nat da
permanent domicile in the buildings. Guides used the Ysito
dormitories from time to time, but the only private gpdhat Alistair
would have was a tiny locker in a dingy and infrequentyted
basement of the old house.

Alistair picked up his Grandfather's pocket-watch, and stood
holding it thoughtfully for a few moments, turning it o\ard over in
his hands. Finally, he turned to Tom.

“Could you do me a favour?” he asked.

“Of course. What can | do for you?”

He held up the watch by its chain.

“Could you look after this for me?” he said carefullythink it's
quite valuable and, more importantly, it's the only ghinhave left
from the old man.”
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“Well, of course,” Tom agreed, “But why leave it witlefi

“I'll be travelling a lot over the next few monthsilistair replied,

“In and out of Lyndesfarne. I'm certain that this e@ldtch is far too
delicate to risk taking through the barrier to Lyndesfaespecially if
I’'m going to be whizzing back and forth like a blue-ardgd So |
want to leave it somewhere safe, and | don’'t wamatildering in a
locker | may not get to attend very frequently.”

Tom grinned then nodded his agreement. Alistair handedtbee
watch, and the other man carefully wrapped the wat@hsorap of
cloth, carefully packing it away amongst his own things his
rucksack.

Alistair returned to his rummaging. At the back of thplmard,
he located the strange pendant he had found while diggingeslitch
around Holme Farm the previous summer, still containetthenflat
box made of that curious material he had originally akish for
metal.

He had carefully cleaned both box and pendant one raening
at the farm, brushing away the decomposed tissue papehdbat
originally protected the ornament. Although he had hewble to
remove the tarnish on the metal setting, the stdgeelfihad
succumbed to copious quantities of what Tom’s Granny woaNe h
referred to as ‘elbow grease’, and now shone with wbhamed to be
a faint inner green glow in all but the brightest ofiditions.

Alistair opened the stoneware container and pulled out the
pendant, holding it up for Tom’s inspection by the lengttailing
twine he had threaded through the setting’s fixing loop.

“Remember this?” he asked.

Tom reached over and cupped the ornament in the palnsof hi
hand. It felt cool against his skin. The stone glovgsohtly,
shadowed from the fading sunlight which slanted through the
window behind him. He squinted closer, peering at theousiri
markings now clearly visible on the surface of thensto Even with
his new-found understanding of the language of Lyndesfamstilh
could not fathom any kind of meaning from the engravings.

After a few moments study, he concluded that, although the
markings were some kind of writing, it was one he did not
understand. He remained uncertain whether the languagé&omas
some foreign part of his own world, or conceivablyrireome other
part of the world of Lyndesfarne.

“It's rather a beautiful thing,” he said softly to Abdr, releasing
his gentle hold on the artefact.
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“Isn’'t it?” the other man replied, “Quite something fiod in a
ditch.”

Tom nodded his agreement, then returned to his delvingein t
recesses of his own storage compartments.

Alistair seemed unsure of what to do with the pedant d& h
found all those months ago. He looked at Tom askanae the
appearing to come to a decision, he rewrapped the ornaareftlly
and slipped it back into its curiously-finished ceramic.box

Alistair interrupted Tom’s housekeeping, clearing his throa
discreetly.

The other man looked up, already smiling wryly at the dquest
he anticipated from Alistair.

“Could you look after this as well?”

“Of course. I'd be delighted,” he said, rather formally.

He took the stone box and packed it carefully in his bagtling
close to the old watch.

Later, long after Tom had moved into his new barracke was
now sharing a tiny dormitory with Ifor — and Alistaiadh departed on
his peregrinations, Tom once again pulled out the mysi®rio
stoneware box. He opened it, meticulously extractedptredant
from its wrapping of tissue paper, and dangled it once agzim His
fingers. He wondered idly if there was any connechietween the
ornament and the strange antics of the old gleanatseidields he
had watched so assiduously the previous summer.
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Chapter Thirty Five

The three companions left the Warden’'s office withder
speaking quietly but urgently into the telephone behind th&imey
set off in haste along the corridor, their boots andnBs staff
squeaking in unison on the polished floorboards.

As they turned the corner which led to the stairshi® ground
floor, they suddenly encountered Brasham, the surprisongigtly-
spoken Sergeant that had previously guided Tom and Alistdaimean
first trip to the Lyndesfarne School for Guardians, mileey were
still trainees.

The Sergeant seemed intent on his own business, Imd mi
somewhere far away, but he stepped automatically tcsideeto let
the other men through. They walked quickly past, but jush th
Brasham’s attention snapped back to the here-and-now.

“You there!” he called out, “What are you up to?”

The three companions stopped immediately and turned around as
one. Brasham evidently recognised both Tom and Alistai
immediately, having been in charge of them both onentban one
occasion. His eyes widened as his glance took in Brapidly
identifying the cloak and staff as that of a Messenger.

“l know you, don't 1?” He said, after a closer look Bxtam’s
face, “And | know your father, too.”

Bram looked startled for a moment, then looked again, stwdy
the other man through narrowed eyes.

“It's Brasham,” he said finally, holding up a hand in dirgge

It seemed to Tom that Bram had just used a subtly differen
pronunciation of the other man’s name.

“So what are you doing, wandering the halls of Clivigearige?”

Bram flourished that wry grin of his.

“My father’'s asked us” — he indicated Tom and Alistaithwa
sweep of his hand — “to track down Warden Markham, andsko a
him a few questions.”

Brasham raised an eyebrow.

“Do you, now?” he said laconically, “He’s not in hisfioé,
then?”

Bram shook his head.

“As it happens,” the Sergeant continued, “I've been keepimg
eye on the Major myself, just recently.”
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The Sergeant’s face twisted into a sardonic smile Toan had
never seen before. He was beginning to wonder if Brastwuld
give Bram a run for his money in the ironic expressions rdieeat.

“And what is it that you want to ask him about?” Sergean
Brasham asked quietly.

“Well, it seems that my friends here have come byneso
information,” Bram replied, also lowering his voic#, concerns the
recent disappearance of my Uncle Hamet.”

“‘Go on.”

Bram and Brasham had moved closer together, so thatidrey
now face to face, with only a few inches between thénseemed to
Tom that there was some kind of hidden communication gomg o
something he could not interpret from where he stood.

“For example, we know that Markham had a meeting wimkit,
here in the Grange — well, in the grounds, to be précise.

“‘Hmm. And how exactly do you know this?”

Bram pointed a finger to one side. As one, the two mavetied
to face Tom.

This seemed to be his cue to speak about the time hsekivesd
off from his chores, and wandered along the quiet pathwapugh
the grounds to the walled garden and old tennis court tuckedaway
the rear of the house. He explained how he had seeretHaml
Markham in conversation, but had not been able to ovenrubat
they had been saying.

“Aha! So it was you,” Brasham exclaimed, “I had wondendno
the hidden bystander was. You must have heard me stepnig-a
quite deliberately, | have to add. | wanted to flush goty but you
managed to move so quickly through the undergrowth tluest lyou
almost immediately.”

“Sorry about that,” Tom said apologetically, “But | wasn’
supposed to be in that part of the grounds at all.”

“l understand that,” the Sergeant replied gently, “Mindi,ygou
certainly have a way of moving quickly and quietly, yguman.
Really rather impressive.”

He looked askance at Bram.

“Perhaps we can find some better use for your talentdhean
future?”

Bram nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off Tom for aglo
moment. Then he turned back to Brasham.

“| can see we’'ve got your attention,” he said, “And &®more.”

Bram briefly retold the story where Tarm and the tmcibd
Markham had met in the Pub. He reminded the Sergeant about

© Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007 195



Tarm’s position in the Board of Control — although Tompsaesed
that he did not, strictly speaking, need to — as welhadéct that the
Board Member had also recently disappeared mysteriow$tydid
not mention Alistair's role in this at all, although Bras did look
quizzically in his direction a couple of times. Tomammed that
Bram was not keen to have Alistair’s breach of thed€sli rules too
widely known.

After Bram had finished, Brasham stood silently for a fe
moments.

“Well, well, well,” he breathed eventually.

He put his head on one side.

“I've had my suspicions about Markham for some time, gt |
not been able to find anything untoward. But there areva f
guestions about his military service record — there appdag sbme
gaps and inconsistencies, as if some attempt has bekntmaover
something up.”

“What do you mean?” Bram asked, suddenly sounding more
urgent.

“The official records say that the Major was in Franand
Germany for the entire War. But there are irreguésit- some
documents we've managed to unearth suggest that he way briefl
seconded elsewhere.”

“Where?”

“Back to Blighty,” the Sergeant said, “And only for a feveeks,
mind you. We believe he was attached to the militaaiimg camp
at Long Benton.”

The unexpected use of the place name made Tom jump.

“What? Near Newcastle?” He interjected.

“That’s right,” Brasham agreed, “Do you know it?”

“l used to live near there,” Tom replied, “And | did myska
training in that camp.”

“But why would anyone want to hide the fact that thegrated a
recruitment centre?” Bram asked.

“ don’t know,” Brasham responded, “But Major Markham’s
record of conspicuous gallantry only really starts dfiereturned —
we think — from this side trip.”

“Perhaps it wasn't the place per se,” Tom interruptpeaking
slowly, “Perhaps it was just a convenient locatiorselto where we
are now.”

Bram and Brasham looked at each other, the realisaironirfg
that Markham had visited a place very close to Lyndesfaand then
tried to cover up the fact.
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“You'll still be looking for the Major, won’'t you?” Te Sergeant
asked, beginning to look a little anxious.

“We certainly will,” Bram replied, “I dare say you'll b&anting
to talk to him, too.”

Brasham nodded, then turned and hurried off, calling outhat
needed “to make a report to my superiors.”

“You seem to be well-known around here,” Tom noted,
wondering who Brasham’s superiors actually were. Wasstitly-
spoken Sergeant actually an agent of the Watchersphglht?

He was not allowed the time to think this thought throuagh
Bram cried out, “Come on, lads!” and set off at a bmsérch,
hurrying back towards the front entrance where theydusped the
car.

“Are we going back to the crossing?” Alistair asked.

“l can't think of anywhere else to go,” Bram confirdhangrily,
“Arden reported that Markham was headed that way, butani be
sure he was telling the truth.”

Bram, Tom thought, was obviously feeling extremely frustta

“This would be so much easier at home,” Bram blurted Ilfinal
clearly irritated at their lack of progress in locatthg errant Major.

“Why’s that?” Tom asked, more from a sense of comtma
conversation rather than an expectation of anythinfulise

“Oh, I'd use a Locator, of course,” Bram replied flippgntl

“And what'’s that?” Tom enquired, now confused.

“They’re also called Finders,” Bram replied, “It's a gnzal way
of determining the location of the object or person ymilaoking
for. A powerful magic, most often embedded in a ringobhoor
necklace.”

Alistair piped up.

“That pendant | dug up last year,” he said to Tom, “When we
were digging ditches. Do you still have it?”

“Yes, of course. It’s in my locker. Why do you ask?

“Because,” he said slowly, “l think it might be a Finder at least
used to be one. And it might just still work.”

Bram stopped dead, the other two nearly running into him. He
turned to Alistair.

“What makes you think something like that would work in this
world?” he demanded.

“‘Oh, Bram,” Tom interjected, “Let’'s not pretend thatsi
impossible for magic to work here — whatever the dfidine is.
I've seen the back cover of your notebook, glowing in thek,dar
sending reports on the War back to your father.”
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Bram had the good grace to look rather sheepish at tms jpoi
he remained resolutely silent, neither confirming nor denyoign's
suspicions.  Tom imagined that the concerted campaign of
misinformation and propaganda on this topic over manysyeauld
not so easily be reversed.

Alistair, on the other hand, looked irrepressibly smugf asfair
number of things which he had known about for ages \ieady
becoming understood by Tom.

“Tom’s right,” Alistair said to Bram, “And I'll bet tat you were
using some kind of invisibility magic, a Concealer, whea fivst
chanced upon you out on that moonlit field in Normandy koailgjh
why it suddenly stopped working | have no idea.”

“Let's not go into that right now,” Bram said, stitlot quite
meeting Alistair's eyes, “So, do you think you have gataking
Locator, then?”

“l do,” the other man responded, still grinning broadly.

“I'll go and get it,” Tom volunteered.

“OK,” Bram said, “Meet us by the car. As quick as yon.ta

“Right.”

Tom reversed direction and set off at a run, makingviaig down
the back stairs of the Grange and along the paths tdahacks
block. As he ran, he wondered just what magic would woitkis
world, and how it was decided what was to be permittedthbieght
again about the story by the Gunner in the pub — cleardyardly
adding magical sprites to artillery shells must haweiveed some
kind of official blessing.
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Chapter Thirty Six

Tom was getting distinctly worried about the situatidghseemed
that there really was some serious threat hidden @lsivthe surface
of current events, a menace where the motorcyelististhe dragons
were just the tip of an iceberg.

While they were hanging around waiting for the portal
connection, he thought back to happier times, on lss$ ¥isit to
Bram’'s house. This was the time he was recruited ih®
Guardians, and he recalled with fondness the warm wel¢bay had
received as strangers and the telling of tales arounéiréhlate into
the night.

He especially recalled the discussions following on frtben tale
they had heard about Alistair's grandfather. Briz hadrned to this
particular topic over their second drink.

“Bram already told you a little about the truth behindttstory,”
he said, “That the explosion he witnessed was thetrekal crossing
being closed in a hurry.”

All three young men nodded.

“Well, 1 did a little digging in my library earlier on” -he
indicated the shelves of books lining the walls — “anfbund an
account of the circumstances which led up to the cldsure.

He tapped a book which lay on the table beside him, toekis
glass of beer.

“I'd like to tell you something of it, if you like.”

Tom and Alistair both indicated eagerly and wordlessit they
would very much like to hear more. Briz grinned wryly their
enthusiasm.

“The part of our world which was reached through thesingsin
Siberia is called Agrea, as | mentioned before. Nbere has been a
certain amount of tension with some groups in this aguint the
past, and never more so than at the time of the imicioewhich |
speak.”

The older man took a long pull at his beer, then continue

“This was a time of turmoil in your world, the beginningsao
socialist revolution leading to the formation of theviét Union — an
impact which has reverberated around your world for decaaheks,
contributed to the War which you have so recently expeeieé at
first-hand.”
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He paused thoughtfully, then added, “An influence which, lerath
think, will continue for some decades yet. At leasat’'ththe best
available prediction.”

This remark made Tom thoughtful. He wondered whetheether
were magical ways of predicting the future and how &ffecthat
could possibly be.

“Anyway,” Briz continued, interrupting Tom’s thoughts, ‘@h
existence of the crossing between Siberia and Agreanie caught
up in this local political disagreement. It was aneasingly partisan
situation, and this extended to those whose respotysibiivas to
guard the crossing.”

“You mean the Guardians?” Tom asked.

Briz paused, perhaps weighing up how best to proceed.

“Not quite,” he replied slowly, “The concept of an indegent
force with specific responsibility for the pathwayweéen the worlds
was not as well-established then as it is now. Thardians,
nowadays, are supposed to eschew all political concette iworld
of their origin, and dedicate themselves solely topitegection of the
Lyndesfarne crossing.”

Briz paused again, looking directly at Alistair and Tortuim,

“This is, in fact, part of the oath of allegiance yibbe asked to
sign up to, as part of your induction.”

Tom nodded. This made much sense as a general policheand
certainly felt that there was not a great deal indws life which
would be inhibited by such a declaration.

Sipping at his pint, Briz returned to his theme.

“Some of the guards sided with the Bolsheviks, while rsthého
knew of the existence of our world remained loyal te tmperial
throne. The Bolsheviks thought they could get support inaamutd
to help with their struggle.”

“Why did they think that?” Alistair asked curiously.

‘It appears that they were working on the — mistaken —
assumption that the governments in our world had achisoete
socialist ideal.”

Tom and Alistair must have looked confused, as Briz expalnde
further.

“In our world, in most countries, control is centredis typically
run by committees — like the Board of Control whichrasponsible
for the Lyndesfarne crossing. Historically, we hawaintained a
relatively equitable society, at least, by comparisath the rural
serfs and peasants commonplace in Russia at that tiee.huge
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wealth, and little extreme poverty, and these daysrantamber of
free transport services, t00.”

Alistair sat back, perhaps struggling to take in all of wvas
being said.

“But all this is based on philanthropic and autocra@ther than
socialist, principles,” Briz went on, getting louder a&sdpoke, “Our
governments are not democratic, not elected, and sheoeassertion
that all men — and women — are in any way equal. A place
everyone, and everyone in their place, is the motto.”

Briz thumped the table to emphasise his viewpoint. Badm
and Alistair were a little taken aback by this unapéted onslaught.
Briz must have realised he was beginning to sound réikcose,
as he quickly changed tack.

“Anyway, the Imperialists perceived the appeal to ourldvas a
threat,” he continued, rather more calmly, “Althougbytheally had
very little to worry about.”

The older man picked up his beer glass again, then contimsied
tale.

“The general opinion over here — at least, in thogmmsations
which were aware of the existence of your world — thas the Agrea
crossing should be closed, and soon. There were jushdog things
which were unknown and numerous hazy predictions of disastr
interactions. Of course, the path between the wonldsild be
removed in a controlled way, with the minimum of disraptio both
sides.”

“But that didn’t happen, did it,” Alistair asked.

“That’s right enough,” the older man replied, “The probless
that the authorities in Agrea wanted to maintain ttossing, so as to
be able to continue influencing events in your world enethough
they did not particularly agree with the politics of Be&lsheviks — or
the Imperialists either, for that matter.”

Briz paused for a moment, cogitating on his next point.

“There were, well, economic advantages, too,” he sahtually,
“The goods imported from your world made a noticeablergariton
to the economy of Agrea, which helped make it, at ine,tone of
the most prosperous parts of our world.”

Tom was curious.

“So, this crossing here — the one we’ve just used,’shed “Its
principal purpose is trade as well, is it?”

Briz chuckled softly.

“Put simply, yes,” he replied, “Although few people in
Lyndesfarne, and even fewer in your country, apprediatbd fact is
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that the trade across the causeway benefits both sitlehaps more
S0 in this world, but goods and money flow both ways.”

“So both England and Lyndesfarne are richer becauseneof t
crossing?” Tom asked again.

“Yes. That's why it's worth looking after it properlyBriz
confirmed, looking directly into Tom's eyes, “And that\gat your
job is going to be, of course.”

“So exactly how was the Siberian crossing closed?listai
enquired, clearly anxious to hear the rest of the story

Briz settled back into his chair.

“As you can imagine, this was a time of heightenedicens
international relationships. There was a fair amoahtfrantic
diplomacy between the Agreans and representatives fnenother
crossings. The negotiations got increasingly bogged damahthere
was much petty bickering and obstructionism.”

Briz glanced at his son, then continued.

“A faction — a cabal, perhaps — of organisations fronoua parts

of our world including, it has to be said, people from Lyfidee
itself, decided that direct action was the only possiay forward.
A military party crossed over to your world, using thendlgsfarne
crossing, and made their way to Russia. They attacledrdssing,
supported by some renegade Imperialists, with the infemblding it
for long enough to engineer a controlled shutdown.”

Briz stared at the fire for a few moments, then gigetly,
“Somehow it all went terribly wrong. The crossing gisamwere
forewarned of the attack, and put up much more resisthatevas
anticipated.”

All of the young men had first-hand experience of nniita
planning, and what happened when the plans didn’t work out.

“In suicidal desperation, someone — from the invaders, it
thought — managed to operate what | suppose should be terened th
‘emergency destruct’ magic. And that’s what caused ths®n.”

Both Tom and Alistair let out an involuntary gasp. Brsimook
his head sadly.

“The devastation in Agrea was of mammoth proportioisjz
continued, “Since the crossing was sited relatively highin the
mountains, the explosion set off avalanches. A hudleofveock and
snow swept down the valley — the pass your Granddad debcribe
which led to inhabited areas — and swept away wholesets.”

“The destruction in Siberia was nearly as bad. Treese we
flattened for miles around, and the blast was heardlioover a huge
area. Miraculously, there was relatively little lasslife, although
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most of those who did die were the guards on both didese whose
job it was to prevent such an outcome.”

“So my Granddad had a lucky escape, then,” Alistair conteake

“I would say so,” Briz confirmed, “Of course, the paldi dispute
had been going on for some time. | believe that wasehson your
Grandfather’s group was turned back on their last trip.”

The older man sat quietly for a moment, then refréghenself
from his glass.

“What happened after that is a matter of speculationfébemed,
“I rather suspect that the trail guards — including youm@father —
were paid off with extra money, offered as compensatiwntHeir
losses. This was probably the source of the wealthbthaght your
farm in Scotland. Mind you, it was almost certainly matbar that
there the secret of the Siberian crossing was to betamaed, even
though it had evidently been closed permanently.”

“So crossings can never be re-opened?” Tom asked, adineof
blue.

Briz smiled, shaking his head.

“The construction of a path between the worlds is mmense
undertaking, requiring a huge amount of skilled effort.| this
would have to be repeated to re-open a crossing.”

“So, this was a big change for Agrea, then?”

“Yes.”

“What's Agrea like now?” Tom pressed.

Briz shook his head.

“It's a bit of a backwater, to be honest. It neveally recovered
from the loss of their crossing, not to mention th&uption caused
by the explosion and avalanches.”

“But, at this time, there were other crossings elsswhn the
world?”

“Yes,” Briz confirmed, “But they've all been quietlyoded over
the years.”

Much later, Tom thought about the events he had leaabedt
that evening. Perhaps there were people in Agrea witlg lo
memories and a grudge against Lyndesfarne — now the oraptext
crossing — who might want some kind of revenge or iati@h for
what could be regarded as an act of war. Could such a spadow
group, he wondered, have been behind the recent attackiseon
Lyndesfarne crossing?
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Chapter Thirty Seven

Tom crashed through the door of the little dormitoryshared
with Ifor, panting. He fumbled in his pocket for hiskec key, then
tore open the door. He rummaging vigorously until helyinailled
out the little box Alistair had dug up when they had beerking on
the farm what seemed half a lifetime away.

Moving more cautiously now, he eased the lid from theetare
box and lifted out the pendant, separating it carefuliynftbe tufts of
cotton wool in which it had nestled. The stone shiamgly in the
dim light of the room, swinging gently on the twine thw held
firmly in his fingers.

Tom wondered what gestures would be necessary to gettfie m
to work. He thought about the old women he had obserezohigh
in the fields, the unexplained actions and movementshhe
witnessed the previous year. Since then, he had ofsedoeen
tutored in the language of Lyndesfarne magical gestures amche
thought he recognised the commands she had used. Suddenly
confident with this new-found knowledge, Tom slipped thengtr
over his neck and held the pendant itself in his hande \Wwa tried to
remember the precise sequence of movements the old nwbath
made.

As far as he understood, the approach was to bring asaiear
image of the person one wished to locate to mind therthes hand
gestures to activate the sprite contained within.

He concentrated on an image of Markham — his short lgaey
the military bearing and the Major’s uniform with threedal ribbons.
He made the gestures, but nothing seemed to happen.etiagain,
with the same negative response.

He knew there was no point in attempting to locate Taha had
no idea what the man looked like. He was determined tagayn,
and managed to bring Hamet to mind, remembering his trindagd
beard and his nervous and fidgety manner. Tom gestured fyriousl

The other man’s location came to Tom’'s awarenesdeasly as
if someone had shouted across the room.

“He’s in a caravan, at the crossing.”

Tom caught up, panting hard, with Bram and Alistair ag there
remonstrating with Edgar from the garages. The old nmcheas —
perhaps justifiably — unhappy with the unexpected requisiif his
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vehicle, especially without one of his own drivers behimel wheel.
His objections became more muted when he appreciated thas
Tom who would be driving.

“We need to get to the crossing, fast,” Tom gasped tonBrad
Alistair, “Get in!”

He thrust the pendant into Alistair's hands, and three men
struggled into the car.

“I tried it — and it works!” Tom shrieked urgently, ovée noise
of the electric starter, “Hamet’s at the crossingjrig in one of those
wooden caravans by the fair. Can’t find Markham, though.”

Bram turned to Alistair.

“Let me have a go,” he said calmly.

Alistair passed over the pendant without a word. Braid the
ornament in front of him, frowning with concentration.

“Nothing on Markham. Let me try Hamet” — he gesturedraga
“Yes, my Uncle’s at the crossing, just as you saidrdsalay.”

“What about Tarm?” Alistair pressed.

“l don’t know the man,” Bram replied, “Never met him, m®a
what he looks like.”

“Here, let me have a try.”

Bram handed over the pendant as Tom fought the car dteng t
narrow lanes.

“You’ve got to bring an image of Tarm to mind, and conce
hard,” Bram explained, “And then this gesture, and thud, thos.
You see?”

Bram’'s hands moved fluidly through the same sequence of
movements that Tom had used earlier. Alistair abfhie gestures as
best he could, a feat made more difficult by the boxghaif the car
over the uncertain road surfaces.

“No, nothing,” Alistair said, his face screwed up in aomay of
concentration, “Let me try again.”

He made several further attempts, but to no avail.

Bram sat thoughtfully for a few moments, his hand rubbing his
chin in a way which could have been a parody of his fathebit.

“The pendant’s unlikely to be able to find people in thibeo
world,” he said eventually, “So we can assume thah G@rm and
Markham have crossed over to the Other World. | thiakl\wave to
split our forces.”

“What do you mean?” Alistair asked, raising his voice lod t
noise of the rain, which had just started. Tom switcbadthe
windscreen wipers, their operation adding to the noisé ilesiee the

© Trevor Hopkins 2006, 2007 205



car without, Tom considered grimly, doing very much fbe t
visibility.

“Right,” Bram said, seeming to come to some kind dgaision,
“Let’s not alarm everyone unnecessarily. We’ll useodly-softly
approach.”

“Whatever you think best,” Alistair responded. Tom nodded,
being too busy avoiding bouncing the car off the hedgeraws t
manage a fuller response.

“Tom can recognise Hamet — certainly well enough forredéi
to pick him out anyway,” Bram continued, speaking to Alist&so
he can quietly nose around the fairground on this sideu Rfow
both Markham and Tarm, and | know Markham, so we’ll take t
pendant and go over to Lyndesfarne, and see if we carupitheir
trail there.”

“Sounds good to me,” Alistair enthused. Tom nodded again,
suspecting that part of the reason he was staying imthld was his
lack of flexibility in the Lyndesfarne language.

“Good. Now, Tom, just slow down a bit before we gethe
causeway,” Bram advised, “I don't want to give the gamayaby
arriving in a mad panic. So let’s take it easy — calm anigated,
think before we speak, yes?”

Tom slowed a little, then asked Bram, “What do you waatto
do when | find Hamet?”

Bram laughed.

“Good question. Just keep an eye on him. Find out whatupe’
to, how he’s talking to, that sort of thing.”

A few minutes later, Tom drove the car quietly up towdhes
causeway and drew up next to the guard house. The thregobe
out, seemingly unhurried.

“I'll catch up with you lads later on, then,” Tom saalthe other
two, just a little bit louder than necessary.

“Right enough,” Bram responded, with just the suspicioraof
wink. He lifted his hood against the rain and. He ahst#ir set off
at a brisk clip along the causeway itself, waving phyliteo the
Guardians on duty.

Tom strolled to the Guard house and went inside. Asdte h
expected, Oliver the driver was sat there, drinking feosteaming
mug of tea. The other man looked up as Tom entered smiling.

“Brought your car back,” Tom said, “Still in one piecao{’

He handed over the car keys to profuse thanks from Oliver

Tom sauntered out of the Guard post, nodding casuallygmon
two of his acquaintances amongst the Guardians. Hbedtioack
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along the road away from the causeway, turning up the awildnis
coat to prevent rainwater from running down the back of atk.n
When he was out of sight of the Guard post, he speededdip a
entered the fairground through one of the gateways in thetdne
walls.

At first glance, the market appeared to be abandonedcaemas
flapping damply in the gusty wind. Tom soon became awkgeiet
voices, as well as the clink of crockery and other domesunds,
emanating from many of the tents. People were, Tomisad,
sensibly taking cover from the approaching storm, and mgaki
themselves as comfortable as possible while waiting.

Tom took cover under a convenient awning and stood in thef lee
a stretch of taut canvas perhaps put in place to aatvaeisdbreak.
This at least gave a little shelter from the rain anddwas well as
from prying eyes. He watched the small group of horse-drawn
caravans that the Finder had clearly indicated as Hatoegtion.

There were three caravans, two drawn up side-by-sideg &ncd
standing slightly apart. Tom noticed that there waly two horses
picketed nearby, and wondered if that meant that one woeld
unoccupied. If so, he considered, that would seem theble¢sb
look for Hamet.

After a few minutes, Tom had spotted slight movementshe
springs of two of the vehicles, the ones drawn up togethggesting
that someone was moving about inside. From one, hel caa a
flicker of light, perhaps as the occupant lit a lamp agathe
encroaching gloom. The third wagon was, by contradtastl quiet,
and Tom was beginning to give consideration to gettingle fiearer
for a closer inspection.

There was a cry of alarm from the direction of taiseway,
followed closely by the screech of the emergency sirErom his
vantage point, Tom could just make out a stream of diaas
appearing from the guard building, gesticulating wildly toe on
another and struggling with their clothing. He could not hear
anything, their shouts and cries being drowned out by the widd an
rain.

A man appeared suddenly. Tom thought he must have been
hidden underneath the caravan, in some secret compartriient.
could not tell who it was and he was quite unsure wheatheas
Hamet.

The mystery man clambered inelegantly over the dry statieat
the rear of the fairground. Tom could see him slidinghenstones
made slippery with rainwater. He made the far side,thésibly
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pulling his clothing tightly around himself, he started fogcins way
carefully through the thicket of stunted trees and goushds that
stood between the wall and the coastline beyond. Hed coeil
making as much noise as he likes, Tom thought, no onéeviible
to hear him in this weather.

Tom wondered what to do. Should he assume that the nyyste
man was in fact Hamet, and follow him, at a discrestadce of
course? Or was the mystery man performing some taskateddo
the disappearance of Hamet and the others? Or pdnbapas even
a deliberate Red Herring, designed to put any putative \&atufh
the scent?

What finally made up Tom’s mind, in the end, was the kndgde
that the communications tower, the site of a previotechkton the
integrity of the crossing, stood on the coast in eyatt® direction
the man was heading.

Checking the fastening of his coat, Tom set off acrtss
waterlogged fairground, moving as quickly as he could. Heheshc
the point where the other man had climbed the wall staded it
quickly, slipping at the top and sliding inelegantly down thieeo
side.

The other man had disappeared, but Tom judged the direction of
his travel as best he could and set off. The gorse tugpdis
trousers and the low-hanging branches, and he stiflesiedepelps as
thorns found their marks in his legs.

A minute or two of painful progress later, he could juskenaut
movements in the bushes ahead. Forcing himself to ey, he
paced the man ahead until he reached the edge of the undérgro
The stranger stopped and appeared to look around, presumaigly try
to get his bearings.

Tom stopped some way behind him, just able to seellinmisite
against the lights of the opposite shore and the causeimaally, the
other man made up his mind and set off to the left, rgakiimm
thought, for the tower.

Tom crept through the bushes and peered out. There wa&s som
kind of a fire-fight occurring on the coast opposite, @ging on the
point where the causeway met the coast. He couldhsetashes of
what looked like explosions and streaks of light whichkéxh he
thought, like fireballs. Sounds of the battle could justhbard over
the roar of the wind.

On this side of the crossing, there were no signsfighé but he
could just make out his colleagues scurrying about, taking up
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defensive positions around the causeway. It seemecvhagone’s
attention was on the display from the opposite shore.

Were the armed insurgents across the straights the garup
who had been capturing dragons for the earlier attaclkgring that
Old Ged had followed, and indeed the one that Briz had dlltale
earlier on?

Tom wondered if the timing was a coincidence, or was &h
diversionary attack, designed to distract the Guardiar®tinsides?
Certainly, if one wanted to sneak up to the communioatiowers
unobserved, this would be a perfect time to do so.

By now, the rain was coming now “like stair rods”, B@m’'s
Granny would have said. The water was not particutaly, but the
drops were so heavy and so close together that it ikeasthnding
underneath a continuous stream of water. He was di@&nche

Tom set off along the coast, keeping low, and headingrttsithe
tower, trying to keep the mystery man in sight. At thet of the
steel ladder, the stranger stopped and pulled something fscannh,
under his clothing. A bracelet, Tom thought, no, an amuVhich
glowed a familiar faint orange. It was, Tom realisathwa chill that
had nothing to do with the rain running down his neck,es&md of
a magical weapon smuggled from the Other World.

The other man shinned nimbly up the ladder. The team of
Guardians who were manning the communications tower ladsl
their eyes on the conflict raging on the opposite shdreey did not
perceive the mystery man until he had already reachegl#tform.
Before they could move, he had discharged the magical weapo
several times in quick succession and the Guardians slumped.
collapsed against the railing, then toppled over the side.

Tom quickly crept closer to the man who had fallen tagtound.
Kneeling, he searched through the leather satchels arche® that
were still frmed attached to his belt. Finally, foeind what he was
looking for — a Very pistol, a device for firing a colodrare high
into the air. He fumbled with the cartridges until barfd a red one,
for emergencies. He loaded the gun, then stood upriglitingahe
pistol with both hands in the approved manner, and squeéeed
trigger.

The flare was clearly visible even in this awful Wesa. Tom
glanced along the coast and could see alert Guardians dneadin
towards him. He dropped the flare pistol and sprintednfedadder,
all pretence of stealth now abandoned.

The man on the platform fired the magical weapon twaic&om,
but he was quick enough to get to the ladder and the shesd ar
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against the steel underside of the platform. Tom stinpethe steps,
and stopped at he top, keeping his head just below thedtveé
floor.

The mystery man was struggling with some grey-painted stee
box which was firmly attached to the main structurethef tower.
The box was locked shut, but the other man was fumblitig av
complex key, giving Tom the strong impression that he wais
familiar with mechanical locks. The strongbox yieldadd the other
man pulled the door wide, allowing Tom a glimpse of a orange
glowing object inside.

Seizing the opportunity, Tom leapt from the stairs. Mystery
man tried to deploy the same magical weapon he had udied, dout
the shot went wide, and Tom grabbed at the amulet lok hEhis
close, he could see that it was in fact Hamet, res &yild and manic
in the twin glows of the battle opposite and the magibgct inside
the strongbox.

Tom banged the man’s hand against the steel balustnadi¢hea
amulet flew from his grasp, disappearing over the side @tiodthe
bushes below. Hamet seemed suddenly possessed withethgttst
of a demon and forced Tom back against the railing, ngingt to
get both hands around his throat. In the confined sfawe)s boot
was trapped by the body of one of his fallen comraded, fse
toppled backwards.

He hit the ground and knew only blackness.
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Chapter Thirty Eight

Tom dreamt of his parents. It was a strange dreamp sival
lucid, with none of the twisted surrealism and random jumps
location of the other dreams he had experienced — also$it was
a real memory which had somehow been suppressed until now

He had never really known his mother and father. Gtignny
had told him that they disappeared under mysterious circooesta
when he was very young and, until now, he had no cianllection
of how they looked or sounded. In his childish way, && imagined
endless ways in which his parents were involved ines@xciting
adventure, and how they would return to him in a gloriousnph
some day.

Even so, he was convinced that the man and woman who
appeared in the vision were indeed his parents, at awinem he
himself was still a boy — perhaps eight or nine yeddsjodging by
their relative heights. They called each other kizand Brad —
names he knew from Granny. The old lady herself fdatured in
the dream, and Lizzie called her “Ma” just as he had ebony
expected.

The two of them arrived at the front door in the middfea
rainstorm. Granny was evidently hugely surprised totkem, but
obviously delighted, too, and ushered them inside immegliatel

His mother was dressed as he had always imagined h#orala
summer dress which reached to her ankles, under which stou
sensible shoes could just be glimpsed. His father woresers of
soft leather — he would later distinctly remember feetlmgm when
he was hugging his Dad — and a flamboyant brightly-colouretaf
canary yellow. Both wore long capes over their shogjdsach with
a hood to keep off the worst of the weather. Bradsgpaff his cloak
adroitly once inside, shaking off the rainwater and hitiagp the peg
just inside the door before helping his wife with hers.

In the dream, Tom had no hesitation in embracing bottheno
and father. Ma held close for long moments and, wieends finally
released, he was immediately swung up in the air byather. In his
vision, he was laughing and crying, and calling out, againagadh,
“Ma and Dad, home at last!”

He distinctly remembered seeing Granny looking at theetlof
them with tears in her eyes.
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Brad and Lizzie were offered tea by Granny, which they
immediately accepted. They were ushered into the fimon with
young Tom while Granny bustled off to put the kettle ons they
settled, Lizzie asked her son a seemingly endless sériggestions —
what he liked to eat, how he was doing at school, \ghates he
liked to play — all questions, it seemed to the adult Tibiat, a less-
absent mother would know without asking. After whatnsee like
ages to a child, Granny entered the room carrying a fregadhings,
and the relentless questions ceased abruptly.

Tom always had been a quiet child. Around adults, he tetaded
sit and listen, and had already found that he learnesk moand
understood more — than perhaps the adults realised, even at
relatively young age. This had certainly been his expeeief the
impromptu — but extensive — education on motor cars he headslr
received from his “Uncle” George.

His mother seemed to want to hold him close and nevérirte
go, although Tom knew with the clarity of his dreaming visibat
she would be leaving all too soon. His childish self s#vben his
parents on the old sofa in the parlour at Granny's wheiegrown-
ups talked. They seemed to almost forget about him — pethaps
just thought him to be asleep.

The adults sipped their tea and talked about what hau dsaag
on.

“We really should apologise to you, Ma’am,” Brad began.

“We so very sorry, Ma,” Lizzie continued, “I’'m surewyge been
worried sick about us. | can see you've been doing alerul job
with young Thomas here — | feel so sad, so guilty at hawarigave
him here with you.”

“So what'’s really going on, then?” Granny asked, ratiarply,
it seemed to Tom.

“We’'re in real danger, Ma,” Lizzie replied, looking eatly into
her mother’s eyes, “We’'re in hiding, in fear of our &ve

The older woman sat back in apparent shock. Then, resgver
somewhat, she demanded to know from whom they were alimge
themselves.

“l can't tell you, Ma. It's all to do with Brad's workand his
family. We've found out a secret, an important secat now an
enemy is out for revenge. There’s a long history beaihthis, but
if | were to tell you it would only put you in danger too.”

“I's all my fault, I'm afraid,” Brad said, sighing. “made a
mistake — | got too close to someone dangerous. But thertigg
| can do about the situation right now.”
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He shrugged his shoulders apologetically, then continued.

“We should not really be here at all, but we had to wan We
can't risk taking Thomas with us, although I'd really lice We will
have to keep moving, hiding, and that’s no life for a chigb, we
need you to keep your eye on Thomas. Don't tell him aalbtiis —
the less he knows, the less chance there is hketan accidentally.
And, you need to look out for strangers in the area.”

Brad and his wife exchanged glances for a moment, then he
continued.

“There’s one other person we think you can trust — George
Wilson.”

There was a pause for a moment, before Granny responded.

“Oily George? The mechanic? From down the street® dife
who'’s been looking out for Thomas sometimes? ”

“Yes, that's him,” Brad replied, “If you get worried, or
suspicious, talk to George. He doesn’t know much, but Hebwi
able to get a message to us — or at least to someoneamhbelp.
And don't hesitate or delay — if there’s anything worrying yoe;ll
be able to help more if you let us know in good time.”

The message seemed to be getting through to Granny — that thi
was a fleeting visit, one that might not be repeated.

“When will we see you again?” she asked, pensively.

Tom’s mother looked so very sad.

“l don’t know — we’re not sure when it would be safecah't let
people follow me here and threaten Thomas. It's nadrsefor any
of us.”

There was another pause. It seemed to Tom that tieajrown-
ups were struggling with what to say.

“We will be able to send you money, for Thomas, frometto
time,” Lizzie said, ruffling Tom’s hair fondly.

Brad nodded in agreement.

“I'll make sure of it,” he said, “Through my contact§he money
will arrive in the post from time to time, as muchves can afford.
There won't be any way of tracing the mail, but try twospend it too
obviously, please. Just use it to give Thomas the lbestan.”

Granny leaned forward, taking her daughter’s hands in her own,
and said with tears once again welling in her eyes, “Yaurely on
me, Lizzie. Now go, and look out for yourselves. Themall be
fine here with me.”

The end of the dream was perhaps the strangest pdit dflia
father drew something from his pocket. It looked like somd kf
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glass globe, a little larger than even the biggest @fglass marbles
Tom played with, and seemed to glow slightly from within.

“Hold out your hand, Thomas. This is for you.”

“What is it, Dad?”

“It's a present, of sorts. Don’t worry about it, sohis father had
responded, “Just do as you'’re told. There’s a good boy.”

Brad placed the marble on Tom’s palm, and then laid d ban
his forehead. His father then made a rapid series sttuges in the
air, too fast for Tom to follow. The marble seemedsodien in his
hand and melt into his palm, and he dreamed nothing more.
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Chapter Thirty Nine

Tom opened his eyes, blinking slowly, to see his fri@rdm
looking gravely at him. Seeing him stir, the other iman
unaccustomed expression of worry was swiftly replacedthsy
familiar wry half-grin.

“Welcome back,” Bram said, “We were just a little bibrried
about you for a while there.”

“Where am 1?” Tom asked weakly.

“You're safe. You're at Cliviger Grange, in the Infirngd

The Infirmary, Tom vaguely recalled, was in one of thelétk
buildings at the back of the stables. So nothing wrong wiy
memory, he thought, attempting to chuckle at himselftlier weak
attempt at humour. The slight movement was painfulevesal
places. His head seemed to ache immeasurably.

Seeing him wince, Bram spoke gently.

“Careful there. You've had a nasty bang on the noggiau’'vé
also managed to break a leg and you do have a rathexdisple
collection of cuts and bruises.”

“What happened?”

“You took quite a fall,” Bram answered.

“Oh yes, | remember,” Tom replied, “I thought | was agofor a
moment there.”

“You were lucky. Your fall was broken by the busheshatltase
of the tower.”

It all came flooding back to Tom — wrestling with Hanoet the
tower platform, tripping on the fallen body, and a ifatb darkness.

“Hamet,” he started, foolishly try to sit up, “And Markhar.

“‘Relax,” Bram interrupted, easing him back onto the bed,
“They’ve been taken care of.”

As Tom lay back, Bram explained something of what had
happened.

“First of all, my Uncle’s dead.”

“Dead,” exclaimed Tom, “How?”

“I'm afraid to say that he was shot by the Guardiangour
colleagues,” Bram said sadly, “They saw you fall frdma platform
as they rushed up, alerted by your flare. They thoughtasetwying
to sabotage the communications equipment, and shouteithatio
stop. He ignored them, to his cost, I'm afraid.”
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Bram paused for a moment, shaking his head.

“Anyway,” he continued, “Hamet fell from the tower ltes death,
having been hit by a fusillade of shots.”

Tom was not feeling at his best, naturally enough, ancegong
that Bram had said finally caught up inside his head.

“So what was Hamet doing up on the tower?” he asked.

Bram leaned forward, taking on a slightly conspirataial

“This isn’'t part of the official report,” he said softly'But
Hamet's real objective was to get at the emergency destagic.”

“The what?” Tom blurted.

Bram sighed.

“Well, you've probably already realised by now that sings
occasionally have to be closed quickly, because oksamergency.
And that there must be some, err, magic to triggercthsure.”

Tom must have murmured something, as Bram continued his
explanation.

“So that’s what was in the locked box at the towklamet was
trying to destroy the crossing, the last crossing to Lyiades.”

Tom could not suppress a gasp of surprise which rapidlgdurn
into a painful groan.

“Of course, not just anybody can trigger that magic,” hBra
continued, “There are all sorts of safeguards, not t#ashich is the
fact that the closure must be triggesathultaneouslyn both sides of
the crossing.”

“Tarm and Markham...” Tom managed to say.

“Yes, that’s right,” Bram replied quietly, “But later...”

Despite his obvious interest in what Bram was saying, Was
rapidly getting very tired. His head was beginning to throb
unbearably, and he could hardly keep his eyes open. A camse in
and gently reminded Bram that it was time to leave.

“Don’t worry,” he said as he got up, “You concentrate ottiigg
better. I'll be back soon.”

Tom slept, dozed and slept again. When he did finaliface
properly, he felt like he must have slept a long time. afiewed
himself to be assisted by the nursing staff in the Infirmagtped
with all the little things that he could not currently filw himself,
waiting for Bram to deliver on his promise to return. héel so many
unanswered questions, and he was practically bursting with
impatience by the time that a grinning Bram finally returtedhis
bedside.

“You're looking better,” Bram said cheerily, “The docs tell me
that there’s no chance of you dying on us any time soon.”
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“That’s a relief,” Tom smirked in response, “You'll Beuck with
me for a while yet, then?”

Bram chuckled, pulling up a seat at Tom'’s bedside.

“So, you have — again — been instrumental in foiling & fhat
threatens the crossing. You're beginning to make a béhiiis, you
know,” Bram said wryly.

“Well, do you really want me to make sure it doesn’'t happe
again?” Tom asked cheekily.

Bram snorted in response.

“Let’s not go that far,” he agreed, “So | imagine yobd wanting
to know what been going on.”

“Yes, please!”

“Right, then. I've already told you that you prevented dncle
Hamet from closing the crossing. My father’s furiouswltthis — a
traitor in the family and so on. He’s leaving no stameurned in
tracking down those responsible.”

“So, was there someone at the Lyndesfarne tower?”m To
demanded, “Who was it?”

“Well, by the time that the Guardians had beaten bazlattack
— which we believe to be the same group who were spottediby
friend Ged hunting dragons — there was no one at the taiver.
The communications operators had been knocked out, epdiidin’t
see anyone. There was clear evidence that someone bkad be
tampering with the emergency magic, but we don’t know —yet
exactly who was at the other tower.”

“What about the Major?” Tom asked, “And Tarm?”

“Markham has been removed from his post,” Bram answered
primly, “There are just too many unanswered questions,waice
convinced that he’s implicated in this plot. So he aulyedetained
somewhere secure and several people are asking hinofldtard
guestions. We'll find out what he was up to, don’t you wdrr

Bram paused, in a way that Tom was beginning to recognise as
presaging a shock announcement.

“The role of Warden at Cliviger Grange has been takegooy
old mentor Fred,” he said, grinning broadly.

This did indeed come as something of a surprise to Tom.

“I'd have thought that Duty Warden Arden would get the”jbie,
remarked, trying not to let his surprise show.

He understood that Arden was the most senior person regain
and knew that he had been acting as the Major’'s adjidarsome
time.
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“Some people want a fresh new approach, one that ssrigsl,
perhaps a little less military, more a peace-timecpoiorce,” Bram
explained, “Besides Arden was too closely associatedtheatiMajor,
in many people’s minds — although personally I'm convinced tife
Duty Warden was just doing his job.”

Tom nodded his agreement.

“So what’s Arden doing?”

“Same as always,” Bram responded brightly, “What hes dwest
— dealing with all the paperwork.”

“Ah. Someone’s got to do it, | suppose,” Tom agreed.

“And as for Board Member Tarm,” Bram continued, “He lsoa
being questioned by our friends in Lyndesfarne. We thinkdsetine
ringleader, the top dog. We believe that he was unsntal in
gathering together the para-military force, the group fmat set
about capturing dragons, and then staged the diversiottack an
the crossing.”

“What happened there?” Tom pressed. He had not had the time
to do more than glance across the straights atrthéight.

“There was very little warning — although my father had rgada
to get a higher level of alert instigated. Fortunatélg, attack was
designed to distract, with maximum noise and light, eratio Kill
anybody. Oh, there were a few casualties — walking wedind
mostly — but the only people actually killed were the oenoperator
who fell from the tower, and my Uncle, of course.”

“The other Guardians are OK?” Tom asked, pleasantly saghri

“Oh, yes,” Bram replied, “The, well, magic amulettjksiocked
them out. It was just bad luck that he toppled fromptlagform and
broke his neck.”

Tom looked despondent for a moment. He knew that itomgs
the fortuitous fall of the Guardian which allowed himdlert the
others, but he now knew that this was at the costeoffrtain’s life.

“Tarm was also instrumental in persuading my errant Umtte
stealing portal information from his section of theaBib of Control,”
Bram continued, “We’re not quite sure what incentives Hered
Hamet, but they must have been considerable — espesiadg it
would have meant that he would have been stuck in thigl vior
ever.”

“Perhaps he just wanted to get away from his wife?” Tom
suggested, slightly flippantly.

Bram snorted, but looked thoughtful for a moment.

“Many a true word spoken in jest, as they say,” he medte'But
| suppose we’ll never know the true reason.”
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“But why were Tarm and the others trying to close thesing®”

“Good question, as always,” Bram replied, “And therexsne
history here.”

He paused, presumably thinking on the best way to continue.

“Now, the Board of Control is supposed to represent athef
nations of our world — at least, the important ones + jost
Lyndesfarne itself, in the management of the crossing.”

“Ah,” Tom exclaimed, light dawning, “Let me guess. Tasrai
representative from Agrea, right?”

Bram nodded, with that wry grin playing about his lips again.

“Very good,” he said, “We think he is part of a factiohomvants
revenge on us — on the Board, and Lyndesfarne — for tkarelof
the Siberian crossing. As you can imagine, the dipl@ns@uation is
rather tense at the moment, and Agrea is disclaiming an
responsibility — the work of a lone patriot, rathearthan officially-
sanctioned act, is the official line.”

Bram shook his head again, suggesting, it seemed tothathe
did not believe a word of it.

“The Board are understandably very unhappy about him putting
misplaced patriotism ahead of the welfare of the crgssiBram
continued, “He has been formally removed from his pasid
formally charged. He may just get sent back to Agreapofse, but
I’'m not sure that will necessarily be a good thing fromgomt of
view.”

Tom wondered what would happen to a failed agent whose
government was denying accountability for his actions. He
concluded that it was probably better not to know.

“Anyway,” Bram said, standing up, “l really should be
elsewhere.”

Bam left eventually, but not before Tom had extractedomjze
that he would return with more news very soon.

During his recuperation, Tom was visited by friends and
colleagues from Cliviger Grange. Fred, whose appearaadenot
changed appreciably despite his recent elevation in canke to see
him that afternoon. He drew up a chair and sat dowhédo¥ed.

“Well, lad,” he said kindly, “It looks like you're buildg up quite
a collection of awards and commendations. | shall haveok out
for you, won't 1?”

“Thank you, sir,” Tom said.

“No ‘sir’, | think. Fred will be fine,” the other mamterjected,
“You've done a good job here. | like a lad who keeps his about
him under pressure.”
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He smiled, then continued, “Your task now | to get waedl,soon
as possible. We’ve an urgent need for a man of youreahind I've
got several interesting posts I'd like you to consider.”

Tom tried to lean forward, but Fred intervened.

“No. Get well first, then worry about the future.”

His cohort from the Guardian School arrived, bearimg t
traditional gifts of flowers and fruit for the convatest. Ifor and
Marjorie chattered on with hardly a break, wantingktwow the
smallest details. Tom told them everything he could relpeem
although held back on some of his speculations — likeHaras real
role, for example.

Stan and Charlie were more reserved, as always, dbuvide-
eyed as he explained about tracking down Hamet with itheofa
magic which had probably been buried for decades. Sophia
interjected with characteristically blunt questions owessdly, and
nodded approvingly at Tom’s description of events.

One of the happier moments of his convalescence wsg &om
Alistair. He was accompanied, to Tom’'s complete latkuwprise,
by Yise. They sat together, holding hands, and told thia they
were planning a wedding, in the spring, and that they wantedtdom
be the best man. Tom accepted, with tears in his apdshe grasped
his old friend’s hand as warmly as he could manage ée&focepting
a kiss on the cheek from Yise.

Alistair then held up the pendant which, to Tom’s surpngas
still glowing with the subtle green of the sprite within

“Bram and | didn't even get to the bridge before the Idbatt
started,” he explained, “Then we saw your flare fromttwer, and
guessed — correctly, as it turned out — what was beiagpated.”

He smiled at his fiancée.

“Which is just as well,” he continued, “Yise tells md Had taken
it to Lyndesfarne, | would not have been able to biifgack through
the barrier. So this” — he twirled the necklace thoudlytt “is still
one of the few working magical artefacts in this wdrld.

Yise took it from his fingers.

“Look here,” she said to Tom, pointing out the strangaratters
on the stone, “Agrean writing. This pendant’s probablynkbeethis
world for years — probably hidden by some refugee cut off ftioe
Other World when the Siberian crossing was closed.”

“If it's Agrean,” Tom asked, “How come my gestures watke

Yise laughed.

“It's very simple. There’s much more similarity ihet language
of magical gestures than there is in the written okepdanguages,”
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she explained, “So you can still use magic in foreigndameden if
you can't speak to anyone.”

Tom resolved to learn more about the Other World, ¢hery he
could. It seemed like a place where anything could happen.
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Chapter Forty

With the resilience of youth and a fair display of lypibwer, it
was not long before Tom was up and out of bed. He regbeen a
great one for lying around at the best of times and/ wveuch
preferred to be doing something, anything, instead.

With his leg in plaster, he found it a bit trying hobbling about
with the aid of crutches, and found himself sitting acbum the
recuperation wing or, quite often during the late summergmee of
the benches set on the lawns outside.

The ache in his head eased rapidly, although the ress diolaiy
pained him on occasion. His legs and lower arms had badly
scratched where the gorse and hawthorns thorns hadegidris
clothing, but these wounds healed rapidly. The one aainistiéation
was the itching of his skin inside the plaster cast onelgisih places
he just could not reach.

He continued to receive a stream of visitors which arakd the
feelings of boredom and uselessness that his enforcetibmdmad
brought on.

One visitor he had been expecting was Sergeant Brasfidue.
Sergeant strolled casually across the lawns one afiarrand
enquired politely about his health. After several yastilted and
platitudinous exchanges, Brasham knelt down and spoke quietly

“I know you’ve got your suspicions about me, about my other
work,” he began, “And | also know you've been discraabut our
conversations so far.”

Tom nodded.

“I would very much like to encourage you to keep that pdeticu
piece of intelligence under your hat, as it were.with any, shall we
say, unusual private speculations that you might have.”

“I do understand,” Tom replied carefully, “And | think younca
rely on my discretion.”

Brasham looked at him for a long moment, then nodded sagely

“Good, good,” he murmured, “So, get well soon.”

With that, the Sergeant blithely strode off the wayhhd come.

Briz also visited him on several occasions, once accomgpdy
Yellez. Bram’'s mother was effusive in her praise i@m, and
repeatedly emphasised her desire to welcome him once agaa
guest in her house.
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“After all,” she explained in a motherly fashion, “Yolufieed to
get your strength up, and | remember how much you enjoyed
mealtimes when you first visited.”

Tom was genuinely heartened by this invitation and exprdssed
thanks profusely, promising to take up her kind invitationces sas
he was reasonably mobile again.

Even old Ged, the dragon-hunter he had encountered in the
Dragon’s Nest, turned up one morning. There was no migfdke
jaunty stride of the old man as he approached from itleetebn of
the stables having, Tom presumed, begged a lift from thewayse
some car or truck.

“Ged,” Tom welcomed the hunter, “What brings you oueis t
side of the crossing.”

“Oh, I've some errands here at the School,” the rothen replied
slightly evasively, indicated the buildings behind hirind I've
heard tell of your escapades.”

Tom wondered if there was more to the old man thantieetye.

He later learned that one of the innovations Fred pmegboto
introduce into the curriculum at the Grange was classedragons
and how to repel them. Despite the misgivings he &adier
expressed to Tom, Fred apparently felt comfortable imgsked to
teach what he knew about the dangerous beasts.

One visitor he did not expect, and indeed did not everkdpea
was the mysterious Irish lady that he and his companiwath
encountered in that market in Alnwick last year. He b€ sitting
outside, dozing in the autumn sunshine, when she eme®dtlie
clumps of rhododendrons and laurels that encircled theslaw

The mystic stood leaning on her staff with an appearahce
could now see, very much like one of the Messengers.saveher
looking at him rather sternly, and he returned the staraving
gained his full attention, she smiled regally and nodded mnadat
Tom took to be approval, then stepped back into the bushes and
disappeared.

Tom had been thinking about that strange dream he had
experienced while he was unconscious. He had begun to wibnder
perhaps his memory of the incident had been suppressed lg&y som
magical means, and he was increasingly determined to fihd/vat
happened to his parents in 1927 or whenever it was.

He had mentioned something about dreaming about his pavents t
Bram and Briz, in one of several de-briefing sessiortbaiGrange.
Father and son had listened silently to what Tom hadyp Bram
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glancing meaningfully at his father when they heard alibet
melting glass marble.

“Well,” Briz said when Tom had finished, “It does sound like
something we might do to protect the innocent, but | dendaw
what happened, exactly. Before my watch, as it were.”

Bram looked as if he was about to say something, but Briz
continued quickly.

“However, I'm prepared to look into it or, more precyseget
young Bram here to look into it. Start in the lilyraat home,” he
said, now addressing his son, “And work from there.”

Bram was his frequent companion during this period, delivering
near-daily reports on what had happened to Tarm and Marki@am
one occasion, he explained that there had been coaisider
investigation into the Major’s background.

Apparently, Markham had been marked out early in his caseer a
an able young Army officer and was soon seconded, undee som
obscure arrangements Bram could not quite explain, thi®
Guardian organisation in the early Nineteen Thirties. Il
remained in this role until just before the outbreak ddtilibes in
Europe, which had probably seemed suitably heroic atrttee ti

The then-Captain Markham had attained a supposedly
distinguished military service during the conflict itsedfthough a
closer investigation — as far as it was possible froencitcasionally
confused reports from that time — suggested that he had been
involved in very little actual fighting.

“So the upshot of all this,” Bram concluded, “Was that Boards
were prepared to put Markham in a position of trust.”

“Was there no doubt?” Tom asked.

“It seems not,” Bram replied sadly, “His exemplaegord from
before the War, together with being a decorated war, Ineeant that
he was beyond suspicion.”

A few days later, Bram returned to the hospital wingthet
Grange.

“There’s another piece of news which | feel I mustegyou,”
Bram said, rather solemnly, “Although, to be frank, I'ot sure how
you’'ll take it. But, please be calm.”

Needless to say, with an introduction like that, Twas already
on tenterhooks. He resolved to keep a composed appearance,
whatever bombshell the other man was about to drop.

“The first thing you need to know was that Brad — yourdath
was from Lyndesfarne.”

Tom considered this thoughtfully for a few moments.
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“I'd wondered about that, after my dream,” he repliednéwvally,
“So it was actually true?”

“It was,” Bram confirmed, “And, he was an agent for Beard of
Control.”

“Like you?” Tom asked bluntly.

Bram nodded.

“And, like you, with access to magic which really doesrkvin
this world?”

Bram froze, seeming unable to look Tom in the eye fooment.

It occurred to Tom that there was something magical goingere —
that the other man could not this question even if hdetao.

“l can’t answer that,” he said quietly.

He shook his head uncomfortably.

“Anyway,” Bram resumed, after a moment to recover ttirned
out that Brad was a distant relative of mine, a thirds@go once
removed, or something.”

Tom gasped.

“So we're related too?”

“Yes,” Bram confirmed, “In an exceedingly distant wayot that
this is unusual. The same families have been preocchpitbking
after the crossing for generations.”

“Well,” Tom said slowly, “I'm pleased to make your
acquaintancegousin.”

He extended his hand. Bram grasped his outstretched palm, his
wry smile extending itself over his face. Tom grinnedkba

“So, tell me more, cousin,” he said.

Bram nodded.

“It seems that your father met your mother during onehisf
extended stays in your world,” Bram resumed, “And we kribat
they married and you are the result.”

He paused for a moment, looking suddenly sombre.

“But there was a reason that Brad had been spending sb muc
time in the vicinity of Long Benton. And it turns aimat this had to
do with our friend Markham.”

Tom gasped.

“What?” he cried, “But that was years ago!”

“Right enough. Markham’s been playing a double game for a
long time.”

Bram explained that the Boards in Lyndesfarne had disedve
that Agrea was placing agents in the Armed Forces taiByiat the
time when it was becoming clear to almost all obgartkat some
kind of military conflict in Europe was inevitable. Thalitary base
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on the common at Long Benton was a particular taegeit, had been
— correctly — predicted that it would act as a recruitneentre in the
event of hostilities.

“So, Brad was finding out more about this,” Bram went“émd,
later, Lizzie too. But somehow they got too close anerew
discovered. And that’s why they had to go on the run.”

“And they left me with Granny,” Tom breathed.

“I'm afraid so,” the other man replied, “It must haseemed like
the safest thing to do. And, let’s face it, it workedo one seems to
have recognised your connection to all this.”

“Is that why Markham was worried about me?” Tom asked.

“Perhaps,” Bram conceded, “But he could not have beendfure
your identity. After all, your surname — the one you hgre@wvn up
with — is that of your Grandma. It's not that uncomrafier all.”

“But you know what happened to my parents?” Tom asked
anxiously.

Bram shook his head sadly.

“We don't,” he said softly, “It's a complete mysterylhey just
seemed to have vanished. They've made no contact mytine that
I've been able to track down. Of course, that might hbeen
sensible, in their position — trust no one, perhapgate to a far part
of the world and avoid anything to do with magic, astleasfar as
possible.”

“What do you mean, as far as possible?”

Bram shrugged.

“If they're still alive, they must have been hidden fréinders,”
he said quietly.

“Finders?” Tom exclaimed. This aspect has not occurrédrio

Bram reached into his pocket and drew out the pendant that
Alistair had found hidden in the ditch.

“l talked with Alistair,” he said, “Explained something tife
position. He wants you to have this.”

“What for?”

“If they're alive, then they will still be magicallhidden. But
we’re going to spread the word that the Agrea plot has bembled,
that Markham is in custody. If Brad and Lizzie have aogtacts
with my world, they'll hear eventually, and may risk reamy the
magic which hides them. So, keep it with you, wearauad your
neck always. Think of your mother sometimes — you remeittige
gestures?”

Bram paused. Tom nodded slowly.

“It's just possible you will just be able to see yourgrds again.”
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The End
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