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There’s trouble in the Trossachs ... It is 1885 and the newspapers headlines are turbulent. A shock general election is called; the nation is terrorised by a Fenian bombing campaign; the menace of anarchy looms – and it is unusually cold for the time of year. Meanwhile, Flora and her uncle Mac travel to the Trossachs under the guise of a fern survey. In truth, Mac belongs to the Chester-West Society, a covert agency safeguarding Britain’s interests. His mission: foil a plot to assassinate six national figures, beginning with rising Liberal star Charles Crozier. On arrival, the peace is shattered by a spate of violence and intrigue – stolen goods, threats, bombs, stray bullets, and corpses. Suspects abound: feuding church leaders, an eccentric artist, fervent fern collectors, a Jacobite-obsessed gamekeeper, even William Carter, normally a bastion of reason, is not himself. As mischief, magic, and mayhem spread, the McPhairson party must race against time – with help from an unlikely ally – to unmask the culprits and prevent disaster.
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Chapter 1: The 9.27 from Kenilworth
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They were running late. Their luggage had already left Stoneleigh Wootton and would be halfway to Kenilworth Station by now.

Outside, the horses fidgeted as the driver chewed his lip. Even the shrubbery seemed to be restless.

Flora fretted. ‘Uncle?’ she called round the door of the study. ‘We really must leave or we shall miss the train.’

John Telfer ‘Mac’ McPhairson peered at his overstacked shelves. ‘Just one more volume. Ah, yes. Ferns of the Trossachs. I knew it was around somewhere.’

‘Mr Mac?’ A lanky young man in a tweed appeared. ‘The driver’s asking again if we’re ready.’

‘Very well, Stanley. Time to depart!’ announced Mac, as though the others were dilly-dallying. A fluffy black and white collie barked in approval.

‘Finally,’ whispered Stanley, grinning at Flora. ‘Come on, I’ll take Walter.’ He grasped the lead, almost pushing his mentor out of the door. ‘This way, sir.’

‘Stop!’ cried Mac suddenly.

‘What is it, sir?’ Stanley almost managed to hide his impatience. 

‘My favourite pipe! I left it in the drawing room.’

‘I’ll go.’ Stanley returned with the whole pipe rack. ‘Just in case, sir.’

No sooner had they clambered in than the driver cracked his whip. The horses surged forward and one excitable dog and three humans stared ahead, each with different levels of anticipation.

Flora’s uncle was a seasoned traveller, having scoured remote lands for rare species in his younger days as a plant collector. After joining the Chester-West Society, a natural history establishment that secretly assisted the British Government in sensitive matters, he became quite the globe-trotter, visiting more countries than the most acclaimed explorers of the age before settling in Warwickshire.

Stanley, trying to look like a man of the world, clung to the side of the cart, knuckles tense. ‘First time I’ve ever left Warwickshire, never mind England. Not bad for a gardener’s apprentice.’

Flora smiled. ‘Just think of the tales you can tell when you get back.’

He nodded and hung on to Walter, who sniffed the air eagerly as if sensing adventure.

As for Flora, the furthest north she had ever travelled was to Manchester. ‘Even though we are only going away for a while, I shall miss Stoneleigh Wootton,’ she said, admiring the autumnal hue of the trees. ‘It is hard to imagine that I have only been here since spring.’

Mac’s expression softened. ‘Warwickshire is a lovely leafy spot. And don’t worry. I fully intend for us all to be home before Christmas. Miss Patch will take care of the house.’ He patted her arm. ‘And Albert will run the plant nursery. All will be well.’

Unbidden, the memory returned when she had waited on a freezing station platform for a fickle fiancé who never materialised. Frederick, the dashing yet unreliable young man with whom she had had a fleeting and ill-advised affair. A nasty chill turned to pneumonia – and the loss of an unborn child. A cottage hospital had saved her life, but she faced social disgrace and poverty. At her lowest ebb, her uncle had taken her in, giving her a home and work at the plant nursery. Her life changed overnight.

They had developed a sense of mutual respect and together they had thwarted sinister forces earlier that year that threatened to destroy the business. 

‘So, off to Scotland!’ Mac lit his pipe, his whiskered face disappearing behind a cloud of smoke. ‘Although, I regret missing the sight of the new rail bridge under construction. A marvel of the modern age.’

‘Perhaps we could return via Edinburgh?’ 

‘Capital!’

Perhaps the trip would be pleasant enough – a breath of fresh, some Caledonian scenery. Just the four of them ... It was going to be perfectly fine. 

Mac glanced at her sideways. ‘I promise to keep you so busy that you’ll completely forget about your dashing young men.’

‘Wherever they are,’ she replied a little sadly.

Mac just waggled his pipe in the air with an innocent expression.

The charming Mr William Carter had stepped into their lives not long ago. A journalist by trade, but he was also a discreet agent of the Chester-West Society. Suave, skilled yet haunted by past demons. Despite her better judgement, she was deeply attracted to him, and, it seemed, vice versa, but she had refused his proposal in the summer. It had felt too soon after the disastrous Frederick affair. Undaunted, Carter had been a constant companion until last month, when he vanished on yet another mysterious mission. 

‘Mr Carter’s assignment does seem to be dragging on,’ said Mac, ‘but he’ll be done soon. A holiday afterwards might what he needs. Perhaps he can join us?’

She nodded. The appearance of William Carter might indeed brighten up a rainy vacation in Scotland.

‘And I’m sure Mr Speedwell is being as intrepid as ever,’ added her uncle. ‘No doubt we shall hear from him again once he’s navigated the Red Sea.’

Joshua Speedwell was her uncle’s plant collector, and another dashing young member of the Chester-West agency. He had recently returned from Mazbouria, a wild kingdom under threat of Russian incursion. 

Flora knew the lurid description: wild man-creatures, ghostly trails, blood-drinking mystics. She doubted much of it, but knew it was an untamed and dangerous, filled with bandits, thieves, bounty hunters and warring factions. Never mind the avalanches, floods, landslides, intense heat, drought, snowstorms, wild bears, wolves, scorpions and vultures. And that was on the main road to the capital.

Joshua was probably relishing every minute, she thought glumly, watching hedgerows spin past.  

Indeed, Mr Speedwell was arguably as dashing as William Carter, but in an entirely different way, always positive-minded to the point of effervescence, as he rattled on about his numerous adventures and many interests. She suspected this concealed a more pensive nature, although she had never witnessed this, despite the fact they were childhood sweethearts. 

She had refused his proposal, too. That was even longer ago. Perhaps that had prompted her to leave and seek work elsewhere? But she no longer felt she was running away from anything now. Her new life had brought her stability and a strength she never knew she had.

Mr Speedwell, by contrast, always seemed to be off on some adventure. July had seen him head west, purportedly on a climbing holiday in Wales. She doubted it. Sure enough, he had reappeared with his flashing smile and bristling beard, having thwarted some scurrilous operation or other – details undisclosed ‘for reasons of state’, which she found rather irritating.

Then, after kicking his heels in Warwickshire for a few days, her uncle had sent him off to Derbyshire, allegedly to take a manuscript to an old acquaintance. Of course, he had come across a hornet’s nest of ne’er-do-wells, and the miscreants had been brought to justice. Once again, he claimed he was sworn to secrecy.

Piffle, she thought to herself. 

Then he was off on yet another mysterious mission. Her uncle knew everything, of course. She resolved to winkle out the truth during their time in Scotland.

Mac patted her arm. ‘Mr Speedwell is no doubt getting into a scrape or tow, but he is even better at getting out of them. I have every faith in him.’

Before she could reply, the clatter of hooves came from behind.

Stanley craned out. ‘Another carriage, sir. Going at quite a lick.’ 

‘Are they trying to pass?’ asked Flora.

Their horses strained. ‘Whoa! Settle!’ cried the coachman.

‘Sir, they’re slowing. Someone’s waving. Crikey, it’s Mr Albert!’ Stanley waved back.

‘Stop!’ A voice hailed. ‘It is most urgent!’ 

Their carriage slewed to a halt as the other vehicle drew up and Albert Wintergreen clambered, looking rather pink. ‘Mac! A telegram!’

‘Albert! What excitement!’ Mac opened his carriage door and climbed down. 

His friend nodded, catching his breath. ‘Apologies for the melodrama.’ He produced an envelope. ‘It came just seconds after you had left. It is from Chakri, so I assume it’s from Mr Speedwell.’

Flora joined them. ‘I hope everything is all right.’ 

‘If he had time to despatch another telegram, then all must be well.’ He tore it open and scanned the first line. ‘He has completed the Egyptian leg of his journey and reached Pakistan. Then it’s only a week or so to Mazbouria, all being well.’

Albert took a deep breath. ‘Clever Mr Speedwell. Speedwell by name, speed well by nature! Now, do not miss your train. Tell me the rest later.’

‘Thank you.’ Mac patted Albert on the shoulder. 

‘And remember. No botanical shenanigans.’

‘What do you take me for?’ Mac managed to sound almost indignant, although he did not answer the question.

Albert smiled. ‘Very well, then. Now go!’

Mac and Flora returned to the carriage. ‘Kenilworth Station, my man. Get us there in ten minutes and I’ll double the fare!’

***
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THEY SCRAMBLED ONTO the train with seconds to spare, the whistle blowing as they closed the doors.

Mac sank onto a seat. ‘That was close.’ He reached for the telegram. ‘I wonder what tales of derring-do Mr Speedwell has for us this time?’ 

‘It can’t be more exciting than the sand storm on the Red Sea steamer,’ said Stanley, ‘and then being marooned on an island surrounded by man-eating sharks. And-’

‘He does seem to attract adventure,’ said Mac, scribbling a few words.

‘Well?’ Flora was on the edge of her seat.

‘Some of the message is in code, but here’s the gist: there was a minor delay caused by piratical ruffians.’

‘Pirates!’ Stanley looked impressed. 

‘Although ...’ Her uncle frowned. ‘Their ship was attacked by pirates in the Arabian Sea, but it appears our redoubtable Mr Speedwell made a raft, landed near a small fishing village, and then reached Chakri by mule. Not his preferred method of transport.’

Mac folded the paper. ‘He assures us he in rude health and continuing his mission.’

‘Which is?’ asked Flora.

Mac lowered his voice, although they were alone in the carriage. ‘Travelling as a plant collector once again, he has been sent to assist a British team of cartographers and engineers. But we must keep this under our hats.’

‘Why the secrecy?’

‘There are conflicting interests over borderlines.’

‘Dangerous, sir?’ Stanley asked.

‘Not risk-free. But Mr Speedwell can take care of himself. Although he is one of the younger agents of the Chester-West Society, he is experienced, quick-thinking, nimble, a good shot, gifted in languages, maps, codes and subterfuge. In short, a boon to any clandestine organisation.’ 

They sat in the carriage, deep in thought, as the train approached Coventry. 

‘We shall hear more soon, I am sure. Ah, here we are.’ He seemed relieved to change the subject. ‘Now we change for Birmingham.’

At New Street, amidst the cacophony of whistles, shouting porters, creaking trolleys and chuffing engines, they boarded a larger locomotive for York, and had soon left behind the grey suburban sprawl and racing north in a chilly crosswind.

Stanley wandered off to peer out of the grimy windows. Flora gave up reading, marvelling at her uncle’s powers of concentration as he studied a volume on ferns written in miniscule text. ‘Uncle?’

‘Mm?’

‘Why are we going to the Trossachs when you could have ordered the ferns through plant catalogues?’ 

Mac glanced up and smiled. ‘A fair question.’ He closed his tome. ‘I- ’

The door to their compartment burst open and a plump woman in a lurid emerald green suit poked her bonneted head round. ‘I apologise for the intrusion.’ The breathy voice was tinged with a Northern accent. ‘But have you seen a young woman with a straw boater? Slip of thing by name of Ophelia Glossop. I am Mrs Adeline Antham, her chaperone.’

‘Good day, madam,’ said Mac half-rising. ‘No, I fear not. Has she evaded you for long?’

The newcomer sighed. ‘Only a quarter of an hour or so. There I was, entranced by the poetic lines of Mr  Lees ...’ She put a hand on her chest and recited in an awed tone: ‘“ ... Of all the green brackens that rise by the burn, / Commend me alone to the sweet Lady Fern.”’ She sighed. ‘Such majesty of language in perfect harmony with Mother Nature.’

‘Charming,’ said Flora, drowning out her uncle’s dismissive grunt. ‘But Miss Glossop?’

‘Ah, yes. When I looked up, there she was. Gone. The ladies and I are worried.’

‘Probably just getting some fresh air,’ Mac suggested.

‘I suppose. She does have a tendency to slip away. I cannot imagine why.’

‘No, indeed.’ Mac’s eyes glittered, then he frowned and Flora saw him scrutinising a rounded black metal box in the woman’s grip. He clearly recognised it, but she had no idea of its purpose.

Oblivious, the chaperone continued. ‘Oh, how I yearn for the Scotch moors! This is the tenth annual fern foray of the Preston Pteridological Society of which I am the president.’ She wriggled with pleasure. ‘This year our “finds” will be on display at the local bookshop and there shall be a ten-shilling prize for the most educational and uplifting presentation. I have come prepared with my lucky fern-collecting vasculum.’ She tapped the box. ‘Last year I forgot my sphagnum, and they all dried to a frazzle.’ 

‘Quite.’ Flora threw her uncle a warning glance. ‘If we see her, we’ll ask her to return.”

‘Thank you. Meanwhile, I had better keep looking. And when I do find her, that wayward Miss Glossop and I shall have words.’ She bustled off down the corridor.

‘Wretched fern collectors,’ muttered Mac. ‘Marauders of the moors. Botanical burglars of the banks and the braes. They prey on the land, digging up the plants on their precious holidays. The Woodsia Ilvensis is nearly extinct! Joseph Woods must be spinning in his grave. And what of the Killarney fern! Sold by the barrowload! Desecration! I hope in the future there will be a new wave of pteridomania that seeks to protect such gems, not root them out. Fern gatherers! Pah! That’s one species I would actively recommend for extinction. There should be a law against it.’

‘Is there not?’

‘Not as such, although thieves can be prosecuted for damaging hedges, and private landowners can bring cases of trespass or theft, but roadsides and common ground are unprotected.’ He sniffed. ‘It is said such ladies are more interested in acquiring eligible gentlemanly specimens than collecting rare ferns.’ 

‘You can’t believe everything you read in Punch, Uncle.’

‘Hmph.’

‘But-.’ Flora frowned. ‘Aren’t we about to do the same thing?’

‘Not at all! As you know, I am fascinated by the process of hybridisation,’ he began. ‘So ... after conducting a survey, we shall be harvesting fern spores, not uprooting specimens – with a view to hybridising new species of ferns for the nursery.’

‘You are a world-famous orchid hybridiser, Uncle.’

‘Indeed.’ He twirled his moustache.

Flora laughed. Then they sat in companionable silence while the Borders scenery sped past.

Moments later, the door to their compartment slid open to reveal Stanley and a wagging Walter. ‘Someone’s enjoying the trip,’ she said. 

‘He likes to watch the steam, and people keep giving us biscuits! It’s odd not being at work, though. Thanks for this opportunity, sir.’

‘You are already proving your worth,’ said Mac.

‘You certainly brought a lot of luggage and equipment.’ 

Mac grinned. ‘I travelled lighter when I first travelled to Tasmania, where all I had was a knife, a ball of string and my trusty pack. But now, we need a wide range of proper equipment to identify fern types in the wild. We need to be prepared. Scottish weather can be unpredictable and we shall be in a remote spot.’ Mac beamed. ‘Not many stationers nearby! I assume we have a good supply of everything?’

‘Notebooks, pens, pencils, paper clips, balls of string – all packed,’ said Flora.

‘And brown paper bags for the spores?’

‘A dozen packs along with several scores of labels, ties and bamboo markers. Also walking boots, mackintoshes, oilskins, waders, fishing rods.’ She glanced up. ‘But Uncle? Won’t the spores have died back?’

Mac chuckled. ‘Ah, you will be ecstatic to know there are many hardy ferns of interest.’ 

She sighed. ‘The heaviest box is full of you textbooks.’

‘Pteridologists are the most verbose species of botanist,’ retorted her uncle, unabashed. ‘Blame them.’

Walter barked suddenly and trod lovingly on her foot. 

Flora smiled. ‘No chasing sheep or pheasants, laddie.’

The plumy tail wagged.

Her uncle grinned. ‘Stanley had better behave too!’

‘Excuse me!’ Stanley grinned as the ticket inspector appeared. 

‘Stirling in five minutes, ladies and gentlemen,’ he announced. 

‘Crikey,’ said Stanley, dashing off to fetch the luggage. ‘Five minutes!’

Unperturbed, Mac checked his watch. ‘Excellent. With luck, we’ll reach Auchenbrae in time for supper.’

***
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Chapter 2: It Never Rains but it Pours
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Light clouds gave way to threatening banks of grey as the train ploughed onwards, leaving England behind. 

Stirling itself was more sizeable than Flora expected, its castle dour and majestic on the volcanic outcrop, but the other towns shrank into villages as the day darkened. Her spirits dwindled. What was she going to do at Auchenbrae? Would it even have a shop?

She already missed Lettice’s cheery company. No doubt, she was revelling in having their Warwickshire home to herself. 

After changing at Dunblane and Callander, they picked up a small cross-country line, and finally, Flora saw the sign for Crianmore, the tiny station nearest to Auchenbrae. As they emerged into the dusk, they could make out a dour temperance chapel next to a seedy hotel of the type frequented by travelling salesmen. A woman in dingy petticoats and dyed hair loosed a lurid scarf from her neck and fluttered it at a passing man in a greasy jacket. He laughed and shook his head. ‘Too early for me, darlin’.’ Flora turned away, embarrassed. 

‘How far is it to the house, Uncle?’

‘Only three miles or so,’ he said, ignoring the desolate row of artisan cottages nearby and approached a pony and trap. ‘Hello, my good man!’ Her uncle’s determined cheerfulness only served to depress her further. 

The driver was Hamish, a taciturn individual whose knock-kneed horse had teeth in marginally better condition than those of his owner. They settled into the trap. 

Five minutes later, the first drops of rain fell, soon turning into a downpour. Stanley hunched beside Hamish, collar turned up against the elements. Walter abandoned all decorum and scrambled up onto his lap. Flora clutched her umbrella as her uncle as he held forth, seemingly undeterred, even invigorated, by the abysmal weather. He prattled on about Jacobites for a while. 

Icy rain trickled down her neck and she longed for a hot meal and possibly a steaming bath ... 

Her uncle waved at the vegetation to the left and right of the track. ‘Look at those bipinnates! They are, of course, popular with gardeners, these days. But how does one tell them apart? In truth, it is quite straightforward. Bipinnate fronds have side leaves which ...’

Flora’s gloved hands were numb with cold. And it was still only October! It wasn’t that long ago she’d suffered from a bout of pneumonia, after a disastrous failed elopement, leaving her stranded on a chilly platform in Gretna Green. After today, she’d be in bed for weeks. 

‘If the small leaves, or pinnules, are symmetrical,’ continued her uncle, ‘then you know you have either Dryopteris or Athyrium. However if the leaves have “thumbs” on one edge then you are the proud discoverer of a Polystichum. Simple!’

‘Auchenbrae,’ croaked Hamish eventually, with a brusque nod at a blistered road sign half obscured by a mound of drenched bracken. ‘Which hoos?’ 

‘Fiddlehead Cottage,’ said Mac.

‘It would be.’ The driver sighed stoically, his breath whistling like the wind down a long, dank valley. The horse and cart clopped past a blurry row of grey buildings left and right of the narrow road, shuttered against the downpour. No-one was about, even though it was only tea-time on that Monday afternoon. A hotel with fancy gabling, turrets and chimneys stood dim and unwelcoming in the gloom. The village petered out and the road surface faded into a stone track, rivulets streaming along it in V-shaped striations. 

Flora could see nothing of the nearby countryside for the dense curtain of rain, which made everything feel oddly cramped, as though she were on the stage of a tiny theatre.

Suddenly, the horse reared up, whinnying and jerking the trap. A brown streak shot across the road in front. Stanley jumped, pointing into the shrubbery. ‘What was that?’ His face was pale in the gloom. 

‘A deer?’ Flora guessed. 

‘The lesser spotted haggis, my lad,’ Mac intoned solemnly. ‘No need to worry. Poor wee beasties. Their legs are shorter on one side than the other, because they are obliged to follow the sheep tracks only in one direction along the steep slopes of the mountains.’

Stanley nodded thoughtfully. ‘That makes sense.’

‘One must use caution when approaching for they can inflict a nasty bite. They are not suited for domestication.’

The driver harrumphed and off they again, the road giving way to a bumpy track.

Stanley folded his arms across his chest against the cold. ‘Wait till I write and tell my old Dad. He won’t believe it!’

‘How is your father, Stanley?’ asked Flora.

‘Out in six months, Miss Flora,’ he replied, with a faint smile. ‘No doubt he’ll find another safe to crack next autumn and get himself back inside again for the winter.’

Mac and Flora nodded sagely, aware of the apprentice’s wayward father and his burglarious habits. It in no way dampened their affection for Stanley, and it meant he had acquired some useful skills.

‘Here y’are.’ A moment later the driver tweaked the reins. The horse drew to a halt alongside a low, ivy-covered wall. 

Flora clambered down, weighted down by her drenched garments. Fiddlehead Cottage had attractive gables, a small garden, bordered by hawthorn, well-stocked rockeries and an apple tree in the centre of the lawn. A bicycle shed stood to one side.

No doubt it would be pleasant in summer, if such a thing existed north of the border, she thought. Now it was all greyish-brown and bedraggled. Another gust of wind dashed the rain into her face. Ah well, she told herself. It would only be for a few weeks. Then they could return to the comforts of her uncle’s cosy Warwickshire home. 

Homesick already? she thought, but started to help Stanley with the luggage.

Mac retrieved his briefcase. ‘Mrs Cleavers, our housekeeper, wrote to say she’s left us vast provisions, so we shall light a fire and be sorted in no time.’

Battling against the rising wind, they finally piled up all their belongings onto the pavement. Mac pressed some coins into Hamish’s hand and soon horse and cabbie were soon lost to sight.

Walter pawed at the front door, eager as everyone else to get indoors. ‘Decent porch,’ called Stanley, striding after him. ‘We can dump everything in there.’ 

‘The key is under the plant pot, I believe.’ 

Stanley retrieved it and peered at the lock. Walter growled and backed away.

‘Is something wrong?’ Flora asked.

‘Outer door’s already open, miss. Just a crack. Been forced.’

Flora bent down to see. ‘Scratch marks.’ 

Stanley’s voice was strained. ‘No lights on inside, though.’ 

Mac pushed open the door and squeezed past them both. ‘I can see a candle in the porch.’ He fished a box of matches from his pocket and lit it, the flame flickering weakly. 

They piled into the porch after him and they all stared at the inner door. ‘Oh-oh. Open too,’ Stanley whispered, his voice echoing in the stone-floored porch. 

‘Hold still.’ Her uncle squeezed past them both. ‘Flora, hold Water.’ His tone was suddenly ice-cold. ‘I have my cane to the ready. Stanley, open the door and step away, but hold up the candle so I can see. On my signal.’

Walter pressed himself to Flora’s knee as she grasped his collar. For a second, all four held still, listening intently, but the house was silent. Outside the rain drummed on the roof and the guttering spouted like fountains.

‘Now!’ 

Stanley shouldered open the door open and her uncle barged inside, his apprentice at his heels, boots thumping on rush matting. ‘All clear,’ he called at last. 

Flora and Walter stepped indoors to see her uncle lighting a hurricane lamp. It flared yellow and the darkened hallway was suddenly visible. She gasped at the fantastic sight. 

Myriad fern forms emblazoned every surface. Frosted ferns adorned the glass above the door. Pressed ferns filled the picture frames, while fern books packed the bookshelves. Wallpapers and thick carpets were a riot of green frond and fiddlehead designs, while the glass shades of the lights glittered with etched depictions of unfurling leaves and emerald tracery.  

‘Strewth!’ Mac exclaimed. ‘Welcome to Fiddlehead Cottage!’

Stanley grinned. “Well, they did say the accommodation was fern-ished.”

A scuffling sound made them start. Stanley passed the candle to Flora and pushed open the nearest door. He went inside. ‘No-one here. It’s all right,’ he called. Mac followed, holding up the lantern, with Flora close behind. They walked into what turned out to be a homely kitchen, with a large wooden table and chairs in the centre and a cooking range against one wall. The table was set but the plates were empty.

‘Look.’ Mac pointed to a thick curtain that billowed into the room. ‘Back door’s wide open.’ A blast of air blew in, carrying with it a spatter of icy rain. The lamp’s flame jumped wildly.

Walter broke into a riot of barking, his hackles rising in a spiky black forest of fur. Gripping his cane, Mac made for the open doorway. ‘Who’s there? Show yourself!’ 

They heard the scrape of hob-nailed boots on stone. Stanley seized the lantern and raced outside. His footsteps retreated into the dark. He returned after a few minutes, breathless. ‘Gone.’

Flora started searching the doors. ‘Nothing but a jar of piccalilli.’ 

‘Nothing wrong with piccalilli,’ said Mac and placed his cane on the table.

Flora looked inside the bread bin. ‘No luck.’ She worked her way through assorted biscuit tins. ‘All empty. Whatever has been going on?’

‘I believe we’ve been robbed,’ said Mac. ‘Someone has taken advantage of our situation – and helped himself.’

Flora spotted an envelope on the mantelpiece, between a collection of fern-patterned tea caddies. She tore it open. ‘It’s from the housekeeper.’ She read out loud. ‘“Dear Mr McPhairson and Party, I don’t know if you’ll have had your tea, but I thought you might like some scones and jam, along with a wee bitty ham and boiled eggs and some tomatoes, grown in my garden. They’re very tart, but good. Oh, and some trifle. There’s tea in the tins and milk in the larder, plus some crackers, cheese, nuts, dates and whatnot. I left some broken biscuits in the tartan tin for the doggie.”’

Stanley’s stomach rumbled.

Flora continued reading. ‘“I’ll be around in the morn. Is eight o’clock too soon? I can do breakfast for you – haggis, bacon, black pudding and so on – and then a hot lunch. I thought a cold collation for supper might suffice. I trust your journey was pleasantly agreeable. Cordially yours, Mrs Cleavers. PS There’s gingerbread in the scullery, with butter, for afters.”’

Stanley sighed, while Walter started to sniff around for scraps. Then he whined. ‘Poor thing. You hungry too?’ Stanley patted the dog but Walter shied away then barked again, staring at the floor. ‘What is it, boy?’ 

Flora followed his gaze.

Across the floor tiles lay a trail of muddy footprints – alongside smears of fresh, rose-red blood.

***
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Chapter 3: Archivists and Terrorologists
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Stanley took a closer look. ‘One print looks different, as though the boot has split. A tramp?’

Flora stared down. ‘Should we call the constabulary?’

‘In the morning,’ said Mac. ‘The rain is still heavy.’

‘Shall we check the rest of the house? I’ll find more candles.’ Stanley rummaged about the kitchen. ‘A tea caddy!’ He handed it to Flora.

She shook it. ‘Enough to make a pot.’

‘Right you are.’ Her uncle stacked the stove with kindling. ‘Priorities. Kettle on, then a tour.’ He picked up the lantern, Flora and Stanley lit candles and they sallied forth.

‘That door down the corridor must lead to the parlour.’ Mac glanced inside. ‘Capital. Nothing untoward.’

Flora peeped in. It did indeed look comfortable with a red leather couch and two matching armchairs facing the fireplace. Oak shelves lined the walls, and a handsome brass chandelier hung from the ceiling. Ferns motifs sprouted everywhere, from the coal scuttle to the lace curtains. More importantly, there was no sign of an intruder.

‘What a marvellous collection!’ Her uncle pointed to a tall bookcase. ‘Fern literature – as promised.’

Flora and Stanley extricated Mac and they fetched the suitcases. Stanley carried their bags upstairs. 

‘Two bedrooms and a study upstairs, plus another bathroom and a box room for our botanical supplies,’ Mac said. ‘Would you care for the larger room, Flora?’

Her room was charming, done out in blues and greens, with thickly-lined tartan curtains and matching bedspread. Watercolours of ladyferns covered the walls, and the curtain fabric featured yet more ferns in ever-repeating swirls. Flora changed quickly and went downstairs. 

‘Stanley,’ her uncle was saying. ‘This wee room next to the kitchen will be warm. Probably a former larder that’s been converted. It even has its own bath.’

‘It sounds grand, Mr Mac. Never had a room of my own. Where shall we put Walter?’

‘The kitchen, I think.’

Stanley set Walter’s basket in the corner. The kettle began to whistle. Stanley quickly mopped the floor while Flora made the tea. The flames crackled reassuringly. The room was almost warm, albeit laced with the aroma of wet dog.

Mac reached into an inner pocket. ‘I can contribute a small bottle of Scotch to the proceedings.’

‘I have some plain crackers,’ said Stanley, rummaging.

‘Wait!’ Flora ran upstairs and returned with a small package wrapped in tartan paper. ‘This was supposed to be for your birthday, Uncle Mac. From Leamington Spa.’ 

Mac tore it open with delight. ‘Chocolates! And from Daphne’s! How splendid. Thank you, my dear.’

‘You don’t mind sharing?’

‘Not at all. Dig in. I might be a Frugal Dougal, as Granny used to say, but I love to share.’ He passed the box around. ‘But may I bag the Brazil nut one? I shall refrain from adding piccalilli.’

Flora laughed.

Mac poured them each a dram and they settled round the table. 

‘An eclectic mix of victuals,’ said Mac, his mouth full, ‘but none the worse for that. And better than dirty river water.’ 

‘River water?’ Flora felt an anecdote coming on.

Her uncle brushed crumbs off his whiskers. ‘I was once being captured by some over-anxious tribesmen in Guatemala. Thought I was some devilish colonialist, out to steal their country. They and blamed me for poisoning the Polochic River. Nonsense, of course, although the waters were pretty foul. To make matters worse, I was covered in bites from the local fire ants that nested in a new filmy fern I named Crepidomanes telferenses, a sub-genus of fern in the Hymenophyllaceae family, if I recall.’

‘How did you escape?’ asked Stanley.

‘Oh, I just drank a bucketful of the apparently poisoned water and survived, so they decided I’d saved them all, so they made me an honorary chieftain for the season, complete with tapir-skin cloak.’

Flora never knew whether to believe her uncle’s tales from his wild plant-hunting days. Stanley had little doubt the story was true and listened keenly, eyes wide.

Mac continued: ‘A short dose of gastric unpleasantness was the price I paid, but I located a batch of those most attractive ferns for my sponsor, and half a dozen new Laelia orchids, which should have been the talk of the town ...’

‘Oh?’ 

Mac poured himself another whisky. ‘As I sailed home, we were attacked by mutinous convicts who overpowered us. Fortunately, we ran aground and I fled across a sulphurous desert, forced to abandon my finds. I had to live off grasshoppers and ant soup. Oh, how I longed for the sight of minor quadruped and the wherewithal to turn it into a decent stew!’ He turned to Flora, as if for applause.

‘Perhaps we should not talk of hearty food tonight, Uncle Mac.’

‘Ah! Tactless of me. Still, we have managed rather well. The scene rather reminds me of how everyone came to our aid when our potting shed burned down at Stoneleigh Wootton.’

‘Lit deliberate by that rascal from Liverpool,’ Stanley. ‘Only six months ago. Crikey.’

Flora shuddered at memory of a body toppling from the towers of Geoffrey’s Cliffe.

Her uncle stepped in smoothly. ‘Now McPhairson’s Nurseries is thriving, despite it all.’ He looked around the kitchen. ‘Once the housekeeper arrives, we’ll be more than comfortable here.’

Flora summoned up some enthusiasm. ‘It’ll be a splendid vacation.’

‘More of a working holiday,’ Mac corrected, ‘but not too taxing, I hope.’ He raised his glass. ‘But now, time to retire, for tomorrow will be a busy day.’

***
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A WAFT OF FRIED BACON woke Flora. It was just past eight. Tired but hungry, she dressed and headed towards the warmth of the kitchen. ‘Good morning, Uncle. Stanley. Mrs Cleavers, I presume? Breakfast smells lovely.’ 

A plump woman in her middle years smiled, deep dimples forming in her chin. ‘Och, you need feeding up, wee slip of a girl that you are. Sit yourself down.’ She scraped dishes noisily. ‘You were saying, Mr Mac?’

‘You see, pteridophytes are vascular plants,’ he explained. With xylem and phloem, but no flowers or seeds. We call them vascular cryptogams.’

‘Sounds like some sort of puzzle.’ She slice up a large loaf.  ‘Another slice with that Arbroath Smokie, Mr Mac?’

‘Indeed!’ remarked her uncle. ‘Now, ferns reproduce via spores. The spores ripen and waft off in a fine dust on the wind, before landing on the ground.’

‘Right y’are. Spores. That’s nice.’

‘In a few weeks, the spores form a thin, green carpet of prothallia. In moist conditions, these are fertilised and small, adult ferns grow forth. It is an extraordinary process.’

‘If you say so. It certainly seems to happen a lot in these parts, what with all that moisture, I can tell you! Have another cup of tea. You, too, Mr Box. Another sausage? Just one more, go on. You’re a growing lad.’

Stanley nodded, his mouth full. Walter leaned hopefully at his side.

‘And one for the doggie,’ she said. ‘It’s a wee bitty burnt on one side, but I don’t think he’ll mind.’ 

‘I’ve cut sandwiches for mid-morning,’ she added, plopping a full paper bag next to him. ‘And porridge for you, Miss Flora, with heather honey.’

‘Very kind, Mrs Cleavers.’ 

She surveyed the laden table, then sighed. ‘I still cannot believe what happened yesterday. You must have been near faint with hunger. Just terrible! And after such a long journey – from England.’

‘It was hardly your fault,’ reassured Flora.

‘But gory footprints on my lovely clean floor! Dearie me.’

Mac glanced up: ‘Now you’ve slept on it, Flora, what do you think happened?’

‘A hungry trespasser, but the blood ...’ 

‘Perhaps he cut a leg, or foot, on some wire?’ said Stanley. ‘Or stepped into an animal trap? Maybe he was fleeing a terrible crime!’

Her uncle patted his arm. ‘No need to let your imagination run riot. If there is anything untoward, Mrs Cleavers will tell us.’

‘Aye. That I will.’ Mrs Cleavers pressed her lips together. ‘I hope it wasn’t one of yon archivists.’

‘Archivists?’ Flora and Stanley exchanged a confused look. Archivists?

Even Mac was confused, then he smile. ‘Indeed, madam, the capital is teeming with fanatical anarchists pursuing their violent agendas.’

Flora choked discreetly. 

‘They say as there’s nearly three thousand of them in London alone, Mr McPhairson.’

‘And I’m sure the police have them all under surveillance. In fact, if they were not, how would we know their number?’

‘What about the ones we don’t know about, though?’ Mrs Cleavers persisted. ‘There could be even more, planning all manner of mischief. I don’t feel safe in my bed! What with all those bombs and assassinations and whatnot. And blowing up the Tsar of Russia in ’Eighty-One! Some madman even took shot at the Queen! Well! And those Phoenix Park Murders? Two poor Irish political gents cut down in their prime with surgical knives!’

Stanley nodded. ‘I read about that.’

The housekeeper shuddered and poured hot water into the sink. ‘Sheer brutality, whatever you think of Home Rule and all that.’ Mrs Cleavers prattled on, clanking pots and crockery. ‘And there’s funny things going on here, too.’

‘Oh?’

‘Betty was only saying last night that her sister (the one in Drumnoclockhart, not the one in Murchterarder), well, her sister’s husband – or was it her brother? – no, the husband. Anyway, they’re both called Andrew. Well, he noticed some cheese missing from the pantry. Cheddar, he said, and the remains of a truckle of Stilton. Stilton!’

‘So, this wasn’t the first time food’s been nicked, er, stolen?’ asked Stanley.

‘No it is not. Three or four occasions – and rabbits went missing from the Big Hoos pantry. That’s the Blackfern estate, miss. Revolutionaries get hungry too, I suppose.’ Mrs Cleavers scrubbed a pot. ‘No-one has ever locked their doors around here, so it’s a bit of a shock. I’m sure Sergeant Staghorn will try to find the culprit, but he’s not what you’d call the optimistic sort. He’s asked my Archie to keep an eye open, too.’

‘Archie?’ Mac asked.

‘Archibald Stipes, my brother. Bit eccentric, though I say so myself. Ye cannae miss him. Tall as a pitch fork and always clad in green plaid, latter-day Jacobite that he is, with a wee frond of fern in his bonnet. Never married. He’s a ... what did you call it ... a terror-ologist chappie, too, Mr Mac. Like yerself. You’ll get on fine.’

‘A fellow fern fancier!’ Mac beamed.

‘Oh, aye. Ferns. Can’t stop talking about them. “Spleen” this and “wort” that. All I know is that they make good bedding for the animals and for fertilising the tatties when burned.’

‘So I believe.’ Mac nodded.

‘But Archie, he’s obsessed! Always stomping about looking for more, as if there aren’t enough already! He loves his plants, does Archie, and knows the place like the back of his hand.’

‘Music to my ears, Mrs Cleavers. When can I meet him?’

‘He’s gardening here and there. And he’s a part-time as a gamekeeper, taking over from my poor husband, God rest his soul. Although Archie’s more interested in plants than partridges. I’ll ask him to drop by.’

‘Splendid!’

‘This is his house, ye ken? We grew up here. Our older sister,’ she crossed herself with a soapy hand, ‘may she rest in peace, was also mad for ferns, as you can see. She left it to him. I was already married, see. He stays here in the winter months, when the weather’s too brisk for southerners. He bides with me when the place is let in the summer and autumn. Always folks looking for somewhere to stay in these parts, what with all the ferns, never mind the hunting, shooting and fishing and so forth.’

‘Astonishing there is any wildlife left,’ muttered Mac.

Fortunately, Mrs Cleavers didn’t hear. She removed her apron and reached for her coat. ‘I’m away to get some brisket for lunch. One o’clock suit you?’
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Chapter 4: A Secret Revealed
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Once Mrs Cleavers had left, Mac retrieved his battered briefcase and set it on the kitchen table. ‘Now that we have to the house to ourselves ... the time has come to let you both into a secret.’

‘Oh?’ Flora’s interest quickened. Perhaps their working holiday would be more than just about collecting fern spores.

‘We are here to conduct a survey. However, we’ve also been entrusted with secret mission.’ He lit his pipe. 

‘Mission? What mission?’ they clamoured.

Mac’s eyes gleamed. ‘So our summer adventure at Geoffrey’s Cliffe failed to satisfy your appetite for adventure?’

Stanley grinned as Flora said: ‘It was rather thrilling, but things have been quiet since.’ She stopped. ‘Does this involve the Chester-West Society?’

Mac nodded and retrieved a dog-eared newspaper. ‘“The Plight of William Stead”. Have you been following the Eliza Armstrong case?’

‘Who has not? His newspaper campaign to improve the treatment of desperate women and children is rattling the establishment.’

‘He exposed just how easy it is to purchase a young girl – but it was foolhardy to become so involved. As you must know, the trial has started – but Mr Stead insisted on defending himself. A top barrister has been advising him incognito. A dashing fellow called Charles Crozier.’

‘The “Darling of the Old Bailey”?’ Flora exclaimed. ‘I hear his trials are better attended than many theatre productions. Women flock.’

Mac tapped the newspaper. ‘He’s also our new client – and neighbour.’

Stanley stared. ‘What’s he doing here in Auchenbrae?’ 

‘He recently bought a nearby property, Blackfern House, which he visits when he can, along with his wife, Dorothy.’

‘Goodness.’ Flora was intrigued. Perhaps this late-autumn trip to Stirlingshire wouldn’t be so dull after all.

‘I met him in London just over a week ago. Although Stead refused representation, Crozier managed to offer sound legal advice before opening statements. Mr Crozier is here for a break before the General Election. And has asked us to help with a personal project.’ Mac unrolled an old map. ‘This is the village. And that ...’ The stem of his pipe pointed to the outline of a house. ‘That is Rannoch House, the ruin of an early eighteenth-century property next to Blackfern.’

Stanley peered at a thick, wavy line. ‘A river?’ 

‘The Water of Liath,’ confirmed Mac.

Flora pointed. ‘Why, the village is no more than a string of cottages – with two churches?’

‘One Protestant, one Catholic,’ said her uncle. ‘Crozier acquired the map and some papers with the deeds of Blackfern. Eighty years ago, it seems there was a young Scottish plant collector who made a fortune in South America. His name was Douglas Rannoch. There’s mention of him here.’ He produced a slim volume bound in burgundy leather, with gold tooled embellishments. ‘The redoubtable Miss Spurge acquired it for us.’

‘How is she?’ Flora recalled with fondness the steel-trap mind of the librarian extraordinaire and part-time clairvoyant who had come to their aid during the summer. 

‘Very well. She is consulting on security matters at the Chester-West, given the illness of Professor Birch, one of our senior members, and the recent failed attempt to burgle the safe at our headquarters.’ 

‘Any developments?’

‘We have a brand new alarm system now, and there has been no further breach.’ Mac passed the book to Flora. 

‘“Reminiscences of Auchenbrae”,’ she read, and flipped it open at a bookmark, revealing at a drawing of a cameo brooch, featuring the profiles of two young men with determined expressions.

‘Douglas and his younger brother Robert,’ said Mac. ‘Both unusually tall, I gather, which would have been useful as plant collectors, I can tell you! In the early 1800s, Douglas Rannoch returned with a mestizo wife called Consuelita, as tiny as he was tall.’

‘And the younger brother?’

‘Robert as left in charge of the plant collecting business. Meanwhile, Douglas bought some land here for his bride. And I quote: “He wanted to create the most perfect gift for his love. She had become an aficionado of ferns, a green and leafy reminder of her tropical homeland. So, his plan was to create a private underground fern paradise, with a secret entrance, using a pre-existing cave. It would be a grandiose grotto, a leafy labyrinth, a magnificent ...” ’

‘Underground?’ Stanley interrupted.

‘Indeed! He was ahead of his time, for such ferneries have since become quite the thing. As such, it would enable even the most exotic ferns to thrive, protected from the rigours of the Scottish climate.’ Mac flipped over the page. ‘Mr Rannoch hired a designer, some colonial fellow who had worked on ferneries in Melbourne. Then –’ He snapped the book shut. ‘Sadly, the couple died childless and the estate fell into ruin.’

Stanley looked up from the map. ‘What happened to the house?’ 

‘Left to rot. The whereabouts of the fernery is unknown.’

An eerie creak echoed and Flora shivered.

Mac laughed. ‘Old houses are always full of noises. Anyway, the grounds are now completely overgrown. After years of dispute, the property came on the market. Crozier acquired the ruined, encouraged by his wife. They both hail from wealthy backgrounds. She is a fellow pteridophilist.’

Flora raised an eyebrow.

‘A lover of ferns, as opposed to a pteridologist, an expert in same. Our Mr Crozier wishes to rediscover the fernery, restore it to its former grandeur and bestow it to his wife. But we must be discreet.’

‘Why, Uncle?’

‘There could be unusual and possibly long-lost specimens in the grotto. If word gets out, casual fern collectors might strip the place bare for their personal gratification.’

‘Surely Mrs Antham and her companions wouldn’t dare?’

‘Don’t you believe it, my dear. Imagine the appeal of a story about a secret subterranean fernery! The press would have a field day.’

‘How romantic,’ Flora sighed.

‘Just think, if rare species have survived, it would boost our nursery’s reputation. The support of the charismatic Charles Crozier would be a further boon.’

‘We’ll be the talk of the town, Mr Mac,’ said Stanley.

Mac put away the papers and locked his briefcase. ‘In fact, shall we call on Mr Crozier right away?’ He turned to Stanley. ‘Mr Box?’

‘I’ll scout the grounds, sir. And Walter needs a walk.’

‘Don’t forget your sandwiches,’ called Flora.

Grinning, the young man stuffed his lunch into his pocket and left, whistling, with Walter at his heels. 
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Chapter 5: Four Collectors and an Eccentric
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‘Never underestimate the weather north of Hadrian’s Wall. One must never venture forth without the stoutest of boots,’ proclaimed Mac, tying his laces and cramming on his deerstalker. 

They locked up and set off into the bright morning – the dismal scene of their arrival a mere memory. The rain had cleared, revealing a massive hill nearby, covered in rose-pink heather and dotted with sheep. Beyond was a vivid sky, bright blue as though sketched in coloured chalk. 

She felt the warmth of the sun on her face as they walked along. Autumn-hued trees bordered the road, lined with low cottages, led to the Water of Liath to the north. After a few minutes, they came to a wide avenue, its opening marked by two gate posts topped by stone outcrops, a profusion of carved fern fronds, with a new signpost to Blackfern House. 

‘Smell the tang of the juniper bushes!’ Her uncle strode ahead, probing the hedgerows with his cane. 

He was in fine form, waving his arms, and Flora hurried to keep up with him. ‘A plethora of pteridophytes! A feast of ferns! Now, what is that?’ He moved towards a bright green fern with bushy fronds and crushed a fragment between his fingers. ‘This tufted beauty might resemble Athyrium filix-femina to the amateur, but note the lighter shade.’

‘Uncle, you will soon be running out of exclamation marks.’ 

‘But smell that whiff of citrus! It’s the Oreopteris limbosperma, of course, the Lemon-Scented Fern, and deliciously rare. Delightful!’

She smiled. ‘They are all beautiful in their own way, I suppose.’

‘But there’s more to it, my dear. Ferns have multiple uses. Osmunda cinnamomea, or the “cinnamon fern” can be cooked like vegetables. The same goes for the Matteuccia struthiopteris or “ostrich fern” and many others. Roots of the so-called “liquorice fern” are chewed for their pleasant flavour.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes! But we shall not be poaching the fiddlehead of common bracken, or Pteridium aquilinum, any time soon, for they are poisonous if not cooked fully.’ By now, her uncle was in his stride. ‘Did you know that the brake fern can absorb arsenic from the soil? And historically, they have been an important source of drugs and fibre as well as other products. Ferns are strong, too. A fern thatch can last between 15 and 20 years. I myself once made life-saving natural cordage by binding ferns and yucca when I was trapped in an Ecuadorean gully filled with ravening wild boar.’

Flora began to reassess her lack of enthusiasm for the fern family.

‘Mr Crozier has given us permission to collect as many spores as we need,’ continued her uncle. ‘A single fern produces so many, it won’t affect the populations here. I hope to find a variety of spores – either in the wild, or even in the lost fernery itself – and cross-breed new varieties so customers will throng to McPhairson’s Nurseries.’

‘Will this mania for ferns last?’ 

‘The likes of Mrs Antham suggest that the great British public is seeking rarer species,’ Mac said. ‘Graceful, hardy, and perfect for gloomy Victorian homes – ferns will never become passé, in my view.’

As Mac continued to enthuse, Flora’s attention drifted as she gazed at stunning larches, glittering birches and spreading rowans studded with leathery red berries. 

A movement caught her eye and she stopped, shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun. ‘What’s happening up there?’ she asked, pointing to a rounded hill to their right.

‘Wretched fern gatherers,’ muttered Mac, watching four figures in flapping capes picking their way silently past a rocky outcrop like a flock of crows. She could make out the ‘chink’ of metal on stone, reminding her of ghoulish tales of battlefield scavengers, flitting from corpse to corpse as they winkled out teeth from the bodies of fallen soldiers at Waterloo. The governor of her old boarding school even prided himself on his ‘Waterloo Teeth’, dentures fabricated from such grisly remains.

Two of the women straightened up. One vivid green, with a tuft of vegetation in her bonnet, the other wearing a tattered boater set on mousy hair, and a hand-knitted scarf tied about her neck and carrying an umbrella

‘Mrs Antham and Miss Glossop, no doubt,’ said Flora.

‘Wretched fern gatherers,’ he said, in the disapproving tone one might have used to describe grave-robbers. ‘Botanical pillage! Those poor ferns! Ripped up, thrown into a satchel and left to wither on the train back to Grimsdale.’

‘Sh,’ whispered Flora
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