
Receiver

“It is completely impossible that the Fomorians would be able to develop a working radio 
apparatus. Any such thoughts are to be considered an improbable fantasy.”

- Intelligence summary, East Connacht Command, 11th of October 1914

In hindsight, I tarried longer than I should have. Skulking next to a lady’s door is, under most 
circumstances, improper behaviour. Pausing next to the door when one hears the lady in question 
talking to nobody is, however, perhaps more understandable. Especially when that young lady is the
new wife of one’s employers’ nephew.

Lady Gráinne is...odd. There is no better word for it. I pride myself on limiting my outward 
response to a carefully raised eyebrow or frown; it was drilled into me that one expects a butler to 
remain outwardly unflappable, and it has stood me in good stead at the odd game of poker I permit 
myself. It is, however, a tad disconcerting for a young lady of eighteen to show no expression, or so 
little as makes no difference. In the three months since she arrived here with young Aidan, I’ve 
never seen her show anything bar a blank look towards my chin or off to one side.

But that, in and of itself, does not make her odd. No, her unladylike fascination with machinery
and her tendency to vocalise the most absurd thoughts that apparently pop into her heard without 
forewarning does that. Such as wondering aloud if pootis birds – her chosen sobriquet for those 
eight-foot-tall feathered fiends that stalk the roads – are partial to a sandwich. For reasons that 
nobody else can fathom, she pronounced this sandvich. 

Perhaps eccentric would be a better term. If so, I fear it is contagious; the Naughtons have 
apparently begun to use the term, after she pointed out that this is the sound they make. They were 
kind enough to permanently lend the family a maid who is used to her oddities, but the woman flat 
out told me that it was best to just ignore or tolerate her. 

Well, ignoring her is a difficult proposition. Her voice is loud enough that one suspects she 
may be hard of hearing – though Miss Doyle insists otherwise. Miss Doyle posits that Gráinne is 
perfectly aware of her oddities, but is either unable to control them or simply does not care.

To the point! I find myself passing the door into her and Aidan’s bedroom – slightly ajar – on 
my way to the main dining hall, and something prompts me to listen.

“Inductor. Aerial. Razor blade. Earphone. Moment of truth.” A pause. “Nothing. I probably 
didn’t L.A.L.D. again.”

I am somewhat bemused by this apparent acronym. It clearly has some meaning, some hidden 
logic that I cannot decipher. Before I can begin to look for Miss Doyle for help in deciphering her 
charge’s ramblings, a deceptively soft voice intrudes upon my thoughts.

“Am I interrupting something, MacLoughlin?”
I turn around and look up into Aidan’s face. For such a large man, he is disconcertingly quiet in

speech and movement. I suppose that his troops’ nickname of “Black Cat” is appropriate, though 
none of them dare to call him that where he can hear them.

“Perhaps, sir. Your wife is apparently conversing with herself.”
“She’s working on something.” Aidan doesn’t sound alarmed. If anything, he seems to think 

this is normal behaviour. “Can’t really say what; the low-level details went over my head.”



“I see, sir.” I decide that this is a good time to leave, but a sudden squeal of delight from the 
room snags my attention again. I can’t hide my surprise; Lady Gráinne sounds excited at something.
Aidan gives me an amused smile as he reaches forward to knock at the door.

“Gráinne?”
“Y-yes?” she squeaks as he swings open the door. It is interesting how she changes when 

confronted with personal interactions. It took her three weeks to even speak to me, beyond a few 
frightened squeaks and blurted monosyllables.

She’s sitting at the round table next to the window, half hunched over a wooden board that is 
piled with a haphazard bamboozlement of metal wires. One wire sticks straight up into the air, 
another is tightly coiled up on it’s side, and one leads to a cloth-covered stick in her right hand. Her 
other hand appears to hold a pencil against something.

“I just heard you say that it works. Could you remind me again what this is?”
She doesn’t reply for a moment, and I decide that perhaps this is a good time to leave, in spite 

of my curiosity as to what she is doing. Before I can announce this, she suddenly blurts out that it’s 
a crystal radio receiver that she found in “that old copy of The Electrician you gave me”. I have no 
idea what either of these are, but her next words stun me. “I think I managed to receive a message.”

“Wait, what?” Aidan is suddenly more intense than I’ve ever seen him. He immediately turns 
to me, and I cannot suppress the shiver that runs down my spine at the look in his eyes. They’re 
usually cloud-coloured; now, they resemble a pair of gun barrels. “MacLoughlin, not a word to 
anyone. Not even Ciaran yet; I’ll explain this to him later.”

“I understand, sir.” I am starting to fear that his wife’s oddities are affecting him, but I don’t 
doubt that he will explain it to the Baron; it just won’t be until he understands it enough himself to 
give what he calls a field explanation. Something that covers the basics – leaving the full 
explanation to the scholars.

Five minutes later, and I run into Miss Doyle. She is listening, with the resigned expression of 
somebody who thinks that the other person has not realised that they are wasting their time, to 
Fitzpatrick haltingly explaining why he thinks that ‘she’ is creepy. It doesn’t take a genius to realise 
that he speaks of Lady Gráinne, and in fairness to the boy, he does mention things I have noticed 
myself. However, his manner of raising the lady’s problems leaves something to be desired.

“All I sayin’ is, she’s...a bit odd, ya know? Like, why can’t she smile? It’s not that hard, is it?”
The look that Miss Doyle gives him should tell him that she regards this as a less-than-sensible 

question. However, Fitzpatrick has a recurring problem with knowing when to stop talking, and I 
decide that I should remind him of that.

“Mr Fitzpatrick, I believe you should be cleaning the living room fireplace. Unless you’ve 
already finished?”

He whips his head around at me, stammers out an apology that isn’t entirely insincere, and 
departs. I turn to Miss Doyle, who gives me another Resigned Look. She knows what I’m about to 
ask.

“I must concede that he makes a salient point. Is there any apparent cause for 
her...difficulties?”

Her expression doesn’t change much, beyond a brief, sardonic raise of her eyebrows and a 
sigh. She glances around, making sure we are alone, and when she speaks, it is in a tone of 
endearment.



“Sir, I believe that I’ve told you before that Gráinne’s mind...simply does not work like yours 
or mine. She doesn’t grasp things we grasp, and manages to grasp things we don’t. One of the 
things she has never quite grasped is how to display her feelings.” She smiles wistfully for a 
moment. “Well, she can when she’s genuinely happy or angry, though she doesn’t quite realise it.”

“Presumably, she will when one of her machines works?” I put an edge to my tone. In truth, I 
am slightly – and I would say not unfairly – irked that the first I knew of this was five minutes ago. 
How exactly is one supposed to manage the household if Lady Gráinne is working on the Lord 
alone knows what in her bedroom?

Miss Doyle winces. “Oh, that...receiver thing? I’ve tried telling her that tinkering with 
machinery is not for young ladies, but it’s never stuck.” She hurriedly adds, “The Captain-”

“Is aware of it, and appears to be perfectly fine with her spending her time in such a manner. 
He seemed to think it was important.” I raise an eyebrow. Her expression says, clearer than words, 
that she had thought this receiver was merely Lady Gráinne being her usual eccentric self. 
Personally, I cannot see how this would be important, though I would hesitate to call him foolish. 
“In future, Miss Doyle, I would greatly appreciate if you would keep myself in the loop.”

For the next three days, nothing unusual occurs within the household, though a most vicious 
westerly storm lashes the bay overnight. Then the Baron calls me into his study, where I find him 
slouched behind his desk nursing a glass of whiskey and alternately rubbing his eyes and glowering 
at Lady Gráinne, or the machine she was working on. 

She’s perched on a chair in front of the window, eyes darting blankly from him to Aidan and to 
myself. Aidan himself leans against the wall next to the her, holding a mug of tea that I am pleased 
to admit is not wild-grown. Curiously, he’s planted himself between his uncle and her.

“Shut the door, MacLoughlin!” the Baron snaps. I hide my raised eyebrow until I have turned 
to do so. The strain of managing the harbour must be getting to him.

“So, MacLoughlin. I am told that...that Gráinne was building a...what do ya call it?”
“A crystal radio receiver,” Gráinne replies, and I am surprised at the sudden confidence she 

shows. “I adapted it from a copy of a journal that Aidan gave me. It can receive wireless 
transmissions from other sources, using the power of the received message itself. It doesn’t even 
require much – just some wires, a capacitor-”

“Gráinne, MacLoughlin needs a bit of background first,” Aidan interrupts, clearly amused. She 
blinks, and suddenly stammers an apology. He looks up at me. “The short version is that the League
have wireless telegraphs, and Gráinne found a basic guide to building a machine that can receive 
the messages.”

“Wireless, sir?” This baffles me. I am vaguely aware of the concept of telegraphy – a means of 
sending letters via a long wire, if I recall – but I cannot conceive of how a wireless version works!

“Don’t try explaining it, Gráinne!” the Baron snaps, covering his eyes again. He removes them 
after a moment and wearily sips at the whiskey. Presumably she had previously started to go into a 
very in-depth explanation. “Apparently, it’s possible to send messages through the air, and the 
League has been doing this for a while. Short version, we need more of these built.”

“Will Madam be requiring assistance with this project?” I look at her. She looks down at her 
hands for a moment, and lifts a piece of paper.

“I...I put together a list of the parts I will need to produce another one. This one shouldn’t be as
crude – I was improvising based on whatever parts I could find. Perhaps long-term I could-”



“Oh God, here we go,” the Baron grumbles, taking another sip. 
“Build transmitters to send messages as well,” she continues obliviously, her voice beginning 

to speed up and a faint smile creeping into her face. “There are islands nearby? Maybe we could-”
“Gráinne, you’re rambling again,” Aidan chuckles. She stops dead in her tracks and 

disconcertingly reverts to her usual blank look, taking a breath to apparently try steadying herself. 
He looks at me. “I think you can see where she’s going. The immediate priority is to get a more 
refined receiver working, and then a basic transmitter. Arrange for those parts to be delivered.”

I glance at the sheet that she has given me. There’s nothing particularly odd about most of the 
components – metal wires, wood, nails and screws. However, three things stand out: iron 
pyrite/galena crystal, quartz cubes and a luminescent plant. They must be important, but I have no 
idea why. Though the plant rings a bell; I vaguely remember hearing of such plants being used to 
creating flashing signs. 

“If I may be so bold, Madam, what message was received?”
“It was very faint, but what I did hear was ‘westerly, 42 knots’. I don’t have a way to measure 

wind speed, but that might have been referring to that storm that came a few days ago.”
“So,” the Baron grumbles, “I’m letting you waste your time on these damned contraptions 

because it might allow us to pluck these messages out of thin air and maybe get some advance 
warning of what the League’s ships might be saying to one another.” He drains his glass. “Sinéad 
had better be right about you...”

“The Countess is aware of this?” I am briefly surprised that his sister-in-law is apparently 
taking an interest in this project, and then I realise how foolish my words are. Of course she knows; 
being able to pass messages through the air and hear them from any source is something she would 
find interesting. 

“She’s approved, but doesn’t expect too much from it yet,” Aidan confirms. I am slightly 
relieved to hear this, having witnessed first-hand what they do to those who really incur their 
displeasure. And a very good way to do that is to fail at something they have approved or requested,
or so everyone tells me. Aidan doesn’t seem to be worried; he probably knows something I don’t.

“So, she won’t skin us alive when this inevitably goes balls up,” the Baron smirks for my 
edification. 

“Skin us alive?” Gráinne squeaks. I think she’s taken him seriously.
“No, she doesn’t do that,” Aidan replies wearily, giving the Baron an unamused look. It’s not 

quite his “you’re a slaver” look, but closer than I would like. “He’s exaggerating,” he adds for her 
benefit.

“Why?” she asks, tilting her head in apparent bemusement. The Baron rolls his eyes and gives 
me a look that tells me I should probably be getting back to work. I fold the list of required parts 
back into my pocket and announce that I shall look into this.

Only when I’ve closed the door do I ask myself what the heck I’ve got into.
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