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            PROLOGUE
            

         
 
         Friday, 29 August 1924
 
         TWO CLEVER LONDON GENTLEMEN. BOTH wore City suits, both sat in quiet rooms, both thought about luncheon.
         
 
         The younger was admiring his polished shoes; the older contemplated his stockings, thick with dust.
         
 
         The one was considering where best to eat; the other was wondering if he was to be fed that day.
         
 
         One clever man stood, straightening his neck-tie with manicured fingers. He reached out to give the silver pen a minuscule adjustment, returning it to symmetry with the edge of the desk, then walked across the silken carpet to the door. There he surveyed the mirror that hung on the wall, leaning forward to touch the white streak—really quite handsome—over the right temple before settling his freshly brushed hat over it. He firmed the tie again, and reached for the handle.
         
 
         The other man, too, tugged at his tie, grateful for it. The men who had locked him here had taken his shoes and belt, but left him his neck-tie. He could not decide if they—or, rather, the mind in back of them—had judged the fabric inadequate for the suicide of a man his size, or if they had wished subtly to undermine his mental state: The length of aged striped silk was all that kept his suit trousers from tumbling around his ankles when he stood. There was sufficient discomfort in being hungry, cold, unshaven, and having a lidded bucket for toilet facilities without adding the comic indignity of drooping trousers.
         
 
         Twenty minutes later, the younger man was reviewing his casual exchange with two high-ranking officials and a newspaper baron—the true reason for his choice of restaurant—while his blue eyes dutifully surveyed the print on a leather-bound menu; the other man’s pale grey gaze was fixed on a simple mathematical equation he’d begun to scratch into the brick wall with a tiny nail he’d uncovered in a corner:
         
 
         a ÷ (b + c + d)
         
 
         Both men, truth to tell, were pleased with their progress.
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            CHAPTER ONE
            

         
 
         ACHILD IS A BURDEN, AFTER a mile.
         
 
         After two miles in the cold sea air, stumbling through the night up the side of a hill and down again, becoming all too aware of previously unnoticed burns and bruises, and having already put on eight miles that night—half of it carrying a man on a stretcher—even a small, drowsy three-and-a-half-year-old becomes a strain.
         
 
         At three miles, aching all over, wincing at the crunch of gravel underfoot, spine tingling with the certain knowledge of a madman’s stealthy pursuit, a loud snort broke the silence, so close I could feel it. My nerves screamed as I struggled to draw the revolver without dropping the child.
         
 
         Then the meaning of the snort penetrated the adrenaline blasting my nerves: A mad killer was not about to make that wet noise before attacking.
         
 
         I went still. Over my pounding heart came a lesser version of the sound; the rush of relief made me stumble forward to drop my armful atop the low stone wall, just visible in the creeping dawn. The cow jerked back, then ambled towards us in curiosity until the child was patting its sloppy nose. I bent my head over her, letting reaction ebb.
         
 
          
         Estelle Adler was the lovely, bright, half-Chinese child of my husband’s long-lost son: Sherlock Holmes’ granddaughter. I had made her acquaintance little more than two hours before, and known of her existence for less than three weeks, but if the maniac who had tried to sacrifice her father—and who had apparently intended to take the child for his own—had appeared from the night, I would not hesitate to give my life for hers.
         
 
         She had been drugged by said maniac the night before, which no doubt contributed to her drowsiness, but now she studied the cow with an almost academic curiosity, leaning against my arms to examine its white-splashed nose. Which meant that the light was growing too strong to linger. I settled the straps of my rucksack, lumpy with her possessions, and reached to collect this precious and troublesome burden.
         
 
         ‘Are you—’ she began, in full voice.
 
         ‘Shh!’ I interrupted. ‘We need to whisper, Estelle.’
 
         ‘Are you tired?’ she tried again, in a voice that, although far from a whisper, at least was not as carrying.
         
 
         ‘My arms are,’ I breathed in her ear, ‘but I’m fine.’
 
         ‘I could ride pickaback,’ she said.
 
         ‘Are you sure?’
 
         ‘I do with Papa.’
 
         Well, if she could cling to the back of that tall young man, she could probably hang on to me. I shifted the rucksack around and let her climb onto my back, her little hands gripping my collar. I bent, tucking my arms under her legs, and set off again.
         
 
         Much better.
 
         It was a good thing Estelle knew what to do, because I was probably the most incompetent nurse-maid ever to be put in charge of a child. I knew precisely nothing about children; the only one I had been around for any length of time was an Indian street urchin three times this one’s age and with more maturity than many English adults. I had much to learn about small children. Such as the ability to ride pickaback, and the inability to whisper.
         
 
         The child’s suggestion allowed me to move faster down the rutted track. We were in the Orkneys, a scatter of islands past the north of Scotland, coming down from the hill that divided the main island’s two parts. Every step took us farther away from my husband; from Estelle’s father, Damian; and from the bloody, fire-stained prehistoric altar-stone where Thomas Brothers had nearly killed both of them.
         
 
         Why not bring in the police, one might ask. They can be useful, and after all, Brothers had killed at least three others. However, things were complicated—not that complicated wasn’t a frequent state of affairs in the vicinity of Sherlock Holmes, but in this case the complication took the form of warrants posted for my husband, his son, and me. Estelle was the only family member not being actively hunted by Scotland Yard.
         
 
         Including, apparently and incredibly, Holmes’ brother. For forty-odd years, Mycroft Holmes had strolled each morning to a grey office in Whitehall and settled in to a grey job of accounting—even his longtime personal secretary was a grey man, an ageless, sexless individual with the leaking-balloon name of Sosa. Prime Ministers came and went, Victoria gave way to Edward and Edward to George, budgets were slashed and expanded, wars were fought, decades of bureaucrats flourished and died, while Mycroft walked each morning to his office and settled to his account books.
         
 
         Except that Mycroft’s grey job was that of éminence grise of the British Empire. He inhabited the shadowy world of Intelligence, but he belonged neither to the domestic Secret Service nor to the international Secret Intelligence Service. Instead, he had shaped his own department within the walls of Treasury, one that ran parallel to both the domestic branch and the SIS. After forty years, his power was formidable.
         
 
         If I stopped to think about it, such unchecked authority in one individual’s hands would scare me witless, even though I had made use of it more than once. But if Mycroft Holmes was occasionally cold and always enigmatic, he was also sea-green incorruptible, the fixed point in my universe, the ultimate source of assistance, shelter, information, and knowledge.
         
 
         He was also untouchable, or so I had thought.
 
         The day before, a telegram had managed to find me, with a report of Mycroft being questioned by Scotland Yard, and his home raided. It was hard to credit—picturing Mycroft’s wrath raining down on Chief Inspector Lestrade came near to making me smile—but until I could disprove it, I could not call on Mycroft’s assistance. I was on my own.
         
 
         Were it not for the child on my back, I might have simply presented myself to the police station in Kirkwall and used the time behind bars to catch up on sleep. I was certain that the warrants had only been issued because of Chief Inspector John Lestrade’s pique—even at the best of times, Lestrade disapproved of civilians like us interfering in an official investigation. Once his point was made and his temper faded, we would be freed.
         
 
         Then again, were it not for the child, I would not be on this side of the island at all. I would have stayed at the Stones, where even now my training and instincts were shouting that I belonged, hunting down Brothers before he could sail off and start his dangerous religion anew in some other place.
         
 
         This concept of women and children fleeing danger was a thing I did not at all care for.
         
 
         But as I said, children are a burden, whether three years old or thirty. My only hope of sorting this out peacefully, without inflicting further trauma on the child or locking her disastrously claustrophobic and seriously wounded father behind bars, was to avoid the police, both here and in the British mainland. And my only hope of avoiding the Orcadian police was a flimsy, sputtering, freezing cold aeroplane. The same machine in which I had arrived on Orkney the previous afternoon, and sworn never to enter again.
         
 
         The aeroplane’s pilot was an American ex–RAF flyer named Javitz, who had brought me on a literally whirlwind trip from London and left me in a field south of Orkney’s main town. Or rather, I had left him. I thought he would stay there until I reappeared.
         
 
         I hoped he would.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
            

         
 
         THE WIND WAS NOT AS powerful as it had been the day before, crossing from Thurso, but it rose with the sun, and the seas rose with it. By full light, all the fittings in the Fifie’s cabin were rattling wildly, and although Damian’s arm was bound to his side, half an hour out of Orkney the toss and fret of the fifty-foot-long boat was making him hiss with pain. When the heap of blankets and spare clothing keeping him warm was pulled away, the dressings showed scarlet.
         
 
         Sherlock Holmes rearranged the insulation around his son and tossed another scoop of coal onto the stove before climbing the open companionway to the deck. The young captain looked as if he was clinging to the wheel as much as he was controlling it. Holmes raised his voice against the wind.
         
 
         ‘Mr Gordon, is there nothing we can do to calm the boat?’
 
         The young man took his eyes from the sails long enough to confirm the unexpected note of concern in the older man’s voice, then studied the waves and the rigging overhead. ‘Only thing we could do is change course. To sail with the wind, y’see?’
         
 
         Holmes saw. Coming out of Scapa Flow, they had aimed for Strathy, farther west along the coast of northern Scotland—in truth, any village but Thurso would do, so long as it had some kind of medical facility.
         
 
         But going west meant battling wind and sea: Even unladen, the boat had waves breaking across her bow, and the dip and rise of her fifty-foot length was troubling even to the unwounded on board.
         
 
         Thurso was close and it would have a doctor; however, he and Russell had both passed through that town the day before, and although the unkempt Englishman who hired a fishing boat to sail into a storm might have escaped official notice, rumour of a young woman in an aeroplane would have spread. He hoped Russell would instruct her American pilot to avoid Thurso, but if not—well, the worst she could expect was an inconvenient arrest. He, on the other hand, dared not risk sailing into constabulary arms.
         
 
         ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Change course.’
 
         ‘Thurso, good.’ Gordon sounded relieved.
 
         ‘No. Wick.’ A fishing town, big enough to have a doctor—perhaps even a rudimentary hospital. Police, too, of course, but warrants or not, what village constable would take note of one fishing boat in a harbour full of them?
         
 
         ‘Wick? Oh, but I don’t know anyone there. My cousin in Strathy—’
         
 
         ‘The lad will be dead by Strathy.’
 
         ‘Wick’s farther.’
 
         ‘But calmer.’
 
         Gordon thought for a moment, then nodded. ‘Take that line. Be ready when I say.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The change of tack quieted the boat’s wallow considerably. When Holmes descended again to the cabin, the stillness made him take two quick steps to the bunk—but it was merely sleep.
         
 
          
         The madman’s bullet had circled along Damian’s ribs, cracking at least one, before burying itself in the musculature around the shoulder blade—too deep for amateur excavation. Had it been the left arm, Holmes might have risked it, but Damian was an artist, a right-handed artist, an artist whose technique required precise motions with the most delicate control. Digging through muscle and nerve for a piece of lead could turn the lad into a former artist.
         
 
         Were Watson here, Holmes would permit his old friend to take out his scalpel, even considering the faint hand tremor he’d seen the last time they had met. But Watson was on his way home from Australia—Holmes suspected a new lady friend—and was at the moment somewhere in the Indian Ocean.
         
 
         He could only hope that Wick’s medical man had steady hands and didn’t drink. If they were not so fortunate, he should have to face the distressing option of coming to the surface to summon a real surgeon.
         
 
         Which would Damian hate more: the loss of his skill, or the loss of his freedom?
         
 
         It was not really a question. Even now, Holmes knew that if he were to remove the wedge holding the cabin’s hatch open, in minutes Damian would be sweating with horror and struggling to rise, to breathe, to flee.
         
 
         No: A painter robbed of his technique could form another life for himself; a man driven insane by confinement could not. If they found no help in Wick, he might have to turn surgeon.
         
 
         The thought made his gut run cold. Not the surgery itself—he’d done worse—but the idea of Damian’s expression when he tried to control a brush, and could not.
         
 
         Imagine: Sherlock Holmes dodging responsibility.
 
         Standing over his son’s form, he became aware of the most peculiar sensation, disturbingly primitive and almost entirely foreign.
         
 
         Reverend Thomas Brothers (or James Harmony Hayden or Henry Smythe or whatever names he had claimed) lay dead among the standing stone circle. But had the corpse been to hand, Sherlock Holmes would have ripped out the mad bastard’s heart and savagely kicked his remains across the deck and into the sea.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE
            

         
 
         THE MAN WITH SEVERAL NAMES edged into awareness. It was dark. The air smelt of sea and smoke. Fresh smoke. Memory was…elusive. Transformation? Yes, that was it—long plotted, sacrifices made, years of effort, but…
         
 
         He’d expected physical reaction, but not this pain, not that smoke-filled darkness. Could what he felt be the birth pangs of the Transformed? Blood and pain are companions of birth; he himself had written it. If the right blood had been loosed—but no. The wrong blood had been spilt on the altar stone.
         
 
         His own.
 
         Certainly the pain was his. He groaned, and became aware of a woman’s hands, then a man speaking, and the sudden bright of an opening door followed by more voices. After a time came the suffocation of a rag soaked in ether, and with a sharp vision of the sun black as sackcloth and the moon stained with blood, everything went away.
         
 
         It was broad daylight outside the hovel when he woke. The woman lifted his head to trickle in a jolt of some powerful drink. The nausea of the ether receded. His chest was aflame, and his head was flooded with the memory of fire and gunshot, but the whisky helped settle his thoughts as well as his stomach.
         
 
          
         ‘What time is it?’ he croaked.
 
         ‘What’s that?’ the woman said.
 
         ‘Time. What time is it?’
 
         ‘Oh, dearie, let me see. It’s near noon. Saturday, that is.’
 
         Mid-day Saturday. To the north, over the pure, cold sea, the sun would be edging back from its darkness, the eclipse fading—and with it, opportunity. All his work, long months of meditation and planning, gathering the reins of Authority, feeling the power rise up within him (oh, exquisite power, exquisite sensations—peeling away a goose quill with the Tool, the sweet dip of nib into spilt crimson, concentrating to get the words on the page before the ink clotted: perfection), power that welled up like a giant wave from that vast sea, carrying him across the world to this exact place at this exact time, to midnight at an altar surrounded by standing stones with the perfect sacrifice, the one who mattered, lying helpless and expectant with his throat bared…
         
 
         Snatched from him, at the very peak of the Preparation. The sacrifice had turned and summoned fire—the lamp, that was it. Damian had managed to fling out his arm and smashed the lamp. But what followed was unclear: noise and confusion and hot billows of flame, and…others? The impression of others—two of them?—and then a boom and a giant’s fist smashing his chest, and nothing until he had wakened to the smell of sea and smoke.
         
 
         Who could they have been? Enemies? Demons? Figments of his imagination? Not that it mattered: They had robbed him of Transformation. The Great Work lay shattered. A waste of years. His hand twitched with the urge to strangle someone.
         
 
         And the child? She who was to have been his acolyte, his student, the daughter of his soul? Had the two demons stolen her? Or was she still in that burnt-out place where he had taken refuge?
         
 
         Mid-day: She would be awake. Sooner or later, she would find her way out, and be seen. He had to get away before they came looking for him.
         
 
         ‘Gunderson?’ he whispered.
 
         ‘He’ll be here tomorrow morning.’ This was a man’s gravelly voice.
         
 
         ‘MacAuliffe.’
 
         ‘That’s right, Reverend Brothers. You know what happened to you?’
         
 
         With an effort, Brothers got his eyes open, squinting into the smokey light. ‘Shot?’
         
 
         ‘Aye.’ The man grinned and reached down to whittle a slice from the sausage on the table, popping it between his yellow teeth and chewing, open-mouthed. ‘Only thing that kept you from the pearly gates was that book in your chest pocket. Weren’t for that, the lead would’ve gone straight into your heart. As it is, we dug the thing out of your shoulder. Can you move your fingers?’
         
 
         The wounded man looked down and saw a hand arranged atop a thick gauze pad covering his chest. The fingers slowly closed, then opened.
         
 
         ‘There you go,’ MacAuliffe said, whittling off another slab of meat. ‘You’ll be right as rain in no time.’
         
 
         ‘Is that my knife?’
 
         The hired man held up the curved blade. ‘This yours? Wicked thing, nearly cut my thumb off with it.’
         
 
         ‘Give it!’ The command came out weak, but MacAuliffe obeyed, wiping the grease on his trousers, then turning it so his sometime employer could take the ivory haft.
         
 
         ‘I found it on the ground next to that altar thing, nearly stepped on it before I saw the handle. Didn’t know for sure it was yours, but I didn’t want to leave it behind.’
         
 
         Brothers’ good hand slipped around the familiar object, his thumb smoothing its blade, the cool metal that had been given him on the very hour of his birth. He felt a pulse of temptation, to plunge the Tool into MacAuliffe’s hateful belly, but he was not strong enough to do it without assistance. Not yet. Not until he could summon The Friend.
         
 
         Instead, he tucked the knife under his weak hand, as if the Tool’s strength might transfer to flesh. ‘I need you to send a telegram to London.’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR
            

         
 
         WHEN WE REACHED THE COASTAL track and turned towards Kirkwall, the light strengthened with every step. Earlier, I had been forced to choose between the dangers of blind speed and the threat of being seen. Now I hitched the child up on my hips and leant forward into a near-jog. Her light body rocked against mine, and her own arms had to be getting tired, but she did not complain.
         
 
         Half a mile down the road, I spotted a farmer coming out of a shed, to climb onto a high-sided cart. A tangle of shrubs marked where the farmyard lane entered the road; I let Estelle slip to the ground behind them, stifling a groan as my shoulders returned to their proper angle. I hunkered beside her (my knees, too, having aged a couple of decades in the past hours) and said in a low voice, ‘We have to wait until this man has gone by, and I don’t want him to notice us. We need to be very quiet, all right?’
         
 
         ‘Can we ask him for a ride?’ she said in her loud, hoarse, child’s whisper.
         
 
         ‘No, we can’t,’ I said. ‘Now, not a word, all right?’
 
         I felt her nod, and put my arm around her tiny body.
 
         The metallic sounds from the cart indicated milk canisters, and as I’d feared, it was headed towards town: We should have to wait until he was some distance down the road before we followed. This was clearly a daily ritual, since the reins were nearly slack and the cart was controlled less by the farmer than by his nag. Who was in no hurry—its pace was no faster than our own, and the high sides… I stared, then pushed aside the branches to see.
         
 
         The cart was a purpose-built creation with a flat-bedded base on which had been fastened a large crate, some five feet on a side, tipped with the open top facing backwards. The dairyman sat in front, feet dangling, back leaning against what would originally have been the crate’s bottom.
         
 
         The only way he could see inside the cart would be if he were to walk around and look inside. Better yet, he had no dog.
         
 
         I snatched up the child, warning her again to silence, and trotted forward, grateful now for the blustering gusts that concealed my footsteps. Aiming at the rattling cans and hoping for the best, I tossed the child into the shadows and hopped in beside her. As the noise had suggested, the cans came nowhere near to filling the space, and there was room for us to creep around behind them. The road was rough enough that the driver took no note of the shift our boarding caused, and if the horse noticed our weight, he did not complain.
         
 
         Estelle snuggled against me. The milk cans rattled; the waking island scrolled past the rear of our transport. We dozed.
         
 
         The cart slowed, and stopped. I wrapped my arms more securely around the child, placing my finger across her lips. The farmer’s boots crunched to the road, the cart jerking as his weight left it. I followed the sound of his footsteps, braced for sudden flight, but the steps continued away from us a few feet, paused, then returned, moving more slowly and with a hitch in their gait. A figure suddenly loomed at the back of the cart, and another canister of milk swung inside. He added a second, then climbed back onto his seat and chirruped the horse into motion.
         
 
          
         He repeated the milk pickup half a mile down the road. Once we were moving, I worked my way towards the back, to ease the heavy canisters to one side. The road was smoother here, which meant that our sudden exit would be difficult to conceal. I waited for a rough patch, but before one came, I caught a faint odour of distillery, and knew we had run out of time.
         
 
         I gathered the child in my arms and more or less rolled off the back to the road. The horse reacted, but by the time the startled driver had controlled the animal and reined it to a halt, Estelle and I were squatting behind a wall.
         
 
         The man would have seen us, had he got down and walked back, but to him the jerk of the cart must have felt like a result of the horse’s shy, not the cause of it. After a moment, I heard him repeat the noise between his teeth, and the music of milk cans retreated down the road.
         
 
         I rose to get my bearings, and found that we were a scarce half-mile from where Captain Javitz had set us down.
         
 
         ‘Can you walk for a bit, Estelle? We’re nearly there.’
 
         In answer, she slipped her hand into mine and we set off up the road. It took two tries to find the correct lane, but to my relief, the ’plane was there, in a long field surrounded by walls and a hedgerow. Lights shone from the adjoining house, and I led my charge in that direction.
         
 
         I stopped outside the gate to tell the child, ‘My friend Captain Javitz, who drives the aeroplane, may be here. There’s also a nice lady and her son. But, we don’t want to talk to them too much. We’ll only be here for a few minutes.’
         
 
         ‘And then we’ll go in the aeroplane? Into the air?’
 
         ‘That’s right,’ I said, adding under my breath, ‘God help us.’
 
         I knocked on the door.
 
         It opened, to a man pointing a gun at my heart.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FIVE
            

         
 
         AT NOON, THE AIR BEGAN to stink of herring. Soon they came to Wick, dropping anchor inside the crowded harbour. Damian was pale, but the dressings remained brown.
         
 
         Holmes picked a woollen Guernsey, much-mended and reeking of fish, from the pile atop Damian, pulling it on in place of his overcoat. He added a cap in similar condition, then took the glass from the oil lamp and ran a finger over the inside, washing his hands and face with a thin layer of lamp-black.
         
 
         When he glanced down at Damian, the lad’s eyes were watching him, and the bearded face twitched in a weak smile. ‘You look the part.’
         
 
         ‘Aye,’ Holmes said. ‘I’m rowing into the town to find a medical person who can pull that bullet out of you. Best if we do it here, rather than toss you in and out of a dinghy.’ His voice had taken on the flavour of the north, not a full Scots but on the edge.
         
 
         ‘Still think you should’ve done it yourself.’
 
         ‘I might yet have to. Gordon will stay here with you.’
 
         ‘I’d kill for a swallow of tea.’
 
         ‘I’ll let him know. Lie still, now.’ He turned to go.
 
          
         ‘Er, Father?’
 
         ‘Yes, son?’ They had known each other less than three weeks: Both men still tasted the unfamiliar words on their tongues.
         
 
         ‘Do you think—’
 
         ‘Your daughter is safe. Without question. Russell will guard the child like a mother wildcat.’
         
 
         ‘And my…’ He was unable to say the word.
 
         ‘Your wife? Yolanda died, yes. I saw her body. No question.’
 
         ‘You are certain it was Hayden? Back at the Stones?’
 
         ‘Yes.’ This was not the first time he’d answered the question.
 
         Damian swallowed, as if to force down the information. ‘If I’m here, then… Her funeral?’
         
 
         ‘Mycroft will take care of it.’ Which Holmes hoped was true—surely his brother’s inexplicable tangle with Scotland Yard would be a temporary state of affairs?
         
 
         ‘Would you,’ Damian said, his left arm working under the cloth mound. ‘—my pocket?’
         
 
         Holmes pulled away the covers and felt Damian’s pockets, coming out with a leather note-case.
         
 
         ‘There’s a picture,’ Damian explained.
 
         Not a photograph, but an ink drawing he had done of his wife and small daughter, intricate as the shadings of a lithograph. There were headless nails in the rough wall near Damian’s head; Holmes impaled the small page on one that lay in Damian’s line of sight. A woman with Oriental features and a cap of black hair sat with a not-so-Oriental child with equally black hair: Damian had captured a look of wicked mischief on both faces.
         
 
         Holmes stood.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ Damian said. ‘About…everything.’
 
         The apology covered a far wider span than the preceeding three weeks, but Holmes kept his response light. ‘Hardly your doing. It’s a nuisance, having the police after us, but it’s not the first time. Once we patch you up, I’ll deal with it.’
         
 
         ‘Hope so.’
 
         ‘Rest easy,’ Holmes said, and went up the ladder.
 
         Twelve minutes later, a final hard pull on the oars ran the dinghy up on a sandy patch at the edge of the harbour. Holmes tied the painter to a time-softened tree trunk above the reach of the tide, then tugged at his cap and set off for the town, walking with the gait of the sailors around him. When he saw a police constable strolling in his direction, he raised his pipe and a cloud of concealing smoke, giving the PC a brief nod as he passed.
         
 
         At the first chemist’s shop, a bell tinkled when Holmes stepped inside, but the customers took little notice: Stray fishermen were a commonplace. On reaching the counter, Holmes asked for sticking plasters, a box of throat lozenges, and a tube of ointment for Persistent Rashes and Skin Conditions. Picking the coins from his palm, he then said, ‘M’lad on the boat picked up a baddish slice, mebbe should have a coupla’ stitches. There a doctor in the town?’
         
 
         ‘There was, he took ill. Got a locum, though. His cousin.’
 
         ‘He’ll do,’ Holmes grunted, and asked for directions. The chemist grinned as he gave them, but it wasn’t until the door to the surgery opened that Holmes realised why. The doctor’s locum tenans was a she: a short woman in her late twenties with hair the red of new copper and the colouration that went with it: pale and freckled, with eyes halfway between green and blue set into features that might have been pretty had they not been pinched with the anticipation of his response.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ she said tiredly, ‘I’m a girl, but yes, I’m a qualified doctor, and no, my cousin won’t return for two weeks or more, so unless you want to take your problem to Golspie or Inverness, I’m your man.’ Her accent was Scots, but not local. St Andrews, he decided, or Kirkcaldy—although she’d spent time in London and much of her youth in…Nottingham?
         
 
         The analysis ran through his mind in the time it took him to draw breath. ‘Can you stitch a cut?’
         
 
         She cocked her head at him, considering his matter-of-fact tone. ‘I said I was a doctor, didn’t I? Of course I can stitch a cut. And deliver a bairn or set a leg or remove an appendix, for that matter.’
         
 
         ‘Well, I dinna require obstetrical care or major surgery, but I’ve a lad needing attention, if you’d like to bring your bag.’
         
 
         Her surprise made him wonder how many times she’d watched would-be patients turn away. ‘Amazing,’ she said. ‘And he hasn’t been bleeding quietly for a week before you decided I’d have to do?’
         
 
         ‘Just since midnight.’
 
         She shook her head, donned her hat, picked up her bag, and followed him out onto the street.
         
 
         ‘Where is the cut?’ she asked, half-trotting to compensate for his longer stride.
         
 
         ‘Over the ribs.’
 
         ‘How did he come by it?’
 
         ‘Oh, I think you’ll see when you get there.’
 
         ‘And where is “there”?’
 
         ‘Fishing boat. Moving him starts up the bleeding, I thought it best to have you look at it where he lies.’
         
 
         ‘If there’s much motion, we’ll have to bring him to shore.’
 
         ‘We’ll face that if we have to. Come, the dinghy’s along there.’
         
 
          
         ‘Can’t you bring the boat up to the docks?’
 
         ‘Not worth hauling anchor, it’s nobbut two minutes out.’
 
         He led the doctor down an alleyway, around the back of a herring shed, and through mountains of precisely stacked whisky barrels, which was hardly a direct route but he’d spotted the PC down the lane, and didn’t want to risk a second encounter. By the time they hit the small beach, the doctor was scurrying to keep up, and Holmes had become aware of a helmeted presence behind them.
         
 
         He strode ahead of the diminutive doctor and had the boat untied and floating free before she caught him up. ‘Are we—’ she started to say, but he seized her shoulders to lift her bodily in over the last bit of mucky sand, letting go before she was fully balanced. She plopped onto the seat with a squeak of protest; he stepped one foot inside and shoved off with the other, nearly toppling her backwards as the small craft shot away from the land and rotated 160 degrees. Two quick pulls of the oars completed the turn-about, and they were soon beyond shouting distance, leaving a puzzled PC on the shore, scratching the head beneath his helmet.
         
 
         The doctor, with her back to the town, noticed nothing apart from her escort’s haste. She straightened her hat, tucked her black bag underneath the seat, and scowled at the man working the oars. ‘As I was about to ask, are we in a hurry?’
         
 
         ‘Tide’s about to turn. I didn’t want to risk losing the dinghy, but we’re all right now. I hope you’ll be having a scalpel in that bag of yours?’
         
 
         ‘Of course. But why should I require a scalpel to stitch a cut?’
 
         ‘Ah, about that. There is a hole in the lad’s epidermis, all right. Unfortunately, there’s a small lump of lead as well.’
         
 
         ‘A lump of—do you mean a bullet?’
         
 
          
         ‘That’s right.’
 
         ‘What have you dragged me into?’ At last, she sounded uneasy. High time, thought Holmes sourly, and allowed the Scots to leave his diction.
         
 
         ‘In fact, you’re walking on the side of the angels, although I’d recommend in the future that a person who barely clears five feet might do well to ask a few more questions before she goes off with a strange man. Our situation here is…complicated, but all I need is for you to cut out the bullet and patch up the entrance hole, and we’ll set you back safe and sound on firm land.’ Although I fear, he added to himself, some distance from where you began.
         
 
         She gaped at him, then turned about as if to see how far she might have to swim to reach safety. The constable was still visible, but his back was turned, and she’d have needed a megaphone against the sharp breeze. When she faced Holmes again, she was angry beyond measure, and the flush in her fair skin made her eyes blaze blue.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know what you’re about, but kidnapping is a felony.’
 
         ‘You’re merely making a house call. Or, boat call,’ he amended. ‘I intend to pay you, generously. I swear to you, neither I nor the wounded man have done anything remotely illegal.’ Yet.
         
 
         She studied his face, and the anger in her own subsided with her fear. ‘If you’ve done nothing illegal and yet he’s been shot, why not go to the police?’
         
 
         ‘As I said, the situation is delicate at present. A misunderstanding. And being far from home, difficult to clear up.’
         
 
         ‘Where is home?’
 
         ‘Manchester,’ he said promptly, and then they were at the boat, and Gordon was reaching down to help the doctor aboard.
         
 
         ‘Captain,’ Holmes said before the fisherman could speak, ‘this is Doctor Henning. However, I think it may be best for everyone if we leave our names out of this. If she does not know our names, she need not worry about the consequences of speaking freely.’
         
 
         Gordon stared at the petite figure at the other end of his arm. ‘This is a doctor?’
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER SIX
            

         
 
         THE REVEREND THOMAS BROTHERS, SEATED before the peat fire in the Orkney cottage, smiled freely at the wording of the telegram MacAuliffe had brought him:
         
 
         
            IF HEALTH PERMITS MEET ME TUESDAY ST ALBANS  GUNDERSON HAS DETAILS.

            

         
 
         Health did not permit, not really. But with Gunderson at his side, he might be able to make it—and the chance to actually meet The Friend after all this time made it worth the effort. Besides which, as any leader knew, it was never a good idea to reveal weakness to one’s lessers, not if one might need them for whatever the future held.
         
 
         Three days, to make his way down the length of the country; three days to reconsider what failure meant.
         
 
         If failure it was. One thing Brothers knew was that the Fates took a mysterious hand in all human acts. If his long and laboriously constructed Great Work had fallen apart, if the blood on the Stenness altar stone had failed to unite with the timing of the solar eclipse, if an accumulation of blood and Energies had spilt out for naught, then either the Fates were cruel, or he had not understood the demands of the Work.
         
 
         He wished he had someone to talk this over with. MacAuliffe had as much sense as one of the sheep bleating outside the door, and Gunderson was little more than a useful tool. Yolanda would be the ideal ear, willing, if uncomprehending, but his one-time wife was dead now, in what he had thought would be a key element of his Work.
         
 
         Which brought him in a circle again: What had happened?
 
         Brothers shifted in the chair in front of the smoke-blackened stones, wincing as the sharp pain grabbed at his breast. The powerful home-brew in the glass helped take the edge off it, but the prospect of travel was not a happy one.
         
 
         Gunderson would help. With all kinds of problems.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER SEVEN 
            

         
 
         THE CLEVER YOUNG MAN STOOD at the wide window with a glass in his hand, looking through his reflection at midnight London. Standing as he was, his head’s shadow engulfed most of the houses of Parliament, the white streak over his temple overlaid the face of its famous clock, his chest engulfed Westminster Bridge and the hungry, flat, greasy River Thames, while his raised right elbow rested on the palace of the archbishop.
         
 
         God of all he surveyed.
 
         His presence in this place was a quirk, an anomaly that would have surprised all who knew him, were they ever to be invited here. Grey and invisible minions of government did not live among the warehouses of London’s South Bank, no more than did men whose ambitions encompassed government as his reflection encompassed Whitehall. Not that any of his colleagues knew of his ambitions, any more than they knew of his home.
         
 
         The building had belonged to his grandfather, who had lost it—or, from whom it had been stolen—along with the rest of the family inheritance. The grandson was on medical leave in 1917, following the bullet that left him with a streak of white in his hair, when his restless wanderings brought him here, to an empty and derelict warehouse, part of its roof taken off by a zeppelin attack. He had made a surreptitious and scandalously low offer for it—a steal, one might say—and in his first deliberate act of self-concealment, become its owner. After the Paris talks he had returned to London and a new position, and now he stood at the big north-facing window in the modern flat raised up from the top floor, his outline a frame over the powers of the empire.
         
 
         So appropriate, that dim outline. Nothing overt, no splashes of the politician’s mark or estate magnate’s hammer. Merely a shadow, colouring all it overlay.
         
 
         He’d found it every bit as easy to construct a hidden life as it was to construct a charismatic façade or the reputation for front-line fortitude. Men liked him, women, too, and beguiled by the wit and easy charm, none of them noticed that they knew nothing about the man underneath.
         
 
         Even Whitehall scarcely knew he was here. Few so much as suspected a presence among the anonymous halls.
         
 
         Mycroft Holmes was one. He thought that, in recent months, Holmes had caught a faint trace of someone at his heels: Why slim down and take up with a lady, unless in a pointless drive to reclaim youth? However, he’d been looking over Holmes’ shoulder since 1921 without giving himself away—how else would he have known about the letter from Shanghai?
         
 
         The few in this vast hive below who could put his face and a name to an act were all career criminals, who mattered less than nothing. Criminals could be bought or disposed of; as for Mr Holmes, well, it was all in the works now.
         
 
         His current situation reminded him of a Vaudeville act he’d once gone to see at the urging of, oddly enough, Churchill. On the stage, a dapper gent juggled an increasing number of ever more disparate objects—a cricket ball, a roast leg of goose, a lit candle, a yelping puppy. The key element of the act had been the insouciance, even boredom, with which the fellow had caught each additional oddity thrown his way, incorporating it casually into his motions. The whole act was intended to be madly humorous, as indeed the low-brow audience found it, but he thought it more effective as a paradigm: One’s raw material matters less than one’s confidence.
         
 
         Take the telegram from the primitive reaches of the British Isles. Brothers had been—predictably—shocked at his failure to achieve the immortality of Divine Transformation up in Orkney, yet he overlooked the real question: How could a man, armed with knife, gun, and heavy narcotics, not only fail at murder, but manage to get himself wounded as well?
         
 
         Another ill-matched object to keep up in the air.
 
         Ah, well. That was what one got from depending on elaborate plots with many moving parts. It had all been far too beautiful, too gorgeously complex and inexorable—until an artist had inexplicably failed to die, and dropped a spanner into the clockworks.
         
 
         Still, it wasn’t a total loss. Parts of the machine were still turning nicely, and since they were dependent only on his own actions, they would continue to run. From here on out, he would abandon the complex, and keep things simple, and brutal.
         
 
         The clock across the way told him it was time for sleep: He had a seven o’clock appointment, a full day of meetings, and a trip to St Albans to arrange. He drained his glass and went to bed, where he slept without dreams.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER EIGHT
            

         
 
         THE GREY-HAIRED MAN IN THE dusty stockings stood in his London prison and studied the equation on the wall. The odd dreaminess of his imprisonment made it an effort to direct his mind to the formula and what it represented; still, it was what Buddhists called a koan, a focal point for the mind, a conundrum with a puzzle at its core.
         
 
         a ÷ (b+c+d)
         
 
         Ironic, to use schoolboy maths—beaten into him when Victoria still wore colour—to develop a theorem for the most complex and dangerous political manoeuvring of his career.
         
 
         As ironic as the entire situation being based on a simple truth of governmental bookkeeping: A department immune to budget cuts is the most powerful department in the government.
         
 
         a ÷ (b+c+d)
         
 
         The a in the formula was his position in His Majesty’s Government, a job his brother Sherlock had once whimsically described as ‘auditing the books in some of the Government departments.’ It was an apt description, in both the meanings of auditor: one who examines the accounts, and one who listens.
         
 
         He had listened to a lot of secrets, in his career.
 
         In his first draughts of this formula, a had represented himself, but he had revised that and replaced the person with the position; b was the age of the present incumbent. Not that he felt old, but he had to admit, the looking-glass in his bath-room startled him at times. The c stood for the Labour Government, new, fragile, and perceived by many as a vile Bolshevik threat. And d, of course, was his own heart attack last December, the subsequent convalescence, and the lingering sense of vulnerability and impermanence.
         
 
         He pinched the nail between his fingers, and paused.
 
         His e was to be he, himself, the sum of nearly half a century of auditing the books of the empire. But on which side did that fifth element go: debit, or credit?
         
 
         Once, that old man in the glass had been strong and flexible in mind and body. Now, he lived in an age where youth was all, where flightiness was virtue, where a man of a mere seventy years was made to feel outdated. Where Intelligence had become a Feudal stronghold, with peasants clamouring at the gates.
         
 
         Once, he’d lived in a world where one could tell a man’s profession and history by a glance at his hands and the turn of his collar, but now every other man spent his days in an anonymous office, and even shopkeepers wore bespoke suits.
         
 
         Perhaps his time was past…
 
         But, no; e was himself and the rest was mere doubt: He added an upright to the horizontal line he’d scratched, and the equation read:
         
 
         a ÷ (b+c+d) + e 
         
 
          
         e, after all, was Mycroft Holmes. Lock him in a dank attic, withhold his meals, force him to use his neck-tie as a belt and a slip of metal for a pencil, starve him of information and agents and human tools, ultimately there was no doubt: He would walk away. Sooner or later, his mind would cut through solid wall, build a ladder out of information, weave wings out of words and clues and perceived motions.
         
 
         He found that he was sitting on the floor; the angle of light through the translucent overhead window had shifted. Odd. When had that happened? For a moment, a brief moment, he entertained the possibility that lack of adequate sustenance was making him light-headed.
         
 
         But surely the past eight months of denying the body’s surprisingly strong urges, shedding 4 stone 10 in the process, would have hardened him to thin rations?
         
 
         No, he thought. It was merely the disorientation that comes with a prolonged lack of stimulation. Still, he could not help wishing that he had been gifted with his younger brother’s knack of using hunger to stoke the mental processes. Under present circumstances, Sherlock’s mental processes would be fired to a white-hot pitch that would melt the walls.
         
 
         Personally, Mycroft found a growling stomach a distraction.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER NINE
            

         
 
         THE BUSINESS END OF A gun is remarkably distracting. It dominates the world. So it wasn’t until the weapon fell away that I looked past it to see the familiar scarred features of my pilot, who swore and reached for my arm. ‘There you are! I’ve known some troublesome girls in my time, but sweetheart, you take the—oh, hey there, honey, come on in,’ he added in a very different voice, and the hand at his side shifted to hide the gun completely. He peeled back the door to encourage us to enter, standing almost behind it so as not to frighten the child at my side.
         
 
         ‘I didn’t see you there, little Miss,’ he said. His voice was soft with easy friendship, and it occurred to me that he might have had a family, back in America before the War and the ’plane crash that left his face and hand shiny with scar tissue. ‘Do come in, it’s chilly out there and Mrs Ross would be happy to set some breakfast in front of you. That’s right, in you come, and pay no attention to the big ugly man who met you with a growl.’
         
 
         Estelle glued herself to my side. When the door was shut, she peered around me at Javitz. I looked down and said, ‘Estelle, this is the man with the aeroplane. He didn’t mean to frighten you.’
         
 
         ‘What’s on your face?’ she asked him.
 
          
         He gave no indication of the distress it must have caused, this first reaction from any new acquaintance. ‘I got burnt, a long time ago. Looks funny but it doesn’t hurt.’
         
 
         ‘Did it hurt then?’
 
         ‘Er, yes. It did.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry.’
 
         After a minute, he tore his gaze away from her to look at me. ‘Where have you been?’
         
 
         ‘Probably best you don’t know, just yet. Why the, er, armament?’
 
         ‘Someone tried to jigger with the machine last night. I happened to be outside and heard them, so I stood guard to make sure they didn’t get another chance. The lad took over at daybreak. I was about to set out and look for you.’
         
 
         ‘Well, I’m here. Is the ’plane ready? Can we go before the wind gets too strong?’
         
 
         ‘What, both of you?’
 
         ‘Estelle can sit on my lap.’
 
         ‘Where are her—’ He caught himself, and looked from me to her.
         
 
         ‘Her parents asked me to look after her for a couple of days. We’ll meet them up later.’
         
 
         ‘My Papa’s hurt,’ she piped up, contributing information I had given her some hours earlier. ‘His Papa is taking him to a doctor.’
         
 
         Javitz raised an eyebrow at me. I shook my head, warning him off any more questions, and asked, ‘Estelle, I’d bet you would like a quick bite of breakfast, wouldn’t you?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, please,’ she said emphatically. Javitz laughed—a good laugh, full and content, which I had not heard before—and led us towards the odours of bacon and toast.
         
 
         The kitchen was warm and smelt like heaven. Javitz strolled in as if the room were his, and asked his hostess if she’d mind stirring up a few more eggs. I had met Mrs Ross briefly in another lifetime—the previous afternoon—as well as the lad currently out guarding the aeroplane, but there was still no sign of a husband. I decided not to ask.
         
 
         The mistress of the house was a bit surprised at my reappearance with a child in tow—particularly a child with such exotic looks—but she greeted us cheerily enough, and stretched out a hand for the bowl of eggs. I stayed until she had set two laden plates on the table, then tipped my head at Javitz. He followed me into the hallway.
         
 
         ‘Who do you think was trying to get at the machine?’ I asked.
 
         ‘All I saw was a big fellow who ran away when he heard me coming.’
         
 
         Which indicated it wasn’t the police, I thought: That would have made things sticky. ‘Well, as soon as Estelle has eaten, let’s be away. How much petrol have we?’
         
 
         ‘She’s full. I didn’t know if you’d want to go beyond Thurso, but there was nothing for me to do here except fetch tins of petrol.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sorry. Is the lad big enough to turn the prop for us?’
 
         ‘Should be, yes.’
 
         ‘Good. I’d like you to take us back to Thurso—perhaps this time we can find a field closer to the town? Estelle and I will catch a train from there, if you don’t mind making your own way back to London.’ It was all very well to risk my own neck bouncing about in mid-air and alternately roasting and freezing in the glass-covered compartment, but I felt that the sooner I could return my young charge to terra firma, the better. Thurso might carry a risk of arrest, but at least I would get her away from Brothers. And with luck, Javitz could land and quickly take off again, all eyes on him while Estelle and I slipped into town and away: There might be a warrant out for Mary Russell, but I thought it unlikely that any rural constable, seeing a woman with a child getting onto a train, would call that warrant to mind.
         
 
         Javitz looked as if he would object to the plan, but considering the trouble we’d had on the way up here, he could hardly insist that the air was the safest option.
         
 
         I wiped Estelle’s face (Mrs Ross tactfully suggested a visit to the cloakroom for the child, a nicety I’d have overlooked) and led her out through the garden to the walled field. There it sat, this idol of the modern age, gleaming deceptively in the morning light. It had tried its hardest to kill me on the way up from London; I was now giving it another chance—with the child thrown into the bargain. I muttered a Hebrew prayer for travellers under my breath and climbed inside. Javitz passed Estelle up to me, and as he climbed into his cockpit before us, I let down the glass cover.
         
 
         In the end, Mrs Ross herself pulled the prop for us, yanking it into life while her son oversaw operations from the top of the stone wall. Estelle’s nose was pressed to the glass that covered our passenger compartment, watching the ground travel past, first slowly, then more rapidly. She shot me a grin as the prop’s speed pushed us back into our seats; I grinned right back at her, and pushed away thoughts of Icarus and his wings.
         
 
         Then we tipped up, took a hop, and were airborne. Estelle squealed with excitement when the wind caught us. She exclaimed at the houses that turned into sheds and then doll-houses, the horses receding to the size of dogs and then figurines, a motorcar becoming a toy, and a man on a bicycle who became little more than a crawling beetle. We rode the wind up and up over the town, then Javitz pulled us into a wide circle and aimed back the way we had come, roaring lower and lower. The houses, animals, and figures grew again as he prepared to buzz over the Ross rooftop—and then I glimpsed the man on the bicycle, only he was not simply a man, he was a man with a constabulary helmet, and he was standing on the Ross walkway craning up at us.
         
 
         Five minutes later and he’d have caught us on the ground.
 
         Estelle kept her face glued to the glass, her bony knees balanced on my thighs. I tucked most of the fur coat around her, and tried to ignore the frigid air brushing my neck and taking possession of my toes. It was less than forty miles to Thurso as the crow flew—although slightly longer for a Bristol Tourer that kept over land for much of the time. In any event, under less than an hour we would be trading our hubristic mode of transportation for the safety of a train, to begin our earth-bound way southward, towards civilisation and the assistance of my brother-in-law. Who would surely have reasserted his authority by then.
         
 
         We approached Thurso as we had left it, over the coast-line between the town and Scotland’s end at John o’ Groats. The wind was powerful, but nowhere near as rough as it had been when we fought our way north. From time to time, Javitz half-rose in his cockpit to peer at the ground past the high nose of the ’plane, making minor corrections each time.
         
 
         Unbidden, a thought crept into my mind: Would it be irresponsible of me to turn over the duties of nurse-maid to Javitz—just for the day—while I returned to the islands to see what could be done about Brothers? Clearly, the pilot had friends in the area. And he seemed to know better than I how to communicate with children. Yes, I had promised Estelle’s father that I would watch over her; but surely removing the threat of Brothers would offer a more complete protection? Or was this merely what I wanted to do, and not what I should do?
         
 
         We had shed altitude as we followed the coast-line south. Before the town began, Javitz throttled back, correcting his course a fraction each time he stood to examine the terrain. We were perhaps a hundred feet from the ground, and even I in my seat could glimpse the approaching harbour, when a sinister chain of noises cut through the ceaseless racket: a slap, a gasp, and an immediate, high-pitched whistle.
         
 
         Javitz had been half-standing, but he dropped hard into his seat and wrenched at the controls, slamming the aeroplane to the side and making its mighty Siddeley Puma engines build to a bone-shaking thunder.
         
 
         Estelle shrieked as her head cracked against the window. I grabbed for her, pulling her to my chest as her cries of fear mingled with the engine noise and the untoward whistle of air. Then in seconds, the sideways fall changed and everything went very heavy and terribly confusing. I was dimly aware of something raining down on my arm and shoulder as—I finally realised what the motion meant—we corkscrewed our way upwards. Glass, I thought dimly, falling from a shattered window. I pulled the protective fur coat up around the cowering child and shouted words of reassurance, inaudible even to my own ears.
         
 
         In the blink of an eye, the world disappeared, and we were bundled into a grey and featureless nothing. Following one last tight circuit of the corkscrew, our wings tilted the other way and we grew level. I could feel Estelle sobbing, although I could scarcely hear her against the wind that battered through the broken pane. I rocked the armful of fur as my eyes darted around the little compartment, trying to see where all that glass had gone.
         
 
         But what drew my gaze was not the jagged glass: It was the neat hole punched through the front wall of the passenger compartment.
         
 
         Javitz spent a moment settling the controls, then gingerly swivelled in his seat to see if we were still intact. As his eyes came around, they found the hole: From his position there would be two—one in the partition between us, and one through the bottom of his seat. Had he been seated, the round would have passed straight through him. We looked through the glass at each other, and I watched his eyes travel to the smashed window, then to the child in my arms. I saw his mouth move, and although I couldn’t have heard if he’d shouted, I could read their meaning.
         
 
         I lifted the coat until my lips were inches from the child’s head. ‘Estelle, are you all right? Estelle, child, I know you’re scared, but I need to know if you’re hurt at all.’
         
 
         The head stayed tucked against me, but it shook back and forth in answer. I smoothed the coat back around her and mouthed to Javitz, ‘We’re fine. What happened?’
         
 
         In answer, he raised his right hand and made a gun out of it. Yes, I thought—although it had to have been a rifle, not a revolver. Before I could say anything, he turned around again and set about getting us below the clouds.
         
 
         I studied his back, seeing the motion of his head and shoulders as he consulted the instruments and worked the control stick between his knees. The grey pressing around us thinned, retreated, and eventually became a ceiling.
         
 
         Javitz craned over the side at the ground, made a correction on the stick, then hunched forward for a minute before turning to press a note-pad to the glass between us. On it was written:
         
  
         
            NOT THURSO, THEN. WHERE?
            

         
 
         All I could do was shrug and tell him, ‘South.’
 
         He looked from the window to the lump in my arms, then wrote again.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            SHALL I LAND SO WE CAN FIX THAT WINDOW?
            

         
 
         I shook my head vigorously. If he could survive in the unprotected front of the ’plane, we two with our fur wrapping could hold out until we had reached safety.
         
 
         Wherever that might be.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER TEN
            

         
 
         WE FLEW ON THROUGH THE grey, light rain occasionally streaking back against the glass. I had hoped the warm furs and steady course might reassure the child, but she remained where she was, a taut quivering ball.
         
 
         Could I remember being three and a half years old? Not really, but my childhood had been a comfortable place until I was fourteen and my family died. This soft creature in my arms was too young to have a sense of history, too new to understand that terror passes, that love returns. In the past month—for her, an eternity—her mother had disappeared (died, although I was not going to be the one to tell her) and left her with a strange man (who had, in fact, been the one who killed Mother) until Papa came and joined the man for a furtive series of trains and boats to a cold, empty, smelly house, where she had wakened to find herself in the possession of a strange woman. A woman who had then hauled her through the night and pushed her into a noisy machine that was fun for ten minutes before it turned very scary.
         
 
         My hand stroked the child’s back, counting the faint vertebrae and the shape of her shoulder-blades. What must it be like, to be so without control that one would submit to a stranger’s comforting?
         
 
          
         But my hand kept moving, and after a minute, I bent to speak to the scrap of black hair and pink ear that emerged from the fur. ‘Shall I tell you a story, Estelle?’
         
 
         There was no response, but I kept stroking, and started talking.
 
         ‘Once upon a time there was a lady from America. She was a singer, a beautiful singer, who—sorry, did you say something?’
         
 
         She turned her head slightly, and the faint murmur became words: ‘My Grandmama was a singer.’
         
 
         ‘I know, and this is a story about her.’
 
         I constructed a tale about the woman, a sort of midrash based on the little I knew about her, depending more on the drawings Damian had done of his childhood home than actual fact. The story was about opera, and her grandmother’s cleverness, and the French countryside, and it was a distraction as much to me as it was to her. Slowly, the child in my arms grew more solid as a sleepless night and the ebb of terror did their work. Eventually, she shuddered and went limp.
         
 
         I finished the story, and wrapped my arms around the warm little body. For the first time in hours, I had nothing to do but sit quietly and fret. Instantly, a wave of thoughts rose up and crashed over me.
         
 
         A sniper, in Thurso? Brothers might have got away from the Stones alive, but he’d been in no condition to place a rifle to his shoulder—although he’d had assistance on Orkney before, and after the War, firing a rifle was hardly an unusual skill. How difficult was it, to hit a low-flying aeroplane? As difficult as hitting a deer, or a soldier on the other side of no-man’s-land?
         
 
         I did not even consider the possibility of an accidental discharge—if we’d been peppered with stray birdshot, perhaps, but this had been a single round. Someone had wanted to bring us down.
         
 
          
         Not the police. Even if they had been unaware of the child on board, my crimes hardly justified a deadly assault.
         
 
         It had to be Brothers or one of his men—and yet he’d wanted the child: Back in the hotel, I’d found a forged British passport for him and Estelle. Had he decided that if he couldn’t have her, no one should? Had he given the order, not knowing I had her? If not Brothers and his local assistance, then who?
         
 
         My thoughts went around and around, considering the possibilities of what had happened, what it meant, what came next. I blame that preoccupation, along with the distraction of fear and the weight of responsibility, for missing the obvious. Of course, there was little I could have done even if I had known—ours was not an aeroplane with dual controls in the passenger compartment. Still, it took a shamefully long time for me to make note of the placement of the holes, to calculate the trajectory between the back of Javitz’s seat and the overhead window-pane, then compare it to the actual position of my pilot when the round passed through.
         
 
         When I had done so, I felt a cold that had nothing to do with the blast of air. I loosed an arm from the coat and stretched out to rap against the glass. Javitz slowly turned: The hesitation of his movements told me all I needed to know.
         
 
         ‘How bad?’ I mouthed.
 
         He pretended not to understand. I grimaced, and began to trace the letters of my question, backwards against the glass.
         
  
         
            HOW BAD IS YOUR LEG?
            

         
 
         I could see him waver on the edge of denial, but my glare changed his mind. He wrote on his pad, and held it up:
         
  
         
            BLEEDING, BUT USABLE. I PUT A TOURNIQUET ON IT.
            

         
 
          
         In reply, I traced:
 
         
            PUT DOWN AS SOON AS YOU CAN FIND A PLACE.
            

         
 
         He shook his head, so decisively I could tell there was little arguing with him, so I changed it to:
         
  
         
            GIVE IT AN HOUR?  TO PUT US WELL CLEAR OF BEING FOLLOWED.
            

         
 
         He started to turn back when he saw my gesture and waited for me to add:
         
 
         
            LOOSEN THE TOURNIQUET  EVERY TEN MINUTES OR YOU’LL LOSE THE LEG.
            

         
 
         He nodded, and showed me the back of his head. We flew on through the morning, a trapped woman, a sleeping child, and a pilot slowly bleeding to death at the controls.
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