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The
usual cold looks and silence met our entry to the village pub. If
it weren’t for the roaring fire I’d feel as cold as I would outside
in the freezing wind coming down off the mountains.

I
hustled through the smoky air and beer smell to the fire and warmed
my hands while also surreptitiously lifting the skirt of my heavy
winter dress to get some warm air where it was needed the
most.

“’Ello, Darlin’!” came a cry in the wonderful Welsh accent from
behind the bar. It originated from Glenys, the barmaid, who was
looking after the pub while the landlord was away. She had taken
quite the surprising shine to Sir Percival, perhaps due to his
polite manner towards her, or that he was a new male face in the
village she’d not had a romantic liaison with. Yet.

“Oh,
hello,” he replied worriedly, hoping she’d not go anywhere near
him. I could tell he was cringing inside at her attention. He’d
only agreed to accompany me to the village’s sole public house
after I’d threatened to down tools after seemingly working several
days straight. There was only so much copper tubing, glass blowing,
and potentially catastrophic aetheric explosions that a girl could
take in this godforsaken place.

The only
reason this village existed in the middle of nowhere was because of
the gold seams in the local mountains. Glenys told me that the
village used to be far more populous but people drifted away when
the larger seams petered out. Now less than a hundred people
permanently lived here.

My eyes
were glued to the fire as I heard her bustle towards him, and then
his small squeak of fear as she asked, “What’s your pleasure,
dearie?”

I could
imagine her wide smile and the unladylike amount of décolletage
showing at her words.

Slowly
the other patrons went back to their pints of beer and
conversations. A few quiet laughs at Glenys’ antics found their way
to my ears.

After hearing movement indicating Sir Percival was now seated
and Glenys was back behind the bar I untied my deerstalker and
removed it, letting the warm air find my short black hair. Turning
round I idly noted that he’d made sure to sit at the far end of the
booth table so as to be as far away from
his unlikely admirer as possible.

His own deerstalker was on the table in front of him. It was
still disconcerting seeing his bare face and short grey hair. I
wasn’t sure how long he’d had his beard and extreme hirsuteness,
certainly before I’d first met him and began my assistantship to
his aetheric experimentation. Quite to my surprise he decided to
continue with his virtual hairlessness after we’d returned to
Britain from Venice and our contretemps with the Men of the Cog.
Maybe his relationship with one of the
male descendants of Casanova had changed his mind about being so
extremely hairy. I knew that my memories of Francesca, a female
descendant of the legendary lover, would always have a place in my
heart, and… other female areas. For many nights to come.

Blithely
I ignored his wounded look as I removed my heavy coat, lay it on
the seat opposite and joined him at the table, thereby blocking
Glenys’ potential route of attack.

“Miss
Love… Lemon?” he whispered, in a hurt tone of voice at my failure
to protect him from Glenys. Thankfully he was slowly remembering to
use the alias the Department had given me.

“Oh, a
white wine, please, Mr Peach,” I replied with a smile, deliberately
misunderstanding him.

He
sighed, knowing he’d have to gain Glenys’ attention to be
served.

Could he now be considered
‘handsome’? He hadn’t used the hair to hide any facial
disfigurements. Mentally I shrugged, perhaps Glenys knew something
I had not one whit of interest in.

Even
though the reception was frosty (apart for Sir Percival with his
unlikely admirer), I reluctantly believed that this was the safest
place in the country for us to be. Who would ever think of looking
for us here, in a small village with only an old winding dirt
track, laughingly called a ‘road’, for access in the midst of the
highest mountains in Britain? Hopefully not the Russians, or the
Men of the Cog, or some Venetians who seemed to believe Sir
Percival and I had something to do with the recent destruction of
parts of their city. In fact at the way our luck was going I’d not
be overly surprised to learn that the Southend-on-Sea town council
had put a bounty on my head for the damage to their
pier.

The
arrival of a frilly white cotton blouse that appeared to contain
two jostling blimps broke me from my grim reverie. Glenys had
arrived with our drinks.

“Ere,
you done summat with your hair?”

“Sorry?”
I replied, looking up into her face.

“Seems
to be a different colour.”

My eyes
met those of Sir Percival. One of the conditions of our hiding
while Sir Percival attempted to recreate the cold aether apparatus
from Venice was that I dyed my hair so as to hide its usual, highly
recognisable, pink. I’d often toyed with the idea of a rich auburn,
but now having the motive to try it soon discovered that it just
made it look a horrendous mess. So plain black it was.

“Um, no
black. As normal.” I resolved to re-dye it again as soon as we got
back to our accommodations.


“Oh.”

She
turned away after Sir Percival didn’t take the bait of her ‘come
hither’ smile aimed in his direction. I rather suspected she
enjoyed the challenge. I hadn’t the heart to inform her that she
had the wrong equipment for it to ever be a challenge in the first
place. Not to mention that it would be dangerous for Sir Percival
as homosexuality was illegal.

I took a
sip of my wine reflecting on the fact that no-one that knew Sir
Percival would ever believe the smooth cheeked, short-haired person
I sat with could possibly ever be him. In fact his alias - Mister
Peach - seemed to fit his new persona.

Suddenly
the door opened, releasing a cold gust of snow-laden wind to play
among the clientele’s ankles. Everyone’s eyes, including our own,
looked to see who had entered.

“Dewi!”
came a glad cry from behind us at the sight of the large figure
outlined at the doorway. But for some reason he didn’t respond. Or
move. The tavern’s gas lights showed that his face seemed to be
strangely white, or at least what I could make out of it atop his
large bushy beard (albeit one that couldn’t hold a candle to Sir
Percival’s previous effort). The long dark coat he wore was
speckled with snow and his deerstalker hat had the ear flaps
down.

My
internal alarm sounded. Something was wrong.

“Dewi?
Are you alright, lad?”

Concerned chairs scraped across the plain wooden plank floor.
But Dewi didn’t hear them as, like a felled tree-trunk, he slowly
toppled face down to the floor with a thud!

Glenys’
scream cut through the sudden shouts of surprise. The back of
Dewi’s dark coat shone like it was covered with a black liquid. His
friends reached him and started to pull him up off the floor, but
stopped when they realised their hands were covered with bright red
blood.

“Dead!”
one of the men cried, and Glenys let out another scream and thudded
to the floor behind the bar as she fainted.

My eyes
met those of Sir Percival. What horror did we now find ourselves
in?

I took a
further sip of my wine, not wanting to waste it now I’d managed to
get to the pub, and decided that as I was the only other female
present I’d better make sure Glenys was alright.

“Miss
Lo… Lemon?” Sir Percival asked worriedly.

“I’ll be
with her in a jiffy,” I replied, taking a longer sip. “Need to
fortify myself first.”

“It’s
not that, Miss Lemon.”


“Oh?”

I
glanced towards him, and saw he wasn’t looking at me but past me.
Puzzled I turned to look myself and met the accusing glares of the
pub’s patrons.

Something was most definitely
wrong.
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Looking
into the stern faces of the other pub’s patrons I said, “I’ll just
make sure Glenys is alright. Then we’ll leave to give you space so
you can sort Dewi’s unfortunate accident out.”

The
glares intensified. Unfortunately it just made them look
constipated. I retrieved my deerstalker and coat and slid out from
the booth, hopeful that they wouldn’t attack a lady.

A dull
thrum of ‘danger! danger!’ began in my head. The way the crowd
looked at Sir Percival didn’t make me want to leave him on his
own.

“Mr
Peach has medical training. Glenys may have need of it.” I felt it
best not to mention that it usually consisted of making sure that
all the parts of his previous assistants were collected from the
laboratory after an aetheric experiment didn’t perform quite as
hoped.

I
indicated with my hand that he should accompany me. I knew he had
no wish to be anywhere near Glenys but his sense of
self-preservation made him retrieve his hat and coat and move to
follow my lead.

Silently, way was made for us to leave the booth and head to
the hatch in the bar so we could tend to Glenys. Or rather,
I could tend to Glenys
and Sir Percival use me as a shield from her attentions.

Quiet
murmurs began behind us and my innate sense of danger calmed down
as the crowd’s attention turned back to the unfortunate
Dewi.

Behind
the bar the large figure of Glenys was lying face down. I quickly
readjusted her skirt so as not to reveal too much female to the
sight of Sir Percival. Her limbs didn’t appear to be broken and I
couldn’t see any blood on her blouse or dark skirt. Her body
rhythmically moved up and down indicating that she’d not joined
Dewi in whatever the locals believed to be the
afterlife.

I
crouched down behind the bar and indicated Sir Percival should join
me. I advised in a loud voice, “Looks like she’s alright. Wouldn’t
you say?” Then in a far quieter voice I asked, “What do you think’s
going on?”

Taking
the hint Sir Percival replied loudly, “Yes, looks fine to me. Um,
healthy girl. Good strong, er… bones.” And then “I have no idea
Miss, er… Lemon. Did they think we’d actually killed
him?”

“Best
make sure she gets some rest. Don’t you think?” And then,
whispering, “Did you get a look at the wound? Was it caused by an
animal of some sort?”

“Rest
would be just the ticket for, um… her.” And then, “I don’t know.
The wound looked recent. But I don’t recall hearing anything when
we came in here.”

A chill
came over me. Had we unknowingly walked past whoever, or whatever,
had killed Dewi?

I
realised the pub was silent. Carefully I peered over the top of the
bar. It was empty. And Dewi’s body was nowhere to be
seen.
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