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The black clouds and driving rain of the previous few days had
finally given way to clear days and freezing nights as high
pressure moving in from the west had driven the Autumn depression
out into the North sea. Andrew Kemp knew nothing of this of course,
all he knew he was bloody cold. The night frost lay heavily on the
land. The grass crackled like sugar candy under his boots as he
walked slowly round the field. The sheep at the edge of the flock
stirred as he passed, lifting their heads momentarily as he came
near them. The rest of the flock huddled against the standing
stones for protection from the cold, individual sheep merging into
a grey mass in the cold night air. Kemp shivered and wrapped his
cape tightly round himself as he returned to his shelter. He smiled
as he sat down under the canvas awning. His dog had not followed
him out but had stayed close by the embers of the fire. Got more
sense than me, he thought. The canvas around him flapped idly with
the small flurries of wind that swirled round the field. He
shivered and poked the softly glowing embers that remained of his
fire with a stick. He thought idly about collecting more fire wood,
but he couldn’t be bothered to move. In a few hours it would be
daylight when the weak autumn sun would drive away the chill of the
night. Yesterday he had celebrated his fourteenth birthday; he was
now old enough to be accepted by the farm hands as an adult rather
than the 'boy'. With this new status came new responsibilities,
including looking after the sheep at night on his own. The pride
he'd felt at reaching manhood was waning. His head jerked up as an
owl hooted in the darkness. The night noises he’d accepted with
nonchalance when he had company seemed eerily threatening now he
was on his own. He stroked the dog laying next to him, running his
hands through its warm coat. He patted the dog and pulled his hands
back under his cape, tucking them inside his jacket. Slowly, his
chin dropped to his chest as he dozed.

As he dozed, the flock stirred, the sheep lifting their heads
one by one. Suddenly, strange scents were in the air. They were not
the scents of man or dogs, or the other animals that shared their
world. This was something different. In the night air, the scents
came and went, each small eddy of wind bringing an unsettling
message that something new, and possibly dangerous was nearby. The
scent grew stronger. Instinctively, the sheep huddled closer
together.

The sudden movement  of his dog brought Kemp awake. The dog
growled deep in its throat and ran out of the shelter into the
field. Kemp strained his eyes looking around the field. He could
see nothing to cause the agitation. From where he sat, his only
blind spot was behind  the shelter. He sighed. He’d have to
leave its relative comfort to check the rest of the field. He
picked up his spear and started to rise. He was still on his knees,
when the shelter crashed down on him, burying him in folds of
canvas, his face slamming  into the remains of his fire. He
jerked his head away from the burning sting of the hot ash as he
thrashed about, struggling to free himself from the enveloping
canvas. As his head came clear, he could hear the frantic barking
of his dog. He pulled himself clear of the wreckage of his shelter,
his face black with ash except for two white steaks down his cheeks
where the tears from his ash filled eyes had cut a path through the
grime. He had half risen, when a heavy weight crashed on to his
back, pitching him face down on the grass. He only had time for a
brief spasm of terror before the teeth tore into his neck. He never
even saw the thing that killed him.

The sheep bleated in terror as dark shadows descended on them,
scattering the flock. They ran in panic stricken circles, unsure
which way to go for safety. One by one, they were taken, their
cries echoing across the hills. In the pale light of the stars,
sinuous shapes moved among the carcasses tearing at the
flesh.                     

 The next morning, the dawn light grew brighter as the
first glimmers of the rising sun peered over the sea horizon. It
created a shimmering lane of sparkling water to the coast, where a
tree covered valley wound its way down to the sea. The valley was
covered by a thick mist that lay like a white blanket, hiding
everything but the tops of the trees.  A rider appeared out of
the mist as his horse trudged up the lane leading from the
valley.  As he climbed higher, the man began to see the fields
on either side of the lane; his view only occasionally hidden by
stray wisps of mist rolling over the hedges bordering the lane.
Both  horse and man were short and muscular. Years of work had
hardened Rolf Duggan’s fifty year old body. His body was almost
hidden by the cape he wore for protection from the morning chill.
Beads of condensation sparkled on his cape and the horse's coat. He
sat on a leather saddle, padded with a thick woollen blanket. A
short sword protected by a leather scabbard hung from a broad belt
round his waist.  After a few miles, Duggan reached a small
lane leading off to his right. By the junction,  close to the
hedge; the tattered remains of three cattle raiders hung limply
from a gibbet. Duggan barely glanced at the corpses as he rode by.
The raids grew less every year, but every now and then a new gang
would enter the area. The village would mobilise and hunt them
down. Those who were not killed in the hunt, were hanged, their
bodies left as a warning to others.

As he guided his horse into the side lane, two baleful green
eyes watched his progress from the cover of the hedge. The animal
stared up at the horse and rider, savouring their scent through
large nostrils. In its short life, it had never seen anything like
Duggan and his horse. Its legs stirred with displacement activity.
Hunger and fear, two conflicting responses to the strange sight,
froze it into immobility. It was hungry, but the size of the horse
and rider held it back. The horse and rider smelt like food, but it
was too big to attack, it was something to avoid, as it avoided
other, larger members of its kind. The animal watched as Duggan
rode out of sight, then backed out of the hedge to rejoin the other
members of its pack.

 Duggan rode further up the side lane, leaving the last of
the mist behind him. The horse shook its head scattering drops of
water. As they climbed into the relative warmth of the sun, Duggan
pushed back his hood. He stopped his horse and turned in the saddle
looking back the way he had come. The sun now sat on the sea
horizon like a bloated orange. Mist still filled the bottom of the
valley hiding most of the houses of the village. Smoke from the
chimneys drifted lazily in the still air as the fires, damped down
for the night were fanned into life. Porthmarron was waking up.
From where he sat the scene was picturesque, distance hiding the
crude stonework of the cottages and the rutted streets, cobbled
with stones from the beach. He turned back in his saddle and
clicked his horse back into motion. Two hours ride brought him to
the outskirts of his farm. As he passed through his fields he
looked about him. Standing in his stirrups he peered over the
hedge. The fields were bare earth, the crops having been harvested
some weeks previously. He disturbed a small flock of gulls who rose
into the air with raucous calls. Apart from the gulls nothing
disturbed the quiet of the early morning. He sank back in the
saddle and continued up the lane. The lane was overgrown with grass
and weeds except for two lines of bare earth kept clear by the
wheels of farm wagons. The hedges on either side blocked his view
of the farmhouse until he was nearly at the gate. He leaned over
and released the heavy iron latch and let himself into the
farmyard, swinging the gate shut when the horse was clear. The
house was small, with white painted walls. A two foot high black
plinth ran round the foot of the walls. The smooth front of the
building was broken by a single small shuttered window and a door,
protected by a wooden porch. The roof was thatched, with three
dormer windows breaking its smooth expanse. A thin wisp of smoke
rose straight up in the still morning air from the stone chimney
built into one end wall. A cluster of small buildings were visible
behind the house and a large barn stood to the left of the house. A
stable block to the right of the house completed the square of the
farmyard. 

Duggan dismounted, and after tying the horse’s reins to a ring
set in the porch; pushed open the heavy wooden door and entered the
house. The door opened straight onto the ground floor room, warmed
by a large fireplace at one end.  At the opposite end to the
fireplace a flight of wooden steps led to the upstairs rooms. Three
men, two farm hands and his manager were at breakfast, seated round
a wooden table. A middle aged woman stirred a pot over the fire.
Two large dogs, of indeterminate breed, lay in front of the fire.
They lazily opened their eyes as Duggan walked in. The men round
the table looked up in surprise at Duggan’s sudden appearance. He
threw off his cloak and sat down on the bench nearest the fire. He
rubbed his hands together, massaging some warmth into them.

“Cold out there,” he said to no one in particular.

 The manager lifted a pan from the fire and raised his
eyebrows in an unspoken question. Duggan turned from the fire and
nodded, blowing into his hands. The manager filled a small mug with
hot cider and pushed it across the table.

“So what brings you up here,” the manager said with a grin, “I
thought you have enough work to keep you busy in the village.”

Duggan sipped the hot drink and leant forward on the table,
cradling the mug between his palms to warm his hands. “Yesterday I
heard  talk in the village of stock being attacked at
Marchall’s Farm. You heard anything Martin?”

Martin Speke frowned, his grin fading. He shook his head. 
“No, we’ve had no trouble here.” He paused. “We’d planned to bring
the sheep down for the winter in the next few weeks, it might be an
idea to bring them down now, just in case.”

Duggan nodded in agreement.

“So what’s the story about Marchall, do you know if he’s really
lost stock?”

Duggan shrugged. “Nothing definite, just talk. Old man
Marchall’s farm is some way from here, tales get exaggerated in the
telling.”

“Still, I don’t like the sound of it,” replied Speke. 
“Andy was up there on his own last night. We’d better go and check
on him.” He picked up his coat laying next to him on the bench.

Duggan nodded. “Where have you got the sheep at the moment?”

“Up at the Nine Sisters,” said Speke, pulling on his coat. “It’s
good grazing by those stones.”

“It’s also furthest from here,“ said Duggan. He finished his
cider in three quick gulps, rose from the bench and gathered up his
cloak. “Come on, the quicker we start the quicker we’ll be
back.”

One of the farm hands rose to his feet. He was a young man of
about twenty, with a shock of black hair. As he lent on the table
his arm and shoulder muscles bunched under his woollen shirt. They
seemed overdeveloped compared to the rest of his body.

“Do you want me to come, if the sheep are being attacked, I
could help."

Duggan shook his head. “I don’t think so Corrin, it’s only
village talk, there’s probably nothing to it. You stay here and get
on with your work. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

Corrin Tollman sat down on the bench, plainly disappointed, as
the two men whistled up the dogs, and went out of the door.

Duggan walked his horse round to the stable and stood leaning
against the door frame as Speke saddled his horse.

 “Corrin's grown. He’s filled out since I was last up here.
His work all right?.

“When he’s not practising with his bow,” replied Speke.

 “Corrin and his bloody bow, he’s still at it then?”

“Every evening,” replied Speke with a grin. “Mind you he’s got
good at it. I reckon he could take your eye out at twenty
yards.”

 Duggan grunted. "Don't let him take liberties, I don't
want it interfering with his work."

Speke looked up from tightening the saddle girth. “I keep a
tight reign on him, I've finally got through to him that work comes
first." He walked to the rear of the stable and returned carrying a
spear. He led his horse out of the stable and mounted, propping the
spear in his stirrup. Noticing Duggan’s look he nodded at the sword
hanging from his belt. “You don’t usually come up here armed, you
expecting trouble?”  

“Maybe,” answered Duggan. “I don’t know what to make of the
stories I’ve heard, we haven’t had a attack round here for
years.”

“Best be prepared then,” said Speke. “Ready to go?”

Duggan nodded and the two men swung their horses round and
headed for the gate, the two dogs trotting beside them.

An hour later the two men were out of sight of the farm heading
up the valley towards the field of standing stones. Duggan touched
the handle of his sword and wondered if he should have brought
Corrin along with them. A few well placed arrows could be very
useful if there were a pack of wild dogs or worse, a big cat in the
district. He shrugged and put the thought to one side. It was too
late now, they were almost at the standing stones that marked the
boundary of his land. The standing stones rose out of the grass
like a line of hooded figures and he shivered inside his cloak,
they were well into autumn and the sun gave off little heat. He
stood in the saddle and peered round the field trying to see any
sign of the sheep.

He saw something dark laying in the grass and he guided his
horse towards it.  As he neared it, he realised it was the
tattered remains of Kemp's shelter. He dismounted and examined the
torn canvas. It was stained dark red, as he handled it, he felt his
fingers sticking to the material. Speke dismounted and crouched
down next to Duggan. He ran his hands over the canvas.

"Jesus, Rolf, it's covered in blood… "

 The two men stared at each other, the same thought in
their heads. What had happened to the boy? Their fears rapidly
mounting they remounted and rode round the stones towards the trees
bordered the edge of the field.

They were almost to the trees when they spotted the first
corpse. They quickly dismounted and examined the blood splattered
remains. The rear end of the sheep had been torn away, leaving
trailing intestines and internal organs on the blood soaked grass.
More corpses littered the ground and Duggan realised with mounting
horror that almost half the flock had been slaughtered. His horse,
smelling the blood, skittered and pranced and he paused to pat her
neck and calm her. The two men remounted and guided their horses
away from the dead sheep, back toward the stones, hoping distance
from the smell of the blood would calm them. The horses skittered
sideways, rolling their eyes and tossing their heads.

"Easy, easy,"  soothed Duggan. The hairs on his neck stood
up as his horse’s distress grew worse. Speke gripped his spear with
white knuckles and moved his horse alongside Duggan.

“Something’s spooking the horses, whatever killed the sheep,
it’s still here.”

Duggan nodded. He drew his sword and looked wildly around.

A nightmare emerged from the trees and Duggan had a jumbled
impression of a scaly green hide and a mouthful of teeth running
straight at him before his horse reared in panic and threw him
heavily to the ground. His sword flew from his hand and as he
scrambled to retrieve it he saw the animal lunge at his horse as
she fled across the field. Claws raked the hind quarters of the
horse but she had too much speed to be brought down. She crashed
through the boundary hedge into the lane in a cloud of dust and
twigs and disappeared down the slope. The animal, deprived of its
prey, wheeled round and darted toward Duggan. Speke had somehow
escaped the animals attention and had stayed mounted despite the
hysterical prancing of his horse. Having managed to regain control,
he charged the animal, his spear outstretched. He flew past Duggan
slamming his spear into the creatures neck. The animal turned on
Speke with a speed that stunned Duggan. Almost before he could take
in what he was seeing, the jaws closed on Speke. Blood and shards
of bone sprayed in the air as Speke’s headless body
cartwheeled  through the air, crashing to the ground in front
of him. In almost the same instant Speke’s horse was seized and
shredded, the animal shaking its head back and forth as it tore out
the horses throat. The dogs pranced around in front of the animal,
barking furiously. One of them darted in, its fangs bared. The
animal turned with frightening speed, it’s jaws seizing the dog by
it’s neck. It’s startled yelp was cut off as it’s throat was
crushed. The other dog backed away and raced across the field, it’s
ears held tight to its head. It burst through the hedge and
disappeared.

Duggan backed up to a standing stone, his mouth sagging with
fear.

“Jesus Christ, what the hell is it,” he breathed

 The animal stood on four muscular legs, tipped with clawed
feet, it was bigger than his horse, the shoulder was at least six
feet from the ground. The reptilian head was held at the end of a
long neck. A double crest of bony spines grew from between the eyes
and extended down the back to a long whip like tail. The whole body
was covered in scales that varied to dark green on the back shading
to almost white on the belly. It lunged at him, the head held low,
the jaws wide open like a striking snake. He swung his sword in
desperate arc to try and keep it away from him. A mouth over ten
inches wide reared up in front of him and, more through luck than
judgement, his sword struck the bottom jaw. The shock almost tore
the sword out of his hand, it had been like hitting a rock rather
than an animal made of flesh and blood. The animal hissed and
reared up onto its back legs, towering over the man. Duggan lunged
at the pale green belly exposed in front of him but the tip of his
blade skidded off the overlapping scales. The animal hopped
backwards away from the blade and a detached part of Duggan’s 
mind marvelled at the agility of so large an animal. It dropped
back onto all fours and stared at Duggan. The eyes were green,
banded with yellow striations. They stared straight at him with
what seemed a malevolence intelligence.   

Duggan murmured a silent prayer and wiped the sweat out of his
eyes. The animal stood looking at him, it’s tail lashing from side
to side. It licked the horses blood from its mouth with a long
purple tongue. It leapt forward again and Duggan, clutching his
sword in both hands, struck out in a great upwards swing, the blade
slicing into the loose skin under the jaw. The animal jumped back,
and Duggan saw he’d drawn blood.

“Come on then,” he screamed in defiance. He braced his legs and
watched the animal retreat from him. The animal pawed the ground
with its front legs and hissed at him, the open jaws exposing rows
of dagger-like teeth. It slowly advanced on him, wary of Duggan’s
sword. Duggan holding his sword in both hands, stabbed and slashed
at the snout as the head weaved back and forth, trying to get round
his blade, it’s clawed feet sending clods of grass flying into the
air as it darted from side to side. Duggan managed to hit the
animal on the side of the head, the force of the blow swinging him
off balance for a second. The animal darted under his blade and
snapped at his left arm. He pulled violently back, as he felt the
teeth rake down his forearm, tearing through his sleeve. Duggan
slashed wildly at the animal’s head, driving it back. His arm felt
like it had been dipped in molten lead. He took his eyes off the
animal for a second and glanced down at his arm. He could see blood
welling up between the torn remnants of his sleeve. The animal was
relentless. It moved in again, the head at the end of the sinuous
neck, flicking left and right to get round Duggan sword, which
seemed to grow heavier with every second that passed. A sword blow
near the animal's eye forced it back, giving Duggan a small
respite. He lent his back against the stone, his left arm hanging
uselessly by his side, blood dripping from his fingers. The animal
stood staring at him. It’s waiting for me to fall over, thought
Duggan. His strength was failing fast. He felt sick and dizzy, his
arm pulsed with pain in time to the beating of his heart. He knew
he was running out of time. In spite of his sword strikes, the
animal seemed unmarked except for the small cut under the jaw. It
seemed to be the only vulnerable spot. Duggan resolved to try for
that before his strength gave out. He waited for the animal to
attack again, his sword wavering in his hand. As the animal circled
him, Duggan shuffled round, always keeping his sword pointing
directly at the head. He crouched and stabbed upwards, aiming for
the throat as the animal lunged at him. It reared up away from the
blade and lashed out with one of it’s front legs. A long claw
sliced into the side of Duggan’s face. He flung himself backwards,
slamming into the stone, flinging his arm up in an instinctive move
to protect his eyes. He stumbled  and crashed to the
ground,  striking his head as he fell. For a long second he
lay there, dazed and disorientated. The pain of his lacerated face
and arm making his head swim. As the animal reared up over him, he
blindly swung his sword and felt the shock as the blade slammed
solidly into the iron hard flesh. Again the animal retreated and
Duggan scrambled to his feet and scuttled round the stone on all
fours, desperate to put something solid between him and the beast.
Half blind and shivering with shock and pain he was completely
unaware of the second animal waiting on the other side of the stone
until its teeth scythed into him. There was a brief moment of
horror and pain, then his world exploded in a blaze of searing
light, then blackness as the jaws closed round his neck.










Chapter 2
New Chapter


    The blacksmith's workshop stood near the
centre of the village. Various pieces of farm equipment waiting to
be repaired, lay scattered round the yard surrounding the workshop.
Inside the gloomy interior, the apprentice pumped the handle of the
bellows. With every pump, the charcoal in the forge brightened to
white heat. The blacksmith used his tongs to lift the glowing metal
from the forge to the anvil. Sparks flew in time to the hammer
blows as he forged it into shape. Steam billowed into the air as he
dropped the metal into the water trough. He threw the tongs into
the water and wiped his face with a cloth. He was a large man with
a heavy black beard. His chest hair curled  over the top of
the leather apron he wore. He  nodded to his apprentice who
thankfully let go of the bellows handle.

 The blacksmith looked up as he heard the sound of a horses
hooves clattering into his yard.  Seconds later, a man
appeared in the doorway, partially blocking the daylight entering
the interior of the building. The man stood for a moment, his eyes
not yet adjusted to the dimness.

"Hak?"

"Here. What can I do for you, Corrin?"

Tollman stepped into the workshop and faced the blacksmith. Even
in the dim light, Hak could see he was sweating hard.

"Rolf and Martin are missing. We need help," panted Tollman.

Hak threw down his cloth and sat back on the anvil. "All right,
slowly. What's happened."

"They set off for the Nine Sisters this morning, Rolf  was
worried about his sheep. He'd heard a story about sheep attacks
at  Marchalls.  About two hours ago Rolf’s horse and one
of the dogs came back to the farm. The horse’s coat was covered in
foam and she had been clawed on her back. Something’s happened to
them, we’ve got to find out what.”

Hak scratched his beard, the muscles in his forearm developed
from years at the forge rippling under the skin. He was the biggest
man in the village and the rest of the villagers looked to him as
the natural leader in times of crisis. Hak  thought for a
moment.

"Does Marie know about this?"

"Yes, I went to her first. I thought it only fair she should
know her husband might be in trouble. Then I came straight
here."

Hak took off his apron. "Come with me," he said.

Tollman followed Hak out of the smithy. They walked down the
lane to another small workshop. Piles of stone littered the yard.
Timothy Heale put down his chisel down on the stone block he was
working on as the two men approached him. He nodded at them.

"Hak, Corrin. What brings you here?"

"Rolf and Martin are missing," replied Hak. Will you and Rob
come with us."

Heale dusted his hands and ran them through his shock of fair
hair, combing out small chips of stone. "I'll get Rob, wait
here."

He walked into his workshop where Rob Bennet was working. He
laid a hand on Bennet's shoulder to attract his attention.

"Rolf and Martin are missing," said Heale.

Bennet nodded and put down his tools. The two rejoined Hak and
Tollman outside.

"I saw Simon in the village selling his charcoal," said Heale.
"We could ask him to come with us, he's a useful lad if there's
trouble."

Hak nodded. "Right. He's due to call at my workshop today, we'll
probably meet him there. If he's not, we'll send a couple of kids
looking for him. Go and collect your horses and meet me back at my
workshop."

Tollman sat on the yard fence, loosely holding his horses reins
as Hak went into his workshop, emerging with a handful of long
spears. He leant them against the fence next to Tollman. Opening a
gate leading to a field behind his yard, Hak collected his horse
and led it into the yard. He brought a saddle from the workshop and
strapped on. He looked up as Heale and Bennet rode up and
dismounted.

"No sign of Simon?"

The others shook their heads.

The group of men and horses and the spears attracted attention.
A small crowd gathered, predominantly women and children. Most of
the men of the village were out at sea fishing or working on the
farms surrounding the village. Hak called a group of small boys
over to him.

"You know Simon Bains, the charcoal burner?"

They all nodded.

"Go and find him, tell him to come here," said Hak.

The boys ran off, scattering in all directions. The crowd
watched them go, then almost as a choreographed movement, they all
turned back to face Hak.

"What's happened?" one of them asked.

"Rolf and Martin are missing," replied Hak. "We're going to look
for them."

A buzz ran round the crowd. "Missing? What's happened to
them?"

"We don't know," said Tollman. "One of their horses came back
without them. It'd been clawed."

"Wild dogs, it must be wild dogs," stated a woman with
certainty.

“I don’t know,” said another woman standing next to her. “It
could be a wolf pack.”

Hak shook his head. “Not very likely, we haven’t had a wolf
attack for ages, we cleaned them out years ago.”

“What about a big cat,” shouted someone else. “Remember five
years back, we had one then.”

The blacksmith turned toward the speaker. “Not very likely, I
think we’ve cleaned them out by now as well.”  He paused in
thought. “I suppose one could have come into our area. I doubt it
though.”

The crowd parted as Marie Duggan pushed her way to the front.
Tollman stepped forward to her.

"What's happening Corrin?" she asked.

"We're just waiting for Simon, then we'll go." replied
Tollman.

Hak stepped forward and held her arm. He spoke softly.

"Rolf and Martin can look after themselves. They might have lost
their horses, but they can stand against any wild dog pack." He
looked at Tollman. "They were armed, weren't they?"

Tollman nodded. "I'm pretty sure they were, Rolf certainly
was."

"There you are then," said Hak. "We'll probably find them
walking home waiting to boast how they killed the dogs single
handed."

"If it is a dog pack," said Marie doubtfully. She looked round
as Baines rode up, surrounded by a crowd of children. Hak quickly
brought him up to date. He picked up the spears and handed them
out. Tollman shook his head.

"I'll use my bow. We can stop off at the farm for a moment so I
can pick it up."

Hak nodded. "I'd like to have a look at the claw marks on the
horse. It might tell us what we're facing." He looked around.
"There's nothing to keep us here, we'll go now."

They mounted their horses and with a nod to Marie, rode up the
lane, out of the village. As the crowd broke up, a small group of
women surrounded Marie and shepherded her back to her house.










Chapter 3
New Chapter


  At the farm Tollman ran to his room and considered his
weapons. What to take? The long bow was faster to shoot and he
could fire it from horseback but the crossbow was more powerful
though it could not be reloaded while he was riding. He picked up
the crossbow and cradled it lovingly. He had made it himself,
painstakingly carving the stock from a solid piece of elm. The only
parts of the weapon not made by himself were the small number of
metal parts Hak had made for him. He made up his mind. He would
take both. Once he had fired the crossbow bolt, he would rely on
the long bow. He slipped the quiver containing his arrows over his
shoulder. Quickly stringing the long bow, he gathered up his
weapons, and ran out of the room.  Hak stared thoughtfully at
the young man who fairly bristled with weapons. He looked at the
two foot knife in Tollman’s belt. "You look ready for trouble,” he
said.

Tollman nodded. "It's Martins slaughtering knife."

"Let's hope you wont be needing it," said Hak. He swung his
horse round. “Where’s Rolf’s horse, I want to have a look at those
claw marks.”

Tollman nodded toward the stable block. “In there, Ted’s looking
after her.”

Ted Pickard looked up as Tollman and Hak entered the stable. He
threw down the handful of straw he was rubbing the horse with, and
stood back to let Hak examine the horses' wounds. Hak rubbed his
hands gently over the horses’ flank.

“What do you reckon Ted?” he asked.

Pickard spread his fingers against the marks. “I don’t think
it’s a dog wound. Look how far apart they are, more like a cat I’d
say. A big cat.”

Hak frowned. “Hmm, we could be in big trouble if it is.” He
straightened up. “Only one way to find out, come on, Corrin.”

The two men left the stable and Pickard returned to rubbing the
horse gently with straw,  speaking softly to her as he did
so.

Hak and Tollman remounted and joined the others in the farmyard.
Hak turned to Tollman. "Stay to the side of us, if it is a big cat,
maybe you can pick it off from a distance. If not, we'll have to
use our spears. All right?"

Tollman nodded and followed the Blacksmith and his companions
out of the farm.  The ride up to the Nine Sisters would take
about an hour, giving Tollman plenty of time for reflection. He
felt a special affection for Rolf and Marie, they had taken him in
as a child when his parents had died in one of the periodic
epidemics that swept the area.  Martin had treated him as a
younger brother and now two of the most important people in his
life were missing. He thought again about his parents and the
epidemic that had killed them. A large proportion of the village
had died, the death rate only subsiding when a traveller skilled in
healing arrived to help the sick and dying. Where he had come from,
nobody knew, he certainly wasn’t local, he spoke with such a
strange accent it had been hard to understand him. Tollman
remembered laying in bed with fever raging in him and the healer
arriving at his bedside. He’d opened the box he was carrying and
Tollman had marvelled at the rows of small bottles it contained,
nothing like the crude glassware he has seen in use in the village.
The tiny pills the healer had given him from one of the bottles had
saved his life, but not his parents. His recollection as a five
year old clutching Marie’s hand as his mother and father were
lowered into the ground still brought back painful memories.
 A shout from ahead brought him back to the present.

"Corrin, you're too far back, close up."

It was Hak, while he had been day dreaming he had fallen behind
the others. They were nearly at the Nine Sisters.

"Keep within bow shot, anything you can’t pick off, we'll run
down with our spears."

Tollman nodded and checked his crossbow.  "I'm ready."

"We'll go through the gap in the hedge and fan out. Ride slowly
and silently,  if there is anything there we may catch it by
surprise."

Privately Tollman thought this was very unlikely. From what he
knew about the various wild animals that had plagued the area in
the past, they'd be aware of five horses and riders long before the
men spotted them. He wasn't about to argue. Hak was the biggest man
in the village with a temper as fiery as the coals that burned in
his forge.

The riders negotiated a gap in the hedge and fanned out, slowly
advancing across the field towards the standing stones. Tollman
held his horse back until the he had a clear view of all the riders
and shouldered his crossbow. His first indication of trouble was
when Rob Bennet’s horse began bucking wildly almost throwing its
rider. The thing that emerged from the trees stopped Tollman in his
tracks. He lowered his bow and stared at the animal in amazement.
Some of the wild cats grew to tremendous size but this was no
cat!  Bennet managed to control his horse and straightened in
the saddle lifting his spear. The animal charged at him and Bennet,
showing incredible bravery or overwhelming foolhardiness, urged his
horse forward to meet the charge. The animal went over horse and
rider as if they were made of wicker, the horse screaming as it
cartwheeled over the grass, its broken legs grotesquely sticking
out in all directions. It made a feeble attempt to rise but the
animal, wheeling about with incredible speed, pounced on the
crippled horse and sank its teeth into its neck tearing out its
throat.

The other riders recovered from the shock and speed of the
attack and galloped forward. Timothy Heale reached the animal first
while it was still tearing into Bennet’s horse. Tollman heard the
thwack as his spear thudded into the green flesh. He fired his
crossbow, and the bolt speared into the muscular hide of the
animal. It twisted round, biting at the bolt, its jaws snapping at
the pain in its side. Heal frantically pulled his horse away from
the twisting animal, his spear wrenched from his hand by the
animals gyrations. Bennet had been lying motionless several feet
away and he made the fatal mistake of moving to his feet searching
groggily for his spear. The animal, seeing the movement ignored the
horses and riders and jumped. The long neck snaked out, the jaws
savaging into Bennet's chest. The animal stood over the mutilated
body and reared up, blood dripping from its jaws. Tollman put an
arrow from his long bow into the neck and watched in disbelief as
the animal ignored the shaft as if it was a bee sting. Heale hung
back, his long spear was imbedded in the animal, but Hak and Simon
Baines attempted another charge. By the time they reached the
animal Tollman had put two more arrows into the scaly body with as
little effect as the first. His longbow just didn’t have the power
of the crossbow. The two men charged from different directions to
try and confuse the animal. Hak attacked first, but his spear
thrust was ineffective, the point skidding along the scales.
The  animals whirling reaction almost unseated him but he
managed to pull his horse clear of the jaws and galloped out of the
way to leave a clear field for Baines.

Baines was only feet away from the animal when his horse shied
violently. It’s front legs dug into the ground as it ploughed to a
halt, almost unseating its rider. Baines could not reach the
animal, so he leaned out of his saddle and threw his spear. It hit
the scaly back and bounced into the air, the shaft quivering as it
fell to the ground. The animal reared up on its hind legs and
turned on Baines. It plucked him off his horse as if he was a
child. Baines screamed as the jaws closed round his chest and right
shoulder. It pulled Baines to the ground and tore at his arm.
Tollman urged his horse nearer, and put an arrow into the eye of
the animal. It reared up, dropping Baines from its jaws, shuddering
violently. It fell over, clawing at its injured eye. Tollman,
taking advantage of its relative stillness, put an arrow squarely
into the other eye. The animals head thrashed from side to side for
a second, then it shuddered and lay still. A strange stillness
settled over the field, only the whimpering of Baines broke the
silence, even the birds seemed to have stopped singing.


           
They dismounted and gathered round Baines, looking with horrified
eyes at the mutilated body on the ground. His right arm was almost
torn from his body. Through his lacerated shirt, they could see the
broken ends of his ribs where the flesh had been ripped from his
chest. Hak shook his head and looked at the others.

"We can't save him."

The others nodded silent assent. For a big man, Hak moved with
incredible swiftness. Grabbing Baines’ shoulder, he turned him over
onto his face. His other hand, clenched tightly into a fist, came
down in a swinging arc like a mallet on Baines’ head. His neck
snapped with a crunch. The stroke was brutal in its execution.
Baines convulsed once and was still.

Heale crossed himself "God save him," he breathed. He swallowed,
fighting to keep the vomit that threatened to rise in his throat.
He stared at Hak. “Nothing else you could do," he said huskily.

They turned to look at Bennet. One look was enough. His head lay
at an angle where it had been almost torn from his body. His
internal organs were visible through the gaping wound in his
chest.

        They gathered round
the carcass of the animal, bewildered at the size and strangeness
of it.

“What the hell is it?" said Tollman, staring at the huge bulk in
front of him.

"God knows, I’ve never seen anything like it," said Hak. He
stood back and looked along the length of the carcass. "It looks
like some sort of lizard, but I've never seen one this big." He
lifted one of the feet, exposing the long, mud stained claws.
“Well, there’s no doubt about what clawed Rolf’s horse,” he said
quietly.

Tollman bent down and retrieved his arrows from the eyes, wiping
the arrowheads on the grass to remove the jelly. The arrows in the
body were stuck fast, imbedded in the horny scales that covered the
body. Tollman took out his knife and cut out the scales containing
the arrows. The scales were almost as big as the palm of his hand,
and thick.  Now he realised why the animal had ignored his
shafts, the arrow points had barely penetrated the scales. He put
his hand on the crossbow bolt. It was immovable, stuck fast in the
body. Next to him, Heale grunted as he pulled his spear from the
scaly hide. The sudden movement of their horses made them look
up.

"Move," shouted Hak, "There's more of the bastards."

They scrambled for their horses as three more of the animals
emerged from the thicket at the edge of the wood.  As they
raced their horses across the field towards the hedge Tollman
glanced back. The animals were feeding. The gorge rose in his
throat as he watched them tearing Rob Bennet and Simon Baines to
pieces. They never did find Kemp, Duggan or Speke.










Chapter 4
New Chapter


  The largest building in the village was the church. 
It was packed to capacity as the villagers listened in silence as
they were told of the menace prowling the countryside. Only the men
from the village filled the pews. The women and children remained
safe in their houses behind locked and bolted doors. Tom 
Harper, the village carpenter, had helped Tollman make his first
bow. He held one of  the arrows that Tollman had cut from the
animal. It was still embedded in the scale. He pulled at it, trying
to work it free.

"What bow were you using?" asked Harper.

"A hundred and sixty pounds," replied Tollman.

Harper raised his eyebrows. “ A hundred and sixty. You can pull
a bow that powerful?”

Tollman nodded. “It’s taken me a couple of years to work up to
it, but I can pull it now.”

"What arrows are you using?"

"Thirty six inch with a needle point."

"A needle point for hunting animals? Wouldn't a barbed point
have been better?"

"It would," agreed Tollman. "Trouble is I haven’t got any. I
found I couldn't pull the arrows out of my targets without losing
the point so I stuck to needle."

"What range were you firing from?" asked Harper.

"About forty feet."

"And they had no effect."

" No, I think only a crossbow will penetrate the body. It didn’t
fall until I hit the eyes. I only managed that because the thing
was still for a moment. It moves so fast."

"We're in trouble," said Harper. "If you can only bring it down
with an eye shot I doubt if anyone else in the village could kill
it.” He looked at the rows of benches filled with villagers.
"Anyone here reckon there better than Corrin with a bow?" A silence
fell in the church. "I thought not. Like I said, we're in trouble,
we need help."

        Lennox Lethbridge was
one of the wealthiest  men in the village. He gathered his
rich wool cloak about himself and lent forward in his seat, his
florid round face set in a frown.

“If I hadn’t heard it from Hak I’d never have believed such an
animal could exist. Why, it’s straight out of the fairy stories I
was told as a child.” He looked round at the others and spread his
hands. “Big cats or wolves we can deal with, but a pack of these
monsters, what defence have we got against such  beasts?”

An elderly man sitting at the end of the choir stall stirred in
his seat. ”If I might make a suggestion?”

Lethbridge nodded, “Please Mr. Read.”

“This is something new, we’ve never had an creature like this to
deal with. Firstly, I suggest we organise our defences and post
patrols on the outskirts of the village to give us an idea of the
numbers of these creatures. We’ll need volunteers, luckily the
harvest is in so we have plenty of spare men. Secondly, we should
send a small party to Exe. The Procurator there is a good friend of
mine, he has great influence in the town. I think we should ask for
his  help.”

Lethbridge nodded and looked round at the others. “Does anyone
have a better suggestion?” He looked at a sea of silent faces. ”No?
Then I think we should do as Mr Read suggests.”

“I suggest we send John Hackforth and Corrin Tollman to Exe,”
continued Read, “they have actually seen and fought the beast.”

Tollman looked at Hak. In all the years he’d visited the village
he’d never realised that Hak was not his proper name. Then he took
in what Read had said. He was to travel to Exe. In all his life
he’d never been more than a few miles from Porthmarron.

“There’s a boat due in about two days,” said Read. “Hak and
Corrin can travel on that, it’ll be quicker than going overland by
horse. In the meantime our patrols will give us some measure of
security. Timothy can tell you what to expect if you meet any of
these things.”

One of the men in the body of the church rose to his feet. “It’s
all very well for you Mr Read, but just because the harvest is in
doesn’t mean I can spare my men to go chasing round the
countryside.”

Read stood and stared at the speaker. A new authority had
entered his voice. “Mr Peters, If you think the safety of our
community is less important than the maintenance of your farm
property, you are sorely mistaken, This could be the most serious
threat to us since the epidemic fifteen years ago.”

Peters sat down with a thump. “I’m sorry Mr Read, I just
thought… .”

“You didn’t think,” interrupted Read, “We’ve lost two men
already, probably five. We don’t want to loose anymore. The patrols
will give us an early warning if these animals are still in the
area.” He turned and addressed the men in the church. “Father Donal
and Mr Lethbridge will take your names and organise your patrol
groups.” He nodded at the two men. The priest and Lethbridge rose
from their seats and walked down the steps into the body of the
church.

Tollman thoughtfully reflected at the change in Read's
manner.  Everyone knew he was rich, but no-one seemed to know
much about him. He was a private, reclusive man, although as a
result of his trading contacts, he’d been responsible for many
improvements in the life of the villagers.  Now, his mild,
reclusive manner had disappeared, a new, authoritarian side to his
nature had suddenly appeared. The noise in the church increased as
the village men gathered in small groups, the priest and Lethbridge
organising them into their patrol groups. A small group was centred
on Timothy Heale, listening intently as he described how they had
killed the animals. Tollman was suddenly aware that Hak was talking
to him.

“Well Corrin, what do you make of that.” He nodded at Read, now
deep in animated conversation with the other top men of the
village. “I never thought I’d see the day when he got up on his
hind legs.”

“We’ve never lost five men in twentyfour hours,” said Tollman
sourly. “Perhaps that’s got something to do with it.”

Hak frowned. “Don’t come that tone of voice with me, you’ve
grown, but I could still teach you some manners”

Tollman rounded on him. “Don’t patronise me. We didn’t stand a
chance against those things, we should have gone up mob
handed.”

“We didn’t know that at the time, did we,” replied Hak in a
conciliatory tone.

Tollman sighed. “I suppose you’re right. It doesn’t make it any
easer seeing your friends torn to pieces.”

“We won’t make the same mistake again,” said Hak. “Anyway
perhaps Read’s friend will be able to help us.”

Tollman shrugged. “It’ll have to be something special.” He
looked up at the blacksmith. “Do you really think we’ll get some
help in Exe?”

Hak raised his hands. “How the hell would I know. It’s no use
wondering.  After a short boat trip and we’ll soon find
out.”

Tollman frowned. “I’ve never been on a boat, what’s it
like?”

“Wet, cold and uncomfortable,” said Hak, and seeing the look on
Tollman’s face, slapped him on the back. “Cheer up lad, you’re
going to have an adventure.”

After the meeting in the church broke up Tollman went  back
to the farm to pack a change of  clothes and his weapons. A
day later he was back at Duggan’s house in the village where Marie
would look after him until the boat arrived. He was eating supper
when there was a knock on the door. It was one of Read’s servants,
requesting he come to Mr Reads house as soon as possible. Tollman
nodded and hastily finished his meal. He followed the servant down
the lane to Read’s house overlooking the harbour.  He was
ushered into a large wood panelled room were he found Read and Hak
sitting round the fireplace nursing drinking mugs.

“Come in Corrin, sit down,” said Read. He nodded to a chair by
the fire and poured a mug of cider. Tollman took the mug and sat
down, slightly  awed by his surroundings.

Read pointed to a sealed packet on the small table by his chair.
“I’ve written a letter to the Procurator of Exe introducing you and
Mr Hackforth and explaining the situation. I want you to take the
scales you took from the animal as well.”

Tollman nodded.

“I don’t think you realise how important they are Corrin, It’s
vital they reach the Procurator along with my letter.”

“I realise it all right,” replied Tollman. “There’re the only
proof we have that such an animal exists. Without them I doubt if
anyone would believe us.”

“And I presume you’re taking your weapons along just in case
someone should try and take them from you?”

“Well yes,” said Tollman puzzled.

“No,” said Read. “Exe is not the place to walk about with a bow
and a quiver full of arrows. Compared to Porthmarron the people of
Exe are quite sophisticated and they would object to an armed man
on the streets.” He stilled Tollman’s objections with an upraised
hand. “I think you might find this useful instead.” He lent down
and picked up a package laying on the floor beside his chair and
passed it to Tollman. Tollman’s eyes widened as he unwrapped a long
knife in a metal sheath. He slid the  knife out of the sheath
and stroked the polished blade. It was nearly nine inches long with
sharp serrated teeth cut into the back edge of the blade.

Read took it from him and returned the blade to its sheath.
“It’s self sharpening. Every time you put it back in it sharpens
the blade.” He handed it back to Tollman.  “Hak’s got one too,
they will be more useful than a bow that everyone can see. Keep it
under your jacket, no one will know you’re armed.”

While Tollman was examining his knife, Hak took a long drink
from his mug and came up for air. “What will this Procurator do for
us?”  he asked. “Has he the authority to raise a small army to
help us,  because that’s what its going to take to kill those
things.”

“I can’t say,” replied Read. “He’s a powerful man in Exe, he’ll
do what is necessary, just do whatever he says,  follow his
orders to the letter, no matter how strange they seem.”

Hak raised an eyebrow. “Strange? What is he likely to tell us to
do?”

“I told you I don’t know,” replied Read. “He has many contacts
with the wider world, Porthmarron is rather cut off from the rest
of the country, there may be ways of dealing with our problem we
can’t even imagine.”

Tollman shivered, thinking of the way ‘our problem’ had eaten
Simon Baines and Rob Bennet. He leaned closer to the fire. “How
will we find this man, the um… ”

“Procurator,” Read finished for him. “When you dock at Exe ask
the harbour master for directions. He will point you in the right
direction.”  He put down his mug and leaned back in his chair.
“I must ask you to go now, I’m an old man and I need my sleep. I’ll
meet you at the harbour tomorrow.”

The two nodded and left the room leaving the old man staring
into the flames that danced in the hearth, the shadows making
flickering patterns on the panelled walls. As the door closed
behind the two men, Read rose from his chair and locked it. He
walked over to a large cabinet set against the wall. He produced a
key from under his coat and after unlocking the cabinet doors,
reached inside to press a catch to open a secret compartment. His
servant halted outside his door, a mug of hot milk on a tray. She
had her hand on the handle when she heard a quiet murmur coming
from inside. She listened and frowning, turned back to the kitchen.
The cook turned in surprise to see her return so quickly. She
raised her eyebrows in interrogation.

“He at it again?” she asked.

The servant nodded. “Talking to himself, poor old bastard, I
think he’s getting past










Chapter 5
New Chapter


    The early morning light streaming through the
window of his room woke Tollman. He arose from his bed and looked
out of the window, running his hand over the glass. His room at the
farm had no such luxuries, his window had shutters. If they were
closed the room was in darkness, if they were open, half a gale
poured through. He sighed. Only the richest men in the village
could afford the large glass panes suitable for a window. His
attention was directed towards the harbour. A large mast with a
furled sale was visible above the roof tops of the houses, the boat
was in. A knock at his door swung him away from the window.
“Yes?”

Marie called through the door. “Message from Mr. Read, Corrin.
The boat sails  midmorning, He’ll meet you on harbour to see
you off.”

“Thanks Marie.”  He went over to the wash stand in the
corner of the room. Pouring water in to the bowl, he rinsed his
face, shivering as the cold rivulets trickled down his chest and
back. Cold, wet and uncomfortable Hak had said. With that thought
in mind he surveyed the small bag of clothes he possessed. There
was an autumn chill in the air and it would probably be worse on
the boat. Putting his lighter clothes to one side he chose a pair
of thick leather trousers, his new knife fixed to his belt. A heavy
knitted shirt came next and on top of that a leather jacket. He
tied the jacket laces leaving them loose round his hips so he could
reach his knife. He threw his light sandals back into the bag and
drew on his best leather boots. He arranged the hood of the jacket
around his shoulders. Only old men wore their hoods up, the younger
men left theirs down in anything but the coldest weather, he didn’t
want the girls in the village to think him soft.

He could feel the warmth of the kitchen wafting up the stairs as
he descended to the ground floor. Marie met him in the kitchen. A
small cast iron range in its alcove radiated heat into the room.
Tollman stood with his back to it. Marie gave him a slight
smile.

“That was Rolf’s favourite position.” She lowered her head
fighting back the tears that threatened to blur her vision.

Tollman moved over to her and gripped her shoulders. “I’m so
sorry Marie.”

The woman lent against his chest sobbing quietly. After a moment
she gathered herself and stood erect. She wiped her eyes. “Crying
won’t bring Rolf back.” She looked Tollman square in the face.
“Just make sure you find a way to kill those things.”

Tollman nodded. “For Rolf’s sake, I swear.”

She gripped his arms and pushed him into a chair. “You’ve a long
journey ahead of you, I’ve made you something hot.” She turned to
the range and with a cloth to protect her hands, opened the door.
The savoury smell of cooked meat rose out of the door in a cloud of
steam.

Tollman sat at the table. Marie put a bowl of mutton stew with
vegetables and herbs in front of him. When he’d finished, Marie
took his bowl and put a lump of hard cheese and some slices of
coarse bread on the table. Tollman held her arm. “Hold on,” 
he said, taking the bowl.

Marie smiled as she watched him soak up the last of the stew
with the bread. “It’s nice to see someone appreciate my
cooking.”

Tollman nodded, his mouth too full to answer. When he could
talk, he said, “Back at the farm Ted Pickard’s wife cooks for us.
She pretty good, almost as good as this.”

Marie nodded and smiled at the compliment. Tollman cut off a
piece of cheese and folded a slice of bread round it. He finished
his meal and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Drink this.”

Tollman stared at the mug of hot milk she put on the table.

“I know you would prefer cider but you’re going to need a clear
head.”

He lent back in his chair with the mug in his hand as Marie
cleared the table. “I have something for you,” she said. She went
to the corner and returned with a leather bag. “This is waterproof,
you can put your things in it.”

Tollman examined the bag. It was proofed with a shiny finish and
had a double flap with laces to pull them tightly together. He
compared it to his own pouch he’d intended to take. There was no
comparison, the workmanship of his pouch seemed crude and home made
alongside it.

“You’re giving this to me?” he asked

Marie nodded. “It belonged to Rolf, it seems fitting that you
should have it.”

Tollman idly tugged at the strap as he tried to think of
something to say. Marie nodded at the strap wound round his
hands.

“You won’t break that, it’s got metal in it.”

Tollman looked closer. What he had taken for decoration were
thick threads of wire woven into the leather. He flexed the strap
in his hands, amazed at the intricate workmanship. “How on earth
did they do that?” he asked.

Marie shrugged her shoulders. “Rolf bought it from one of his
contacts in Exe, he was very proud of it, now I want you to have
it.”

Tollman transferred his belongings to the new bag. The scales
with the arrows stuck in them would not fit so he cut the arrows
off to a couple of inches from the point.

Marie watched with interest. “Are they from the beast?” she
asked.

He nodded and passed a scale to her. She held it in her hands,
rubbing it with her fingers.

“Strange,” she said, “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen
before.”  She passed it back to Tollman with a shiver. “Come
on, it’s time you were getting down to the harbour.”

As he approached the harbour it seemed that most of the village
had come to see them off. He pushed his way through the crowd to
the waterfront to where Hak and Read were standing with a
stranger.

“Ah, Corrin,” said Read, as he joined the group. “This is
Captain Boles, the master of the Sonntag. He’ll be looking after
you on your journey to Exe.”

Tollman shook hands with Boles. He was tall thin man with a
weather beaten face which was dominated by a large beak of a nose.
Dark brown eyes under heavy black brows studied him.

“Mr Read tells me you and Mr Hackforth are two very important
passengers.”

Tollman shrugged. “I don’t know about that.” He glanced at the
boat nudging the harbour wall as it moved up and down in time with
the swell. ”How long will we be at sea?”

“Hardly at sea,” smiled Boles. “We’ll be following the coast to
Exe. We'll be there tomorrow morning, just time to find your sea
legs. If you want to get your things aboard we can cast off
now.”

Tollman touched his new bag slung across his shoulders. “This is
all I’ve got.”

Read touched his arm. “Take extra care of that Corrin, the
contents of that bag are the most valuable things you’ve ever
carried.”

“Yeah, I know, there’s no need to remind me,” answered Tollman.
A heavy hand descended on his shoulder. Hak stood next to him.

“Don’t you worry Mr Read he’ll be safe with me.”  He
steered Tollman towards the gangplank. “Come on, let’s do as Mr
Boles says, and get on board.”

The Sonntag was some forty feet long with a beam of about twenty
feet. Her fat bellied hull rolled gently with the swell, nudging
against the rope fenders protecting her from the stone harbour
wall. Large triangular lee boards hung from each side of hull, held
clear of the water by rope tackle. A single mast stood in front of
the hatches carrying a large mainsail. A triangular jib billowed in
front of the mast. The crew had just finished fitting the hatch
covers after loading bales of smoked fish, vegetables and grain
that were Porthmarron’s principle money earners. Below decks at the
bow, was the crew accommodation, while at the stern were two small
cabins. Boles cabin was on the starboard side. He opened the door
of the other cabin and ushered them in. It was tiny,  two
bunks faced each other, with just enough room to stand between
them. At the head of each bunk, small glazed windows looked out on
to the sea.

“You can stay here or come up on deck,”  said Boles. “Just
don’t get in the way of my men, especially when they’re working the
sails.”

The tiny cabin, combined with the heavy smell of tar, damp rope
and other unidentified smells drove them both on deck. They watched
with interest as the crew hoisted the sails and cast off the shore
lines. The captain ordered the jib backed and as the bow swung
round, the crew used long poles at the bow and stern to help the
boat round. Tollman lent on the rail looking at Porthmarron. As the
wind caught the sails the boat came alive. The whole vessel creaked
as she heeled over and ploughed her way out of the harbour. The
ropes securing a lee board were released and the board pivoted into
the sea, pulled down by the lead weights bolted to the end. It hit
the water with a splash, the wind driven droplets dappling the
water. Tollman and Hak  had one last view of the silent
villagers crowding the harbour wall, then as the Sonntag rounded
the headland, Porthmarron was lost to sight.










Chapter 6
New Chapter


     The boat bore steadily out to sea until
the land was a purple smudge on the horizon. The wind freshened and
there was a hint of rain in the air. The motion of the boat became
more erratic as it butted into a choppy sea. Tollman hung onto the
rail with one hand and pulled his hood up over his head. He looked
at Hak, standing next to him.

“Wet cold and uncomfortable, I think you said.“

Hak grinned and turned his back to the rail to keep the wind
from his face. “Can’t help the weather Corrin.” He nodded to Boles
as the captain joined them. “Why so far out captain? I thought you
said we would be sailing along the coast.”

“We’re not so far out,” replied Boles. “I looks further than it
is. We’re only a couple of miles offshore.”

Hak looked at the distant land, unconvinced.

“This is a very rocky coast,” continued Boles. “It would be easy
to put a hole in the bottom if we sailed closer in. Anyway the wind
is stronger out here, we’ll make better time.”

“Can’t be soon enough for me,” said Tollman. He pulled his hood
tighter round his head. “I’m bloody freezing.”

The hours passed and the light began fading. The driving rain
finally forced them to the shelter of their cabin. Hak stretched
out on his bunk, his feet hanging over the end.

“They don’t make these things to fit normal people,” he
grumbled.

Tollman, snugly wrapped in a blanket on his bunk, replied.
“You’re not normal, nobody your size is.”

Hak growled through his beard. “Watch it, if I had the energy
I’d come over there and teach you some manners.”

Tollman, whose stomach was feeling distinctly queasy, looked at
Hak with some sympathy. “You too?” he asked.

Hak stifled a belch and nodded.

“Does this happen to everyone on a boat?” asked Tollman.

“How the hell should I know,” replied Hak. “It’s my first time
on a boat too.”

Tollman clung to the high sides of his bunk as the violent
motion of the boat threatened to throw him out. He looked up as the
cabin door opened. Boles stood framed in the doorway.

“If you want some food, you’ll have to go to the crews
quarters.” His eyes crinkled with amusement as he noticed the fixed
gaze and pallor of the cabins' occupants. “Not feeling to good
gents? Never mind, some food in your belly and a mug of cider will
set you right.”

“Bugger off,” said Hak.

“Bad as that is it?” laughed Boles. “Right, I’ll leave you
alone. It’ll be dark soon, you get some sleep. You’ll feel better
in the morning.”

He closed the door and Tollman could hear him chuckling to
himself as he walked down the short corridor outside the cabin.

“Unfeeling bastard,” muttered Hak.

“Do you know him then?” asked Tollman.

“Know of him,” replied Hak. “I’ve never seen this boat before.
The other captains have told me about him.”

“How many boats are there?” asked Tollman.

“Three regular, sometimes we get a new one in, not often though.
The boat owners tend to keep their boats on a route the captain
knows. Up and down the same bit of coast year in year out.”

Tollman was impressed at Hak’s knowledge of the outside
world.  “How come you know so much about boats?”

“Where do you think I get my iron from?” said Hak.

Tollman could sense that Hak didn’t feel like talking but he was
eager to learn more of the world outside Porthmarron. ”Can you tell
me about Exe?”

Hak nodded.

“Well come on, tell me about it. What’s it like. Is it big, with
tall houses, like I’ve been told?”

Hak put his hands behind his head and settled himself on the
bunk.

“Exe is on an estuary. There’s a narrow channel between
sandbanks that leads to a harbour. The harbour’s big, you could fit
twenty boats like this in it. I don’t know how true that is. It’s
what I’ve been told though.”

Tollman whistled in amazement.

Hak continued. “I’m told the town is built round the harbour, it
stretches back quite a way. It’s supposed to be the biggest town on
this stretch of coast.”

“There are other towns then?” asked Tollman.

“Don’t know for sure, heard stories though,” replied Hak.

“What stories?” asked Tollman, eager for more.

Hak belched and turned over, trying to fit himself into the
narrow confines of his bunk. “Shut up and go to sleep. I’ll tell
you in the morning.”

Tollman blew out the small lamp hanging between the bunks. He
pulled the rough blanket up to his chin and tried to brace himself
against the pitching and rolling of the boat. Eventually he fell
into a fitful sleep.

For the next few hours Tollman drifted in and out of sleep, his
rest constantly interrupted by the motion of the boat. It was in
this half state between sleep and awake that Tollman became aware
of a gentle pressure on the back of his neck. The pressure grew
stronger and Tollman’s eyes snapped open. The cabin was pitch
black, opening his eyes had made no difference, and for a second he
was totally disorientated. He suddenly realised he could smell the
sour breath of someone standing over him. They were pulling at the
strap of his bag which he still wore over one shoulder.

“Hey!” Tollman started to sit up.

“Shut up.” A voice hissed in the darkness and Tollman felt the
prick of a knife point at his throat, forcing him back onto the
bunk.

“Give me the bag.” The knife pressed harder at his throat and
Tollman realised the man had been using it to try and cut through
the strap. Unfortunately for him, the wire braiding had resisted
his knife. Suddenly the pressure of the knife point vanished and
Tollman heard a muffled thud.

“Are you all right?” asked Hak in the darkness.

Tollman sat up rubbing his throat. “Yes, no damage. The bastard
was after my bag.”  He fumbled for his tinder box in the dark
and used the flint and steel to light the tinder. After a few
minutes the cabin was lit by the dim glow of the lantern. Tollman
looked over the edge of his bunk. His attacker lay on the floor
between the bunks his head at an angle. “Is he dead?”

Hak looked down at the man. “Could be, I hit him pretty hard.”
He grabbed the man by his collar and lifted him off the floor. The
head flopped back and the sagging jaw exposed a mouthful of rotten
teeth like dead tree stumps.  Hak took hold of the hair and
moved the head back and forth. “Yeah, he’s dead.”

Tollman slid of his bunk. “What’ll we do now?”

“We’ll take this to the captain, I want an explanation for
this.”

“Supposing he’s in on it,” said Tollman. “We could be in
trouble.”

“I can’t believe that,” said Hak. “If passengers got robbed on
these boats, word would soon get around. The owner would loose
business and when he found out the reason, he’d have the crew
hanged.”

Tollman stepped over the body and opened the cabin door. The
captains cabin lay opposite. He opened the door and briefly looked
in. “Not there,” he said over his shoulder. “He must be on
deck.”

A short passage led to a set of steps leading to the deck. Hak
dragged the body to the foot of the steps and hanging on to the
rope handrail, pulled it to the top. A small cuddy protected the
door leading onto the deck and as Tollman and Hak stepped through,
driving rain lashed their faces. There was no moon and in the
semi-darkness they found themselves facing a line of men. Hak
dropped the body and with one hand pushed Tollman behind him. “Stay
here,” he growled and stepped forward to where the captain was
standing. “We’ve got a dead man here Boles, he was trying to rob us
and he paid for it. Are you going to make trouble?”

Boles stared up at Hak who towered over him. “Not if you give me
the bag Mr Hackforth. The most valuable thing ever carried, Read
said. I mean to have it.”

“And what happens to us if we give it to you. You’ll let us
go?”

Boles shrugged his shoulders. “Of course. It’s the bag I want, I
have no interest in you or your young companion.”

“That’s bollocks and you know it,” snarled Hak. “You can’t let
us go to tell the world what you’ve done.” As he spoke he drew his
knife and catching Boles round the neck, he spun him round, pulling
the man hard against his chest. Boles stood on tiptoe, his legs
kicking as the pressure on his neck increased. He froze as he felt
the prick of Hak’s knife point against his eye. Hak looked up as he
saw some of the crew start forward.

"Stay where you are or I'll kill him." he roared.

The crew froze, watching Hak intently.

Hak pulled Boles' head back against his shoulder and whispered
in his ear, the knife point at the captain’s eye ensuring his
undivided attention to Hak’s words.” ”If you or your men make a
move against us I’ll push this right through your head, do you
believe me?”

Boles grunted assent, hardly able to speak with Hak’s hand
clamped round his throat. 

Hak continued. “You’ll do exactly as I say, do you
understand?”

Boles tried to nod but the constant pressure of the knife forced
him to stillness. He grunted again and Hak eased the pressure on
the captains throat.

“We’ll walk very slowly back to the stairway,” said Hak. “The
crew will stay up front away from us. Turn this boat round and take
us back to Porthmarron. If you do anything different, I’ll 
kill you.”

Tollman had watched the incident with his back to the doorway.
Seeing Hak had control of the captain he quietly sheathed his knife
which he had been holding behind his leg. As Hak dragged Boles
backwards to the door Tollman stepped forward and gripped one of
the captains arms. The deck was soaking wet and he felt his boots
sliding on the slippery planks. Together they braced themselves in
the doorway with Boles held tightly between them.

“Give the order,” said Hak. “Back to Porthmarron.”

Urged on by the burning pain in his eye, Boles shouted
instructions to his crew. Slowly they obeyed and the boat began
turning. The boom swung over and as the boat settled on its new
course, the crew stood in groups staring intently at the three men
at the doorway.

“I don’t like this,” said Tollman. “We’re too exposed here.
There’s a man on the wheel behind us, maybe more than one. I think
we should move to the back of the boat where we can see the whole
of the deck.”

Hak looked over his shoulder at the cuddy protecting the
doorway. “Yeah, someone could sneak up on us behind that.” He
tightened his grip on the captains throat. “All right Boles, we’re
going for a walk.”

Boles was recovering some of his courage. “How long do you think
you can keep me like this?” he snarled. “It’ll be at least twelve
hours before we reach Porthmarron, it won’t be light for another
four. You haven't got a chance.  Give up now and I’ll
guarantee your safety.”

Hak pressed his knife harder against the captains eye. “You’ll
guarantee nothing you bastard. Keep your mouth shut.”

Boles squirmed in Hak’s grip. “I’ll kill you for this….”

He stopped as the searing pain hit him as Hak pushed the point
of the blade into his eye. His scream pierced the night air as he
writhed in agony, clawing at his face. Hak tightened his grip and
Boles collapsed against him.  While he slumped against Hak’s
chest Hak and Tollman watched the crew, alert for any sign of
attack. Finally Boles straightened up in Hak’s arms and
groaned.

“Now we’re going for that walk,” said Hak.

Tollman peered round the cuddy. “All clear,” he said

Together they manhandled Boles round the cuddy and made their
way towards the stern of the boat. Behind the cuddy a man stood at
the wheel staring at them. Hak growled at him and the man moved to
one side to let them pass. They had just started walking the last
ten feet of deck to the stern rail when the helmsman swung the
wheel violently round. For Hak and Tollman the effect was
catastrophic. The boat heeled violently, the sea curling over the
lee rail. The boom swung over their heads with a clatter of tackle,
to be brought up short by the main sheet. The boat shuddered and
heeled further until the lee rail was momentary under water. Hak
and Tollman were flung off their feet. Tollman bounced across the
deck until he crashed into the lee rail. Dazed and half drowned by
the water pouring through the rail, he was dimly aware that the
crew were running towards them.

Boles had escaped from Hak and was crawling towards the
approaching crew. Hak had just got to his knees when the crew
reached him and he collapsed under a rain of clubs and knives. On
the deck in front of Tollman, Hak’s knife gleamed in the dim light.
He scooped it up and ran over to the knot of seamen. They were so
intent on killing Hak they seemed to have forgotten Tollman’s
existence. Tollman plunged his knife into the back of the nearest
man who collapsed with a shriek. Slashing and stabbing anything
within reach, the ferocity of his attack forced the crew back.
Tollman had time for a quick look at Hak. One look was enough. Hak
was dead, his head a bloody pulp. Tollman was devastated.
Indestructible Hak, who he had known all his life, was gone. A
terrible rage filled him. He flung himself  at the crew, who
were still recoiling from his attack. The first man he reached he
slashed across the face, kicking him out of the way as the man fell
backwards. His momentum carried him forwards for a few seconds but
it couldn’t last, there were too many. Battered with clubs and cut
with knives, he retreated until his back was to the rail. A club
smashed into his arm, knocking his knife from his hand. As the crew
moved in for the kill he did the only thing left to him. He back
flipped over the rail into the sea.

The shock of  the cold water nearly paralysed him as he
struggled to the surface. The boat was only feet away, he kicked
sluggishly away from it. Missiles rained down on him, thrown by the
crew. Something hit him on the head, forcing his head under the
water. He surfaced again, gasping for breath. A stray wave hit him
in the face, choking him with droplets of water. The boat was
further away, the hull hard to see in the darkness. Something
bobbed up in front of his face. His waterproof bag. He clung to it
and watched the boat disappear into the darkness, the stern light
fading until he could no longer see it.










Chapter 7
New Chapter


    Read watched the boat until it was out of
sight. He turned away from the sea and watched the villagers
dispersing.

“Do you think they will be all right?” asked Lethbridge.

Read turned to his elderly companion. “I should think so. Hak
can take care of himself and Corrin is not the thin young man of a
few years back.”

“I saw,” mused Lethbridge. “He’s put on quiet a bit of muscle
since I saw him last. I expect Marie will make him farm manager now
that Rolf and Martin have gone.”

“That’s for the future,” replied Read. “I’ve sent a couple of my
men up to her farm to help out, in the meantime we have these
animals to deal with.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I’ve been looking through my
books and I can’t find any mention of  the things Hak
described.”

Read took his arm and the two slowly walked up the hill away
from the harbour. “We may not know what they are, but we know they
can be killed. It’s up to us to discover the best way.”

“Yes, yes, I agree with that,” said Lethbridge. “I just think
that if we know what type of beast we’re facing it might help us. I
mean, are we dealing with just a few, or are there lots of them.
For all we know they might be herd animals like sheep. We could be
dealing with hundreds of the things.”

“I think that’s very unlikely,” replied Read. “From the
description they sound like predators, like the wild dog packs. I
would imagine we’re dealing with a small pack of the animals, no
more.”

Lethbridge shuddered. “God I hope you’re right, Mr Read. Just
one of those things killed two men before it was brought down. We
don’t know how many Rolf and Martin faced, or what happened to
young Andrew.”  He stopped and faced Read. “I suppose there’s
no chance they’re still alive?”

Read shook his head. “I would think not. If they were, we
would’ve heard from them by now. No, I think we must resign
ourselves to the fact that they’re gone.”

Half way up the hill Read pressed his companions arm turning him
into a side lane. “Come up to my house, I’ve arranged for Timothy
Heale and some farmers to meet me there. We must organise ourselves
against these beasts.”

Lethbridge nodded, too out of breath to speak. The hill was
steep and he was an old man.

The small group of  farmers sat uneasily in Reads’ room,
unused to the luxury that surrounded them. Their unease was
heightened by the danger to the village and its outlying farms. The
scent of fear hung heavy in the room. Read and Heale sat in chairs
on one side of the room, Lethbridge to one side, looking at the
farmers.

“We all know the seriousness of the situation,” said Read. “If
we can’t kill or drive these things away we won’t be able to graze
our sheep or tend our fields. At the moment we’re lucky the harvest
is in, but the sheep have still got to be put out to graze. We
can’t afford to bring them in now, we wouldn’t have enough feed to
last through the winter. As of now we know they’re round the Nine
Sisters, which is well away from the village, but what happens if
they come closer in? Rolf’s farm is one of the furthest from the
village, if these animals move closer all your farms are at
risk.”

Headly, one of the farmers cleared his throat. “You don’t need
to convince us Mr Read. We know how serious the situation is. The
thing is how do we deal with it?”

“From a distance,” said Heale grimly. ”I’ve never seen anything
turn so fast. If you get to close to them they’ll be on you before
you can react. We don’t want a repetition of what happened to Simon
and Rob.”

“That’s the one thing I find hard to believe,” said Stiles,
another farmer. “I’ve been working with animals all my life. The
bigger the animal, usually the slower they move. From your
description you’re talking about something bigger than a horse that
fights like a house cat. And I’ve never heard of an animal that
spears bounce off.”

“Believe me they bounce of the one we fought,” said Heale. “My
spear and Corrin’s arrows barely went through the scales. The only
thing that was any good, was Corrin’s crossbow bolt. We’ve 
got to fight these things at a distance. I think the crossbow is
the only thing we can use.”

“Yeah, and you’ve sent our best bowman to Exe,” said Stiles. “I
know I couldn’t hit anything with a bow and that goes for half the
village.”

Read leaned forward in his chair. “I know Corrin Tollman is
skilled with the bow, but he uses the longbow. A crossbow is much
easier to use, all of you could learn to use one with practice. You
heard what Timothy said, a crossbow is the only weapon powerful
enough to go through the hide of those animals.”

“And where are these crossbows?” asked Headly. It’ll take time
to make enough to arm our men. Are we going to have enough time to
make them,  and learn how to use them?”

“There’s another thing to consider,” said Stiles. “From what
I’ve heard you can’t reload a crossbow while mounted on a horse. I
wouldn’t want to face one of those beasts on foot.”

Read spread his hands. “So we give up. We abandon the fields and
lock ourselves in our houses until we starve.”

“No, no,” said Stiles in exasperation. “I just don’t see a way
of killing the beasts without putting ourselves at risk.”

“There is a way,” said Heale. “We’d need to ride in pairs. When
one man has fired his bow, both of you ride out of danger. Then the
man that’s fired dismounts and reloads. His partner would still
have a loaded bow and could protect him until the man remounts. If
we had ten riders in pairs, firing from different directions, we
should be able to handle the beasts. If our bolts didn’t kill them
we could still escape. Anything we can’t kill, we can run
from.”

Read smiled. “I see you’ve given this a lot of thought
Timothy.”

“I’ve thought of nothing else,” replied Heale. “If you had seen
what those things did to Simon and Rob, you would be the same.”

Read held up his hands. “Steady, steady, there was no criticism
implied.” He looked at the group of farmers. “I’m just glad that
someone is taking this seriously.”

“That’s unfair,” said Stiles. “Remember, we haven't seen these
things. I don’t think anyone here doubts Tim’s word. It’s just a
bit hard to take in, that’s all. And another thing, Tim’s right,
whatever we decide, we’re going to need crossbows, where are we
going to get them from?”

“That is in hand,” said Read. “As soon as I heard Hak and Corrin
tell their stories in the church I set my men to work with the
carpenter. Hak has already made the metal springs and anything he
hasn’t finished his apprentice is working on. We should have about
twenty bows in a couple of days time. They’ll be rough made, but
workable.”

Heale stared at Read, suspicion darkening his face. “How did you
know we’d need crossbows, have you met these animals before?”

Read shook his head. “No, as soon as I heard what had happened
to Simon and Rob, it was obvious to me we couldn’t fight these
animals with spears.”

“Even with crossbows it’s still going to be dangerous,” said
Headly. “None of  us are good shots, even those of us who have
used a bow before. To be sure of hitting anything we’ll have to be
in close. I don’t fancy that I can tell you.”

“I never said it would be easy,” said Heale. “If you have a
better idea let’s hear it now.”

“What about this Procurator in Exe?” asked Stiles. “Wouldn’t it
be better to wait and see what help he can give us?”

“That help could be weeks away,” replied  Read. “I’m
talking about the immediate future. I don’t see how we can
wait.”

The others grudgingly agreed and Read stood up, calling the
meeting to a close. “I want you to contact the other farmers and
fishermen and arrange to meet in the church tomorrow morning.
Timothy and Father Donal have already made some plans for patrols,
tomorrow we’ll decide who is going when and where, and hand out the
crossbows we have for practice.”

Heale ushered the farmers out and Read closed the door behind
them.

“They’re frightened men,” said Lethbridge.

Read nodded slowly. “They’ve good reason to be.”

The next morning some forty men gathered in the church, some
nervously holding the crossbows that Heale had passed out. “We
haven't enough for all of you at the moment, but in a few more days
there’ll be more,” he said. “In the meantime I want you to practice
what we’ve been discussing. You’ll have to dismount, rearm the bow
and remount in double quick time, we don’t want any slip-ups.”

“Bloody right,” murmured a burly farmer in a front pew, “I
wouldn’t want to miss my stirrup with one of those things charging
at me.”

There was a burst of nervous laughter.

“Yeah right,” said Heale. When the laughter had died down, he
continued. “I want you to practice shooting from horseback, you
mustn’t let the animals get near to you, you must be ready to ride
for your life if need be.”

One of the farmers put up his hand. “Couldn’t we fire from the
ground and mount up after. I’m not at all sure I could hit anything
from horseback.”

“If you feel you could score a hit, you could try it,” replied
Heale. “But remember these animals are fast, they could be on you
before you know it. Personally I wouldn’t try it.”

The next few days the villagers were treated to the sight of
groups of men furiously riding around the field next to the church,
firing their bows at targets, jumping off their horses to rearm
their bows, and remounting to fire again. The supply of crossbows
increased until there was enough for thirty men. Heale stood
watching with Headly and Peters, as the men practised.

“I don’t think we should wait any longer,” said Peters. “My men
are as good as they’re going to be in the time we have.”

Headly nodded in agreement. “If we start at first light tomorrow
we can be up to the Nine Sisters by sunup. It’ll give us all day to
hunt. We can stop off at Rolf’s farm on the way, just to make sure
everything is all right there.”

“I suppose so,” said Heale reluctantly. Privately he had his
doubts. Were they ever going to be ready enough to take on the
animals he had fought? He nodded slowly as he  made up his
mind. “All right choose the men you want to take with you. Two
groups of ten. We’ll all go to Rolf’s farm together and then split
up and search the surrounding countryside.”

Peters and Headly nodded and walked into the field waving to
attract the riders. Heale watched them, doubt creasing his brow. I
hope to God I know what I’m doing, he thought.

The next morning Heale watched the chosen men assemble in the
field by the church. He’d chosen Tony Veeder, a farm hand, as his
partner. They had practised together the previous day and Heale was
confident he could rely on him. The men formed up into pairs and
they trotted their horses out of the field into the lane leading to
Duggan’s farm. Heale glanced at Veeder as he rode beside him.
Veeder grinned back at him and patted his crossbow. He’s enjoying
this, thought Heale. Probably the first real excitement he’s known.
He leaned over to speak to the other man.

“This isn’t going to be fun, you know. I don’t think you really
realise what we’re up against, despite what I’ve told you.”

Veeder glanced back at the column of men following them. “We
should be all right.”  He saw the look on Heale’s face and his
confidence wavered. “Shouldn’t we?”

Heale saw the look on the others face and tried to reassure him.
“If we don’t take chances and treat this as a lark. These aren’t
wolves or cats we’re hunting, they’re ten times more dangerous.
If  we stick to what we’ve practised we should be all
right.” 

“Yeah, don’t bunch up, spread out with your partner, don’t let
the bastards know where the next arrow is coming from, you’ve told
us a hundred times.”

“There’s one more thing,” said Heale.

“What?”

“Don’t bunch up, spread out with your partner…”  Heale
stopped as Veeder leaned across and punched him on the arm.

“Bastard.” grinned Veeder.










Chapter 8
New Chapter


    Ted Pickard closed the farmhouse door and
firmly bolted it. Margie Pickard looked up from the cooking pot she
was stirring on the fire. Her hair was tousled and her face was
shiny with sweat from the heat of the fire. “Everything all right,
Ted?”

Pickard nodded. “Stable’s shut tight, We’ve put what sheep we
could find in with the horses. We should be all right for
tonight.”

Paul Brady and Harry Bray who had been out with Pickard,
collapsed onto the bench and eased their boots off with a sigh.
“It’s been a long day,” said Bray. He looked over to where Margie
was stirring the pot. “Feed me.”

“All in good time,” she said with a smile. “And mind your
manners or I’ll give you this round the back of your head”. She
waved the ladle at Bray.

Pickard smiled to himself. After Tollman left and he and his
wife had felt very isolated on their own. The arrival of Reads’ men
had helped a lot to restore their confidence. They were a cheerful
pair; having worked together for many years they were always
cracking jokes at each other. Margie lifted the pot from the fire
and poured a thick stew into four bowls. Taking the bowls to the
table the three men tore off chunks of bread from a loaf on the
table. Pickard dipped his bread into the stew and took a bite. The
hot stew burned his mouth, but he didn’t care, the stew was
delicious.

“What do you want to do tomorrow?” asked Brady, through
mouthfuls of food.

“Round up the rest of the sheep, I reckon,” said Pickard. “If we
can find any that is.”

“Think there’ll be any left?” asked Bray. “We didn’t see many
today.”

“We didn’t go very far, Harry.” said Brady.

“Well that’s because you were shit scared,” said Bray. “I saw
you, looking over your shoulder all the time, waiting for the beast
to pounce.”

“Harry, If I was looking over my shoulder it was only to make
sure you hadn’t run off.” replied Brady straight faced.

Pickard smiled. “Brady and Bray, what a pair of comedians.”

“It’s the only way to survive,” said Bray, finishing his stew
and popping the last piece of bread into his mouth.

The next morning the men were up early, saddling their horses.
Pickard’s wife firmly locked the door behind them. Each man had a
spear and crossbow and a quiver full of the short arrows used in
the crossbow. Bray led the horses out of the stable and Brady and
Pickard shut the heavy stable doors.

“All set?” asked Brady.

They mounted and rode slowly out of the farm gate, Pickard
leaning down to lock it after they had passed through. He touched
the crossbow hanging from his saddle. Reads’ men had brought three
of the bows with them.

“How did you know we’d be needing these things?” he asked
Brady.

“Mr Read gave them to us when he told us to come up here. I
don’t know how he knew. Must have been what Hak and Corrin told him
I reckon.”

“Hmm, clever man, Mr Read.” said Pickard.

“That he is,” agreed Brady. “Rich too, he’s paying us double
wages to come up here.”

Pickard feigned disappointment. “And there’s me thinking you
came up here out of the goodness of your hearts.”

“Bollocks,” said Brady with some feeling.

“Amen to that,” said Bray.

They rode for half and hour before they saw any sheep. They were
huddled up against the hedge bordering the field. As the men
approached they could see blood and claw marks disfiguring many of
the flock.

“Looks like they’ve met our friends,” said Pickard quietly.

The sheep moved nervously as the men rode up to them, pressing
closer together for protection. Pickard dismounted and walked over
to the flock offering his hand to the nearest animal. It pressed
its head into Pickard’s hand and licked his palm.

“They’re frightened silly,” he said over his shoulder to the
other two men. “Let’s see if we can herd them down towards the
farm.”

By co-ordinating their efforts the three men slowly worked the
flock away from the hedge and moving down hill towards the lane.
Once they were in the lane between the high hedges, it was easy to
keep them moving.

“What do we do, move this lot all the way to the farm, or go
looking for more further out?” asked Bray.

“We’ll get this lot to the farm,” replied Pickard. “At least
then we’ll know this bunch are safe.”

Bray nodded agreement and they settled down to following the
cloud of dust raised by the sheep as they trotted down the
lane.

An hour later they had the sheep penned up in a field next to
the farm. After a quick examination they decided none were hurt
enough to need immediate attention. They set off immediately to
look for more.

“I wonder how far they had run after they were attacked,”
wondered Brady. “The field where we found them wasn’t that far from
the farm.”

“Yeah, I was wondering that too,” said Bray. “If they hadn’t run
far it means those animals aren’t too far away.”

Pickard shook his head.  “If they hadn’t run some distance
they’d all be dead I reckon. All the same we’d better keep a good
lookout, the bastards could be anywhere by now.”

The men rode in silence, each man mulling over the threat facing
them. After a while Brady straightened in his saddle. “For God’s
sake cheer us up Harry, give us a song.”

“Clean or dirty,” asked Bray with a grin.

“Dirty,” said Brady and Pickard together.

After some thought, Bray started singing in a soft voice.

“When I was young, I used to roam,

For cutting down the reeds,

A pretty girl I once did spy,

And she did wink me with her eye,

And on the hay we both did lie,

To satisfy my needs.”

Pickard guffawed. “Where on earth did that come from?”

“Old song,” replied Bray. “Goes way back, want to hear some
more?”

“Sing away,” said Pickard.

Bray started again.

“When I got home, the sun had set,

I hadn’t cut no reeds,

My wife she met me at the door,

And stamped her foot upon the floor

I won’t put up with you no more,

You and your wicked deeds.”

Pickard rode easily in his saddle half listening to Bray’s
singing. He scanned the countryside they were riding through. The
cultivated fields had petered out some distance behind them, the
area they were riding through was a combination of pasture and
wooded slopes. Now that autumn was here, the trees were shedding
their leaves. Less cover for the animals attacking their sheep he
thought. Every now and then Bray’s singing would break into his
thoughts.

“I took my wife into my arms,

And said she was so fair,

But then she looked and turned away,

And told me that I could not stay,

She reached and pulled a bunch of hay,

Entangled in my hair.”

If these animals had attacked earlier in the year before the
harvest was in we’d have been in real trouble, thought Pickard. At
least we have the crops and animal feed stored safely, we won’t
starve. But what about next year? Would we have dealt with them by
then? If not, how are we going to tend the fields? Bray’s singing
interrupted his thoughts again. “What was that, sing that
again.”

“What?” said Bray puzzled.

“That last verse,” said Pickard. “I was thinking, I didn’t catch
it.”

“This one?” said Bray, he sang again.

“The skillet hit me round the head,

She gave me blows to spare,

I said my dear please pity me… .”

 “Hold it,” snapped Brady. “Look over there.”

The three pulled their horses to a halt and looked to where
Brady was pointing.

“My God it’s them,”  breathed Bray.

Two fields away dark green shapes moved in and out of the trees
bordering the field.

Pickard stood in his stirrups and shaded his eyes. “I make it
four,” he said.

“Do we go for them or run for it,” asked Brady.

“We run,” said Pickard. “They’ve seen us, they’re coming this
way, fast.”

“Then let’s move,” said Brady.

The three wheeled their horses round and galloped across the
field. The animals burst through the hedge bordering the field the
three riders were in. Pickard looked over his shoulder and realised
they were gaining fast. The riders leapt the hedge into the next
field and Pickard realised they would never reach the other side.
The field was open pasture, the only cover a fallen tree laying
next to the hedge on their right hand side.

“Make for that tree,” he shouted. “We can’t outrun them.”

The tree had been one of many growing out of the hedges
bordering the fields. Now it lay at an angle to the hedge, a victim
of the previous spring gales. The great root ball lay facing them,
the crown of leafless branches stretching out into the field like
dead fingers. They had to ride past the tree to get round the crown
and double back to the relative cover of the space between the
hedge and the trunk. Leaping from their saddles they quickly tied
the reins round the small branches sticking out from the trunk.
Grabbing their crossbows, they lined up behind the barrier of the
trunk and aimed their weapons at the approaching animals.

Bray flicked a glance at Pickard, his face white with fear. “Do
you think we’ll make it?” he asked quietly.










Chapter 9
New Chapter


    Tollman opened his eyes, not sure where he
was. Above his head he could see smoke blackened roof timbers
supporting a coarse thatch. He slowly realised he was on the floor
of a small cottage. He was laying on a straw mattress next to a
stone fireplace. Flickering lights from the fire danced on the
walls. He pulled himself  up on one elbow and looked around. A
figure moved in the semidarkness.

“Awake are you? You’ve taken your time.”

“What happened?”  asked Tollman. “The last thing I remember
was being in the sea.”

The figure moved closer and Tollman realised the speaker was a
young girl. She pulled a taper from box on the hearth, pushed it
into the fire until it was alight and lit a lantern. She hung it
from a hook and leant back against the fireplace, folded her arms
and stared down at Tollman. She wasn’t as young as she sounded. She
looked about his age thought Tollman. She had a round face with
large dark eyes. Her hair was tied up on top of her head, looking
like a black fountain gushing from the top of her head, the ends
spilling down the sides of her face,. She was dressed in a plain
grey dress that showed off an excellent figure. Not bad, thought
Tollman. He stared back up at her. “What happened?” he asked
again.

“My dad picked you up a few hours ago. He’d been out fishing and
he saw you in the water. They thought you were dead, but when they
pulled you into the boat they realised you were still alive. You
were lucky, at this time of year the cold water would have killed
you if you’d been in much longer.” 

Tollman lay digesting this news. “Lucky for me they were fishing
at night,” he replied.

“If they’re catching fish they stay out,” replied the girl.
“They were on their way back in when they found you.”

 “What village is this?” he asked. “How far are we from
Porthmarron?”

“We’re not a village,” replied the girl. “Just a few cottages.
This is Frelithic Bay.” She changed the subject abruptly. “You come
from Porthmarron? It’s about a days sail from here. We go there to
sell our fish. Only we don’t go very often because there’s fishing
boats in Porthmarron and they sell fish too. So sometimes we can’t
get a good price for ours.”

Tollman grinned to himself. This girl wouldn’t stop talking. A
few houses she had said. Probably she didn’t see many strangers,
someone new would be a curiosity. He became aware she had asked him
a question and his silence was unnerving her.

“Sorry what?”

“I said how did you get in the water?”

Tollman sat up to see her better, and the girl, startled at his
sudden movement, backed away from him. “I’ll tell my dad you’re
awake,” she said, and before Tollman could say anything else, she
darted out of the room. Tollman repressed a smile as she ran
through the door. This one was very wary of strangers. It was all
right to sit with him when he was unconscious but when he showed
signs of life it was a different matter. He started to get up then
realised he was naked under the rough blanket. He sank back onto
the mattress and pulled the blanket up to his chin. He still felt
cold even though he was next to the glowing logs of the fire. The
door opened and two men came into the room followed by the girl. A
gust of cold air swirled into the room with them before the door
was closed.

“Well, well, the dead man has woken up. We wondered if you were
going to make it.”

The man who spoke was short. He had a beard, white rimmed with
salt that framed his weather beaten face. He was dressed in a heavy
canvas jacket and trousers and smelt strongly of fish. He squatted
down next to Tollman and held out his hand. Tollman took his hand,
it was rough and callused.

“I’m Mike Hollis.” He waved his hand at the man standing behind
him. “This is my son Travis, you’ve already met my daughter
Janci.”

Travis stared down at Tollman and nodded. He looked like a
taller strung out version of his father.

Tollman shook Hollis’s hand warmly. “Thanks for pulling me out.
My name’s Corrin Tollman. Janci was telling me I wouldn’t have
lasted much longer if you hadn’t come along.”

Hollis frowned. “What the hell were you doing in the sea anyway.
And why didn’t you swim to shore, you were only a couple of miles
out?”

In a few short sentences Tollman recounted the events of the
night. The others listened without interruption, their faces
reflecting their dismay at his tale of murder and betrayal.

“And the reason I didn’t swim to shore is simple. For a start I
didn’t know where the shore was, and secondly, I can’t swim. My bag
kept me afloat.”

“Can’t swim?” said Travis in amazement. “I thought everyone
could swim.”

“I’m a farmer not a fisherman,” replied Tollman. “This was the
first time I’d  been on a boat.”  He shivered.

Janci pushed a mug of hot drink into his hands. “Drink this,
it’ll warm you up.”

Tollman took a sip of the hot liquid and shuddered at its taste.
He looked at Janci.

“It’s all right, its what I make for Dad and Travis when they
come in from a fishing trip. Hot fermented honey.”

“What will you do now?” asked Hollis.

“Try to get to Exe,” replied Tollman. A sudden thought struck
him. “Where’s my bag, did you bring it in with me?”

Janci gestured at a rack by the fire. “It’s over there, with
your clothes, drying out.”  She rose and picked up the bag and
handed it to Tollman.

Tollman sat up, the blanket falling from his shoulders. He
fumbled with the bag ties with numbed fingers. Finally he managed
to open it and relaxed in relief, the letter and the scale were
still there seemingly unaffected by the immersion.

Janci sat and watched as he examined the contents of his bag.
His shoulder muscles rippled and bunched under his skin as he
moved. She changed position so she  was facing him. The
firelight cast shadows on the heavy slabs of muscle on his chest
and stomach. This one was worth pulling out of the sea she thought.
She started as she realised he was staring at her. To cover her
confusion she rose and rearranged his clothes on the drying
rack.

“Is your bag that important to you?” she asked over her
shoulder.

“You don’t know how important,” replied Tollman. “This has got
to get to Exe at all cost.” He stared at Hollis and his son. “Have
you seen any strange animals around here, or heard talk of any?” he
asked.

“Strange animals, What sort of animals?” asked Hollis, clearly
mystified at the sudden change of subject.

“I don’t know if your going to believe this,” said Tollman
wearily. “But what I’m about to tell you doesn’t only concern me,
all our lives are at risk if I don’t reach Exe.”

Father and son  listened as Tollman told them of the death
of Bennet and Bains and the strange animals roaming the countryside
near his village. As he recounted his story he could see they
didn’t believe him. He opened the bag and brought out the scales
with the arrow points embedded in them. He held them up so Hollis
could see them.

 “Have you ever seen anything like this before? Look at
them closely. Have you ever seen an animal with scales like
that?”

Hollis took the scales from Tollman and turned them over in his
hand. As he handled them he looked at Tollman in puzzlement. He
fingered the arrow points wedged firmly in the scales.

“They’re not fish scales, more like lizard. How big did you say
this animal was?”

“Bigger than a large horse,” replied Tollman.

“And your arrows wouldn’t kill it?” asked Hollis.

Tollman shook his head. “Only when I hit the eyes. And the only
reason I hit them was because it wasn’t running about all over the
place. It had its head down, tearing one of my friends to
pieces.”

Hollis frowned. “I’ve never heard of such an animal. Sounds a
bit far-fetched to me.” He held up his hands as he saw the
expression harden on Tollman’s face. “All right, just say we
believe you, what’s this got to do with us, we’re miles from
Porthmarron.”

“We don’t know where they’ve come from,” replied Tollman. “But
they’re at our farms. How long do you think it will take them to
reach here. How many men can you turn out to fight them?”

Hollis rubbed his hand through his beard. “We got sixteen
families living here. Say thirty men, nearly forty if you count the
young ones.”

“What weapons have you got?”

“A few spears maybe, we don’t need weapons, we’re
fishermen.”

Tollman shrugged. “When they reach here you’re dead,” he said
with an air of finality. “Even if you had horses and weapons, you
wouldn’t have a chance.”

“We could put out to sea if they came, wait ‘till they’ve gone
away,” said Travis.

“And supposing they don’t go away,” said Tollman. “What then.
You stay out at sea living on raw fish and drinking sea water.”

“Can’t drink sea water,” mumbled Travis.

Tollman waved his hand in dismissal. “You know what I mean. You
could try and land somewhere else, but where would you live.
Winter’s coming, without shelter you’d have a tough time
surviving.”  Tollman stared at Travis, his hands moving,
emphasising his words. “And what if they find you. Back out to
sea?”

“What do you want us to do?”  asked Hollis.

Tollman relaxed slightly. Hollis at least now half seemed
to  believe him. “Help me get to Exe. I’ve wasted enough time
already. God knows what’s happening back at Porthmarron.”

“Well, we haven’t got any horses,” replied Hollis. “You’ll have
to go by boat, or walk. And I don’t suppose you fancy walking to
Exe.”

“Will you take me to Exe in your boat then?” asked Tollman.

Travis looked at his father and shook his head. “Think about it.
It’ll take two or three days before we can get back. Maybe longer
if this Procurator person wants us to stay.  We can’t leave
fishing for that long. If we don’t make good catches now while we
can, what are we going to do when the winter storms arrive?”

Hollis stared at Tollman and  nodded slowly. “He’s right.
We can’t afford to leave the fishing this close to winter.”

“I could take him.”

They all turned. Janci continued. “I can handle the dinghy as
good as either of you. Well enough to sail to Exe.”

“You think I’d let you you’d risk your life with a man we don’t
know on the basis of this wild story?” asked Hollis dryly. “You’d
had better think again.”

Tollman jumped to his feet, the mug of drink tumbling to the
floor, exasperated at his failure to convince Hollis of his story.
He faced father and son, desperation in his voice. “Look I know
it’s hard to believe, but you’ve seen the scales and the pouch with
the letter. You’ve got to help me, I’ve got to get to Exe as soon
as possible. It would take me days to walk there.”

Tollman was not usually one to plead. Suffering from shock at
his near drowning and the loss of Hak, his buoyant character was at
a very low ebb. He looked at Hollis and his son, then at Janci.

“I believe him,” said Janci firmly. “His story is so far fetched
it has to be true. Why should he make up such a tale when he could
have told us he’d simply fallen overboard.” She pointed to
Tollman's leather jacket. "Look at the state of that and the cuts
and bruises on his arms and chest. I think he's telling us the
truth."

She looked at Tollman intently, who became suddenly very aware
that he was standing in the middle of the room stark naked.

Hollis laughed. “The fact you’ve seen all our friend has to
offer wouldn’t have anything to do with your decision, would
it.”

Janci blushed. “Shut up dad, I’ve seen naked men before.” Janci
kept her face expressionless but inside she was churning. Sure I’ve
seen naked men before, she thought, but they didn’t look as good as
Tollman. Janci picked up the blanket Tollman had been using and
passed it to him. “Your clothes aren’t dry yet. Use this until you
can wear them.” She picked up the mug Tollman had dropped and
refilled it from a jug by the fire. “Drink,” she ordered.

Tollman wrapped the blanket round himself and sipped the hot
liquid, shuddering with every mouthful. He looked up as Travis
moved across the room and stood with his back to the fire. He
looked intently at Tollman. “All right, if we accept your story
about the animals, where do you think they come from?”

“God knows, there was no sign of them until about a week ago,”
replied Tollman.

“You’re asking us to believe a lot,” said Travis. He held up his
hands as Tollman straightened up. “All right, all right, we believe
you. It’s just a lot to take on board in one go.”

Tollman snorted. “Yeah, well last week I was just a farmer. Last
week if anyone had told me within a week I’d see my friends killed
and myself nearly drowned, I’d have called him a fool. These
animals are going to change all our lives. Until we rid the
countryside of them, no one is safe.”

Hollis rubbed his beard, his rough hands smoothing the hair
against his face. “You really think it’s that serious?”

Tollman nodded. “It’s that serious.”

Hollis sighed. “All right, I’ll let Janci take you to Exe, much
against my better judgement mind you.”

Janci bounced over to her father and kissed him on his
cheek.

“Thanks dad, I’ll be all right, honest. I’m a big girl now, I
can look after myself.”

“Hmm,” said Hollis, staring into the fire.










Chapter 10
New Chapter


     Janci brought some logs from a pile in
one corner of the room and built up the fire. Sitting on the
hearth, wrapped in the blanket, Tollman asked how they would get
him to Exe.

“We have a small dinghy,” said Janci. “I’ll take you in that.”
Seeing the frown on Tollman’s face she stopped. “You don’t know
what a dinghy is, do you?”

Tollman shook his head. “I take it it’s some sort of boat?”

Janci nodded. “Nothing like the boat you jumped from, it’s not
even as big as our fishing boat. It’s about twelve feet long I
suppose.”

Tollman mentally measured twelve feet along the wall of the
cottage. “Christ, it’s only a bit bigger than a cattle trough. Can
we really get to Exe in something as small as that?”

“It’s what we all started with round here,” said Hollis. “After
a few years we’d saved enough for a bigger boat. We sailed to Exe
in our dinghy to pick it up. That’s where they build them, the
bigger boats that is.”

“You’re rambling dad,” said Travis with a grin. “What he wants
to know, is it going to be safe.”

Hollis looked at Tollman. “Janci’s a good sailor. She’ll get you
to Exe all right.” He stopped and stared intently at Tollman. “Just
one thing. If any harm comes to Janci, I’ll come after you, I don’t
care how long it takes to find you, I’ll kill you if you hurt
her.”

Tollman returned the stare. “I wouldn’t repay your help by
harming Janci. But I’ve got to make one thing clear. It’s not only
me you’re helping, I’ve got to get to Exe for all our sakes.”

“So you say,” replied Hollis. “But look at it from our point of
view. We pull a total stranger out of the sea, he tells us a tale
about some strange animal that anyone would find hard to believe.
Then he wants to sail off with my only daughter.”

Janci sighed in exasperation. “We’ve been through this before,
you said I can take Corrin to Exe. You’re not going to change your
mind are you?”

“Look, I can understand your suspicion,” said Tollman. “I don’t
know what else I can do to convince you. You saw what was in the
bag. No valuables, only the letter and the scales with the
arrowheads in them. You know I haven’t anything hidden in my
clothes, you stripped them off me.”

“Not me,” said Hollis. He nodded at Janci. “Caring for the sick
is woman’s work, she did the stripping.”

“I had to,” said Janci hotly. “He was freezing cold, he’d never
of got warm with those soaking wet clothes on.”

 “It wasn’t only to save your life,” said Travis with a
grin. “I bet she had a good look too. She’s a bit picky our Janci.
She don’t fancy any of the lads round here, a bit of new blood was
sure to rouse her interest.”

“Ooh.” Janci jumped up and flounced out of the room, aiming a
swipe at Travis’s head as she passed him. The cottage shook as she
slammed the door.

“Now you’ve done it,” said Hollis, staring at Travis. He turned
to Tollman. “Looks like she’s taken a shine to you lad, I don’t
know if that means your luck changed for the better or worse.”

Tollman, relaxing by the fire, jumped as a crashing and banging
came from next door. “What is she doing out there?” he asked.

“Sounds like she’s sorting out the rigging for the spare
dinghy,” said Hollis dryly. “Mind you, I have known her do it
quieter.”

“You keep the dinghy in the house?” asked Tollman.

Hollis looked at the door. “Oh, no, that’s not another room.” He
gestured round the room. “This is it, the cottage only has one
room. We’ve got a smoke house out the back where we cure our fish,
and we built an extra roof held up by a few poles to keep our gear
out of the weather.”  He touched Travis on the arm. “Speaking
of gear, we’d better go outside and finish clearing up the boat.”
He glanced at Tollman. “That’s what we were doing when Janci told
us you’d woken up.”

        With the room to
himself, Tollman felt able to relax. He closed his eyes and rested,
not properly asleep, but not fully awake. He didn’t hear the door
open. Janci stood in the doorway looking at Tollman. Thinking again
of what she’d seen as she stripped his unconscious body. Of 
the way his muscles had rippled under his skin as fumbled with the
ties of his bag. I’ve got to have this one she thought.

Tollman woke with a start as Janci touched his arm. She was
holding out his clothes.

“They're dry now,” she said. "I've sewn up the worst cuts in
your jacket."

Tollman rubbed his eyes, mumbling his thanks. He looked around.
A pale wash of daylight filtered through the windows, illuminating
details the shadows had hidden last night. The fireplace was the
only stonework in the building. The walls were cob, a mixture of
clay and straw plastered over a wooden frame, very much like most
of the houses of Porthmarron. Along one wall were three beds, one
of them with a curtain round it. That must be Janci’s, thought
Tollman. His attention was drawn to the windows. Wrapping a blanket
around himself, he walked over and rubbed the pane with his hand.
It wasn’t glass. Some kind of animal skin was stretched tightly
over the frame. He turned to Janci who had been following his
inspection of the cottage with a wry amusement. “This is a good
idea,” he said, gesturing at the window. “I’ll have to remember
this when I get back home.” He realised he and Janci were alone in
the cottage.  “Where’s your father and brother?” he asked.

“Outside rigging the dinghy,” replied Janci. “Get dressed, I’ll
show you how everything works.”

Tollman waved Janci out of the room before he started dressing.
Janci had rinsed his clothes in fresh water from a nearby stream to
remove the salt. “They’d never get dry otherwise,” she’d explained.
His boots had suffered from immersion, and as he pulled them on, he
felt the damp soaking his feet.

The sound of the door crashing open whirled him around, his hand
darting for his knife. Travis stood in the doorway, white faced.
“Come out here quick,” he said. He held Tollman’s arm, his finger
to his lips. “Quietly.”

He followed Travis outside and looked around. It was barely
daylight. The village was small. A scattering of cottages stood in
a small field leading to a gently shelving beach. Between the
cottages, a small steam meandered down the valley and vanished into
the pebbles. A long narrow garden stretched behind each cottage.
Tollman could see the dark leaves of vegetables in orderly rows. A
crude wooden bridge spanned the stream. Cliffs towered on each side
of the narrow valley. The beach led onto a small circular bay where
Hollis’s boat rode at anchor. Travis bent down, pulling Tollman
down next to him and led him to where Hollis and Janci were
crouched next to a boat. He pulled Tollman down next to the rough
planking and raised his head above the boat. He pointed to the
cliffs further along the coast. “What do you see?”  he asked
quietly.”

Tollman strained his eyes. About two miles along the coast dark
shapes moved through the fields on the cliff tops. “My God, they’re
here,” he whispered. He laid his hand on Travis’s arm. “Don’t move.
I don’t know how good their eyesight is, if they don’t see us they
might not come this way.”

They crouched unmoving until the animals were out of sight. As
they disappeared into the trees Hollis sat down on the pebbles with
a thump. “Was that them?” he asked.

Tollman nodded. “Now do you believe me?”

Hollis nodded. “To see them from this distance, those things
must be big.”

“I told you, bigger than a large horse.” Tollman looked up the
valley. “You know, if those things entered the head of this valley,
they’d be funnelled straight down to your houses.”  He
gestured at the cliffs on either side. “There’s nowhere to run to
get away from them.”

“All the more reason to get you to Exe for help,” said Janci.
“Come and see the dinghy.”

Tollman looked at the boat they had been hiding behind.

Janci pulled his arm. “Not that one, that’s the one we use to
get to the fishing boat.” She pulled him round and pointed to a
small boat pulled up on the shingle. “That’s the one we’ll be
using.”

Tollman’s worse fears were realised as he looked at the boat. It
seemed tiny. It had a hull of overlapping planks with many patches
visible. There was no protection from the weather. A short mast
stepped in a plank near the bow, seemed out of proportion compared
to the rest of the boat. He mentioned this to Janci who explained
the rig to him.

“That’s not the whole mast. There’s another pole that we pull up
the mast so it lies along side it. It almost doubles the height of
the mast.”

“Seems unnecessarily complicated to me,” opined Tollman. “Why
not just have one pole?”

“So you’re the expert now,” said Janci. “Two reasons, Mr.
clever. One, we can’t always get straight wood long enough, and
two, it lets us stow all the spars inside the length of the boat.
There’s less chance of them getting broken when we’re moving the
boat.”

Tollman stood in silence as Janci explained the various parts of
the dinghy. Ropes were called sheets, unless they were shrouds. The
hinges holding the rudder to the stern were pintles and
gudgons.

“Do I need to know all this?” complained Tollman. “All right, we
have a gunter rigged dinghy with a jib and mainsail. We’re only
going to be in the thing for one journey. If I have my way I’ll
never set foot in a boat again.”

Janci stood facing him, hand on hips. “If I shout to let go of
the main sheet, I want to be sure that’s what you’ll do. I might
not have time to explain it’s that rope on the end of the pole at
the bottom of the big sail. All right?”

Tollman backed away from her, his hands held up in surrender.
“All right, you’re the boss.” 

“When we’re in the boat don’t you forget it,” said Janci,
softening her words with a smile.

Hollis straightened up from the dinghy. “Right that’ll do.” He
turned to Tollman. “When do you reckon on leaving?”

“Soon as I can,” replied Tollman.

“I’ll make up a bundle of food and a water jug,” said Janci. She
walked back to the cottage. Tollman watched her go, admiring the
swing of her hips as she walked.

When she’d entered the cottage he turned to Hollis. “Food and
water? We won’t be needing that will we? I thought you said we
could sail to Exe in one day.”

“You never go to sea without food and water,” said Hollis. “You
never know what might happen. The wind might die and you’d have to
row back. Or you could get caught in a storm and blown out to sea.
You might be out much longer than you expected.”

“Are you trying to cheer me up,” asked Tollman with a grin.

“You could still walk to Exe,” replied Hollis grinning back. His
grin faded as he glanced over his shoulder at the woods where the
animals had appeared.

Half an hour later they were ready to leave. Janci had discarded
her dress for a shirt tucked into thick woollen leggings topped off
by a heavy canvas jacket. Her feet were encased in large pair of
boots. A turban completely hiding her hair completed the
transformation. She straightened up from placing the food and water
in the dinghy, sensing Tollman’s examination.

“What?” she said.

Tollman gestured at her clothes. “Quite a change.”

“Huh, you don’t think I’m going to ruin my dress do you. Come
on, let’s launch the dinghy.”

Tollman and Travis took one side of the dinghy, Hollis and Janci
the other. As they pushed the small craft towards the sea Travis
whispered to Tollman. “That’s what she usually looks like you know.
The dress was for your benefit.”

Tollman sneaked a look at Janci, head down on the other side of
the dinghy, pushing. “Oh.” He couldn’t think of anything else to
say.

Together, they manhandled the dinghy down the beach until its
bow was in the water. Hollis stood with his hands resting on the
stern. “I’ve still got my doubts about this you know. Even after
seeing  those things. They could have been deer or horses.
Your story got us all worked up. We might have seen what you wanted
us to see.” 

“You know what you saw,” said Tollman.  He stared at Hollis
intently.  “When we’ve gone you must keep a look out for those
animals. Keep your boat ready to launch at a moments notice. If
they catch you when your boat is drawn up to the house, they’ll
kill you before you could launch it.” A thought struck him. “Don’t
forget to tell the others living here. Where are they by the
way?”

“Out at sea,” said Hollis sourly. “Where we should be. How we’re
going to convince them of your story I don’t know. They’re going to
think I’m mad to let my daughter go off with a total stranger. And
even madder when they hear the reason why.”

“You’ll have to convince them,” replied Tollman. “Their lives
depend on it.”

“Hmm,” said Hollis.

“You could always call in at Porthmarron. Ask for Mr Read or the
priest. They’ll confirm my story,” said Tollman, desperate to find
some way of making them believe what they had seen. He was worried
they would change their minds even at this late stage.

“If we could spare the time to go to Porthmarron we could take
you to Exe ourselves,” said Travis. “We can’t and that’s it. We’ll
just have to take you on trust.”

Tollman lifted his hands and slapped the dinghy in frustration.
“You’ve seen the scales, you’ve even seen the animals themselves,
what more do you need to convince you.” He looked at Hollis and
Travis. “Do we go, or do I give up on this and start walking?”

“We go of course,” interrupted Janci. She grabbed her father's
arm. “Dad, can’t you see he’s telling the truth, we’ve got to take
him to Exe.”

“Get in the boat the pair of you,” said Hollis gruffly, making
up his mind. “If you start now you should reach Exe before
nightfall.”

Janci kissed her father and jumped into the dinghy, motioning
Tollman to follow her. Tollman stepped aboard, and under Janci’s
directions, sat in the bow. Hollis and Travis gripped each side of
the dinghy and heaved the small craft into the sea. Janci rowed
until they were some distance off shore then she stowed the oars
and hoisted the sail. The dinghy heeled over as the sail filled and
Tollman scrambled to the higher side. He felt as secure as a one
legged man on ice. He looked to Janci for reassurance. She nodded
at the ropes tied to the mast.

“Hoist the jib.”

She watched as Tollman’s hands hovered over the ropes, unsure
which one to pull. She pointed. “That one.” 

Tollman pulled the rope and the jib slowly slid up the
forestay.

 “Tie it off,” she ordered, “and pull that rope.”

 Tollman did as she ordered and as he pulled the jib sheet,
the jib filled and snapped taut. The dinghy’s speed increased
slightly. Tollman glanced at Janci. She sat in the stern, the
tiller held lightly in one hand, the main sheet in the other. She
looked confident and relaxed, a woman in full control of her
situation. She smiled at him. “Right, we’re off, if the wind
doesn’t change we’ll make good time to Exe.”

Two silent figures stood on the beach as the dinghy sailed out
of sight, round the curve of the bay.










Chapter 11
New Chapter


     For the next four hours they sailed
without any adjustments needed to the sails. A headland loomed up
and as they rounded it, the wind changed direction. “Damn,” cursed
Janci, “We’re going to have to tack.”

Tollman looked at the sea. The waves had also changed. Before
they had rounded the headland the sea was relatively calm. Now the
waves were steeper, he could feel them slamming into the bow.

 “We’ve got a headwind,” explained Janci, “the wind is
coming from the direction we want to go. When I tack you’ll have to
change sides, let go of the jib sheet. Don’t pull on the other one
until I tell you.”

The hours passed. It seemed to Tollman that no sooner they had
settled on a course, then Janci would tack the boat again. They
proceeded along the coast in a series of zig-zags. They sailed a
long distance, but didn’t make much progress. Tollman watched a
clump of trees on the distant shore. It seemed an age before they
passed them. It was getting dark. The sky was black with clouds,
they’d hardly seen the sun all day. A sudden gust hit the dinghy.
Janci had to turn sharply into the wind to relieve the pressure on
the sails. The wind grew stronger, driving spray into the dinghy.
Tollman huddled down, cold, wet and weary. It gradually came to him
that Janci was shouting at him. He turned his head towards her.

“We’re not going to make Exe before dark,” she shouted, “we must
look for a landing place while there’s still daylight.”

Tollman nodded and looked at the shore. Dark cliffs rose sheer
out of the water. Waves crashed on jagged rocks at their foot.
“Nothing there,” he shouted.

Janci nodded agreement and they pressed on, growing more
concerned as the sky grew darker with no landing place in sight.
Eventually they saw a small strip of sand shining among the rocks.
It wasn’t ideal but they had no choice.

“We’ll go for that,” shouted Janci, “I’m going to lower the
mainsail, we’ll run in on the jib alone. As we reach the beach let
go of the jib sheet and jump over the right side of the boat. I’ll
jump over the left side. Keep hold of the boat and try to keep it
pointing to the beach. If she turns sideways to the waves she’ll
turn over. All right?”

Tollman didn’t think it was all right, but he had no choice. As
she spoke, Janci had the mainsail down and lowered into the bottom
of the boat. She turned for the shore. As they neared the beach she
shouted at Tollman.

“Remember, jump off the right side.”

The next few seconds passed in a rush. The dinghy, caught by the
waves, surfed toward the beach at a dizzying speed. Tollman risked
a quick glance behind him. Janci sat in the stern, holding the
tiller with both hands as she fought to keep the tiny craft pointed
at the beach. Suddenly the beach loomed up in front of them.
Tollman heard Janci scream. “Now.” He released the jib sheet and
jumped over the side. The beach was steeper than they thought,
Tollman found himself up to his chest in the water. Clinging
desperately to the side of the dinghy he almost lost his footing in
the undertow. The bow grated on the sand and Tollman heaved the
dinghy up the beach. With the hull half out of the water he
stumbled to his knees alongside it. He looked up.  Where was
Janci?  She rose up from the other side of the hull and
together they pulled the dinghy clear of the waves.

“Don’t do that to me again,” he panted, “I thought I’d lost
you.”

She looked at him archly. “Lost me? You haven’t had me yet.”

Tollman smiled. “You know what I mean.”  He looked around
at their surroundings. They were beached in a small bay. Dark
cliffs towered above them. It was starting to rain, a downpour that
reduced visibility to a few hundred yards.

“We were lucky to find this place,” said Janci, “another few
minutes and we’d never have seen it from off shore.” She started
walking up the slope of the beach with her head down, staring at
the sand. Tollman looked on puzzled.

“What are you doing?”  he asked.

“Looking for the high tide line,” she replied. She stopped,
pointing at a line of seaweed on the sand. “We’ve got to pull the
dinghy past  here to be safe.”

The beach was only about thirty feet deep and the dinghy was
nearly touching the cliff before Janci was satisfied it was safe
from a rising tide. Under her direction, they emptied the hull of
the gear and lowered the mast. Tollman turned the dinghy on its
side while Janci lashed the oars together and used them to prop the
hull at an angle, tying them to cleats set on the hull. She tied
the sail to the hull, and pulled it out to form a small tent,
stretching it over the oars. She heaped sand on the foot of the
sail to hold it down. They both crawled into the small space
between the hull and sail, relieved to be out of the rain.

 Janci opened her bag and pulled out a jug. Prising out the
stopper, she drank and passed the jug to Tollman. It was a relief
to wash the salt out of his mouth. He rammed the stopper back in
and set the jug into the sand.

“Food?” he said hopefully.

Janci brought out a cloth bundle. Untying the cord holding it
together, she laid out a small loaf of bread, a lump of cheese, a
couple of apples and a bunch of onions. She tore off a piece of
bread and handed it to Tollman. The bread was hard and chewy but
Tollman was so hungry he could have eaten anything. He cut some
cheese with his knife and passed it to Janci.

“Does sailing always make you this hungry?”  He asked
between mouthfuls of food.

Janci nodded. She pushed an apple over to Tollman and wrapped up
what was left of the food. “We’ll save some for tomorrow morning.”
She put the cloth back into her bag and pushed it into the hull.
She shivered. “I’m going to wring my clothes out. We wont be able
to dry them, but at least we can get most of the water out.”

 She untied her turban and pulled off her jacket and shirt.
She untied her boots and pulled them off with a sigh of relief,
holding them upside down to empty the water out. Tollman watched
fascinated  as she lay on her back and wriggled out of her
leggings. Her face and neck were tanned, in contrast to the rest of
her body which glowed white in the semi-darkness, the whiteness
only broken by the darkness of her nipples and the black triangle
between her thighs.

She sat up and twisted the leggings, wringing the water from
them. She paused. “Are you going to stay in those wet clothes all
night?”

Tollman realised he’d been staring. Living on the farm he had
few opportunities to meet young women. At the summer fairs he’d
bedded a few of the local girls, but none of them had been more
than a passing fancy. Tollman realised that Janci was different. I
could live with her, he thought. He realised he was shivering, his
dripping wet clothes sucking the heat out of his body.

“Yeah, you’re right.” He pulled his jacket and shirt off,
looking at the water dripping from them. “Bit of a waste of time
drying these out last night.”

His boots came off with a sucking sound. He found it almost
impossible in the narrow confines of the hull to remove his leather
trousers. Janci watched him struggle for a few seconds then she
pushed him on his chest. He flopped down on his back. As he lay
like an upturned crab, she grabbed his trousers by the waist and
peeled them down his legs. The trousers came off with a rush and
Janci fell over backwards, banging her head on the edge of the
hull. Tollman jumped up and crawled over to her.

“Are you all right?” he asked, worried.

She reached up and put her arms round his neck, pulling herself
into a sitting position. “I will be when I’ve dried off.” She
rubbed the back of her head. “No damage.” she said with a
smile.

Tollman was suddenly very aware of her naked body, but the
moment passed as she moved away from him to where her clothes lay
in a heap. In the darkness Tollman didn’t see the smile on her face
as she wrung the water from her clothes.

After they had removed as much water as they could from their
clothes they laid them on the sand to provide some insulation from
the cold. Janci rummaged in her bag and pulled out a piece of
blanket. They took turns using it to towel themselves down, helping
each other with the parts they couldn’t reach. Kneeling in front of
him Janci bent her head forwards as Tollman dried her back. As he
worked his way down her spine he was treated to a view of the twin
globes of her rounded bottom.  

“Enjoying the view?” asked Janci.

“Very much,” replied Tollman, taking both her cheeks in his
hands.

Janci turned and faced him. “Enjoy this view better?”

Tollman laughed and took her into his arms. They fell back onto
the ground ignoring the damp clothes they were lying on. Tollman
ran his hands over her body as she arched under his touch. Her
small cry was lost in the sound of the rain pattering on the
outside of the hull.










Chapter 12
New Chapter


    Tollman pulled aside the sail and looked out.
It was barely daylight. The tide was higher than the previous
night, the waves only about ten feet from their makeshift shelter.
He shivered. The sky was a leaden grey, as was the sea. A light
rain fell, obliterating the horizon. Janci came up behind him
leaning on his back, her chin resting on his shoulder. He could
feel two small cold spots on his back where her breasts pressed
against him.

“I don’t like the look of it out there,” he said .

Janci kissed his ear. I’m getting dressed, I’m cold.”

Tollman grinned and reached behind him and stroked one of 
her breasts. “I noticed,” he said.

She slapped him on his behind and retreated back into the
shelter. She picked up her clothes and shook the sand from them.
“They’re still wet, but they’ll have to do,” she said.

“How long will it take us to reach Exe from here?” asked
Tollman, pulling on his own clothes with a shiver.

“We’ll get there today,” replied Janci. “How long it takes us
depends on the wind direction. If we have to tack all the way it’ll
take longer than if we have the wind with us.”

Tollman digested this news as he attempted to remove the sand
from  his clothes. Their lovemaking the night before had
ground their clothes into the sand, and all his attempts at removal
were proving fruitless.

“I wouldn’t bother if I was you,” said Janci noticing what he
was doing.

“Why not?” asked Tollman, puzzled.

Janci put her arms round his neck and kissed him. “Because you
are going to get very, very wet launching the dingy, that’ll wash
the sand off for you.”

“You’re trying to cheer me up now, aren’t you,”  said
Tollman strait faced.

They ate what was left of their food and Janci repacked her bag.
Crawling outside made them realise just how warm it had been inside
their shelter. The rain swirled about them, pushed by the wind that
seemed to come from all directions at once.

“Can we sail in this?” asked Tollman.

Janci nodded. “The cliffs make it seem worse than it is. Once we
get out to sea we’ll be all right.”


           
Janci undid the ties holding the sail to the hull and Tollman
pulled the boat upright. Together they rigged the tiny craft,
carefully testing each rope. Finally they were ready to launch.
Janci studied the waves.

“We’ve got to get this right first time,” she shouted over the
roar of the surf. “If we don’t, we could be rolled over and maybe
smashed up.”

Tollman nodded. “Tell me what to do.”

 “I’ll be in the boat with the oars. I’ve got the boom
lashed up out of the way. You’re going to have to push the boat
into the waves when I say. We’ve got to get clear of the breakers.
Do you think you can push it out with me in it?  I’ll be at
the oars and I’ll row as hard as I can, but the main effort will
have to come from you.”

Tollman nodded.

“One last thing, don’t let go of the stern, I’ll have to row
clear of the breakers until we’re in calmer water. I’ll have to tow
you out until we’re clear, I won’t be able to help you into the
boat, you’ll have to get in by yourself, all right?”

“It’ll have to be,” said Tollman grimly. He stripped to the
waist and pushed his shirt and jacket under a seat, wedging them
tightly.

“Good idea,” said Janci approvingly, “A least you’ll have
something semi-dry to put on.”

They pushed the dingy down the beach until its bow was in the
water, the hull lifting and slamming as it caught the waves.
Tollman held the stern, bracing himself to keep the bow pointed at
the sea as Janci scrambled aboard. She pushed the oars through rope
loops and braced herself on the seat. She looked over her shoulder
at the sea, estimating the distance between the breaking waves,
waiting for the right moment to launch.

“Now,” she yelled.

Tollman pushed with all his strength and the dingy slid into the
sea. The bow rose as a wave hit, almost pulling his hands from the
stern. He drove his feet into the sand as the undertow threatened
his balance, and pushed harder. Waves crashed into his face, and
through salt stung  eyes, he could see Janci straining at the
oars. Suddenly, he could no longer touch the bottom. He hung
desperately to the stern, his knuckles white with the strain, as
the bucking dingy threatened to throw him off. After what seemed an
age the movement of the boat lessened. They were still going up and
down, but the motion was smoother. A rope hit him in the face. He
could hear Janci calling him.

“I know your still there, I can see your hands,” she
laughed.

“I’m not about to go anywhere,” said Tollman through clenched
teeth.

“Yes you are,” replied Janci. “You’re getting back into the
boat. I’ve thrown you a loop. Pull it down until you can reach it
with your foot, It’ll help you climb back in.”

The rope obstinately refused to sink, but after much cursing,
and almost bending himself double Tollman at last managed to snag
it with his foot. Janci stayed in the bow, steadying the dinghy as
he heaved himself over the stern. He collapsed onto the bottom
boards, his eyes shut. “I take it we made it,” he said finally.

Janci leaned over and kissed him heartily on the lips. “We made
it, my love. Now all we have to do is sail to Exe.”

The next few hours passed in misery for Tollman. He hadn’t
stopped shivering since he’d climbed into the dinghy, and his
hands, softened by sea water, were rubbed raw by the coarse rope he
was holding. Janci suddenly sat up on her seat.

“Exe ahead,” she cried.

Tollman peered round the jib. Through the rain he could see the
dim shapes of houses clustered round a large estuary.

“Why are we going past?” He shouted.

“Have to go round the sand banks,” replied Janci. “Don’t worry,
it won’t be long now.”

Tollman nodded, too tired to speak. He watched as Janci brought
the dinghy round in an arc and guided the small boat up the channel
between the sandbanks.  Tollman had never seen so many boats.
Craft large and small moved up and down the water which Janci had
to manoeuvre around.  As they neared the harbour entrance, he
saw several large boats moored against the key. A familiar shape
snapped him out of his reverie. He pulled the hood of his jacket
tighter round his face and called to Janci.

“See that boat? That’s the Sonntag, the one I jumped from.”

Janci frowned. “Are you sure? You haven’t had much experience
with boats, you said so yourself.”

“I’ll never forget that one,” replied Tollman. “Don’t look at it
as we go past, don’t attract their attention.”

“Don’t worry, they don’t know me and they’re not going to be
looking for you, they think you’re dead. Even if they did see you I
don’t think they’d recognise you. With your hood up and that growth
of beard, you don’t look the same as a couple of days ago.”

Tollman rubbed his chin. He hadn’t shaved since the day he’d
left Porthmarron. Unlike a lot of men his age, he struggled to keep
clean shaven. Unable to afford a metal razor, the only other tool
sharp enough for the purpose was a flint razor which required
constant renewing of the edge. When the flint was too small for
further sharpening he would break off another piece and work it to
shape. He had a small store of flints in the barn for that purpose.
It was skilled, time consuming work, not many men could be
bothered. Tollman risked a quick glance at the Sonntag as they
sailed past. The decks were deserted except for one man sitting by
the gangplank, probably to deter unwelcome visitors.

Janci sailed passed the harbour up the estuary to a small beach,
and ran the dinghy onto the sand. They pulled the dinghy clear of
the water and Tollman looked around. The mast of the Sonntag was
just visible over the roof tops, there was no way any of the crew
could see them. Tollman relaxed and looked at Janci. “You’ve been
to Exe before, where do we go?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been here with my dad or Travis to sell
fish, but we always pull in at the harbour. With the Sonntag there
I take it that’s one place you don’t want to go.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” replied Tollman. “Trouble is, I was told
to see the harbour master for directions.”

“Then we’ll find someone else,” replied Janci. “But first we’ll
de-rig the dinghy. There’s less chance of anything going missing if
it’s all tied down.”

Half an hour later they had the sails and mast down, lashed
securely to the hull. Tollman shouldered his bag and they set off
up a narrow lane to the town. Tollman kept his hood up in case they
should meet any of the crew of the Sonntag. He wanted to meet them,
but on his own terms. Seeing the Sonntag had awakened a burning
desire for revenge. If he could catch them on their own he would
cut their throats. If they didn’t stay together on shore he felt he
could kill a fair number of them before they realised what was
happening. Janci’s eyes widened in alarm as he outlined his
ideas.

“You can’t, not before you’ve seen the Procurator, supposing you
were killed, who would tell him about the animals?”

“I won’t get killed,” replied Tollman. “It’s me who’ll be doing
the killing.”

Janci stopped and gripped both his arms. “Listen you, how will
you recognise them? From what  you’ve told me, the only one
you saw closely was Boles. If you go prowling the streets, you
won’t recognise them, but they could  recognise you despite
your beard. Promise me you’ll do nothing until we’ve seen the
Procurator.”

Tollman looked down at her face. She’s worried about me he
thought. It gave him a warm feeling inside. “All right, I promise.
Come on, let’s find someone to ask directions.”

As they turned a corner leading from the lane into a main
street, Tollman stepped backwards, his arm out to stop Janci.

“What is it?” she asked, as he pressed her back from the
corner.

Tollman peered carefully round the corner, his face pressed
against the brickwork of the building.

“It’s Boles,” he said quietly. He gently guided her to the
corner. “See that tall man in the dark green coat, that’s
Boles.”

Janci looked round Tollman’s shoulder. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not likely to forget his face,” replied Tollman. “Look,
see, he’s got a bandage over the eye Hak stuck his knife into.”

Janci craned her head round Tollman’s shoulder.  “Who’s he
talking to?” 

Tollman shook his head. “I don’t know I’ve never seen him
before. He looks well dressed, he must be rich. Maybe he’s the
owner of the Sonntag. The important thing is Boles mustn’t see me,
not until I’m ready to see him.”

They decided to ask in a shop for directions. They wanted to get
off the streets as quickly as possible. They walked back down the
lane to the nearest shop and ducked inside. The shop was open to
the street, the opening boarded to waist height, leaving a narrow
doorway. Above their heads hung a large roller shutter that could
be lowered when the shop closed. The inside was a revelation to
Tollman. Familiar with home spun or knitted clothes, the bales of
cloth piled on the shelves opened his eyes. He glanced at Janci.
She had moved to the shelves and was stroking the bales.

“Look at this Corrin, how do they make it so even, and the
patterns, how do they do it?”

Tollman smiled. “When this is over we’ll come back here and I’ll
buy some for you. You can make a dress out of it.”

“A wedding dress?”

Tollman took a step back. “I never said that,” he spluttered.
Although now he thought about it, the idea didn’t seem so terrible.
He moved to the counter. “Come on, we’ve other things to do
first.”

Janci held his arm. “I’ll do the asking, you keep an eye out for
Boles.”

The man behind the counter looked at Tollman briefly as he
retreated to the shadows in the back of the room and stared out of
the opening. Janci approached the counter. She had removed her
turban and finger combed her hair into the black fountain Tollman
had first seen when he woke up in her cottage. With fluttering
eyelashes and a half opened mouth she charmed the man into giving
her directions. He even drew a map on a piece of white cloth,
passing over with a smile. Once outside the shop Tollman chided
her.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. You practically offered to go
to bed with him. Why the act?”

Janci smiled. “I’ve got the directions haven’t I ? You
don’t know these bastards. Once he realised we weren’t going to buy
anything, he’d have told us to shove off.”  She waved the map
in front of Tollman’s face. “What would you have done. Put your
knife at his throat?”

Tollman lent over and bit her ear. “Enough, how do we get to the
Procurators house?”

They moved carefully, keeping mainly to the side streets.
Tollman kept his hood pulled tightly over his face, fearful that
Boles or one of the Sonntag’s crew might recognise him. Compared to
Porthmarron, Exe was huge. Most of the roads were paved, even the
side roads. Many of the houses had three floors, solidly built from
brick or stone. Because of their need for caution it was mid
afternoon before they reached their destination, situated at the
top of the town. The Procurators house stood back from the road,
the front garden surrounded by low stone wall.

Janci tucked the map into her pocket. “This is it,” she
said.

They walked up the path and knocked on the door. It was opened
by a tall man who stood and stared at them, taking in their
dishevelled appearance with evident distaste. Finally he spoke.

“Yes?”

“We’ve come to see the Procurator,” said Tollman. “We’re from
Porthmarron. I have a letter from Mr Read.”

“Pormaron?”

“Porth-marron,” said Tollman slowly. “That’s how we say it
there.”

“Wait,” said the man and shut the door.

Tollman and Janci looked at each other.

“I’d like to teach him some manners,” muttered Tollman.

Janci held his arm and shushed him as the door opened. The man
ushered them into a large hall and shut the door behind them.

“Follow me,” he said and led them down a short passage to a room
at the back of the house overlooking a walled garden.

The man that rose from his chair to greet them was elderly. He
had a round face fringed with grey hair. His large nose dominated a
face that was scarred by some disease from his past. His eyes
twinkled as he shook their hands. “So you are from Porthmarron?” he
asked.

The man by the door said. “He called it Pormaron at first my
lord.”

The Procurator waved his hand. “Slang made proper by common
usage, Wilkes. No deception intended I’m sure.”

Wilkes hovered in the doorway.

The Procurator nodded to him. “You can go now. I’ll call if I
need you.”

Wilkes gave a small bow and left the room, closing the door
behind him.

Tollman and Janci stood awkwardly in the centre of the room.
Finally Tollman opened his bag and passed his letter to the
Procurator. “Mr Read told me to give you this Mr Procurator.

The Procurator sat down in his chair and gestured to Tollman and
Janci to sit on a settee facing him.

“Procurator is just a title lad. My name is Balby. Now let me
read this letter.”

They sat in silence as Balby read, his frown growing deeper as
he read further down the page. Finally he looked up. “Do you know
what’s in this letter?” he asked Tollman.

“I know what it’s about, I haven’t read it, I can’t read.” 
Seeing the look on Balby’s face  Tollman felt compelled to
defend himself. “I can sign my name and read and write a bit, but
not enough to read a whole letter.”

Balby smiled. “If its any consolation lad, I couldn’t read until
I was over thirty. Now it mentions some scales in the letter, have
you got them with you?”

Tollman took the scales from his bag and handed them over to
Balby.  “I cut them from the animal I killed. Does it mention
that in the letter?”

Balby rubbed the scales between his fingers. He seemed lost in
thought. “Indeed it does, young man,” he finally murmured. He
looked up and stared at Tollman then at Janci.

“I suppose you’re wondering about Janci,” said Tollman.

“It did cross my mind that she was rather different from any
blacksmith I’ve ever seen,” said Balby. “I presume there is a good
reason for her presence here?”

 “Her father saved my life,” said Tollman. He went on to
give a brief account of the events since he’d left Porthmarron.

“Good grief,” exclaimed Balby. “You say this boat, the Sonntag,
is in our harbour right now?”

Tollman nodded.

“We’ll have to deal with this Captain Boles,” said Balby
thoughtfully.

“When you do, I’d like to be there,” said Tollman. “I’ve a score
to settle with that man.”

“Yes, I can appreciate that,” said Balby.

Janci shivered. Balby, noticing, put down the scales he had been
handling.

“What am I thinking of, you’re both soaking wet, you must be
freezing. A hot bath and some food is called for. You’ll do me the
honour of staying here until we decide what to do.”

The bath was enormous. After two maids had filled it with hot
water Tollman and Janci stripped off and climbed in. Tollman felt
the warmth soaking into his skin as he lay back. He smiled at Janci
at the other end. We’re acting like a married couple already, he
thought. When they saw the size of the bath they hadn’t needed to
say anything. Their unspoken agreement to bathe together was as if
they’d been doing it for years.

“This is how the rich live,” said Janci dreamily. “I could stay
here for ever.”

“You’d get all wrinkly,” said Tollman. “I might not want you
then.”

Janci’s heel in his crutch stopped him from further talk. He
raised his hands in surrender. The cooling water finally drove them
from the bath. Thick woollen gowns had been provided for them and
after drying themselves and donning the gowns, they made their way
back to the room where they had first met Balby. Wilkes was waiting
for them. With a more deferential attitude than when he  met
them at the front door, he ushered them into another room, where a
table laden with food awaited them. After they had eaten Balby
reappeared.

“I’ve had a room prepared for you.” He coughed. “I take it you
have no objection to sharing a room?”

Tollman and Janci grinned at each other.

“No, no objection,” said Tollman. He liked Balby.










Chapter 13
New Chapter


     Tollman slowly came awake suddenly
aware that his bladder was uncomfortably full. He couldn’t feel his
left arm, and as he moved, he realised Janci was laying in the
crook of his elbow, her left arm laying across his chest. He slowly
disengaged his arm, stopping every time Janci moaned in her sleep.
Finally his arm was free and as the feeling came back, his hand
became alive with pins and needles. He slipped quietly out of the
bed, massaging his hand to get the feeling back. He looked back at
Janci. In the darkness of the room he could just see her. The
bed  was big and sumptuous, she looked lost among the heavy
blankets bundled in an untidy pile around her. He smiled to
himself. Their furious bout of love-making had quickly ruined the
orderly neatness of the bed.  As soon as they had been shown
into the bedroom, they had jumped into bed, unable to keep their
hands off each other, luxuriating in the soft mattress and pillows.
After they had finished they had pulled the blankets into a rough
heap over them and fallen asleep, exhausted after their long day
and the heavy meal Balby had given them. Tollman groped for his
robe in the darkness and slipped it on, suddenly feeling giddy. He
held onto the end of the bed until the giddiness passed. Too much
cider, he thought as he opened the door looking for somewhere to
relieve himself.

He walked down the upper landing, his bare feet making no sound
on the polished boards of the floor. He reached the head of the
stairs and stopped, hearing voices from below. He descended the
stairs, heading for the voices, intending to ask Balby where he
could relieve his aching bladder. He had his hand on the door
handle when he suddenly froze, one of the voices inside the room
opening a memory from his past. He pressed his ear to the woodwork
of the door desperately trying to confirm his suspicions. He was
sure of it, one of the speakers beyond the door was Balby, but the
other was the healer who had saved his life when he was a child. He
stood at the door chewing his lip in indecision. Could he be
mistaken? He’d been a child when he had last seen him, but he was
sure he could never forget that voice with its strange accent. He
listened again, straining to pick out what they were saying.

The voices were indistinct through the heavy woodwork. He could
only hear snatches of the conversation. He stayed listening until
his bladder forced him away. He crept down the hall looking for a
way into the back garden. A door at the end led into a kitchen, the
glow from the range giving enough light to let him see another door
leading to the outside. He undid the bolts and gently opened the
door. The cold night air made him shiver as he directed a stream of
water onto a flower bed by the back door. After he’d finished he
went back inside, gently closing and bolting the door. He’d noticed
a faint glow in the sky when he was outside, the dawn was coming
up, it was time he returned to the bedroom, he didn’t want to be
caught by an early rising servant.

Back in bed, Tollman lay awake trying to piece together the
snatches of conversation he’d heard. What puzzled him was the way
the two men had sometimes talked in a language he’d never heard
before. What worried him most was when he’d heard Balby say that we
wouldn’t be disturbed, they’d both been given mild soporifics in
their cider. Was he talking about him and Janci?  He’d never
heard of soporifics but from the conversation it sounded like
something to make them sleep. His conviction hardened as he
recalled the dizziness he felt when he got out of bed. Why was it
important that Balby and his guest were not disturbed? With these
thoughts swirling in his head, he drifted off to sleep.

He awoke with the morning sun streaming through the window.
Tollman screwed up his eyes as they adjusted to the light. A figure
moved across the window, and Tollman realised a servant had drawn
the curtains. She turned from the window and realising Tollman was
awake, gave a little curtsey.

“Mr Balby said he’d see you both after you’ve had breakfast,”
she said.

Tollman nodded. “Same room as yesterday?” he asked.

She nodded and left the room closing the door behind her.

Tollman nudged Janci. “Come on, time to get up. Balby wants to
see us when we’ve had breakfast.”

Janci sat up. Her hair was a mares nest of tangles. She looked
out of the window at the rising sun. “God, I’ve never slept so
late.”  She giggled. “Must have been the cider.” She snuggled
up to Tollman and kissed his ear, “And our exercise last
night.”

Tollman took her by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes.
“It wasn’t only the cider. I think Balby put something in it to
make us sleep.”

Janci’s face grew serious as Tollman told her of his night time
excursion and the conversation he’d overheard.

“Do you think we’re in danger then,” she asked, when Tollman had
finished.

Tollman shook his head. “I don’t know. But I think we’d better
be on our guard, don’t say anything, let Balby do the talking.
Maybe we’ll learn something that way.”

They found the servant had left them a pile of clothes which
they sorted through until they found something that fitted them
fairly well. Tollman retrieved his knife and belt from under the
pillow and put it on, hanging his shirt over his trousers to hide
it. Balby doesn’t know I’ve got this he thought. He waited
patiently while Janci mulled over which dress to wear. He smiled to
himself. She’s never had such a choice, he thought.

Their breakfast was laid out in the same room they’d eaten in
last night. Appetising smells rose from the loaf of hot bread on
the table. A pot of honey and a jug of milk sat next to it.

“Look at the size of that pot,” said Janci. “He’s certainly
treating us well.”

“Let’s hope there’s nothing else in it besides honey,” said
Tollman grimly.

Janci’s eyes opened wide in alarm. “Do you think there might
be?”

Tollman shook his head. “I doubt it. Balby would hardly want us
falling asleep if he wants to talk to us. I think we’re safe.”

“Then let’s eat,” said Janci.

She sat down and cut the bread into slices, sharing them out
between them. They coated the bread with honey, spreading it
thickly.  They poured milk from a jug into their cups to drink
between bites. Their conversation stilled as they concentrated on
the serious business of eating.

Finally Tollman lent back in his chair. “Finished?” he
asked.

Janci nodded.

“Right,” said Tollman. “Let’s see what Balby has to say.”

Janci clung to Tollman’s arm as he knocked on the heavy wooden
door.

“Remember,” he whispered, ”Let Balby do the talking.”

The door swung open and Balby ushered them into the room.

“How are you this morning, are my servants looking after you all
right?” he asked.

Tollman and Janci nodded.

“I’ve never slept in such a comfortable bed,” said Janci.

“I thought you might approve,” said Balby with a smile as he
waved them to a couple of chairs. “And now, down to business. I’ve
sent some of my men to move your dinghy to a secure compound. I’ve
also made some enquiries about your Captain Boles. He and his crew
are going to be taken care of. We’re going to investigate the owner
of the Sonntag too.”

“I’d like to be there when that happens,” interrupted
Tollman.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” replied Balby. “There won’t
be a public enquiry, we’ll deal with them in private. If we find
your story is true, Boles and his crew will then stand trial.”

“What!” exclaimed Tollman. “How will you know my story is true
if I can’t speak against him?”

“We have our ways.” replied Balby. “You must put this matter
behind you, we have more important things to discuss.”

“They killed Hak. I can hardly forget that. I want to see the
bastards hang for it,” said Tollman grimly.

Balby held up his hands. “Please Corrin, be assured they will
pay for their crimes. When that happens I will tell you. You just
won’t be able to witness it. Can you be satisfied with that?”

Tollman reluctantly nodded. “I suppose I’ll have to be.”

Balby nodded with satisfaction. “Good man. Now about the real
reason you made this journey to see me. I’ve got someone I want you
to meet. I want you to tell your story to him.”

He looked at Janci. “What do you propose to do my dear. Do you
want to return to your home? I can arrange transport for you.”

Janci clutched Tollman’s arm tighter. “I want to stay with
Corrin,” she said.

“I thought you might,” replied Balby. “Would you like me to send
word to your family you’re safe?”

Janci nodded. “Yes please. My father was worried about me
sailing away with Corrin. It would be nice to set his mind at
rest.”

Balby nodded. “Now, while Corrin is talking to my friend perhaps
you could leave us, as you know nothing of the animals apart from
what Corrin has told you. One of my servants could take you out to
buy a dress that fits you properly.” He looked at Janci’s clothes.
“I’m afraid none of my servants dresses are really your
size.” 

Janci did not like this at all. To be separated from Tollman
after what he’d told her about last night, filled her with dismay.
She thought desperately for a way to stay with him.

“I’ve seen the animals,” she said. “They were on the cliff top
near my house just before we sailed. Corrin will tell you.”

“That’s true,” said Tollman. “We both saw them. Janci’s father
and brother saw them too. That’s one of the main reasons they let
her bring me to you in her boat.”

Balby smiled. “Very well, we’ll put off the shopping for another
day. If you both will wait here, I’ll send for my friend.”

Janci smiled with relief as Balby rose from his chair and left
the room.

“Well done,” whispered Tollman after the door had closed behind
Balby. “I was trying to think of a reason for us to stay
together.”

The fire burning in the large stone fireplace kept the autumn
chill out of the room. They moved their chairs closer to the fire
and stared into the flames. After about half and hour their reverie
was interrupted by the door opening. Tollman and Janci stood up to
greet the newcomer. Tollman tried to keep his emotions under
control as he realised he had been right the previous night. The
man in front of him was the man who had saved his life when he was
a boy. The passing of time had been kind to the man. His hair and
beard had grey streaks, where before there’d been black. His face
had a few more wrinkles, but his physique still hinted at a
powerful man. He held out his hand for Tollman to shake.

“Call me Jake,” he said. “I gather you have a story to tell
me.”










Chapter 14
New Chapter


    Timothy Heale sat on his horse and watched
his forward scout ride back down the lane towards him. The man
crouched low in his saddle as he guided his horse at a gentle trot
towards the group of armed men.  He stopped next to Heale and
lent across to speak quietly to him.

"The next field on the right hand side of the lane, there's four
of them."

Heal nodded and put his finger to his lips and dismounted
indicating to the others to do the same. They huddled in a tight
group as he whispered to them.

“They’re in the next  field on the other side of this
hedge. We’ll walk our horses back the way we came until we're well
away from them. For Gods sake keep it quiet, it’s a thick hedge but
if those things hear us they could burst through and catch us in
the lane.”

He looked around and the men solemnly nodded in agreement. They
walked slowly, holding their horses muzzles to prevent noise. As
they put distance between themselves and the field the men and
horses slowly relaxed. Heale had been worried at the eye rolling of
some of their mounts, if one had been spooked and bolted, they’d
have been in real trouble.

After walking for about half a mile Heale held up his hand.

“All right, we’re far enough away, we can
remount.”   

The men swung into their saddles and bending low over their
horses necks they trotted down the lane until they came to a break
in the hedge on their left hand side, They filtered through 
the gap and reversed their direction on the other side of the hedge
making for the boundary hedge of the field containing the beasts.
The boundary hedge was thick, it started from the hedge bordering
the lane and extended to their right for several hundred yards. As
they approached the hedge they stopped, peering through the
branches for a sight of  the animals they had come to kill.
Peters held up his hand for silence.

“I’ve got a good view from here, I can definitely see four of
them.”  He paused. “By Christ, there’s some men behind a
fallen tree, that’s what those things are after.”

The original intention had been to split the men into two groups
when they’d reached Rolf’ Duggan’s farm. When Mrs. Pickard told
them  the men had left that morning and had not come back,
they had decided to stay together, now Heale was glad he had twenty
men not ten. Heale gestured to the men and they moved together so
they could hear him.

“We’ll move down the field until we find a thin spot in the
hedge. When we get through don’t charge straight away, wait until
we’re all through.” Heale looked around at the pale faces of his
men. “We’ll attack with ten men first, as soon as they’ve fired
their arrows the other ten will cover them until they can get clear
and reload, all right?”

The men nodded and under Heale’s guidance divided into two
groups.

“I’ll lead the first group, we’ll go for the nearest animal, if
we can bring it down maybe the others will turn on it.”

“Do you think that’s likely?” asked Peters.

“Don’t know,” replied Heale. If they do it’ll give us a chance
to pick off the others. If not, well we’ll just have to take it as
it comes. Whatever happens don’t panic and run for it on your own,
stay together so we can cover each other. If one of us is chased,
go after the animal and try and kill it while its attention is on
the rider its chasing.” He paused. “I can’t think of anything else
to tell you, we just don’t know enough about these things to know
how they’ll react.”

The column of men slowly walked their horses until they came to
a large tree growing in the hedge. There was just enough room to
squeeze their mounts round the trunk to gain entry into the next
field.  They paused at the entrance. Heale looked round.
“Everyone loaded their bows?” he whispered.

The men lifted their weapons.

“All right, here we go,” said Heale, and urged his horse between
the tree and the branches of the hedge.  Eight of the riders
were through into the field before they were seen by the animals.
Two of them immediately turned away from the fallen tree sheltering
the men and charged across the field. Heale and his group spurred
their mounts away from the gap to allow the others to get through
and galloped to meet the approaching animals. A volley of crossbow
bolts flew across the field as the all the men opened fire. Instead
of stopping and taking careful aim they fired while still at the
gallop. The carefully rehearsed plans of one rider firing while
being covered by the other were forgotten in their haste and panic
to fire at the sight of the charging animals.  Only two of the
bolts struck home. The animal screamed and turned to bite at the
bolts sticking in its side. The other animal continued charging
straight for the nearest riders.

“Ride,” screamed Heale. “Back to the others, they can cover
us.”

As they galloped back to the hedge, Tony Veeder looked back over
his shoulder.

“Oh Christ, look at Geoff, what the fuck is he doing?”

Geoff Harron had dismounted and was frantically reloading his
weapon. Heale’s instructions were going through his mind like a
mantra. He’d entirely missed the fact that he had no companion with
him and the other riders were nowhere near him. He kept glancing up
at the approaching animal as he pulled the lever to draw the bow.
He just had time to put the bolt in its groove and lift the bow. He
fired the bolt straight into the open mouth that reared above him
before he was bowled over as the animal crashed onto him. The
animal screamed in fury as it tried to dislodge the bolt stuck in
the roof  of its mouth, its body contorting in circles as it
bit at the air. Harron, frantically trying to roll clear, died
under the trampling claws. Finally the animal fell to the ground,
pawing at its mouth. It gave a convulsive shudder and died.
Harron’s horse had bolted straight into the path of the other
animal, who seeing prey, ignored the bolts in its side. It pounced
at the horse which screamed in fright as the claws raked its
flank.  Horse and animal crashed to the ground in a flurry of
kicking legs and dust. When the dust cleared, the animal reared up,
its jaws dripping blood.

Heale and his men reached the hedge and quickly dismounted to
reload their weapons, protected by the second group who formed a
defensive arc between them and the animals.

“You stupid bastards,” raged Heale. “You forgot everything I
told you. If you hadn’t all fired at once we might have been able
to help Geoff.”

“No time for that now,” shouted Veeder. “The bastards are coming
at us.”

The animal had left the horse and was trotting towards them. The
other two had left the fallen tree and were also running across the
field.

“Spread out,” shouted Heale, “And for Gods sake remember how we
trained for this.”

The riders fanned out across the field in pairs, trying to
encircle the approaching animals. Peters was the first to fire and
he grunted with satisfaction as his bolt hit the animal. The animal
ignored the bolt and kept on coming at them.

“Go,” he shouted to his partner. They raced across the grass
toward another pair of riders who both fired their bolts. This time
there was a response. The animal wheeled around biting at its
flank. Two more riders approached and fired. One of the bolts hit
the animal in the neck. The result was gratifying. The animal
convulsed, twisting its body until its head was almost touching its
tail. It screamed in fury as it spun in circles. It staggered onto
its side and lay with its legs twitching. It lifted its head and
then fell back dead.

“They can be killed,” shouted Peters. “Try for the neck, it
seems a vulnerable spot.”

“Don’t be so sure,” replied Heale. “I saw Corrin put two arrows
in the neck of the first one we killed. It only went over when he
hit it in the eyes.”

“Crossbows have more power than a long bow,” said Veeder. “Maybe
Corrin’s arrows didn’t go in deep enough.”

“Here they come,” shouted someone. “Spread out.”

More confident now, the men rode towards the animals. They’d
seen two of them die under their weapons, the others would surely
suffer the same fate.

They had forgotten about their horses. The smell of blood was in
the air and as the distance between riders and animals lessened the
horses became more and more skittish. Max Harrison was a farm hand,
he had ridden horses all his life, and he thought he could control
them. Over confident, he waited as the animal charged. For his
horse, the approaching beast was too much. As Harrison was about to
fire it reared up, its eyes rolling. Harrison, taken by surprise,
fell heavily to the ground. Adrian South, his partner,  also
desperately trying to control his own mount, fired at the animal
and missed. He spurred his horse towards Harrison in a vain attempt
to pick him up. Harrison died in the mouth of the animal before
South had gone ten feet. South’s horse went crazy. He pulled at the
reins, trying to regain control. Flinging his arms round his horses
neck he managed to stay in the saddle as his horse careered across
the field. Only a flurry of cross bow bolts saved him from being
chased and brought down.  

Riders circled the animal, firing bolt after bolt.  Jon
Williams, trying for a throat shot urged his horse nearer the
animal. Before he could fire the animal lunged at his horse. Rider
and horse went down, the animal hanging onto the horses throat.
Williams died under his horse, his body crushed by his writhing
mount. The horse tore free and regained its feet, bucking in agony.
It crashed into the animal, knocking it to the ground. Veeder
jumped from his horse and putting his bow virtually at the animals
eye, fired a killing shot. The horse by this time had ceased its
violent bucking and collapsed , its head and neck pouring blood
from the gaping wounds in its throat. Veeder looked around. Heale
stood guard over him, his bow raised. He looked down at Veeder.

“That was bravely done Tony, reload quick and mount up, we still
have one more to deal with.”

Veeder flashed a quick grin and did as he was told. The other
animal was surrounded by riders. It made furious dashes at its
tormentors, darting first one way, then another. Crossbow bolts
stuck out of its hide like hedgehog spines. Heale and Veeder 
joined up with the men, firing off their own bolts. Eventually the
animal slowed its frantic gyrations and fell to the ground. Waves
of convulsions rippled through the body.  One of the riders
leaned out of his saddle and fired the killing shot into its eye.
The battle was over.

Heale led his men to the fallen tree where two white faced men
emerged. Ted Pickard sat down with his back to the trunk and
dropped his bow onto the grass. Harry Bray slumped next to him.

“We couldn’t have lasted much longer,” said Pickard. “We were
just about out of crossbow bolts when you turned up.”

Heale dismounted and tied his horse to a branch.

“Glad we got here in time. Are you both all right?”

“We are,” replied Bray. “Poor old Paul isn’t.” He gestured
behind the trunk of the tree. “When those things attacked us one of
the horses took fright and kicked him in the head. We couldn’t do
anything for him.”

Peters went round the trunk and examined the body.

“Yeah, it’s Paul Brady, his head is smashed in. He probably
never knew what hit him.”

“That makes four,” said Veeder grimly.  “Geoff, Max and
Jon.” He gestured at the tree. “ And now Paul Brady.”  He
looked at Heale. “That’s one for each animal we killed.”

“We’re going to have to rethink our tactics,” replied Heale. For
a start we never go out with less than twenty men. These things are
just too hard to kill.”

"They're smart too," said Pickard. "After we'd fired our first
bolts, they kept out of range. They'd dart in, trying to take us by
surprise. If all four had tried it at once, we'd have been
finished. We only had three bows between us."


           
They collected the bodies and made litters out of branches to carry
them back to the village. Before they rode out they gathered round
one of the animals. It was laying on its back and to get a proper
look at it they decided to roll it over onto its stomach. At first
the animal wouldn’t move, the legs were caught on the ground. The
men pushed harder and the carcass rolled over with a thump. As it
hit the ground its head snapped out like a striking snake. It’s
jaws fastened onto Veeder who had been standing by the head. The
animal shook the man like a cat shaking a rat. Veeder screamed as
arterial blood pumped from his body. The circle of men sprang back,
their crossbows raised. They all fired at once, the bolts thudding
into the animal like a drumbeat. The head of the animal slumped to
the ground, Veeder rolling from the open jaws. One of the men
kicked the carcass on the head. It didn’t move.

“Oh Christ, Oh Christ,” screamed Heale. He ran to where Veeder
lay writhing on the ground.  He slumped to his knees next to
the mangled body. It was hardly recognisable as the man he’d ridden
and fought beside. Veeder gave a final convulsion and lay still.
Heale looked up at the circle of men round him.

“He’s dead. How could this have happened?”

Peters took him by the arm and raised him to his feet.

“I don’t know lad.” He nodded at the carcass. “”That thing is
dead now, that’s for sure. We’ll have to put it down to a lesson
learned. We’ll know not to fool with the things even when we think
we’ve killed them.”

Heale wiped his eyes. “It’s a bloody expensive lesson.”  He
straightened up staring at the shocked faces surrounding him. “All
right let’s make another litter, we’ve got to get these bodies back
to Porthmarron. We’ll stop off at the farm and collect your wife
Ted. It’s too dangerous for you to stay up here on your own. I hope
to God Corrin and Hak come back with some help, we’re going to need
it.”

 

As they entered the main street and stopped outside the church,
it seemed half the villagers and surrounding population was there
to see them. Tired, dusty and thirsty, Heale dismounted from his
horse. Lethbridge looked at the line of dispirited men and the five
litters and grabbed the horses reins as Heale slumped to the
ground.

“What happened?” he asked.

“We killed four,” said Heale quietly. “They killed five of us.”
He gave a brief account of the fight as the villagers crowded round
to hear him.

“Is that all of them do you think?” asked Lethbridge.

“God knows,” answered Heale. “For all I know there could be
hundreds of them still out there.”

Donal rose from giving the last rites to the corpses. He walked
over to Heale and Lethbridge, his gown flapping in the wind. “I’ve
heard what happened Timothy. We can’t send more men after them, not
with this casualty rate. We’ll run out of able bodied men in the
village if every time we go out we suffer like this.”

Heale looked up. “We’ll get better at it, we’ve learnt a lot
from this killing.”

Donal looked him in the eyes. “And how many men will die while
you’re learning.” He brushed the dust from his gown. “I think we
should wait for Hak and Corrin to come back with help.” He looked
to Lethbridge for support. “What do you think?”

Lethbridge shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll have to talk to
Mr. Read. I think we’ll have to call a village meeting to decide
what to do.”

“Where is he?” asked Heale, looking around.

“He’s ill in bed,” replied Donal grimly. “This has hit him very
hard, he’s an old man, I fear for him.” He took Heale by the
shoulders and held him. “You and your men go and rest. We’ll take
the bodies to the church, and I’ll get some of the women to lay
them out. You’re in no state to make decisions, we’ll talk
later.”

He was interrupted by a murmur of exited voices from the back of
the crowd. Donal looked round to see some of the villagers were
looking out to sea. The voices grew louder as more of the crowd
turned round to see what was happening. Some of them climbed onto
the low wall surrounding the church yard to see more clearly.

Donal shaded his eyes, straining to see what was causing the
excitement.

On the horizon, a small dot was approaching land, a tremendous
wake billowing out behind it.

“What is it, what can you see?” asked Lethbridge.

A small boy had climbed from the wall into the branches of a
tree. He quivered with excitement.

“I thought it was a boat,” he yelled. “But it can’t be, 
it’s going much too fast. It must be another monster.”

The word rippled round the crowd. One by one the voices fell
silent as the shocked  villagers stared out to sea, the
silence broken only by occasional sobs of the women.

Lethbridge stood white faced. “My God, this can’t be happening,”
he breathed.

The villagers stood in silence, staring out to sea. The boy in
the tree stood up on the branch, his finger pointing. “It’s
turning, it’s going back out to sea.”

Lethbridge turned to the boy. “Are you sure?” he asked,
desperate for reassurance.

The boy was jumping up and down with excitement. “Yes, yes, I
can see it. It’s turned round.”

He stood on tip toe, precariously hanging on to branches to keep
his balance. Minutes later he sat down on the branch, the
excitement draining from his face. “It’s gone.”

Donal strained his eyes. “Can anyone  still see it?” The
replies from the villagers reassured him his eyes were not playing
tricks. He slumped back and leant against the church yard wall. He
looked at Lethbridge with puzzled eyes. “What do you make of that
then?”

Lethbridge’s face had resumed its ruddy colour as his agitation
faded.  “God only knows.” He looked around. “I think we had
better post a couple of men as lookouts in case it comes back, what
do you think?”

Donal nodded agreement. “I’ll see to it, you go with Timothy and
his men, find out just what happened.”

A few hours later there was a knock at Lethbridge’s door. A
villager stood there, one of the men that Donal had chosen as a
lookout. Lethbridge raised his eyebrows, his face a question
mark.

“There’s a boat coming in,” said the man










Chapter 15
New Chapter


    Jake listened intently as Tollman told his
story. He sat with his elbows on the table, his chin resting on his
hands. His silence slightly unnerved Tollman. Every time he stopped
Jake would nod to him to carry on. Finally Tollman ran out of
things to say.

“Describe the animal again,” commanded Jake.

“Look I know it’s hard to believe,” began Tollman.

Jake stopped him with an upraised hand.

“Please describe the animal again,” he repeated. “I want to be
sure I have all the details correct.”

Tollman sighed with frustration. “All right. It’s taller than a
plough horse, with a long neck and tail. The head is longer than my
arm with a mouthful of pointed teeth.  It’s covered in scales
like the ones I showed you. They’re dark green on top, lighter
green fading to almost white underneath. There’s two rows of scales
standing up on its back, they run right down to the tip of its
tail. It runs on four legs and it’s fast, faster than you can
imagine, it can turn like a cat. It has big claws on its feet, like
an eagle. It mostly runs on all fours, but the one I saw reared up
on its hind legs when it was attacking. I suppose it was about
fifteen or twenty feet long.

Jake looked at Balby with upraised eyebrows. “Dragon?” he
silently mouthed.

Tollman caught the exchange. “You know of this animal, you’ve
seen one before?” he demanded.

“Nobody has,” said Balby. “What you’ve just described is an
animal that doesn’t exist.”

Tollman jumped to his feet. “Don’t tell me that,” he shouted.
I’ve seen it with my own eyes, I killed one with my own hands.”

Jake held up his hands. “Whoa, whoa, take it easy.” he glanced
at Balby. “What Mr Balby is trying to say is this animal….”

“Dragon,” Interrupted Tollman

Jake shrugged. “This dragon… it’s a creature of myth. It never
really existed except in stories. Now you seem to have brought us
proof that the stories were true after all. The only difference
from the old stories was the dragons had wings and  could
breath fire.” He looked at Tollman with a quizzical frown. “I take
it these things didn’t breath fire at you.”

Tollman shook his head. “Do you think I’m a bloody fool. Of
course they didn’t.” He paused, and got straight to the point. “How
do you kill it,” he demanded.

“You should know,” replied Jake. “You’ve killed one
yourself.”

“No, I mean how do you kill it without getting killed yourself.
Remember what I told you,  it took five of us to kill it and
we lost two men doing it.”

“I’ll have to see one for myself,” mused Jake. He looked up.
“I’ll have to go to your village and find one and kill it. You can
show me where to look.”

“They’re not only at Corrin’s village,” said Janci.

“Oh yes, that’s right,” said Jake. “You saw them near your home,
didn’t you. Still, Corrin’s village is where they were first seen.
That’s where we’ll go first.”

Tollman looked at Jake, his eyes radiating contempt. “You’ll
just go and kill one, just like that. Haven’t you heard a word I’ve
said. It took five of us to kill one.”

Jake stood up and took Tollman by the shoulders.

“Look lad, I know you’re upset at loosing your friends, but
you’ll have to trust me on this. I do know what I’m doing.”

Tollman shook off Jake’s hand and slumped back in his chair.
“You don’t know. You can’t know. You’ve no idea what you’re getting
in to. If you think you can take on one of those animals single
handed, you’re mad.”

The atmosphere in the room was frigid. Tollman and Jake stared
at each other. Janci sat with her head down, confused and
embarrassed at Tollman’s outburst. It was Balby who broke the
silence.

“Look, Jake and I have to discuss this matter between ourselves.
While we do that why don’t you and Janci go and buy some decent
clothes for yourselves. It’ll give us all time to cool off, we can
have another talk this evening.”

Tollman was only slightly mollified. “You need money to buy
clothes, we’ve got none.”

“I can fix that,” said Balby rising from his chair. He left the
room and returned a few minutes later. He tossed a small purse onto
Tollman’s lap.

Tollman opened the purse and tipped a shower of coins into his
hand. He looked up at Balby.

“Don’t refuse it Corrin,” said Balby. You’ve both had a hard
time bringing this news to us. Look upon it as a small reward for
your trouble.”

Janci scooped up the coins and returned them to the purse. “We
wont refuse it Mr Balby.” She looked intently at Tollman. “Will we
Corrin.”

Tollman stared at Janci. She nodded her head with a barely
imperceptible movement. She had something on her mind, Tollman
didn’t know what, but he decided to go along with her. He turned to
Balby. “No we won’t refuse it,” he said quietly.

“Good, good,” enthused Balby. “Take as long as you like, there’s
plenty of shops in the town you can visit.” He rubbed his hands
together. “Coming from small villages like you do, it should be a
pleasurable experience.”

Janci sat back in her chair with relief, then sat up straight as
a sudden thought came to her. “What about Captain Boles and his
crew. Supposing  they see Corrin.”

Balby shook his head. “No need to worry my dear. Boles and all
his crew are being held under question at this very moment.” He
turned to Tollman. “I told you we would  take care of things,
didn’t I.”

“You’ve got them all?” asked Tollman.

Balby nodded. “From last night. So you see, there’s nothing to
stop you spending as much time as you want looking round Exe.”

Tollman rose from his seat. “All right, we’ll take up your
offer.” He gestured at mismatched clothes Balby had supplied them.
“It’ll be a relief to get out of these.”

As the door closed behind them, Balby looked at Jake. “Do you
think he’s one?” he asked quietly.

“Maybe Jacob,” replied Jake. “We’ll see how far he gets, the
decision may be made for us.”

Once outside the house Tollman and Janci walked down the hill
towards the town centre. After turning the first corner, they
stopped and looked to make sure they couldn’t be seen from the
house.

“Well?” asked Tollman.

“Balby seemed very anxious to get us out of the house,” replied
Janci. “I was worried what might happen if we didn’t agree. More
stuff in our drinks maybe.”

“To make us sleep,” said Tollman.

Janci nodded.

Tollman kissed her on the cheek. “Smart girl, this way we have
our freedom. I’d like to know what they’re doing back there. It
might be worth going back for a look.”

“How can we get in,” asked Janci, “The front doors’ locked.”

“The back door might not be,” replied Tollman with a grin. He
looked around. “If we go up this street and turn left at the end,
it might lead us to the street that backs on to Balby’s garden. I
noticed a wall round the garden when I went for a piss. What I
didn’t notice was if there’s a gate.”

Janci grabbed his arm. “Come on then,” she said, “Let’s find
out.”

By standing on the other side of the road, Tollman could see the
tops of  houses showing above the stone wall bordering the
road. Which one was Balby’s? After much discussion he and Janci had
agreed the only way to be sure was to retrace their steps and count
the number of houses in the road. Finally they stopped opposite a
roof with dark red tiles.

“I’m sure this is the one,” said Tollman.

Janci looked up and down the road. “There’s no gate,” she
said.

“We’ll have to go over,” said Tollman.

Janci studied the wall. It was over six feet high, made of heavy
flints embedded in cement. “I’ll stand on your shoulders and see if
anybody’s about, make sure no one is looking out of the
windows.”

Tollman bent down and Janci climbed onto his back. She slowly
raised herself up until her eyes were just clear of the top of the
wall.

“All clear,” she whispered. Tollman grasped her ankles and
lifted her until she could sit on  the top of the wall. He
dress billowed out briefly and then she was gone from his view.
Tollman reached up and hauled himself onto the wall and followed
her over. Below was a vegetable garden and as Tollman landed, Janci
was brushing the mud from her dress. Taking her hand they ran up
the garden towards the back door of the house. They were less than
half way to the house when the back door opened. Tollman and Janci
skidded to a halt, and, arm in arm, tried to look as if they were
strolling in perfect innocence. One of Balby’s servant girls came
out and started picking leaves of thyme, rosemary and chives from a
herb garden by the back door. She looked up, startled, as Tollman
and Janci approached her.

“Hello,” said Janci with a smile. “Mr Balby said we could take a
stroll round his garden.”

The girl dropped the leaves into a her apron. “I’m sure that’s
all right. I just didn’t know anyone was out here. Do you want me
to take you to him?”

“No, no, that’s all right,” replied Tollman hastily. “If we need
to see him we can make our own way there. Which room is he in by
the way?” he added innocently.

The girl gestured. “Down the hall to the end. Not the room you
was in before. The second door past that.”

Tollman and Janci followed her into the house. “Thank you. I
think we’ll go to our room for a rest,” said Tollman.

They moved through the kitchen to the hall. The girl busied
herself, tipping the leaves from her apron onto a table. Tollman
and Janci smiled at her and closed the door onto the kitchen.
Tollman put his mouth close to Janci’s ear. “Luckily I turned right
not left last night otherwise I’d have pissed all over our
dinner.”

Janci held her hand tightly over her mouth as she tried to
stifle her laughter. Finally she controlled herself. They walked
quietly down the hall until they came to the door they wanted.
Tollman frowned and pressed his ear to the door.

“It sounds like he’s got a bird twittering in there,” he
whispered.

“Why?” mouthed Janci.

Tollman put his hand on the door handle. “Here’s where we find
out,” he said.

As Tollman was about to turn the handle the door opened. Tollman
jumped back in surprise. Balby stood framed in the door way. He
quickly stepped through the doorway and firmly shut the door behind
him.

“What are you two doing here, I thought you had gone
shopping,”  he exclaimed.

Tollman thought fast. “We realised we didn’t know which were the
best shops to visit without being swindled. We thought we’d ask you
what prices we should pay. We didn’t want to waste your money.”

Balby appeared to accept his story and seemed anxious to get rid
of them.

“Any of the shops will do, go into any that take your fancy.
Don’t worry about the money, spend whatever you like.”

“Thank you, you’re very kind,” said Janci. She pulled Tollman
towards the front door. “We’ll be off now, we’ll be back in a few
hours.”

“Take as long as you like,” replied Balby. He escorted them down
the hall and opened the front door, ushering them out into the
front garden. Janci had time for a brief wave before the door was
shut firmly behind them. They ran down the garden path, arm in arm,
giggling like a couple of school children at their narrow
escape.

“He didn’t want us in the house, he couldn’t get us out fast
enough,” exclaimed Tollman. “I wonder what’s going on?”

“I thought I’d die when the door opened,” said Janci. She looked
up at Tollman.  “Did you notice how he blocked the doorway
with his body as he shut the door. He didn’t want us to see into
the room, did he.”

Tollman nodded. “Yes I noticed that. Even so, I did manage a
brief glimpse inside. That man Jake was in the room, he seemed to
be sitting by the sideboard.”

“Perhaps they’re secret drinkers,” laughed Janci. “Anyway we
can’t do anything about it now” she grabbed his arm, “Come on,
let’s go and spend some of Balby’s money.”

They spent nearly all day wandering the streets of Exe. When the
shopkeepers saw the size of Tollman’s purse, their manner changed
from the indifference they first exhibited to the poorly dressed
couple. They fussed and fawned over Janci as she examined their
stock of dresses, revelling in her new wealth. At the end of their
shopping spree she had three new dresses wrapped in a bundle and
one on her back. Stylish shoes graced her feet. Tollman had
replaced his leather trousers, jacket and boots and bought himself
a selection of shirts. They ended up at the harbour and sat on the
wall munching on a snack they had bought from a street vendor.
Tollman  finished his snack and licked his fingers.

“Time we were getting back,”  he said.

Janci finished her chicken leg and threw the bones into the sea.
She watched the bones slowly sink. “I suppose so,” she agreed. “I
didn’t want today to end, it was lovely having so much money to
spend.”

“It’s been a nice break,” agreed Tollman. “But I’m afraid it’s
back to reality, we still  have to find out what those two are
up to.”

“How are we going to do that?” asked Janci, frowning.

“I want to have a look in that room tonight,” replied Tollman.
“I’ll only pretend to drink the cider tonight at dinner, just in
case Balby puts something in it like last time.”

“What about me?” asked Janci.

“I think it’s safer if you drink normally. It might look a bit
suspicious if both of us are only sipping at the drink. They might
not notice me pretending to drink if you are acting normally.”

Jake did not show up that evening and Balby was elsewhere in the
house so Tollman and Janci ate their dinner alone. This suited them
fine, they would not have to pretend to drink the cider. The
servant had left them a jug on the table and when she left the room
Tollman poured half of it out of the window. He poured a small
amount into each of the glasses and swirled it around. Janci
watched with an amused smile.

“You’re a devious sod aren’t you.”

Tollman gave a half bow. “I accept that as a compliment,” 
he said with a grin.

That night, they lay together in the darkness waiting for the
house to fall silent. The house servants seemed to take forever to
finish their duties, preparing for the next day. Finally the noise
of footsteps and the banging of doors ceased. They had no way of
telling the time so Tollman got up and looked out of the window. He
was hoping to see a church clock but none was in view. He fell back
on the way he estimated the passing of time when he was at the
farm.

“When the moon has risen three times its width above that roof
opposite, I’ll go. That should be plenty of time for everyone to be
asleep.”

Janci joined him at the window. She was naked and Tollman slid
his hand slowly up and down her back. She shivered.

“You will be careful,” she whispered.

Tollman bent down and kissed her. “No one will hear me, all I’m
going to do is have a quick look in that room and come back
here.”

They stood by the window watching the moon rise.

“That’s it,” said Tollman finally. “Time to go.”

He silently dressed and with a quick kiss on Janci’s cheek, he
opened the bedroom door and crept down the passage to the stairs.
At the door of the room he stopped and pressed his ear to the
woodwork. The whole house was as quiet as the grave, no sound came
from the other side of the door. Holding his breath Tollman turned
the handle. He was half expecting the door to be locked and was
pleasantly surprised as it swung open. He slipped inside the room
and quietly closed the door. In the gloom the heavy furniture was
just visible enough for him to avoid collisions as he made his way
to the sideboard where he had seen Jake. At the front were two
doors and Tollman opened them expecting to see a collection of
bottles and glasses. He stopped, puzzled. Inside  there was a
row of bottles but there was only room for one row.  He took
the bottles out and placed them carefully on the floor. Behind
where the bottles had stood was a vertical panel of dark wood,
completely filling the opening. He compared the size of the opening
with the depth of the sideboard. There must be a space at least
double the opening he could see. Was the panel  another door?
Why have two separate doors? He ran his hands over the wood,
feeling for a handle in the darkness. At the top of the panel his
fingers found a small raised section and as he pressed it, the
wooden panel swung down. He stared, trying to make sense of what he
was seeing.

Revealed was another vertical panel. In the centre a square
window reflected stray moonlight. Underneath the window lay a row
of studs, similar to the decorative studs of a horses harness. He
ran his fingers over the studs. They were not riveted firmly like a
harness decoration, they moved slightly under his touch. He bent
forward trying to peer through the window to try to see what was
inside the sideboard. As he did so he lent on one of the studs
which sank under the weight of his fingers. The window in front of
his face lit up as if some one had lit a lantern behind it.
Tollman’s nose had been virtually touching the window, and as the
light flared, he felt the hairs of his beard prickle. He fell back,
startled as a loud hissing came from the sideboard.

He looked frantically around. The noise seemed horrendous and
the light behind the window lit up the room with a ghostly
radiance. The stud! Had pressing the stud caused all this? He
frantically searched for the stud, running his fingers over the
panel. Because the light from the window had half blinded him it
took some time for him to find it. He pressed it, and the stud
popped up to its previous position. To his relief the light in the
window went out and the hissing stopped. He flopped back on his
haunches, trying to recover his composure. He realised he was
wringing wet with perspiration. He wiped his face on his sleeve and
sat up to replace the panel and the bottles. As he was lifting the
panel back into place he heard a noise behind him. He whirled
around. Standing in the door way, leaning against the frame with
his arms folded, was Jake.

“Hello Corrin,” he said quietly. “I thought I might find you in
here.”










Chapter 16
New Chapter


     Tollman froze for a second and then
rose from the floor, drawing his knife. He’d had enough, it was
time for explanations. Two long steps and he reached Jake, his hand
reaching for the man’s collar. He pinned Jake to the wall, his
knife pricking Jake’s throat.

“Who are you?” he hissed. He gestured at the sideboard with his
head. “And what’s that thing?”

Tollman had a blurred impression of Jake’s hands rising to his
neck. Suddenly everything  changed. He was laying on his back,
amidst the wreckage of a chair, looking up at the ceiling. Jake’s
face came into view. He absentmindedly felt his neck, then looked
at his hand. He rubbed the smear of blood between his fingers. He
looked down at Tollman.

“If I give you your knife back, will you promise not to try that
again?” he said dryly.

Tollman struggled to his feet and dragged a chair towards him
and collapsed into it.  He put his elbows on the table and
held his head in his hands.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Just a way of we have of  dealing with people with
knives,”  replied Jake.

Tollman was getting his wits back. “We, whose we,” he
demanded.

“All in good time,” said Jake. He turned around at a noise from
the hall. Balby stood in the doorway dressed in a multicoloured
dressing gown, the fabric straining across his rounded stomach.
Janci arrived at the doorway with a rush, almost pushing Balby
over. Servants peered over their shoulders, filling the small hall.
Janci gave a cry and pushed passed Balby, running to Tollman and
flinging her arms round his neck.

“What happened,” she breathed in his ear. “Do we make a run for
it?”

Tollman felt a surge of affection for the girl. To the people
watching she was a hysterical girl seeking comfort, but behind the
charade she was coolly calculating. The blanket she had wrapped
round her had slipped down in her rush, Tollman pulled it up to
cover her.

“You’re not dressed to run anywhere,” he whispered, “I think
we’ll be all right.”

Jake had watched quietly through the exchange. He put the knife
on the table with a nod to Tollman. “We need to talk,” he said.

“Me as well?” asked Janci. Her question was almost a demand.

Jake looked at Balby who nodded.

Jake sighed. “Yes you’re included Janci.”

Janci smiled at Tollman. “I’ll put some clothes on,” she said,
and hurried out of the room.

Balby shooed most of the servants back to their rooms. He
instructed two of them to build up the fire and light the lamps. In
a short time the room was bright, with a blazing fire in the
hearth. A jug  of cider and glasses was brought to the table.
Tollman looked pointedly at the cider jug.

“Is that just cider, or are we going to be put to sleep
again?”

Jake looked at Balby who raised his eyebrows. Suddenly he
laughed.

“We have no secrets from this young man I think.”

Jake nodded in agreement and reached for the jug. “Just 
good cider this time Corrin.” He poured himself a glass and drank
it.

After their glassed were filled they pulled the big armchairs
round the fire. Tollman took a tentative sip. Well it tasted like
cider anyway, he thought. He looked across at Jake who was rolling
his glass between the palms of his hands. Finally Jake looked up.
He glanced at Balby who gave him a nod.

“I’m going to give you a history lesson,” began Jake. “Some of
it will be hard for you to take in, but believe me, what I’m going
to tell you is the truth.”

He lent forward in his chair.

“First of all Corrin, do you know what this country is
called?”

“Course I do,” replied Tollman. “It’s England.”

“And what’s the date?” asked Jake.

Tollman thought for a moment. “I’m not sure of the day, I’ve
lost track, but it’s mid October, about the fifteenth I think.”

“Near enough, it’s actually the seventeenth. And how do you know
that?”

“It’s in the church records, when people are born or get
married. They put the dates in a book. Donal tells us the date
every Sunday.” He paused. “Look what is this, what’s this got to do
with anything? I came here to get help to kill  those beasts,
the dragons.”

“I just wanted to see how aware you are. I know a lot of people
who  don’t even know they’re living in England,” replied
Jake.

Tollman shook his head with frustration. “The dragons, are you
going to help us?”  He paused.  “You know about those
things don’t you?”

Jake shook his head. “If I hadn’t seen the scales and read
Reads’ letter, I’d have thought you a madman. What I’m going to
tell you is nothing to do with dragons.” He held up his hands as
Tollman started to protest. “We’ll come to that subject later, just
listen to what I’ve got to say, it’s going to change your life.” He
looked at Janci. “Yours too young lady.”

Janci’s  hand crept into Tollman’s. “If you don’t help us
kill the dragons none of us are  going to have much of a
future,” she said sharply.

Balby rose from his chair and went to a cabinet in the corner of
the room. He unlocked it and returned to his chair carrying a large
book. He handed it to Jake. The book was old, with a faded cracked
binding. Tollman craned his head to read the front cover.

“World Atlas?” he said, puzzled.

Balby grunted with amusement. “They’ll both do Jake, get on with
it. The quicker they know the full facts the better.”

Jake put his drink down and stroked his hands over the book.
“Right.” He paused and looked up at Tollman and Janci. “What I’m
going to tell you will include some words you’ve never heard of.
I’ll try and explain as I go along, this book will help, but 
try and keep your questions till I’ve finished, all right?”

Tollman and Janci nodded.

“About two hundred years ago, England was the southern part of a
country known as Britain. The government, that is the people that
ran the country at that time,  were supporting another country
on the other side of the world. There were people that wanted to
bring down the government of that country.”

“Other side of the world?” exclaimed Tollman.

Jake opened the book and turned it so Tollman and Janci could
see the pages, his fingers tracing over the pictures. “This is a
picture of  Britain. It’s made up of several countries, 
England is  the bottom half, his finger stopped on the south
coast. “This little dot here is Exe”

Tollman stared. With one sweep of his hand, Jake had encompassed
the whole world as he knew it, and confirmed the stories of the
fabled lands to the north.

Jake turned the pages. “This shows all the countries in the
world, Britain is small compared to all the rest. Don’t try to take
it all in at once, you’ll get a full explanation later, all
right?”

Tollman reluctantly nodded.

Jake continued.  “The people trying to bring down the
government of that country deeply resented what they considered
outside interference, and decided to punish the British.  We
know what happened from the old records, they developed a new
disease and infected a suicide squad to travel to Britain to spread
it.”

Janci sat up with a start. “What do you mean, developed a
disease?

Jake sighed at the interruption. “All right. In those days they
could take an illness and turn it into something much more deadly.
The developed a mutation of the Corona virus, it was similar to the
flu but much more deadly.”

Tollman looked at him blankly. “Corona virus, mutation, what’s
that?”

 “A virus is a tiny thing that causes illness.” Jake held
his finger and thumb together. “It’s so small you can’t see it.
Mutation means they changed it to something else.”

“That sounds impossible,” said Tollman flatly. “No one knows
what causes illness. Anyway, the ‘flu can’t kill you, you just feel
ill for a few days, how could they change that?”

“They could in those days,” replied Jake. “Anyway, the infection
spread like wildfire in Britain. There was no cure. According to
the old documents we found they called it SAPHS.”

“Safs?” questioned Tollman.

Severe Acute Pulmonary Haemorrhagic Syndrome,” replied Jake
mouthing the words slowly. “The first sign of infection was a high
fever. Then the lungs started bleeding, that’s what pulmonary
haemorrhagic means. People were drowning in their own blood. A day
or so after that they were dead. No one lasted longer than three
days. It was a unstoppable. The suicide squad had spread out all
over the country so the disease couldn’t be contained in one area.
Then it got worse. People started dying outside of Britain. The
suicide squad had spread SAPHS in their own country and every
country they had travelled through on their way to Britain. The
people who had made the disease had made a big mistake. They
thought it couldn’t be passed on until four or five days after
infection. They were wrong, it was infectious almost immediately.
In those days they had things called vaccines that could cure
illnesses caused by viruses The virus that causes ‘flu can change
from year to year so normally that gives time to develop a
vaccine.  The disease they developed was much more virulent
than they had planned, it often changed from week to week. The
drugs they’d produced to protect themselves were useless within a
month, they just didn’t have enough time to make new vaccines.”

Jake paused and took a long drink from his glass.

“Britain was hit hard,” he continued.  “The hospitals were
overwhelmed, most of the doctors, healers that is, died along with
their patients. The death rate was nearly total, we estimate nearly
seventy million people died.”

Tollman shook his head. “I’m sorry, that means nothing to me,
how many is a million?”

Jake thought for a  minute. “Take Porthmarron where you
live. How many live there, about five or six hundred?”

Tollman thought for a moment. “About five hundred, including the
fifty or so extra on the farms round the village.”

Jake waved his hand. “Call it five hundred then.” Jake did a
quick mental calculation. “If you took two thousand villages like
Porthmarron, that’s a million people. The population as a whole
would fill one hundred and forty thousand villages.”

“And they all died?” gasped Janci.

“Nearly all,” said Jake. “You’ve got to imagine what is was
like. There was no one to bury the bodies, they just rotted were
they lay. The whole country became virtually uninhabitable. Only a
few isolated pockets survived.”

“Did it kill only people?” asked Janci. “Did it kill the animals
too?”

Jake shook his head. “It didn’t affect animals.” That’s why you
have packs of wild dogs. They were  pets that ran wild.” He
paused. “Except the pigs. They all died. I’ve been told they are
very similar to us, maybe that’s why they suffered like the
people.”

“Never heard of pigs,” said Tollman. “What about wolves and big
cats. You’re not going to tell me that they were pets too.”

“Not pets,” replied Jake. “They were kept in zoos. Those were
places were wild animals were kept so people could  go and
look at them. When things got really bad as society broke down,
some people released them.”

“Stupid bastards,” exclaimed Tollman. “If they could see the
damage they do to our farm animals.”

“Yeah, well they thought they were giving the animals a chance
to survive. If they’d stayed in the zoos they would’ve starved to
death. Remember the whole country was in chaos. It was just as bad
on the continent.”  Seeing the blank looks Jake explained
further. “If you go out to sea from here and travel about a hundred
miles or so you’ll come to land. It’s much bigger than England, a
lot more people lived there.” He tapped the page, “There.”

“I’ve seen it,” said Janci excitedly. “When we’re out fishing.
Sometimes when the weather is clear you can see cliffs and
fields.”

“You’ve never landed there?” asked Jake.

Janci shivered. “No, we’ve heard strange stories about that
place, we never get nearer than a few miles from it, and then only
if the fishing is good there.”

“Anyway,” continued Jake. “Because the continent was so much
bigger than Britain with more people, SAPHS spread more slowly.
They thought Britain was the source of the infection. At first
other countries tried to help Britain, but when they realised how
high the death rate was, and a cure was impossible, the country was
quarantined. In the meantime any Britons that could, left the
country, or tried to. Ships from Britain were banned from 
entering  other countries and any that tried were sunk. All
plane flights from Britain were grounded, no country would let them
land.”

“Planes??” said Tollman and Janci together.

“Imagine a vehicle shaped like a huge bird,” interjected Balby.
“People could sit inside the body and be carried for miles at high
speed.”

Tollman shook his head. “I’m not stupid, there’s no such
thing.”

“Yes there were Corrin,” replied Jake. “Later on I can show you
pictures of them, for now just accept what I say is true. All
right?”

“This tale is getting more unbelievable by the minute,” 
said  Tollman. Seeing the look on Jake’s face he raised his
hands. “All right, we’ll take what your saying is the truth. For
now anyway,” he added.

“I told you, you’d be given proof of what I’m telling you later
on,” replied Jake. “Just bear with me for now.”  He paused.
“Now, do I go on?”

Janci lightly punched Tollman on the arm.  “Yes go on,” she
said. “I’ll keep him quiet.”

“The people of Britain were desperate,” continued Jake. “They
packed the ports trying to get on to any ship that would take them
out of Britain. The other countries then bombed the ports to
destroy the ships.”  Before Tollman could ask, Jake explained.
“You’ve seen the fireworks at the summer fairs. Imagine a firework
thousands of times bigger. They dropped them from the planes I was
telling you about. Some of these bombs were so big they changed the
shape of the coastline. We had a hell of a job matching up these
old maps to the present day countryside.”

“There’s that We again,” said Tollman. “I think it’s about time
you explained just who you are.”

“I’m coming to that,” said Jake. He refilled his glass and took
a drink. “The people on the continent had no more luck stopping
SAPHS than Britain, the death rate was the same. They had the same
problem as Britain. The people who could have found a cure were
often the first ones to die. After a couple of years the population
was gone, or nearly so.”

“I don’t understand how any illness could spread over the whole
world,” said Tollman. He tapped the picture of Britain on the map
book. “If this little drawing is where we live, then the rest of
the world must be huge, how could that happen?”

“Remember the planes I told you about?” said Balby.

Tollman nodded.

“They could hold maybe two, three hundred people. If just one
infected person was on board, nearly everyone would catch the
infection. Once the plane landed, these people would maybe catch
other planes to other places. The people on those planes would also
become infected. In those days, planes flew all round the world. It
didn’t take long for the infection to spread everywhere.”

“When did you say this all happened?” asked Tollman.

“As near as we can judge, about two hundred years ago, in two
thousand and fifteen,” replied Jake.

“You say everyone died. Does that include the ones that started
it?” asked Janci.

Jake nodded.

Janci frowned. “Good,” she said with vehemence. “”At least that
was something.”

“And now we come to me,” said Jake.  He flipped the pages
of the book. “About two thousand miles or so to the west of here,
is the country I come from, America.” 

“Two thousand miles,” said Tollman slowly. “Before this, I
thought there was nothing but sea out there.”

Jake shook his head. “No so, America is a real place. The east
coast, that is the coast nearest to Britain, suffered almost as
much as Britain, because people from Britain entered the country
before the Americans realised how bad the situation was. But there
was a difference. The population of America at that time were
armed. As the virus spread westwards, communities barricaded
themselves and killed any stranger that tried to get in. Law and
order broke down completely. Anyone suspected of carrying the virus
was killed. The slightest sign of a cold could be a death sentence.
We reckon more people were killed that way, than died of SAPHS. The
whole of the west coast became broken up into small isolated areas
that cut themselves off from the rest of the country. Some survived
many did not, it only took one infected person to get near them to
wipe out the whole community. They couldn’t stay inside the
barricades all the time, they had to go outside to farm once their
food ran out. The eastern area of the country was depopulated
completely, We reckon less than twenty percent of the population of
the west survived. They had the same problems as Britain, the early
death of their skilled healers, people scattering from infected
areas and unburied bodies everywhere. Added to that they had the
constant danger from infected people from other countries trying to
reach the coast.”

“That couldn’t have lasted long,” said Tollman. “You said an
infected person only lasted about three days. After that there
shouldn’t have been any left alive.”

“It didn’t work out that way,” replied Jake. We later found out
that some people didn’t die from the virus. They could infect
others but they didn’t die themselves. They were natural immunes,
carriers of the disease that could wipe out hundreds. When people
began falling ill, uninfected people scattered to other places. The
carriers went along with them, nobody realised until it was too
late who was spreading the disease. When they found out, the
carriers were killed.”

Janci winced. “My God,” she exclaimed. “It must have been awful.
Supposing you found out your wife or husband was a carrier. Or your
children.”  She shook her head.

“It was pretty rough,” agreed Jake. “The population was thrown
back to subsistence farming. Nobody dared go near the cities
because of the rotting bodies and the fear of infection. Nearly all
the technology was lost. It took nearly a hundred years before the
country had cleansed itself and the people could start
rebuilding.”

“All right,” said Tollman. “So what are you doing here?”

“Like I said, we started rebuilding. The cities had been
virtually destroyed. Some of the destruction was deliberate, the
people at the time had tried to burn out centres of infection, some
of it was just the passage of time. After a while we started
exploring, to try and find out what the rest of the world was like.
The first explorers to reach England found out the hard way that
the virus was still active. They all died.”

“Hold on,” interjected Tollman. “How come we’re still alive, and
what about you. Does this mean SAPHS is gone now?”

Jake shook his head. “You and the rest of the population are
natural immunes. You’re descendants of the carriers that survived.
You can still catch it, but it usually won’t kill you but if you so
much as breathed on anyone not immune, they’d be dead in a couple
of days.”

Tollman and Janci gasped. “They’d die? whispered Janci.

Jake nodded.

“But we wouldn’t die,” pressed Tollman.

“No, most times you people just have about a week of illness, I
treated you when you were a child, remember?”

“Yes I remember you. You treated my parents as well. They still
died,” said Tollman bitterly.

“I know,” said Jake. “I did all I could, but some people are
more susceptible than others. We still don’t know why, but we’re
working on it.”

“What about you,” demanded Janci. “You haven’t  told us why
you’re still alive, or what your doing here.”

“I’m a natural immune as well,” replied Jake. “It’s a rare
condition in America, every child is tested at birth. Any child
found to be a natural immune is offered a special job with a
Government agency when he grows up. If they accept the position
they receive special training, the job is guaranteed for life. Not
all accept, I’m one of the few that did.”

“Special job?” asked Tollman. “If its so special and it’s
guaranteed for life, why so few?”

“Because it means giving up a comfortable life in America and
living over here for the rest of our lives.”

“Never go back?” asked Janci.

“We can go back,” replied Jake. “But we have to go through a
decontamination procedure and we’re pumped so full of drugs, it’s
hardly worth it.” He held up his hands to quieten their questions.
“Decontamination means being cleaned inside and out. Drugs are sort
of medicines, they won’t cure it, but they can control the disease
and stop you infecting others.”

“You still haven’t said why you’re here,” said Janci.

“Two reasons, one to find a cure for the disease. Back when
SAPHS first broke out, if they’d had more time, they probably could
have found a cure. We’ve lost that technology, we’re trying to
rediscover it. The second reason is to help you people. We’re not
allowed to give you too much technology, our government doesn’t
want you people developing ships that could reach America for
instance.”

“So we’re deliberately being held back?” asked Tollman
bitterly.

Jake shook his head. “We’re not holding you back, we’re just
letting you have very limited amounts of our technology.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” complained Janci. “

Jake shrugged. “Fair or not, that’s how it is. It’s true, if we
had helped you, you would be more advanced than you are now, but
not by much. Unlike America, you lost too many people, too much
knowledge was lost.  We’re clean of the virus in our country,
we can’t risk reintroducing it back into our population, not until
we have a cure. We’re going to keep you at this level of 
development until we’re sure we can beat the disease. We do what we
can to help you but only within the limits we’ve been set.”

Tollman and Janci sat in a stunned silence. Finally Tollman
said. “How long have you been here?”

“I’ve been here for about twenty years now,” replied Jake. “We
first set foot in Britain about seventy years ago, our teams
started coming here full time about fifty years ago.”

Tollman looked at Balby. “What about him, is he one of your
teams too?”

Up to this point Balby had been sitting staring into the fire
with his eyes half shut. He looked up and smiled at Tollman. “No,
I’m not one of the teams, Corrin. I was born here. I was recruited
by Jake many years ago.”

“We have local people to help us,” explained Jake. “We can’t do
it all on our own. We select local people after careful checking,
usually they’re people we’ve come to know very well and can trust
their judgement. Mr Balby is one, Mr Read in Porthmarron is
another. You and Janci have selected yourselves for the job.”

“Us!” exclaimed Janci, “Why us?”

Balby shifted in his seat. “For a start you had your suspicions
about us and followed it up. Now you know the truth. Mr Read is an
old man, eventually we’ll need someone to take his place in
Porthmarron. We were looking for a replacement, but you seem to
have made the choice for us. You’re both young and intelligent, if
you accept the job you’ll be doing a great service to our country
and its people. Until we find a cure for this accursed plague
England is going to be cut off from the benefits America can
offer.”

Tollman sat stony faced. “And if we choose not to accept the
job?” he asked.

Jake stared at him, his eyes like dark blue pebbles. “Don’t,” he
said shortly. “We cannot allow this knowledge into the rest of the
population. If it became known that America existed with its better
standard of living, it wouldn’t be long before some enterprising
sea captain decided to sail there and see for himself. If that
happened the American government would take extreme measures to
prevent the possible spread of the disease. If the ship couldn’t be
turned back it would be sunk. Anyone who knew the crew of the ship
and had knowledge of America would be dealt with. The same would
happen to you two.”

“You’d kill us?” exclaimed Janci.

Jake shook his head. “No, but Corrin would never see Porthmarron
again and you would never be allowed to see your family. You’d be
taken up north and isolated. You’d spend the rest of your lives
farming a small piece of land. You’d have no contact with anybody
but members of our teams. If you tried to escape then I’m afraid
you would be killed. We cannot risk the loss of life if you
talked.”

Tollman slumped back in his chair. “Bloody hell, you’ve given us
some pretty convincing reasons for accepting the job.” He looked at
Janci who smiled and nodded to him. “We do accept of course, we’d
be mad not to.”

Jake sighed with exasperation. “Why give the impression that you
might not then?”

Janci smiled. “He’s just got a stubborn streak that’s all.”

“I felt I was being rushed into something I wasn’t sure about,”
explained Tollman. “I’d already made up my mind to accept as soon
as Mr Balby told us about it. I just wanted to see if I had a
choice, that’s all.” He held up his hand, three fingers extended.
“Three questions. What did you do to me when I had my knife at your
throat,  what is that thing in the sideboard and what is a
Procurator?”

Jake smiled. “It’s an old fighting technique. I cut off the
blood to your brain by pressure on the arteries in your neck. It
works very well doesn’t it?”

Tollman rubbed his neck. “Yes it does,” he said ruefully. He
pointed at the sideboard. “And that thing?”

“It’s a device that lets us talk and see each other over long
distances. Once you and Janci are set up you’ll have one of your
own. You’ll be shown how to use it in good time.”

 Balby stirred again. “The term Procurator is an old word
from up north. It’s a name given to a town leader or official, I
believe. When the first Americans came here they found a small
number of survivors in the north of the country. They’d survived
because they were immune to the virus. They were encouraged to move
to the south where it’s easier to farm. They brought the name with
them.”

“How many?” asked Tollman quietly.

“A couple of hundred from up north,” answered Balby. “Overall I
think we’d  be talking of a few thousand scattered about the
country.”

Tollman was stunned. “From the whole country?” 

Balby nodded.

Tollman and Janci had a lot to take in. In a short space of time
the world as they knew it had changed completely. The conversation
lulled. They sat and drank their cider and watched the flickering
flames in the fire.  Suddenly something in Tollman’s brain
clicked. He pointed at the sideboard.

“You said Mr. Read is one of your agents. Does he have one of
those things?”

Jake nodded.

Tollman turned to Balby. “Did Mr. Read use it to tell you we
were coming and why?”

“Yes of course he did, why do you ask?”

Tollman lent forward in his chair. Two angry red spots burning
on his face. “Then why all that rubbish about us bringing you the
letter and the scales. If I hadn’t been carrying them, Boles would
never have attacked us and Hak would still be alive.”

Balby put down his drink and made calming motions with his
hands. “I’m sorry about your friend Corrin, but the letter was
important.  It identified you so I knew you were the people
Mr. Read had sent. Jake and I also needed to see the scales for
ourselves.”

Somewhat mollified Tollman said, “They were still the cause of
Hak’s death, if Mr. Read hadn’t made such a point of how important
they were, we’d never had been attacked.”

Balby shrugged. “If you’d been travelling on any other ship, it
never would have happened. Mr. Read had no way of knowing.”

Janci put her hand on Tollman’s arm. “He’s right Corrin,” she
said.

Tollman lent back in his seat and sighed. “I suppose you’re
right.” He paused and looked at Jake. “Now, what are you going to
do about the Dragons.”










Chapter 17
New Chapter


    Tollman and Jake walked down to the harbour
in the early morning mist. They had stayed up half the night
discussing how to deal with the dragons. At first, Jake had been
reluctant to use the word, but as Tollman described the animals in
greater detail, he decided no other word would fit Tollman’s
description. Balby had shown Tollman an old book of children’s
fairy tales. The pictures of dragons in the book could have been
drawn from life from the thing he had killed. Jake had decided they
would travel to Porthmarron in his boat so he could kill one of the
beasts himself. Janci, much to her dismay was to remain a guest in
Balby’s house until Tollman’s return.

“I want to come with you,” she had exclaimed, her face screwed
up with frustration.

Tollman sighed, he’d explained many times the danger that they
would face trying to kill a dragon for Jake to look at, but Janci
would have none of it.

“At least let me come to Porthmarron with you,” she cried.

“It might not be safe even there,” replied Tollman.  “They
could have reached the village by now,  for all I know there
may be no one left alive in Porthmarron, God knows what’s happening
there.”

Eventually she had reluctantly agreed to stay behind. Her
anxiety lessened by Balby’s promise to send a messenger to her
house to tell her father she was all right and to keep her informed
of Tollman’s safety by talking to Read on his communication
equipment.

Tollman carried his new bag over his shoulder, it thumped
comfortingly against his side. It held a pack of food Balby’s
servants had prepared for him. Jake carried a large knapsack on his
back, and under his arm, a long leather bag, tied firmly shut at
the end  with leather laces. A long strap attached at each end
of the bag looped over his shoulder. Tollman had asked casually
what it was but Jake had shaken his head.

“You’ll find out later,” he said cryptically.

They walked round the edge of the harbour until they came to a
cluster of boat houses at the far end. Tollman followed Jake to a
small door in the side of the first boat house. Inside it was dark
and  Tollman could just make out the shape of the boat. A T
shaped beam of daylight lightened the gloom  where the double
doors to the harbour didn’t quite meet and the tops of the doors
had sagged away from the door frame. The boat moved gently up and
down as ripples from the harbour entered under the doors. A narrow
walkway ran round three sides. Jake told Tollman to go round to the
other side and they both walked along the walkway to the doors.
Jake freed the doors by pivoting a wooden beam across their centre,
then together, they heaved on ropes fixed to the centre of the
doors and pulled them open. Light flooded in, and Tollman got his
first good look at the boat. It was about thirty feet long with a
ten foot beam. It was clinker built with stout overlapping planks,
heavily varnished. It had a cabin fore and aft with a cockpit
nestling between them. A narrow deck ran down both sides. Jake
undid the mooring lines and indicated to Tollman to climb aboard.
Using long poles taken from the side decks, they pushed the boat
out into the harbour, round the front of the boat house, to the
harbour wall. Jake secured the boat to rings set in the harbour
wall.

“We’ll pull  the mast up,” said Jake. “Get up on the
harbour wall, you can help pull from there.”

Tollman looked around. Jumping up onto the rear cabin roof he
reached for a set of iron rungs set in the wall. Reaching the top,
he looked down at Jake.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

The mast lay along the length of the boat, its bottom pivoting
between two iron plates. Jake reached for a rope attached to the
top end of the mast and threw its coils up to Tollman.

“See that pulley on the stanchion?”

Tollman looked round and nodded.

“Run the rope through that and pull when I tell you.”

Tollman lent against the stanchion and watched Jake attaching
ropes to various parts of the mast. He looked around the harbour.
Boats of all sizes were entering and leaving, their wakes sparkling
in the early morning sunlight. Two large sailing vessels were being
unloaded further round the key. Nobody seemed to be taking any
notice  of Jake’s boat.

 Finally Jake looked up. “All right pull.” 

As he pulled the boat surged forward until the mooring ropes
were stretched tight.

Jake lifted the top of the mast from the rear cabin roof and
walked along the roof pivoting  the mast between the iron
plates as he did so. Tollman heaved on the rope until Jake was
standing at the end of the rear cabin, his arms above his head,
holding the mast at an angle to the deck. He looked up at Tollman.
“Tie the rope on to that cleat, make sure it doesn’t run through
the pulley or the mast will fall down.”

Tollman did as he was told, holding onto the end of the rope for
safety. He watched as Jake ran another rope from the top of the
mast to a pulley at the bow.  Jake lent back on the rope,
taking up the slack. “All right, we both pull together.”

Tollman pulled, and the mast slowly came upright, the rigging
ropes falling into place. Jake looked at the backstay, and
satisfied it was tight enough, told Tollman to tie his rope to the
cleat again. Jake tied off the rope he’d been pulling to a cleat at
the bow and relaxed. “You can untie the rope now,” he said.

Tollman tossed the coils into the boat and climbed back down to
the cabin roof.

“How do you do that without any help,” he asked.

Jake shrugged. “It takes longer and I’m up and down the ladder
like a squirrel up a tree. Now keep out of my way while I get the
sails rigged.”

 At first Tollman sat in the cockpit and watched as Jake
rigged the sails. After Jake had stepped  over him for the
third time He decided to sit in the forward cabin out of the way.
He stepped through the hatch taking  Jake’s knapsack and long
bag with him. He looked around, a puzzled look on his face. He
climbed back into the cockpit and put his head into the door of the
rear cabin. He turned round to Jake who was busy with the
sails.

“Not much room in those cabins. The floor’s not flat in either
of them. What are those big bulges for, there’s hardly room for the
bunks.”

Jake looked up from the coil of rope in his hands. “You’ll find
out in a couple of hours.” He grinned at Tollman. “Now sit quiet
and let me finish.”

Tollman sat in the corner of the cockpit idly running his hands
over the woodwork. The feel of the wood under his hands was slickly
smooth. He looked closer, then lent over the side to look at the
hull. What he had taken as overlapping planks looked as if they
were carved from one piece of wood. There was no sign of the 
fine line between the planks where they overlapped. Mystified he
turned back to Jake who was watching him with amused eyes.

“This is a bloody funny boat,” said Tollman flatly.

“It’s a bloody good boat,” replied Jake. “You’ll find out how
good in a couple of hours from now.”

“You’re determined to keep me guessing,” said Tollman, growing
tired of the game Jake was playing. “When can we get going?”

“Now,” said Jake. 

They sailed out of the harbour under the jib alone, hoisting the
main sail once they were clear of the harbour entrance. Jake sat on
a seat on the right hand side of the cockpit, his hands resting
lightly on the small wheel fixed to the bulkhead of the forward
cabin. Tollman sat on the seat on the other side of the cockpit as
Jake explained how the boat was handled.

“All the control lines are led to here,” he said, gesturing at
the top of the forward cabin roof. “The jib is self tacking.” He
paused. “Do you know what that means?”

Tollman nodded remembering his time with Janci in the
dinghy.

“You don’t have to leave the cockpit,” continued Jake. “Very
useful in bad weather.”

The boat headed straight out to sea. After a while Tollman grew
worried.

“Shouldn’t we be turning to go along the coast?” He asked.

Jake shook his head. “I  want to be well out of sight of
land before we do.”

Tollman looked over his shoulder. The harbour was out of sight,
the land had merged into a dark line on the horizon.

“Surely we’re far out enough now,” he said.

Jake looked back. “Give it a few more minutes.”

The boat rode gently up and down in the swell. As it rose Jake
peered over his shoulder. The dark line of the coast had
disappeared.

“Right this is far enough.” He turned to Tollman. “Stay in your
seat, whatever you see or hear, don’t move. I’ll explain it all
once we get going.”

“Get going?” said Tollman mystified. “I thought we were
going.”

Jake stared at him. “Just stay in your seat.”

Jake reached under the wheel, and a panel on the bulkhead above
the wheel sprung out. He raised the bottom edge until it clicked
into place, forming a hood above the wheel. Under the hood Tollman
could see a square window similar to the one he had discovered in
Balby’s sideboard. Next to it were two small round windows. A row
of buttons lay beneath the windows. Jake pressed one of the buttons
and a low rumble came from the rear cabin. The windows lit up.
Tollman clutched the hand rail in front of him as he felt a
vibration through the boat.

“What the hell…” He looked at Jake who was busy pressing
buttons. A rattle made him look up. The main sail was lowering
itself, rolling tightly round the boom as it slid down the mast. A
noise from the front of the boat jerked his head round. The jib was
rolling itself round its stay, getting smaller and smaller until it
was a tightly rolled bundle round the forestay. Memories of tales
told to him as a child of witches and demons flashed into his mind.
Jake pressed more buttons and thumps and whines vibrated up through
Tollman’s seat. He clung to the handrail with white knuckles as he
turned to Jake for reassurance.

Jake swung round in his seat. “Right Corrin, a quick
explanation. This boat doesn’t only have sails. It has an engine.
You’ll learn more about it later, but for now take it that it’s a
mechanical device that can push the boat along. Those noises you
heard was me changing the shape of the hull. Sailing boats have a
different shape to boats with engines. The bulges in the cabins are
housings to take the hull extensions that move out to change the
shape.”

Tollman nodded, too shocked to speak.

“Hang on,” said Jake. “We’ll go now.” He moved a small lever on
the side of the boat and the rumble from the rear cabin rose to a
muted roar. The boat leapt forward, its bow rising.

Tollman hung onto the grab handle. “Jesus Christ, how fast are
we going?” The wind from their speed made his eyes water and he
ducked his head down below the cabin top.

“We’re doing about forty knots,” replied Jake. “You’d be lucky
to get four or five knots out of that dinghy you came to Exe
in.”

He turned the wheel and the boat curved gently round until it
was heading for Porthmarron.

After a short while Tollman began to enjoy the ride. The boat
cut through the water, occasionally slamming into a wave. He learnt
to ride with the motion, allowing the seat to absorb the shock. He
turned to Jake.

“I think it’s about time you did some explaining,” he said
tersely.

Jake nodded, concentrating on his controls. Finally he looked up
and relaxed back in his seat. “All right, fire away.”

“For a start, tell me about this boat, is this what they have in
America?”

Jake shook his head. “No this is a specialised boat, made for
us. It costs a fortune, it has to look like a normal sailing boat,
all the extras have to be hidden.”

“Like that little window,” said Tollman pointing.

“That’s my radar,” said Jake. “It lets me see anything on the
sea for miles around even at night or in fog. If I see another boat
I can avoid it. I wouldn’t want anyone seeing what this boat can
do. If I was recognised, my work here would be finished.”

“It’s not made of wood, is it,” said Tollman.

“I saw you’d spotted that,” replied Jake. “No, its a special
resin, made to look like wood. It’s not a perfect copy but I make
sure nobody inspects it a closely as you did.”

For the next two hours Tollman listened as Jake explained the
workings of his boat. There was a lot to take in but his confidence
that Jake might be able to handle the dragons grew as he realised
just how much technology Jake had at his disposal. An hour into the
journey he opened his bag and shared out his food with Jake. They
sat,  companionably munching on their snacks. They had the sea
all to themselves. The boat cut cleanly through the water, the sun
glittering on the wake boiling at the stern. Tollman half dozed in
the mild autumn sun.  Suddenly Jake looked up in alarm.
“Christ, too close.” He swung the wheel round and headed back out
to sea.

Tollman looked about him. He could see nothing that could cause
Jake’s sudden concern.

Jake glanced at him. “My fault. I was day dreaming, not
concentrating on the radar.”

Seeing the look on Tollman’s face, he explained.

“We’re too close to the coast. Someone could have seen us. I’ll
get below the horizon and then we can raise the sails and come in
like a ordinary boat. The people at your village must be pretty
frightened at the moment, God knows what they’d think if they saw
us coming in at forty knots.”

“Upset would be putting it mildly,” said Tollman with a
grin.

“One thing,” said Jake. “Not a word about this, not even a hint.
You and Janci won’t be ready for some time yet. You both have a lot
of training to go through before we set you up as team
members.”

After the wild ride under power, progress by sail seemed to take
forever. The coast slowly came into view, and as the time passed,
Tollman could make out details of the harbour.

“They’ve seen us,” he said. “There’s quite a crowd on the
harbour wall.”  He looked at Jake. “How do I explain you?”

“You don’t,” said Jake shortly. “I’ll do the explaining. As far
as the village is concerned, I’m a friend of the Procurator come to
help. You don’t say anything, you might let something slip out
accidentally. Just follow my lead, agree with everything I say, all
right?”

Tollman nodded. “I’ll have to tell them about Hak, his wife will
want to know what happened to him.”

“That’s different,” replied Jake. “Talk all you want about
things like that, just keep quiet if they ask about me. They will
do, I imagine. As soon as they get you alone they’re going to be
very interested in me. All you know is, I’m a friend of the
Procurator come to help, nothing more.”

The boat neared the harbour entrance and Jake pulled the
mainsail down by hand. With a warning look at Tollman he steered
towards the harbour wall and the waiting crowd.


           
Lethbridge stood on the harbour wall, watching the boat approach.
He turned to Heale, standing beside him.

“I can see Corrin and another man, I can’t see any sign of
Hak.”

Heale shaded his eyes with his hand. “Maybe he’s in one of the
cabins,” he said doubtfully. “I’d have thought he’d be up on deck
this near to home.”

The boat glided up to the harbour wall and Tollman, standing on
the fore cabin top, threw a rope to one of the waiting villagers
who quickly tied it round a post. The crowd on the harbour watched
in silence as he and Jake climbed up the rungs to the top.
Lethbridge and Heale came forward to meet them, their faces
frowning with apprehension.

“Hak?” said Heale.

“I’m sorry, he’s dead,” replied Tollman.

A low moan came from the crowd as the news was passed round. A
woman rushed forward, grabbing Tollman’s arm. Hak’s wife faced him,
her face white. She gulped convulsively, trying to keep her
composure in front of the crowd.

“What happened Corrin, where’s Hak.”

“I’m sorry Anne, the crew of the Sonntag, they killed him. I had
to jump overboard to escape them,” replied Tollman.

Hak’s wife gripped Tollman’s coat. “What happened to his body
Corrin, where is it?”

Tollman shook his head. “I don’t know, Anne, after I jumped off
the boat, she sailed away. I never saw him after that.” He turned
to Lethbridge. “They were after what was in my bag. I think they
thought I had something valuable on me. God knows what they thought
it was, how could anyone from Porthmarron have anything valuable
enough to kill for?”

Lethbridge frowned, his round face screwing up, almost closing
his eyes. “You only had the letter and the scales, didn’t you?”

Tollman nodded.

“It surely can’t have been them they were after,” he said
puzzled.

Anne half collapsed and Heale moved next to the woman and put
his arms round her. “Come on Anne, we can’t talk here.” He looked
at Tollman, then at Jake, who up to now had been standing quietly
to one side. “You’d better introduce us.”

Jake stepped forward. “My name’s Jake, the Procurator sent me to
help you with your little problem.”

“Just one man?” said Lethbridge in a shocked voice. “Are no more
coming? I thought he’d send at least a dozen. Do you know what we
have here?”

Jake nodded. “Corrin has explained everything. I’m here to see
for myself. If what you say is true, I can call others to help
me.”

Heale’s head came up. “What do you mean, if what we say is
true.” His face contorted with anger. “We’ve got dead men to prove
what we say is true.” He turned away in disgust. “One man, one
bloody man, is this all the help we’re going to get?”

Jake held up his hands in a placatory gesture, but when he
spoke, his voice had a ring of authority. “I said I’m here to help,
and I will help. But first I’ve got to see for myself.”

He was interrupted by Lethbridge. “We can’t talk here. We’ll go
to Mr. Reads house, you can tell us what you can do for us.” He
spoke to Anne who was weeping quietly onto Heale’s shoulder. “You
come too Anne, you’ve a right to know first hand what happened to
Hak.” He turned and addressed the crowd round him.  “Right, go
about your business, we can’t do anymore here, we’ll hold a meeting
in the church this evening, everything will be explained to you
then.”

Nobody moved, the villagers were not happy to be kept waiting
for news.

“What good is one man going to be,” shouted one man, thrusting
his face forwards in anger. The cry was taken up by others. “We
send for help and all we get is one man, and now we find Hak’s
dead. And you tell us to go about our business.” The man clenched
his fists as if to strike out in his anger and frustration.

Lethbridge could see his authority slipping away. He was rescued
by Heale who stepped forward until he was face to face with the
man.

“Glyn Veeder isn’t it?” he asked.

The man nodded.

“I know how you feel, your son’s dead and you want to know what
we’re doing about it. But it’s no good trying to talk here. Half of
you wouldn’t hear what was said. It’s better if you wait until this
evening.”

Veeder stared up at Heale.  After the dead blacksmith,
Heale was one of the biggest men in the village. After a long
moment Veeder took a step back. He sighed heavily, his shoulders
slumping. “I suppose so,” he mumbled at last. He turned his head
and stared at Jake, who was standing impassively beside Tollman.
“All I can say is, he better be good, that’s all.”

Heale pushed him gently on the shoulder. “Go on, go home Glyn.
Your wife needs you.”

Veeder turned away, his face working, trying to hold back the
tears of grief and frustration. He slowly walked up the lane away
from the harbour, the rest of the crowd watching in silence.

Heale looked up. “The rest of you, go home, wait ‘till this
evening. You’ll find out then what we’re going to do to get rid of
these monsters roaming the countryside.”

A woman pushed her way to the front of the crowd. “It’s not only
the countryside, what about the sea monster we saw, how we going to
deal with them. Our fishing boats can’t be safe with those things
out there.”

Lethbridge turned to Tollman. “It’s true, Corrin, we all saw it.
A couple of hours before you came in. It came towards the harbour
at tremendous speed, then it turned and sped out to sea.”

Realisation dawned on Tollman. They had seen the boat. He looked
at Jake. “We didn’t see anything did we?”

Jake slowly shook his head. “Not a thing, we had the sea to
ourselves.”

“Enough, enough,” said Lethbridge. He glanced up. Dark clouds
had covered the sun and a fine rain was beginning to fall. “Please,
go to your homes.”

The crowd slowly dispersed, the villagers walking away from the
harbour. There were many backward looks at Jake as Lethbridge led
his small party up the hill to Read’s house.

They were let into Read’s house by a servant and shown into his
study. Read sat in a chair, swaddled in a blanket. He didn’t look
well. His skin seemed translucent, the veins showing on his bald
skull. His hands shook visibly as he grasped his visitors hands in
greeting. He indicated to the chairs in the room and the party sat
in a circle facing him.

“As you can see I’m not a well man. I’ve been leaving most of
the work to Tim” he looked at Tollman. “I hope you’ve brought us
some good news, we haven’t done well so far.”

Tollman realised that Read knew who Jake was and what he had
come to Porthmarron for, but he went through the pretence of
introducing Jake.

They sat in a circle round the old man and Tollman told them of
his disastrous voyage, his rescue and his meeting with the
Procurator and Jake. There were many questions from all sides and
Tollman struggled to answer them, aware that the slightest slip
would expose Jake. At last the questions finished and a silence
descended on the small group. Finally they all looked at Jake, who
had been sitting silently in his chair.

“And what are you going to do to help us?” asked Heale.

“Tomorrow I’m going out to look at one of the dead animals. I
want to examine one, just to see what manner of beast we’re dealing
with. What I’ll do next depends on what I find.”

There was a shocked silence.

“Is that it?” snapped Lethbridge. “What you’re saying is, you
don’t know what you’re going to do to help us.”

“I didn’t say that at all,” replied Jake. “It’s no good me
giving you a load of promises if I don’t know what I’m dealing
with.”

Heale lent forward in his chair. “You know what they’re like.
Corrin must have told you, you’ve seen the scales, we’re not a
bunch of superstitious villagers making up stories.”

“Never said you were,” said Jake. “But if you want my help
you’ll let me do things my way. Until I see for myself I can’t do
anything.”

Heale flopped back in his chair. “All right,” he said
resignedly. “We’ll do it your way. It seems we have no choice. I’ll
get my men together for tomorrow morning.”

Jake shook his head. “No. I’ll go with one man as a guide.
Corrin will do, he knows where they are.”

“This is madness,” exclaimed Lethbridge. “Those things have
killed at least five of our men, eight if Rolf, Martin and the boy
are victims too.”

“I’m aware of that,” replied Jake. “But what I say goes. I go
with Corrin and Corrin alone. I don’t want to have to worry about
the safety of anyone else when I’m hunting.”










Chapter 18
New Chapter


     The next morning, Tollman and Jake
collected two horses from Read's stables and rode through the
village. The village was cloaked with a heavy mist, blurring the
outlines of the crowd that had come to see them off. The previous
evenings meeting had been long and noisy, the villagers reacting
with angry disbelief when they heard of Hak’s death, their anger
rising when they heard of Jake’s plan to go hunting. Jake had stood
by the alter and waited quietly until the shouting had slowly died
away. Eventually, like the group in Read’s house, they had to
accept his way was the only way they would get his help. The
meeting had broken up with the villagers filing out of the church
their anger still evident. It was a sullen and silent crowd that
watched as Tollman and Jake and rode out of the village. Most of
them never expected to see the two men again.

Once in the lane leading from the village, the mist seemed to
encircle the two riders. They rode in a grey world, the hedges
either side of the lane barely visible. The sound of their horses
hooves were muffled, even the jingle of the harness seemed muted.
They rode for about half a mile then Jake stopped his horse and
dismounted. He passed his horses reins to Tollman and shrugged his
pack from his shoulders and placed it on the ground. Undoing the
ties on his long bag, he took out what appeared to Tollman, a
crossbow. From where he sat on his horse, the details were
indistinct, but Tollman could see that it had no bow or bowstring.
There was a metallic clatter as Jake worked some mechanism on the
strange bow, and seemingly satisfied, he put it on the ground.
Opening his pack he took out a long flat metal box and attached it
to the underside of the bow. Jake reached into his pack and took
out two more of the boxes and put them into the pockets of his
coat. Tollman could see there were a number of bottles in
protective pouches along with several more of the metal boxes in
Jake’s pack. Jake retied his pack, swung it onto his back and
remounted, cradling his weapon in his arms. Tollman raised an
eyebrow in an unspoken question. Jake patted his weapon.

“My dragon killer,” he said shortly. “Right, tell me where we’re
going.”

Tollman nodded in the direction of the lane. “This follows the
bottom of the valley for about ten miles before it reaches the
hills. Old man Marchall has his farm up that way. To get to my farm
we have to branch off to the right a couple of miles from
here.”

“And that’s where you saw the dragons.”

Tollman shook his head. “No, we first saw them further out, up
at the nine sisters, they’re what we call the standing stones up
there. It’s about an hours ride from the farm.”

“We’ll go to the farm first,” said Jake. “We’ll work our way up
to the stones from there, see what we can find.”

The mist was so thick that Tollman nearly missed the small side
lane leading to Rolf’s farm. He guided his horse into it and after
a short while the ground began to slope upwards as they climbed out
of the valley bottom. A few miles further on they broke out of the
mist and started to see the surrounding countryside. Tollman looked
back over his shoulder and stopped his horse.

“Would you look at that,” he exclaimed.

Below them, the mist stretched away as far as they could see,
its top surface formed into rounded humps of white pillows. 
It looked solid enough to walk on.

“Very impressive,” grunted Jake. “I’m glad we’re out of that
stuff. We wouldn’t see anything coming at us until it was too
late.” He clicked his horse back into motion. “Come on, we don’t
want to waste time.”

They paused briefly at the farm to make sure everything was all
right. Two of Read’s men had been sent up to replace Pickard and
Bray who were back at the village recovering from their
ordeal.  Two very nervous men with crossbows levelled, peered
round the half opened door as Tollman and Jake crossed the farm
yard. The men were reluctant to let them go, and despite offers of
food and drink, Tollman and Jake continued their journey after a
quick look round the farm.

“They didn’t want us to go, that’s for sure,” said Tollman as
they rode up the lane away from the farm.

“Can’t blame them,” replied Jake. “They must feel pretty
isolated up here on their own.”

The lane was wide enough for them to ride side by side and
Tollman had his first good look at Jake’s weapon.

“Where’s the bow and string?” he asked.

“Huh?”

Tollman gestured at the bow. “I said where is the bow and
string. It’s a funny looking crossbow, I’d have thought you
would’ve put it together back in the lane.”

“It’s not a crossbow,” replied Jake. “You’ll learn all about it
later, I haven’t time for explanations now.”

Tollman grunted. “Seems there’s going to be a lot of things that
need explaining.”

“You said it,” replied Jake. “You and Janci are going to have to
go back to school for a couple of years.”

“What!” exclaimed Tollman. “Two years? How do I explain my
absence from Porthmarron for two years?”

“Easy,” replied Jake. “You’re both young, after this is over,
you and Janci can get married.” He turned to Tollman. “I take it
that’s what you both want?”

Faced with the question, Tollman paused. As he tasted the
thought he realised it was what he wanted. He nodded.

“As far as the rest of the village are concerned, you leave to
make your fortune,” continued Jake. “Two years later, you return a
rich man. We’ll set you both up. You’ll settle in Porthmarron and
continue the work that Read’s been doing. I warn you though,
Porthmarron is going to seem pretty quiet after what you will have
seen.”

After a short silence Tollman said. “There is one thing that
puzzles me.”

Jake repressed a grin. “Only one?” he asked.

“For the moment,” replied Tollman. “What was the language you
and Balby were talking back at the house. Sometimes I could
understand you, but other times you were talking nonsense.”

“English,” said Jake.

“How can that be, we’re talking English now. It’s nothing like
the language you and Balby were using.”

“They’re both English Corrin. A country’s language changes over
time. When two countries are separated for a couple of hundred
years the languages diverge.” Jake spread his hands in
illustration. “Each country changes in its own way. Before the
plague, both country’s spoke the same, you won’t find it too hard
to pick up American English.”

“That’s what puzzled me,” replied Tollman. “I could almost
understand what you were saying, every now and then it was almost
clear to me, then it went off into rubbish again.”

Jake thought for a moment. “What made you listen at the door
that night? I take it that’s when you heard us talking?”

Tollman nodded. “I went downstairs to have a piss, and I thought
I recognised your voice.  I remembered you treating us during
the illness that hit the village. I wondered why a healer would be
called in by Balby to help us kill those animals. When I met you
the next morning, I was sure you were the same man. You confirmed
it when we had our talk after you discovered me looking in your
sideboard.”

“A healer gives me a perfect reason to travel from place to
place,” said Jake. “We’re slowly bringing down the death rate from
disease and childbirth, but it’s a slow job. We can’t introduce too
many new techniques, we’re not allowed to.”

“You still haven’t discovered a cure for the disease that
started all this off,” said Tollman bitterly.

“No,” replied Jake. “Remember we lost nearly all of our
technology. Most of the books were lost. Mostly we had to rely on
memories passed down from generation to generation. After a couple
of  hundred years they get garbled, it took a long time to
sort out what was true and what was just folk lore. I reckon we’re
reached a stage they were at just before the plague hit them. With
some things we’re more advanced than they were, others could be
twenty to thirty years behind. Every year we make more discoveries,
it’s only a matter of time before we discover a cure. We lost so
many people, that’s why it’s taking us so long.”

“You think it’ll take twenty to thirty years before you find a
cure?” asked Tollman.

Jake shook his head. “No it’ll be quicker than that. We didn’t
lose all the technology. The big thing at the moment is
bio-technology.”

He paused as Tollman started to open his mouth. “Don’t ask,
you’ll find out later. They had made great advances back then and
we’re catching up fast.” Jack slapped the weapon he cradled in his
arms. “Funny thing is, the knowledge of weapons was the thing we
lost least. In some ways, we’re more advanced than they were.”

Tollman grunted. “As long as it’s advanced enough to kill a
dragon.”

They rode in silence for several miles and as the distance from
the farm increased, the cultivated fields either side of the lane
gave way to open pasture. Tollman noticed Jake intently studying
the hedges, his lips moving silently.

“What’s up, trouble?” he asked.

Jake shook his head. “I was counting the different types of
plants in the hedge. I’ve been told that one extra is added for
every hundred years the hedge has been growing. By my count these
hedges are over nine hundred years old.”

“You can tell that just by what is growing there?” asked
Tollman.

“It’s a bit rough and ready, but that’s what I’ve been told,”
answered Jake. He thought for a moment. “That means these lanes
were in use before the plague.” He looked around. “There’s nothing
in sight, hold my horse for a minute.”

Jake dismounted and began digging in the earth with his knife.
He quickly dug down a few inches and then looked up at Tollman,
tapping the point of his knife in the bottom of the hole. Tollman
leaned in his saddle to see into the hole.

“What am I supposed to be looking at?” he asked.

Jake dug into a hard black substance and brought up a small lump
on the point of his knife.

“This lane was surfaced by the people before the plague. Over
the years earth has washed down from the hedges and covered it up.
I’ve found traces like this all over the country.”

Tollman looked up and down the lane. “So if we cleared the earth
off we’d have a hard surface to ride on, is that what you’re
saying.”

“If you cleared the earth, yes,” replied Jake. “But you’re not
going to. People might ask some very awkward questions, like how
you knew it was there, and who laid it in the first place, for
instance.”

Tollman frowned. “I hate this. Our lives could be so much better
if only we were allowed the things you take for granted, it’s
bloody unfair.”

“Don’t forget, I live here too. I have to put up with the same
conditions as you,” replied Jake. “I’ve told you the reasons why
you can’t be allowed to progress too far. That’s something you’re
going to have to live with. There’ll be times when you’ll be
tempted to interfere, but if you do without our permission, the
penalties could be severe.”

“I’d disappear and end up farming on my own up north, yes I
remember.” replied Tollman grimly.

Jake sheathed his knife and remounted. He looked around. “Right,
to the business in hand. I want to get out of this lane and into
the fields. We’ll leave the lane at the first break in the hedge.
When we spot a dragon I’m going to dismount and walk a little way
in front of the horses.” He held up his weapon. “This thing makes
quite a bit of noise,  that’s why I’m not using it from
horseback, I don’t want my horse shying and spoiling my aim. So
when I use it be prepared to control the horses.”

Tollman nodded, and they both urged their horses into a
walk.

They found a break in the hedge a few miles up the lane. They
crossed several fields, pushing their way through each boundary
hedge until they entered a field that sloped gently up towards a
tree lined horizon. The field was covered in grass with small
scrubby bushes scattered about. In the distance the line of trees
marked the beginning of a wood. They carefully picked their way
across the field avoiding the scattered mole hills that littered
the grass. Dark shapes moved sinuously through the trees, keeping
pace with the riders. Tollman pointed.

“There,” he whispered.

Jake turned and nodded. He quickly dismounted and passed his
reins to Tollman. He ran forwards a few yards and knelt down. From
his pocket he brought out the flat boxes Tollman had seen him take
from his pack, and placed them on the ground in front of him. He
lifted his weapon and aimed it at the dragons who by now had
emerged from the cover of the trees. He waited as they rushed down
the slope towards him. Tollman counted four of the beasts, and as
they approached he held his breath. His concern mounted as they
drew nearer. What was Jake waiting for, why didn’t he use his
weapon. “Use it, use it,” he breathed.

 Jake fired. There was a high pitched crackle like the
sound of ripping canvas, and a spear of flame erupted from the
weapon in Jake’s hands. The head of the nearest dragon
disintegrated into fragments of blood and bone and the animal
stopped as if it had run into a wall. It’s front legs collapsed and
it ploughed into the ground. Tollman hung tightly to the reins as
the horses tossed their heads and skittered back and forth, their
hooves kicking up clods of red earth.  Jake swung his weapon
and the noise and flame brought down another animal. Tollman
watched as Jake pulled the box from his weapon and picking another
from the ground, clicked it into place. With clinical efficiency he
picked off the remaining animals before they had covered a few
yards. The last animal to be killed did not die like the others. As
the others had crashed to the ground, it had reared up onto its
hind legs, exposing its belly to Jake’s fire. The animal was blown
over backwards by the force of the missiles hitting it.


           
Jake rose to his feet. “Come on, I want to have a good look at
these things. Balby was right, these things shouldn’t exist.”

Tollman dismounted and tied the reins to a nearby bush. He
walked over to Jake and touched the weapon.

“First show me that thing, I want to know how it works. If we’d
had one of those a lot of people needn’t have died.”

Jake hesitated then nodded. “All right. We call it a gun or
rifle. It shoots bullets, these things.”  He took the flat box
from the gun and showed it to Tollman. He pressed the top and a
cylindrical piece of metal dropped into Tollman’s hand. It was the
size of his middle finger, grey at one end, shiny brass at the
other.

“You know about fireworks, don’t you,” said Jake. “Well, bullets
are packed with similar stuff in here.” He tapped the brass. “ When
it explodes it pushes the grey part out of the end of the gun. The
sound you heard was a lot of bullets being fired together.”

Tollman examined the bullet. He gestured at the shattered head
of the nearest animal. “It seems very small to do so much
damage.”

“They travel very fast and hit very hard,” replied Jake. “Enough
talk, I want to look at those animals now.”

Together they walked over to the dead animals.

“Careful,” warned Tollman. “Remember what happened to Tony
Veeder. He got killed even though the thing looked dead.”

Jake nodded and walked slowly round the carcass. He opened his
pack and brought out a small box and pointed it at the animal. The
box made a low buzzing sound as Jake pressed a button on its
side.

“Camera,” he said, in answer to Tollman’s unspoken question. “It
makes an image like a painting, only faster. Other people need to
see what we’ve got here.” He put the camera back in his pack and
pulled out his knife. He turned to Tollman.

“Keep watch while I’m busy, there may be more of them in those
trees.”

Tollman nodded and stood back as Jake walked up to the
animal.  With some difficulty, Jake pushed his knife into the
belly and cut a slit along its length, working his knife round the
tough scales. Purple ropy intestines spilled out onto the grass.
The distended bag of the stomach deflated with a loud hiss as
Jake’s knife cut into it. Tollman watched with arms folded as Jake
worked on the animal. He cut samples of flesh and put them into
small fluid filled bottles which he placed carefully into his pack.
He extended one of the legs and examined the foot. By
experimenting, he found the place to press to extend the four
claws. A fifth claw projected from the back of the foot.

Tollman ran a finger over a claw. “No wonder they can turn so
fast, look at the grip those things would give it.”

Jake nodded and continued his examination, taking more samples
and bottling them. He extended the slit in the belly to the hind
legs, cutting away thick bands of muscle.

“Bloody hell,” he whispered. He pulled out a long purple sac and
slit it open, holding it out for Tollman to see inside.

“Eggs,” said Jake. He did a quick count. “These things must lay
like turtles. If we don’t kill these off, the countryside will be
swarming with them.” He dropped the sac back into the animal and
wiped the blood from his hands on the grass. “Right, let’s look at
the others.”

Three of the animals had been killed with head shots, the skulls
virtually blown to pieces. Jake walked over to the animal that had
been shot in the stomach. It lay on its side, the four legs curled
tight to the belly. One yellow green eye the size of an apple,
stared sightlessly up at the sky, the pupil a dark slit across the
centre. A long purple tongue hung out of the side of the mouth.

“Give me a hand,” grunted Jake. Together, they opened the mouth,
exposing row upon row of pointed teeth. Jake prized a couple out
with the point of his knife.

“Well I’d say this is definitely a carnivore,” he said dryly. He
sat back on his heels, tapping his knife absentmindedly on the
animal’s jaw. “These things are not natural. Large lizards I could
accept, but not these.”

Tollman didn’t know what Jake was talking about, but from the
worried expression on his face he didn’t think this was the right
time for lengthy explanations. They rode back to the village in a
thoughtful silence.
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    The USN Hovercraft, Antiqua, skimmed
effortlessly across the waves at sixty miles an hour. She had left
her usual station three hundred miles out in the Atlantic and was
fast approaching the English coast. Six hundred feet long, one
hundred and fifty feet wide, with a height of sixty feet, her one
hundred and thirty crew  members were glad to be relieved from
the boredom of quarantine patrol. Her topsides were painted with
jagged splashes of light and dark blue. Stopped in the water, she
was almost invisible against the moving waves, under way, only the
spray boiling up round her black skirt betrayed her presence. On
the bridge, one of the crew turned to the Captain.

“I have a signal sir.” He glanced back at his radar display.
“It’s Jake Hawthorn’s boat. He’s about eight miles out.”

The Captain spoke into his throat microphone. “All stop.” He
looked around the bridge. “We’ll let him come to us, no need to get
nearer the coast than we have to.”

The whine of the engines died away and the craft came to a halt.
The skirt deflated and she settled down onto the sea with the
ponderous grace of a matriarch sitting in an overstuffed
armchair.

Orders were passed down from the bridge and two large hatch
doors rolled back in the side of the hull exposing a cavernous
hold. The crew standing in the hatchway were dressed in total
environmental protection suits. They stood holding onto rails
against the movement of the craft. In the distance a small dot
approached them. Minutes later the shape of the small boat in front
of its boiling wake was clearly visible. Jake brought his boat up
to the hull with a sweeping turn, gunning the motor to bring the
boat to a halt along side the hatch. The boat gently bounced
against a large inflatable fender let down from the hatch. The men
in the hatchway grinned at him through their bubble helmets.

“Show off,” shouted a man, as lines were thrown down to the
boat. Jake grinned up at the faces looking down at him and
collected the lines, clipping them to rings set in the deck at the
bow and stern of his boat. The lines led up to two davits extending
out from the rim of the hatch. One of the men worked a small hand
set connected by a cable to a panel on the wall. He leaned out of
the hatch and watched carefully as the  lines became taut and
the motion of the boat stilled as she lifted away from the
buffeting of the waves. A suit was thrown down and Jake pulled it
on, making sure his bag was securely inside the suit before pulling
up the central zipper. After clamping the helmet firmly onto the
neck ring, he adjusted the air regulator on his chest and sat in
the cockpit, bracing his legs against the forward bulkhead. He
looked up and waved to the men in the hatch. The whine of the davit
motors took on a deeper note as the full weight of the boat came
onto the lines. Slowly the boat was hoisted up the fifteen feet to
the hatch, the davits pivoting to swing the boat into the hold. The
man at the hand set gently let the boat down into a cradle and the
rest of the crew attached lines to secure the hull to the cradle.
Jake jumped down from the boat and shook hands with the crew
leader.

“Good trip Jake?” he asked.

“I had to wait until I was clear of a couple of small fishing
boats. After that I had a clear run.”

The two men chatted as they watched the rest of the crew
disengage the davit lines. They attached a small motorised cart to
the cradle and pushed it to one side of the hold. The hatch doors
slowly closed and the overhead lights came on,  reflecting on
the puddles of sea water draining into the gullies criss-crossing
the floor of the hold.

One of the crew returned to Jake and the crew leader.

“All secure sir.”

The crew leader spoke briefly into an intercom and Jake felt the
motion of the Hovercraft change as the skirt inflated and the craft
got underway, heading back out to sea.

The crew leader nodded to his men. “All right, lets get cleaned
up.” He tapped Jake on the arm. “See you later.”

Jake nodded and walked with the men through a door leading to a
square room. The walls and ceiling were covered with stainless
steel,  reflections of the suited men rippled and undulated as
they filed into the room. One of the crew pulled the door shut
behind them and the crew leader thumbed a button on an intercom
panel set into the wall.

“Ready for DC.”

Hot jets of foaming water blasted from vents in the ceiling and
walls, swirling round the men. Jake copied the others, standing
with his legs apart, his arms held out,  slowly turning to
allow the decontaminating foam to reach every part of his suit.
After a few minutes the jets stopped and fans whisked the steam out
of the room. Apart from the muted gurgle of the water disappearing
through the honeycomb floor the room was silent. Jake felt his suit
warm as blowers pumped hot air into the room.

“Prepare for UV radiation,” said a flat mechanical voice. 
Even though Jake squeezed his eyes shut, he could sense the intense
purple light bathing the room. He stood there until a buzzer
sounded and the fans turned off. At the same time the light winked
out, leaving after images dancing before his eyes. The crew walked
through a hatch at the end of the corridor, the last man giving
Jake a laconic wave as he pulled it closed, the wheel set in the
centre of the hatch rotating as he dogged it tight.  Jake
waited until the lights above the door change from red to green and
then turned and went through a door painted bright red leading to a
small ante-room. He stripped off his suit and hung it on a peg near
the door. Crossing the room, he opened a door on the opposite wall.
His ears popped as the door opened. The air pressure in this part
of the ship was lower than standard. If a door gasket failed, air
would leak into his rooms, not out into the rest of the ship. This
was to stop the possible contamination of the rest of the ship by
the virus he undoubtedly breathed out with every breath he
exhaled.

Situated at the rear of the Hovercraft, his rooms were
completely cut off from the rest of the ship. He looked around. It
had been two months since his last visit. A  lounge area with
kitchen made up most of the space. A door leading to a bathroom and
shower was on the opposite wall. He crossed the lounge and passed
through a door next to the bathroom leading into a small room. The
wall opposite the door had a large transparent window extending
from near the ceiling down to waist level. A table and chair were
the only furniture. To one side of the window the hatch of an
airlock extended out from the wall. On the other side of the glass
a group of men waited. Jake took his bag from his shoulder and
opened it, putting his sample bottles into the airlock. The airlock
led directly into a sealed cabinet in the other room. He watched as
one of the men pushed his arms into gloves set into the wall of the
cabinet and collected the bottles.

“This is what you’ve been waiting for,” said Jake. “I’ve a video
film of the animals I shot, I’ll pipe it through to you in a
minute.”

A tinny voice came through the speaker grill in front of the
table. “Thanks Jake. It’ll be some time before we have anything to
show you. You might as well get some rest. We’ll send someone in to
collect a pint of blood later, we’ll buzz you when we’re
ready.”

“Right.”

Jake waved to the men behind the glass and left the room. He
loaded the video disk into a player and adjusted the controls to
transmit it to the laboratory next door. He opened a cupboard and
took out a bottle of whiskey. He poured himself a large drink and
sank down in an armchair with a sigh. After he finished his drink
he cooked himself a meal. Eggs, bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms and
fried bread, all went into the pan. Mouth-watering odours filled
the air. He made a large pot of coffee and sat down to eat, wiping
the remains of his meal from his plate with the fried bread. To the
amusement of the crew, it had become a sort of tradition with Jake
to cook this sort of meal on his first day back. The medics on the
Hovercraft called it a heart attack on a plate but Jake didn’t
care. He’d been living on boiled mutton and vegetables for long
enough, and he missed bacon. Jake sat back in his chair idly
picking his teeth to dislodge a stray piece of food. Finally, he
rose and dumped the plates and pan in the dishwasher and headed for
the bathroom. He took off his clothes and had a long shower,
revelling in the luxury of hot water and soap. He came out of the
shower, drying his hair with a large towel. He debated on having
another drink but the bed looked too inviting with its clean covers
and soft mattress. He threw the towel onto a chair and climbed into
bed. He was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

A loud buzzing dragged him from his sleep. He lifted his head
from the pillow, his eyes gummed with sleep dust. He sat up and
stretched, the muscles in his arms and back popping, This was his
third morning aboard the Hovercraft, he’d spent the time watching
T.V., catching up on events back home, sleeping and attending
conferences with the men next door.

“Yes?”

A voice from a speaker spoke. “Rise and shine, Jake. We’ve got
some preliminary results to show you, I think we have a serious
problem here, come in as soon as you can.”

Jake collected his wits. “Yeah sure, give me a minute.”  He
got out of bed and had a quick wash. He quickly dressed and left
the lounge. He sat down at the table facing the window and waited
until the men on the other side of the glass were ready for
him.

Ian Prosser was short, fat and bald. Thin wisps of hair hung
over his ears. His eyes vanished into thin slits when he laughed,
which he did quite often. He was also one of the leading biologists
on the American continent, He was half way through a six month
voyage with the Antiqua. The best brains that America could produce
volunteered their services to serve on the scientific crew of the
quarantine patrols. This way they could study samples brought in by
the field teams at first hand to try to gain an insight on the
disease that had wiped out most of the worlds population. He sat
down at a table on the other side of the glass opposite Jake, and
introduced the two men who sat either side of him. He gestured with
his hands.

“This is Mark Fisher, Michael Dudley.”

The two men nodded at Jake.

“Well Jake, you’ve given us a real puzzle. For a start we aren’t
sure just what sort of animal your samples came from,  We’ve
done some gene analysis. The nearest thing we could match it with
was a salt water crocodile, but even then it wasn’t a real
match.”

“There’s some weird enzymes too,” interjected Fisher. “We’re
still working on them.”

“You’ve seen the video,” replied Jake. “It doesn’t look anything
like a crocodile, the animal is far to big and the legs are too
long for a start.”

“Oh I’m not saying it’s a croc,” said Prosser. “The teeth are
like a crocodile, but that’s about the only similarity.” He rubbed
his eyes. “The scales you took surprised us. The animal was
certainly well armoured. They’re made of keratin, but the thickness
was extraordinary. The ones taken from the back are nearly an
eighth of an inch thick. The ones on the belly were thinner, but
not by much.” He rested his elbows on the table, cradling his chin
in his hands. He rubbed his face with his fingers. He was tired
after many hours laboratory work.

“We looked at the muscle fibres,” said Dudley. “They’re very
similar to a crocodile. If you’ve seen the way a croc can move, it
would explain the speed of the animals you killed.”

“There is a difference though,” said Fisher. “Crocs have an
anaerobic metabolism, they  can move fast, but only in short
bursts. You said the animals you saw were running faster than a
horse.”

Jake nodded. “They can move all right. They came at me like
bloody greyhounds.”

"The samples you collected for us contained a high percentage of
fast muscle fibre. That could explain their speed and stamina,"
said Fisher. " We only had a small sample to work on, we need a
whole carcass to study, maybe more than one, until we can dissect
one we can only theorise.”

The discussion went on for several hours, the scientist pushing
Jake to remember as much as he could about the strange animals he
had killed.

“I think we can agree these animals are not a result of
mutation,” said Prosser finally. “The old records tell us nuclear
weapons were used to destroy some of the ports, but I don’t think
radiation has any bearing on this case. If these animals were the
result of mutation we’d have seen evidence of their presence long
before now. From the genetic evidence we’ve collected, I’m pretty
sure they were artificially grown, probably from crocodile embryos.
Someone, somewhere, has done some very advanced genetic
manipulation, something we’re only working towards at present. Its
a frightening thought.”

Jake took a moment to absorb the implications of Prossers’
conclusions. “We have interference,” he said finally. “Some group
has grown these animals and seeded the countryside with them.
Jesus, why would anyone want to do that?”

Prosser nodded. “My thoughts precisely. We’re sending all our
data back home. Once they’ve absorbed it I think they’ll want you
to come back to report what you’ve seen.”

“Do you think who ever is doing this know about us?” said
Jake.

Prosser thought for a moment. “I don’t see how anyone could. Our
field teams are one of the most closely guarded secrets we have.
The quarantine patrols are known about of course, but there’d be a
public outcry if it became known that they were landing people in
England. They’d be scared  the plague could be brought back to
America.” He shook his head. “No, I think who ever is responsible
is totally unaware of your existence. I can’t believe any one would
be stupid enough to land in England if they knew there was a chance
they’d be spotted.”

 “In the meantime, what do you suggest as a first course of
action?” asked Fisher. “I know what I’d do, but I’d like to hear
your suggestions as the man on the ground so to speak.”

“Kill as many as we can,” replied Jake. “You saw how many eggs
that thing had in its belly. We should kill them before they have
time to lay them.”

Prosser nodded slowly. “I agree Jake. But not the way you killed
the last lot, that’ll take too long. I think we should send the
helicopters out. We can also bring back some carcasses, I also want
to collect some eggs to look at.”

Jake frowned. “Yeah, sorry about that, I just didn’t think. We
were a bit hurried at the time.”

Prosser smiled through the glass. “No  criticism intended
Jake. You did very well with what you had at your disposal. I
imagine it wasn’t easy doing an autopsy in a field with the
possibility of more animals attacking you.”

Jake lifted his eyebrows. “You better believe it, I had an itch
in my back the whole time. It’ll be much easier with the
helicopters.”

“They’re fitted with a thermal imaging scope and a point five
cannon with explosive shells,” said Dudley. “They’re designed to
sink ships that  sail too near the American coast so it should
be able to deal with an animal the size you saw.”

“We’d have to go at night,” said Jake. “We don’t want the
villagers seeing the choppers. I can arrange to have them stay
indoors the night we choose.”

“No problem,” said Dudley. “In fact it might be better. With the
thermal imaging scope we’ll be able to see animals even if they’re
under cover.”

Prosser gathered up the papers littering the table, bringing the
meeting to a close. “I’ll see the captain and give him our
recommendations. No doubt he’ll want to talk to you later
Jake.”










Chapter 20
New Chapter


   Tollman slowly walked up the lane to Read’s house.
He’d been whiling away the time sitting on the harbour wall staring
out to sea. Ever since Jake had sailed away he’d been under
constant pressure from the rest of the villagers for information.
Jake had refused to say where he was going and this had increased
the pressure on Tollman. Heale had been particularly insistent, his
temper growing shorter as Tollman could not satisfy his curiosity
about how Jake managed to collect his samples. Jake had said he had
taken his samples from a couple of dead creatures they had stumbled
across, but Tollman could see Heale’s suspicions were aroused. He
was hoping Jake would be back before Heale lost his temper
completely and did something foolish. Tollman had watched him walk
away after their last argument, his movements fast and jerky with
anger. He was a large man and Tollman wondered what would happen if
Heale resorted to violence. I could take him, he thought, but it
would be a hard fight.

Reads’ servant stopped in the lane in front of him and looked
back, his impatience at Tollman’s slow progress apparent. He had
interrupted Tollman’s reverie by the harbour with a summons from
Read. Any delay he took as a mark of disrespect to his master.
Tollman finally took pity on the man and hurried to catch up, so
they both reached the house together. The servant ushered him into
Reads’ room and left, closing the door behind him.

Read gestured at the door.

“Turn the key, Corrin. We don’t want to be disturbed.”

Tollman locked the door and joined Read in front of the
sideboard. Read opened the doors and dropped the inner panel. He
pressed the buttons beneath the small window and a face appeared in
the glass. This was the first time Tollman had seen the
communication device in operation, he watched fascinated, as the
face looked to one side and nodded. The picture blurred for a
second then a new face appeared. It was Jake.

“Hello Gary, how are you?”

Tollman stared at Read. “Gary?” he mouthed.

Read nodded and tapped his chest.

“I’m bearing up, Jake. You wanted to speak to Corrin, I’ve got
him here now.”

Read moved to one side and indicated to Tollman to sit in front
of the window.

“Jake,” said Tollman. “Where are you, when are you coming back.
Things are getting pretty bad here, I don’t know if I can put them
off for much longer. The people want answers from me and they’re
running out of patience.”

“Hold on Corrin, It won’t be long now. We’ve got some idea about
your dragons and where they came from. First thing though, we’re
going to clear the country side of as many as we can. That’s where
you come in. Tomorrow night I want the village closed up tight.
Every one must stay in their homes, no exceptions. I want some
lanterns put on the harbour wall, about ten would do. Can you
arrange that?”

Tollman frowned. “I think so. The fact there’s some action will
help to persuade them, Tim in particular. They’re getting impatient
for results. You disappearing didn’t help. If Mr. Read lends his
authority I think I can persuade them to do what you want.”

Jake nodded.

“What’s going to happen?” asked Tollman. “Or is it a
secret.”

“No secret,” replied Jake. “You remember the flying machines I
was telling you about. Well, we’re going to use some of these to
hunt down and kill as many dragons as we can. They’re fitted with a
gun like mine only bigger, so they’ll make a lot of noise. That’s
another thing, warn the villagers not to leave their houses no
matter what they hear.”

“You won’t be using it near the village, will you?” asked
Tollman.

“That’s what the lanterns are for,” replied Jake. “We’ll be
coming in from the sea. The lights will let us know the exact
location of the village so we can steer off to one side. We’ll keep
a couple of miles away but the noise will carry,  just make
sure the villagers are warned to expect some strange noises in the
night.”

“What about the outlying farms,” asked Tollman. “I’ll never be
able to reach all of them.”

Jake grinned. “We’ll just have to take a chance with those. They
won’t be able to see anything but if they’re scared out of their
wits by the noise, well, we’ll just have to live with it. No doubt
there’ll be stories going around afterwards, we’ll just ignore
them.”

“Can I come on this hunt?” asked Tollman. “I could be useful, I
know some of the areas where the dragons were seen, I could save
you some time.”

Jake thought for a moment. “Hmm, yes I suppose you could be
useful.” He made up his mind. “You’ll have to leave the village
after dark. We’ll pick you up in one of the fields off the lane we
went up last time. It could be dangerous Corrin, we don’t know if
those animals hunt at night. You’ll never see one coming until it
was too late.”

“I realise that,” replied Tollman. A thought struck him. “How
will you find me in the dark?”

“We have equipment to see in the dark,” replied Jake. “But, just
to make sure we don’t try to pick up a sheep, you can carry a
lantern. You can light it when you hear our engine. You won’t miss
it, it’ll be like nothing you’ve ever heard before. One thing, make
sure your horse is secure. If it bolts you’ll have to walk back to
the village.”

Tollman shook his head. “I won’t take a horse, it could attract
too much attention.  I’ll walk. It’s only a couple of
miles.”

“That’s up to you, just make sure you’re far enough away from
the village,” replied Jake. “We’ll arrive a couple of hours after
dark, that’ll give you enough time to get into position.” He
paused. “Anything else you want to talk about?”

“I don’t think so,” replied Tollman. “Not for now anyhow.”

“All right, put Mr. Read back on.”

Tollman moved out of the way and Read took his place.

“Give me a call when you’ve got the villagers to do what we
want. We won’t make a move until we get the word from you,” 
said Jake.

“All right Jake,” replied Read. “We’ll hold the meeting as soon
as we can. It might take some time to assemble all the people we
want. Some of the villagers work on nearby farms, if we can’t reach
them we can tell their wives to pass on our instructions.”

“I’ll wait for your call then,” said Jake. “Take care Gary, with
a bit of luck this’ll all be over in a few days.”

“I sincerely hope so,” replied Read fervently. “Good bye
Jake.”  He reached out and turned off the screen. Jack’s’ face
vanished, the screen returning to a glassy blank. Read turned to
Tollman.

“Well, we know what we have to do, will you call the meeting
Corrin?”

Tollman nodded. “I’ll get father Donal to ring the church bell.
That should gather a big enough crowd to pass the news around.”

Read rose from his chair with difficulty. “I’ll see you
out.”

Tollman pressed him back into his chair. “Relax, I’ll take care
of everything. I can arrange the meeting by myself. I will need you
at the meeting though, the villagers might take more notice if both
of us are there.”

Read sank back in his chair. “I’ll be there, but would you ask
Mr. Lethbridge to take the meeting, I don’t think I’m up to it at
the moment.” He looked up.  “It’s a relief to have you here
Corrin. I don’t know if I could have done this on my own.”

Tollman patted the old man on the shoulder. He felt a great
affection for him, for the way he had helped the villagers over the
years, having to keep secret the world that was outside the narrow
confines of the village. He let himself out of the house and walked
through the narrow lanes to the church.

Father Donal lived in a small cottage in the church grounds. At
Tollman’s knock, the door was opened by Donal’s’ wife. Unknown to
Tollman or the rest of the country, the church had gone its own way
in the isolated country England had become after the virtual
extinction of the world population. Celibacy was no longer
practised by the clergy, the services would have been
unrecognisable by the Pope if such a person still existed. A
combination of Catholicism, Anglican, Judaism and many other faiths
had melded into a form of worship that satisfied the disparate
population that had survived the plague. The original survivors had
found the abandoned village, where the crumbling houses offered
some shelter. Over a period of years, Porthmarron had risen phoenix
like from the rubble. Only the church because of its solidity, had
remained standing, the stone walls resisting the decay that had
blighted the surrounding village. The survivors, desperate for some
solace, had lovingly restored it to its former glory. Donal was the
sixteenth priest to have his name carved onto a plaque in the
church porch. The names, with their dates, illustrated a desperate
struggle for survival in the early years, the first priests dying
only  a few years after they took office. As the years passed
the interval between the priest’s appointments and their deaths
lengthened, a reflection of the increasing standard of living
enjoyed by the village population.

Donal’s wife led him through the main room of the cottage to a
door leading to a small study at the back of the cottage. Donal
rose from his desk as Tollman entered. The light streaming through
the window behind the desk illuminated dust motes in the air as
Donal moved. The tiny room seemed alive with dancing particles.
Tollman sneezed as the dust got up his nose. Donal’s’ wife tutted.
“He won’t let me clean in here,” she said with a smile to show she
wasn’t really objecting. “Afraid I might damage his precious
books.”

Donal smiled at his wife. They had been married for many years,
this sort of verbal skirmishing had been part of his life for as
long as he could remember.  He glanced at the small bookcase
at the side of his desk. The twelve books had been rescued from the
church when the survivors had first arrived at the village many
years ago. The three bibles and the nine books about the wild birds
of England were the legacy of an amateur ornithologist vicar who
had died some two hundred years previously. They were now the most
treasured possessions of the church, being passed down from priest
to priest.

His wife kissed him on the cheek and turned for the door. “I’ll
leave you men alone then.”

Once the door had closed, Donal gestured to a seat.

“Sit down, Corrin, what can I do for you.”

Tollman sat opposite the priest and rested his arms on the desk.
He quickly outlined the purpose of his visit. Donal looked up.

“So what is going to happen while we’re shut up in our houses.
Is something going to happen to rid us of those things?”

Tollman nodded slowly, reluctant to elaborate. “Mr. Read will
attend the meeting, I’d like you to be there along with Mr.
Lethbridge. The villagers trust you more than me. If they see you
with us, they’ll be more likely to do what we want.”

Donal sat silent for a long moment. “All right Corrin. I think
we should see Mr. Lethbridge now, before we do anything else. Mr
Read is very frail, think it might be wise to let Mr. Lethbridge
tell the villagers what you want them to do, if that’s agreeable
with you.”

Tollman shrugged, happy to let Donal think it was his idea. “As
long as they do it, I don’t care who tells them. You’re probably
right, they’ll take more notice of Mr. Lethbridge than me.”

Donal frowned in thought. “Lanterns on the harbour wall, does
that mean we can expect a ship?”

Tollman shook his head. “I can’t tell you any more, I’m just
carrying out Jake’s’ instructions.”

Donal turned to him, his eyes wide.

“But your friend Jake had been gone for days. How can he have
given you instructions?”

Tollman had to think fast. “Umm, before he went he told me to
wait for five days then call a village meeting. I’m just doing what
I’m told.”

Lethbridge was down at the harbour, supervising the unloading of
his cargo. Tollman and Donal waited in his study while a servant
was sent to fetch him. He finally arrived breathless, and sank into
a chair. A servant brought him a drink and he drained the glass
noisily.  He put the glass down with a sigh. He looked
expectantly at Tollman and Donal.

“You have some good news I hope.”

Tollman nodded. “We have to call a village meeting this evening.
We have to give the villagers some instructions. Mr. Read 
will be there, but because of his bad health, we think you should
take the meeting.”  As he quickly outlined the instructions
Jake had given him he watched the frown deepen on Lethbridges’
brow.

“What is going to happen while we’re locked up in our houses
Corrin?”

Tollman shook his head.

“I don’t know. Father Donal here asked the same question, I’m
just repeating what Jake told me to say. He stressed how vital it
is that no one is out after dark. I know that when the night is
over we should be rid of those animals. Jake has some plan, I don’t
know what.”

 Lethbridge slumped in his chair. He looked up, staring
Tollman in the face.

“I can arrange the lanterns on the harbour I suppose, my men can
do that just before nightfall. This is not what I expected, Corrin.
I thought the Procurator would send us a small army, not just one
man.”  He shrugged, seemingly bowing to the inevitable. “Oh
well,” he sighed,  “he is the man the Procurator sent us, I
suppose we’ll just have to trust his judgement.”

By the time all the men from the outlying farms reached the
church it was late evening. Tollman watched as the last of the
villagers filed into the church, shuffling into the pews in the dim
candle light. In the gloom he could just see to the back of the
church as the last benches were filled. In the doorway, Donal’s
figure stood silhouetted by the afterglow of the setting sun. His
head bobbing up and down as he peered outside looking for late
comers. Finally, he closed the door, the boom as it slammed shut
echoing around the building. He hurried up the centre isle, his
shoes clattering on the flagstones. Faces turned to watch him pass.
He joined Tollman at the choir stalls and leaned across to speak
softly in his ear.

“I think we can start now Corrin, I think everyone that’s going
to turn up is here.”

Tollman turned to Lethbridge and nodded. Lethbridge rose slowly
to his feet and waited until the whispers and the shuffling of feet
died away. Silence descended on the church as the villagers waited
expectantly for him to speak.

“I have some news for you,” he began. “Good news. The man Corrin
brought from the Procurator is going to clear the countryside of
the beasts.”  He held up his hands as a hubbub of exited
exclamations rippled round the church. “I don’t know exactly how he
is going to do it, but I have been assured that by the morning
after next, all the beasts will be dead.” He paused and surveyed
the upturned faces. “There are some important instructions I must
give you. Mr. Read and I are sure that it is vital that all of you
obey them.” He turned to Read, who nodded his agreement. “Tomorrow
night all of you must stay in your homes and ignore anything
strange you might hear. I promise nothing will harm you, but you
must stay in your homes, I want no one outside once it gets
dark.”

The church was swept by a disturbed  murmur of whispers.
The noise level increased as questions were shouted from the crowd.
Lethbridge held up his hands for silence and slowly the noise died
away. A few villagers were on their feet still shouting questions,
Lethbridge stared into the crowd trying to recognise faces in the
flickering candle light. One man stood head and shoulders above the
rest. Heale. Lethbridge waved the rest to silence.

“I couldn’t hear you Tim, what did you say?”

Heale thrust his face forward. “I said what has Corrin got to
say about this. He’s the one who brought the Procurator’s man to
us. Rid the country side of the beasts, you said, how is one man
going to do that?”

Lethbridge looked at Tollman, who reluctantly got to his feet.
He spread his hands. “Tim, I’m only repeating what Jake told me. He
said after he’d been gone five days I was to call this meeting and
repeat his instructions. I don’t know any more than that.”

A farmer stood up behind Heale. “Is that it? You expect us to
cower in our homes with God knows what happening outside.”  He
sat down with a thump and looked around at his neighbours who
nodded their support.

Tollman stared at him. “I’ve lived in this area all my life. The
two people closest to me have been killed by those things. I want
them dead as much as anybody. Do you really believe I’d do anything
to harm you?”

“It’s not only you we’re worried about,” shouted Heale. “That
man, Jake. There’s something strange about him. You both go off and
come back with bits of those animals without a scratch on you. They
killed five of my men and there were twenty of us. How did you do
that?”

“I told you, we found a dead one up at the nine sisters. Jake
took his samples from that.”

Heale scowled. “Well I still think there’s something funny going
on, I don’t think you’re telling us the truth.”

A woman rose from the back of the church. She raised her arm to
get attention.

“Corrin, can you be sure of Jake, will he really kill the
beasts?”

“As sure as I can be,” replied Tollman. “The Procurator chose
him to help us, and in the short time I’ve got to know him I think
he really wants to help us.”

The woman turned to Heale. “You’ve heard that Tim, why can’t you
trust Corrin. In a couple of days we’ll know if he’s telling the
truth or not. I think we should do as Mr. Lethbridge says and stay
indoors tomorrow night.”

A ragged cheer rose from the packed benches and a relieved
Tollman sat down. At last the villagers seemed to be accepting his
story. Any hope, however tenuous was better than nothing. If they
thought Jake could kill the beasts they would cling to that hope.
Lethbridge stepped forward.

“Will you do as we ask then? Stay in your homes tomorrow
night?”

A murmur of agreement rose from the villagers, some voices
rising above the general noise level.

“I think it’s for the best,” — “Got no choice really, we can’t
kill them ourselves.” The comments were flying thick and fast.
Lethbridge stood impassive, pleased and relieved that the tide of
opinion was swinging his way. He waited until the talking had
diminished enough for him to be heard. “I think you’ve all made a
wise choice. We’ll close the  meeting now, you can go back to
your homes. Remember, tomorrow night stay indoors.”

Lethbridge helped Read to his feet. The both stood and faced the
villagers as they filed out of the church, the noise level rising
again as the villagers discussed what they had just heard. Only one
man remained. Heale walked up to Tollman, his face flushed with
anger.

“I’ll do what you want and stay indoors, but I still think
you’re not telling us everything. You’re going to have to give some
answers soon.”

He turned on his heel and marched down the isle, through the
door and into the night.

Read whispered into Tollman’s ear. “I think we might have some
trouble with that one. Be very careful Corrin.”










Chapter 21
New Chapter


   The early evening twilight was giving way to the
encroaching darkness.  Tollman walked up the lane from the sea
with two of Lethbridges men. They had placed the lanterns at ten
foot intervals along the harbour wall and now their flames cast
flickering circles of yellow light on the rough stonework. They
separated, the two men walking up the lane to Lethbridges house
talking animatedly, speculating on what was to happen that night.
Tollman smiled to himself as he turned into a side lane toward
Read’s house. The whole village was buzzing with rumours. 
Letting himself in, he went straight to the room Read had given him
and took out his crossbow from a cupboard. He looped his quiver of
crossbow bolts over one shoulder and his bag over the other. He
lifted the lantern from the table next to the bed and shook it
gently to check it had enough oil. He put it in his bag along with
his flint and steel and his tinder box. He had taken the precaution
of transferring all his belongings from Rolf’s house soon after his
return to Porthmarron. He looked out of the window. It was dark,
time for him to go. He left his room and descended the stairs. Read
stood in the downstairs hall by the door of his study.

“Be careful Corrin. remember what Jake said. Those things might
hunt at night.”

Tollman hefted his bow. “I’ll stay in the lane as long as I can,
that’ll give me some protection. When I leave it and move into a
field I’ll have to rely on this.”

Read lifted his arm in farewell as Tollman turned for the door
and let himself quietly out of the house.

Outside, a light mist had rolled in from the sea, no stars were
visible, the darkness was absolute broken only by the glow from the
windows of the houses bordering the street. Tollman ran up the
village street to the top and into the lane leading up the valley.
After he had been running for a few minutes he stopped and looked
back. He was high enough to see over the roofs of the houses and
could just see the faint row of lights of the lanterns on the
harbour wall. I hope they’re bright enough, he thought, and with a
shrug, he turned and continued up the lane. He ran steadily for
an  hour, slowing to a walk at intervals to rest his legs
against the effort of climbing the steep incline. During his run,
the sky had cleared, with stars shining amongst the tattered
remnants of cloud. His eyes had become accustomed to the dark and
now he could see he was starting to leave the cultivated fields
behind him. A few miles further on, the cultivated fields gave way
to rough pasture. Time to leave the lane and face the dangers of
the open fields. He pushed through the hedge and warily walked into
the field, staying close to the hedge. He opened his pack and put
the lantern on the ground in front of him. He worked the lever to
draw his bow and put a bolt in the groove. He squatted down, his
back to the hedge and looked across the field, listening intently.
Rustling noises from the hedge as small animals pushed their way
through the leaf litter at its base were the only noise to disturb
the still of the night. Tollman relaxed slightly, he was sure he
would hear an animal as big as a dragon long before it was near
him. If he did hear anything he could dive back through the hedge
to the comparative safety of the lane. Satisfied he was alone, he
moved further into the field until he was about twenty feet from
the hedge. He didn’t know what to expect but he reasoned a flying
machine big enough to hold several people would need room to land.
Away from the shelter of the hedge he squatted down again, his
senses alert, trying to absorb the small noises of the night. A
screech owl calling from a distant clump of trees brought him to
full alert, then he relaxed again, as he recognised the sound.

Something pushed through the branches of the hedge behind him,
the twigs crackling loudly in the stillness.  Tollman surged
to his feet and whirled around, his crossbow raised. A shape rose
out of the darkness of the hedge. Not a dragon, a man shape. As it
came closer he recognised the shape. It was Heale.

“You stupid bastard, I could have killed you,”  hissed
Tollman.

Heale walked up to him, ignoring the crossbow that was still
pointing at his chest. He moved closer to Tollman until the point
of his bow was only inches from his chest.

“What the hell are you doing up here?” he said loudly. “You’ve
got the whole village locked in their homes while you’re skulking
about on your own. Just what are you up to.”

Tollman poked him in the chest with the bow. “Keep your fucking
voice down, do you want to attract every dragon in the
district.”

Heale ignored him. “I’ve had my suspicions about you Corrin,
ever since you came back with that cock and bull story about taking
your samples from dead animals. You’ve got a way of killing those
things and I want to know how. I’ve been watching you and I saw you
leave the village, so I followed you.  What are you doing up
here Corrin, I think it’s about time you came clean.”

A faint noise, high in the sky stopped him. They both looked up.
Ignoring Heale, Tollman dropped to his knees and hurried to light
his lantern. In his haste he fumbled with his tinder box, nearly
dropping it onto the grass. He blew gently until he could light a
splint. Finally the lantern was lit. He held it up, the dim glow
illuminating their faces.

“Listen to me,” hissed Tollman. “Do as I say and you might not
get yourself killed. There are people you know nothing about, they
have weapons you cannot imagine. If I can persuade them to take you
with us, you might live. Otherwise I can do nothing for you.”

Even the dim light of the lantern was enough to show the colour
draining from Heale’s face as with a deafening roar, a dark shape
settled onto the ground some hundred yards from them. Above them
two other shapes hovered, adding to the noise battering their ears.
A strong wind whipped their clothes back and forth as they watched
a door open on the grounded shape. A white, man shaped figure
emerged, the starlight glinting off the round shape of the bubble
helmet.

“Don’t,” growled Tollman as Heale’s hand reached for the knife
at his belt.

“What the hell is it?” croaked Heale. He half turned as if to
run.

Tollman put his hand out to Heale’s arm to steady him as the man
approached them. When he was a few feet away he stopped. Tollman
could see Jake’s face frowning through the helmet.

Heale looked at Tollman and then at Jake. “It’s him,” he
stuttered

Jake interrupted him. “What’s this Corrin? I said come
alone.”

“Tim followed me. I’m sorry Jake, I never thought to look behind
me.”

Jake turned on his heel. “Follow me,” he said curtly.

Heale looked at Tollman, his eyes staring. “What do we do?”

“What he says,” replied Tollman. “Don’t talk unless it’s to
answer questions. Your going to find out the hard way what I was
doing up here. Don’t argue with him, you have a short temper, your
mouth could get you killed.”

Together, they followed Jake to the helicopter. Close up it was
huge, a large bulbous cabin loomed over them. Heat radiated from
vents at the back of the machine. From a bulge below the cabin
Tollman recognised the snouts of two gun barrels that stuck out
like two deadly stingers. Jake climbed a short ladder and
disappeared into the cabin. He returned to the door a few seconds
later and climbed down the ladder with two white suits slung over
his shoulder.

“Put them on,” he said.

Tollman took off his bag and quiver and dropped them to the
ground. He fumbled with the unfamiliar garment. Jake helped support
the backpack containing the air bottles as Tollman pushed his legs
and arms into the suit. Jake helped him with the zip front. Once
Tollman was zipped securely into the suit Jake put the helmet over
his head and locked it into position. He adjusted the air regulator
set into the suit chest. “Breathe normally,” he said as Tollman
reared up in panic in the claustrophobic confines of the helmet.
Under Jake’s steady gaze, Tollman relaxed as he found he could
breath, and despite the helmet, hear Jake perfectly, his voice
coming from two small discs set at the sides of the helmet. Jake
pointed to the regulator on Tollman’s chest. “Don’t touch that,” he
ordered.

Jake turned to Heale who stood like a statue, clutching the suit
with clenched fists. Jake took it from him and shook it out.

“Step into the legs.”  Heale hesitated. “Do it,” snapped
Jake. Heale started like a man coming out of a daze and slowly
pulled the suit over his legs. Jake helped him put his arms into
the sleeves and zipped up the front. Heale stood motionless, the
strange feel of the suit with its integral boots and gloves
unnerving him. Jake lifted the helmet to put it over Heale’s head.
Heale pulled his head back, lifting his arms to push the helmet
away. Jake stood in front of him, holding the helmet with both
hands. He stared at Heale.

“You can put this on or you can die here,” he said.

Heale stared at him, wide eyed. He turned to Tollman.

“He means it,” said Tollman.

Heale lowered his arms and allowed Jake to seat the helmet. He
had the same panic reaction as Tollman and Jake held his arms until
he realized he wasn’t going to suffocate. Jake turned to the door.
He gestured to the two men. “Get in.”

Lieutenant Dean turned in his seat and watched the two men climb
aboard. Sergeant Pope left his gun position and helped them into
the seats and strapped them in. They were both dressed like Jake,
in total environmental protection suits  Pope pushed Tollman’s
crossbow and bag under the seat. Jake climbed in and shut the door.
He sat down and buckled his seat belt.

“I thought we were picking up only one man,”  said Dean.
“Who’s the other one?”

“Change of plan,” retorted Jake. He gestured with his thumb at
Heale. “He tagged along, we’ll decide what to do with him
later.”  He turned to Heale, his face set in hard lines.
“You’ll stay in that seat and not move, do you understand.”

Heale mumbled something indistinct.

“Do you understand,” shouted Jake.

Heale jumped. “Yes,” he gulped. “I understand.”

Jake turned back to the pilot. “All right, we can move.”

Dean worked his controls and the noise inside the cabin
increased. Tollman gripped the arms of his seat as the helicopter
rose into the air. Looking through the side window Tollman could
see the two dark shapes of the other helicopters flying along side
them.

“Your man is meant to show us the way,”  said Dean. “Is he
up to it?”

Jake looked at Tollman who had followed the conversation with
some difficulty. Most of the time he could understand what Dean was
saying but it took concentration. He nodded in answer to Dean’s
question.

“We want to follow the lane next to the field you landed in, can
you do that?” said Tollman.

Dean switched on the light amplification screen.  Jake
indicated to Tollman to lean forward and look at the screen.
Mounted between the two front seats it showed a view of the
countryside below. It  appeared as if lit by bright moonlight,
the lane clearly visible off to their left.

“Follow that until you see nine large stones standing in a field
off to the right of the lane. The woods start at the edge of the
field. That’s where Rolf and Martin were going when they
disappeared.”

“Who the hell is Rolf and Martin?” shouted Dean.

“We think they were the first to get killed by the animals,”
replied Jake. “The four I killed were in the fields before we
reached the stones so we better get ready.”

“Right,” replied Dean. “Ready for action John?”

A loud clatter came from a lower compartment set in the floor
between the front seats. Pope’s head was just visible in the semi
dark of the cabin. “ Ready,” he replied. “I’m on thermal
imaging,  if anything shows up we’ll see it.”

They flew for about another ten minutes when suddenly Pope
shouted. “There, in the trees, I have four targets.”

Dean switched to thermal imaging and white shapes glowed on the
screen. He turned to Tollman.

“What do you reckon, is that them?”

Tollman stared at the screen, trying to make sense of the
picture. “I think so, they’re too big to be deer or sheep, it’s
hard to be sure.”

“One of them is coming out of the trees,” said Dean. “I’ll
switch over to LA.”

He pressed a switch on his control column and the picture
changed to light amplification.

“Jesus Christ!” exclaimed Dean. “Look at that.”  Framed in
the centre of the screen was a dragon. It lifted its head as the
helicopter passed over it. Startled by the sudden noise it turned
and ran back into the cover of the trees, the clods of earth kicked
up by its flying feet clearly visible.  Dean switched back to
thermal imaging and they followed its progress as it rejoined the
rest of the group racing through the trees.

“They seem to hunt in packs of four,” said Jake. “That’s the
third lot so far.”

Tollman turned to him, his eyebrows raised.

“There were four in the group Tim’s men killed,”  explained
Jake. “I killed four more, and when you first met them, you said
after you killed the first one, three more came from the woods,
right?”

“I think there were three, we were riding for our lives at the
time,” said Tollman

“If they stay in groups it’ll be all the easier for us to kill
them,” said Pope. “Swing her round Chris, I can get this lot with
one pass.”

Dean moved the helicopter over the trees, keeping pace with the
fleeing animals below.

Nothing had prepared Tollman for the noise of Pope’s guns. The
whole craft seemed to vibrate as he fired at the four shapes
weaving in and out of the trees. The dragons were blown apart like
a pile of leaves in a strong wind. Tollman glance at Tim Heale. He
sat white faced, his body rigid. Tollman felt a twinge of sympathy
for Heale. He at least had some preparation for what was to come,
Heale was being flung into a strange new world, completely outside
his experience. Tollman’s sympathy faded quickly. Heale shouldn’t
have poked his nose where he wasn’t wanted he thought.

Dean spoke to the other helicopters. After a short conversation,
they peeled away, vanishing into the night to look for their own
targets.

“This area seems clear,” said Dean. “Nothing on the screen.”

“They’re carnivores,” said Jake. “They probably need a wide area
to hunt in. I don’t think we’ll find a whole bunch in one
place.”

“What are they feeding on then?” asked Dean. “I can’t see
anything on the screen that would make a meal for the things we’ve
just killed.”

“The whole place is full of wild cattle and horses,” replied
Jake. “Or it use to be. Perhaps they’ve cleared the area out.”

“So what are they eating now?” repeated Dean.

They headed down the coast, away from Porthmarron and after a
further ten minutes flying, Dean had his answer. They spotted four
more targets feeding. The carcasses of several small dragons lay
dismembered on the ground.

“There you are,” said Jake. “The big ones eat the little ones.
They turn on each other once they’ve cleared an area of food. I
expect this lot will move on now.”

“No they bloody won’t,” replied Dean. He lined the helicopter so
the guns came to bear on the targets.

 After Pope’s guns had done their work they flew on,
picking off targets as they appeared on the screen. The kills
became more frequent as the distance from Porthmarron
increased.

Jake leaned forward. “We need a carcass for examination, once
we’ve killed most of them, can you change to non-explosive
shells?”

“John?” asked Dean.

“No problem,” replied Pope. We’ll single one out and I’ll try
and do as little damage as possible. Can’t promise anything of
course, but at least it won’t be shredded to bits.”

The night wore on, with the targets becoming fewer and
fewer.

“We’ll try and keep the next one in one piece for you.” said
Dean.

 Twenty minutes later, Dean spotted a lone target. He flew
over it and chased it out of the trees into open ground. Pope fired
a short burst and the animal spun to the ground, snapping at the
wounds in its flank. After a second, it rose and tried to dash back
to the safety of the woods, but the unnerving bulk of the
helicopter, almost at ground level, was in its path. Pope fired
again and the animal tumbled over, its legs flailing. Dean hovered
the helicopter, waiting. The animal staggered to its feet and again
tried to reach the trees, one hind leg trailing. Tollman almost
felt sorry for it.

“Jesus, these things are hard to kill.” shouted Pope. He fired
again. Finally the animal collapsed and lay still.

“Who’s going to see if it’s really dead?” asked Dean.

There was silence in the cabin. No one wanted to walk up to
seemingly dead dragon only for it to spring into life again.

“I’ll put a single shot into it,” said Pope. “If its not dead
that should wake it up. Put her down Chris, I’ll need a stable
platform.”

Dean landed the helicopter twenty feet away from the motionless
animal. From between the front seats, the soft purr of hydraulics
could be heard as Pope aimed his guns.

“Don’t hit the head,” said Jake. “Or the stomach. The last one
was full of eggs. We need to see if this one is carrying.”

Pope took his hands off his guns. “Where do you want it then?”
he asked.

Jake thought for a moment. “Try the back of the body, above the
tail.”

Pope squinted through his sights. “We’ll have to move. Swing her
round to the right a bit.”

Dean lifted the helicopter and slowly circled the animal.

“Stop there,” commanded Pope.

Tollman jumped as the gun barked once. The dragon twitched as
the shell impacted on its body.

They waited a few minutes until they were finally satisfied the
animal was dead. Jake and Pope left the helicopter and walked round
to a hatch at the rear of the cabin. They took out a large net and
dragged it over to the dragon. Pope looked at the carcass and then
at Jake.

“What a monster, look at the size of it. There’s at least a ton
of animal there, how are we going to get it into the net?”

Jake hurumped. “With some difficulty,” he said.

They laid the net on the ground next to the animal, tucking the
side of the net as far under the body as they could. They tried to
roll the body onto the net, without success.

“I’ve got an idea,” said Pope. He went back to the helicopter
and returned trailing a cable. They looped the cable round the legs
and stood well clear, mindful of the seemingly dead dragon that had
killed Tony Veeder. Dean lifted the helicopter and slowly backed
away from the body, the cable whipping across the grass. The cable
rolled the body onto the net and at Jake’s signal, the helicopter
sank back to the ground. Pope and Jake gathered up the four corners
of the net and attached them to the cable with a shackle. Satisfied
the net was secure, they returned to the cabin and buckled in. Dean
looked out of the window. Details once hidden by the night were
becoming visible, the sky was starting to lighten.

“Time we was getting back,” said Dean. He moved his controls and
the helicopter lifted into the air, the dragon carcass swinging
gently underneath. He turned towards Porthmarron and once he was
satisfied the craft was stable he turned in his seat, looking at
Heale. “What about him?”

“We’ll take him back with us,” replied Jake. “We’re going to
have a long talk. We’ll give him the option of joining us, I don’t
think he’ll like the alternative.”  He turned to Heale, who
had been sitting motionless in his seat.

“What’s your trade son?” asked Jake.

Heale looked up, suddenly aware he was being spoken to.

“What? I’m a stone mason,” he finally replied.

“Good,” said Jake with satisfaction. “An unskilled man would be
more difficult to set up. Right, you’re coming back with us after
we drop Corrin off.  He can make some excuse for your absence.
Hopefully we can bring you back tomorrow night.”

Heale stared at him. “Who are you people, what are you going to
do to me?”

Tollman touched his arm. “I’ve been through this Tim. Listen to
what Jake’s got to say. I’m afraid your life is changed for good
now.” He shook his head. “You didn’t know what you were getting
into when you followed me, I wish you’d stayed at home.”  He
turned to Jake. “When you drop me off, I’d like a private word with
Tim.”

Jake nodded. He knew Tollman was worried Heale would not
co-operate. If Tollman could convince him to behave, it would make
his job easier.

A few miles from the village, Dean landed the helicopter. He let
the dragon carcass touch down first and then moved sideways to
avoid landing on top of it. Once they were grounded, Tollman got
out and following Jake’s instructions, removed his suit and stuffed
it into the rear hatch. Heale and Jake followed him and Jake
removed Heale’s helmet so he could talk to Tollman face to face. He
backed off and lent against the side of the cabin as Tollman and
Heale walked a few yards away from the helicopter.

Tollman clutched Heale’s arm. “Now listen to me,” he began.
Heale shook his arm off.

“Why should I listen to a word you say,” he growled. “You lied
to me you bastard, you lied to everybody. We thought you were
trying to help us and all the time you’re working with them.” He
stabbed his finger in the direction of the helicopter.

“They are trying to help us,” said Tollman. “What about tonight,
we’ve nearly wiped out those animals from this area.”

“What about the men that were killed last week,” stormed Heale.
“All dead because you and your friends wouldn’t help us.”

Tollman tried to control his temper. “Tim, I only found out
about these people a few days ago, I had no idea they existed until
I reached Exe.”

Heale shrugged. “Well I don’t like the way they’re ordering me
around. They say I’ve got to go with them.” He looked around. “I
could run for it now, they’d never catch me.”

Tollman shook his head. “Didn’t you take in anything that
happened tonight. They’d catch you before you’d gone fifty yards.
Believe me, these people want to help us but we have to do what
they say. When you hear what Jake has to say to you, you’ll realise
it’s the only way.”

“Who are they, where do they come from?” demanded Heale. He
tugged at his suit. “And why are we all wearing these things?”

“There’s no time for that now,” replied Tollman. “Promise me you
won’t do anything stupid. Your life is going to change now, you
have no choice. I know this is unbelievable, but it’ll be better
for you if you co-operate with them.”

“Unbelievable is right,” said Heale. “It’s going to take a lot
for me to trust you again.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder.
“Or them.” He paused. “They threatened to kill me tonight.”

“That was only to get your co-operation,” said Tollman. “They
were under pressure, they had to make you obey without any
hesitation. Believe me, I know Jake. Listen to him. Tomorrow you
can come back and you’ll know everything. We can have a long talk
and I’ll tell you how I became mixed up with them.”

Heale stared at him. “You really believe they will bring me
back?”

Tollman nodded. “I trust Jake. He’s been helping us for years,
he saved my life when I was a kid you know.” Tollman took his
Heale’s arm and turned him towards the helicopter.” Come on.”

Reluctantly Heale walked with Tollman back to the helicopter.
Jake came upright from his relaxed stance held out the helmet to
Heale. He raised an eyebrow at Tollman who nodded.

“Tim’s going to co-operate,” he said.

“Good lad,” said Jake. “Here, put this on.” He tossed the helmet
to Heale who placed it over his head. Jake seated it on the neck
ring for him and guided him up the ladder into the cabin. 
Tollman stood back as the engine note increased and the wind from
the rotor blades tugged at his hair and clothing. The helicopter
rose into the air and was soon lost to sight in the pre-dawn light
as it sped across the land towards the sea. Tollman turned and ran
across the field to the hedge. He pushed his way through into the
lane and started to run back down the valley to the village. With a
bit of luck he would be back inside Read’s house before it was full
daylight. He contemplated the journey ahead. At least it’s all
downhill he thought.










Chapter 22
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    The next morning the village was like an
upturned ants nest. The streets were filled with groups of people
talking animatedly about the things they had heard in the night.
The atmosphere was electric, with groups of excited children
rushing from street to street, their squeals of laughter echoing
round the houses. They would pause to listen to one group of
villagers, then dash off to listen to another group. Tollman lay on
his bed squinting at the light shining through the window. He
hadn’t drawn the curtains when he’d finally made it back to Read’s
house. He’d collapsed onto the bed, exhausted after the long night.
Now the morning light streaming through the window coupled with the
excited buzz of conversation and the shouts of the children, were
robbing him of any further chance of rest. Realising he would get
no more sleep, he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the
bed. He rested his head in his hands and rubbed his eyes. Finally
he rose and picked up his clothes from where he’d left them in an
untidy heap, and dressed. He left his room and went down the stairs
to the kitchen where one of Reads servants was working. He lent on
the door frame and smiled at the girl.

“Any food going?” he asked.

She smiled back at him. “We have milk or cider. Bread and
preserves or honey. What would you like?”

Tollman couldn’t face cider this early in the morning. “I’ll
have milk please. And bread and honey sounds good.”

He sat down at the table and the girl dumped a jug of milk in
front of him. A loaf of bread and a pot of honey followed. Halfway
through his meal Tollman looked up at the girl who was preparing
food on the other side of the room.

“Is Mr. Read up yet?” he asked.

She paused in her work and turned to face him. “I wouldn’t think
so. We didn’t get much sleep last night. What with all the noise
going on.”  She stared at Tollman. “Was that your friend doing
that last night?”

Tollman nodded, his mouth full of bread.

“Do you think he’s killed those beasts then?” the girl
continued.

“We’ll see,” replied Tollman. He finished his meal and rose from
the table. “I’m going to rest in Mr. Reads study. Will you tell me
when he’s awake?”

The girl nodded and Tollman left the room. He walked down the
hall and let himself into Read’s study. He sank into an armchair
with a sigh. He looked over to the sideboard. He was tempted to try
and use the communicator hidden in its depths to contact Jake, but
he didn’t know how. He’d have to wait until Read came down. He
hoped it wouldn’t be too long, he was anxious to learn how Tim was
faring. His head slowly sank back and before he knew it, he was
fast asleep.

He was awakened by a tentative touch on his shoulder. He opened
his eyes to find a girls face staring down at him. For a second he
thought it was Janci, then his mind cleared and he realised it was
the servant girl he’d met in the kitchen.

“Mr. Read’s awake now,” she said.

It was nearly an half and hour before Read entered the room. He
slowly came through the door and sank heavily into a chair. “Lock
the door Corrin.”

Tollman hastened to obey. He rejoined Read who gestured at the
sideboard. “I expect you want to talk to Jake.”

Tollman nodded. He quickly gave an account of the previous night
and how Tim had followed him. Read’s eyes widened. “This is
serious. Do you think he’ll co-operate, we can’t afford to have him
telling what he knows.”

“I hope so,” replied Tollman. “That’s why I want to talk to
Jake, to find out what’s going on.”

Read got up out of his chair and Tollman pushed it next to the
sideboard. Read sat back into the chair and opened the sideboard.
After a few minutes, he’d opened the link to the Antiqua.

“Is Jake available?” he asked the face in the screen. The
communications officer worked switches below his screen. “Stand
by,” he said. The screen blurred with static for a second then
Jake’s face appeared. Tollman stood by Read’s chair, peering over
his shoulder.

“Hello Gary,” said Jake.

Read leaned forwards. “Jake, Corrin’s brought me up to date with
last night. He’s anxious to hear about Timothy Heale.”

“I thought that’d be the reason for your call. He’s next door
talking to Ian Prosser and his staff at the moment.  He’s been
very quiet, he’s had a lot to absorb in a very short time. It’s
shaken him up.”

“Will he co-operate, do you think?”  asked Tollman.

“Oh yes,” replied Jake. We’ve already made tentative plans to
set him up in Exe. He’s a skilled mason, it won’t be too hard to
open a workshop for him.”

“So he’ll have to leave Porthmarron,” said Tollman.

The figure in the screen nodded. “We can’t afford to leave him
there. The place is too small and from what I’ve seen of him, he’s
too impetuous. It’d be only a matter of time before he let
something slip out. We can keep an eye on him in Exe, we have a few
people who can check up on him, he’ll know they’re our people,
it’ll keep him in line. He won’t become a field team member like
you and Janci, but he knows enough to cause trouble if he talks. We
had to tell him enough to make him realise the position he’s in, it
was that or isolation. We’ll see how he behaves for a few years and
then maybe we’ll give him full training.”

Tollman frowned. “We’re going to be short of skilled men in the
village. First Hak and now Tim. Hak’s apprentice is carrying on as
best he can, but he’s not fully trained. If Tim goes we’ll have no
stone mason as well as no blacksmith. Tim’s man, Rob Bennet was
killed by the dragons.”

“We can sort something out,” replied Jake. “I’m sure we can find
some men to take over from them.” He paused. “But that’s for the
future. I’ll be coming back soon, I want to take you back to Exe
and have a talk with Mr. Balby. I want to find out if he’s found
any connection with your trouble on the Sonntag and the dragons or
if it was only a some opportunistic thieving.”

“How will he know?” asked Tollman.

“He and his men had plenty of time to question the captain and
crew. If they are involved, anything they reveal might help us
discover how the animals got here.”

“What about Tim?” asked Tollman.

“We’ll bring him back tomorrow night, We’ll drop him off in the
field where we picked you up. It might be an idea for you to meet
us there.”

Tollman nodded. “I’ll be there.”

 

Tollman crouched by the shelter of the hedge and waited in the
dark listening for the sound of the helicopter. The butt of his
cross bow was cold to his hands. He shivered against the Autumn
chill and drew his coat tightly round himself. A faint sound drew
his attention to the south. He stood up and walked across the grass
as a dark shape materialised out of the dark. The sight of it still
filled him with awe. He stopped as the helicopter landed and waited
for Heale to emerge. The door slid open and two men in white suits
dropped to the ground. Heale and Jake walked up to Tollman and
Heale began to remove his suit. He passed it to Jake and stretched
his arms.

“It’s good to be out of that thing,” he said quietly.

Jake nodded at Tollman. “All right?” he asked.

“The village is buzzing,” said Tollman. “I don’t believe they
realise Tim’s missing yet.” He turned to Heale. “Well, what do you
think now?”

Heale ran his hands through his hair. “Christ, I don’t know
where to start, I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe.”

“You can talk later,” interrupted Jake. “I’ve got to be getting
back. I’ll sail in tomorrow Corrin, be ready to leave as soon as I
arrive.”

Tollman nodded.

Jake turned to Heale. “Remember what you’ve been told. Not a
word of this to anyone except Corrin and Mr. Read, and only then if
it’s important. Better if you say nothing at all, someone might
overhear you and then you’d be in trouble.”

Heale nodded. “I’ll keep my mouth shut, I know what’s good for
me,” he said.

“Good man,” said Jake, slapping him on the shoulder. “Right, I’m
off, I’ll see you tomorrow Corrin.” He ran across the field and
climbed into the helicopter. After a second or two it rose from the
ground and disappeared from
sight.      

Tollman and Heale started the walk back down the lane to the
village.

“What’s been happening while I’ve been gone?” asked Heale.

“We sent out armed riders this morning,” replied Tollman. “There
were bodies everywhere, no live ones. It looks like this area at
least is clear of dragons.”

“That’s what they called them back at the boat,” replied Heale.
“Where did that name come from, I’ve never heard it before, nobody
at the boat explained it to me.”

“They’re animals that are supposed not to exist,” replied
Tollman dryly. He went on to explain his talks with Jake and Balby
in Exe. “They’re creatures of legend, made up stories.”

“You want to hear about made up stories,” replied Heale. “You
should have heard what I was told at the boat. Corrin, you should
have seen it. It was as big as the church, bigger. That flying
machine the….”

“Helicopter,” supplied Tollman.

“Yeah, helicopter. At first I thought it would land on the roof
of the boat. But then the roof opened and we sank down into a huge
room. There was enough space for all the people of the village to
stand in it.”

“Did you see much of the boat, Tim?” asked Tollman.

“Not much, only a couple of rooms,” replied Heale. “Do you
realise if we breathe on the men on that boat we could kill
them?”

“Yeah, I’ve been told about that,” replied Tollman. “So they
wouldn’t let you see much of the boat, and how it worked.”

Heale shook his head. “No, as I said I was kept in a couple of
rooms. By the way, it isn’t a boat. It’s a GEM, or a
Hovercraft.”

Tollman frowned. “What the hell’s that.”

“It’s like a boat but it doesn’t float, it flies along the top
of the water.” He made skimming motions with his hands. ”Sometimes
they call it a Ground Effect Machine, sometimes a Hovercraft, it
depends who you are talking to.”

Tollman frowned. “Seems a funny idea, having two names for the
same thing.”

Heale shrugged. “Inside the rooms there were things you wouldn’t
believe. They had a box that cooked food without a fire. A bell
rang when the food was ready….”

The two men continued down the hill, Heale doing most of the
talking. He was bursting to tell Tollman all he had seen. As soon
as he reached the village he knew talking would have to stop.

Tollman stayed in Read’s house to avoid the villagers and their
insistent questions, only emerging when he had word that Jake’s
boat had been sighted. He walked down to the harbour with Heale and
stood watching the small boat approach. He had taken the
opportunity to have a last talk with Heale on the way to the
harbour, to impress upon him the need for his silence. He knew he
could not talk at the harbour, most of the village had come to see
Jake arrive. Tollman was anxious to be off, he realized he was
attracting almost as much attention as Jake. As Jake climbed the
ladder to the top of the harbour wall, a cheer rose from the
villagers, the people pressing forward to thank him. He held up his
hands and hush descended amongst the villagers.

“I’ve got to leave now and see the Procurator in Exe,” said
Jake. “I’m taking Corrin with me so he can tell him what’s happened
here. I’m sorry I can’t stay any longer, we have to find if there’s
any more of those animals anywhere else.”

An exited babble rose from the crowd.

“What happened last night?” shouted a villager. “We all heard
the noises, what was it?”

The crowd murmured in agreement.

Jake paused. “We landed an army of men last night. They had
special fireworks to frighten the animals so they wouldn’t attack
the men. They had orders to kill anything that moved, that’s why
you had to stay indoors. In the dark you could have been killed by
mistake.”

Lethbridge spread his hands. “But Jake, why didn’t you tell us.
We could have sent some men to help.”

“That’s just what we didn’t want,” replied Jake. “If we’d said
what we were going to do, no matter how much we told you to stay
away, there would have been some of you who would have come out
anyway. They could have got themselves killed.”

Tollman glanced at Heale. He sensed Tollman’s stare and turned
to him. He slowly raised an  eyebrow at Tollman.

“Ready Corrin?” Jake stood in front of him. He was as anxious to
leave as Tollman.


           
It was some time before they could leave. The whole village wanted
to shake Jake’s hand. When they finally got into the boat Tollman
heaved a sigh of relief. They sailed out of the harbour and headed
out to sea, the mass of people on the harbour wall waving their
good-byes. Once clear of the harbour Tollman turned to Jake.

“Who thought up that story about the fireworks,” he said with a
grin.

“A chap called Prosser back at the Hovercraft,” replied Jake.
“We knew we had to tell them something, that seemed the best
explanation to satisfy them.”

“What a load of bullshit,” laughed Tollman.

“Yeah, but it was first class bullshit,” replied Jake, straight
faced.

The small craft headed out to sea.

They sailed into Exe harbour and spent a couple of hours
de-rigging the boat before putting it into the boat shed. Tollman
was impatient to see Janci again and  the time it took to
berth the boat tested his patience. Jake would not alter his
routine. The boat must be kept away from prying eyes.

“What do you think would happen to me if somebody looked at it
as closely as you did?” he retorted when Tollman complained about
the time.

“Yeah, I suppose so,” replied Tollman. He realised Jake was
right but it didn’t make the time pass any faster. Finally the boat
was put away to Jake’s satisfaction and the shed locked up tight.
They walked up the hill to Balby’s house and knocked on the door.
The door opened and a multicoloured whirlwind came out and jumped
into Tollman’s arms. Tollman swung Janci round, her new dress
flaring out around her.

“How did you know it was me?” he asked, realising the answer as
he asked the question.

“Mr. Read told us you were coming home on the sideboard,”
replied Janci.

Tollman laughed. “No, we came home on the boat,” he said.

“You know what I mean,” said Janci. “I was so relieved to hear
you were all right.” She paused. “Are the dragons really all
dead?”

Tollman shook his head. “I don’t know, we’ve certainly cleared
out the area round Porthmarron, and for a way down the coast.
Whether we’ve got all of them is another matter.”

Janci  stroked Tollman’s face. “Mmm, I like the beard.”

Tollman felt his chin. He hadn’t shaved since the morning he
left Porthmarron with Hak. He looked down at Janci. “You don’t look
too bad yourself,” he said. Her new dress showed off her figure to
excellent effect.

Jake interrupted. “When you two have finished admiring each
other, can we go in, It’s freezing out here and I could do with a
drink and a meal.”

Tollman put Janci down.

“Sorry Jake,” said Janci.

She put her arm round Tollman’s waist and they entered the
house, shutting the door on the cold outside.










Chapter 23
New Chapter


   Janci, Tollman, Jake and Balby sat at the table in
Balby’s study. Balby ran his hands across the sheet of paper that
lay in front of them on the table. Lines and crosses covered its
surface. Tollman peered at the paper, a frown on his face as Balby
explained.

“This upright line represents the number of dragons killed, and
this line across the bottom is the distance along the coast from
Porthmarron,” he said.

“Why?” asked Tollman.

Balby sighed. “It just does,” he said with an air of
finality.

“It’s how we do things,” said Jake. “Now shut up and let the man
explain.”

“We counted the number of kills and put them on the graph.” He
swept his hand across the paper. “That’s what this diagram is
called.” He looked at Tollman who nodded.

“If you look, you’ll see the further down the coast away from
Porthmarron you go, the more kills there were.”

Tollman sat up. “Well I could have told you that, I don’t need a
piece of paper to tell me.”

“But what else does it tell us?” asked Balby.

Tollman shrugged.

“I think it tells us where the dragons were first landed,” said
Balby. “See, if you go even further down the coast, the number of
kills fall off. If we draw a line through the crosses like
so,  we get a curve.” He put his finger on the highest point
of the curve and traced it down to the bottom line.

“Somewhere along the coast at this point I think we’ll find a
sheltered bay where boats can land safely.”

Tollman looked at Balby with new respect. “You can tell all that
from the little crosses on a piece of paper?”

Balby nodded.

“Jake told me on the way back here, that he thought the dragons
had been brought in from outside. You reckon this tells us where
they were put ashore?”

Balby nodded again.

“How do we find out who brought them, “ asked Tollman. “Did you
find anything from Boles, was he and his crew mixed up with
this?”

Balby shook his head. “No, as far as we can tell, it was just
opportunistic thieving. When we studied the records of missing
persons we found a few of them had been passengers on his boat. It
seems he’s been picking off likely victims for years, not enough to
raise suspicions against him, but enough to give him a good living
out of it. I’m afraid you and Mr. Hackforth were just in the wrong
place at the wrong time. We can forget him, he’s been dealt
with.”

“So what do we do now?” asked Tollman.

“Well for a start we’re going to have to keep a watch on that
part of the coast,” said Jake. “But I think the trail leads back to
America. We’re going to have to go there to give evidence. Whoever
is doing it is breaking one of our strictest laws about no contact
with other countries until a cure is found. They could introduce
the plague into America. When we find them, they’re for the chop.”
He made a cutting motion across his throat.

Tollman studied the graph. “Those numbers at the bottom, are
they miles?” he asked.

Balby nodded. “I started the graph at Porthmarron, it’s where we
first had a sighting, it seemed an obvious place to start.”

Tollman counted along the line. “So this place where you think
they came ashore, it’s about sixty miles from Porthmarron.”

Balby nodded again.

“If we sailed there in Jake’s boat we could get there in a
day.”

Jake shook his head. “That’d be no good. Any one coming in would
see our boat and clear off.”

Tollman thought for a moment. “All right, we could sail to
Porthmarron and get a couple of horses from Mr. Read. We could ride
to the landing place. If we found a hiding place behind the beach
we could see what was going on.”

“You might have a long wait,” said Balby. “There’s no telling
how often our visitors come here. And anyway it’s only a theory, we
have no hard facts to back it up.”

“I still think we should go and have a look,” said Jake. “But I
don’t think getting there by horse is a good idea. For a start we
don’t know where to look. A  helicopter could search out a
likely spot  around the sixty mile mark, and drop us there. If
we could prove there were landings taking place, we’d have more
evidence to take back to America. I might even get some
pictures.”

Tollman turned to Jake and grinned. “So when can we go then?

“I’ll contact the Antiqua later on,” replied Jake. “They’ll
probably be able to lay on a flight tomorrow night.”

Tollman sat staring at the graph. Finally he looked up at Jake.
“I’m thinking about the people doing this.” He paused gathering his
thoughts. “If we are seen, they’re not going to like being
discovered, what do you think about taking Tim along. He’s a big
strong man, we might be glad of his muscle.”

Janci looked up in alarm. “I thought you were going to stay
hidden…..”

Tollman soothed her. “We are, but having Tim along would be a
help just in case we run into trouble.” He turned to Jake. “What do
you think?”

Jake nodded. “Not a bad idea. It also might help him feel he’s
not being excluded. It’ll encourage him to be co-operative.” He
turned to Janci. “There’s not much chance of trouble, but it
doesn’t do any harm to have a bit of extra help. And as I said,
it’ll do Tim good to feel he’s part of the team.”

“If you’re certain you want him along, I’ll contact Mr. Read and
arrange for a pick up,”  said Balby. “You can pick him up in
the  field outside Porthmarron where you dropped him off the
other night.”

Jake nodded in agreement.

“I suppose that means I’ve got to stay here again,” said Janci
glumly.

Tollman put his arm around her. “It won’t be long, maybe only a
week or two. I’m sure we’ll be quite safe. We’ll keep hidden, and
anyway we’d have Jake’s big gun with us.” He turned to Jake, his
eyebrows raised.

Jake nodded. “We’ve cleared out all the dragons in that area as
far as I can tell. If there are any left, I’ll shoot ‘em.” He
grinned at Janci. “Don’t worry, I’ll bring him back in one
piece.”

“Just as long as it’s a living piece,” said Janci.

The following day, Tollman and Jake rode out of Exe followed by
one of Balby’s men. They had set off early, the streets were
deserted except for a small group of fishermen down by the harbour.
After half an hours ride, they reached the outskirts of the town
and turned into a side street that led  down to the estuary.
There, they turned onto a path that wound its way through the trees
and shrubs heavy with the early morning dew. They had picked up
their horses at Balby’s stable, a few streets away from his house.
Balby’s man from the stable would return with their horses when
they reached their destination. Both men carried backpacks. Tollman
had his crossbow and Jake had his gun, securely tied to his saddle
in its leather case. They followed the estuary along the path. The
water glittered on their left, on the other side of the path, the
hills were heavily wooded.

“Any reason to come this way?” asked Tollman as he pushed aside
a branch jutting out into the path. He let go of the branch and it
sprang back across the path, showering Balby’s man with dew.

“Sorry Jed,” laughed Tollman.

Jed wiped his eyes. “Think nothing of it,” he replied. “I needed
a wash anyway. All the same,  I think I’ll hang back a
bit.”

“What were you saying?” asked Jake.

“I just wondered if there was any special reason to come this
way,” replied Tollman. “It’s not the most direct route out of
Exe.”

“Yeah, but it’s flatter,” replied Jake. “We’ll strike off away
from the river after we’ve gone a few miles, we’ll still make
better time than if we’d gone straight inland.”

“How come there’s a path here?” asked Tollman. “Does it lead
anywhere important?”

Jake looked over his shoulder to see how far Jed was trailing
them. He gestured to Tollman to move closer to him.

“This used to be a railway line, probably underneath this grass
are the remains of two metal tracks. In the old days a load of
carts all connected together would travel along the track carrying
people. Because the path was not so grown over, people tended to
use it,  there’s a couple of small settlements further
on.”

Tollman rode in silence for a minute, absorbing this new
evidence of the past.

“Have you got these joined up carts in your country?” he
asked.

Jake nodded, and put his finger to his lips. “No more talking
about the past.” He nodded in the direction of Jed, plodding
silently behind them.

The path opened out. Small mounds dotted the field in front of
them with a scattering of small cottages clustered near the
water.

“This used to be a village called Lympstone,” said Jake. He
glanced behind him to make sure Jed was out of earshot. “Those
mounds are all that’s left of the houses.”

“How do you know that,” asked Tollman.

“We have old maps remember,” said Jake. “The coastline has
changed due to the bombing, but inland we can identify things that
used to be here.”

“You’ve mentioned the bombing before,” said Tollman. “How come
Exe wasn’t bombed?”

“It was,” replied Jake. “From what we can gather from the old
records, they bombed the harbour to destroy all the boats. The town
suffered as well. The old Exe was many times bigger than the town
that’s here now. The old town was called Exmouth by the way.”

“Why don’t they call it that now?” asked Tollman.

“The first maps the explorers found was badly damaged. It wasn’t
until they found better ones that they realised that the name on
the first map was partially rubbed out. By then the name had
stuck.”

Tollman nodded to his left. “I suppose the river is called the
Exe.”

“Right. The river name was readable on the map. It seemed
logical to the first explorers that the town was named after the
river.”

The path closed in again after they left the remains of
Lympstone behind.  Further on the path opened out again. More
mounds were visible. Three crude cottages hugged the shore.

“Another old village?” asked Tollman.

Jake nodded. “They called it Exton.”

Tollman looked around. “There’s not so many people living here
as back there.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of Lympstone.
“What are they doing here anyway.”

“People are moving out,” replied Jake. As the population
increases, people move away from centres like Exe looking for land.
This has been going on for quite a few years and now there’s quite
a few farms round Exe. The further away you go, the less people you
find. But given time they’ll repopulate the country. This country
had so few  people to start with, that’s why it’s taken so
long.”

“What about your country,” said Tollman.  “How many did you
end up with?”

Jake pursed his lips. “ A lot more than you. We were luckier
than you, we had more warning. When people realised how bad things
were going to get, some of them mothballed universities, colleges,
factories and the like. They knew they wouldn’t survive, but they
hoped to leave something for future generations when things
recovered.”

“Mothballed?” queried Tollman.

“Its a way of preserving things. They stored everything in
containers and locked the buildings up tight. Not all of them
survived of course, many were burnt down. But enough were left to
give us a head start when we re-entered the cities.”

“How long do you reckon it’ll take us to repopulate then?” said
Tollman.

“Years,” replied Jake. “There’s only a few towns as big as
Exe  that I know of and perhaps twenty or thirty villages the
size of Porthmarron. The farms always cluster around the villages
and towns, that’s why we shouldn’t have too much trouble finding a
spot where the farms are thin on the ground.”

“I take it you know of such a place,” said Tollman.

“Yeah, it used to be called Colaton Raleigh Common. It’s high
and the ground is covered in heather or bracken, not good farming
country.”  As they passed the remains of Exton, Jake guided
his horse to his right into a barely visible lane. “We turn off
here, it’ll be slower going from now on.”

The lane narrowed. The horses had to push their way through
bushes and shrubs. Brambles scraped Tollman’s legs leaving tiny
scratches in his new leather trousers. They came to a wooded
area  where the going was easier, the trees suppressing the
ground cover. The horses plodded silently through the leaf litter
passing from shade to light as the pale autumn sun filtered through
the bare branches. They passed through another collection of
mounds, overgrown with trees and shrubs.

“Another dead village?”  asked Tollman.

“Woodbury,” replied Jake. “Come on, It’s really uphill from now
on.”

The ground began to rise as they left the dead village until,
looking back, they could see they were higher than the tops of the
trees they come through. After an hours hard riding, pushing uphill
through the bushes, they reached the top of the rise. The whole
countryside was spread out before them. Jake pointed.

“There’s the common.” He looked around with satisfaction. “Not a
farm in sight, that’ll do for us.”

Half an hours ride brought them onto the common. Jake dismounted
and untied his gun from the saddle. Tollman followed suit. He
dropped his backpack onto the ground and arched his back, 
massaged his spine with his knuckles. Jed looked around in
bewilderment.

“Are you sure this is the place you want?” he asked. “There’s
nothing here. If I take your horses back to Exe, you’ll be stuck
here. It’ll be a long walk back to Exe.”

“There’ll be some people coming this way in a few hours,” said
Jake. “We’ll be meeting them, don’t worry about us. You do as Mr.
Balby said and take the horses back. We’ll be getting other mounts
later on.”

Jed scratched his head. “Well, if you’re sure…” he began.

Jake passed his reins to him. “I’m sure, you go back now, and
tell Mr. Balby we got here all right.”

With a shake of his head at the foolishness of  people, Jed
collected the reins from Jake and Tollman and led the horses back
the way they had come. The two men watched until he was out of
sight.

Jake sat down. “Now we wait,” he said.

Tollman looked up at the sun. “It’s a long time ‘till nightfall,
why did we come out so early. We’ll be here for hours before the
helicopter comes.”

Jake pointed down the trail.  “I wanted to make sure Jed
was well clear. If we’d got here just before dark he might have
heard or even seen us being picked up. Anyway this way he gets to
go home in the daylight, I wouldn’t fancy doing that journey at
night.”

Tollman joined him on the ground. “Yeah, I hadn’t thought of
that. By the way, how will the helicopter know where to find us.
This is a big area and there’s no landmarks to guide them.”

Jake dug into his backpack and brought out a small black box. He
passed it to Tollman.

“This is a miniature version of the set in the sideboard.
There’s no picture, only sound. The pilot knows the general area
where we’ll be, once I hear him, I can guide him straight to
us.”

Tollman turned the box over in his hands. It was plain with a
small button on one edge. Set into one face was a small round
grill. He experimented with the button and found it would slide to
one side. A faint hissing came from the grill. Jake took it from
him and turned the set off.

“There’s no one in range at the moment, don’t worry when they
come, we’ll hear them all right.”

They opened their packs and ate some of the food Balby’s
servants had packed for them. Jake took the stopper out of a small
earthenware jug and took a healthy swig. He wiped his mouth and
passed the jug to Tollman. The cider was cool to his throat. 
After their meal they lay back and relaxed, Tollman quizzing Jake
about anything that came into his head. The conversation ebbed and
flowed as Tollman thought of new topics. In this way  the two
men passed away the time until nightfall.










Chapter 24
New Chapter


    Tollman awoke with a start. He hadn’t
realized he had fallen asleep. He sat up. It was dark, the sky was
ablaze with stars.

“Anything?” he asked.

He could just make out the dim outline of Jake. He shook his
head.

“Not yet, give them time. It’s only been dark for an hour or
so.”

They sat in silence, waiting. Eventually a faint noise from the
east made them sit up.

“Do you think that’s them,” said Tollman.

“That’s them,” said Jake. He turned on the set and spoke quietly
into the grill. “Antiqua flight, do you read?”

The set crackled. “Hello Jake, ready for pickup?”

“We’re ready, flash your lights for a second so I can pinpoint
you.”

A spear of light flashed briefly to the east.

“You’re about three miles from us, keep on the same heading,
then flash again,” said Jake.

The set crackled again. “Will do.”

The two men waited as the noise of the helicopter grew closer.
The light flashed briefly again.

“You’ve gone past us,” said Jake. “Bear left about ninety
degrees, and keep on that heading for about a mile. That should put
you right on top of us.”

The noise increased and Tollman became aware of something
blotting out a patch of stars above them.

“That’s it,” said Jake. Come straight down, we’ll make sure you
don’t land on us.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got you both on thermal imaging now.”

The helicopter settled on to the ground a few yards from them.
Jake and Tollman ran for the door that slid open as they
approached. A white suited figure tossed out two suits and the two
men quickly pulled them on and climbed aboard. From the dim glow of
the instruments, Tollman recognised Dean, the pilot he’d met last
time. From the gun bay, the shadowy figure of Pope lifted a hand in
greeting.  Dean nodded at the two men and turned in his seat
and lifted the helicopter into the air.

“We’ve got one more to pick up, is that right?” he asked.

“The field outside Porthmarron, where you dropped him off last
time,” replied Jake.

“Right, I’ll swing out over the sea, and approach from the
coast. Less chance of being seen or heard that way.” said Dean.

“Have you got all the stuff we need?” asked Jake.

“Yeah, John will show you,” said Dean.

Pope emerged from the gun bay between the front seats and
shuffled past Jake and Tollman to the rear of the helicopter. He
squatted down and touched three  bags strapped to the floor.
Jake and Tollman turned in their seats to see.

Pope slapped one bag. “Tent and sleeping bags.”  He touched
the other bag. “Food, water, cooking utensils, radio. There’s a set
of L.A. glasses and a video camera. The radio has a longer range
than the one you’ve got. If you run into trouble, you can call on
us for help. The other bag’s got some spare clothes and more food
and water.”

“L.A. glasses?” asked Tollman.

Jake pointed to the screen on the control panel. “Light
amplification glasses. Like that only smaller, it’ll help us see in
the dark. Chances are, these people will come at night. Without the
glasses we wouldn’t see a thing.”

The flight to Porthmarron took about ten minutes. Tollman could
see the breakers on the beach as the crossed the coast and headed
inland. A few minutes later Dean pointed to the thermal imaging
screen.

“Is that your man?” he asked.

Tollman peered at the screen. A white, man shaped figure stood
in the middle of the field. He glowed as if he was on fire.

“I think so,” he said. “We’re in the right field.”

“If that’s a farmer taking a piss, we’re going to frighten the
life out of him,” said Dean.

The glowing figure waved his arms at the helicopter. Tollman
relaxed. “It’s all right, that’s Tim,” he said.

The helicopter landed and the man ran towards the machine. Pope
slid open the door and threw a suit out to Heale.

“Do you need help putting it on?” he shouted.

Heale was already putting his feet into the suit. “No, I can
manage,” he replied. He put the helmet over his head, deftly locked
it into place and adjusted the air regulator. He climbed
aboard.  Tollman could see his grin through the helmet.

“Hello Tim, all right?”

Heale nodded. “No trouble. Mr. Read told me what to do. Nobody
realises I’m gone. If anyone does miss me, Mr. Read will tell them
I’ve gone into Exe for him.”

Dean lifted the helicopter into the air and headed down the
coast away from Porthmarron. After half an hour he turned to
Jake.

“We’ve come about sixty miles. What exactly are we looking
for?”

Jake leaned forward. “We want a secluded place where a boat can
pull up. I’ve looked at the old maps but they’re not much use, the
whole of the coast round here was bombed, hardly anything matches
up.”

Dean piloted the helicopter along the coast about half a mile
off shore. Finally he pointed.

“What about there,” he said.

Jake studied the screen. A large promontory jutted out into the
sea. Further on, the coast opened out into a large bay. Tucked into
the left side of the bay in the shadow of the promontory was a
small opening leading into a natural harbour. The area round the
harbour was heavily cratered, their outlines still visible, despite
the thick growth of trees and shrubs.

“That looks good,” said Jake. He whistled. “By Christ that place
took a pounding, what was it?”

Dean consulted the map unrolling across his screen.

“It used to be a place called Christchurch, big boating centre.
I suppose that’s why it got singled out. If you think that’s bad
you should see about fifteen miles further on.” He peered at his
map. “Two places,  Southampton and Portsmouth. They were
completely pulverised.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of them,” replied Jake. “They were places that
had really big boats.”

“They must have been really desperate to stop people leaving to
do that much damage,” mused Dean. “Anyway, what do you think of
Christchurch as a place to put down?”

“It’s the best we’ve seen along this bit of coast,  I think
it’ll do,” replied Jake. He looked at the map again. “That high
ground jutting out into the sea, If you put us down there we can
see all of the harbour without moving about to much.”

“Hengistbury Head,” supplied Dean. “If I can find a clear patch
I’ll drop you off at the top, you can work your way down slope
inland towards the harbour.”

Tollman cleared his throat. “What if you can’t find a clear
patch?”

Dean laughed. “Then you slide down a rope.”

Tollman frowned.  “That’s what I thought you’d say,” he
said ruefully.

Thankfully for Tollman’s nerves, a relatively clear patch of
ground enabled the helicopter to land safely. They unloaded their
gear and watched it as it took off and headed out to sea. Jake
surveyed the area with the glasses.

“I think we’d be better off if we went down hill towards the
mouth of the harbour,” he said lowering the glasses. “We’ll still
be able to see most of the harbour, but if we can see the entrance
we won’t be caught off guard if anyone does arrive at
night.” 

The three men shouldered a bag each and set off down hill,
angling towards the harbour mouth. After several hours walking they
stopped at a level patch of ground covered with trees and bushes. A
few yards further on the ground dropped sharply down to the harbour
where a huge circular bite had been gouged out of the land. Tollman
walked to the edge and looked over. Small shrubs clung to the near
vertical face. Twenty feet below him, he could see the
phosphorescence of small waves breaking. He looked back at Jake and
gestured with his hand at the circular gouge.

“Is this a crater left by the bombs?”

Jake joined him at the edge. “I should think so, it’s in the
right place if there were boats in the harbour that had to be
destroyed.” He looked around. “We’ve got a good view of the
entrance and most of the harbour, we’ll set up camp here.”

They unpacked the tent and Jake laid it out on the grass. He
took a small foot pump and connected to a valve in the side of the
tent. As he pumped, the tent slowly rose as four inflatable
supports filled with air. When he was satisfied, he disconnected
the pump and stowed it back in the bag. He tossed a handful of pegs
to Tollman and Heale who has been watching with amusement as the
tent rose from the ground.

“Here, you two can do something useful, peg these all round the
flap at the base. You’ll find holes to put them through.”

Tollman felt round the base of the tent, finding the eyelet’s by
touch in the dark. He  worked his way round the tent, pushing
in the pegs. He bumped into Heale, who was working in the opposite
direction. They both sat back rubbing their heads.

“These people amaze me,”  said Heale. “Who’d of thought of
a blow up tent.”

They walked round to the front of the tent where Jake was busy
pushing the bags inside. He crawled in and hung a small light on a
loop at the top of the tent. Tollman and Heale joined him.

“The entrance is facing away from the water so our light won’t
be seen from anyone in the harbour,” said Jake. “The battery should
be good for about forty hours, but as we don’t know how long we’ll
be here we use it as little as possible, all right?”

The other two nodded.

“We’ll arrange watches, we want the harbour under observation
all the time. You two get some sleep, I’ll take the first watch.”
He unfolded one of the sleeping bags. “The bottom is inflatable,
you pump it up like I did with the tent.” He turned to the
entrance. “I’ll leave you to sort yourselves out. When I’m out, zip
the entrance up like this.” He slid the toggle up and down closing
and opening the flap. “One other thing. No wearing shoes in the
tent, it’s got a built in ground sheet and if we tear it, we
haven’t got a replacement.”

After Jake had gone out, Tollman and Heale pumped up their
sleeping bags, climbed in and turned out the light. Tollman lay
back in the dark listening to the night noises of the woods around
him. He was asleep in minutes.










Chapter 25
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    Tollman awoke and stared up at the roof of
the tent. It was still pitch black inside the tent. He unzipped his
sleeping bag and crawled to the entrance flap. As he unzipped the
flap, daylight flooded in.

“Whaa?”

Heale stirred in his sleep, disturbed by the sudden light. He
opened his eyes and raised himself on one elbow. “What’s going on?”
he asked.

Tollman turned towards him. “Nothing, I just woke up myself. I’m
going to see what Jake is doing.”

Heale collapsed back onto his bed. “Keep me posted,” he said
sleepily and shut his eyes.

Tollman pulled on his boots and crawled through the entrance
hole. He circled the tent and walked to where Jake was sitting,
looking out over the harbour.

“Anything?” he asked.

Jake turned. “We should be so lucky, we could be here for weeks
before anything happens. That’s providing we’re in the right place
of course.”

Tollman sat down beside him. “You did say this was a likely
place, didn’t you?”

“It’s the best place we could see at about the right distance.
It still doesn’t mean this’ll be where they land.” He climbed to
his feet. “You stay here, I’ll get us some breakfast. Is Tim up
yet?”

“He’s awake,” replied Tollman. “I don’t know if he’s up
yet.”

He watched Jake walking back to the tent. Details hidden in the
dark were now apparent. The tent was square with a domed roof where
the four inflatable supports met at the top. The whole thing was
coloured with blotches of green and brown, it was almost invisible
in the early dawn light against the background of trees and bushes.
After a while Heale emerged from behind the tent and joined him at
the cliff edge.

“Jake wants to see you,” he said. Tollman nodded and walked back
to the tent. Jake was setting up a small stove in front of the
tent. He looked up as Tollman approached.

“I’ve shown Tim how this works, now it’s your turn.” He lifted
the stove. “This is a gas cylinder, you turn it on with this lever
on the side.”  He held it up for Tollman to see. “When you
hear the gas coming out, press this little button, that’ll light
the gas. All right?”  He handed the stove to Tollman.

Tollman turned the lever and pressed the button. A shower of
sparks cascaded around the burner top. Nothing else happened.

“If it doesn’t light first time, keep pressing the button until
it does,” said Jake.

Tollman pressed the button again and was rewarded with a blue
flame. He looked up at Jake and grinned. “Bloody marvellous,” he
said enthusiastically. “No more searching for firewood to cook our
food.”

Jake took the stove from him and set it firmly on the ground.
“Don’t be too sure. If we’re here for some time, we might run out
of gas.” He set a large pan on the burner and rummaged in a pack
for the food. He looked up at Tollman. “Go and join Tim,  I’ll
give you a call when breakfast is ready.”

The three men sat on the cliff edge eating their breakfast. Cups
of steaming coffee sat on the ground next to them, a new taste for
Tollman and Heale. Jake put his empty plate on one side and took a
long drink.

“Right, to business. We want the harbour watched at all times so
we’ll divide up the time into three watches. One to watch, one to
sleep and one to cook and do any chores that need doing.”

The other two nodded in agreement.

“We’ve enough water for about a week if we take it easy but we’d
better find a fresh supply straight away, otherwise our visit is
going to be cut short.”  He took another drink. “While you two
were asleep I had a good look round the coast with the glasses.” He
pointed round the bay. “About a mile or so up there, there’s a
small waterfall running down into the harbour, that’ll be our
nearest supply I reckon.”

“Do you want us to go now?” asked Heale.

“Yeah, both of you,” replied Jake. “I can stay awake until you
get back. We’ve got nothing to put water in at the moment, not
until one of our container are empty, but you can find the stream
and see if it’s suitable. We’ve got tablets to purify the water.
When you collect some, put two tablets in the container before you
fill it. By the time you get back, the water will be fit to
drink.”

Tollman and Heale stood up and were stopped by Jake’s upraised
hand. “Take your bows with you. I’m pretty sure this area is clear,
but we’ll not take chances.”  He paused and stared at Heale.
“I didn’t see last night, you did bring a bow with you didn’t
you?”

Heale grinned. “Bloody right I did. Standing in that field last
night waiting for the helicopter was not something I’d do without a
bow and a quiver of bolts by my side.”

Jake relaxed. “Good. Now go and find that stream.”

Tollman and Heale walked along the edge of the cliff until the
closely packed bushes forced them inland. There was no danger of
them losing their way, as long as they kept the high ground to
their left hand side, they were sure they were heading in the right
direction to find the stream.

“What do you reckon on our chances?” asked Heale.

Tollman shrugged. “Balby thought this area of coast was the most
likely spot, and this is secluded enough. Once you’re through the
entrance you can’t be seen from the sea, and it doesn’t look like
there’s anyone living round here.”

Heale pushed his way through a thick branch blocking their way
and cut it down with his knife.

“If we do this every now and then, we’ll be able to find our way
back easier.”

“Good idea,” replied Tollman, drawing his knife. The two men
pushed on, slashing at branches and pushing them out of the way.
Looking back, Tollman could see a distinct path behind them. The
long grass, flattened by their boots and the cut branches marking
the way they had come. After half an hours hard walking they heard
the sound of running water. Rounding a bush, they saw a gully in
the ground about six feet wide. They warily approached the edge and
looked down. The stream had cut into the soft earth and was about
four feet below them. Looking towards the harbour, they had a clear
view down the gully to where the water disappeared over the edge
about fifty feet away. The edge of the gully was soft and crumbled
easily under their boots. They both stepped back.

“This is no good,” said Heale. “If you fell in here there’s
nothing to stop you being washed downstream right over the
edge.”

“Let’s try further upstream,” said Tollman.

As they climbed up the hill, the depth of the gully slowly
lessened, and after a hundred yards from where they first found the
stream, they found a place where the water was only a few inches
below ground level. 

“This’ll do,” said Tollman. “We can hang onto that small tree on
the bank when we fill the containers.”

Heale looked around. “Yeah, no point in going further, ready to
go back?”

Jake was in the same position when they left him. They slumped
down beside him, catching their breath.

“Well?” said Jake.

“We’ve found a place,” said Tollman. “We’ve marked a trail so
you’ll be able to find it easily. Once you hit the stream, go
uphill for about a hundred yards. I’ve marked the place on a
tree.”

“Right,” said Jake. “I’m going to get some sleep.”  He took
a small watch from an inside pocket and passed it to Tollman. “You
both know how to tell the time don’t you.”

They nodded.

“Whoever is on watch has this. Wake me in about six hours. We
can decide then how we’re going to share out the watches, I’m too
tired to think about it now.” He yawned, stretching his arms and
rose to his feet. “Wake me if anything happens, all right?”

“Don’t worry we will,” replied Heale. “Go to bed,  you’re
nearly out on your feet.”

Jake waved his hand and ambled over to the tent. A few moments
later, the sound of gentle snoring was heard. Tollman and Heale
looked at each other and smiled. “That didn’t take long,” said
Tollman.

The days passed and the three men settled into a routine. The
days were not too bad except when it was raining, but the night
watches were boring. Tollman sat with the night glasses to his
eyes, scanning the distant shore line and the entrance to the
harbour. Nothing moved in the still of the night. They had been
camping for nearly three weeks and their only visitors were the sea
birds and small animals that scampered through the bushes round
their tent. He drew the watch from under his shirt and checked the
time. It fascinated him how the numbers glowed in the dark. Another
hour to go. He sighed and put the glasses to his eyes again.
Finally it was time to wake Tim. The dawn was breaking as he pushed
his way into the tent and shook Heale’s leg.

“It’s all right, I’m awake,” he said. He wriggled his way out of
the sleeping bag. Jake snored on oblivious next to him. Tollman
backed out of the tent and waited for Heale to dress. Heale joined
him at the edge of the cliff. They both looked out over the
landscape, now illuminated by the pale dawn light. The water was as
smooth as glass. It was so quiet they could hear the seagulls
calling on the far side of the harbour.

“Do you think we’re wasting our time?” said Heale. “It’s been
nearly three weeks now.”

Tollman idly kicked at the grass. “I don’t know Tim. It seemed
such a sure thing back at Balby’s house. I’m not so sure
now.”  He handed the watch and glasses to Heale. “ I’ll see
you in an hour or so, I’m going to get some water, maybe I’ll bring
back a rabbit too.”

He walked over to the tent and collected a couple of water
containers and his bow and set off down the path to the stream.
After the first week, he and Heale had hunted small game to
supplement the rations Jake had brought with them. The packet food
was very handy, but nothing compared to rabbit stew. The path to
the stream was well marked after three weeks of walking. Tollman’s
mind wandered as he strolled along, the water containers bouncing
gently on his back. Half way to the stream he slowed down and crept
quietly to where he knew a rabbit warren pock-marked the hill side.
He put down the water containers, cocked his bow and sat down and
waited. Rabbits are stupid he thought as he made his first kill.
The rabbits scattered as his target was bowled over by the bolt.
The rabbit  twitched and lay still. Tollman left it where it
was. After a short while the rabbits returned, seemingly
unconcerned at their dead companion. Tollman then killed two more
in the same manner. He got up and collected his kills. He pulled
out the bolts and cleaned them on the grass before returning them
to his quiver. Piercing the rabbits ears with his knife, he
threaded a springy twig through the holes and twisted  it into
a loop. With the water containers on one shoulder and the rabbits
on the other, he resumed his journey to the stream.

Tollman sat down by the edge of the stream and put two tablets
into each container. Holding on to a small tree by the waters edge
he lowered a container into the water. When it was full, he screwed
the cap on firmly and filled the other one. He sat for a while
leaning against the tree, thinking. His life had changed in the
last month or so, he knew nothing would ever be the same. The
dragons, the secret people with their strange technology and his
meeting with Janci. He missed Janci. I wonder what she’s doing
right now, he thought. He slapped his knees and got up, swinging
the containers and the rabbits over his shoulders. He worked his
way down the slope to the path and set off on the return journey
back to camp. He passed the rabbit warrens and was nearing the camp
when he heard fast approaching footsteps. He saw a flash of red
through the bushes and in a second, he realised neither Jake or Tim
had clothes of that colour. The thought and action were almost
simultaneous. He dived into the bushes on the left hand side of the
track, pushing the water containers and the dead rabbits behind
him. At once he realised he’d made a bad move. A few feet behind
him was the cliff edge with its sheer drop into the water. If
whoever was coming along the track discovered him, he’d have
nowhere to run. He flattened himself down, willing himself to
become invisible. The footsteps became louder and three men passed
within feet from where he was lying. He looked up as they ran down
the trail. They were dressed in red one piece suits, the trousers
tucked into heavy boots. Each man carried weapons. Tollman had
never seen a pistol but from conversations he’d had with Jake, he
recognised the metal objects the men carried were smaller versions
of Jake’s long gun. As the men passed down the trail, he let out a
long breath. So Balby was right he thought, outsiders were visiting
this part of the coast. He lifted his bow and aimed at the last man
in the file. No, it was no good, if he’d had his long bow he could
have  killed at least two of the strangers before they
realised what was happening. If he stayed in cover he could
probably kill the last man as well.   But it would take
too long to reload the crossbow, the men would be on to him as soon
as the first one went down. Reluctantly, he lowered the bow and
crept out of his hiding place. His problem now was to find out what
was happening back at camp. He felt uneasy having men behind him on
the trail, but there was nothing to be gained by waiting. Leaving
the water containers and the rabbits where he’d left them, he
started jogging along the trail, mindful that he might meet more
strangers at every bush he rounded.
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    Heale watched Tollman disappear down the
track to the stream then lay down on his stomach with the glasses
to his eyes. The sky had lightened so he turned off the light
amplifier. The green glowing landscape clicked off, to be replaced
with the normal patterns of light and dark of the countryside. He
settled himself comfortably and slowly scanned the view in front of
him. Nothing, the scene was a quiet as it had been the last three
weeks. He put the glasses down and rested his chin in his hands.
He’d been in this position for about ten minutes when a  faint
purring noise snapped his head up. He put the glasses to his eyes,
searching for the source of the sound. The noise grew louder, it
seemed to be coming from the mouth of the harbour. He swung the
glasses back and forth but nothing disturbed the stillness of the
water. Then he saw what was making the noise. A boat was entering
the harbour through the narrow entrance. Heale had learned enough
while he was on the Antiqua to realise that the noise he could hear
was the boat’s engine. He focused the glasses on the boat and could
see it held about eight men. Large boxes were piled up between the
men, filling all the available space in the hull.  Heale ran
back to the tent and shook Jake awake.

“Come and see this, there’s a boat coming in to the harbour,” he
said urgently.

Jake was out of his sleeping bag and dressed in seconds.
Together they crawled back to the cliff edge, keeping low so they
wouldn’t be seen. Jake studied the boat through the glasses.

“At last some action,” he said with satisfaction. He glanced at
Heale and frowned. “It would happen when Corrin’s not here, let’s
hope he hears the engine noise and keeps out of sight.”

“What’s happening now?” asked Heale, straining to see across the
harbour.

“It’s beached on the landward side of the harbour, they’re
putting ashore a load of boxes.”

“Do you think they’re setting up camp?” questioned Heale.

“Could be,” answered Jake shortly. “They’ve stacked the boxes on
the shore and they’re setting off back to sea again. Maybe they’re
going for more.” Jake thought for a moment. “They can’t have come
far in a little boat like that, there must be a ship outside the
harbour. You stay here and keep watch, I’m going to climb the hill
so I can look out to sea. If I’m lucky I might be able to see the
name of the ship.” He paused. “Keep your bow by your side, loaded
and ready for use.”

They crawled back to the tent and collected their weapons. Jake
checked his magazine was full and put a handful of bullets in his
pocket. He put the video camera in his other pocket. Noticing
Heale’s look he spoke to reassure him.

“We can’t be seen from up here so we’re safe enough. Move slowly
and keep low so you don’t attract attention. I’ll be as quick as I
can.”

Heale nodded and picking up his bow and quiver of bolts, he
crawled back to the cliff edge.

The noise of the boat’s engine alerted Heale that things were
starting to happen again. He put the glasses to his eyes and
followed the boat as it chugged its way to the far shore. 
More boxes were unloaded and when they were all ashore, the men
lined them up in a row. Heale did a quick count. Twenty five boxes
lay along the shore line. He watched puzzled as all but one of the
men returned to the boat. The man left on shore walked along the
row of boxes, stooping briefly at each one. He straightened up from
the last box and ran for the boat. Suddenly the ends of the boxes
appeared to burst open. Heale realised  that each box had a
door at its end that had been pushed open by tiny green animals
about the size of a small dog. The animals darted out of the boxes
and milled about on the beach, running in all directions. Heale
swore to himself. What he could see through the glasses were
miniatures of the dragons he’d faced with his men. The men in the
boat shouted and banged on the hull and eventually the tiny dragons
disappeared into the bushes. Once the tiny animals had scattered,
the men climbed out of the boat and  ran  over to the
boxes. Pressing on the sides, the men collapsed the boxes flat and
loaded them back onto the boat. A few minutes later, the boat left
the shore and headed out to the harbour mouth. Heale clenched his
fists in frustration. If only Jake was here with his camera 
he thought, he’s got to be told about this. With that in mind, he
rose and started up the hill to find Jake.

 He was about a third of the way up when he heard someone
coming down the hill towards him. Expecting to see Jake, he was
taken completely off guard when a complete stranger emerged from
the bushes in front of him. The two men stared at each other for a
long moment, then the stranger raised a gun and fired. The bullet
hit Heale in the centre of his chest, the force knocking him flat
on his back. Instinctively, he raised his bow and fired at the man.
At a range of less than ten feet he couldn’t miss. The bolt hit the
man in the stomach, folding him in half. Screaming, the man dropped
his gun and fell to his knees clutching his stomach, the tip of the
bolt protruding from his back. Heale felt a strange calm. The whole
of his chest felt numb, the wound did not hurt yet, but his left
arm had lost all feeling. He could hear the crackle of branches and
loud shouts as more men approached. He rolled over onto his right
hand side and levered himself up. He staggered to his feet and
picking up his bow, struggled up the hill away from the voices. He
burrowed into a thicket of bushes, biting his lip to avoid crying
out as the branches slapped against his chest. Once he was in deep
cover, he drew his knees up and clutched his chest. The pain was
now intense, he felt the blood oozing through his fingers, soaking
the front of his jacket. He stifled a cough and tasted blood in his
mouth. Jesus, I’m hurt bad, he thought, as he tried to reload his
bow. His hands were sticky with blood, but finally he had the bow
drawn and a bolt in its groove. He lay still, hardly daring to
breath as a file of men passed him less than twenty feet away. He
could hear them calling to each other, trying to find him. The man
he’d shot had stopped screaming, hopefully  the bastard was
dead.  From where he lay, he could see the men had split up.
Some were working their way downhill towards the tent, the rest
were heading for the trail leading to the stream. Christ, he
thought. Corrin. He’ll walk straight into them.
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    Jake climbed up the slope until he was almost
at the top. He crawled the last few feet and tucked himself behind
a bush, He slowly parted the branches and peered down.

“Well I’ll be damned.” he breathed. Below him, glittering like a
silver cross, was a plane. The boat he’d seen in the harbour was
drawn up along side it. Men were busily unloading more boxes into
the boat. He studied it through the glasses and did a double take.
At first he’d thought the plane had landed on a sandbank, but
looking through the glasses he realized it was floating. The
fuselage was shaped like a boat’s hull and small floats hung down
beneath each wing. Two large engines bulged on each wing with big
four bladed propellers on each one.

“A flying boat,” he whispered to himself. He’d read about such
things, but never thought to see one. The flying boat was huge,
dwarfing the boat drawn up next to it.  He pulled the camera
from his pocket and filmed the scene below him. The men had
finished loading the boat. It pulled away from the flying boat and
turned towards the harbour mouth, disappearing from his view. The
hatch closed and all activity ceased. Jake kept the camera focused
on the plane for another half an hour. Nothing moved. Time I was
getting back, he thought, and moved back down the hill, pushing the
camera into his pocket.

Halfway down the hill, Jake froze as he heard a shot. He
crouched down and inched his way down the hill. He became aware
that he could hear unfamiliar voices. He stopped and listened.
Christ! the men from the plane have found the camp. Have they
caught Tim? He clicked off the safety catch and set the gun to
single shot and inched his way further down the hill. A faint sound
swung his head sharply to the right, his gun coming up. Someone was
calling his name in a hoarse frantic whisper. He peered into a
clump of bushes and saw Heale laying curled up under the branches.
Pushing his way into the bush, he could see Heale was badly
wounded.

“What happened Tim?” he whispered.

Heale raised his head. A trickle of blood ran from his mouth.
“The bastards shot me, two of them are at the camp but there’s more
going along the trail to the stream. You’ve got to warn
Corrin.”  He paused, panting for breath. He clutched Jake’s
arm. “I saw them, they released baby dragons.” His head sank back
to the ground.

“Did they by Christ.” muttered Jake. He took off his coat and
eased it under Heale’s head. “Try and stay quiet. I’ll deal with
them. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Heale nodded, too weak to speak.

Jake crawled out of the bush and eased his way downhill until he
could see the camp site. Two men were pulling the contents of the
tent out onto the grass. Anger welled up inside Jake. Given time to
think,  he might have taken a different course of action, but
the image of Heale lying curled up, clutching his blood soaked
chest, was too fresh in his mind.  Jake raised his gun and
shot the two men in quick succession. He felt no pity for the
strangers. Men who could shoot without provocation and infest the
country side with dangerous animals deserved no mercy. The men lay
motionless where they had fallen, the impact of the bullets had
thrown them several feet away from the tent. Jake lay patiently in
the cover of the bushes for ten minutes, scanning the area below
him. Nothing moved. Finally, satisfied there were no other
intruders about, he rose to return to Heale. He had only risen to
his knees when a bullet  tore into his back. The shock pitched
him forward, his nerveless hands dropping the gun. He was vaguely
aware of branches whipping at his face as he  fell headlong
down the slope. He briefly lost consciousness. He came to as rough
hands pulled him further down the slope until he was on level
ground. He opened his eyes. Two men looked down at him. One kicked
him in his side. Electric stabs of pain blossomed in his chest that
made breathing difficult. He mentally cursed himself for not
realising there could be more men than Heale had seen. His head
swimming with pain, he realised one of the men was talking to
him.

Mike Taylor and Carl Holland looked down at the man laying at
their feet. The man who had just killed their two friends.

“All right you bastard, who are you, what are you doing here?”
shouted Taylor.

Jake shook his head weakly. Taylor kicked him again.

“Come on, speak.”

Jake worked his mouth. “How did you find me?”

“We’ll ask the questions,” replied the Taylor sharply.

Holland stepped forward. “You’re not so smart, buddy. From the
other side of the harbour the path from your tent to the stream
stands out like a sore thumb.”

Jake groaned inwardly at his stupidity. So much for staying
hidden, he might as well of put a flag pole up at the camp.

“All right, that’s enough of that,” said Taylor. He reached down
and grabbed Jake’s hair, pulling him of the ground. He shouted at
Jake, his face only inches away.  “Who are you, what are you
doing here?”  He threw Jake back onto the ground.

Jake contorted in agony, the pain in his chest an all
encompassing wave that pulsed through him. He stared up at the man
and shook his head weakly.

“You bastard,” shouted Taylor. Spittle flew from his mouth. He
kicked Jake again. “You killed Mark and Spence, who are you? Did
you shoot that arrow into Rod?  ”

Jake collapsed back to the ground, hugging his chest. Holland
held back his companion.

“Hold it Mike, we’ll get nothing out of him if you kick him to
death.” He paused and looked closely at Jake. “He’s not got long
anyway by the look of him. He pushed Jake with his toe who stirred
as he regained his senses. “Come on, talk,” he said sharply.

Holland stood back as Jake pushed himself to a sitting position.
He sat crouched down, his arms wrapped round his chest. Blood ran
down his chin as his mouth worked trying to form words. He looked
up at the men staring down at him. Finally he had enough breath to
speak.

“Go to hell, the lot of you,” he said.

Taylor looked round at the other man. “We’ll get nothing out of
him” he said. He drew his pistol and in one smooth movement, shot
Jake at almost point blank range.  Jake collapsed back onto
the ground, his arms flung out by the force of the shot. Holland
smacked Taylor round the face, knocking him to the ground.

“You stupid bastard Taylor, what’d you do that for. Now we’ll
never find out what’s going on here. You should at least have
waited for Macallister to get back.”

Taylor rose from the ground, his gun raised. “Don’t you ever do
that again or I’ll kill you,” he snarled. 

Holland stepped back. “Don’t be stupid, don’t you realise we’ve
more important things to worry about,”  he said sharply.

 “What?” said Taylor, lowering the gun.

Holland gestured at Jake’s body. “We were told this place was
uninhabited. Where did he come from, and why has he got a gun?”

Taylor paused. “Yeah you’re right, Macallister has got to hear
about this.” He looked along the coast. “Those shots should bring
him back soon, he can’t have gone far.”

Holland shook his head. “It’s a fair way to that stream. Even if
he starts back now, it’ll be a while before he gets back.”

“So what do we do in the meantime?”  said Taylor.

“Find the gun.” replied Holland.

“Yeah the gun,” said Taylor slowly. “That was no flintlock he
was using. If there’re people here with proper guns we could be in
trouble.”

As if to counterpoint his remark a loud retort echoed round the
bay. Holland’s head literally exploding in a spray of blood and
bone. The impact lifted him off his feet. He crashed to the ground
and rolled to the feet of the horrified Taylor.

 

As Tollman neared the area where the tent was pitched, he
stopped, thinking hard. It was too much to hope the three strangers
he’d seen hadn’t found the tent as well. He frowned as his concern
for Jake and Tim grew.  There could be any number of strangers
in the area, had they found his friends? It was too risky making a
direct approach so he left the trail and started climbing the hill
to his right, angling away from the trail. He aimed for a position
well above the area where the tent was pitched, he wanted to have a
good look round before approaching the tent.  He’d only moved
a few feet from the trail when a loud bark echoed round the
harbour. It stopped him in his tracks. It was the unmistakable
sound of Jake’s gun. Tollman stood still, his head up, listening.
The sound of Jake’s gun boomed again. Tollman dropped to his
stomach, his heart pounding.  Pushing his way through the
undergrowth, he worked his way up the hill. He made slow progress,
the undergrowth was thick with thorny bushes that tore at his hands
as he pushed his way forward. Worried thoughts were whirling
through his head as he crawled. If Jake was using his gun, that
meant there were definitely more strangers about, probably armed.
His back itched as he had to lift himself over bushes he couldn’t
crawl through. He expected a bullet to hit him every time he raised
himself off his stomach. He was almost at a point above the camp
when he heard a sharp crack ahead of him. Something crashed through
the bushes, followed by the sound of several men shouting. Tollman
froze then slowly resumed his forward crawl. His hand fell on a
branch that felt strange to his touch. He parted the grass to see
better. He was staring at Jake’s gun. He pulled it from the grass
and wiped the mud from the stock. Fearful of what had happened to
Jake, he crawled forwards and parted the bushes in front of him. He
now had a clear view down the hill to the tent. Two men lay
sprawled near the tent, their bodies contorted in death.  Jake
lay flat on his back, two men stood over him. Tollman could see
Jake’s shirt was covered in blood. From where he was hiding,
Tollman couldn’t hear what was being said but the men seemed to be
questioning Jake with hard barking voices. Jake struggled to a
sitting position, his face contorted with pain. He snarled back at
the men and as Tollman wondered what to do, one of the men raised
his pistol and shot Jake in the chest.

For a long moment Tollman crouched paralysed with shock. Then
without thinking, he raised the gun and fired at the nearest man.
Jake had never shown him how to use it, but it was so similar to
his crossbow, the action seemed natural. The recoil punched into
his shoulder, the gun nearly jumping from his hands. His ears were
ringing from the blast, but as he pulled  the barrel down, he
realized he’d hit his target, the man lay flat on his back, his
head soaked with blood. Tollman had been aiming at the man’s chest,
and had lifted the gun automatically to allow for the fall of a
bolt. He realised that compared to his bow there was no fall with
distance. At the range he was shooting the bullets’ trajectory was
virtually flat. The remaining man was still frozen in position.
Tollman fired again and missed, the bullet kicking a spray of dirt
at the man’s feet. Tollman fought the recoil, fighting to keep his
eyes on his target. He scanned the ground in front of him. The man
had disappeared. Tollman searched the camp area, the gun barrel
moving slowly from side to side. A shot ripped through the branches
above him. Tollman lay down with his face in the dirt as leaves and
small twigs rained down on him. The man fired again and this time
Tollman saw a slight movement behind a clump of bushes near the
tent. He couldn’t see the man, so he fired a volley of shots,
spacing them across the width of the bush. A faint scream came from
below, cutting off sharply.  He waited for a moment. Nothing
moved. He rose to his feet and cautiously moved down the hill
towards the bush. Circling the bush with his gun raised, he saw the
man. He lay sprawled on the ground, his shattered right arm pumping
blood. As Tollman approached, he made ineffectual movements to
crawl away, his eyes bright with horror. Tollman drew his knife and
grabbing the man by the hair, turned him over and cut his
throat.

Ignoring the frothing convulsions of the dying man, Tollman ran
over to Jake. He knelt down beside him and touched the pale face.
Jake slowly opened his eyes, his mouth moving. Tollman put his
ear  to Jake’s face.

“Tim up hill……..shot,” breathed Jake. He gulped air. “Watch
out….more men….trail.”

Tollman nodded. “I saw them, don’t worry I’ll deal with them.
I’ll be as quick as I can.”

Jake nodded his head in a barely perceptible movement. He closed
his eyes. Tollman sat beside him for a moment then rose and
gathered up the gun. He paused. How many shots had been fired from
Jake’s gun? He tried to remember. He’d heard Jake fire twice, he
had fired, how many? It was hard to remember. How many bullets did
it hold? He looked down at Jake. It was no use asking him, he was
out of it. He tried to remember the time Jake had shown him how the
gun worked. Was it fifteen or twenty bullets in the magazine? He
was sure he hadn’t fired all the bullets, there must be at least
one left, maybe more.  Just in case he was wrong, he decided
to double up on his weapons. He ran up the hill and after a quick
search, recovered his crossbow. Descending, he ran for the trail.
He ran until he was out of sight of the camp and then climbed the
hill until he was looking down with a clear view along a short
length of the trail. He settled down behind a bush and laid the gun
in front of him, its long barrel pointing at the trail. He studied
the gun. The box that held the bullets, magazine Jake had called
it, hung down in front of the trigger. He pressed the catch as he’d
seen Jake do, and the magazine dropped into his hand. He could see
one bullet in the top of the magazine, were there more? He didn’t
dare take it out in case he couldn’t replace it. He shook his head
and pushed the magazine back into place with a click. He thought
some more, trying to remember what Jake had told him about the gun.
If there was one in the magazine that meant there should be another
in the gun. So he had at least two bullets left with three men to
kill.  If there were more than two bullets, all to the good.
If not, he’d kill the last man with his bow. He cocked the bow and
set a bolt in the groove. Satisfied with his preparations, he
settled down and waited.

He didn’t have long to wait. The three men he’d seen earlier
came into view, running hard. Tollman sighted on the man in front
and fired. Jake had chosen his weapon to kill large animals, on a
man the effect was devastating. The man grunted as he was blown off
his feet, his chest torn open by the heavy bullet. He slammed into
the man behind him, knocking him to the ground. The man thrashed
about, pushing the corpse off him. He scrambled to his feet, and
with the other man, they made a frantic dash back the way they had
come. Tollman leapt to his feet and jumped down the side of the
hill with three long steps. With the gun in one hand and the
crossbow in the other, he forced his way through the bushes. 
The bow caught on a branch  pulling him off balance.  He
crashed onto the trail, stumbling to his knees. Recovering his
balance, he dropped the bow and raised the gun at the retreating
men. He was winded by his fall, the gun barrel wavered, spoiling
his aim. Clenching his teeth, he fired. He missed the broad back of
the fleeing man, the shot hitting him in the leg, shattering his
thigh. The man crashed to the ground, rolling over in the grass.
The other man paused for a second and seeing Tollman running
towards him, raised his pistol and fired. The shot went wide. The
sight of Tollman running straight at him in spite of his shot,
panicked him. He man turned and darted away. Tollman ran past the
man on the ground. He was unconscious from shock and loss of blood,
Tollman ignored him. He was single-mindedly intent on killing the
remaining man. The man was leaving Tollman behind. Hampered by the
gun and his crossbow, he couldn’t run as fast as the panic stricken
man. As he ran, the fleeing man looked over his shoulder and fired
at Tollman, his gun wavering from his exertions.  Tollman
ducked as he saw the pistol raised, but after he’d been fired at
several times he soon realized the man was a poor marksman. The man
would turn at intervals,  firing  wildly at his pursuer.
Tollman’s steady approach increased his panic and his shots became
more erratic.

Tollman ignored the gun and kept on running. Eventually they
reached the stream. Seeing his way was blocked, the man ran
downstream towards the harbour. Tollman smiled grimly to himself.
Now he had him. The man had ran to the edge of the cliff and turned
in despair to face his pursuer. Tollman slowed to a walk and
approached , getting his first good look at the man. He was middle
aged with a round face. Sweat covered his partially bald head,
sticking his hair to his head. The man raised his gun which clicked
uselessly. Tollman raised his gun and pointed it at the man’s
chest. 

The man held out his arms. “No,” he screamed.

Tollman’s gun clicked. He was out of bullets. Dropping the gun
he swung the crossbow up. As he was about to fire, something ripped
through the bushes beside him. Startled, he swung round as more
leaves and twigs fluttered through the air. Through the gap where
the river ran over the cliff, Tollman saw a boat a short distance
from the cliff. The men in the boat were shooting at him. In the
brief instance that Tollman was distracted, the man seized his
chance and  threw his gun at Tollman, hitting him in the face.
As Tollman reeled back, the man ran to the edge of the cliff and
jumped into the harbour. By the time Tollman had wiped the blood
from his eyes the man was swimming strongly for the boat. Tollman
raised his bow, but had to jump back from the cliff edge as a hail
of bullets tore the bark and leaves from the trees round him.
Tollman watched helplessly as the man was pulled aboard the boat.
It turned and sped for the harbour mouth, vanishing from sight
round the headland. He bent to pick up Jake’s gun and wave of
dizziness made him stumble. Blood dripped down his face from the
cut over his eyes where the gun had hit him. He wiped his face. He
had to get back to Jake and Tim. He started back down the trail at
a steady run. Half way back to the camp he heard the roar of
engines. A silver shape rose above the hill and turned away from
the land.  So Balby’s story about planes were true, he hadn’t
been telling tales, they did exist. He gave a satisfied nod to
himself. The strangers had gone, at least he could see to Jake and
Tim without disturbance. He stopped only once on the trail, pausing
just long enough to cut the throat of the man he had shot in the
leg.










Chapter 28
New Chapter


    Tollman knelt down beside Jake. He was still
alive, his breath fluttering in his throat. He opened his eyes and
looked at Tollman. His lips moved. “I really mucked this one up,”
he whispered. “Find Tim, get help.” He closed his eyes and relaxed
back, slipping into unconsciousness.

Tollman looked around. Jake had said Tim was up the hill, also
wounded. He climbed the hill behind the tent and called out. The
bushes to his left moved slightly and as Tollman pushed his way
through the branches, he found Heale laying in a puddle of blood.
As Tollman lay down beside him, Heale opened his eyes and clutched
Tollman’s arm.

“Can’t breath,” he whispered. Blood bubbled from the corner of
his mouth.

Tollman held his hand. “Try to hang on, I’ll get help.” He
crawled out of the bush. “I’ll be back in a minute”. He ran back
down the hill and poured water into a cup. Retracing his steps up
the hill, he eased Heale’s head up and helped him drink. Heale took
a few sips and swilled the water round his mouth. He turned his
head and spat blood onto the ground then collapsed back. He looked
up at Tollman. “Get help,” he said faintly. “I’ll last.”

Tollman nodded and ran back down the hill. Their belongings were
scattered round the tent and after a brief search, he found Jake’s
bag. He fumbled through the contents, throwing out the packets of
food and clothes. At the bottom of the bag he found what he was
looking for. He held the small rectangular box in his hands
wondering if he could use it. He found a switch on the side and
pushed it. It slid to one side with a click and the hissing noise
he’d heard once before came from the grill on the face of the box.
He spoke tentatively into the grill.

“Hello, is anyone there?”

A faint voice came from the grill. “Please identify yourself,
who are you?”

“I’m Corrin Tollman. I’m with Jake. We need help, Jake’s
hurt.”

The voice from the grill faded in and out. “Stand by.” 

Tollman waited. Then a new voice spoke to him.

“Corrin, this is First officer Ash, your transmission is very
weak. Have you extended the antenna out of the radio?”

Tollman paused. “Antenna? What’s an antenna.”

“Look at the end of the radio. You’ll see a bright button. Pull
it out.”

Tollman fumbled with the radio. He found the button and gripped
it with his fingers. He pulled, and a shiny rod came out of the
radio.

“I’ve pulled out bright rod, is that right?” he asked

The hissing from the grill stopped and the voice rose in volume.
“Much better. Now what were you saying about Jake?”

Tollman gave a brief account of the fight with the strangers.
“Jake’s bad and Tim’s wounded too, we need healers here fast.”

There was a shocked silence from the radio. “How many bodies did
you say?”

Tollman looked around. “I can see four from where I’m standing.
There’s two more along the trail we made to the stream.”

He heard a hubbub of voices from the radio. “Help is on its way
Corrin, leave the radio switched on, it’ll help guide us to
you.”

Tollman nodded, then spoke quickly to cover his mistake. “Be
quick.”

 

On the Antiqua a warning klaxon sounded. The crew paused in
their duties and looked up expectantly.  The voice of first
officer Sonia Ash echoed round the ship. 

“Flight one prepare for immediate take off, medical staff to the
hanger deck.” The speakers clicked off. There was a flurry of
activity in the sick bay. The chief medical officer pointed to two
nurses and they raced out of the sick bay to the hanger deck and
gathered round the helicopter. First officer Ash was waiting for
them. Lieutenant Dean and Sergeant Pope stood next to her. She
looked up from the clipboard she carried in her arms.

“Right, this is the situation. Jake Hawthorne is in trouble. We
had a rather garbled message from one of the inhabitants over
there, one of the people Jake is working with. Jake and another man
both have gunshot wounds, we think there might be some bodies to
recover as well. Peter, will you prepare your people while I brief
lieutenant Dean.”

Peter Stevenson, the Antiqua’s chief medical officer nodded and
together with his two nurses ran back to the sick bay. As the
nurses pulled open cupboards he counted off on his fingers.

 “Right, we need resuscitation equipment, plasma, large
wound dressings and say a dozen body bags.”

Nurse Jasmine Gupta and medic Des Waterman pulled equipment and
supplies from the cupboards while Joanne May and Vikki Trees
hurriedly packed the them into bags. Stevenson checked the contents
against a list. The equipment filled four large bags. Stevenson
took one in each hand. He looked round.  “Right, Des, you’re
in charge while we’re gone.” He turned and ran for the door. Joanne
and Vikki took a bag each and followed him. When they reached the
hanger deck the roof was open and the helicopter blades were
already turning. Dean and Pope looked down at them from the cabin
windows, their faces obscured by bubble helmets. The nurses loaded
the bags into the helicopter and climbed aboard. Stevenson put his
head next to Ash and shouted to make himself heard over the noise
of the engines.

“If we’re bringing back indigenous people, the sick bay will
have to be sealed off from the rest of the ship. Take a box of
supplies to treat minor ailments and injuries and keep it outside
the sickbay, that way if any of the crew need treatment, they won’t
need to risk contamination by visiting the sickbay.”

“Supposing we get an emergency, like an appendicitis,” shouted
Ash.

Stevenson shrugged. “Then they’ll have to come in. They’ll have
to take their chances, we’ll pump them full of drugs and hope for
the best.”

Ash nodded. “I’ll get some men isolating the bay as soon as
you’ve gone.” She slapped his arm. “Good luck.”

Stevenson climbed aboard and slid the door shut behind him. He
lifted a pair of head phones from the back of the seat and put them
on.

“All strapped in?” said Dean. Receiving affirmative replies from
his passengers he moved his controls. “Right here we go.”

The helicopter rose out of the Antiqua and gained altitude.
Below them, the hanger roof doors slid together. Dean guided his
craft towards the coast. Once they were flying level he turned to
his passengers.

“Suits are in the back. Go back one at a time and put them
on.”

The flight to the coast would take half an hour. Pope spoke over
the intercom. “Do we know where they’ll be? I know where we left
them but they could be anywhere by now.”

“Jake’s man has left his radio on, that should help us get
somewhere near them,” replied Dean. “Once we reach the coast we’ll
cruise up and down a bit. They did say they were going to stay in
one spot so they could check out the harbour for intruders. I don’t
think they’ll have gone far.”

“Look’s like they found what they were looking for,” said Pope
bluntly. They both lapsed into silence, each man with his own
thoughts. After a while Dean nodded at the windscreen.

“Coast ahead,” he said.

Pope reached forward and turned a dial on the radio. He
consulted a pad on his knee and tuned the radio to the frequency
used by Jake’s small hand set. A loud hissing sounded in his
headphones. “Got him,” he said.

They didn’t need the radio. As they flew over the headland a
narrow path of flattened vegetation pointed like an arrow to a
small flat area. A figure stood in the centre waving.

“Not much room to land,” observed Dean.

Pope spoke into his radio. “Corrin, can you hear me?”

They watched the small figure run to the tent and pick up the
radio.

“I hear you, what do you want me to do?”

“Can you clear an area for us to land?”

“Er, yes, hold on,” came the reply.

“Christ are they dead bodies he’s shifting?” said Dean.

“Yeah, looks like Ash was right,” replied Pope. “Something tells
me not to get on the wrong side of our boy down there.”

Tollman dragged the tent to the edge of the clearing. The radio
squawked again.

“Is that enough?”

Dean studied the area. “There’s one more body, can you move that
as well?”

“No, that’s Jake. I daren’t move him.”

“Don’t worry,” soothed Dean. “We’ll manage.”

Tollman crouched over Jake as the helicopter slowly descended.
Leaves, twigs and their campsite belongings flew about him as the
gale from the rotors increased. Finally it touched down, the
engines whining to a halt. Suited figures scrambled out carrying
large bags. They ran over to Tollman.

“I’m doctor Stevenson,” said a helmeted  figure. “Let me
have a look at him.”

He gently pushed Tollman aside and examined Jake. Tollman
realised with a start that the other two people were women. He
watched as they cut Jake’s clothing from him and stuck needles
attached to bottles and tubes to Jake’s arms. A mask was clamped
over Jake’s face with a tube connected to a small black cylinder.
Jake opened his eyes. Tollman leaned over and gripped his hand.
Jake squeezed back. “Good lad,” he said faintly, and closed his
eyes again.

Tollman let go of his hand in alarm. “Is he all right?” he asked
anxiously.

The three people huddled over Jake ignored him as they attended
to their patient. Finally, Vikki Trees studied a box attached to
Jake with thin wires. She looked up. “He’s stable, we can move him
now.”

Stevenson turned to  Tollman. “He’ll be all right, now,
where’s the other man?”

Dean and Pope arrived with a stretcher and together with the two
nurses, they gently eased Jake onto it. Tollman watched as they
quickly carried him to the helicopter and loaded him aboard. A
touch on his arm swung him round.

“The other man?” said Stevenson.

Tollman pointed up the hill. “He’s under some bushes. He said he
can’t breath.”

Stevenson thought for a second. “Has he got blood in his
mouth?”

Tollman nodded.

“Sounds like he’s got a punctured lung,” said Stevenson. He
picked up one of the bags. “Come on, show me where he is.”

Together, they climbed the hill to where Heale lay. Stevenson
studied the Heale’s position.

“This is going to be awkward,” he said. He called down to Dean
who had emerged from the helicopter. “Have you got an axe in
there?”

Dean waved and climbed back into the helicopter. A short time
later he emerged carrying a small hatchet. He climbed up to where
Tollman and Stevenson crouched by the bush.

“This is all we’ve got, will it do?”

Stevenson nodded at the bush. “There’s a wounded man in there.
Can you clear away some of the branches without harming him?”

Dean studied the shrubbery in front of him. “I’ll have a go,” he
said, raising the hatchet. His downward swing was stopped dead by
Tollman’s hand.

“Wait,” he said. He crawled through the thicket until he reached
Heale and lay over him. “Do it now.” he ordered.

Dean raised his eyebrows at Stevenson and attacked the thick
branches. Chips of wood flew in all directions as he cut into the
base of the bush. As the branches came free, Stevenson pulled them
to one side. After ten minutes work Dean had cut enough of a path
to allow access to where Heale lay. Tollman brushed wood chips from
his hair and moved out of the way to let Stevenson through.

“How the hell did he get in here,” wondered Stevenson as he
undid his bag.

Joanne May poked her head into the opening. “Can I help?” she
asked.

“Only room for one in here,” replied Stevenson. “You can ask the
lieutenant to bring up a stretcher, once I’ve got some plasma and
painkillers into him we’ll have to move him out of here, it’s too
cramped to do a proper job.”

Nurse May nodded and withdrew her head.

Getting Heale onto a stretcher and down the slope was a slow and
painful business. In spite of the painkillers, Heale groaned with
every jolt as they manhandled him past the trees and bushes that
covered the hill. Finally he was safely tied down in the cargo bay
along side Jake. The two nurses sat between the two men, their
hands busy with needles, chest drains and wound dressings. Pope
threw out a bundle of body bags.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, his face set.

They walked over to where Tollman had pulled the bodies. Dean
stood with his hands on his hips, staring at the pile of
corpses.

“Jesus Christ, it looks like you had a war here,” he
exclaimed.

“I didn’t kill all of them,” said Tollman. “Just those two and
the two on the trail. I think Jake killed the other ones.”

Pope bent down and turned over one of the bodies.

“This one’s had his throat cut.” He stared pointedly at
Tollman.

Tollman nodded in agreement. “That’s the one that shot Jake.” He
felt no other explanation was necessary.

The three men stared Tollman. What they saw was a leather clad,
dark haired killer with a crossbow slung on his back and a long
knife at his belt. It brought home to them in the most graphic
manner that they were in a different world. Stevenson shook his
head as if to drive away what he was thinking.

“Come on, let’s get on with it.”

He unzipped a body bag and rolled a corpse into it. Dean and
Pope after a brief hesitation helped. Tollman stood watching.

“What are you doing this for, why not leave them where they
are,” he said bitterly.

Stevenson looked up as he was closing the last bag. “We’re
taking these back to try and identify them. We want to find our
who’s behind this.”  He stood up brushing his hands. “I was
told there were two more, where are they?”

Tollman pointed. “Along the trail some way, they’re both close
together.” He grinned ferociously at the doctor. “I cut one of
their throats as well.”

Stevenson smiled wearily. “I’m sure you had your reasons Corrin,
please don’t think we’re judging you. This is all new to us.”

He was interrupted by Joanne May running from the helicopter.
Stevenson looked up in alarm.

“Is one of them in trouble…” he began.

“No, no,” said May breathlessly. “It’s Jake. He’s recovered
conciseness. He says he’s got film of an aircraft landing on this
coast. The camera’s in his coat pocket. He’s worried you might
leave it behind.”

 “What!”  exclaimed Dean. “Where is the coat?” he
asked urgently.

“He said he put it under Heale’s head, up on the hill.”

Stevenson remembered the coat. It was covered in blood so he had
left it under the bush.

“I’ll get it,” said Pope. He ran up the hill. He came back down
holding the coat gingerly between finger and thumb.

“Put it in a body bag,” said Stevenson, “It’ll keep the blood
off the helicopter floor.”

After they had loaded the bodies, they discussed the best way to
recover the other two corpses. Rather than carrying them back down
the trail to the helicopter, Tollman volunteered go to where they
were laying and the helicopter would lift them on a line. Once they
were brought back to the camp site they could be put into be body
bags. Tollman set off down the trail at a trot and as he reached
the dead men, the helicopter roared over his head. A line snaked
down from the doorway and Tollman tied the line round the legs of
the two men. He waved, and the men were hoisted up into the air,
their arms windmilling as they swung in circles. By the time he’d
retraced his steps back to the camp the men were in the helicopter,
secure in their body bags. The site was then cleared. The tent
deflated and the camp paraphernalia repacked in the bags. By the
time the helicopter took off, there was no sign of their occupation
except for a square patch of lightened grass where the tent had
stood.










Chapter 29
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   The Antiqua was on full alert. As the helicopter
approached, the hanger hatches slid ponderously open and the
waiting crew stood back against the side walls of the hanger deck.
First officer Ash listened intently as her head set chirped in her
ear. She changed channels and her voice boomed out through the
loudspeakers set in the walls.

“Antiqua flight is one minute out, check your suit seals, all
unsuited personnel clear the hanger deck.”

A small group of technicians ran through a door and slammed it
shut behind them. Shortly after, the noise and down draft of the
helicopter’s rotors signalled its arrival. It appeared over the
hanger deck, its huge bulk blocking out the sunlight. It dropped
slowly through the open roof and settled gently on the deck. The
roof hatches closed, and lights flickered on, illuminating the
hanger.  As the door on the side of the helicopter opened, a
white suited team of men ran forward and helped slide the two
stretchers onto trolleys. Stevenson and his two nurses followed,
and together, they rushed out of the hanger deck.  Ash took a
step back as a  man appeared in the helicopter doorway. In the
front of her mind was the brief report she’d received from
Lieutenant Dean. This man had killed four men, two of them by
cutting their throats. She squared her shoulders and stepped
forward.

“Corrin Tollman?” she asked.

Tollman stopped in the doorway and looked down. The woman
looking up at him had the pinched white face he’d seen on the man
who’d escaped him by jumping into the harbour.

“I’m Corrin Tollman, yes,” he replied. He slowly descended the
short ladder and turned to face the women. “Where’s  Jake and
Tim?”.

The woman visibly collected herself. “They’re in the sick bay
being treated. I’m Sonia Ash, first officer on Antiqua, welcome
aboard.”

Tollman looked around. “Tim told me about this place, I didn’t
realise it would be so big. How do I find Jake and Tim.”

“You can’t see them yet,” replied Ash. “As I said, they’re being
treated. Come with me, I’ll show you where you can get out of that
suit.”

Tollman nodded and followed her out of the hanger deck into a
square room with shiny walls. She closed the door firmly behind
them.

“We’re going to have to wash our suits before we can go any
further.”  She held Tollman’s arm as he was about to remove
his helmet. “No, the suits are washed with us inside them. Just
stand still and don’t worry about anything that happens. When I
tell you, shut your eyes. All right?”

“I think so,” replied Tollman warily. He braced himself as the
flood of water and foam hit him. At Ash’s command he squeezed his
eyes tightly shut until the bright blue light went out.

“Follow me,”  said Ash. She opened a red door and motioned
him through. “Right, you can take off your suit now.”

Tollman looked around. They were in a small, square room. 
A row of pegs stuck out on one wall, a low bench crouched on the
wall opposite. “Are you taking off yours as well?” he asked.

“No, I can’t, not yet,” she replied.

“Oh yes, I remember,” said Tollman slowly. “I can’t breath on
you, can I?”  He took off his helmet and unzipped the suit. He
climbed out of it and hung it on one of the pegs. He hung his
crossbow and quiver of bolts next to it. ”I don’t suppose I’ll be
needing that here.”

“I bloody well hope not,” replied Ash shortly. “Come on, I’ll
show you where you can stay.”

She opened a door opposite to the one they had entered and led
him in to a large room. Three windows looked out over the sea. A
bed filled the space between the door and the wall to his right. On
the left hand side of the room a long couch and chairs sat in a
circle. A table and chairs stood next to them. The far wall was a
continuous row of cupboards and worktops, broken only by two
doors.

“This is where Jake stays when he visits us, you’ll be very
comfortable here.”  She pointed to one of the doors. “You can
wash in there, don’t bother about the other door. It leads to a
room where you can talk to our science boys. You aren’t ready for
that yet.”

Tollman looked round the room. “ First show me the box that
cooks food without a fire and rings a bell when it’s ready.”

Ash smiled. She walked over to a work surface next to a sink.
She slapped a white box with her hand. “This is it. It’s called a
microwave oven.”  Her face became serious. “Mr.
Tollman…..”

“Call me Corrin,” interrupted Tollman.

Ash was momentarily put off her stride. “Er, Corrin, don’t touch
anything in this place unless you’ve been told it’s safe for you to
do so. This is very important, do you understand?”

Tollman nodded. 

“Now, we’ll send someone in shortly to cook you some food. I’m
afraid they will be suited up, but you should be used to that by
now. They can come and go but I’m afraid you must not leave these
rooms, not unless you wear a suit and are escorted. This is the
most important thing you must remember. If you leave these rooms
without permission you could be shot on sight.”

“I know all about the SAPHS and what it does,” said Tollman. “
I’m hardly likely to put your people at risk.”

Ash tried to hide her surprise. “You’re better informed than I
thought Corrin. Even so, I had to make sure you understood your
position here.”   She looked Tollman up and down. His
face was covered in smeared blood, the cut on his forehead a
jagged  red line. His jacket was crusted with dried blood and
mud. She inspected his face closely. "You could do with a couple of
stitches in that cut, I'll send a nurse in later." She looked again
at his blood soaked jacket. "Are you hurt anywhere else?"

Tollman tugged at his jacket. "No, this is Tim's blood."

Ash shook her head. “God, you're a mess, you'd better clean up
before you eat, Come and see the shower, I'll show you how it
works.”

Tollman followed her through the door into the bathroom ready
for any new experience that was on offer. Ash pulled open the
shower cubicle and twisted the taps.

“This controls the heat of the water, and this one how much
water comes out of the shower head.”  She pointed to a bottle
hanging from a hook in the cubicle.  “There’s soap in there,
just squeeze the bottle and it’ll squirt some into your hand. Throw
your clothes out into the other room and I'll take them into the
decontamination room. Then we’ll have them cleaned for you.” She
pointed to a large robe hanging on a peg. “You can use that until
your clothes come back.”

Tollman stopped her as she was leaving the room. ”When do I see
Jake and Tim?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “It depends on what the doctors
say. You’ll be told as soon as they’re well enough to have
visitors.” She paused in the doorway. “Would you mind if I took
your crossbow, I’d like to show it to the armourer.”

Tollman frowned. “Why would he want to see my bow, you have
better weapons. Jake’s gun for instance. Once I got used to the
noise, I could hit anything I aimed at.”

Ash’s eyes grew wide. “You’ve fired Jake’s gun? He had no right
to give it to you, did you know that?”

Tollman’s face hardened. “He didn’t give it to me. I used it to
kill the men that shot him.” He thrust his head forward. “Or 
would you have preferred me to just watch them kill him.”

Ash was taken aback by the vehemence in Tollman’s voice. She
held up her hands in a placatory gesture.

“I’m sorry Corrin, I didn’t realise your situation.” She smiled,
trying to lighten the frigid atmosphere that had enveloped the
bathroom. “We seem to have got off on the wrong foot. I’m not
blaming Jake or you for what happened back there.” She paused,
“Will you let me borrow your bow for a while?”

Tollman relaxed. “You really think your man would be interested
in my bow?”

Ash nodded.

“All right, as long as I get it back, it took me a long time to
make it.”

Ash nodded and left the room, leaving the door slightly ajar.
She called through the door. “Throw your clothes out, and have your
shower, then you can have something to eat. There’ll be an officer
to see you later, to hear your side of the story about what
happened.”

Tollman stripped off and threw his clothes through the half open
door. Stepping into the cubicle, he experimented with the taps
until he had the water temperature to his liking. He squeezed the
bottle Ash had pointed to, and a thick, dark green liquid flowed
into his hand. He tentatively rubbed it on his face and immediately
his eyes began to sting. Cursing, he held his face up into the
falling water to wash the soap from his eyes. Foaming suds flowed
down his body, leaving pale streaks in the dirt. Eventually, he was
clean, the water flowing down the small hole in the floor of the
cubicle no longer a dirty grey. He turned off the taps and stepped
out of the shower. He dried himself and putting on the robe, he
padded out into the main room. Now what, he thought. As if by magic
he heard a knock on the door. Vikki Trees came into the room and
nodded at Tollman.

"Sit down, I'll clean up your face before  you eat."

Tollman sat on the settee while Trees cleaned and stitched his
forehead. She stuck an adhesive bandage over the cut. She stood up,
looking down at him. "I'll take the stitches out in a couple of
days, don't touch it until then." She gathered up her equipment and
left the room. A suited man passed her in the doorway and entered
the room. Tollman stood up, not sure what to expect.

“Hi there,” said the man in a cheery voice. “Ready to eat?”

Tollman nodded.

“I’m Dave Andrews, head cook at your service. I’ll be cooking
for you while you're here. Now, what would you like to eat?”

Tollman was nonplussed. “What have you got?” he asked.

Andrews opened a white cupboard. A wave of cold air flowed round
Tollman’s bare feet.  Andrews inspected the contents of the
refrigerator.

“We’ve got eggs, bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms, all Jake’s
favourite food. You can have whatever you want.”

“What are tomatoes?” asked Tollman, puzzled.

Andrews held up a shiny red ball. “Good eating, want to try
some?”

Tollman inspected the red ball. “Jake ate  those?” he
asked.

Andrews nodded.

“I’ll have whatever Jake would have,” said Tollman.

“Right, sit yourself down and I’ll have it ready for you in no
time.”

Tollman did as instructed, and watched as Andrews busied himself
with his pans.

“Could I have some coffee as well?” asked Tollman.

“Oh you know about coffee, do you,” said Andrews with a
grin.

“Jake gave me some when we were camping,” replied Tollman. “It
makes a change from milk or cider.”

Andrews rattled his pans. “It sure does,” he said smiling. This
boy’s getting civilised fast, he thought to himself.

Tollman surprised Andrews by his use of a knife and fork. He was
half expecting him to eat with his fingers. Tollman finished his
meal and pushed his plate away.

“That was good.”

“Don’t mention it,” replied Andrews. He collected Tollman’s
plate and put it in the dishwasher with his dirty pans. “Don’t take
any notice of that, it’ll turn itself off when it’s finished.” He
stretched his arms above his head, clenching his fists. 
“Right, I’m off now.” He pointed to a button set into a box on the
wall. “If you want anything just press that button, someone will
answer you.”

“Is that like Jake’s radio?” asked Tollman.

“Radio? You know about radio?” exclaimed Andrews.

“A little box, so big,” said Tollman, holding his hands a few
inches apart. “That’s what Jake called it.”

Andrews thought for a moment. “Yeah, I suppose it is like a
radio. Anyway the main thing is, you can call me when you get
hungry.” He turned for the door. “I suppose you’ve been told not to
touch anything in here.”

Tollman nodded. “A little fair haired girl, she told me over and
over again.”

Andrews grinned, his face nearly splitting in half. “Ash. She’d
just love to hear you call her that.”  He lifted his hand in
salute and left the room. Tollman could hear his chuckles through
the closed door. The door opened again almost immediately. A suited
figure entered the room and thinking it was Andrews returning,
Tollman casually looked up. He did a double take and scrambled to
his feet, knocking the chair to the floor. His hand flew to his
knife concealed under his robe. He crouched with the knife held
out, his lips drawn back in a rictus of fear. Images of hobgoblins
and trolls flashed through his mind. Through the transparent
helmet, the man’s face was as black as charcoal. Short curly hair
covered his scalp. Seeing Tollman’s reaction, the man stopped.

 Tollman caught his breath. “What are you,” he hissed.

The man held his arms out at his sides. “A man, just like
you.”

Tollman stared at the man.  “What happened to you?” he
finally asked.

“Nothing I’m aware of,” replied the man. His voice was a deep
bass.

“Your face,” said Tollman, recovering.

The man put his hand up to the helmet as if to rub his face.
“This is how I was born.” he said. “Ah, I suppose I’m the first
black man you’ve seen, I’m the second officer on the Antiqua.” He
held out his hand. “I’m Steve Hicks.”

“Black man?” repeated Tollman, taking his hand
automatically.

“We have different races in America, some are white like you,
some are black like me. We’re all the same underneath, just the
skin colour is different.”

Tollman sat down on the couch with a thump. “I didn’t know what
you were at first, then I thought you’d been burnt.” He stared at
the man intently, trying to see his face through the reflections of
his helmet.  “We have no-one like you at home, are you some
sort of special person?”

Hicks smiled. “Not special, in fact a few hundred years ago, we
were thought not as good as white people like you.”

“Why, because you’re black?”

Hicks nodded.

“It’s not like that now, is it,” said Tollman.

“No. After the plague we’d lost so many people, any fit person
was too precious to waste.” Hicks did a double take. “How did you
work that out?”

“You said you’re an officer.  Ash is an officer, she’s
important, I heard her telling other people what to do. If you’re
an officer, you must be important too. You wouldn’t be an officer
if you people thought black people were not as good as white
people.”

Hicks nodded to himself, rapidly reassessing his preconceived
ideas. The man in front of him might be from a medieval culture,
but he was no barbarian. He could think. Hicks mentally shifted
gears and sat down.

Tollman moved round on the couch to face Hicks. “You’ve come to
hear my story I suppose” 

Hick nodded. “That’s right. I’d like you tell me what happened
in your own words.” He held up a small box sealed in a plastic
bag.

Tollman looked at the box in Hick’s hand. “Another radio?”

Hicks’ eyebrows went up. “No, this is a recorder, it’ll copy
everything you say. That way I won’t forget anything.”

“Where do I start?” asked Tollman.

“Well we know quite a lot about when you first discovered the
dragons. Start when you and Jake decided to see if anyone was
landing on the coast.” He thumbed a button on the recorder through
the plastic.

Tollman took a deep breath. “All right. Mr. Balby had worked out
with his graph where he thought the landings might be, so me Jake
and Tim decided to investigate to see if he was right……”

Half an hour later, Tollman had finished his narrative. “Then
the helicopter came and the healers helped Jake and Tim. Then they
brought us here.”

“Christ almighty,” said Hicks quietly. “You say they just shot
your friend Tim without any warning?”

“That’s what he said,” replied Tollman. “That’s why Jake shot
them.”

Hicks leaned back and switched off the recorder. “Just wait till
they hear this. They won’t believe their ears. It’s lucky you're
able to tell us what happened. Jake and your friend are in no
position to talk at the moment.”

“When can I see them?” asked Tollman.

Hicks thought for a moment. “Maybe tomorrow, I’ll see the
doctors when I leave here, once I’ve spoken to them I’ll be able to
give you a time, all right?”

Tollman nodded.

Hicks rose from the couch. “I’ll leave you now, I suggest you
try and get some sleep. You’ll be in great demand later on, you’re
our only witness who can talk at the moment, there’ll be a lot of
people who’ll want to speak with you.”

Hicks left the room and Tollman sat for a while on the couch. He
looked around. The room was white and clean, a faint whisper of air
came from slots in the ceiling. The box that was cleaning the
dishes made a soft shushing sound. Finally he rose and lay down on
the bed. Lulled by the sound of the dishwasher, he was asleep in
minutes.
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    Hicks closed the door and stepped into the
decontamination room. He pressed the button set into the wall and
stood patiently while his suit was washed down. After the
decontamination, he left the room shutting the door firmly behind
him. He undid the clips at his collar and removed his helmet with a
sigh of relief.  Stripping off his suit, he hung it in one of
a series of lockers lining the wall and strode out of the
ante-room. He walked quickly down a series of passageways until he
reached the captain’s day cabin. He knocked on the door and entered
the cabin . The captain was waiting for him, he looked up
expectantly.

“Well?”

Hicks unsealed the recorder and sat down next to the captain.
“We have a problem James. If what our foreign friend says is true,
we definitely have interference. He reckons the men he killed were
releasing young dragons.”

Captain Bryce raised his eyebrows. “Jesus Christ.”

“There’s more.” said Hicks. “He also says they had some sort of
flying machine. He only saw it briefly but from what I can gather,
Jake’s got film of it. We can’t open the camera yet, not until
they’ve washed Jake’s blood off it. They should be doing that
now.”

Bryce rose and thumbed a button on his desk.

The intercom squawked, “Sick bay.”

“What’s the state of our casualties,” asked Bryce.

“Stand by, I’ll get doctor Stevenson.” The speaker made muffled
noises then Stevenson’s voice came over the speaker.

“They’ll both live Captain. We operated on both of them, we
finished a short time ago. I’ll give you a full report later.”

Bryce nodded to himself in satisfaction. “Is it safe for us to
resume normal cruising speed now?”

“No problem,” replied Stevenson. “We’ve got them strapped and
padded in cots.”

“One more thing,” said Bryce. “We need Jake’s camera, can you
clean and decontaminate it for us?”

“I’ll attend to that right away.”

“Good, I’m calling a conference in my day cabin in an hour, will
it be ready by then?  I want all personnel who had any contact
with Jake Hawthorn and his friend present.”

“It’ll be ready,” replied Stevenson. “See you in an hour.” 
He signed off with a click.

Bryce turned to Hicks. “See to that will you Steve, pass the
word around.”

Hicks nodded and left the room.

Ash was having coffee in the refectory when Anil Gobin slid into
the seat opposite her. He put his coffee down and rested his elbows
on the table.

Ash looked up. “Hi Anil, did you like the present I left for
you?”

“That’s what I came to see you about. Did you have a proper look
at it before you left it in my cabin?”

Ash shook her head. “Not really, I realised what it was and I
thought you would be interested to see it.”

Gobin took a sip of his coffee. “It’s a beautiful piece of work,
you couldn’t turn one of those things out in a hurry.”

“Yes he did say it took him a long time to make,” mused Ash. “He
wants it back, by the way.” she said with a smile.

“It’s powerful too,” said Gobin. His brown face took on a far
away look. “At short range I reckon it would drive one of its bolts
through the hull of this ship.”

Ash was silent for a moment. She looked up. “He said he’d fired
Jake’s rifle, taken out four men with it. Do you think that’s
possible. After all these people have never seen firearms.”

Gobin nodded slowly. “Very possible Sonia, the stock on that bow
is almost the same shape as one of our rifles. The firing position
would be almost identical. If he could fire that bow, I don’t see
any reason why he couldn’t use Jake’s rifle. You’ve seen the
reports. Jake had one of the natives with him when he knocked down
four of those animals. If he was the one, he would have seen how
Jake used the rifle.”

Ash frowned. “Hmm. Steve’s just told me there’s going to be a
conference in the Captains day cabin. I think you ought to come
along. They’ll want to hear about this.”

Gobin looked at his watch. “When?” he asked.

Ash looked at her own watch. “Be there in twenty minutes.” She
rose from her seat. “I’ll see you later, I’ve things to do.”

Gobin idly watched her hips sway as she walked between the
tables and left the refectory. He finished his coffee in three
quick gulps and followed her out.

Captain Bryce sat at his table toying with his pen and note pad
as he watched a steady stream of people come through the door. They
took their places round the table as Hicks did a quick head
count.

Lieutenant Chris Dean and Sergeant John Pope sat together, next
to them sat Peter Stevenson and his two nurses Joanne May and Vikki
Trees. Sonia Ash and Anil Gobin slid into their seats opposite Dean
and Pope. The only person not entirely relaxed was Dave Andrews. As
a cook, he was not used to being called to a captain’s conference,
and he wondered what he was doing there.

Hicks looked up from his list. “I think we’re all here. Before
we start, do any of you know of any other crew that had personal
dealings with the events of today?”

Stevenson cleared his throat. “Des Waterman and Jasmine Gupta
helped with the operations on the two casualties, but as both men
were unconscious at the time, I didn’t think they could contribute
any relevant information.”

Hicks nodded and sat down next to the captain.

Bryce tapped his pen on the table to get everyone’s
attention.

“This is not a formal inquiry, I just want to establish the
facts of today’s incident. Before we start, I’d like to hear how
Jake and the other man is doing. Peter, can you give us a quick
report?”

Stevenson lent forward in his seat. “They’re both stable. We
operated on both men, we took two bullets out of Jake, one out of
the other man. Even though Jake was shot twice, he wasn’t as bad as
the other man.  One bullet hit him high in the back and
ricocheted off his collar bone, ending up in near his armpit. The
person that shot him must have been standing much higher than Jake,
the bullet was travelling in a downward direction. The second shot
hit him in the forearm and ploughed across his ribs ending up in
the muscles of his stomach. He’ll be OK. The other man is a
different story. He was shot from the front. The bullet passed
through his breast bone and into his left lung. It missed his heart
and spine by a whisker, ending up in the muscles of his back. Lucky
for him he’s a strong, well built man. Even so, when we got to him,
he was nearly drowning in his own blood. Christ knows how he had
the strength to climb that hill and push his way into the bush
where we found him. We had to remove pieces of rib from his lung.
He’ll take longer to recover, but eventually I think he’ll be all
right.”

Bryce nodded. “All right, thank you Peter.” He looked round the
table. “There’ll have to be an enquiry into Jake’s part in the
shootings, but that will take place back home, we needn’t concern
ourselves about that now. We have his video ready, I think we
should view it before we do anything else.” He turned to Hicks.
“Ready?” 

Hicks pointed the remote control at a large television set at
the end of the cabin. All heads turned to watch. A patch of blue
sky filled the screen and then the picture panned down a steeply
wooded slope to the sea below. What appeared on the screen brought
gasps of astonishment from the watchers. Jake’s muttered comments
could clearly he heard through the T.V. speaker. The picture zoomed
in until the plane filled the screen.

“Hold it, pause for a second,” exclaimed Gobin. “That’s a flying
boat. Where the hell did they get that. There hasn’t been one built
for hundreds of years.”

“You sure about that?” queried Bryce.

Gobin nodded his head. “No question. The last ones were built
well over two hundred years ago. None of our commercial aircraft
are designed to land on water.”

“Why on earth hasn’t it been seen?” asked Vikki Trees. “Our
coastal patrol planes should have spotted a thing like that flying
out of the country.”

Gobin shrugged. “Who knows. Remember they’re looking for ships
approaching the American coast so they can direct us to them. Maybe
they just weren’t looking for aircraft. Our commercial flights are
confined inland, they’re forbidden to over fly the coast. The
patrol planes just didn’t expect to see other aircraft, so they
didn’t look for them. There is another option of course, it might
not have come from America at all.”

”Do you think any other country could have advanced enough to
put a plane like that in the air?”  asked Bryce. “From what
I’ve heard, they’re all at about the same level of development as
England.”

Gobin shrugged. “That’s what I’ve heard too. Still we mustn’t
jump to conclusions. There could be a small group somewhere that
kept their technology alive.”

Bryce frowned. “We’ll leave that problem for later, let’s see
the rest of the video.”

The group fell silent as they watched the rest of the film. The
picture showed a group of men unloading boxes into a small boat.
The hatch in the side of the flying boat closed. The craft sat
gently moving up and down as small waves lapped at it’s hull.
Nothing else seemed to be happening.

“I’ll spin it on,” said Hicks, “See if there’s any more
activity.”

The picture blurred slightly, essentially, the scene remained
the same. Finally the screen went black as the camera switched off.
Hicks thumbed the remote, turning off the T.V. “That seems to be
it.” he said.

“Do you realise the significance of what we’ve just seen,” said
Stevenson.

They all turned to look at him, puzzled looks on their
faces.

“Tell us Peter, what have we missed,” said Bryce.

Stevenson looked round the table. “None of those men were
wearing any sort of protective suit. They were breathing air that
is probably contaminated with SAPHS virus. If they’ve been visiting
England on a regular basis, why are they still alive?”

“Christ, yes,” exclaimed Hicks.

“Either they’re taking the most terrible risks, or they know
something that we don’t,” said Stevenson.

“A cure,” whispered Joanne May.

“Precisely,” said Stevenson. “When we get back, maybe the post
mortem on the corpses will shed some light on the matter. I think
the top priority should be to find out who these men are. The
release of strange animals is a secondary consideration in my
opinion.”

“I agree,” said Bryce. “However, it will have to wait until we
get back.” He turned to Hicks. “You have more information for us, I
believe.”

 Hicks turned in his seat. His hands cradled a recorder on
the table in front of him. “This is a recording of an interview I
had with Corrin Tollman. I gather that he was chosen by Jake to
replace Read as our agent in place, that’s why he was with Jake at
the camp.”

“What about the other man, why was he there?” asked
Stevenson.

“I can tell you all about him,” interrupted Dean. “Let’s hear
the recording first.”

Hicks turned on the recorder and they all leaned forward,
listening intently as Tollman’s voice recounted the day’s events.
Half an hour later, Hicks switched off the recorder and lent back
in his seat. “He doesn’t pull any punches, does he,” he said
quietly.

Bryce lent forward. “Anil, could he have done what he claims.
Just picked up Jake’s rifle and killed four men with it?”

Gobin nodded. “Sonia here asked me the exact same question. I
had a chance to examine his crossbow. The layout is very similar to
one of our rifles. The shape of the stock, even the position of the
trigger. I think our boy could very easily use a rifle once he got
used to the extra recoil. The fact he was laying prone when he
fired his first shot probably helped.”

“Extra recoil?” queried Bryce.

Gobin smiled. “Oh yes, a crossbow has a recoil when it’s fired.
Not as much as a rifle of course, but it’s there. I couldn’t resist
the chance to try the bow in the armoury. It had quite a kick.”

“So we can say he’s pretty sharp,” said Bryce reflectively. He
turned to the cook. “Apart from Steve, you’re the only person who’s
spent any time with him, what do you think of him?”

Andrews gathered his thoughts. “Well, he knows how to use a
knife and fork, and he sort of thanked me for cooking for him. He
seems quite civilised, he likes coffee. Oh, and he knows about
radios too, that surprised me.”

“I can vouch for that, interjected Ash. “He called us for help
remember. He has a great loyalty for Jake and the other man, he
must have asked me a dozen times when he could see them. Oh, and he
knows the reason we wear suits in his presence, I think Jake must
have told him about SAPHS 091.”

“Sorry Sonia,” interrupted Stevenson. “You’re out of date, The
blood samples we’ve taken from Tollman’s friend indicate another
mutation. Provisionally we’re on SAPHS 092 now.”

They all looked at Stevenson in dismay. Somebody whispered, “Oh
Jesus, again.”

Bryce broke the silence. “Bad news people, but back to the
matter in hand.” He looked across to Dean. “You were going to tell
us about the other man.”

Dean cleared his throat. “He followed Tollman when we picked him
up for our dragon slaying expedition. He had the choice of joining
us or isolation. He chose to join us.”

Bryce nodded with understanding. “Oh I see, he is the same man
who was brought aboard the other day.”

Dean nodded.

“Right, that clears that small mystery up,” said Bryce. “He’ll
be hospitalised for weeks if not months, I think we should
concentrate our deliberations on Tollman. He seems to be an
reasonably intelligent man otherwise he wouldn’t have been chosen
to be an agent in place. Apart from the fact he will quite happily
kill anyone he thinks needs killing, does anyone have any reason to
believe we can’t trust what he says?”

There was silence round the table. They all had the same
thought. For all their time in the forces, not one of them had ever
killed another human being. They all slowly shook their heads.

“Right then, I think it’s time we spoke to this young man,” said
Bryce.

“He’s sleeping at the moment,” said Hicks. “I suggest we give
him a few more hours before we interrogate him, he might be more
amenable then.”

Bryce nodded, “All right I think we can call the meeting to a
close,” He looked at his watch. “We’ll meet back here in two hours
Steve. I don’t think the rest of you need attend.” He looked around
the table. “Anil, I’d like you to be present, I think we should
find out just what he knows about guns and our guns in particular.
If he’s that familiar with firearms, it suggests their use might be
widespread over there, a stage we thought they hadn’t reached
yet.”

Gobin nodded. “I’ll bring his crossbow, he can show us how he
uses it, compared to Jake’s rifle.”

“Don’t bring the arrows as well,” said Ash. “I don’t think it
would be wise to let him be armed, remember, he’s already admitted
killing four people.”

Gobin laughed. “Bloody right.”

Hicks coughed. “I don’t know if your aware, but he’s got a
bloody great knife on him. He pulled from under his robe and nearly
stuck it in me when I first walked in on him. He had it hidden when
Dave here was cooking him his meal. We kept a very close eye on him
on the monitors, I can tell you.”

Andrews looked up in alarm. “You mean he was armed all the time
I was in there with him?

Ash slapped him on the back. “Don’t worry Dave, you said it
yourself, he’s quite civilised.”

Hicks joined in the general laughter. “He’s taken it to bed with
him. I don’t think he quite trusts us yet.”

“Makes a change from Sonia’s teddy bear,” said Pope.

Ash feigned outrage. “My bear is a present from my mother, and I
don’t take it to bed with me.”

Bryce held up his hands. “All right, all right, out of my cabin,
the lot of you.” He turned to Hicks. “Tell Ian Prosser to come to
the meeting, he’ll be very interested to hear about the baby
dragons.”

They all filed out of the cabin. Bryce sat in the calm of his
now deserted cabin. Only the faint hum of the engines and the soft
whisper of the air conditioner broke the silence. Christ, what have
we got ourselves into, he thought.










Chapter 31
New Chapter


    Thomas Hinde turned his car into the drive of
his home. Gravel crunched under the tires as he slowly drove the
three hundred yards from the gate to his front door. The trees
lining the drive cast flickering shadows across his windscreen as
the light from the lowering sun danced through the branches. Beyond
the trees, manicured lawns stretched into the distance on both
sides of the drive, their velvet green expanse broken by mature
trees. Some distance behind the house, a small wood partially
obscured the sparkle of the sea. Stopping by the front door, he
turned off the engine and briefly let his head fall back on to the
head rest. He sighed the sigh of a contented man and got out of the
car, pausing to collect his briefcase from the back seat. He
entered the house and walked into a large sitting room. His wife
rose from the couch and kissed him on the cheek.

“Good day?” she asked.

Hinde grinned. “Not bad, another million made.” He slumped onto
the couch and lay with his head back. “Get me a drink Mary, there’s
a dear.”

Mary raised her eyebrows as she walked over to the drinks
cabinet. “Only a million, you’re slipping.” she handed him the
drink. “By the way, Ed called, he want’s you to call him back as
soon as you can.” She nodded at the telephone table. “Number’s on
the pad.”

Hinde sipped his drink. “Did he say what it was about?”

Mary shook her head. “He just said it was important, that’s
all.”

Hinde raised his eyebrows in mock despair. “Ed Sager thinks
everything is important,”  he said with a weary smile. He
levered himself off the couch and headed for the phone. “I’d better
see what he wants.” He dialled the number and waited, staring into
space while the phone rang. He came to with a start as Sager’s
voice buzzed in his ear.

“Tom? We have trouble, I think you had better get over here
straight away, I’m calling from Mac’s place.”

Hinde looked round to see if his wife was in earshot. “What kind
of trouble, Ed,” he said softly.

“The worse kind.” Sager gulped over  the phone. “We’ve just
got back from the latest seeding expedition, we’ve had
casualties……….”

Hinde froze. “Don’t say any thing else, I’ll see you in half an
hour.” He put the phone down on Sager’s stuttering thanks and stood
still for a moment. He walked over to the couch and picked up his
jacket where he had thrown it. He called to his wife.

“Mary, I’ve got to go out.”

His wife appeared in the doorway. “Haven’t you got time to eat,
the cook says dinner is nearly ready.”

“No, sorry love, business. I don’t know how long I’ll be, you
have your dinner, I’ll grab something out.”

His wife watched him stride out of the room with a frown on her
face. She shrugged and walked back into the sitting room. Her
husband was the owner of a large company and while she appreciated
the luxurious lifestyle, she still felt annoyance when her
carefully arranged plans were disrupted when he was called away on
business. She put it out of her mind and went to tell cook there
would be one less for dinner.

Harrison Macallister’s house was half an hours drive away. Hinde
drove fast along near deserted roads,  biting his lip in
anxiety. At intervals he passed the gates of large estates, the
houses invisible from the road. This was an exclusive area, only
the very rich could afford to live on this part of the New England
coast. When the population on the west coast emerged from their
self imposed isolation and started exploring their country, they
found the east coast virtually deserted. There was land for the
taking and Hinde’s great-grandfather had jumped at the chance. He
and his friends had claimed land and built small houses for
themselves. Hinde’s great-grandfather had started small, selling
cough and cold remedies, made to his own recipe in a shed at the
back of the house. The cold New England winters had given him a
steady stream of customers as more and more people moved to the
area. His business had prospered and his son, Hinde’s grandfather,
joined the business. He started hiring staff as he added new
products for his company to produce. The original house was
eventually replaced with a large mansion as the company was moved
nearer the rebuilt town of Boston, ten or so miles away. Now,
nearly ninety years later, with his great-grandfather and
grandfather long gone, and his father retired, Hinde was the
inheritor of a thriving biochemical company. The men who had
settled in the area with his great-grandfather had also done well
for themselves. Hinde’s friends, their descendants, also lived in
large houses, sitting in their palatial grounds. Hinde’s life was
comfortable, he had his health, a large house, a profitable company
and best of all, the money to indulge his hobbies. He worried that
Sager’s news might threaten his comfortable existence. With these
thoughts churning through his head, he turned into Macallister’s
drive.

Sager was waiting for him near the front of the house. He
hurried round the car as Hinde opened the door.

“We’re not inside,” he said without preamble, gesturing at the
house.“ “Drive on up to the hall.”

Hinde closed his door as Sager quickly walked round the car and
opened the passenger door and climbed in. He sank back in the seat
and mopped his brow with a handkerchief. Hinde took a quick glance
at him as he put the car into gear and drove off. The man was
sweating like a pig.

“Calm down Ed,”  he said quietly. “It can’t be that
bad.”

Sager stared out of he windscreen. “It is Tom, you don’t know
how bad,” he said hoarsely.

It was starting to get dark. Hinde put on his headlights, the
beams casting long shadows against the low shrubs lining the road.
Ahead he could make out the shape of the hall where the society
held their meetings. He pulled round to the front door and stopped
the car. In the gloom, he could see the shapes of several other
cars parked on the drive. By the time he’d turned off his lights
and exited the car, Sager was up the steps, opening the door.
Macallister was the most enthusiastic member of the Medieval
Society of America. While Hinde was content to have one room in his
house for his exhibits, Macallister had built himself the
equivalent of a baronial hall to house his collection. The main
body of the building was the hall with Macallister’s collection of
arms and armour. Reproduction flags and banners draped the walls
and hung from the ceiling. Around the hall on two levels, were a
maze of rooms and apartments, each one embellished with heavy
wooden beams and rough plaster. There was room for nearly all the
M.S.A.’s members to stay when they held their mock tournaments on
the fields next to the hall. The only modern room was Macallister’s
office. Hinde followed him up two flights of stairs and down a
winding corridor. Sager opened the office door and ushered Hinde
inside. The office was bright and airy, a stark comparison to the
rest of the building. A desk stood at one end of the room, in the
centre was a large round table. Small prints of medieval battle
scenes hung on the walls. Five men sat round the table, their faces
masks of concern. They all turned to face the door as Hinde and
Sager came in. Sager nodded to the men and sat down. Hinde sat next
to him and looked at Sager expectantly.

“You know everybody here,” said Sager. He looked across to a man
sitting opposite him.

“Russ will you start.”

Russell Cade cleared his throat.  “You know we’ve just come
back from a seeding expedition, well it was a bloody disaster. We
were attacked. Six men were killed and Rod Jenner has a crossbow
bolt in his stomach, I don’t know if he’ll live.”

Hinde was prepared to hear about casualties but the scale of the
disaster made him go cold.

“Six? Jesus Christ, the country is supposed to be uninhabited,
what happened, did you run into a bunch of natives?”

“You could say that,” replied Cade, straight faced.

Harrison Macallister lent forward, his face twisted into a
snarl. He stabbed a finger at Hinde. “You surveyed that area. You
said there was nobody living there. How could you make such a
stupid mistake.”

Hinde steepled his fingers, trying to remain calm in the face of
Macallister’s belligerence.

“All right, I made a mistake, let’s think about what we’re going
to do to rescue the situation. We have enough influence to convince
the authorities that the deaths were the result of a tragic
accident at a one of our tournaments. We can pay for the funerals
and compensate the families for their loss. I’m sure if we keep our
heads we can come out of this all right.”

Macallister slapped the table in anger and frustration. “Stop
talking and listen, you haven’t heard it all yet. Those men were
shot with guns. Todd Churchill had his spine blown out right in
front of me. Then Martin Rosebury was shot. I’ve no reason to
believe he’s alive. I’d have been killed too if the bastard hadn’t
run out of bullets.”

Clyde Walsh put a restraining hand on Macallister’s arm. “Easy
Mac, It won’t help none, loosing your temper.”

Macallister shook off the hand with an impatient shrug. “That’s
not all. It wasn’t some flintlock he was using, it was a heavy
rifle. The way it blew Todd apart I reckon it fired a .45 slug at
least.”

Hinde opened his mouth in horror. “Guns? Christ, this
complicates things. We can’t pass gunshot wounds off as arrow
wounds.”  He rubbed his temples. “Where the hell did they come
from, and how did they get guns, I’ll have to think about
this.”

“I’m afraid there’s worse,” said Sager. “We haven’t got the
bodies, we left them there.”

Hinde was aghast. “Jesus, why did you do that. How the hell are
we going to explain that away. What the hell were you thinking of,
why didn’t you bring them back with you.”

Richard Ellis, stood up and lent across the table. “You weren’t
there, you don't know what it was like. We were in the boat after
taking Rod back to the plane when we heard this bloody cannon open
up. By the time we got back into the harbour we could see four of
our men dead on the hill and two more further round the shore. We
only had hand guns with us, we didn’t fancy our chances against a
weapon of that size. Once we’d pulled Mac out of the water we got
out of range as fast as we could. When we got back to the plane we
took off at once. If he’d fired that gun at the plane we could have
been stranded if anything vital had been hit.”

Desmond Ross leaned forward. “Bloody right, I put that plane
together, I know just how easy it would be to put it out of
action.”

Hinde turned to Macallister. “I thought you said he’d run out of
bullets.”

Macallister had calmed down somewhat. “Yeah, at that moment he
had.  But how were we to know if he had more. He could have
been reloading while we sat on our asses and wondered what to do.
No, we couldn’t take the chance, we got out of there as quick as we
could.”

Hinde held up his hands. “Let me think.” He paused for a moment,
gathering his thoughts. He brought his hands down on the table and
looked around at the faces staring at him. “First of all, who are
the dead men.” He turned to Macallister. “You mentioned Todd
Churchill and Martin Rosebury, Who were the others?”

Macallister counted off on his fingers. “Mike Taylor, Carl
Holland, Spencer DeWitt and Mark Gardener.”

Hinde was silent for a minute as he absorbed the full scale of
the disaster. Finally he straightened in his chair. “All right,” he
said slowly. “Holland and DeWitt worked in my company, what about
the others. Do any of them work for any of us?”

Sager raised his hand. Taylor worked for me, I don’t know where
Gardener, Churchill or Rosebury worked.” He looked around the
table. “Any one know?” he asked.

The men shook their heads.

“What about Jenner?” asked Hinde.

“He’s helped me work on my planes,” said Ross. “I think he works
for an engineering company on the other side of town. I can’t
remember the name off hand.”

Macallister rose from his seat and went to a cupboard. He
returned to the table with the society members book. He riffled the
pages, looking for names. Finally he looked up. “They live in
different parts of town, they’re not neighbours or anything,” he
said

Hinde slowly nodded. “Good, there’s no obvious connection there,
they all come from different areas and work for different
companies.”

“There’s still the connection that they’re all members of the
M.S.A. “ said Ross.

“But that’s the only connection,” said Hinde. “Now, none of you
told anyone where you were going, this was meant to be a secret
mission, is that right?”

The men nodded in unison.

“We’ll assume the dead men did the same, I can’t think of any
reason why they should.”

“So?” said Ellis.

“So we do nothing,” replied Hinde. “If anyone asks, we know
nothing. The police are bound to find they were all members of our
society, but that’s the only connection to us. For all we know,
they could have died in a boating accident or something like
that.”

Sager’s face lit up. “Mike Taylor has a boat. I let him work on
it at the factory in his spare time.”

Hinde caught on immediately. “Where does he keep it, away from
home?”

Sager nodded. “At a boatyard. I’m not sure which one, but I
could find out.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking,” said Macallister.

Hinde nodded. “We could take the boat and wreck it on the coast.
Someplace where the police are sure to find it. A fishing
expedition that went tragically wrong gentlemen.” He sat back,
pleased with himself.

“Do you really think that would work?” said Ellis.

“Why not,” replied Hinde. “No one is going to find the bodies
over in England, the police will search the waters round our coast
and find nothing, what conclusion will they come to? As long as we
pretend ignorance of any boating expedition, we won’t draw
suspicion upon ourselves. Let the police find the boat for
themselves, let them make their own minds up as to what happened to
our unfortunate colleagues.”

The atmosphere round the table visibly brightened. Hinde turned
to Sager. “Ed, will you find out where Mike’s boat is stored and
what it’s called.” He stared at Sager. “Discreetly, don’t draw
attention to yourself, but be as quick as you can. We can’t waste
time, the men may be missed already, we don’t know how long they
said they would be away.”

Sager nodded slowly. “I can do that tonight. If we meet back
here tomorrow evening we can maybe take the boat once it gets
dark.”

“No, not you,” said Hinde. He works for you. If there’s any
publicity, someone at the boat yard might recognise your face.” He
turned to Ross. “Des, will you go? You’re the best engineer among
us, just in case there’s a problem picking up the boat.”

Ross nodded. “No problem. I can go as soon as Ed tells me where
the boat is.”

Hinde nodded. “Good. Don’t go at night, it’ll look less
suspicious if you go tomorrow in daylight. You’ve got a four wheel
drive, use that with false number plates on it. When you get to the
yard, find Taylor’s boat, hitch it up and drive it away. If anyone
at the yard who asks who you are, tell them you’re…um.. Spencer
DeWitt. It’s an unusual name, one they will remember if the police
come asking.” He pointed a finger for emphasis. “But only if anyone
asks, don’t volunteer the name. I’m pretty sure DeWitt’s never
mentioned being a boating enthusiast so it’s not likely he’s ever
been there. Wear old clothes and a cap. Don’t shave. You’ve got to
look like a factory worker who’s got some work to do on a friends
boat. Chances are, no one will take the slightest notice of
you.”

Ross smiled. “Gotcha.”  He paused, thinking. “I’ll need
someone to help me, wrecking the boat will be dangerous, I’ll need
someone on hand if I get into trouble.”

“Take one of the men that went with us to England,” said Ellis.
I’d suggest Collin Evans, he’s got a boat of his own so out of all
of them, he’d be the most use.”

Sager reached across the table and picked up the member’s book.
He briefly consulted it and wrote a number on a pad which he passed
to Ross. “That’s his phone number, call him after he gets in from
work.”

“Yeah, I think that’s the best time to go,” said Ross. “If we go
late evening, there’s less chance of us being spotted. I’ll hide
the boat in my boat house until I’m ready to go.” He looked at
Sager. “I take it Evans will agree to help?”

Sager nodded slowly. “After what he saw back in England, he do
anything we tell him to do if he thinks it’ll keep him out of
jail.”

Hinde turned in his chair, looking at each man in turn. “Right,
everyone happy with that?”

There was a murmur of agreement round the table.

“Well, we might have solved one problem”  said Clyde Walsh.
“What are we going to do about the seeding program. I think we
should call a halt for a while, at least until the police have
finished their search for bodies.”

“That could take some time,” replied Ross. “There won’t be any
bodies to find, who knows how long the search will go on for.”

Hinde leaned forward. “I think Clyde’s right, we should stop for
a while. We’ve got a new batch of eggs incubating, but they won’t
be ready to hatch for at least another six weeks. If it becomes
necessary we can ditch the lot.”

“What about the people in your lab?” asked Ross. “Will they keep
their mouths shut if the police come questioning?”

“Why should the police question them,” retorted Hinde. “They’ve
no reason to connect them with the disappearance of the six men.
Anyway, they’ve never told anyone what goes on in the lab up to
now, we can trust them.”

“We’ve never had six dead men before,” said Macallister.

Hinde waved his hand in dismissal. “Forget about my lab staff,
what about the other men that went with you, can we rely on
them?”

Sager nodded. “They’re all trusted members of the society. They
know what would happen if they spoke about what happened.”

“You’re sure?” questioned Hinde.

“Quite sure,” replied Sager. “After what they’d seen, they’re
not going to talk to anyone. I told them we would take care of
everything, they were told them to go home and forget about
it.”

“There’s another very good reason to postpone any more seeding
expeditions,” said Ellis. “If there are natives with guns over
there, we’re going to have to have a rethink. From what Mac said,
it sounds like they’ve got modern weapons. Where did they come
from?”

“It’s a strange combination,” mused Ross. " A medieval crossbow
and a modern firearm. I can’t believe they would still use
crossbows if they could make guns.  Do you think someone else
is supplying them with weapons?” 

Hinde shrugged. “It’s a possibility I suppose, but who? I don’t
know of anyone else who has the capability of reaching England. The
country is supposed to be uninhabited, that’s why we chose it in
the first place. Why would anyone want to go there?”

 “What about the government or the airline companies,” said
Walsh. “They have planes that could fly to England. Maybe they’re
the ones.”

Ross shook his head. “Not the airlines, they wouldn’t dare. With
my contacts I’d have heard if they were flying to England. The
government, maybe. But I think it unlikely. They could also go by
ship or GEM, I suppose, but you know the law, contact is strictly
forbidden. The government spends a fortune on the quarantine
patrols, why would they risk bringing the plague back to
America?”

“They might have what we have,” said Sager.

Hinde shook his head. “Ours was a lucky discovery. I don’t think
they could have an anti-viral.” He turned to Macallister. “What
about it Mac, you’re in the Senate, have you heard anything?”

Macallister shook his head. “No nothing. If an antidote or cure
was found, it’d be headline news, they couldn’t keep a thing like
that quiet.”

Hinde nodded. “All right, we’ll put the question of guns and
other visitors to one side for a moment. What are we going to do
about the plane. We own this stretch of shoreline, we don’t
encourage visitors, but If the police are going to be searching up
and down the coast, there’s a chance it might be spotted.” He
turned to Ross. “I take it the plane’s in your boat shed.”

Ross nodded.

“It might be an idea to move it,” said Hinde. “Take it down the
coast well out of any possible search area and hide it in a small
bay. If we use camouflage netting and cover it with foliage it
should be all right. Your boat shed might be searched by the
police.”

“If you really think it’s necessary, I could move some of my
float planes into it,” said Ross. “A couple of the four man
machines. Just in case they wonder why I need such a big shed.”

“Why should they wonder,” said Ellis. “They don’t know what
we’re doing. I think it would be safer to leave it where it is.
Take an engine out if you want to, make it look like you’re still
building it.”

Ross turned to Hinde. “On reflection, I think he’s right Tom.
There’s more chance of it being seen flying down the coast than
heading straight out to sea like we do on our trips to
England.”

Hinde nodded. “All right, it was only a suggestion. If you’re
happy leaving it there and stripping part of it down, do that.”

“No need to go that far,” replied Ross. “I’ll just take the
engine cowlings off and leave a load of tools around. The police,
if they do come, won’t really know what they’re looking at, I can
make it look good.”

“Whatever you say,” replied Hinde, “You’re the expert.” He
paused. “Now, what about Jenner?”

“He’s in the hospital,” said Russell Cade. “He was operated on
last night. The crossbow bolt went through his stomach and out his
back, severing his spine. He won’t walk again….. if he lives.”

“Jesus,” whispered Richard Ellis.

“His wife’s at the hospital with him. She’s been told he was
standing too near the target when we were practising. Thing is, she
want’s to know who fired the bolt, she’s talking about suing the
society.”

“We can’t have that,” said Hinde shortly. “We can’t stand the
publicity at the moment, we’ll have to pay her off.”

“She’ll still want to know who fired the bolt,” said Cade. “I
don’t think we can fob her off with a load of bullshit.”

“Well we can hardly tell her it was a medieval native of England
can we,” said Hinde. He looked around the table. “So who’s going to
be the fall guy. It’s got to be one of us, we can’t involve any of
the other members, and we certainly can’t say it was one of the
dead men, they were out fishing, remember?”

There was dead silence around the table.

“Whoever it is, the rest of us will have to put into a fund to
pay Mrs. Jenner. It’ll have to be a substantial sum, bigger than
anything she’d get by going to law so she forgets about suing,”
said Hinde

“So who?” said Walsh quietly.

Who’s the worst shot with a bow,” said Macallister. “It’s got to
look good. It’s no good saying an expert with a bow shot him.”

One by one they all turned and looked at Walsh.

“Look’s like you’re elected Clyde,“ said Hinde.

“Me!” stuttered Walsh. “Why me?”

“We all know you couldn’t hit the side of a barn if you was
inside it,” said Hinde. “Come on, all you have to do is make abject
apologies to Mrs. Jenner and tell her about the society’s offer of
compensation. It’ll be a bad couple of days, but in a week or two
everyone will have forgotten about it.”

Walsh rubbed his fingers together, twining them through the
button holes of his jacket. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped
his forehead.

“I don’t like the idea of that, I could be charged with wounding
or even attempted murder. I couldn’t stand going to prison,” he
said hoarsely.

“Nothing like that will happen, we’ll all be standing beside
you,” said Hinde. “Remember, it’s in our interest that this goes as
smoothly as possible. We have considerable influence in this area.
We can sort out the police. I’ll help as much as possible, 
I’ll even come to the hospital with you.”

“Well, if you think it’ll be all right…” began Walsh.

“It will be,” said Hinde, his voice projecting certainty. “We’ll
go to the hospital as soon as this meeting is closed. We’ll get it
over with as quickly as possible. We’ll have to make a statement to
the police of course, but that’ll be just routine. You’ve got
nothing to worry about.”

Walsh gulped “Well if you’re sure.”

Hinde nodded. “We are Clyde. We won't let anything happen to
you.”

Walsh gulped again and nodded his head in a jerky motion. “All
right, I’ll do it,” he said finally.

“What about money,” said Ellis. “We need to have a figure in
mind.”

“I’ll call my lawyer in the morning,” replied Hinde. “He can
tell me what sort of sum Mrs. Jenner would be likely to get if she
sued. We can double it. That’s what we’ll tell her.”

The men relaxed in their chairs.

“We seemed to have covered all the points,” said Macallister. “I
vote we call it a day now and meet tomorrow evening to see how
things have gone.”

Hinde looked at his watch. “I agree. It’s gone ten, we still
have time to visit the hospital if we close now.”

Ross rose to his feet. “All right, lets call it a day. We’ll
meet here tomorrow evening.”

As they made for the door Hinde held up his hand. “Remember, not
a word of this to anyone. Not even your wives.”

Ellis laughed. “Especially our wives.”

One by one they filed out of the hall, got into their cars and
drove off into the darkness, each one with his own troubled
thoughts. Hinde and Walsh took a different route, heading for the
hospital.










Chapter 32
New Chapter


   Ross straightened up from the front of his car and
threw a screwdriver into his tool box. The false number plates were
fitted, now he had to pick up the boat. Sager had phoned him late
last night with the location of the yard and the name of the boat
after visiting his factory to consult the personnel records. Ross
put the tool box along with the legal plates in a cupboard 
under his work bench and climbed into his car. Sweat trickled down
his neck as he contemplated what he was about to do. It had seemed
so easy last night at the meeting, now the reality was coming home
to him. He was wearing a one-piece overall and heavy work boots,
the gear he wore when restoring his collection of ancient aircraft.
A greasy cap was jammed down hard on his head, the peak low over
his eyes. He rubbed his hand over his unshaven chin and with a
shrug, started the engine.

The drive to the boat yard took nearly an hour. Police cars
seemed to be everywhere. Like a bloody rash, thought Ross grimly.
Every time he saw one, he stiffened in his seat, certain they were
running a check on his licence plates. He tried to drive at his
normal pace,  trying to blend in with the rest of the traffic.
The consequences of being stopped were not worth thinking about.
Unfortunately, the yard was north of the town, so Ross had to drive
through the busy streets from his home in the south.  At last
he was clear of the town with the gates of the boat yard in sight.
He turned through the gates and drove slowly down a narrow road,
the sea glittering in the distance. A hundred yards from the gates
he saw a small queue of cars in front of him. A hut stood by the
side of the road and Ross could see a red and white striped pole
rising up and down as the cars drove through one at a time. He
finally reached the front of the queue and a man leaned out of the
window of the hut. He raised an eyebrow at Ross.

“Haven’t seen you here before sir, new member?”

Ross casually leaned an elbow on the door, while trying to keep
his head in the shadow of the cab. He shook his head.

“Not me, I’m here to pick up Mike Taylor’s boat, I’m doing some
work on the engine for him.”

“Could I have your name sir,” said the man.

For a second Ross forgot who he was supposed to be. His mouth
had gone dry. He nodded to cover himself. "Yeah, it’s DeWitt,
Spencer DeWitt.”

The man carefully wrote in a book. He looked up. “Have you any
identification sir?”

“Well no,” replied Ross slowly. “I didn’t realise I’d need any.
Mike said it would be all right.”

The man nodded. “All right, I’ll just take down your car number,
that’ll do I reckon.”

Ross had only made the plates a couple of hours previously. The
number were still fresh in his mind. He gave the man the numbers
and watched as the man put his pen to the book again.

Finally he looked up. “Right sir, you can go through.”

Ross put his car in gear as the pole rose in front of him. Just
as he was about to drive off, a thought occurred to him. He called
to the man.

“By the way where is Mike’s boat, it’s the Jonquill.”

The gatekeeper leaned out of the window and pointed. “Go to the
end of the road and turn left. Mr. Taylor’s boat is in the third
row at the end.”

Ross nodded and drove past the hut, relief flooding through him.
That was the worst part over with, he thought.

An hour later, Ross drove through the gates of the boat yard
with a smile and a wave to the man in the hut. Inside his stomach
was churning. God preserve me from friendly boat owners, he
thought. The whole time he had been hitching Taylor’s boat to his
car, a man painting the boat next in line had talked to him
non-stop. The man seemed glad of the excuse to stop his work and
had irritated Ross by giving a stream of unnecessary directions as
he was backing his car up to the trailer carrying Taylor’s boat.
Ross had tried to appear friendly, but that involved answering the
man’s incessant questions. The man had even followed him round the
trailer as Ross checked the hold down straps. Finally he was ready
to go. He climbed into his car and closed the door. The man leant
on the side of the car, still talking.

“Right, I’d better be off,” said Ross. “I’ve got to get this
engine fixed before our fishing trip, wouldn’t do to have it break
down on us.”

“Quite right,” said the man. “Do you and Mike go fishing a
lot?”

Ross didn’t know if DeWitt had ever been out in Taylor’s boat.
“You know, now and then,” he replied as noncommittally as he
could.

The man held out a paint stained hand. “Well goodbye Mr….”

“DeWitt,” said Ross, cursing inwardly that he had to give the
man a name. He shook the man’s hand awkwardly through the side
window and drove off, the boat following obediently behind.

Ross didn’t relax until the boat was safely out of sight in his
boat house. He quickly put the legal plates back on his car and
destroyed the false ones. He went into his house and made a flask
of coffee and returned to the boat house to wait for evening. His
wife was used to him spending all day with his antique aircraft, so
his actions were no different from his usual routine.  Ross
was a wealthy man, he’d been collecting and restoring old float
planes from his early years. With his love of things from the past
it had been a natural step to join the M.S.A. When one of the
members had told him of an abandoned flying boat in a hanger near
the coast he’d collected a few friends and driven down to inspect
it. The aluminium skin had corroded on the surface, but was
basically sound. The engines however, were seized solid. Realising
he could not do a major restoration so far from home, he’d patched
up the hull and launched it. With a friends boat, they towed it the
hundred and thirty miles to his home. It took three days to cover
the distance, creeping along at five miles an hour, hugging the
coastline and stopping over night in one of the many bays pocketing
the coast. Once he’d got it safely ashore, he built a weather proof
structure to protect it. With the help of his friends he started
the restoration. It took him five years, but finally the flying
boat was restored to airworthy condition. It took another three
months hard work to enlarge his boat house to accommodate the huge
wing span. Now he was the owner of the largest flying machine in
private hands in America.

Ross pottered around in his workshop, doing odd jobs. He
systematically destroyed the Jonquill’s trailer, cutting the frame
into small pieces. The time passed. He looked at his watch. Time to
phone Evans. The phone was answered by Evans’ wife. When he finally
picked up the phone, his voice betrayed his nervousness.

“Yes Mr. Ross.”

“I need your help this afternoon,” said Ross. “It’s to do with
our little jaunt the other day.” He interrupted Evans before he
could speak. “There’s no trouble, just a little clearing up to do.
I’d like you to come over to my house straight away.”

Evans voice had a tremor. “Now?”

“If you would,” replied Ross smoothly. “I’ll tell you all about
it when you get here.”

Evans hesitated. “Well….. all right. It’ll take me about three
quarters of an hour to get to you.”

Ross looked at his watch. “Right then, I’ll expect you at about
three o’clock. Don’t worry I just need your help with a little job,
that’s all.”

“All right, Mr. Ross, I’ll leave right away.” He paused. “You’re
sure there’s no trouble.”

“No trouble,” repeated Ross. “I’ll see you at three.”  He
put down the handset and sat at his bench, mulling over his
preparations. He’d found an old fishing rod and jammed it in the
cabin of the boat. He’d put a sled hammer in one of the cockpit
lockers together with a dozen of bottles of beer. His inflatable
was wedged under the cockpit seats with its outboard motor. He’d
checked the outboard a couple of times, each time he’d pulled the
starter cord, it had started to his satisfaction. He sat for a
while, thinking what else he could do to give the impression of a
boating accident. He climbed into the boat and checked the anchor.
About thirty feet of chain was attached to the stock. A large coil
of rope was shackled to the other end of the chain, the free end
tied tightly round a ring bolt set in the deck . Ross took the
anchor and chain in his arms and walked back to his workbench,
paying out the rope behind him. He put the end of the chain in a
vice, and using a lever, undid the shackle and detached the rope.
He replaced the shackle pin and returned the anchor and chain to
the boat. He frayed the spliced eye at the end of the rope with a
knife until the eye pulled open, and replaced the rope on the fore
deck of the boat. He stood back and considered a sequence of
events. If he loosened one of the engine cooling hose clips and
pulled the hose from its stub before sinking the boat how long
would it take for the engine to seize up. Not long if he ran it at
full power, he thought. A picture formed in his mind. With the
engine dead, the men put the anchor over the side to try and hold
their position. The rope gave way and the boat ran onto rocks and
sunk. The men, having drunk many bottles of beer, and in no
condition to save themselves, drowned. Ross nodded to himself and
poured a cup of coffee from his flask. 

When Evans arrived Ross quickly outlined what he proposed to do
that evening. It took a quarter of an hour of gentle persuasion
before Evan’s reluctantly agreed to help.

“Where do you think would be a good place to wreck the
boat?”  asked Ross.

Evans sat thinking for a moment. “What we want is a rocky coast
with sheer cliffs. It’s no good having a beach or anything, the
police might wonder why the men didn’t scramble ashore.”

“Good thinking,” said Ross. “We also don’t want the water to be
too deep. We want the boat found, remember.”

“I can think of two places that would do,” said Evans. “The
first is about five miles away, the second is much further, nearly
fifteen miles.”

“We’ll go for the second place,” said Ross firmly. “Five miles
is too near here for my liking.” He looked at Taylor’s boat
floating placidly in the boathouse. “We can probably do it in about
three quarters of an hour. If we’ll leave now, it’ll be nearly dark
when we get there. Are you sure you can find it in the half
light?”

“Yeah no trouble,” replied Evans. He climbed aboard the Jonquill
and held it steady while Ross jumped down into the cockpit.

Ross cast off the mooring lines and nodded to Evans to start the
engine. “You can drive. Go flat out all the way. I want the engine
good and hot when we get there.”

Ross relaxed back in his seat as Evans started the engine. He
steered the Jonquill out of the boat house and accelerated out to
sea.

Ross stood on the pitching deck and studied the coast line
thirty feet away. Phosphorescent waves broke over jagged rocks that
appeared and submerged as the swell hit them. Dark cliffs rose
sheer from the rocks, their tops almost invisible in the gathering
twilight.

“What do you reckon,” said Evans.

“This will do,” replied Ross. “Get the inflatable out and over
the side. Start the outboard and keep it ticking over in neutral. I
want to be sure it’s all right before I start on the engine. I
tested it enough times, but you can never be sure with those bloody
things”

Evans nodded and knelt down in the cockpit.

Ross opened the cockpit locker and retrieved the sled hammer. He
waited until Evans had the inflatable over the side and the
outboard running smoothly. Then satisfied the outboard was behaving
itself, he opened the engine cover. Taking a screwdriver from his
pocket, he undid a hose clip and worked the hose off its stub. Near
boiling water pumped from the stub. Ross first checked the gear
lever was in neutral, then advanced the throttle lever to its stop.
The engine roared and the water from the stub changed to a solid
stream, pouring into the bilge. Ross shut the engine cover and
climbed onto the fore deck. He threw the anchor and its chain
overboard, followed by the rope. It floated on the surface, its
coils slowly opening out as it drifted away. After a minute, it was
extended in an almost straight line, the end on the boat gently
tugging at the ring bolt as the boat lifted up and down with the
swell. Ross climbed into the inflatable carrying the hammer and
nodded to Evans to put the motor in gear.

“I’ll smash in the planking, you keep us against the boat with
the outboard so we don’t drift away.”

He had to shout to make himself heard over the banshee noise of
the Jonquill’s engine.

Evans opened the throttle and pressed the nose of the inflatable
against the Jonquill. Ross knelt in the bow and swung the hammer.
After a couple of blows, the hammer broke through, and Ross
concentrated his efforts to enlarge the hole, working it down to
the water line. Satisfied with his efforts, he sat back and put the
hammer down. He turned to Evans. Just as he was about to speak, the
Jonquill’s engine started labouring, the noise decreasing as the
engine slowed down. Suddenly it stopped dead.

Ross nodded with satisfaction.  “Try and push the boat
towards the rocks before she gets too low in the water,”  he
said.

Evans nodded and opened the throttle, slowly pushing the
Jonquill towards the rocks. The Jonquill sank lower in the water
until the waves started lapping over the cockpit rim. Evans opened
the throttle further, but to no effect. “That’s it,” he shouted.
“She’s too heavy now.”

“Right, back off,” shouted Ross. “She’s near enough the rocks.
We’ll wait until it sinks, then we’ll head for home.”

Evans steered the inflatable away from the stricken boat. They
watched as she sank lower and lower. Finally, with the minimum of
disturbance she vanished from sight. A few bubbles rose to the
surface followed by a small slick of oil. They motored over to
where she had sunk.  Ross looked down through the water. The
Jonquill lay in ten or fifteen feet of water, her hull just visible
as a ghostly pale shape . He turned to Evans.

“Right, that’ll do. Let’s get out of here.”

Evans opened the throttle and the inflatable leapt forward. Soon
they were planing at over  twenty five miles an hour. Ross’s
eyes watered from the wind in his face. He was happy to put up with
this minor discomfort. I’ll have good new to tell the meeting
tomorrow night, he thought.










Chapter 33
New Chapter


    Tollman sat on a window seat, staring out to
sea. A knock on the door of his room turned his head. The door
opened and Hicks walked in. He carried a bundle under his arm.

“I’ve brought you something to wear until your clothes are
clean,” he said, putting the bundle down on a chair. “We’d like you
to speak to some people about what went on, do you feel up to
it?”

Tollman turned in his seat. “Yeah, I’m all right, how are Jake
and Tim. When can I see them?”

 “You can have a brief word with Jake before the meeting.
I’m afraid you can’t speak to Tim, he’s unconscious at the moment,
maybe tomorrow.”

Tollman nodded and picked up the bundle of clothes and headed
for the bathroom. Hicks called to him as he was about to close the
door.

“Er, Corrin, there’s no need to carry your knife, nobody’s going
to hurt you here.”

Tollman stopped in the doorway, staring intently at Hicks. “My
knife stays with me.”

Hicks stared back at Tollman, wondering if he could take it off
him. He decided not and shrugged. “Have it your own way."

Tollman nodded and shut the door. He emerged a few minutes later
dressed in a blue track suit and soft shoes, his  knife and
belt round his waist. He followed Hicks to the ante-room and lifted
the white suit off the peg. He quickly put it on and seated the
helmet on its neck ring. He looked at Hicks.

“Ready?

Hicks had watched with quiet amusement. “You’ve got that off
pat, haven’t you. Hold still for a second, let me check your
regulator.”  He inspected the front of Tollman’s suit. 
“You’ve about two hours air left, I think I’ll change bottles, turn
round.”

He unzipped the back of Tollman’s suit, exposing the integral
back pack. He opened a locker set into the wall and took out two
air bottles. He deftly uncoupled the bottles on Tollman’s backpack
and replaced them with the two from the locker. He zipped up the
suit and put the depleted bottles in the locker, snapping them onto
couplings projecting from the wall at the back of the locker. He
watched with satisfaction as needles on the gauges next to the
couplings started moving towards the full marker. He shut the door
and nodded at the locker. “They’re recharging now, it’ll take about
half an hour. Every time you put on the suit, check the regulator.
It’ll tell you how many hours air you have left. If you’re at all
doubtful, change bottles, we’ll go through the procedure properly
later. All right?”

“How long do they last then?” asked Tollman.

Hicks thought for a moment. “Well, with normal activity, they’ll
last about ten hours. If you’re engaged in strenuous exercise it’d
be less.”  He nodded to Tollman to follow him and opened the
door out of the ante-room.

“You know about the decontamination, you’ve been through it
before,” he said.

Tollman nodded.

“Right stand with your legs apart and your arms
outstretched,”  reminded Hicks. Tollman obeyed and Hicks spoke
into the wall communicator.

After the foam had drained through the floor and the suits were
dry from the hot air blowers, Tollman followed Hicks down a
corridor to a room with a large green cross on the door. A white
suited man stood outside the door, his transparent helmet
reflecting the lights from the ceiling.

The man straightened up as he recognised Hicks.

Hicks nodded at the man. “We’ve come to see the wounded men. See
us through please.”

The man turned to a communicator fixed to the wall with tape.
Wires ran from the box up the wall and disappeared into the
ceiling. As the man spoke into the box, Hicks turned to
Tollman.

“We’ve had to isolate the sick bay now we’ve got your friends
inside.” He nodded at the makeshift communicator. “Things are a bit
jury rigged inside, try not to touch anything.”

Tollman wasn’t sure he understood what Hicks was talking about,
but he nodded anyway. The man turned from the communicator.

“Dr. Stevenson says it’s all right for you to come in sir.” He
opened the door and shut it firmly after the two men had passed
through. They were in a small room. Transparent sheets hung from
the walls and across the ceiling. A large box with a hose attached
to it stood in one corner. Hicks pulled the plastic sheet to one
side and led Tollman through a door into another room. Another
white suited figure was waiting to greet them.

“Corrin, this is Dr. Stevenson, he’s been looking after your
friends,” said Hicks.

Stevenson held out his hand. “Hello Corrin, we didn’t get a
chance to speak last time we met. It’s nice to meet you properly at
last.”

Tollman shook his hand. He looked round. ” Where’s Jake and
Tim?”

Stevenson smiled. “They’re next door. We look after them in
shifts, Corrin. We have to wear these suits all the time we’re in
here. A couple of hours is enough for anyone.” He motioned to a
door. “Follow me I’ll take you to your friends.”

Tollman and Hicks followed Stevenson into another room where two
figures lay in padded cots. Tollman instantly saw that Jake was
awake. He quickly walked over to the cot and leaned on the rails,
looking down at the man. Jake grinned up at him.

“How are you son, they treating you all right?”

“Don’t worry about me,” replied Tollman. “How are you.”

“I had a bullet in the ribs and a busted arm, apart from that
I’m doing pretty well,” replied Jake. “I’ll be up and about in no
time.” He looked at Stevenson. “Isn’t that right doc?”

Stevenson raised his eyebrows. “All in good time Jake.” He
turned to Tollman. “He’ll be all right, he won’t be on his feet as
fast as he thinks, but he will recover.”

Tollman looked at Stevenson. “What about Tim?” He turned to the
other cot. Heale was almost invisible under his bandages and
padding. A network of tubes and wires hung from bottles and boxes
round the cot. A small box in the corner made soft beeping noises.
Green lines snaked their way across the screen of another box.

Stevenson guided Tollman across to the cot. “I won’t try and
fool you Corrin, he’s gravely ill. You won’t be able to talk to him
for several days, he’s heavily sedated. He has a good chance of
recovery, but it’ll be a long process.”

Tollman stared down at the pale face partially hidden by a
transparent mask over his mouth and nose. “You really think he has
a chance?” he asked.

Stevenson nodded. “We’ve done our best for him.  When we
get him back home, he’ll continue to receive the best of care.”

“Home? Your home? You’re taking him back to America then?” asked
Tollman.

“Him and Jake. We’ve patched them up, but they might need
reconstructive surgery, they have better facilities back there than
we have,” replied Stevenson.

“When are you going then,” asked Tollman.

Stevenson shrugged. “That’s up to the captain to decide. They’re
out of immediate danger, so a short delay won’t do them any
harm.”

Hicks touched Tollman’s arm. “You better say your goodbyes to
Jake, we have a meeting with the captain remember.”

Tollman returned to Jake’s cot. “I’ve got to go now, I’ll come
and see you again if I can.”

Jake nodded. He gripped Tollman’s arm with his good hand.
“Before you go, tell me what happened to the men that shot me, did
they get away?”

Tollman leaned over the cot and grinned down at Jake.  “No,
I shot the bastards with your gun.”

Jake relaxed back on his pillow. “Good lad,” he said faintly.
“Buzz off now. Go and see the captain.”

Tollman and Hicks walked back into the plastic clad room. Hicks
pulled the sheeting firmly over the door, sealing it off. He picked
up the hose from the box in the corner and pressed a switch on the
top of the box. Foam shot out of the hose, covering Tollman with
white froth. Hicks indicated to Tollman to turn round and as he did
so, he covered his back with the foam. When Tollman was completely
covered, Hicks passed the hose to Tollman and stood while he in
turn was covered. The foam dried quickly to a slick film over their
suits. Hicks took the hose from Tollman and pressed the switch on
the box, turning off the foam jet. Small droplets of foam sparkled
on the walls as they opened the door to the corridor.

“Right, quick as you can,” said Hicks, “Back to the decon
chamber outside your room. What we did in there is only a temporary
measure, we’ve got to get clean properly before this stuff comes
off the suits.”

They walked quickly back the way they had come and a few minutes
later emerged from the decontamination chamber warm and dry from
the hot air blowers. They walked into an ante-room on the other
side of the chamber. Hicks removed his suit and hung it in a
locker.

“I’m sorry you’ve got to stay suited up.” he said, “I’ve been
told you understand why.”

Tollman nodded. “SAPHS,” he said. He was getting used to the
strange word now.

Hicks raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you know that much detail. Well I
don’t have to explain further then.”

“The little fair haired girl told me I’d be shot if I took my
suit off. I don’t want to be shot,” said Tollman.

“Little fair haired girl?” began Hicks. “Oh, you mean Ash,” He
grinned. “Well she was right, but it won’t come to that, will
it?”

Tollman grinned back and shook his head.

“Right,” said Hicks, “follow me.”

They passed several crew members as they walked to the captains
cabin. The dramatic arrival of the three men had been the subject
of much speculation amongst the crew. To actually come face to face
with an inhabitant of a land they had only seen from a distance was
a disconcerting experience for them. They backed against the wall
as the two men passed, staring pointedly at Tollman. As the two men
rounded a bend in the corridor, a buzz of conversation broke out
behind them. Eventually, they reached the captains door. Hicks
knocked on the panel and opened the door. He ushered Tollman
through and indicated he should sit down on a curved settee in the
corner of the cabin. Tollman sat and faced the three men staring at
him. He noticed one of them was holding his crossbow.

Captain Bryce introduced himself and gestured at his companions.
“Corrin, this is Ian Prosser and Anil Gobin.”

Tollman nodded at the two men. He stared at Gobin. “You’re not
as black as Steve, but you’re not as white as me. Are you something
in between?”

Gobin was taken aback at the directness of the Englishman’s
question. He smiled to cover his monetary confusion. “My ancestors
came from a place called India, they’re all that colour over there,
so I’ve been told.”

Tollman nodded. He looked at Hicks and back to Gobin. “We have
nothing like you two in England, up to now, I thought everyone was
the same colour as me.”

“Does it worry you?” asked Bryce.

Tollman shook his head. “No, it doesn’t worry me, it’s just a
bit strange, that’s all.”

Bryce relaxed back in his seat as Gobin passed the crossbow to
Tollman.

“I was told you wanted this back,” he said.

Tollman took it and laid it on the settee beside him. He sat
back on the cushions and waited.

Bryce broke the silence. “Corrin, we’ve heard the tape of what
happened. Can you tell us anything more about the small animals
your friend said he saw released?”

Tollman shook his head. “I only know what Tim told me. He said
they were releasing baby dragons, he couldn’t talk much.”

“Did he say how big they were?” asked Prosser. “We believe
they’re growing the animals back in America and bringing them over
here. We’ve seen film of the plane they’re using, we know roughly
how big it is. If we know how big the animals are, we might get an
idea of how many they could bring over at one time.”

Tollman shook his head. “No, I can’t help you, I only know what
Tim  told me.”

Prosser lent back and frowned in frustration. “He won’t be in a
position to talk to us for some time.” He turned back to Tollman.
“How long have you known about the animals, when did you first see
them?”

Tollman thought for a moment. So much had happened in the last
weeks. How long was it? He looked up. “I suppose it’s about four or
five weeks when the first ones appeared. That’s when Andy, Rolf and
Martin went missing.”

“Ah yes,” said Prosser. “I remember Jake telling us about them.
They were from the farm where you worked, yes?”

Tollman nodded. “We never found their bodies, but we’re sure
they were killed by the dragons.”

“That’s the second time you’ve called them that,” said Bryce.
“You also called them that on the tape, where did you get the name
from?”

“There’s a man called Balby, he’s a friend of Jake’s. He showed
me a book and there was a picture of a dragon in it. It looked just
like the animals we killed.”

“Oh yes Balby,” mused Bryce. He looked at Hicks. “I think we
should see that book. When we’ve finished here, call him up, tell
him we’ll come and collect it.”

Hicks nodded and made a note in the pad he had on his lap.

“You think someone else has a copy of the same book, that’s were
he got the idea from?” said Prosser.

“It’s a thought,” replied Bryce. “Though why the hell anyone
should want to breed a dangerous animal like that and let it loose,
beats me.”

“And how they did it,” said Prosser. “We can’t dissect the
animal we collected until we get home. It’s very frustrating I can
tell you.”  He slapped his knees. “We’ll probably find the
answer back home, when we do, someone will pay heavily for
this.”

“We’ve got to find them first,” said Gobin.

“We know how they get here,” replied Bryce. “There can’t be many
machines like that around, that should narrow the search down a
bit.”

“If we can identify the bodies, that will also help,” said
Prosser. “They had nothing on them that could help us. We’re pretty
sure they did come from America. Their clothes were the type you
can buy anywhere back home. We recovered one pistol, it’s an
American type, but it had no identifying marks on it. We might have
more luck when we get them back to America.”

“Oh yes, the bodies,” said Bryce. He turned to Tollman. “You’ve
got a few people worried, Corrin. We were under the impression
there are no guns in England, that you hadn’t the knowledge to make
them. Is that the case?”

“The first time I saw one was when Jake shot the dragons,”
replied Tollman.

“You’ve never seen a gun before that?” pressed Bryce.

“No, I’ve told you, never,” said Tollman.

“And yet you told us you killed four men with Jake’s gun, even
though you’d never fired it before. Can you tell us how you did
it?”

“Easy, just aim and pull the trigger. It’s just like a crossbow.
The bang puts you off at first, but I soon got used to it.”

Gobin nodded. “Told you,” he said to no one in particular. He
turned to Tollman. “You’re a pretty good shot with the crossbow
then?”

“I practice every day with a longbow mainly,” replied Tollman.
“I use the crossbow every now and then just for a change.”

“Oh, you use a longbow as well, what pull does it have, do you
know?”

Tollman nodded. “A hundred and sixty pounds.”

“Wow,” exclaimed Gobin. “That’s a serious weapon. “What sort of
range are we talking about?”

“About forty or fifty yards.” replied Tollman.

“And how often do you hit your target.”

Tollman smiled. “Every time, at that range I never miss.”

Gobin laughed. “Come on, you can’t be as good as that. You must
miss occasionally.”

Tollman shook his head. “I never miss. At sixty or seventy
yards, I’m sometimes outside the circle, but at close range,
never.”

Gobin looked at Bryce. “Well if what he says is true, he’s at
the top level of competition standard.” He turned back to Tollman.
“Sorry you were saying?”

“I was just going to say a moving target is more difficult. I
try to get within forty yards if the target is moving.”

“When you’re hunting animals,” said Gobin.

“And men,” replied Tollman.

“You’ve killed men with your bow?” asked Gobin, in a shocked
voice.

“Yes of course. Outlaws or cattle raiders sometimes come into
our area. They have to be cleared out. If we don’t kill them
outright, we hang them as soon as we catch them.”

Bryce and Gobin sat in a thoughtful silence. Finally Gobin shook
his head as if to banish the images running through his brain. He
looked at Tollman.  “By the way how far were you from the men
you killed  with Jake’s gun.”

Tollman thought for a second. “Only about forty feet.”

Gobin pointed to the crossbow at Tollman’s side. “Can you show
us with that the position you were in when you fired the gun for
the first time. You said on the tape you were lying down behind
bushes, is that right?”

Tollman picked up the crossbow and lay down on the floor. He
cradled the crossbow in front of him. He looked up at the men
watching him.

“I had the barrel resting on a branch, it’s heavier than my bow,
it helped support it.”

Gobin put a cushion from the settee on the floor in front of
Tollman.

“Pretend that’s the bush.”

Tollman settled himself on the floor, with his legs slightly
apart, the crossbow resting on the cushion.

“Look at that,” said Gobin. “A perfect snipers position.” He
turned to Bryce. “I’m satisfied Captain, I think he could do it. I
don’t think there’s guns being developed in England. Any that are
there have been brought in from outside.”

“There were guns in England at the time of the plague, surely
they couldn’t have forgotten about them,” queried Prosser.

Gobin shook his head. “The population as a whole did not own
guns at that time. Only the police and armed services. A few gun
clubs and farmers had access to firearms, but the rest of the
population, no.”

Prosser raised his eyebrows. “Is that so, I didn’t realise.” He
paused. “But those people that did have guns. I’d have thought
considering the conditions at the time, they would have kept their
guns.”

“Even if they did, what happened when they ran out of
ammunition,” replied Gobin. “All they’re left with is a club. 
I agree there were probably old guns laying about, look at the
stock of Corrin’s crossbow. It’s almost a direct copy of a rifle
stock.”

Bryce looked down at Tollman.  He nodded at the crossbow
cradled in Tollman’s hands. “Why is your crossbow that shape
Corrin, did you copy it from an old gun?”

Tollman shrugged. “No, crossbows have always been this shape. I
just copied an old bow I found in the carpenter’s workshop.”

Bryce was silent for a moment as he watched Tollman return to
the settee. He cradled his chin in his hand. “I don’t think we can
learn anything more here. As soon as we’ve picked up that book
Corrin mentioned, we’ll head back to America.” He looked at
Tollman. “Would you be willing to come back with us? Jake and your
friend Tim will have to come, but they won’t be able to give
evidence for some time. It would help if we had someone who’s had
personal experience of the animals.”

Tollman was surprised into silence. “What, go to America,” he
said finally. “How long would I be away from home?”

“It could be months, maybe a lot longer,” replied Bryce. “It
depends on how long it takes to find whoever is responsible for
bringing the animals to England. You’d be our only witness at the
preliminary investigation, we have the evidence of the carcass and
the film, but we’d still need you to fill in the gaps.  Then
the perpetrators would have to be brought to court. By then,
hopefully, Jake and Tim would be well enough to attend, but we’d
still need you. There’s the matter of six dead bodies to
explain.”

“I only killed four,” said Tollman.

“Four or six, we’ve still got to account for them,” said Bryce.
“We can’t force you to come.” He paused. ”Well we could, but I’d
rather have a willing witness, what do you say?”

Tollman was silent, thoughts whirling through his head. Jake had
told him many stories about America. At first it seemed like a
place of fable, but as he gained more information, the place became
more real in his mind. Now he had a chance to see it for himself.
He mulled over what Bryce had said. He looked up.

“You said months, maybe longer. Would I have to wear this thing
for all that time?” He pulled at the sleeve of his suit.

Prosser shook his head. “We can treat you so you won’t be
infectious Corrin. It’s not a pleasant procedure, but it’s over in
a couple of days, then you can wear normal clothes.” He paused.
“There is just one more thing, would you be willing to let me take
some blood from you before the treatment?”

Tollman started in surprise. “Blood? What do you want my blood
for?”

Prosser lent forward in his seat. “You have a natural immunity
to the plague. Among the first survivors there must have been a few
who had that immunity, they passed that on to their descendants. If
we can find out why you don’t get sick, it might help us to find a
cure.”

Tollman thought for a moment. “But I did get sick, when I was a
child. That’s when I first met Jake, he cured me.”

Prosser stabbed his finger forward for emphasis. “But you didn’t
die Corrin, that’s the important point. We get very few chances to
obtain samples from the indigenous inhabitants of England. We test
Jake’s blood every time he comes back to the Antiqua, he has
immunity, just like you.”

Tollman nodded. “Yeah, you can have some blood. Do you want me
to cut a vein?”

Prosser held us his hands. “Christ no, we take it out with a
thin needle, you’ll hardly feel it. We’ll send a nurse in to you
once you’re back in your cabin.”

Tollman nodded his agreement. “You said you can fix it so I
don’t have to wear this suit. Can you do the same for someone
else?”

Prosser frowned, a puzzled look on his face. “Yes the treatment
works for anyone, who else did you have in mind?”

Tollman turned to Bryce. “You said I could be away for months.
If I’m going to be away for that long, I’d like Janci to come with
me, if she want’s to come that is.”

Bryce looked at the other men, then back to Tollman.

“Who’s Janci, Corrin,” he asked.

Hicks coughed discreetly. “If you remember, captain, she is the
daughter of the man who rescued Corrin after he went over the side
of the boat. It was in Balby’s report.”

Bryce nodded. “Sorry Corrin, I had forgotten. I take it she’s
important to you.”

Tollman nodded. “Very. Jake was going to set us up as
replacements for Mr. Read.”

“So she knows all about us then,” said Bryce.

“Yes, we had a long talk with Mr. Balby and Jake. They said we
were to be agents in place,  I think they were the words he
used.”

Bryce nodded. “Well in that case I don’t see any reason why she
can’t come with us. We can bring her aboard when we send the
helicopter to collect Balby’s book.”

“How are you going to collect it?” asked Tollman. “The
helicopter can’t land near the house. Mr. Balby is an old man, he
can’t travel miles away from Exe so the helicopter won’t be seen
landing. I don’t think any of the other people in his house know
what he really does, so he can’t send any of them.”

“That’s a point,” said Hicks.

“We have other agents in the area surely,” said Bryce. “Balby
can contact one of them to take Janci to the helicopter.”

“I could go,” said Tollman. The first time in a helicopter is a
bit frightening, I’d rather she was with me on her first
flight.”

Hicks looked at Bryce. “What do you think?”

Bryce pondered for a moment. “I can’t think of any objections,”
he said at last. “There’s the added advantage that Corrin knows
exactly which book we’re talking about, there’s no chance of the
wrong one being picked up.” He turned to Tollman. “Right, that’s
settled then. We’ll contact Balby this evening and drop you off
tonight. We’ll pick you and Janci up the following night.”

“Will you give me a radio like Jake’s,” asked Tollman. “I’ll
need it to guide the helicopter to me. I watched Jake do it, I know
what to do.”

Bryce smiled at Tollman. “You never cease to surprise us Corrin.
Steve will give you what you need. Go back to your cabin now,
you’ve got a long night ahead of you. We’ll land you as near to the
town as we can, but you’re still going to have a fair way to travel
on foot in the dark.”

They all stood up. Tollman nodded his goodbyes and followed
Hicks out of the room.

“Well, what do you make of that,” said Bryce.

Prosser pursed his lips. “All in all, I think he’s taking it
rather well. Remember he’s come from what is essentially a medieval
society.” He waved his arms round the cabin. “If he’s awed by what
he’s seeing, he’s hiding it extremely well.”

Bryce nodded slowly. “It’s like the enlightenment of the
fifteenth century. Only instead of a whole culture experiencing it,
he’s getting it all on his own and not gradually either.”

Prosser smiled. “I wouldn’t put it quite like that, a bit too
poetic for me.” His smile faded. “Remember, how ever civilised he
appears, he’s from a completely different and rather brutal
society. We must always bear that in mind.”

Bryce nodded. “Yeah, you’re right, remember the casual way he
told us how he’d killed those men,” he paused. “We’ll keep him on a
tight leash until we’re more certain how he’ll react to new
circumstances. If he behaves, then we can give him a bit of
slack.”

Prosser nodded in agreement. “Good thinking.”










Chapter 34
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    Dressed in his environmental protection suit,
Tollman followed Hicks to the hanger deck. Underneath his suit, he
was wearing his own clothes. He carried his crossbow and quiver of
bolts over his shoulder. Dean and Pope were waiting for them.

“I’ve chosen the same helicopter crew as before, they know the
area where you’re going to be dropped,” said Hicks.

The two men, dressed similarly to Tollman, lifted their hands in
greeting.

Hicks slapped Tollman on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it,”
he said. “See you tomorrow night.”  He walked out of the
hanger deck and shut the door, the clang of it’s closing echoing
round the enclosed deck.

Dean turned to Tollman. “Where do you want us to put you down.
If we use the same spot where we picked you up last time, it’s
going to be a long walk back to town.”

“What do you suggest then,” asked Tollman.

Dean spread a map against the side of the helicopter. He put his
finger on the map.

“What about here. It’s about two miles east of the town, just
off the beach. We can come in over the sea, drop you off, and be
away in less than a minute. It’d be a straight run into town for
you. Easier than trying to make your way across country in the
dark.”

“If you’re sure there’re no houses in the area,” said
Tollman.

“We can check with the thermal imaging before we land,” replied
Dean. “You happy with that?”

Tollman nodded.

“Right then, let’s get aboard,” said Dean.

Once they were clear of the Antiqua, Tollman relaxed back in his
seat. The take off had been rather worrying, the sides of the open
roof seemed very close to the helicopter as it lifted passed them.
Pope had forsaken his usual position in the gun bay for the right
hand seat next to Dean.

“Nothing to shoot at tonight,” he’d answered to Tollman’s
question.

“Have you done a lot of shooting?” asked Tollman.

Pope shifted round in his seat so he was facing Tollman. “Apart
from the big game hunt the other night, nothing much. A few ships
that sailed too far from the coast, that’s all.”

Tollman’s eyes widened. “What you sunk the ships and killed the
crew?” he exclaimed.

“No.” replied Pope with a grin. “We’ve got a set routine. First
of all the Antiqua’s radar spots a ship where it didn’t ought to
be. Radar is a thing that…..”

“I know about that,” interrupted Tollman. “I’ve seen it on
Jake’s boat."

“Oh ho, have you indeed,” chuckled Pope. “Right then, after
we’ve pinpointed the position, we take off and fly to the boat.
When we’re a couple of miles away we deploy our smoke machine.
That’s just a box of tricks that makes a lot of smoke. As far as
the ship’s crew is concerned, all they see is a cloud of smoke
coming at them. We hover near the ship and tell the captain through
our loud hailer to turn back. That’s usually enough. A voice coming
from a moving cloud is scary enough for most people to do what it
says.”

“What if they don’t,” asked Tollman.

“It’s only happened once,” replied Pope. “I warned him again if
he didn’t turn back, his boat would be sunk. Then I shot out one of
his masts, brought the top twenty feet crashing down to the deck.
They turned round pretty damn quick then, I can tell you.”

“So you’ve never actually sunk a boat.”

“Nope, I know other GEM’s crews have. Not the Antiqua
though.”

“Oh, Antiqua’s not the only one you have?”

“Good lord no.” replied Pope. “We’ve a whole fleet of them
patrolling the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. About four fifths of
our military budget is dedicated to keeping the plague from
entering America, it's the absolute top priority our government
has.  We take it very seriously.”

“Yeah, serious enough to keep us backward,” said Tollman
bitterly.

“You know about that,” said Pope. “Well it’s got to be done. If
the plague got a foothold in America, it could wipe us out, just
like it did last time. We can’t risk that.”

“Oh I know the reason,” said Tollman. “It still doesn’t make it
any easier to bear. It's like you've got England in a hangman's
noose. You make sure no one can get out and if we advance enough so
we might get out, you'll pull the noose tight.” He made wrenching
motions with his hands.

“Sorry Corrin,” said Pope. “It won’t change until we find a
cure. Maybe this little jaunt will help us with that.”

Oh, how?” asked Tollman, puzzled.

“The men you killed and the others, they weren’t wearing
protective suits. If we can find out how they did it without
falling ill, we might find we have a way of beating the plague.
They can’t be natural immunes, they’d have been spotted at the post
natal checks.”

“You think they have a cure?”

“They have something,” replied Pope. “When we get them back
home, hopefully we’ll find out what.”










Chapter 35
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    The helicopter sped across the dark water
only twenty feet above the waves. Tollman watched as a dark line in
front of them signalled the approaching coast. Dean switched on his
thermal imaging screen and looked for hot spots. At the edge of the
screen, twinkling spots of light marked the outskirts of Exe town.
The coast in front of them was uniformly dark.

“No houses there,” said Dean. “We’ll go straight in.” He turned
to Tollman. “As soon as we touch down, don’t delay, jump straight
out. Stuff your suit in the rear hatch, and start running. We’ll be
gone as soon as you shut the hatch.”

Tollman lent forward in his seat, his hand on the door latch. As
the helicopter bumped onto the ground, he opened the door and leapt
out. He quickly shed his suit and stuffed it into the rear hatch.
He banged twice on the body of the helicopter and turned away from
the downdraught as the rotors increased speed. He started running,
the noise of the helicopter fading away behind him, as it sped out
to sea.

It was pitch black in the fields bordering the coast, his only
company were the ghostly figures of sheep, barely visible in the
starlight. He ran steadily, mentally  rehearsing in his mind
what he would say to Janci. After twenty minutes, he reached the
outskirts of Exe and slowed down to a walk. His footsteps echoed
eerily as he walked through the deserted streets of the town.
Finally, he reached Balby’s house and knocked on the door. It was
several minutes before he heard a sound on the other side of the
door. Wilkes called through the woodwork.

“Who is it?” he enquired warily.

“It’s me, Corrin Tollman. Let me in, I have to speak to Mr.
Balby.”

The door opened a fraction and Wilkes’  face appeared in
the opening. Recognising Tollman, he opened the door and stood to
one side. Behind him stood one of the house servants. Both men
carried clubs.

“Expecting trouble?” said Tollman.

Wilkes slapped the club onto the palm of his hand. “When people
come knocking at this time of night, I don’t take chances. Do you
have to see Mr. Balby now, or can it wait till the morning.”

Tollman thought for a moment. “I suppose the morning will do.
Early though.”

Wilkes shut the door. “I’ll tell him you’re here when I call him
in the morning.” He paused and raised an eyebrow. “Your lady friend
is in the same bedroom you used last time you were here, I’m sure
you remember the way.”

Tollman grinned and nodded. Wilkes’ attitude had changed since
their first frosty meeting. He’s thawing, he thought as he climbed
the stairs.

Tollman entered the bedroom and quietly undressed. He could just
make out the form of Janci under the heavy covers. He leant onto
the bed and gently kissed her forehead. She stirred in her sleep
and as he kissed her again, she opened her eyes. Tollman’s next
impression was that he was kissing a wild cat. The bedclothes
swirled in a flurry of motion. Tollman reeled backwards as Janci’s
fist connected with his face. As he recovered, Janci scrambled to
the far side of the bed, the covers drawn up to her chin. A knife
glinted in her outstretched hand.

Tollman held up his hands.

“Whoa, whoa,” he said softly. “It’s me.”

Janci stared at him for a long second, then she dropped the
knife and clung round Tollman’s neck.

“You bastard, You gave me such a fright, I didn’t know who it
was.” She punched him on the chest. “Christ you gave me a
fright.”

Tollman stroked her hair. “Sorry love, I though I’d surprise
you.”

Janci was still shaking. “Yeah, well I can do without surprises
like that.” She punched his chest again and then clung to him even
tighter. “Balby told me what happened to Jake and Tim. I’ve been
out of my mind with worry.”

Tollman sought to reassure her. “I didn’t have a scratch,” he
said softly. “Jake and Tim are going to be all right.” He pushed
her away and held her at arms length. “We need to talk. I’ve got
something very important to tell you.”

They both sat on the bed and Tollman outlined Bryce’s plan for
them to travel to America. Janci stared at him, trying to absorb
what she was hearing. When Tollman had finished, she took his
hand.

“I remember Jake telling us about America, when he was telling
us where he came from. He didn’t tell us much about it though. What
would it be like?”

Tollman shook his head. “I don’t know much. Jake’s told me a bit
about it, I think we’ll learn more once we’re on the Antiqua.”

Janci frowned. “Yeah the, the Antiqua, it’s a bit scary. It’s
hard to imagine a boat as big as a church. And you think we’ll be
away for months, what about my dad and brother?”

“Balby will send someone to tell them you won’t be coming home
for a while. I’m sure he’ll think up a good story to set their
minds at rest.”  Tollman paused. “You  don’t have to come
with me you know. Not if you really don’t want to. I have to go. I
want to see the bastards that caused the deaths of our people hang.
I want you with me, but if you really don’t want to come with me,
I’ll understand.”

Janci sat silent for a moment. Finally she nodded. “Yes, I will
go with you.” She lowered her eyes. “These last weeks when we’ve
been apart made me realise I want to be with you.” She looked up.
“I’m hoping you feel the same.”

Tollman kissed her gently. “Did you ever doubt it,” he said
quietly.

Janci smiled faintly. “Well Balby and Jake were talking about
setting us up in place of your Mr. Read. I wondered if you felt you
were being rushed into things. You might have had second thoughts.
For all I knew, you might have had a girl back at Porthmarron.”

Tollman shook his head. “No girl,” he said with a grin.

Janci kissed him. “Good. Now let’s get into bed, I’m getting
cold.”

Tollman lunged for her. “I’d better warm you up then,” he
growled.

Janci dived under the bedclothes with a shriek.

The next morning, after they’d had breakfast, they met Balby in
his study. Tollman was about to tell him of the journey to America,
when Balby held up his hand.

“I know all about it, Corrin. I had a long talk last evening
with Steve Hicks. I take it you know him.”

Tollman nodded.

“I was expecting you last night. I couldn’t tell Wilkes, he
might have wondered how I’d known you were coming.” Balby paused,
collecting his thoughts. “Now there’s a lot to do. First we must
think of a reason why Janci will be away from home for some time,
to set her father’s mind at rest. What I propose to tell him is you
are going to Launceston to give evidence about captain Boles and
the dragons that suddenly appeared in the countryside. I’ll stress
that it’s vital the authorities hear your story and you’ll be well
looked after. If necessary, I’ll even offer to send someone down to
help them out in your absence.”

Janci’s head came up. “Send someone to help, who?”

Balby smiled. “How long is it since you lost your mother,
Janci?”

“It’ll be five years this winter, why?” she asked, a puzzled
look on her face. “How did you know my mother was dead anyway?”

“When you first arrived here I promised you I’d send a messenger
to your house to tell your family you were all right. Well, I did.
He had a long talk with your father, I know quite a bit of your
family history.” Balby sat back in his chair and steepled his
fingers. He smiled at Janci. “Do you think your father would
appreciate a woman to cook and keep house for him? I know a mature,
unmarried lady that would be willing to do that. She’s a widow of
fishermen that was lost at sea, she’s well used to the way a
fisherman lives.”

Tollman laughed. “You bloody old matchmaker. First me and Janci,
and now you’re trying to get Janci’s dad married off.”

Balby waved his hand in a airy gesture.  He looked at
Janci. “Would that be such a bad thing. I admit it’s not my
intention, but if anything came of it, what would be the harm.
Would you have any objection Janci?”

“I suppose not,” said Janci thoughtfully. “I’d have to see the
woman first though, would that be possible?”

“I don’t see why not,” replied Balby. “You won’t be leaving
until tonight, so we have all day.”  His face turned serious.
“She’s a good women, Janci. She has no family, and she’s having a
hard time making ends meet since she lost her husband. You’d be
doing her some good as well as your father if you agree.”

“I can’t make up my mind until I meet her,” said Janci. “Let me
have a long talk with her and I’ll tell you my answer. Anyway, my
father might not want anyone, it’ll be up to him.”

Balby nodded. “Of course. Even so, he might be more agreeable if
he knows you’ve met and approved of her.” He smiled. “The offer
stands. We’ll make no promises to the woman, but if we have her
agreement in advance it will speed things up. If your father does
agree, I can arrange her transport to your fathers house."

“That could be dangerous for her,” said Tollman. “We’ve cleared
out most of the dragons, but there still could be some we’ve
missed. Don’t forget, we saw them in the fields near Janci’s
house.”

Balby shook his head. “She’ll be in no danger. She’ll go by
boat, like my messenger did last time.” He waved his hand as if to
bring the subject to a close. He nodded at the corner of the room
where the heavy wooden sideboard gleamed with a soft polish. It’s
hand crafted finish gave no indication of the intricate electronics
hidden within its secret compartment.  “Steve Hicks mentioned
a book you wanted to take with you. I’ve put all the books you’ve
looked at on the sideboard. Would you like to pick the one you
want?”

Tollman nodded and rose from his chair. While he was leafing
through the small stack of books he half turned to Balby. “What’s a
Launceston?

Balby had been quietly talking to Janci. “What?” he said.

Tollman held up a book. “This is the one.” He crossed the room
and sat back in his chair. “You mentioned Launceston. What is
it?”

“It’s our capital city. It’s about midway between the north and
south coasts. Because of its position, it’s became an important
centre for trade between the two coasts, that’s why it’s grown so
big. It’s also far enough away so no one from Exe will question
your prolonged absence.”

Tollman frowned. “I’ve never heard of it.” He turned to Janci,
his eyebrows raised in a question.

Janci shrugged and shook her head. “Me neither,” she said.

Balby smiled. “I’d be surprised if you had. You’re rather cut
off where you two live. The main point, no one will wonder why
you’re away for some time.”

Tollman turned back to Balby. “Why should anyone wonder anyhow.
No one knows about us, I’ve spoken to no one.”

Balby smiled. “You’ve been out of touch. The whole of Exe knows
about you and captain Boles. They know about your friend Mr.
Hackforth’s death on the Sonntag. You can’t keep a thing like that
quiet. They might not recognise you personally, but they know your
story. The whole town is buzzing with rumours.”

“We’d better not go out then,” said Tollman. “Can you bring this
woman here so Janci can talk to her?”

Balby nodded. “That’s no problem. I’ll arrange for her to visit
this afternoon.” He paused. “I think it better if Janci sees her on
her own. Women’s talk,” he added.

Tollman nodded agreement. What women’s talk was, he wasn’t sure,
but Balby sounded like he knew what he was talking about.

Later that day, Janci sat nervously alone in Balby’s study.
Tollman had taken himself off to stroll round the garden. The door
opened and Balby entered the room with a woman. She had obviously
dressed herself in her best clothes and looked as nervous as Janci
felt. She looked about forty years old. Her black hair, streaked
with grey, was tied in a bun at the back of her head. Her cheeks
and hands were red from exposure to wind and sun.  Balby
ushered the woman to a seat.

“Janci, this is Megan Penhale,” said Balby. “I’ve told her what
this meeting is about, and basically, she is willing to work for
your father. Obviously she needs to know more before she makes up
her mind, so I’ll leave you two ladies together.”

He gave a small nod to Janci and the woman and left the room,
closing the door silently behind him.

“Mrs. Penhale….”  began Janci.

“Call me Megan, my dear,” said Penhale. “I’ve heard the stories
round the town. Are you the girl who’s father pulled that young man
out of the sea?”

Janci nodded.

“Well I’m very pleased to meet you.  Some people had their
suspicions about Boles for some time, but nothing could be proved.
Your young man did this town a service bringing him to book.”

Janci nodded again. “You know I have to go away for a while, to
give evidence about Boles, would you be willing to work for my
father? With me away, there’ll be no one to cook hot meals for him
when he comes back from sea. He can come back at all hours, so it
wouldn’t be a regular routine.”

“That would be no trouble,” replied Penhale. “I was a
fisherman’s wife for fifteen years ‘till  I lost my husband.”
She looked wistful. “Sometimes I wish I had been with him on that
trip. At least we’d be together.”

“You went fishing with your husband?” asked Janci,
surprised.

Penhale nodded. “Almost every other trip,” she replied. “I only
missed that one because I was pregnant.”

“You have children then,” said Janci. “Would they mind you
leaving Exe for Frelithic Bay.”

Penhale shook her head. “No, no children. My first two died, and
when I heard my husband had gone, I miscarried. I’ve been alone
ever since.”

Janci reached out and held Penhale’s hand. “I’m so sorry. I
don’t think your life would be as hard with my father. I don’t
think he would want you to come out with him.”

Penhale smiled. “I’m a bit too old for that now. Even so, if I
was needed, and the weather’s wasn’t  too bad, I reckon I
could still work a boat. Now, tell me about your father, what’s he
like?”

Balby quietly opened the door. The two women had been talking
for a couple of hours, he was curious to see how they were getting
on. Penhale had moved from her chair and now sat with Janci on the
settee. They were engrossed in conversation, their heads close
together. They looked up as Balby entered the room.

“Well ladies?” he asked.

Janci smiled. “If my father’s agreeable, Megan is happy to move
to Frelithic.”

Penhale nodded agreement and smiled.

”I’ll get one of my servants to see you home Mrs. Penhale.” Said
Balby

Penhale shook her head and adjusted her scarf round her neck.
She rose from the settee.  “No need Mr. Balby, I know the
way.”  She nodded goodbye to Janci and followed Balby out of
the room. After seeing her out of the house, Balby walked 
through the passage to the back and out into the garden. Tollman,
sitting on a garden seat rose to meet him.

“Well?” he asked.

“I think the meeting went rather well,” said Balby. “Mrs.
Penhale is willing to work for Janci’s father if he is
agreeable.”

Tollman smiled. “That’s a relief. I don’t know if Janci would be
happy being away for months if she thought her father would be left
without help.”

Balby nodded. “Now if you’ll follow me, I think we should make
arrangements for your pick up tonight.”

Together, they walked back to Balby’s study where Janci sat
gazing out of the window. Tollman sat beside her and squeezed her
arm. She looked round and smiled.

“She seems a nice woman,” she said. “Whether dad will want her
around is another matter.”

Balby sat opposite them and cleared his throat, interrupting
them. “What arrangements have you made for tonight?”

Tollman thought for a moment. “Well I thought we’d use the same
place where they dropped me off. But I’ve been thinking about that.
Janci will have to put on a suit before she can get in the
helicopter, and that will take time. Where they dropped me off is a
bit too near town for my liking. If someone heard the helicopter’s
engines they might have time to get to us before we take off.”

Balby frowned. He rubbed his chin. “Yes,” he said slowly. “What
alternatives have you in mind?”

“Well, when I left with Jake, we went to Colaton Raleigh Common,
that’s a bit far. I was thinking of moving further down the coast,
past where I was dropped off. If we go far enough, we should be all
right, as long as there’re no houses out that way. Do you know if
the area is clear?”

Balby thought for a moment. “If you go too far, you’ll reach
Budleigh. There’s only a few people there, working the salt pans.
Even so, we don’t want any one to see you. I think you should go in
daylight, towards evening. That way you can make sure the area is
deserted. You can go by horseback, one of my servants can bring
them back.” 

Jed came with us last time,” said Tollman. “Won’t he start
wondering what’s going on if he has to leave with the horses
again?”

Balby shook his head. “I’ll tell him you’re meeting a wagon that
will take you to Launceston. I’ll say you’re leaving late so no one
will see you go. We think we rounded up all of Boles men, but if I
say you’re worried there might be some still at large that would
want to do you harm, he’ll understand.”

Janci’s eyes widened. “Is that true?” she said.

Balby shook his head. “No, it’s a something I thought of just a
moment ago. No, we have all of Boles men. The owner of the Sonntag
is also under investigation. We can’t prove anything yet, but we’re
keeping an eye on him.”

Janci relaxed back in her chair and sighed with relief. Balby
move to the sideboard and opened the doors. “If we’re all agreed,
I’ll contact Antiqua.”

Janci and Tollman nodded.










Chapter 36
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   Janci watched Jed lead the horses away with some
misgivings. The sun had nearly set, and long shadows lay across the
land. The ground was heavily covered with gorse and brambles. Small
trees lined the cliff edge, their branches leaning away from the
sea where the strong winds had moulded them into claw like shapes.
The coast line swooped up and down in a  series of hills and
valleys. They had chosen the top of the highest hill to stop, where
they had a good viewpoint in every direction. Tollman sat down and
put his crossbow on the ground beside him. He opened his bag and
took out the small radio that Balby had given him. Janci watched
fascinated as he thumbed a button on the side of the radio and
spoke into it.

“Antiqua, this is Corrin Tollman.”

The radio crackled and Janci heard a disembodied voice come from
the grill.

“Hello Corrin. Wait a minute, I’ll get Chris Dean for you.”

Tollman mouthed at Janci. “He’s the helicopter pilot,” he
whispered.

She nodded.

The radio crackled again. “Hello Corrin, ready for your pick
up?”

Tollman almost nodded but caught himself in time. “We’re further
down the coast where you dropped me off before. We’re about half
way between Exe and Budleigh.”

“Stand by,” said Dean

There was a muted conversation on the radio, then Dean spoke
again. “I have it. There’s a large estuary to the east of Exe,
that’s Budleigh I take it. Can you give me more details?”

Tollman leant to the radio. “We left Exe and passed a large bay.
The land sticks out into the sea past the bay. We passed that too.
We’re on top of a cliff at the highest point after that.”

Tollman could hear Dean talking to himself. “Got it. The old
maps call it The Floors. That’s good, the cliff there is about four
hundred feet high. We’ll be well clear of anything else.”

“There’s not much flat ground here, will you be all right?

“We’ll manage,” came the reply. “As long as there’s no tall
trees we’ll be all right. Is Janci with you?”

“Er, no tall trees, and yes she is.”

“Does she know what to expect?”

Tollman hesitated. “I think so.”

“Let me speak to her.”

Tollman passed the radio to Janci. She held it hesitantly to her
mouth.

“Hello,”  she said.

“Hello Janci. You’ll be meeting me soon. Don’t worry about
anything, we’ll look after you. When we land, be ready for a lot of
noise and wind. You know about the suit you have to wear?”

“Corrin told me,” replied Janci.

“Good girl. Put Corrin back on please.”

Janci handed the radio back to Tollman with a grin, pleased at
her experience of the new world she was about to enter. When Balby
had spoken to the Antiqua, she had been a passive observer. Now she
was taking part in the new life that Tollman had opened for her.
She sat day dreaming, only coming back to reality when she realised
Tollman was speaking to her.

“They’ll be here in a couple of hours, when it’s really dark,”
he said. He drew her to him and put his arm round her shoulder.
“Nothing to do now but wait.”

It was fully dark. Tollman had armed his crossbow and was
peering into the gloom, his head constantly moving. His eyes had
adjusted to the dark and he was confident he would see anyone
trying to sneak up on them. A faint noise from the sea swung his
head round. Janci clutched his arm.

“Is that them?” she asked breathlessly.

“Sounds like it,” he said.

They watched in silence as the noise grew louder. Tollman
thumbed the radio.

“Hello, can you see us?”

“We’ll check. Move apart and then together.”

Tollman and Janci stepped away from each other and then back
together.

“Yes, we have you. We’ll be with you in a few minutes. Be
ready.”

Janci clung to Tollman as a bulbous shape approached them from
the sea. It stopped and hovered over their heads. The noise was
incredible. She thought it looked like a huge black dragonfly as it
hung in the air above them, the wind from its rotors stinging her
eyes as she stared up at it. It came lower and lower until it was a
few feet from the hill top. A door opened and a figure held out two
suits. Tollman waved and hurried to collect them. Janci had to
bunch her dress to get into the suit. As Tollman lowered the
transparent helmet over her head, she experienced the same
claustrophobic panic as Tollman had suffered when he first put on a
helmet. She stared at him through the plastic, her eyes wide.

“All right?” he said softly.

She nodded jerkily. “I think so,” She moved her arms, feeling
the unfamiliar constriction of the enclosing suit.

“Just stand there while I put on my suit,” said Tollman. “You’ll
be all right.”

She stood rigid, breathing deeply as she watched Tollman pull on
the shiny fabric. He lowered the helmet over his head and locked
the neck ring. He took her arm and collecting his crossbow, led her
to the hovering helicopter. A short ladder led down from the hatch,
and as she climbed up it, an arm reached down and helped her in.
Tollman was close behind her. John Pope led her to a seat and
strapped her in. He stared at the serious face behind the plastic.
He patted her on the shoulder and winked.

“Don’t worry about a thing. Do you think I’d go up in one of
these things if it wasn’t safe? Just sit back and enjoy the
ride.”

She realised Tollman was sitting beside her. She reached out her
arm and clasped his hand. As the helicopter lifted she tightened
her grip. Tollman smiled and nodded. She looked out of the window
next to her and realised she was already several hundred feet in
the air. My God, she thought, this is not a dream. I’ve done it,
I’m really here.

The helicopter squatted on the hanger deck, the sound of its
engines winding down. Janci fumbled with the buckle of her seat
belt. A figure loomed up in front of her.

“Here, let me help.” Dean undid the buckle and helped her from
her seat. She stood in the doorway looking out over the vast
expanse of the hanger deck. She felt Tollman’s presence behind her.
She gave him a tentative smile and turned in the doorway clutching
the handrail of the ladder. Once she was down, she stood to one
side, waiting for Tollman to join her. She was determined not to
show these people her nervousness, she stood with her head held up
as a suited figure approached her.

“You must be Janci. Welcome aboard. I’m Sonia Ash.”

Janci nodded. She waved her hand, encompassing the hanger deck.
“It’s big,” she said.

Ash smiled. “Once you and Corrin have had your treatment you’ll
be able to see the rest of the ship. Then you’ll be able to see
just how big it really is. It amazes me sometimes.”

Ash looked round as Tollman joined them at the bottom of the
ladder.

Tollman held out the book. “The captain wanted to see this,” he
said.

Ash nodded and tucked the book under her arm. “I’ll see he gets
it. Now,  if you’ll both come with me, I’ll take you to your
quarters.”

As they followed Ash out of the hanger deck, Tollman quietly
briefed Janci about the decontamination process. “They have to wash
our suits down. Just follow what I do, it’s a bit noisy, but it’s
nothing to worry about.”

Janci nodded, her mouth too dry to speak. Suddenly she felt the
floor push against her feet. She clung to Tollman, her eyes
widening in alarm. Ash noticed her distress, touched Janci’s
arm.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “We’re just inflating the skirt. We’ll
be heading for America shortly.”

“Skirt?” said Janci.

Tollman smiled with the easy confidence of a seasoned traveller.
“I’ll explain it when we get to our rooms. It’s the way this boat
moves through the water.”  He stopped as Ash opened the door
to the decontamination room. He squeezed Janci’s arm. “Don’t
forget, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Ash undid the neck ring on Janci’s helmet. She lifted it over
her head and stood back as Janci shook the tangles out of her hair.
“All right?” she asked.

Janci ran her hands through her hair, glad to be free from the
confines of the helmet. “That was a bit scary” she said. “For a
second I thought I’d drown when the water hit me.”

“That’s the last time you’ll have to go through that,” said Ash.
“Once you and Corrin are treated, you won’t need the
decontamination.” She turned for the door. “I’ll leave you to
settle in. Doctor Stevenson will be in to see you shortly. He’ll
explain the procedure to you.” She stopped in the doorway. She
stared at Janci, her face serious. “Corrin has explained to you
about not leaving this room?”

Janci nodded.

“I can’t emphasise the importance of it enough. It’s vital you
obey this rule.”

“I know what would happen,” replied Janci. I won’t move until
you say I can.“

Ash smiled. “Good girl, I’ll see you both later.” She nodded
briefly at Tollman and left the room.

“What do we do now?” asked Janci, looking round the room.

Tollman smiled. “Get these suits off for a start” he said. He
pulled down the zip and climbed out of his suit. He helped Janci
with hers and took them to the ante-room and put them in the
locker. He re-entered the room and sat down on a settee,
relaxing  back on the soft cushions. He patted the seat next
to him. Janci sat next to him and snuggled up to him. “Now we
wait,” said Tollman.

They didn’t have to wait for long. A suited man came into the
room. Tollman recognised the doctor who had treated Jake and
Timothy. Behind him came two nurses pushing trolleys. Stevenson
patted the trolleys. “We can’t take you to the sick bay for
treatment, so we’re going to do it here.”  He gestured to a
couple of gowns laying on the trolleys. “I’d like you to take a
shower and put these on. The treatment makes you feel very ill at
first so I think it best if you sleep through the first twenty four
hours. I’ll give you something to put you to sleep, when you wake
up, you’ll be over the worst.”

“Is that what you do to Jake?” asked Tollman.

Stevenson shook his head. “No, Jake’s used to it now. He did
sleep through it at first though.”

“What are you going to do to us?” asked Janci. Her alarm was
mounting at the thought of being unconscious while strangers did
things she had no control over.

Stevenson smiled. “We have to stick needles into you. I promise
we won’t do anything to harm you, It’ll just be very uncomfortable
if you’re awake while we’re doing it.”

Tollman touched her arm. “I think we can trust him, he did save
Jake and Tim remember.”

Janci was far from convinced. She looked again at Tollman for
support.

“I think we should do as he asks,” said Tollman.

Stevenson raised his eyebrows. “It’s up to you Janci.”

Janci reluctantly nodded “All right, you can put me to sleep.”
She held Tollman’s arm for comfort.

“Good,” said Stevenson. "We'll come back in half and hour when
you’ve had your shower.”

Vikki Trees smiled at Janci. “Don’t worry, all you have to do is
have a drink. Next thing you’ll know, you’ll wake up and it’ll all
be over.”

Joanne May nodded at Janci and Tollman. “I’ll be looking after
you as well.”

They all seemed desperate to re-assure her, thought Janci. Too
desperate? Her suspicions were roused, but try as she might, she
couldn’t think of any reason why they should want to  harm
her. Corrin seemed happy with the idea. She mentally shrugged and
accepted the inevitable.

When Stevenson and the two nurses had left the room, Tollman let
Janci to the shower room. As they undressed, he smiled at her.

“You’re going to love this,” he said.

Stevenson and the two nurses shed their suits after emerging
from the decontamination room.  They sat in the suiting up
lobby drinking coffee.

“Do you think they believed us?” said Trees.

“I think so,” replied Stevenson. “Janci was a bit hard to
persuade, but I think we won her over.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” said May. “All that stuff about how
bad the treatment is.”

Stevenson smiled. “It’s all I could think of to persuade them.
It wasn’t such a lie, it is pretty rough, and we are going to stick
needles in them.”

Both nurses grinned at him.

“Anyway it’s too good an opportunity to miss,” mused Stevenson.
“This is another chance to examine a couple of natives. I couldn’t
miss it.”

“We’ve had a few,” said Trees.

“Yeah, but they were corpses, these two are alive and kicking. I
want to find out why. I don’t think they’d take kindly to the
examination I want to give them.” He looked at his watch and nodded
at two cases full of equipment on the floor. "Come on, let's suited
up and get started."

Tollman and Janci lay naked on the trolleys. Next to them, on a
collapsible table, instruments lay in orderly rows. Large syringes
filled with straw coloured fluid lay in a tray, reflecting the
overhead lights. Stevenson and his two nurses busied themselves
around the immobile figures. Skin, blood and saliva samples were
taken for microscopic examination. Using a mobile X-ray unit,
pictures were taken down the length of their bodies, followed by a
series of injections. Stevenson then examined them from top to toe,
the nurses taking notes as he did so. Finally after several hours
work, Stevenson stood up and massaged his aching back.

“Well, this report will give the captain something to think
about. We were lucky they agreed to be put out, we’d never have
discovered all this otherwise.” He made a note on his pad and
turned to the nurses. “Start the treatment straight away. With a
bit of luck, they’ll be well on the way to being clear by the time
we reach home.”

Stevenson knocked on the captains cabin door. He let himself in
and joined the captain on the couch.

“Well? asked Bryce.

“Not good,” replied Stevenson. “I don’t know how those people
appear as fit as they do. Their blood samples are teeming with
bacteria. If our people had half of what they have, they’d be
hospitalised.”

Bryce relaxed back on the couch and crossed his legs. “All
right, let’s have a summary.”

Stevenson consulted his notes. “Well for a start both of them
had a flea infestation and head lice. We debated whether to cut off
their hair, but we decided it would be too much of a shock to them.
We used an insectsidal shampoo coupled with injections, that’s the
least of our problems. They both had various fungal infections on
the feet and groin. We can treat those too without much trouble.
Funnily enough, their teeth are in perfect condition. No access to
sugar, I suppose.” He looked up at Bryce. “More serious is the Maw
worm we found in Tollman.”

“Maw worm?” said Bryce. “I’ve never heard of it. How did you
find it”

“By accident," replied Stevenson. "You know we anaesthetised the
pair of them so we could do a proper examination."

Bryce nodded.

"I was inspecting Tollman's teeth when a bundle of worms came
wriggling out of his mouth."

Bryce sat bolt upright on the couch. "What??"

Stevenson nodded. "Yeah, it made us all step back a bit, I can
tell you. I found out later from my books that Ascaris
Lumbricoides, that's its proper name, is especially  sensitive
to anaesthetics. Under its influence, the worm migrates from the
small intestine through the stomach and out of the nose and mouth.
It's a nasty little beast. I've read that there are a few cases
where the worm has come out of the body through the eye
socket."

"Bloody hell. Has Tollman been harmed by this worm?"

"I don't think so, not yet. I don't think he's had the
infestation for long. Adult worms can grow up to eighteen inches
long, a large colony can block the gastrointestinal tract. When we
washed him out we only found immature worms, so his tract should be
almost clear now."

"Is that it then, he's cured?" asked Bryce.

"Not yet. The larvae stage can cause haemorrhaging in the lungs,
any worms remaining could cause peritonitis by piercing the
intestine wall. He's going to have treatment for some time yet

"But you can cure him," persisted Bryce.

Stevenson nodded. “I haven’t got the drugs on board to do a
proper job. The injections I’ve given him will halt its spread.
When we get home we can give him the correct drugs.”

“Comes out of the eyes, you say,” said Bryce with a shudder.
“Christ, how those people live. What about the girl, is she
infected too?”

Stevenson shook his head. "No we washed her out just to make
sure. She's clean."

"Well that's something," said Bryce reflectively. He paused as a
thought entered his head. “What about Jake. He doesn’t get these
things does he?”

Stevenson shook his head again. “No we check him out every time
he comes on board. He also has a better idea of hygiene than these
people.” He paused. “By the way, Janci’s pregnant.”

Bryce smiled. “Well at least they’re like us in that
respect.”

Stevenson nodded sagely. “It’s the same the whole world
over.”

Bryce punched Stevenson on the arm. “Don’t go broody on me.”

Stevenson smiled. “Funny you should say that. It’s exactly what
I said to the nurses when we found the signs of the pregnancy. They
were ooing and ahing over her when I left them.”

Bryce rubbed his chin. “Can’t blame them I suppose, it’s quite a
novelty. It’s the first time we’ve had an expectant mother on
Antiqua.” He paused,  “Just as long as it doesn’t give the
rest of the crew the same idea.”

“One other thing,” said Stevenson. “Did you look at the book
Corrin brought back. It’s been decontaminated by the way, 
sergeant Pope sprayed it in the helicopter.”

“I had a quick look through,” replied Bryce. “I’ve passed it on
to Ian Prosser, he thinks whoever bred the Dragons has a similar
book and tailored the animals to look like the illustrations”.

Stevenson whistled softly. “Bloody hell. He must be a
lunatic.”  He paused. “Clever, but still a lunatic.”

Bryce slowly nodded in agreement.
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     As he slowly came awake, Tollman became
aware of the glow of the room lights as they diffused through his
eyelids. He half opened his eyes and realised he was laying on the
bed with Janci next to him. Opening his eyes fully, the room lights
stabbed at him and he quickly shut them again. His head was
pounding and his throat felt like he’d swallowed a handful of
gravel. He moved slightly and twitched as his left arm came into
painful contact with Janci’s body. He rubbed his arm to ease the
ache and tried to sit up.  He felt as weak as a kitten. Janci
moved next to him.

“Corrin?”

“I’m here,” he croaked. He rolled over to face her. He realised
they were both wearing the white gowns he’d seen on the trolleys.
“How do you feel?” he asked.

Janci frowned. “Terrible. What have they done to us.”

A movement from the end of the bed attracted their attention.
Vikki Trees smiled at them through the clear plastic of her
helmet.

“Hello,” she said brightly. “How are you?”  She smiled at
their doleful expressions. She collected two cups from a table and
moved to the top of bed. “Here, drink this, it’ll make you feel
better.”

They took the cups. Tollman paused before drinking. “What is
this, more stuff to put us to sleep?”

“No, just something to ease your sore throat and headache. Drink
up, and we’ll have a talk.”

They drank the cool liquid and lay back on the pillows.

“Give it a few minutes,” said Trees taking the cups. She pulled
her chair up to the end of the bed and sat down facing them. She
sat quietly as the two recovered. Tollman pulled himself up to a
sitting position and lent against the padded headboard. He rubbed
his throat.

“Better?” asked Trees.

Tollman rubbed his throat again. “Yes, I think so. At least I
can talk now.”

Trees crossed her legs and lent forward in her chair. “Right,
now there are some things you have to know.” She held up two small
tubes. “These are inhalers. You have to breath into these twice a
day. Say once in the morning and again mid afternoon. It’s very
important you don’t go anywhere without these. I’ll show you how to
use them later on.”

“What are they for?” asked Janci.

“It’s part of the treatment so you can’t infect anyone else.
We’ve given you various injections, some of them to boost the
antibodies in your blood, but the inhalers put a drug into your
lungs to make sure you don’t exhale any virus when you
breathe.”

Tollman rubbed his upper arm.

Trees nodded. “Yes, that’s where we injected you. It’ll be sore
for a couple of days, but after that, it’ll be all right.”

While Trees was speaking, Janci had been feeling between her
legs, vaguely aware that something felt different. Her hand slipped
between the opening of the gown. He eyes widened in amazement and
she tore the gown open. The thick black triangle of hair that she’d
had since puberty had gone, she was as smooth as a new born baby.
In place of the hair was a dark blue stain that covered the lower
part of her stomach and the top of her thighs. She looked up at
Trees.

“What have you done to me?” she gasped.

“Sorry about that,” replied Trees. “You both had fleas and lice.
We had to cut off your hair to get rid of them. That colour is a
lotion to make sure they’re all killed. I’m afraid we had to cut
off your under arm hair as well. Don’t worry it’ll grow back all
right, we won’t have to do it again.”

Janci’s hands flew to her head. She relaxed back in relief as
she ran her fingers through her hair.

Trees smiled. “No, we didn’t touch your hair. I know how
important a girls hair is, we wouldn’t do that to you.”

Tollman had just realised what Trees had said. Heedless of he
fact there was a strange woman in the room, he pulled opened his
gown with shaking hands. He stared in horror at what looked like a
blue icicle between his legs. The bed started shaking and he
realised that Janci was also staring, her hand over her mouth. The
laughter welled up inside her and burst out uncontrolled. Trees had
to turn her head as the laughter threatened to ruin her medical
detachment.

“I’m sor- sorry Corrin,”  gasped Janci. “It doesn’t really
suit you. Poor little thing, all blue and bare.”

Tollman closed his gown with a flourish. “Not so much of the
little,” he growled.

Trees composed herself. “I’m sorry Corrin, we had to do it for
your own good. I know it’s a bit of a shock, but no-one except the
doctors and nurses will know about it. The rest of the crew won’t
be told a thing.”

“Bloody good job,” replied Tollman, somewhat mollified.

“I’m afraid you’re going to be blue for a few more days yet,”
said Trees. “I’ll leave a bottle of lotion for you both. I want you
to shower every day and paint yourself with the lotion. Don’t
forget to do under your arms as well. When you shower you must use
a special hair wash I’ll give you. I’m afraid you had lice on your
head as well. You’ll find a couple of combs in the shower room.
After washing your hair, give yourselves a good combing. It removes
the eggs that stick to your hair.”

She turned to Tollman. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to have
an injection every day until we reach America Corrin. You have
something inside you that could have killed you. The injections
will control it until we can treat it properly.”

Tollman looked up in alarm. “What. I feel all right, what is
it.” His hands went to his chest, stroking in vague circular
motions.

Trees raised her hands. “Don’t worry,” she said soothingly. “The
treatment we’re giving you will cure you. We won’t let you get
sick. It’s a bit complicated to explain. Doctor Stevenson will
explain it to you later when you go for your injection.”

Janci sat up. “Go, you said. Does that mean we can leave this
room?”

“Not yet,” replied Trees. “The drugs we gave you need time to
work. By this time tomorrow though, you can have the run of the
ship.”

Janci suddenly felt uncomfortable. She compared the trim and
clean nurse to herself and Tollman. How did she look upon them
both. As primitive savages?

“Were we bad compared to you?” she asked quietly. “You people
don’t have fleas and lice do you.”

Trees smiled gently at Janci. Her ten years nursing experience,
the last four as a fully qualified theatre nurse had given her an
insight to the fears and worries of patients. “Don’t think about it
Janci. We live different lives. You haven’t the advantages that we
have. If I lived in England,  knowing only what you people
know, I would be exactly the same.” She stood up. “Right enough
talk, I want you two to get some sleep. When you wake up, I’ll send
the cook in to make a meal for you.”

She nodded goodbye and headed for the door. As she opened it,
she looked back. Janci and Tollman were already almost asleep,
cuddled in each others arms. Trees smiled and left the room.

The next day, when Trees opened the door, Tollman and Janci were
up and dressed in the light blue tunics and trousers, white tee
shirts and soft shoes that were standard issue for the crew.

“Feeling better?” asked Trees.

Tollman nodded. “We’ve been able to eat something this morning.
Dave cooked us breakfast, he’s just left.”

Trees took his wrist and measured his pulse. She did the same to
Janci. “Hmm, they’re a bit fast, but that’s only to be expected. I
expect you’ll feel a bit groggy for a couple of days. Don’t exert
yourselves too much and you’ll be fine.”

“What happens now?” asked Janci.

"First I'll take the stitches out of Corrin's head," replied
Trees.

She peeled off the bandage and snipped at the hair like sutures.
She inspected her work. "You'll do." She looked up. “Now, a few
questions.” She paused. “Have you both showered?”

They both nodded.

“Painted yourselves?”

More nods.

“Washed your hair with the lotion I left for you and combed
it?”

Tollman smiled. “Yes, yes, yes. We’ve done everything you told
us to do.” He pointed to the inhalers laying on the table. “Except
those. We didn’t know how to use them.”

“That’s soon fixed,” said Trees. She demonstrated how to use
them, and after a few false starts and much coughing, Tollman and
Janci managed to breath in the fine mist when they pressed the
plunger.

“Keep them on you at all times,” said Trees. “And now we’d
better get your injection over and done with Corrin.”

She led them out of the room and indicated they should suit
up.

“I thought you said we wouldn’t have to wear these once we were
treated,”  protested Tollman.

“You don’t,” replied Trees. “But the only way out of here is
through the decontamination room. I wouldn’t fancy going through
there without a suit on. Now you can’t infect anyone, you won’t be
coming back in here. We’ll find you other quarters. You’ll eat in
the crews dining room, I’ll let you know the meal times.” She
nodded at their clothes draped over the back of the settee. “I’ll
arrange to have those cleaned for you. You can wear them if you
want, but I think you’ll be more comfortable in regular crew
uniform.”

Janci pulled at the loose trousers she was wearing. “These feel
strange, but I suppose I’ll get used to them. I suppose you’re
right, wearing our own clothes would make us stand  out if
everyone else is wearing these blue suits.”

Trees winked at Janci. “That’s right. The whole crew know you’re
on board of course. They’re naturally concerned about being
infected, in spite of knowing how the drugs work. If you’re dressed
the same as them, they’ll accept you more readily.” 

They left the room and passed through the decontamination room.
Emerging on the other side, they took off their suits. Trees ran
her fingers through her hair. “It feels good to be out of that
thing,” she said with a smile. She waited until Tollman and Janci
had hung up their suits and adjusted their rumpled clothes. “Follow
me,” she said.

They walked down a succession of corridors and finally stopped
at a door. Trees knocked on the door and ushered them through.
Captain Bryce and doctor Stevenson stood waiting for them. Bryce
held out his hand to Janci.

“Welcome aboard,” he said with a smile.

Janci shyly took his hand.

“You’ve met doctor Stevenson of course,” said Bryce.

Janci screwed her face up. “I can hardly forget him.” Her face
softened into a faint smile. “The things you did to me.”

Stevenson held out his hand. “Sorry Janci. I realise it must
have been a bit of a shock. You can see why I wanted you asleep
while we did it.”

“I don’t think I’d have agreed to it if I realised,” replied
Janci.

“Exactly what I thought,” said Stevenson. “If you hadn’t, you
wouldn’t have been allowed to stay on board.” He turned to Tollman.
“The same goes for you as well, Corrin. Only in your case, we
really wanted you to come with us. We need your testimony.”

Tollman waved his hand as if dismissing the whole affair. “It’s
done now, let’s forget it. As long as I don’t have to go through it
again.”

“Vikki told you about the injections though?” asked Stevenson.
“You have to continue with them, otherwise you’ll be very
sick.”

Tollman nodded. “She mentioned something that could kill me. Is
that right?”

Stevenson nodded. He motioned Tollman to sit down. “Take off
your tunic and we’ll do it right away.” He opened a small case and
took out a hypodermic syringe. He pushed the needle into a small
bottle and withdrew the plunger. He sat down next to Tollman and
wiped his arm with a alcohol soaked swab.

“This might sting a bit,” he said. He injected Tollman in his
shoulder and withdrew the syringe.

“Is that it?” asked Tollman.

“That’s it,” replied Stevenson. “I want you to come here every
day after you’ve had your breakfast.”

Tollman nodded and rubbed his arm. He put his tunic on and stood
up. He nodded at Trees. Vikki said we could see round the ship, is
that still all right?”

“I don’t see why not,” replied Bryce. He thumbed the intercom on
his desk. “Steve, can you come to my cabin.”

The intercom squawked an acknowledgement.

As Steve Hicks entered the room, Tollman saw Janci take a step
backwards. He put his mouth to her ear. “It’s all right. Some
people in America are that colour, they have light brown ones
too.”

Janci stepped back until she was up against Tollman’s chest. She
turned her head and looked to him for reassurance. She turned back
as Hicks approached her.

“Hello, you must be Janci. Corrin’s told me a lot about you”

A huge black hand engulfed Janci’s hand. Hicks smiled, showing a
dazzling display of white teeth. “Never seen a black man before?
Well, you should have seen Corrin’s face when we first met. He
thought I’d been burnt.”

Janci gulped. “That’s what I thought.” She lifted his hand and
examined it. “Are you like this all over?”

Bryce stifled a laugh. “Trust a woman to think of that,” he
said. He turned to Hicks. “Steve will you give these good people a
guided tour. Show them the places where they can go and also the
places that are off limits.”

“I’d like to see Jake and Tim first, if that’s all right.” said
Tollman. “I haven’t seen them for a couple of days.”

No problem,” said Hicks. “We’ll go there first. We’ll have to
suit up. Jake and Tim are too ill to have the treatment you’ve just
had.”

Tollman had thought he’d seen the last of the encumbering suits.
He sighed. Oh well, if that was what it took to see his friends, it
was worth it.

Trees stepped forward. “Corrin, while you’re visiting your
friends, would you mind if I had a talk with Janci?” She turned to
Janci. “Unless you want to see them too.”

Janci shrugged. “I don’t mind. They’re Corrin’s friends more
than mine. I’ve never met Tim, and Corrin’s spent more time with
Jake than I have. I can see him later if I want to, can’t I?”

Stevenson nodded. “Any time you want, Janci.”

Trees nodded with satisfaction. She turned to Hicks.  “If
we meet back here in say, an hour, you can show Corrin and Janci
round. Is that all right?”

"I'll come with you," said Stevenson, "I need to explain to
Corrin about his condition."

Hicks nodded agreement. He touched Tollman on the arm. “ Ready
to go?”

“Yeah, I’m ready,” replied Tollman. He briefly kissed Janci and
followed Hicks and Stevenson out of the room.

Trees took Janci by the arm. “We’ll go to my cabin, it’s more
private there. With your permission captain?”

Bryce nodded.

Once in her cabin, Trees indicated to Janci to sit down. She
busied herself at a hot plate next to a small sink in the corner of
the cabin. She turned to Janci.

“Would you like a drink of coffee?” she asked.

Janci frowned. “I don’t know, I’ve never had any.”

Trees smiled. “Well your education starts here. We drink gallons
of the stuff on the Antiqua.”

She poured two cups and put them down on a small table between
the chair and the bunk.

Janci took a tentative sip. She looked up.

“Mmm, it’s nice,” She put the cup down. “What did you want to
talk to me about.”

Trees took a deep breath. “Well first of all, it’s how you’re
dressed.”

Janci looked down at herself. “I’m dressed the same as you,
what’s wrong?”

Trees unzipped her tunic and held it open. “See any difference?”
she asked.

Janci stared. “You’ve got something on under your top, is that
it?”

Trees nodded. It’s called a bra. It supports your breasts. If
you go around the ship with just that tee shirt on, you’re going to
attract a lot of attention.” She smiled. “ If you don’t mind me
saying so, you’re quite a well built girl. I’m afraid you’re among
a lot of red blooded lads. If you walk around jiggling like that,
well, need I say more?”

Janci put her hands up to her breasts. She moved them up and
down for a moment.

“This tee shirt doesn’t hide much, does it. Where do I get a bra
from?”

“We can supply you with one,” replied Trees. “By the way, what
are you wearing under your trousers?”

“Nothing.”

Trees raised her eyes heavenwards. “Right, we can fix that too.
Later on we’ll go to the quartermaster and get you fitted out with
a bra and pants.” A thought occurred to her. “I suppose Corrin’s
got nothing under his trousers too?”

Janci shook her head.

“Right,” said Trees. “I’ll have Steve Hicks have a little talk
with Corrin.” She took a sip from her cup. She looked Janci in the
eyes. “I’ve got some news for you. Did you know you’re
pregnant?”

Janci’s eyes widened. “What?”

Trees nodded. “It’s true. We found out when we were examining
you.”

Janci sat silent, stunned by the news.

“I take it it’s Corrin’s,” said Trees.

Janci nodded.

“Do you want to keep it?” asked Trees softly. “If you don’t, we
can take it away.”

Janci clutched her stomach. “No, I want it. I can’t wait to tell
him.”

“How do you think he’ll take it,” asked Trees.

Janci shrugged. “I hope he’ll be pleased. I’m sure he will.” She
paused. “Will you be with me when I tell him?”

Trees nodded. “If you want me to. I’d be happy to be there with
you.”










Chapter 38
New Chapter


    Thomas Hinde was immersed with paperwork at
his desk. When his phone rang he was glad to break off work. 
He pushed the papers on his desk to one side and put down his pen.
He lifted the phone.

“Yes?”

His secretary answered. “There’s a call for you. A  Mr.
Macallister.”

“Yes, I’ll take it, put him through.”

Hinde waited patiently as the phone clicked and buzzed.

“Tom?”

“Hello Mac, what can I do for you.”

“We have trouble, Tom. I’m coming up tonight, I need to speak to
you.”

“Trouble?” I thought we’d covered all the points that could
cause us grief.”

“Something new has come up. I heard some news today. I won’t say
more on the phone. I’ll be leaving about four o-clock. I’ll try to
find out more before I leave, I’ll be with you about ten.”

Hinde put the phone down with a sense of foreboding. What now,
he thought. He mentally ticked off the events of the last few days.
The boat had been sunk successfully. The police had interviewed all
the missing men’s families and also visited the plant where Taylor
worked and interviewed his colleagues. They knew the boat was
missing from the boatyard.  As yet, the police and coast guard
had not found it, but it was only a matter of time. The visit to
the hospital to see Jenner’s wife had been traumatic. Clyde Walsh
had sweated throughout the journey to the hospital, rehearsing what
he was going to say. The interview had been a nightmare, with Walsh
stuttering his story of regret at a terrible accident. Eventually,
the lure of a massive cash settlement had won over Jenner’s wife,
she would not cause trouble, Hinde was sure. After hearing Walsh’s
account, the police had decided to take no action, and the
influence of the wealthy families involved would keep the story out
of the papers. His only worry had been Jenner. While Walsh had been
talking to Mrs. Jenner, Hinde had managed to have a few words with
the man lying on the hospital bed. Jenner could see where his best
interests lay. The promise of the money had ensured his silence.
Hinde sat at his desk, the paperwork forgotten, brooding over what
he might have missed.

It was well after eleven o-clock when Macallister rung the bell
at Hinde’s door. Hinde led him through to his study and shut the
door. He sat down and gestured Macallister to a seat.

“All right, Mac, what have you heard?”

Macallister took a deep breath. “Earlier today I heard stories
that the Navy have evidence of the flying boat we used. It was only
rumours at first, but later I managed to confirm the story. One of
the Navy’s GEM’s is bringing back film of our last trip.”

“What?”

Macallister nodded. “It’s true. Why they were over there and
what they were doing, I don’t know. But the story I heard has been
confirmed. I couldn’t enquire too closely, I didn’t want to draw
attention to myself, so I don’t know any more details.”

Hinde slumped back in his chair. “Bloody hell,” he exclaimed.
“What are we going to do now?”

“The flying boat must be hidden,” said Macallister firmly.
“We’ve got to get in touch with Des and work out where we can hide
it. The GEM is due back in a couple of days, the plane has got to
be hidden before then.”

“Where can we hide a thing like that,” replied Hinde. “It’s a
bloody big plane, we can’t hide it anywhere round here.”

“That’ll be up to Des,” said Macallister. “Only the members in
our inner circle of the M.S.A. know about it, but if we don’t do
something soon, it’ll only be a matter of time before the police
get wind of it.”

Hinde rubbed his face. “Oh bloody hell, I wish we’d never
started this. What do you think our chances are of getting away
with it?”

Macallister frowned with impatience at Hinde’s show of weakness.
He hunched forwards in his chair. “Look leave it to me, the less
people involved the better. I’ll tell Des to come round to my place
tomorrow. We can plan what we’re going to do then.”

Relief showed on Hinde’s face. “You think you can do what’s
needed, you think we have a chance?”

Macallister nodded. “Leave it to me, I’ll take care of
everything.”

Hinde smiled with relief. “Thanks Mac, you’re a real
friend.”

Macallister rose from his chair his face working to hide his
contempt for the others show of fright. “I’ll leave now and call
Des from home. He often works late so I’ll catch him out of bed.”
He attempted to calm the nervous Hinde. “Don’t say a word of this
to anyone. Just leave everything to me. I’ll call you when we’ve
hidden the plane and tell you what we’ve done.”

Hinde stopped as he was reaching for the door. “How is Des going
to get back. He can’t stay with the plane.”

Macallister put his arm on Hinde’s shoulder. “That’s no problem.
I can fly one of Des’s  float planes. I’ll follow Des and
bring him back once we’ve hidden the plane. I told you, leave it to
me. I’ve had plenty of time to think about this.”

Hinde slumped with relief. “Thanks again Mac, this has been a
bit of a shock. It seems it’s one thing after another.”

Macallister walked down the drive of Hinde’s house to his car,
fuming. Hinde was useless. His confidence at handling the sinking
of Taylor’s boat had evaporated. Thinking he’d solved their
problems, at the first sign of more trouble he’d collapsed like a
pile of wet washing. Macallister had a plan in mind. Its seed had
been planted as soon as he’d heard of the film of the flying boat.
On the journey from Washington, it had grown and matured in his
mind. After witnessing Hinde’s performance this evening, he had no
intention of sharing it with Hinde. The man would never agree to
it. He climbed into his car and set off for his home. He had to
call Des Ross and set up a meeting, and then he had more work to do
before tomorrow. 

As Macallister expected, Ross was shocked into silence by his
news. After Macallister had calmed him down he arranged for him to
come to the M.S.A. hall for a planning meeting. He soothed Ross in
the same manner as he’d used with Hinde, and after some minutes on
the phone, he put the handset down on Ross’s stuttering thanks.
They’re weak, thought Macallister, all of them. At the first sign
of police interest they’d confess to everything. Well, I won’t let
them pull me down, he thought grimly. He left his house and got
into his car again, driving smoothly out of the drive. Half an
hours drive brought him to his engineering plant on the outskirts
of Boston. Like many of the people living on this part of the
coast, his family had made their money providing the engineering
skills needed to rebuild the country after a hundred years of
neglect and decay. He pulled into his parking space, and entered
the building. Most of the workshops were in darkness, Macallister
only had a small night shift in operation. He walked through the
building to one of the workshops that were lit. He had a special
person in mind to see, a person who had done semi legal and some
criminal acts for him in the past.

Kirk Pearson looked up from his bench as Macallister approached.
Macallister nodded to him and indicated he should follow him to a
small office in the corner of the workshop. Macallister closed the
door, shutting out the noise of the factory. Pearson sat on the
corner of the desk and looked at Macallister expectantly.

“I have a job for you,” said Macallister. “It’s got to be
finished tonight. You’ll need Ricci and Buckman. I want all three
of you to be free tomorrow evening.”

Pearson smiled. “What kind of job?”

“A well paying job,” replied Macallister. “I need an explosive
charge that can be detonated by radio.”

“You’re talking about a bomb,” interrupted Pearson.

Macallister nodded.

“How big, what’s it got to blow up.”

“You know the flying boat we have, well it has to be destroyed.
I want something big enough to blow a hole in it so it’ll sink. For
reasons I won’t go in to, we have to hide it. Leaving it in some
cove somewhere is not going to be enough. I want it sunk.”

Pearson smiled. “Ross isn’t going to like that.” His smile grew
broader with a dawning knowledge. “He doesn’t know about this does
he.”

Macallister shook his head. “He thinks we’re just going to hide
it.”

“This is a bit different to what you usually want, it’ll cost,”
said Pearson abruptly. “How much are you offering?”

“Ten thousand dollars,” said Macallister. “Each,” he added

Pearson pursed his lips. Then shook his head. “I told you, this
is a bit different from what you usually ask. Make it twenty and
I’ll think about it.”

Macallister shook his head. “No chance. I’ll go up to fifteen
and that’s my limit. And don’t talk about thinking about it, I want
an answer here and now.”

Pearson hesitated. He’d had a profitable income from doing
various jobs for Macallister. He knew the man and knew he couldn’t
push him too far. Their relationship went back fifteen years when
Macallister was trying for election. It had started with simple
acts of sabotage on Macallister’s opponents. Data lost from their
headquarters computers, cars breaking down on the way to important
meetings, and other irritating occurrences all helped to cripple
their campaign. Macallister’s opponents had their suspicions, but
nothing could be proved, and Macallister had won the election by a
comfortable margin. Since that time Macallister had called upon
Pearson and his friends whenever he’d run into opposition he
couldn’t handle by other means. He made up his mind and nodded.

“All right, fifteen.”

“Can you finish it tonight?” asked Macallister.

Pearson was silent for a moment “Sure, we have the chemicals
here to make the charge. We can use a standard radio telephone to
set it off. I’ll alter the frequency so it’s well away from the
ones phones use. The detonator will be more trouble.” He thought
for a moment. “We’ll maybe use fulminate of mercury with a spring
loaded hammer released by a solenoid.” He looked up. “Yeah, that
ought to do it. No problem.”

Macallister nodded with satisfaction. “Right. Tomorrow, Ross
will be coming to my place for a talk. We got to decide where to
take the plane. I’ll tell you when he arrives. I’ll arrange the
meeting after it gets dark, say seven o-clock so you won’t have to
go to his plane in the daylight. Make sure you’re not too far from
Ross’s home so when you take my call you can get there without
delay. I’ll keep Ross busy for several hours, you must plant the
bomb during that time. Do you have a boat?”

“No, but I can get hold of one,” replied Pearson.

“You must approach from the sea,” said Macallister. “You can’t
reach the plane by road without passing Ross’s house. You’re bound
to be seen by Ross’s wife or his staff if you do that. If you come
by sea, the house is far enough away from the shore so you won’t be
seen. The flying boat is in a large building right on the waters
edge, you can’t miss it. Put the bomb right in the tail of the
fuselage, where there’s no chance of it being seen by Ross.”

Pearson lifted his eyes in impatience. “Yeah, yeah, I do know
what I’m doing. No need to baby talk me through it.”

Macallister’s eyes hardened. “Well just make sure you do this
right.”

Pearson raised his hands. “Don’t worry, I told you, I know what
I’m doing.” He paused. How do I get the transmitter to you?”

Macallister thought for a moment. “After you’ve planted the
bomb, give me a ring. I’ll tell you if it’s all right to come to my
house. All right?”

Pearson nodded. He stood up and made for the door. “I better get
started. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Desmond Ross swung his car into the drive of Macallister’s
house, his stomach churning. Macallister’s news had hit him like a
bombshell. He’d had plenty of time during the day to think of the
consequences of discovery. The disgrace of arrest, trial and
imprisonment were the pictures flooding his mind to the exclusion
of everything else. Macallister took one look at Ross’s face to
confirm his worse fears. The man was panic stricken, he would have
to be handled very carefully.

“Come in Des, we have to work out what we can do.”

Ross followed him through the barn like space of the building to
Macallister’s office. He slumped down in a chair. Macallister put a
drink in his hand.

“Here, drink this, you look like you need it.”

Ross finished his drink in three noisy gulps. He put the glass
down and stared at Macallister.

“What the hell are we going to do Mac,” he asked quietly.

“Hide the plane,” said Macallister shortly. “Somewhere where it
won’t be found. Not that many people know about it, and they’ll
keep their mouths shut. We’ve only used it on our trips to England
so it hasn’t been seen flying about the countryside. If we get it
away from here, nobody that counts will know of its existence.”

“What about that bloody great hanger at the waterside,” replied
Ross. “Won’t the police wonder why I need such a big building?”

Macallister grunted. “Put all your float planes in it. They
won’t fill it up, but if we space them out, it’ll look good
enough.”

Ross sat in silence, brooding. Finally he looked up. “It’ll
never work, Mac. The police are bound to find out about it. We
can’t hide a thing as big as that.” His head sunk on to his chest
and to Macallister’s disgust, he started crying.

Macallister exploded. “For Christ’s sake, Des, pull yourself
together. You can put that thing down anywhere. I’m damn sure we
can hide it where no one will find it. I can follow in one of your
float planes to bring you home.”  He slapped Ross on the
shoulder. “Come on, think. Where’s the best place to hide the
plane. You’ve flown up and down this coast, you must know
somewhere.”

Ross wiped his eyes and blew his nose loudly on a
handkerchief.  He sat silent for a minute. Then he cleared his
throat.

“South is no good. We can’t go near New York or Washington,
it’ll have to be North. Have you got a map?”

Macallister hastened to a drawer and after a second or two
rummaging, pulled out a large scale map of the East coast. He
spread it on the table in front of Ross. Ross studied it intently,
his finger moving up and down the coast line.

“We could go to the Bay of Fundy,” he said hesitantly. “There’s
plenty of places where we could hide the plane.”

Macallister studied the map over Ross’s shoulder. “What about
people?” he asked.

Ross shook his head. “No one lives up there. Too cold, too hard
to earn a living. With the whole of the States nearly empty, why
would anybody want to go there.”

“You’re sure?” said Macallister intently.

“Pretty sure,” replied Ross. I’ve been up that way on fishing
trips. I’ve never seen a soul.”

Macallister studied the map again. “It’s a straight run into the
bay from here. I don’t think I like that. Anyone flying up the
coast into the bay, might just spot the plane.” His finger traced
further up the map. “I’d like somewhere even more isolated. What
about here. Round Prince Edward Island. We’d have that neck of land
blocking off a direct view of anyone flying up the coast.”

Ross showed the first sign of spirit since he’d entered
Macallister’s office. “Christ, how isolated do you want. I told
you, I’ve never seen anyone up there.”

“Yeah, well I want to be absolutely sure we won’t be seen,”
replied Macallister firmly. “There’s less chance of anyone living
on the island than on the mainland. You agree?”

Ross nodded dully. “Yeah, If you say so.”

Macallister stood up. “Right, that’s decided. We’ll hide it
round Prince Edward Island. How far do you reckon, about six
hundred miles?”

“About that,” replied Ross.

“Say about four hours if we cruise at one fifty.”

Ross shook his head. “My fastest float plane won’t cruise at
more than a hundred and thirty. It’ll take us nearer five
hours.”

Macallister waved his hand. “Four hours, five hours, what’s the
difference. If we carry extra fuel, for the float plane, we’ll have
the range to get there and back. If we leave a couple of hours
before dawn tomorrow, it’ll be early light by the time we get
there. We can be back by mid afternoon. If anyone asks, we’ve been
on a fishing trip. We’ll even put some tackle in the float plane.”
He smiled at Ross, trying to instil some confidence in the
man.”

Ross stood up. “I’d better go home and get a few hours
sleep.”

Macallister looked up alarmed. He’d lost track of the time. Just
how long had Ross been with him. He’d given the go ahead to Pearson
as soon as he’d heard Ross’s car in his drive. Had Pearson had
enough time to plant the bomb and get clear? He started to speak,
to persuade Ross to stay a little longer, but realised he’d lost
his chance. Ross was making determinedly for the door.  At the
door he turned.

“Be at my place at about six o-clock. I’ll have both planes
fuelled up and ready to go.”  Without another word he slipped
through the door and was gone.










Chapter 39
New Chapter


    Pearson cut the outboard motor and let the
boat drift out of the moonlight into the looming shadow of the
hanger. His two companions, Carlo Ricci and Patrick Buckman manned
the paddles and slowly worked the boat up to the front of the
hanger. It was open at the seaward side, Ross had been unable to
construct doors to span the massive width. A breakwater, four feet
high closed the entrance at sea level, to protect the flying boat
from rough seas. Pearson knew  it could be lowered by a pulley
system to allow the flying boat a clear passage from the hanger,
but he also knew it would make too much noise to use it. He
scrambled to the bow of the boat and clung on to the top of the
breakwater. He shone his torch into the cavernous interior. A
walkway ran round the sides of the hanger, with a gangplank leading
to a open hatch in the side of the flying boat. He turned his head
and whispered to the two men behind him.

“There’s no place to tie the boat. Pat, you stay here and hold
it against the breakwater. Carlo, you pass the bomb to me once I’m
over and follow me.”

The two men nodded silently. Buckman reached up and drew the
boat tightly against the breakwater. Pearson heaved himself over
the top of the breakwater and reached out for the bomb. It was
contained in a five gallon oil can. The top had been cut off and
the explosive mixture packed inside with the detonator and radio
actuator. The top had been bonded back on with epoxy resin
adhesive. A thin aerial wire poked out of the top of the can.

“Mind the wire,” hissed Pearson as Ricci grunted as he lifted it
over the top of the breakwater. With it safely in his arms, Pearson
stepped back to allow Ricci room to climb over.

“Have you got the tape?” asked Pearson.

Ricci held up a roll of black tape.

“Good, let’s do it,” said Pearson.

They tiptoed along the walkway until they reached the gangplank.
A thin handrail stood up on one side. The gangplank bounced gently
as they gingerly edged their way to the hatch. Once inside, Pearson
put on his torch. The flying boat was huge. They realised it had
two levels, in front of them, a ladder led up to the upper level.
Pearson swung his torch around. He could see some way to the tail,
where a bulkhead closed off any view further back.

“Come on,” he said, “We’ll try this way, if we can’t get far
enough back, we’ll try upstairs.”

When they reached the bulkhead, they found a hatch set in the
centre.

“This must give access to the controls at the back,” said Ricci,
running his hands over the hatch. “How do we open it?”

Pearson shone his torch over the hatch and found a small handle
on one side. He pushed it down and the hatch swung smoothly open.
Pearson shone his torch into the opening. Heavy steel cables ran
along the floor to a series of pulleys.

“These must be the controls for the tail surfaces,” said
Pearson. “We’ve got to stay away from those. If Ross feels anything
different, he may come back here to see what’s wrong.”

He wormed his way into the compartment until he was right at the
back. The floor was all angles and curves. After a brief
inspection, he found a place to hide the bomb. He beckoned to
Ricci. “We’ll strap it to this cross beam, pass me the tape.”

Ten minutes later, the bomb was in place, almost invisible under
its multiple layers of tape. Pearson felt it with his hand. “That
won’t move, let’s get out of here.”

Ricci paused. He tapped the hull with his fist. “Do you think
this will stop the radio signal getting through?”

Pearson shook his head. “No chance. Macallister won’t be that
far away. Don’t worry, it’ll blow.”

They walked back to the breakwater.  Pearson put his head
over the top. “Pat?” he called quietly.

Buckman’s head rose into view. “Thank Christ, I wondered what
you were doing back there.”

Pearson heaved himself over the breakwater into the boat. He
looked at his watch.

“What are you worrying about, we’ve only been twenty
minutes.”

Buckman steadied the boat as Ricci climbed down into it. “Yeah
maybe, it felt like hours stuck out here.”

Pearson crawled to the back of the boat. “Come on, start
paddling, I want to get well clear of here before I start the
motor.” He grinned, his teeth gleaming in the moonlight. “A good
nights work my friends, easy money.” The two other men grinned
back.

Slowly the boat disappeared into the darkness. A short while
later the sound of an outboard motor coughed into life, to slowly
fade away into the night.

Macallister was alone in his office, staring at the phone on his
desk. Even though he’d been waiting for a call, he jumped when the
phone rang. He snatched it up. “Yes?”

“Mr. Macallister? Kirk Pearson here, can I come round?”

Macallister looked at his watch. “Yes of course. How long will
you be?”

Pearson laughed,  the phone crackling  in
Macallister’s ear from the overload. “One minute, Mr. Macallister,
I’m right outside your house.”

“Come to the hall,” said Macallister abruptly. He didn’t like
being made a fool of. “Did everything go all right?”

“Smooth as silk,” came the reply. “I’ll see you in a minute.”
The phone went dead.

Pearson walked into Macallister’s office and sat down. He put a
radio phone on Macallister’s desk. “There’s about twenty five
pounds of explosive in the bomb. We put it right at the back of the
plane. When it goes off, it should blow the tail right off. The
plane will sink for sure.” He gestured at the radio phone. “That’ll
set it off.” He pointed at the buttons. “Press three ones and then
the star logo at the bottom.”

Macallister took the phone and put it in his pocket. He passed a
bulging envelope to Pearson.

Good work, here’s your money.” He looked up and stared at
Pearson, his eyes two blue chips of ice. “I needn’t tell you not to
talk about this.”

Pearson lifted the envelope with an easy gesture. “You can trust
me, Mr. Macallister,” He waved the envelope gently in front of his
face. “I’m not likely to spoil a good thing.”

Macallister nodded. “Right, leave now, I have things to do.”

Pearson climbed out of his seat and moved to the door. He pulled
it open and stopped for a second in the doorway. He turned.
“Goodnight Mr. Macallister, I hope we can do business again.” He
went through the doorway and shut the door firmly behind him.

For a second Macallister felt a shiver of unease run through
him. He didn’t like the way Pearson had looked at him. He had a
feeling their relationship had subtly changed. He shook his head
and put the thought out of his head.

Macallister opened the tailgate of his car and unloaded his
fishing gear. He took great care not to knock the flask of coffee
in the bag. He shut the tailgate and looked around. It was still
dark, a few birds called in the pre-dawn darkness, but other than
their intermittent song, the wooded area round Ross’s house was
silent. He gathered up his gear and walked down a path to the
flying boat hanger. In an open area next to the hanger, the ghostly
shapes of Ross’s other four float planes loomed, their wings and
fuselages covered with condensation. One was at the head of the
ramp leading down to the water, and guessing this was the plane
Ross intended him to use, he opened the door and stowed his gear
behind the pilot’s seat.  Entering the hanger, he found Ross
winding down the breakwater. The chain rattled over the pulleys as
he wound the handle. The breakwater fell under it’s own weight and
finally disappeared under the surface of the water. Ross clipped
the handle down and stood back.

“Hello Mac, we’re all fuelled up and ready to go, did you see
the plane I’ve chosen for you?”

“The one on the ramp?” said Macallister.

Ross nodded. “I’ve topped the tanks right up. You’ve got a range
of about eight hundred miles. When we get to Prince Edward we can
top them up again for the return journey.”

“Is the spare fuel in the back?” asked Macallister.

“No, I’ve loaded the spare fuel in forty gallons drums on the
flying boat. We’d never get one of those in the float plane, we’d
have to use a stack of five gallon cans. I’ve got a small pump on
board the flying boat, we can re-fuel quicker than lugging five
gallon cans around.”  He bent down and untied the flying
boat’s mooring lines. “You get your plane ready for flight, You’ll
find the maps you’ll need in the door pocket. I’ll tow this out of
the hanger, then we’re ready to go. One thing Mac, we’d better keep
radio silence all the way up there, stay a couple of hundred yards
off my starboard wing. That way we can keep an eye on each other.
We’ll follow the coast about twenty miles out. We’ll fly at five
thousand feet. All right?”

“Suits me,” replied Macallister. “I’ll let you take off first
and catch you up.”

Macallister sat in his float plane with the engine idling, the
propeller a hazy disc in front of him. He watched through the
windscreen as the flying boat, pulled by a small boat, slowly
emerged through the hanger entrance, When it was clear of the
hanger, Ross motored back to the bow of the flying boat and
unhitched the line. Then he steered his boat under the great wing
to the rear of the fuselage and scrambled into a hatch. Quickly
clipping lines to his boat, he wound it up level with the hatch and
swung it inboard. The hatch closed and several minutes later, the
first of the engines sprang to life. Macallister waited until the
flying boat had slowly motored away from the shore before he pushed
his throttle forwards. The float plane slowly rolled down the ramp,
supported by the wheels set into the bottom of the floats. As it
entered the water, the motion changed as the floats took the full
load of the plane. Macallister gunned the engine to get away from
the shore and followed the wake of the flying boat, now a mile or
so out to sea. Ten minutes later he was on station off the
starboard wing of the flying boat.

Macallister studied his map. To ensure they were not seen by any
boats coming or going to Boston, Ross has swung out to sea much
further than the agreed twenty miles. He’d also climbed to nearly
ten thousand feet which had put a severe strain on Macallister’s
float plane. Heavy with fuel, he’d struggled to make the altitude
that Ross’s flying boat did with ease. Now they had returned to the
original flight plan and Macallister could relax. The map showed a
town called Portland some way up the coast, but Macallister knew
they could ignore that. It had never been rebuilt after the fires
that had ravaged the towns and cities on the east coast all those
years ago. Flying without lights, they would not be seen by the
inhabitants of the small villages that dotted the coast north of
Boston. Macallister looked out of his port window. The flying boat
was a pale shape against the dark sky. The thing was huge. He
looked again and with a start, realised a fatal flaw in his plan.
The tail end of the plane did not sit in the water. The base of the
fuselage rose in a graceful curve about two thirds from the nose.
Macallister stared aghast. His mental picture of the flying boat
had been completely wrong. How could he have made such a
fundamental mistake. The bomb would not sink the plane, he guessed
the tail would be about ten feet clear of the surface when the
flying boat was down on the water.  He shut his eyes for a
second, cursing himself for being such a fool.  He'd planned
to detonate the bomb once they started their return trip after the
flying boat was moored. He intended to give Ross the drugged coffee
in his flask as soon as they landed. By the time they were ready to
return Ross would be unconscious, he wouldn't even know his plane
had been destroyed.  He realised he couldn't take the chance
the plane would remain afloat and he certainly couldn’t sink the
flying boat on his own if it remained on the surface. A new, more
radical idea slowly surfaced in his mind. The more he thought about
it, the more certain he became it was the only way to ensure the
flying boat was never found. He took the radio phone from his
pocket and looked at it thoughtfully. He looked at his fuel gauge.
Eight hundred miles range, Ross had said. If he waited until they
reached Prince Edward island, he'd never make it home. He studied
the map more closely, working out distances. He would wait until
they had reached Matinicus island, that should give him plenty of
fuel to make it back. He put the radio phone back in his pocket and
relaxed back in his seat, his mind made up. The flying boat,
dropping from ten thousand feet would be utterly destroyed when it
hit the water. It was hard luck on Ross of course, but he was weak.
The first sign of interest by the police would crack him. He would
bring us all down, thought Macallister.

The planes droned on, their aluminium bodies and wings now
shining pink from the rising sun. Macallister put on his sunglasses
and studied the coast line on his left side. As the sun rose
higher, he could make out more details. Ahead and to his left, an
island he was sure was Matinicus  was coming into view. He
waited another ten minutes to confirm his sighting. Then a huge bay
came into view with its entrance dotted with islands. That
confirmed his sighting, it was Matinicus island. He didn’t want to
travel much further. If he waited, the flying boat would come down
in the Bay of Fundy, he didn’t want that, the wreckage might be
uncovered due to the tremendous tidal range in the bay. He wanted
it down in open water, where its greater depth would hide it for
ever. He checked his fuel gauge. It registered well over half full,
it was time to do it now or forget it. He pulled the radio phone
from his pocket and pressed the button marked with a one three
times. He hesitated for a second, then pressed the star button. He
didn’t hear the explosion, but a plume of white smoke erupted from
the tail of the flying boat, and a gaping hole appeared on the
underside of the fuselage. The flying boat seemed to stagger in the
air, then slowly it began to slide sideways and down. It turned
upside down and began a vertical dive to the sea. Fragments of the
tail and fuselage followed it down like falling leaves. Suddenly a
ball of fire blossomed from the gaping hole in the fuselage. The
fuel drums that Ross had put on board had been torn open by the
bomb and now their contents added their fury to the destruction of
the flying boat. Macallister watched dispassionately as the flying
boat shredded to pieces as it plummeted to the sea. Its four
engines were still turning, increasing its speed, almost as if the
plane was committing suicide. It hit at nearly three hundred miles
an hour. A huge column of water rose where it hit the sea, the
force of the impact destroying the plane completely, When it
subsided, nothing was visible but an oily sheen and some floating
debris. Macallister circled the spot, watching  the small
pieces slowly sink. After a few minutes only the oil slick remained
as witness to the event. Macallister smiled to himself and turned
his plane for home. He would have some explanations to give, and it
would take all the journey back to come up with a convincing
story.










Chapter 40
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    Tollman and Janci stood on the bridge as the
Antiqua neared the American coast. Over the last two days they had
found their sea legs and moved easily with the gentle motion of the
GEM. The man in front of them sat in a high chair his hands resting
lightly on the chrome spokes of the wheel. They were fascinated
that the huge craft could be controlled by such a tiny wheel. 
After their first visit, the bridge and the crew lounge had become
their favourite place to watch their progress through the water.
Hicks stood behind them, pointing out details of the control
panel.

“We’re keeping our speed down to about fifty miles an hour, to
give your wounded friends an easier ride,” he said, when Janci
asked him how fast they were going.

“How fast can you go then?” asked Tollman.

Hicks thought for a moment. “If we really pushed it, we can top
seventy miles an hour. “We don’t do that very often, our cruising
speed is usually about sixty.”

Janci tugged at her shoulder inside her tunic.

“Are you all right? asked Tollman. Since learning of Janci’s
pregnancy, he’d been over anxious of any change in her.

Janci put her mouth near his ear. “It’s this bra thing. It cuts
in something awful, I’ll be glad to get out of it.”

Hicks moved behind them. “I think it’s time we had some lunch,
leave these people to get on with their work.”

Reluctantly Tollman and Janci allowed themselves to be
shepherded from the bridge.

They’d finished their meal and were lingering over coffee, when
Hicks walked up to where they were sitting. He lent forward and
rested his hands on the table.

“I've some news for you Janci. I've been asked to tell you a
Mrs. Penhale is going to live with your father, does that mean
anything to you?"

Janci nodded and in a few short sentences, brought Hicks up to
date.

"That must be a relief for you," replied Hicks, "you can relax
now you know your father is being looked after." He paused. "I've
some more news. We’re approaching our home base, if you come up to
the crew lounge, you’ll have a good view.”

Tollman and Janci quickly finished their coffee and followed
Hicks out of the canteen. A short walk took them to the crew lounge
where off duty crew could relax between shifts. It was a large
room, directly below the bridge, with panoramic windows facing
forward. A settee ran the length of the window and the two knelt on
the cushions and rested their elbows on the window ledge. A few
other crew members were doing the same. Hicks nodded to the nearest
crewman who nodded back. Tollman and Janci were under strict
instruction not to move about the vessel unescorted. If they wanted
to leave their cabin, they had to ask for permission over the
intercom. At first it needled Tollman, who thought he was being
treated like a child, but after seeing the complicated equipment
that powered the GEM he realised the trouble they could get into if
they ventured into places not safe for them. Satisfied that his
charges were in safe hands, Hicks made his goodbyes and left the
lounge. Tollman looked out over the glistening, multi-coloured
hull. Rainbows danced in the cloud of spray surrounding the G.E.M.
He could see they had entered a large bay. As they entered deeper
into the bay a river came into view. On his left, a long spit of
land stretched almost halfway across the mouth of the river. 
He turned to the crewman next to him.

“What’s this place called?”

The crewman turned to him. He pointed out of the window. “That’s
Chesapeake Bay, that part of the river is the Hampton Roads.” He
swung his hand encompassing the whole scene. “All this is the
Norfolk Naval Station.”

Tollman was pleased that the man had understood his question,
and more pleased he had understood the answer. His fluency had
developed from hesitant beginnings to near perfect understanding.
The language was so nearly like the English that he’d spoken all
his life, but so different in many other ways. He spotted a row of
large jetties sticking out into the sea. Several had large ships
moored against them. He pointed.

“Is that where we’re going?”

The crewman shook his head. “No, GEM’s  go further in, we
don’t need to moor out there.” He guided Tollman’s hand. “See those
ramps? That’s where we’ll be going. Straight up the ramp and into
one of the hangers at the head of he ramps.”

Tollman turned in amazement. “What straight out of the
water?”

The crewman smiled. “Didn’t anyone tell you? GEM’s work on land
just as well as water.”

Tollman sat back on his haunches, digesting this new addition to
his education. He looked at the crewman. He made motions with his
hands. “Out of the water, straight onto the land? This is not a
wind up?”

The crewman laughed at Tollman’s use of American slang. “No wind
up. Just wait, you’ll see.”

The GEM raced through the gap between the spit of land and the
headland on the other side of the river. Although the lounge was
well sound proofed, Tollman heard the slight change in the note of
the engines. The GEM slowed dramatically and approached the ramp at
walking pace. Tollman could not detect when it left the water, but
suddenly he realised they were moving up the ramp. The cavernous
entrance of the hanger loomed in front of him and the sunlight was
cut off as the GEM nosed its way inside. The engine note dropped
even deeper and slowly died away, the GEM gently sinking down as if
in time to the lowering note. Men appeared all round the GEM, some
pulling hoses which they plugged into fittings on the hull. A
lifting platform pushed a gangway into place at the GEM’s main
hatch.

“What’s happening?” asked Tollman and Janci together.

The crewman waved his hand at the activity surrounding the
craft. “Refuelling, taking on water and provisions. They’ll do a
maintenance check and a new crew will take her out again.”

“New crew?” asked Tollman.

“Yeah, we alternate with other crews. We’ll have a few weeks
ashore, then take out another GEM when it comes in. We haven’t got
enough GEM’s to let them sit around idle, we have a lot of ocean to
cover.” He rose from his seat. “I’ve got to go, I’ll call Steve
Hicks to come and get you.”  As he spoke, Hicks came into the
lounge. He walked over to them and placed a hand on their
shoulders. “We have to leave now. We’ll go to your cabin and
collect your belongings. We’ll provide a bag to put them in. As far
anyone ashore is concerned, you’re just two members of the crew,
don’t talk to anyone, just follow me, all right?”

Janci looked alarmed. “What’s wrong, why mustn’t we talk to
anyone?”

Hicks looked down at her. “We’re sure the interference in
England originated from America. We don’t know how high up it goes,
but it takes money and influence to do what they have done. The
less people know you’re here, the better.”

Janci opened her mouth to speak, then thought better of it. She
closed her mouth and nodded. They followed Hicks to their cabin and
packed  their belongings. Janci’s dress and shoes went into
one bag. Tollman’s clothes, crossbow and bolts into another. Their
special shampoo and blue lotion were pushed into pockets inside the
bags.

“Have you got your inhalers with you?” asked Hicks.

Tollman and Janci patted their pockets.

 Hicks nodded and led them through the passageways of the
Antiqua to the main hatch. They stood to one side as two trolleys,
covered with a balloon of transparent plastic were trundled down
the gangway.

“Where are they taking them?” asked Tollman, as Jake and Timothy
Heale were wheeled away.

“The naval hospital,” replied Hicks. “Don’t worry, they couldn’t
be in safer hands. You’ll be able to see them later.” He put his
finger to his lips. “No talking from now on, your accent would give
you away.”

Once off the Antiqua, they walked through a maze of corridors
crowded  with people hurrying back and forth, to a small room.
Hicks ushered them in. Two men and a woman were sitting in chairs.
They stood up as Tollman and Janci entered. The men were huge,
towering over the woman. They both seemed poured from the same
mould. They wore dark suits, with white shirts showing between the
lapels. Their hair was short and neatly cut. The three took out
small wallets and showed them to Hicks. He nodded and handed a
large folder to the woman. “Medical records,” he said briefly. He
turned to Tollman and Janci. “These are agents of our Federal
Bureau of Investigation. They will look after you from now on.”

“You’re leaving?” said Janci, with some alarm. She’d got used to
the steadying presence of Hicks. The thought of him abandoning them
left her feeling lost in a strange world. The woman stepped
forward. She held out her hand and smiled at Janci.

“You must be Janci. I’m Alison Weller.” She indicated to her two
companions. “This is Klaus Bern and Ryan Hanza.”

The two men nodded their heads as their names were mentioned.
Weller turned to Tollman.

“Lieutenant Hicks has other duties, but don’t worry, we’ll look
after you. You’re very important people, you know.”

Hicks cleared his throat. “I must go now.” He shook Tollman’s
hand and received a hug from Janci. He stepped back, looking
surprised at her show of emotion. “I’m sure we’ll keep in touch.
You can write to me if you want. These people will give you my
address.”

“We can do that,” said Hanza. “Not for a little while though, we
need to get your statements in front of a congressional committee
first. Until that happens, your presence here must be kept
secret.”

Hicks nodded. “Yeah, I understand that.” He turned to the door.
“I’ll say goodbye for now. Take care of yourselves.” He paused, his
hand on the door. “It’s been quite an education meeting you
two.”  He quickly left the room, shutting the door behind
him.

Tollman and Janci faced the three. “Now what?” said Tollman.

“First we get you to a safe house in Washington,” said Hanza
briskly. “You can have a shower, a change of clothes and something
to eat. We’ll let you rest for a day or so before we start asking
you questions.”

Tollman smiled. “We’ve answered lots of questions on the
Antiqua, a few more won’t hurt.”

Bern smiled. “I’m sure you have. These questions will go into
much more detail.” He spread his hands and shepherded them out of
the room. As they walked through the building, he walked in front
of them, speaking over his shoulder. “This is quite an occasion for
us, you know. You two are the first English people to set foot in
America for nearly two hundred years.”

He led them out of the building to a covered portico. Tollman
inspected the long gleaming black shape in front of them.

“Is this a car?” he asked Bern.

Bern nodded in surprise. “Sure is.”

Tollman nodded in satisfaction. “Jake told me about them. I
never thought I’d ride in one though.”

Bern opened the door. “Well, now’s your chance,” he said with a
smile. He ushered Tollman and Janci into the back seats, and
climbed into the front passenger seat. Tollman turned his head as
he heard a thump from the rear of the car. He looked at Bern for an
explanation.

“It’s all right, just Ryan and Alison putting your bags in the
trunk,” said Bern.

Hanza and Weller walked from the back of the car and climbed in
from each side, squeezing Tollman and Janci in between them. Bern
turned round to face the rear seats. “This is Lou Radcliffe, your
driver. Don’t get in a car unless he’s driving it, all right?”

Tollman and Janci nodded.

Radcliffe turned round to show his face. “Just so you’ll know
me,” he said.

Passing out of the naval base, they headed north. At first, they
followed the track of the river. Tall trees and shrubs lined each
side of the road. Looking to his right, Tollman could see the
flickering reflection of the sun on the water, glinting through the
branches. After a  while they left the river behind,
travelling through open countryside. The came to a small town. At
the edge of the town, a sign stood at the side of the road.
‘Welcome to Richmond.’ Tollman read the sign, his mouth moving as
he read the words. Once through the town, the car speeded up on a
nearly deserted road. Tollman and Janci watched the countryside
speed by. In spite of their excitement at seeing this strange new
world and a small measure of apprehension of what lay ahead, they
succumbed to the steady hum of the motor and the soft cushions, and
fell sleep.

Tollman awoke with a start. He opened his eyes and realised Bern
was shaking his shoulder. “Journey’s end son,” he said quietly.

Tollman looked out of the window. It was nearly dark. They were
in the drive of a large house. He felt a cold draught on his face
as Weller opened the door. Janci stretched beside him.

“Are we there?” she asked sleepily.

Tollman looked out of the window again. “Looks like it,” he
replied. A thump from the rear of the car made him look round. He
relaxed, it was just Hanza shutting the lid on the trunk. He walked
round to Tollman’s door carrying their bags.

“If you’ll follow me, we’ll get you settled in.”

Tollman and Janci followed the three agents to the house.
Inside, they were introduced to two women.

“This is Paula Whitfield,” said Weller. “She’ll cook, and
generally look after you.” She turned to the other woman. “This is
doctor Marriott, she’ll be looking after your health, especially
you, Corrin."

Marriott stepped forwards holding out her hand. “Call me Jean,
there’s no need to stand on ceremony here.”

Marriott was a thin woman, in complete contrast to the well
padded Whitfield. Her hair was drawn back behind her head in a
pleat, accentuating her sharp cheekbones. As Tollman shook her
hand, he could feel her fingers were long and slender. The tendons
stood out on the back of her hand. He turned to Whitfield, and took
her outstretched hand.

“I’m Paula,” said Whitfield.

 Bern handed Marriott the thick file Hicks had given
him.

“This is the full medical history of both our guests,” he
said.

“Oh yes,” replied Marriott. She quickly flicked through the
pages then looked up at Tollman. “I expect you would like something
to eat after your journey. Then I must see you. You have some 
treatment due.”

Tollman rubbed his arm. “More injections?”

Marriott smiled. “I’m afraid so.” She looked at Janci. “You too,
I’m afraid. As you’re going to be here for some time, you’ll both
have to have booster shots to make sure you don’t infect anyone.
Have you got your inhalers?”

They both nodded.

“Good,” replied Marriott. “Have something to eat, use them both
after your meal.”

Weller and Hanza stirred. “If you’ve finished with us we’ll be
on our way,” said Hanza. “We’ll be back in a couple of days when
we’ve arranged things at the Senate. Klaus will stay here to look
after you.”

They waved their goodbyes and left the room. Bern showed them
out. When he returned, he rejoined the group still standing in the
centre of the room.

“As were going to be together for a little while, please call me
Klaus.” He smiled at Whitfield. “I  wouldn’t mind something to
eat too.”

Whitfield looked him up and down. Bern stood six feet four in
his stocking feet and his shoulders were wider than Tollman’s. “Big
plate for you,” she said.

They all ate at a big table in the kitchen. While she was
eating, Marriott studied the folder. After they had finished, she
took Tollman and Janci to one of the bedrooms. A large case rested
on the bed. Marriott opened it and put on a pair of rubber
gloves.

“I’d like you both to strip,” she said. “I can see you
separately if you like, but it’s up to you.”

Tollman and Janci looked at each other.

“We’ll stay together,” she said firmly.

They took off their clothes and stood awkwardly at the end of
the bed while Marriott filled syringes from small bottles. 
Janci was quickly injected once, while Tollman had to put up with
the discomfort of three. Then Marriott took blood from his arm. She
sealed the bottle and put it in her case. She turned and stood in
front of Janci. “Raise your arms above your head please.”

Janci lifted her arms and Marriott examined her underarms and
groin. The blue areas stood out starkly against her white skin. She
ran her fingers through Janci’s hair. “Are you still painting
yourself and using the special shampoo and comb?”

Janci nodded.

Marriott nodded in satisfaction. “Good, you’re nearly clear.
Keep it up for another couple of weeks and you’ll be completely
free of lice eggs. Sit on the bed and lift your legs.”

Janci sat down and allowed Marriott to inspect her toes.

“Yes, that’s clearing up nicely,” said Marriott. She listened to
Janci’s heart and lungs with her stethoscope and checked her blood
pressure. “No trouble there,” she said.

 She turned to Tollman who raised his arms. Marriott ran
her fingers over the stubble under his arms. “Good, good,” she
muttered to herself. She examined Tollman’s hair and beard, and
then moved her hands down his body. Tollman jumped as her hands
touched his groin. To his embarrassment he found he was getting an
erection. Marriott slapped him gently. “Behave,” she said with a
smile.

Tollman could hear Janci giggling behind him. He stared fixedly
at the wall while Marriott poked and prodded. The stethoscope felt
cold to his naked chest. He sat down so she could examine his
feet.. She stepped back and peeled off her gloves.

“Good, said briskly. “You’re both doing well. We’ll have to
continue with the injections for a while yet Corrin. The blood we
take will tell us when you’re clear of the maw worm.”

Tollman shuddered. “The doctor on the Antiqua told me about it.
To think I’ve got those things living in me.”

Marriott slapped him gently on the shoulder. “Not for much
longer. Don’t worry, we’ll soon have you cured. Right, that’s it.
You can both get dressed.”

While they were dressing Marriott repacked her case and put it
on the floor. She sat on the bed and patted it to invite Tollman
and Janci to join her.

“Now, before we join the others, is there anything you’d like to
ask me?”

“My baby,” said Janci. “Is it all right?”

Marriott smiled. “You’re only a few weeks pregnant. You’re
healthy enough, you shouldn’t have any trouble. As the pregnancy
progresses, well keep an eye on you with regular examinations. All
right?”

Janci nodded.

“This altered flu, the plague,” began Tollman tentatively.
“These drugs you’ve given us. We won’t catch it will we?”

Marriott shook her head. “No, you and Janci are natural immunes.
If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be here. No, all the drugs do is stop
you infecting anyone else. If you stopped taking them, anyone you
breathed on would die. That’s why it’s vital you continue your
treatment and don’t go anywhere without your inhalers.”

Tollman shook his head. “It seems incredible to me that
something you can’t see could kill so many people.”

 “Oh, it’s not the first time it’s happened.”

Tollman looked up in surprise. ”What someone else did this,
spread a plague?”

Marriott shook her head. “No, the last time wasn’t caused by
man. About seven hundred years ago, a plague nearly wiped out half
the population of Europe, including England. That was caused by
fleas, carried on rats. That’s why it didn’t kill everyone. If you
didn’t get bitten by an infected flea, you didn’t catch the plague.
The last time was different. You only had to breath the same air as
an infected person to catch it. That’s why the death rate was so
massive.”

“Do you know what’s happened to the rest of the world, or only
England,” asked Janci.

“Europe is just like England as far as we know,” replied
Marriott. “We have people over there, like your friend Jake
Hawthorn. It’s a much bigger area to cover, so we don’t have
complete information. Asia, India and China are a closed book to
us, we don’t have enough people to cover everywhere, but we’ve no
reason to think they’re any better off than England or Europe. They
had densely packed populations at the time of the outbreak, the
plague would have spread like wildfire.” She looked at them both.
“Anything else?”

Tollman and Janci shook their heads.

“Right then,” said Marriott rising from the bed. “Shall we
rejoin the others?”
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    The next two days Tollman and Janci spent
relaxing in the house, absorbing the new culture they had entered.
After breakfast, they would shower together, and with many slaps,
pinches and giggles they would paint each other with the blue
lotion and comb each other’s hair with the special combs. Whitfield
introduced Janci to modern dress, offering her the pick of a small
wardrobe that had been provided for her. The only thing she refused
was the bra. As soon as she had reached the house, she had removed
it, vowing never to put one on again. Television opened a whole new
world to them, each evening they sat entranced at the colourful
pictures on the screen. The only thing to spoil their pleasure were
the injections Marriott gave them in the evening. Tollman was
especially interested in the car that he discovered in the garage
when he was walking round the grounds with Bern. His time with Jake
on the boat had whetted his appetite to find out what could move
things without the use of animal or wind power. Bern patiently
explained the workings of the engine and controls, amused at the
interest the young Englishman was showing. For all his education,
he still thought of Tollman almost as a child. Although never
expressed out loud, his perception of the inhabitants of England
were as medieval barbarians, not really capable of absorbing modern
technology. It came as a shock to him, when on the second day,
Tollman asked Bern to teach him to drive. At first Bern was
doubtful, but under Tollman’s insistent pressure, he relented.
Tollman sat behind the wheel watching intently as Bern explained
the controls.

“See the two pedals on the floor, the small one makes it go
faster, you press the big one to stop.” explained Bern. He put
Tollman’s hands on the wheel. “This guides the car, remember how I
showed you how the front wheels can turn?”

Tollman nodded.

Bern pointed to the console in front of the wheel. “Shift lever.
Start the car with the key only when the shift is in N. Put it into
D and release the hand brake, press the small pedal to go. If you
want to go backwards, put the shift into R, but stop the car first,
all right?”

Tollman looked at Bern who nodded. Tollman moved the shift lever
and watched the small arrow in the semi-circular window click onto
the N. He turned the key and grinned as the engine started. He
moved the shift to D and pressed the small pedal. The car lurched
forward.

“Gently, gently,” shouted Bern as they headed off the path onto
the grass. “Remember to steer as well,” he chided. “Don’t look down
at the panel, keep you eyes where you’re going.”

Tollman selected the R position and lurched the car back onto
the path. He tried again, and after a few false starts, managed to
steer the car round to the back of the house. The path continued
round the house to the front drive so Tollman continued driving
round and round until Bern became bored. He indicated to Tollman to
stop in front of the garage. He leaned over and turned off the
engine.

“That’s enough for now,” he said.

Tollman slapped the wheel. “This is good, better than a horse.”
He tapped the roof. “You stay dry when it rains.”

Bern raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, I suppose so,” he muttered.
“Come on, let’s go in, I could do with a drink.”

That evening, Hanza and Weller arrived at the house. They all
sat in the lounge making small talk, while Whitfield brought in a
tray with cups of coffee for them. Hanza took a sip of his drink
and put his cup down on the tray.

“Right, tomorrow Corrin, we’ll take you to the Senate building.
We’ve lined up half a dozen senators to hear your story. They’ve
already been briefed, but they want to hear what you have to say.
We’ll be there as well as our boss. This is being taken very
seriously, so try and remember everything you can.”

“I’m not likely to forget,” replied Tollman.

Hanza cleared his throat. “They’ll also want to know about your
friend Mr. Hawthorn. We have six dead bodies and he admits shooting
two of them, they’re going to want to know how that happened.”

“I’ve already said what happened,” replied Tollman. “Is Jake
going to be in trouble?”

Hanza shrugged. “That’s not for me to say, but from what I’ve
heard, probably not.”

“What about me?” asked Tollman. “I killed four of them, am I in
trouble?”

“Absolutely not,” said Hanza firmly. “I know they were probably
American citizens you killed, but the special circumstances
involved rule out any action being taken against you.”

“What about me?” asked Janci. “Do I go to the Senate building as
well?”

Hanza shook his head. “Not for now. We need to get Corrin’s
story told first. Maybe when this is over, we can show you around.
But for the present, I’m afraid you’ll have to stay here.”

He saw the dismay on Janci’s face.

“It won’t be so bad. Corrin will be back each evening. You have
the freedom of the house and grounds, Paula and Jean will make sure
you’re not bored.”

“So we go tomorrow, then,” said Tollman.

Hanza smiled. “Yep. Tomorrow we start. Maybe we can get to the
bottom of all this.” He paused and looked at Tollman. “I don’t
think you realise just how important this is. If we can find out
how these people could visit England without getting sick, it could
mean a new start for the whole world.”

Washington was not a large town. Tollman watched the buildings
slide past the window as the car wound its way through the streets.
A tall pillar at the end of a long rectangular lake attracted his
attention. He nudged Hanza sitting next to him.

“What’s that?”

Hanza craned his head to look out of the window. “Washington
monument,” he said briefly.

“What’s it for?” enquired Tollman.

“Nothing,” replied Hanza. “It’s just a monument left over from
the old days.” He swept his hand round. “Nearly all this is new.
The old Washington was virtually burnt to the ground in the riots
during the plague.” He nodded at the spire, now being left behind
them. “That was just about the only thing that survived.”

Bern turned round in the front seat. “This whole area was
derelict for years, most of the population lived on the west coast
so there didn’t seem any reason to do anything about it. At first
we made Los Angeles our capital, but as people started moving back
to the East coast, sentimentality won over practicality and
eventually Washington was rebuilt.”

Tollman nodded with understanding. “So Washington was your
capital in the old days.”

Alison Weller pointed as they approached a large building.
“That’s where we’re going. It’s our Senate Building, we tried to
recreate the old Washington, but so many of the old records were
lost, it’s probably a lot different.” She smiled and shrugged. “It
doesn’t matter, it’s the name and the place that’s important to a
lot of people.”

Tollman could understand this. To have a link with the past gave
people a feeling of identity and continuity. He thought
nostalgically of the old church at Porthmarron, and the time and
effort it had taken to restore it. His thoughts were interrupted as
the  car swung off the road and drove through an archway 
to a courtyard in the centre of the Senate Building. It stopped
outside a large door, flanked by a shallow stone stairway. They all
got out of the car, and Tollman followed the agents through the
building until they came to a room at the end of a corridor. Hanza
opened the door and ushered them in. They passed through an
ante-room and entered another room. The room was large, with
windows that looked out onto the central courtyard. A long table
ran the length of the room. Seated round the table were seven men.
He recognised Ian Prosser from the Antiqua. Prosser flashed him a
quick grin as Tollman and the agents sat down in vacant chairs.

Dennis Chin, head of the Federal Investigation Bureau, watched
the Englishman take his chair. Immediately, he felt his eyes on
him. The man was staring at him intently. Chin rubbed his hands
over his face, illogically wondering if he’d left part of his
breakfast on his chin.

“Is something bothering you, Mr. Tollman?” he asked quietly.

Tollman jumped as he realised he was being spoken to. He nodded
at Chin. “You’re another different man,” he said briefly.

Prosser interrupted. “You are the first person of Chinese
descent that Corrin has seen, Dennis. He had the same reaction when
he met Steve Hicks, a black officer on the Antiqua.”

Thuy Huynh spoke up from the end of the table. “I too have
Chinese ancestry.” He nodded at the man next to him. “Mr.
Zelinski’s ancestors came from Russia I believe, and Mr. Covelli’s
from Italy. America has many different races in it’s population, is
that going to be a problem for you?”

Tollman shook his head. “No, it doesn’t worry me. It’s just
interesting that’s all. I never realised men could be so
different.” He paused as a sudden realisation dawned on him. “Have
I offended you?”

Huynh smiled. “No offence taken, Mr. Tollman.” He nodded at
Chin. “If you’ll make the introductions, perhaps we can get
on.”

Chin stood and rested his hands on the table. “I’m head of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation, FBI, for short.” He nodded at the
Bern, Hanza and Weller. “I’m the boss of these agents looking after
you.”  He waved his arm round the table. “These men are
senators, they will be hearing any evidence we gather and deciding
what action the government is going to take in the light of that
evidence.” He pointed to the men, one by one. “Robert Howe, Glen
Erman, Derek Covelli, Thuy Huynh, and Russel Zelinski.”

As their names were called, the men half rose from their seats
and nodded to Tollman.

“You’ve already met Ian Prosser,” continued Chin.

Tollman nodded.

“Right,” said Chin. He faced the senators. “We can start. First
of all we have some video’s to see. It’ll give you some background
to what this is all about. Can we have the curtains please.”

Bern stood up and walked to the corner of the room. He pressed a
couple of switches and heavy black curtains covered the windows. At
the same time a section of wall slid to one side exposing a white
screen. Chin manipulated buttons on a console in front of him. His
voice came out of the darkness as the men sat round in their chairs
to see the screen. 

“This first video was taken by one of our agents in England. It
shows the plane the people  used. From the clothes we took off
the dead men and the gun we recovered, there’s almost no doubt the
people flying that plane came from America.”

As the video ran, comments came out of the darkness. “No chance
of recognising anyone from this…. Where did they get something as
big as that monstrosity…. We should be able to trace that, there
can’t be many of those things flying nowadays.”

The second video showed a dragon, laying on a large table. It’s
ribcage was open, exposing it’s internal organs. As it appeared on
the screen, it brought gasps of astonishment from the watchers.
Prosser took up the commentary.

“This is the type of animal these people are letting loose in
England. We got this sample from the helicopter hunt when we
cleared the animals from around Corrin’s village. This one is
eighteen feet from nose to tail, and it stands about six feet at
the shoulder. Weight is about two and a quarter tons. Needless to
say, there’s nothing like it in the animal kingdom. We’ve only just
started work on it, we couldn’t touch it while we were at sea, we
had to seal it in plastic. Nevertheless, from samples obtained
earlier we have some preliminary findings. This animal has been
genetically modified from, we think, a salt water crocodile."

Huynh lent forward, his bald head reflecting light from the
screen. “You’ve seen these things with your own eyes, Mr.
Tollman?”

“And killed one,” replied Tollman shortly.

Huynh lent back in his chair. “Jesus,” he said quietly.

Prosser continued. “We won’t have a full report for some time
yet, but from preliminary work carried out on the Antiqua and at
the University, we’re pretty confident about the genetic
manipulation. More important is the fact that whoever these people
are, they can go to England where the plague is endemic, and not
fall sick. We have to find out how they can do that.”

Tollman looked round the table as the flickering of the video
reflected off the faces of the men. He felt strangely relaxed. The
problem was out of his hands now. These powerful men would help him
solve the problem of the dragons, and if they could find out how to
beat the plague, England could be lifted out of the dark ages. The
video ended and the men sat blinking as the curtains drew back,
flooding the room with daylight. Chin cleared his throat.

“And now, I imagine you gentlemen have some questions to ask of
our guest here.”

In another part of the building, a man hurriedly packed his
briefcase, left his office and rushed to his car. He drove out of
town until he came to a public call box. He dialled with shaking
fingers. Five hundred miles away, Thomas Hinde picked up the phone.
Macallister’s voice rasped in his ear.

“Tom, I’ve seen him, here in the Senate Building.”

Hinde could hardly understand him, he was talking so fast.

“What’s that Mac. Who’s here, who are you talking about?”

“The bastard that shot Todd Churchill and Martin Rosebury and
nearly killed me. I’ve seen him walking through the Senate large as
life.”

Hinde gulped to catch his breath. “Did he see you?”

“No, of course not,” replied Macallister, “I got out fast. But
it’s only a matter of time. I can’t stay away from the Senate for
ever. Supposing he does see me and recognise me? What then.”

“Do you know why he’s here, and who brought him?” asked Hinde
shakily.

Macallister detected the tremor in Hinde’s voice. “Don’t go soft
on me, Tom. I’m going to find out what’s going on. There were men
round him leading him to the Senate investigation offices. They
weren’t senators, they looked more like plain clothes police to me.
He must have been brought over from England along with that film I
was telling you about. Our only piece of luck is the plane’s
wrecked, they’ll never find it.”

A horrible suspicion about Macallister’s explanation of the loss
of the plane and Ross’s death was forming in Hinde’s mind. He
didn’t dare voice it to Macallister, but he had the terrible
sinking feeling that events were spiralling out of control.

Two nights later, Macallister called at Hinde’s house. When they
were safely out of earshot of Hinde’s wife in his study, Hinde
poured drinks with shaking hands.  He was not looking forward
to this meeting. He turned from the bar and handed Macallister a
drink.

“All right, Mac, what have you found out?”

Macallister took a long drink from his glass. He put down the
glass and swivelled it between his fingers. He stared at Hinde.

“It couldn’t be worse. They’ve brought over that Englishman to
give evidence about our dragons. There’s going to be a Senate
investigation. The FBI are involved too.”

Hinde gulped noisily from his glass. “Bloody hell.”

“There’s more,” said Macallister. “They’ve brought a dead dragon
back here, they’re actually calling them that. They must have
access to the same old books as us.” He took another drink from his
glass. “That’s not the worst. They have a video of us unloading the
plane, the investigation has moved on to find out who we are and
how we can visit England without catching the plague.”

Hinde put his glass down with a thump. “Oh Christ, what are we
going to do?”

“For a start, shut down your laboratory. Destroy all the eggs
and any evidence of the work that has gone on there.”

Hinde nodded, his face anguished. “Yes, yes, I’ll do that right
away.”

“What about the staff,” said Macallister. “Can they be relied on
to keep their mouths shut.”

“They know what would happen to them if they talked,” replied
Hinde.

“Just as long as they do,” said Macallister.

“What else can we do?” asked Hinde.

 “The only thing that can tie us to the dragons is that
Englishman. If he sees me, we’ve had it. He’s to be got rid
of.”

Hinde was stunned into silence. Finally he looked up. “Like you
got rid of Des and his plane?” he said quietly. "I wasn't an
accident, was it."

Macallister stared at him with cold blue eyes. Finally he nodded
slowly. “It had to be done. Ross was weak, he’d have given us away
as soon as the police started questioning him.”

Hinde wrung his hands. “Why should they have questioned him. You
said if we hid the plane, everything would be all right.”

“Don’t be so naive,” snarled Macallister. “How long do you think
you could keep the existence of a plane as big as that secret. It
was only a matter of time before the police found out about it. It
doesn’t matter if they do now, they’ll get no answers from Des
Ross.”

“What are you planning to do about the Englishman,”  said
Hinde. “You can’t be planning to kill him.”

“Why not?” asked Macallister.

“But that’s murder,” said Hinde.

Macallister rose from his chair. He towered over Hinde, who
cowered back in his seat, shocked at the change in the man.
Macallister leaned forward until his face was inches from
Hinde’s.

“Now listen to me, you stupid bastard. I’m not going to be
brought down by some barbarian savage from England. Just remember
this, If I fall, we all fall. I’m going to need help with this, and
you and the other members are going to give it, or else.”

Hinde collapsed back in his chair, all resistance gone. “What do
you want me to do?” he said numbly.

“We’ve got to get him on his own. When he’s at the Senate he’s
surrounded by FBI agents.

“How can we do that?” asked Hinde. “We can’t go up against FBI
agents, they’d slaughter us.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” replied Macallister. “We’ve got
to find out where they’re keeping him” Then we’ll think of a way to
get him on his own. If we can lure him to somewhere quiet, we can
deal with him.”

Hinde stared at Macallister. The loss of the men in England he
could rationalise as accidents, now he was being drawn into the
morass of kidnapping and murder. He felt the walls closing in on
him.
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    Two days after Macallister’s meeting with
Hinde, he sat with three stony faced men in the office of his
medieval hall. They’d been shocked into silence as Macallister had
told  them the about the arrival of the Englishman and the
threat he posed to them all. As Macallister outlined his plans for
dealing with the Englishman, their eyes widened with alarm.

“You can’t be serious,” whispered Clyde Walsh. “You can’t really
think we can take this man away from the FBI. It’s madness.”

“They’re trained men,” said Richard Ellis. “We wouldn’t stand a
chance against them.” He made to rise from his seat. “I’ve heard
enough, I’m leaving.”

“Sit down,” growled Macallister. “Nobody leaves. I’m going ahead
with this and you lot are in it with me, whether you like it or
not.”

Ellis sat back in his seat with a thump, cowed by the aggressive
stance of Macallister.

Edward Sager shook his head. “We’re not military men, there’s no
way we can do anything against the FBI.”

Macallister exploded. “You spineless bunch of bastards. You
won’t have to do anything. Me and my men will deal with it. But
you’re going to be here when we bring him back. You’re all going to
be involved.” He looked round the table. “That way all of you have
a reason for keeping quiet. I’m not having any of you decide to
turn states evidence.”

The three men looked at Thomas Hinde. He shrugged and raised his
hands in an attitude of surrender. “He means it, we have to do what
he says.”

Walsh stuck his chin out. He’d still not recovered from the
ordeal of taking the blame for shooting Jenner, he’d had enough.
Fear gave him the strength to face Macallister. “Balls to that, you
can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do. And I want no part of
this. I think I’ve done enough for you lot.”

Macallister smiled and looked at Hinde. “Tell them,” he said
quietly.

Hinde looked round the table. He hesitated and cleared his
throat. “What he means is, if we don’t co-operate, we could have a
nasty accident. Just like Des.”

“What?”  The word was forced out of Sager’s mouth. He
stared at Macallister, horror drawing his face into a mask. “You
mean you were responsible for Des’s crash?”

Macallister nodded. “I fixed his wife too. Why do you think she
told the police he was flying a small float plane on his own?”

“You didn’t plan to kill her too?” breathed Walsh.

“No need,” replied Macallister. “I just told her that her
husband was involved in something illegal, I didn’t say what. What
I did say was, if the police found out, she’d lose her home and
kids and probably end up in jail as an accessory. She co-operated
after that.”

“You bastard,” said Ellis.

Macallister waved his hand, dismissing the whole affair. “It had
to be done. If she’d told the police he was in the flying boat, it
would have compromised us all.”

Ellis wiped his face. “Christ, we’re seeing a new side to
you.”

“Yeah, well it’s about time you woke up, the lot of you,”
replied Macallister. “You were quite happy breaking the law flying
to England. None of you thought about the consequences of getting
caught, or what we’d have to do to if we were in danger of being
found out.  Well, that time has come. Now shut up and listen
while I tell you what we’re going to do.”

The men sat back in their seats, stunned into apathy at the
enormity of what Macallister was proposing. They could see no way
out. They had few choices, none of them attractive. If they ran to
the police, they faced ruin and a long jail sentence. If they
refused to co-operate with Macallister, they could end up like
Desmond Ross. They listened in silence.

Macallister sat at a table in a bar, safe in the anonymity of
the crowds around him. Kirk Pearson faced him across the table.
They lent their heads together so they could hear each other above
the background hum of conversation round them.

“My friend got the information we want,” said Pearson. “He got
it from the FBI’s computer.”

“There’s no chance of them finding out, is there?” asked
Macallister.

Pearson shook his head, the lighting in the bar accentuating the
shadows on his face. In the dim light, his eyes looked like pools
of black under his heavy brows. “He’s too good for that.  It’s
pretty low level stuff, nothing with a high security. He went
through their safeguards like they wasn’t there. These so called
safe houses, the information is just laying there ready to pick up.
They won’t even know he’s been there.”

“Can he be trusted to keep his mouth shut?” said
Macallister.

Pearson smiled. “He doesn’t know what we were after. I just
asked him to give me a list of personnel using any safe houses in a
twenty mile radius of Washington. There’s about fifteen, he doesn’t
know which one we’re interested in or what we want the information
for.”

Macallister frowned. “How does that help us. How do we chose
which one out of the fifteen. For all we know, the Englishman might
be in a safe house further out.”

“Not likely,” said Pearson. “We know they’re bringing him to the
Senate Building every day. They wouldn’t want to travel too far. A
twenty mile radius is a good bet.”

“Yeah, but how do we find out which one,” said Macallister.

Pearson drew a paper from his pocket. He laid it out on the
table in front of Macallister. He ran his finger down the list.

“See here. This shows the people using the safe houses and the
length of time they’ve been there. I reckon we can ignore any where
they’ve been there for more than a couple of weeks. Our man only
showed up a few days ago. These four houses I’ve marked have had a
new lot of residents in the last four days. I reckon it’s going to
be one of those.”

“So,” said Macallister.

“So, you’ve told us which door they use at the Senate, and we’ve
got a good description of the man. We wait outside the Senate
Building and see what car they’re using. We don’t have to risk
following them, we just have a person outside each of these houses.
They can tell us which house the car goes to.”

Macallister lent back in his chair. “Good, when can you
start?”

Pearson put the paper back in his pocket. “Tomorrow. Carlo and
Patrick can check out a couple of houses, I’ll wait outside the
Senate Building. If we don’t strike lucky, we might have to carry
on for a few more days. We could cover all the houses with more
men, but I don’t think it would be wise to involve anyone
else.”

“Christ no,” exclaimed Macallister. “The less anyone knows about
this the better.”

Pearson rose from his seat. “I’ll call you when I have some
news. It might be a couple of days.” He stopped and looked down at
Macallister. “What about your friends, how are they taking
this?”

“They’ll do as they’re told,” said Macallister. “Don’t worry
about them.”

“Just as long as you’re sure,” said Pearson. “I don’t want my
hide in danger because one of them looses their nerve.”

“I told you, don’t worry,” said Macallister.

“Right, I’ll call you in a couple of days. We can meet here. I’d
like the first payment then, make sure you bring the money with
you, or the deal’s off.”

Macallister frowned. “You’ll get your money. Just make sure you
carry our your side of the bargain.”

Pearson nodded and pushed his way through the crowd and out of
the bar. Macallister watched him go. It might have disturbed
Pearson if he had seen the expression on Macallister’s face.

Three nights later, Macallister sat at the same table. He looked
at his watch, and scanned the crowds expectantly. Ten minutes
later, he saw Pearson with his two friends, Carlo Ricci and Patrick
Buckman, threading their way through the tables towards him. They
sat down and nodded to Macallister. Pearson put his drink on the
table and leaned forwards.

“You’ve got it?” asked Macallister.

Pearson nodded. “It was the third house we watched. We’ve got a
list of agents using the place. When they leave in the morning,
there’s only a couple of women left behind.” He paused and smiled.
“Did you know the Englishman brought a woman from England with
him?”

Macallister shook his head. “How did you find that out?”

“We watched the house today. After the man had gone to the
Senate, a few hours later, two women came out and started walking
round the grounds.”

“You said there are two women agents in the house, so what.”
said Macallister.

“I spoke to them,” interrupted Buckman. One of them talked
normally, but the other one had an accent like you wouldn’t
believe. I’ve heard the Englishman speak a few words when I was
taking Kirk’s place at the Senate. The woman spoke just like
him.”

Macallister sat back in alarm. “How did you do that. Christ, if
you’ve raise their suspicions, we could be in trouble.”

Buckman shook his head. “I was cleaning the windows by the
entrance of the Senate Building as they came out of their car,
that’s how I heard the man. No one takes any notice of a window
cleaner in an overall with a bucket and sponge. I doubt if they
even noticed me.”

“It was still a damn fool thing to do,” said Macallister. “How
did you arrange to speak to the women?”

“I stuck a knife in my tyre some way down the road from the
house and stopped by the gate. I called to them and asked if they
could phone a garage. I told them my spare was flat. As far as they
were concerned, I was just a stupid motorist who didn’t maintain
his car.”

“You actually spoke to her?” asked Macallister.

Buckman shook his head. “Only to one of the women, the one who
spoke normally. She was the one who answered me.  She hustled
the other woman inside and that’s when I heard her speak. Don’t
worry, I didn’t do anything to raise their suspicions. I called to
them from the other side of the road, I didn’t go near the gates.
After they went in, I just sat in the car until a tow truck came
and fixed my flat.”

“All right, so we’re pretty sure the Englishman brought a woman
over with him. How does it help us?” said Macallister.

Pearson smiled. “Like I said. Once the man has left for the
Senate, there’s only a couple of women agents left in the place. If
the Englishwoman likes walking round the grounds during the day, it
should be easy to lift her. The fact the man brought her over with
him, shows she’s important to him. We can get at him through her.
We’ll tell him if he gives evidence, the woman will be killed, that
should shut him up.”

Macallister frowned. “He’s been with the FBI for a couple of
days already. He’s probably told them a lot already. I’ve got a
better idea. We lure him out to where we can get at him . We tell
him if you want to see your woman alive, come to such and such a
place.”

“I dunno,” said Pearson “He’s well guarded by the FBI, how will
he get away? Another thing, he’s a stranger in Washington, how will
he find his way to where we tell him to go?”

“That’s up to him,” replied Macallister “ If he’s desperate
enough he’ll find a way. I want that man dead. As long as he’s
alive, he’s a threat to us all.” He looked at the three men. They
looked far from convinced. “I’ll double your money if you can bring
this off. I know it’s a long shot, but let’s try this first. What
do you say?”

The three men looked at each other and finally nodded at
him.

“All right,” said Pearson. “We’ll give it a go. I still think we
should tell him to stop giving evidence.”

“All right, we can do that as well,” said Macallister,
impatiently. “But the main thing is to lure him out. Now, what do
we do first?”

“We have to get a note to him somehow,” said Ricci. “Without the
agents knowing about it.”

Macallister frowned. “I can see a problem there. Once they
realise the woman’s gone, he’ll be surrounded with agents in case
something happens to him. The FBI wouldn’t leave him alone for a
moment.”

Ricci smiled. “Not if we give him the note just before we lift
the woman.”

“Yeah, I suppose we could do it that way,” said Macallister.
“What if he goes straight to the agents and shows them the
note?”

“We’ll stress in the note that if he tells anyone, the woman
will be killed,” said Pearson. “Look, do you want us to go ahead or
not? If he does tell the agents, well, the plan’s a bust. We’ll
have to dispose of the woman and think of something else.”

Macallister waved his hand, dismissing Pearson’s objections.
“I’m just thinking things through. We have to cover all the
angles.” He looked up. “Supposing the woman doesn’t take a walk. If
we plant the note and we haven’t got her, they’ll tighten the guard
and we’ll never get near her.”

“We’ll use a radio phone. We won’t plant the note until we have
got her,” replied Pearson.

Macallister nodded agreement. “All right, we’ll go with that.
How do we get the note to him.”

Pearson took a long drink. “It’s turning cold, they all wear
overcoats. I reckon a floor sweeper could find out where they hang
their coats and slip a note in the pocket.”

“We’ll need you help with that,” said Buckman. “A window cleaner
outside the building is one thing. Getting inside is another. We’ll
need a badge or something that will give us the right to be there.
Chances are, no-one will take any notice of a floor sweeper, but we
can’t take chances.”

“Yeah, I can fix that,” said Macallister. “So what do you plan
to do?”

“Not me,” said Buckman. “Carlo will be the sweeper. I’ve already
been next to them when I was cleaning the windows. They probably
didn’t even notice me, but just in case, I’ll stay well clear. Me
and Kirk will pick up the woman.”

Macallister turned to Ricci. “Just as long as you choose the
right coat,” he said

Ricci grinned. “Don’t worry, those FBI agents are thick as shit.
Even if we did put it in the wrong coat, it wouldn’t matter. They
probably can’t read.”  His grin faded as he saw the look on
Macallister’s face. “Don’t worry, I won’t miss.”

 “I suppose the Englishman can read?” said Macallister.

There was a silence round the table.  The three men looked
at each other and shrugged. The silence was broken as Macallister
pushed a large envelope across the table to Pearson.

“We’ll go with it,” said Macallister. “We’ll have to take a
chance he can read the note.”

Pearson put the envelope in an inside pocket of his coat. He
nodded. “Tomorrow then.”










Chapter 43
New Chapter


    Carlo Ricci pushed the mop in lazy circles
across the tiled floor. He’d decided against using a broom. He
didn’t know how long he’d have to wait, and it didn’t take long to
sweep a corridor. Some one might notice a man sweeping the same
piece of floor over and over, mopping and drying it would account
for his presence there. He wore a dull blue overall with the badge
Macallister had given him, pinned to the front. The photograph on
the badge didn’t look a lot like him, but after he’d smeared it
with dirt, he didn’t think any one would take the time to examine
it closely. The radio phone was deep within the leg pocket of the
overall. He’d turned the ring off, he was relying on feeling the
vibration against his thigh when Pearson rang through with a
prearranged signal. Janitors didn’t walk about with expensive radio
phones, he’d look suspicious as hell if he’d had to answer it. He
lifted his sleeve and checked his watch. If they kept to their
schedule, they should be here any minute. He moved further up the
corridor, away from the front door. He wanted to keep his options
open, depending which way they went. From what Macallister had told
him, it would be the rooms near the end of the corridor, but he
couldn’t be certain. He heard footsteps behind him and he moved to
the edge of the corridor. As the group passed him he bent down and
squeezed his mop into the bucket, keeping his head low. He looked
up as they passed him. There he was, with the agents round him. He
followed their progress as they walked down the corridor, noting
the coat the Englishman wore. He lost sight of them as they entered
a room. He slowly followed, pushing his bucket along the floor with
his mop. Outside the door, he paused for a minute, pretending to
fix a loose mop head. He straightened up. If Macallister’s
information was correct, there should be a ante-room behind the
door. If there wasn’t, he was going to have to do some smart
talking. He couldn’t drop the note yet, but he had to make sure he
could when the signal came. He opened the door, pushing his bucket
through. Macallister was right, it was an ante-room. His heart
stopped pounding as he quickly glanced around. On his left, the
coats were hanging on a row of pegs. He made a mental note of the
position of the Englishman’s coat and left the room. He pushed the
bucket down the corridor, well away from the door, and started
mopping the floor, patiently waiting for the signal. No one had
taken the slightest notice of him.

Pearson and Buckman crouched in the bushes surrounding the lawn
of the house. Both carried gas operated air rifles loaded with
anaesthetic darts. They were used by vets to subdue wild animals
and one of Pearson’s many contacts had stolen them many years ago
for more clandestine activities. They had the advantage of being
totally silent, and the anaesthetic, designed for large animals,
would put a man out in seconds. It had been ridiculous easy to gain
access to the grounds. In an attempt to make the house seem like
any other, there was no high wall or wire guarding the boundary. A
thick hedge had been easy to penetrate, and now the two men lay
waiting for the women to come out.

Inside the house, Paula Whitfield collected the coffee cups and
took them into the kitchen. Janci and Marriott left the lounge and
walked to the hall. Janci was feeling shut in, with Tollman away
for most of the day, she felt if she didn’t get out of the house
for a while, she’d go mad with boredom. Doctor Marriott tried to be
friendly, but the difference in culture and common interests made a
gulf between them that could not be crossed. She knew that Marriott
did not like her going out of the house, and, as well as limiting
the time outside, she insisted she could not go alone. Janci pulled
on her coat and turned to Marriott.

“Ready?”

Marriott nodded and opened the door. It was a crisp winter
morning, with a trace of frost still on the grass. Janci breathed
in deeply and stepped out into the garden. They walked slowly round
the path, unaware of the cross hairs centred on their backs.

Pearson lowered his rifle and lent across to Buckman.

“They’re too far away, wait till they come back, if they cross
near that flower bed, we’ll have them then.”

Buckman nodded, and put down his rifle.

Janci and Marriott continued their walk. Marriott took her arm
and they walked slowly along the path, the gravel scrunching under
their shoes.

“How long is this going on for?” asked Janci. “It seems we’ve
been here ages.”

Marriott smiled. “It’s only been a week, have patience. These
investigations take time. Remember, I’m stuck here too. All the
time I’m looking after you, I’m away from my family.”

Janci looked round. She hadn’t occurred to her that this plain
looking woman would have a family. “Have you any children?” she
asked.

Marriott nodded. “Two, though they’re hardly children. Both my
boys are grown men now.”

Janci smiled. “I wonder what my baby will be, a boy or a
girl.”

“We could find out for you if you like,” replied Marriott.

“I don’t know,” said Janci, “Half the fun is waiting to see what
it will be.”

Marriott opened her mouth to reply but the words were stopped in
her throat as she felt a sharp pain in her back. It quickly spread
until her whole chest felt like it was in a vice. For a brief
second she thought she was having a heart attack, then with a
shocked eyes, she saw a dart sticking out between Janci’s shoulders
and realised what had happened to her. She grabbed Janci’s arm and
tried to turn her towards the house, but her arms seemed to have
lost all their strength. She opened her mouth to call out, but she
had no breath, her call was stifled to a moaning croak. Her legs
refused to support her, and she sank to the ground, still clutching
Janci’s arm. Her vision was greying out, the house wavered as if
she was seeing it under water. She found it harder to breath, she
let go of Janci’s arm, dimly aware that the girl was collapsing
beside her. She sank to a kneeling position, falling forwards as
her arms collapsed under her. Her head slowly dropped until her
forehead was touching the ground. Her last thoughts as
consciousness left her, was the chill of the frosty grass crackling
against her face. She rolled over onto her side and became
still.

Pearson and Buckman ran from the bushes to the two women. They
slung their rifles over their shoulders by their slings, and
grabbed Janci. They manhandled her through the hedge and bundled
her into the back of their waiting van. They slammed the rear doors
shut and climbed into the front. Buckman had hardly closed his door
when Pearson took off, the grass and mud at the side of the road,
flying up from his tyres.

“Easy,” said Buckman after a minute, “We’re clear, we don’t want
to attract attention.”

Pearson slowed down and relaxed. “Yeah, you’re right.” He
glanced at Buckman. “Give the signal to Carlo, he’s got to get that
note dropped. We might have been seen from the house, they could be
calling Washington now.”

Buckman nodded and pulled his radio phone from his pocket. He
dialled the number of Ricci’s phone and pressed the call button in
the sequence they’d agreed. He looked up. “Done.”

Carlo Ricci felt the vibration on his leg as his phone buzzed.
He reached into the pocket and switched it off. He looked around.
The corridor was deserted. Walking quickly to the door, he went in
to the ante-room and pushed the note in to the Englishman’s coat
pocket. He picked up his bucket and mop and moved down the corridor
to another part of the building. He knew as soon as word reached
the agents about the abduction, the whole place would resemble bugs
in an upturned flowerpot. He wanted to be well away from the action
when that happened. He worked his way through the building until he
was near an exit on the far side. Picking up his bucket and mop, he
left the building and walked away. Nobody challenged him, and by
the time word of the abduction reached the agents, he was in his
car and many miles away.

Tollman was recounting Jake’s part in the killing of the men in
England. He was conscious of the microphone in front of him,
sucking up every word he said. He was vaguely aware of a man
entering the room and quietly leaning down next to Hanza. The man
stood back as Hanza rose from his seat.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to cut this meeting short,
gentlemen.”  He turned to the man next to him. “Mr Stone will
brief you.”

Without a further word he nodded to Bern and Weller. He tapped
Tollman on the shoulder. “Come on, we have to go.”

Tollman stood up and followed the agents out of the room,
mystified by the sudden turn of events. Hanza tossed his coat to
him and they hustled him through the door. Two other men joined the
agents and together they formed a protective ring round Tollman.
They stopped at the doorway and waited. A man came through the
door.

“Clear,” he said tersely, “Go.”

Tollman was hurried down the steps into the waiting car. Half a
dozen men were scattered round the courtyard. Their heads were
constantly moving as they scanned the windows and roof of the
building. Tollman noticed with alarm that they had guns in their
hands. As soon as Tollman and the agents were in the car, it sped
out of the courtyard. As they turned into the street, a car swung
in front and behind them. Tollman looked round. “What the hell is
going on,” he exclaimed.

Hanza pushed him back into his seat. “Your friend Janci is
missing, Dr. Marriott has been shot.”

Tollman’s eyes widened with alarm, “What.”

Hanza turned to him. “It’s no good asking me anything else, I
don’t know any more. We’ll find out what happened when we get to
the house.”

The next quarter of an hour passed in a fever on anxiety for
Tollman. At last they turned into the drive of the safe house and
pulled up outside the door. Three police cars were pulled up on the
drive, and as Tollman was rushed into the house, he could see a
group of men gathered round a body lying on the grass. Once inside,
Hanza pointed to Bern and Weller.

“Stay with him, don’t let him out.” He looked at Tollman. “I’ll
find out what is going on.” He headed for the door.

Tollman walked to the window to see outside. He felt a hand on
his arm.

“Stay away from the windows son,” said Bern. He led Tollman to a
seat and sat opposite him. “You can’t do anything, just be
patient.”

“Patient,” exploded Tollman, “that could be Janci lying out
there.”

Bern shook his head. “No, that’s Dr. Marriott. That much we do
know.”

They sat in silence for several minutes. Then the door opened
and Hanza came in. Tollman looked up fearfully. Hanza sat down and
paused, as if gathering his thoughts.

“Right,” he said finally, “this is what we know so far. Janci
and Dr. Marriott had gone for a walk round the garden. When they
didn’t come back after the prearranged time, Paula Whitfield went
looking for them. She found Dr. Marriott on the grass, she’d been
shot with an anaesthetic dart, we’re presuming Janci was shot as
well. I’m afraid Dr. Marriott has died. There’s no sign of
Janci.”

Tollman’s face sagged. “Bloody hell, they’ve killed Janci.”

“Not necessarily so,” replied Hanza, “I’ve been talking to the
doctor out there. Dr. Marriott was a very small woman, I doubt if
she weighed much over a hundred pounds. The doctor told me the dart
he took out of her is the type used for anaesthetising large
animals. They’re never meant to be used on humans, but the bastards
that shot her either didn’t know that or didn’t care. She was so
small, the dose of anaesthetic killed her. Your Janci was a much
bigger girl. What was she a hundred and forty, a hundred and fifty
pounds?”

Tollman shook his head. “Christ, I don’t know.”

“Whatever,” replied Hanza, “she was bigger all round than Dr.
Marriott. The doctor told me she has a good chance of surviving the
anaesthetic.”

“You don’t know that, do you,” said Tollman bitterly, “she could
be dead.”

Hanza nodded slowly. “I’m afraid we must face that possibility,
yes.”

“Why take Janci?” asked Tollman, “what could they want with
her?”

“I’m guessing here,” said Hanza, “whoever they are, they must
have heard we’d brought someone over from England. Maybe they
didn’t know who. They took Janci thinking she was the one. It could
be they don’t know about you.”

“But why take her?” persisted Tollman, desperate for
answers.

“They must think anyone from England poses a threat to them,
maybe they think they could be identified.” suggested Bern.

Tollman sagged back in his seat. “Christ, that puts her in real
danger. If they think she is a threat, they’ll kill her”

Bern shrugged. “The only thing we have going for us is the fact
they took her. If they’d really wanted to, they could have killed
her in the garden. They didn’t.” He looked at Tollman. “It’s not
much, but it’s the best we’ve got at the moment.”

A man came into the house, rubbing his hands together from the
chill. He showed a badge to Hanza. “Detective Aaron Torres,” he
said to the others. “We’re finishing up out here. What are you
going to do?”

“We’re moving,” said Hanza, “it’s too dangerous to stay here.”
He took out a pad and wrote a short note. He tore off a page and
handed it to Torres. “We’ll move to house thirteen, that’s the
address.”

Torres took the note and put it in his wallet. “I’ll contact you
later, we have to work out who’s dealing with this. This might be
out of my jurisdiction.”

“At first sight this does look like one for us,” replied Hanza,
“but I think we’re going to have to co-operate, I’ve a feeling this
is going to spread wider than we think. I’ll have a word with my
boss and if he agrees, I’ll send someone over and brief you and
your team.”

Torres nodded and left the room.

“Come on,” said Hanza briskly, “let’s get our things together
and get out of here.”

Tollman entered the room he and Janci shared. He opened the
wardrobe and began packing his clothes. Sharing the wardrobe were
the new dresses that Janci had been given. As he lifted them down
to pack them with his clothes, her scent on the clothes hit him
like a bomb. He fell to his knees, pressing the dress to his face.
As he inhaled,  he could almost feel her presence in the room.
What was happening to her? The thought of Janci in the hands of the
men who had killed Dr. Marriott filled him with helpless rage. His
hands clenched round the dress, crushing the material into ball as
a change came over him. Slowly, the thin veneer of civilized
behaviour he had acquired since coming to America fell away like a
snake shedding its skin. His face hardened as thoughts of the
revenge flooded through his brain. If he ever came face to face
with the men who had taken Janci he would kill them in the most
painful way possible. He shook his head, took a deep breath and
finished packing. He carried his cases and bags down the stairs and
dumped them in he hall. The others were waiting for him.

“Ready?” asked Weller.

Tollman nodded to the women agent, not trusting himself to speak
with the thoughts churning through his head and followed them out
to the car.

Their escorts were waiting for them as the convoy swung out of
the drive. Soon, they were speeding along country roads. No one
noticed the white van four cars back. After a while, it turned off
the road. A nondescript  blue car swung smoothly out of a side
road to take its place.

Kirk Pearson sat in the passenger seat of the blue car. He
looked across to Patrick Buckman, who was driving.

“It looks like they could be heading for either of these two
houses,” he said, his finger stabbing the map on his knees. “We’ll
know in a minute which one.”

They followed the convoy for another quarter of an hour. Pearson
studied the road signs. Finally, he was sure of the direction they
were taking.

“Yep, It’s definitely that one. I’ll tell Carlo”

Buckman nodded, keeping his eyes on the road.

Pearson spoke into his radio phone and then put it back in his
pocket. “Carlo will be waiting near the house, we can turn off
now.”

As they turned off the main road, Pearson felt the tension drain
out of him. Now there was nothing to link him with the woman. If
the FBI had had any suspicions about their car, the first they
would have known of it was when they were forced off the road and
held at gun point. In his worse moments of doubt, Pearson had
imagined the scenario in his mind. The screech of brakes as another
car cut in front of them and then the hard faced men with their
guns. He shook his head, banishing the vision.  They’d all met
up as soon as they had cleared the immediate area of the safe house
and transferred the unconscious woman from the van into the back of
Macallister’s car. They’d swapped cars with Ricci and he had driven
the van away. Pearson could still see the scared, white face of
Sager staring out of the side window of Macallister’s car as they
bundled the woman into the back. Macallister should be well on his
way to his hall by now. He relaxed back in his seat. It had gone
smoother than he’d dared hope.

Carlo Ricci parked the van well away from the house and started
walking. He had discarded his overall and was smartly dressed in a
conservative black suit. He reckoned he had about five minutes
before the FBI cars reached their destination. The area was on the
outskirts of Washington, one of the many anonymous suburban streets
that surrounded the capital. He passed a small row of shops on his
left. Opposite were residential houses. Ricci counted the house
numbers to himself as he walked along the street. There it was. The
house looked no different from the others lining the street. If
Pearson was right, the cars should be coming down the road in front
of him. He hung back and stopped by a lamp post and bent down,
pretending to tie his shoelace. He stayed down as long as he dared.
There were other people in the street, he didn’t want to attract
attention to himself.  Still no sign of the cars. Was Pearson
right? He continued walking, passing the house on the other side of
the road. He was getting desperate now, if the cars didn’t come
soon, he’d be out of sight of the house. He didn’t dare turn round
and walk back, he was sure there would be watchers at the house.
One man among many walking along the road would likely not arouse
their suspicions, If he was seen hanging around the vicinity, he
was sure to be spotted. He was a hundred yards past the house when
three cars came down the road. Ricci pretended to ignore them, but
his ears were alert for any change in their engine note. They were
slowing down. Ricci risked a quick look back over his shoulder. He
hid a smile of elation as he saw the cars entering the drive of the
house. Got you, you bastard, he thought.










Chapter 44
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    Janci opened her eyes and looked around. As
her eyes came into focus, she could see a rough plaster ceiling,
crossed with heavy black beams. Daylight filtered through a window
on the wall above her bed. She lifted her head and sank back onto
the pillow with a groan, as a pounding headache blurred her vision.
She felt sick as she held her forehead with trembling fingers. The
last thing she remembered was walking in the garden with Jean
Marriott. What had happened? Where was she? Had she had an
accident? She felt over her body, nothing seemed broken. She
realised she was still dressed in her overcoat. She lay still,
trying to gather her strength, and slowly, without realising it,
lapsed back into unconsciousness. She was awoken by her shoulder
being violently shaken. She opened her eyes and shrank back. A man
loomed over her, his face hidden by a mask. The man looked down at
her, and seemingly satisfied she was awake, left the room, shutting
a heavy door behind him. Janci heard the sound of a lock and
realised with a chill she was being held prisoner.  A short
while later, three masked men entered the room. Two of them pulled
her from the bed and held her upright between them. The third man
raised a small box to his face and Janci was blinded by a brilliant
flash. The men pushed her back onto the bed and left the room. Not
a word had been spoken.

Outside the bedroom, Pearson gently waved the self developing
print between finger and thumb. “That’ll do” he said with
satisfaction.

 Buckman and Sager took off their masks and leaned their
heads to see the photograph. Buckman nodded his approval.

Pearson looked at Sager. “We’ll use this to prove to the
Englishman we’ve got his woman. We’ll put it at the meeting place
so he sees it before you talk to him. All you have to do is lead
him over to me so I can get a shot at him.”

Sager paled. “Why me, why can’t one of you do it?”

“Because you can’t shoot to save your life. You might be good at
a target, but shooting a man is different.” Pearson paused and put
his face close to Sager’s. “And because Macallister says so. All
right.”

Sager gulped and nodded. He was bitterly regretting his
involvement with Macallister and now he’d met Macallister’s men, he
was regretting it even more. He backed away until he touched the
wall, trying to put distance between himself and the men he’d come
to fear. His face showed it’s relief as Richard Ellis came into the
room to take over from him.

“All right,” said Pearson, “You can go. Just make sure you’re
ready when we want you.”

Sager nodded and rushed out of the door, almost pushing Ellis
over in his haste to leave the room.

“Do you need me for a while?” asked Buckman.

Pearson shook his head. “No, go and get some sleep, I’ll call
you later.”

Buckman nodded and left the room. Pearson sat down and looked at
Ellis. “I suppose we’d better feed her.” He nodded to an open door
where a small kitchen was visible through the opening. “You’ll find
food and water in there. Take some into her.”

Ellis found his tone of voice disturbing, but didn’t dare
protest. He went to the kitchen and prepared a plate of bread and
cold cuts of meat. He put it on a tray with a cup of water. He took
a mask out of his pocket, pulled it over his head and walked back
to join Pearson. Pearson got up out of his chair and unlocked the
door. He held it open and stood to one side. Ellis went into the
room.

Janci lay shaking on the bed where the men had thrown her. She
breathed deeply, trying to control herself. She rubbed her face,
trying to remove the orange spots flaring before her eyes. She
realised the three men had taken a picture of her. She sat up on
the bed with her back to the bed head, blinking her eyes. After a
minute or two, her sight returned to normal. She climbed off the
bed and inspected her prison. The room was about ten feet square.
It contained only the bed and a wardrobe standing against one wall.
She opened the wardrobe door and looked inside. It was empty,
nothing to help her there. She moved to the window and looked out.
He view was limited so she tried the handle, expecting it to be
locked. To her surprise, the catch moved under her hand and she
pushed the window open. She lent on the sill and looked out. She
was at least thirty feet from the ground, too far to jump. A bleak
winter landscape of trees and shrubs stretched as far as she could
see. She shivered and pulled the window closed. As she lent on the
sill to pull the window shut, she felt something hard press into
her stomach. She undid the buttons of her coat and slid her hand to
her waist. Excitement flooded through her as she felt the handle of
her knife. She still had it, they couldn’t have searched her. She’d
carried it since she’d been at the safe house. Helping Paula
Whitfield in the kitchen, she’d noticed a collection of knives
stuck in a wooden block. She’d carried one since she was a young
girl, but somehow, it had been left aboard the Antiqua. She wanted
to replace it, but she didn’t dare take one from the block,
Whitfield was bound to notice its absence. The kitchen drawer was
another matter. In the compartments there were a selection of
cutlery, knives forks and spoons. At the front of the draw, with
various items of cooking tools, was a small knife. The blade was
only about two inches long, but it was razor sharp. When she was on
her own for a moment, she’d taken it and hidden it under her
clothes. She thought about her captors, and the way they’d flung
her onto the bed. Fear slowly turned to anger as she sat back on
the bed and waited, her hand clasped round the handle.

Ellis stopped in the doorway. The girl was leaning back against
the end of bed, pressed into the corner where the bed was up
against the wall. She stared at him with blank eyes. Satisfied, he
entered the room and holding the tray in one hand, he pulled a
chair up to the bed and put the tray down on it. As he bent down,
Janci moved. She swung her arm out, the knife flashing silver in
the dim light. Janci was aiming for his stomach, but  Ellis
saw the blow coming and tried to twist out of the way. The knife
sliced into his upper thigh. He screamed and pitched forward,
knocking the tray off the chair with a clatter. His violent
movement pulled the knife out of Janci’s hand. Kicking  out
with both feet, she pushed him out of the way, jumped off the bed,
and ran for the door. She ran straight into Pearson. His arm swung
round, his fist punching deep into her stomach. She doubled up as
the paralysing blow forced the breath out of her body, then reeled
back as Pearson’s other fist smashed into her face. She tumbled to
the floor unconscious, blood bubbling from her nose and mouth.

Buckman rushed through the door to find Pearson standing over
the girl, rubbing his fists.

“What the hell happened?” he shouted. He stopped as he became
aware of the thin screaming from inside the room where the girl had
been. Pearson pushed the girl out of the way with his foot and
entered the room. Ellis lay curled up in a ball, clutching his
thigh. Blood pooled under his body. Pearson roughly pulled him up.
Ellis cried out in pain as his weight came onto his leg.

“She stabbed me,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “The bitch
had a knife.”

Pearson called over his shoulder to Buckman. “Get some towels
from the kitchen.”

Buckman hurried to obey and came back with a collection of
towels. In the short time he’d been away, Pearson had laid Ellis
down and torn open his trousers. He had his hand clamped over the
wound. The knife, still embedded in Ellis’s thigh, stuck
grotesquely out between his fingers. Buckman folded a towel into a
pad and passed it to Pearson. With one quick motion, Pearson pulled
out the knife and pressed the pad over the wound. Ellis bucked with
pain, a short cry forcing its way through his clenched teeth.
Pearson tied another towel round the leg to hold the pad in place.
He stood back to inspect his work.

“You’re lucky, she didn’t hit an artery. You’ll be all
right.”

Ellis looked up, “All right,” he exclaimed. “The bitch could
have killed me.”

“Well she didn’t,” said Pearson abruptly. “Just sit down and
stay quiet, we’ll get you to a doctor later.” He looked round the
room and turned to Buckman. “This place needs cleaning up, get
Sager back here. If he’s left the building, call him on his car
phone. You’ll find the number on desk next door.”

When Sager entered the room, he found Ellis sitting in a chair
clutching his thigh. He nodded to the open door. “They’re in
there.” he said.

Sager went into the bedroom and found Pearson and Buckman wiping
blood from the floor. The girl lay in a heap in one corner.

“Is she dead?” whispered Sager.

Pearson looked up from his cleaning. “No, just out cold.” He
indicated to the upturned tray. “Clear that mess up.”

Ten minutes later, the room was back to normal. Pearson looked
down at the unconscious girl.

“We better find out if she’s carrying anything else. Help me get
her onto the bed.”

They picked up the girl and dumped her on the bed.

“What are you going to do?” asked Sager.

“Strip her,” said Pearson. “If she’s got no clothes on, she
can’t hide anything.”

He pulled off her heavy coat and tossed it to the floor. Pulling
a knife from his pocket, he cut her dress at the shoulders and
pulled it down her body and over her feet.

“Wow, look at that,” said Buckman, as Janci’s breasts were
exposed. “No brassiere”

Pearson gave him a withering look. “Shut up.” He threw the dress
at Buckman. “Check that and the coat. Make sure there’s nothing
hidden in them.”

Buckman caught the dress and picked up the coat from the floor.
“All right, I was only looking. No harm in that.”

Pearson turned to face him. “I said shut up. Keep your mind on
your work.” He removed her shoes and threw them to the floor.

Buckman shut his mouth and busied himself examining the clothes.
He looked up. “Nothing here, what about those.”

Pearson and Sager followed his gaze.

“She can’t hide anything in those pants,” said Pearson. “We’ll
leave them where they are.”

Sager looked closely and clutched Pearson’s arm. “She’s
bleeding,” he said.

Pearson looked again. A dark red stain was spreading between the
girls thighs.

“Oh shit,” exclaimed Pearson, “Get some more towels. He pulled
the pants down her legs and wadded a towel between her thighs. He
placed another towel underneath her. He stood looking down at her.
“You know, she’s getting to be more trouble than she’s worth. We
don’t really need her. I don’t know why we don’t just kill her now
and be done with it.”

Macallister wouldn’t like that,”  said Sager. “He wants to
question the Englishman. He plans to use her as a lever to make him
talk, to find out what he’s told the FBI.”

Pearson turned round. “He never told me that. I thought the idea
was to kill the bastard. I don’t like this. A quick kill is one
thing, lifting him is something else. Even though I’ve got people
checking the park, it’s still going to be a risky operation.”

“What, you’ve brought outsiders in? You didn’t tell me about
this,” exclaimed Buckman.

“I don’t need to tell you anything,” snarled Pearson, his face
growing red with anger.

Buckman squared up to him. “If you’ve brought outsiders in, I
want to know about it. Can they be trusted not to give us
away?”

“A friend of mine and his girl, walking their dog,” snapped
Pearson. “They know what to look for. If they smell trouble,
they’ll tell me and I’ll call the whole thing off. If the
Englishman has told the FBI about the note, the park will be
crawling with agents. If that happens, it’s all off.”  He
looked down at the girl. “And if I think the park is known to the
FBI, she goes. No question.”

Buckman shook his head. “Please don’t do anything hasty. Don’t
you see, we must find out what he’s told the FBI. Please don’t do
anything without asking Mac first.” He was afraid of Pearson, but
he was more afraid of what Macallister would do if Pearson acted on
his own.

Pearson flung the bloody pants down on the floor. He looked at
his watch.  “I’ve got to leave for Washington with Sager. Keep
your bloody eyes open, don’t let anything like this happen again.”
He walked to the door in short angry steps, furious at the change
of plan. He stopped in the doorway and pointed to the pants. “Clean
that up,” he barked at Buckman. He turned to Sager. “What are you
waiting for, move, we’ve got to be in Washington by tonight.”

 

Tollman trod wearily up the stairs carrying the two cases.
Downstairs, the house seemed full of agents, he wanted to be alone
for a while. Entering the room assigned to him, he dropped the
cases on the floor and without bothering to take off his overcoat,
lay down on the bed. A short while later, there came a knock at his
door. Alison Weller poked her head round the door.

“We’re having some food downstairs, do you want to come and
eat?”

Tollman shook his head. “I don’t really feel like eating at the
moment.”

Weller came into the room and sat on the bed beside Tollman. She
took his hand.

“Look Corrin, I know you’re sick with worry about Janci, but
sitting up here on your own won’t help. Come down with the others.”
She gently pulled his hand. “Come on.”

Tollman slowly got up. “Yeah maybe it would be best.”

He pulled off his overcoat, threw it onto the bed, and followed
Weller out of the room.

When he entered the kitchen, he found the agents sitting round a
table. Klaus Bern stood up and held a chair for him.

“How are you son?” he asked gently.

Tollman shrugged. “I don’t know what to do. I want to do
something, but I don’t know what.”

Paula Whitfield put a plate of food on the table in front of
him. “We have a lot of people working on it Corrin, you’re not
alone in this you know.”

Tollman nodded “Yeah, I know. It’s hard waiting for something to
happen, that’s all.”  He looked at Ryan Hanza. “Is there any
news?”

“We’ve found tyre tracks outside the house. They’re being
analysed at the moment to see what type of vehicle the come
from.”

Tollman looked up from his plate where he had been picking at
his food. “You think that’s how they took her?”

“Could be,” replied Hanza. “It might be a perfectly innocent
vehicle, but it’s a start. We might know more the day after
tomorrow, detective Torres is coming over. We’re going to share
information, see what comes up.”

The talk round the table subsided and Tollman ate his meal in
silence. The food seemed to stick in his throat. Finally he stood
up.

“I think I’ll go up now, I’ll see you in the morning.”

He left the kitchen to a chorus of goodnights.

Back in his room, he looked at the cases where he’d dropped them
several hours earlier. He dumped them on the bed and began
transferring the clothes to the wardrobes. He pushed the empty
cases into a corner and picked up his overcoat from the bed. As he
hung it in the wardrobe, a curious rustling sound stopped him. He
checked the coat and found a note stuffed into one of the pockets.
Thinking it was from one of the agents, he put it on the bedside
table to read later. After undressing and washing, he slid into bed
and picked up the note. His reading ability was not good, but the
note was printed in large letters which helped. He read and re-read
it, trying to understand the words. It took him several minutes
before the full impact of the message hit him. One sentence
screamed out at him. If you tell any one about this, we will know
and the girl dies.

His first thought was to rush downstairs to tell the agents, and
he was half way out of the bed when a thought struck him. How had
the note been put in his pocket? Could it be one of the agents? He
mentally went through a list, Hanza? Bern? They’d all seemed as
shocked as he when they heard of Janci’s disappearance. Weller? She
was all concern, inviting him to eat with the others. Was it all an
act?  Whitfield? She had been at the house when Janci was
taken and Dr. Marriott was killed. She had been ideally placed to
help with the abduction. Radcliffe, the driver? He’d hardly seen
the man. Tollman was not even sure he was an agent, he did not join
in the discussions. Once his driving duties were over, he kept to
himself, reading or watching television in the lounge 
Confused and angry, he got back into bed and opened the note again.
He had to stop talking to the FBI, he read. If he wanted the girl
back, he had to meet a man between one and two o’clock at night by
the statue in Erman park. The man would be waiting every evening
for an hour for the next two weeks. If he didn’t show up by the end
of the two weeks, the girl would be killed. He put down the note.
Where the hell was Erman park? What statue? And how was he to get
there?  As he read and re-read the note, it suddenly came to
him. Janci must be alive. The note didn’t mention her by name, but
what other girl could it mean?  He got out of bed and pushed
the note into a pocket of his jacket. He climbed back into bed and
turned out the light. He lay in the dark, conflicting emotions
racing through his mind. He was buoyed up by the thought that Janci
must be alive. Overlaying this was the overwhelming desire for
revenge. The men who had taken Janci would die in the most horrible
way he could devise. First, he must think of a way to get to the
meeting without anyone else knowing. He dare not tell anyone about
the note. He could not risk Janci’s life on the chance that none of
the people round him were part of the plot.

The next morning, after breakfast, Tollman sat in the lounge
quietly thinking. His first problem was to find out where Erman
park was. The second was to get there without interference. 
All of the agents except Bern had left the house pursuing their
investigations. An idea gelled in his head. He got up and left the
room, looking for Bern. He found him, working on his laptop
computer at the kitchen table. Papers and books littered the table
round the computer. He looked up as Tollman sat down next to
him.

“What can I do for you son?” he asked.

“I’ve been thinking,” began Tollman hesitantly. “I know I’m in
America, but apart from that, I haven’t a clue where I am. Back in
England, I was shown a map of the world. Have we got any maps here
I could look at?”

Bern got up. “Follow me,” he said.

Tollman followed Bern to another room in the house. A large
bookcase stood against one wall. Bern pointed.

“You’ll find everything you want in there.” He opened the glass
doors and took down an atlas. “This is a map of the world. There
are some things we’re not sure about, we have to rely on old
information for the countries that are out of bounds. The map of
America is up to date.” He flicked the pages. “See here, this is a
modern map, and opposite is a copy of a two hundred year old map
for comparison.”

Tollman took the atlas and studied the pictures. He looked from
one to another.

“There’s a lot less towns on the new map,” he said.

Bern nodded. “We lost a lot of people, many of the old towns and
cities have never been re-built. There’s nobody to live in
them.”  He sighed. “Give it another fifty years and we might
be back to how we were. In the old days, we had people coming in
from other countries to swell the population. That can’t happen
now.”

“Where’s Washington?” asked Tollman.

Bern put his finger on the map. “There.” He moved his finger
down the map. “That’s Norfolk, where you came ashore.”

“Jake and Tim are there, aren’t they?

Bern nodded. “Best place for them. They have the most modern
hospital in the country at the naval base.”

Tollman held the atlas to his chest. “Is there a book with a map
of Washington in it?”

Bern ran his finger along the row of books. He pulled one out
and passed it to Tollman.

“This is a history of Washington. It describes how Washington
was rebuilt after we’d recovered from the plague. You’ll find maps
at the back.”

“Thanks,” replied Tollman. “This will give me something to do.
I’m going mad with worry, wondering what’s happening to Janci.”

Bern slapped him on the shoulder. “I know you are, son. We’re
doing all we can to get her back, believe me.”

They left the room, Bern going back to his notes, Tollman to the
lounge. He sat down and put the atlas to one side. He opened the
book about Washington. As he read the title page, a name 
jumped out at him. ‘A history of Washington by R.J. Erman
Jr.’  Erman! That was the name of the park in the letter. He
read further. It seemed the book was dedicated to Erman’s father,
the man that had been the driving force to rebuild Washington from
the ruins of the old city. He turned the pages to the back of the
book, looking for maps. The pages contained columns of names with
numbers after them. Tollman ran his finger along the page. At the
top was printed a word he’d never heard of. ‘Index’. He put the
book down and walked to the kitchen.

“Klaus, what’s an index?”

Bern looked up from his computer. “It’s a list of all the places
mentioned in the book.”

“Oh. And what are the numbers after the names for?”

Bern tore of a page from his pad. He wrote a name followed by a
string of numbers. He pointed with his pen. “The first number is
the page number. The next two are the co-ordinates on the page.
See, the first set are along the top of the page, the second set
are down the side of the page. You can find any place you want with
it.”

Tollman nodded his thanks and took the page from Bern. Armed
with this new knowledge he returned to the lounge, sat down, and
looked down the column of names. Unaware the names were in
alphabetical order, it took him some time before he came to the
name he wanted. After the numbers, a short note directed him to
another page at the front of the book. He quickly flicked the pages
to the map. Erman park was shown as a large green square in the
middle of the page. Keeping his finger between the pages, he turned
to the front of the book. This page gave a short history of the
park. It had been dedicated to Erman in recognition of his work in
the rebuilding of Washington. One of the senators he’d met was
called Erman, could he be related to the man who the park was named
after? He read on.  A statue of the man had been erected in
the park. Tollman smiled to himself. So that was what the note
referred to. He turned back to the map. There, in the centre of the
park, a small square was shown. He strained his eyes to read the
tiny print. The square was the statue. Tollman studied the map
closely. Down one side of the page, a list explained the symbols on
the map. By reading back and forth, Tollman gradually built up a
picture in his mind of the layout of the area. The park was mainly
grass. On one side was something called tennis courts. At the
opposite side, a railway line ran along the edge of the park.
Between the railway and the grass, a wood was shown, stretching
almost half way into the park. The statue stood in the middle of
the grassy area. Tollman found a line at the bottom of the map
divided into miles. By placing his finger on the line and then on
the outline of the park, he worked out the park covered an area of
about a mile by half a mile. Right, he knew where Erman park was,
but were was he? He got up and put his head round the kitchen
door.

“Klaus, what’s the name of the road this house is in?”

Bern told him, then paused. “Any particular reason you want to
know?”

Tollman shook his head. “No, just curious, that’s all. Can you
spell it for me?”

Bern wrote on his notebook, tore off the page and passed it to
Tollman. “Corrin, I’ve got a lot of work to do here, can you leave
me alone for a while now?”

Tollman took the page. “Sorry, yes, I won’t disturb you again.”
He waved the notebook page. “Thanks.”

Ten minutes later, Tollman had found the road. It was on a
different page from the one showing the park, but he found the
pages followed each other. By tracing across the pages, he worked
out the park was about eight miles from where he was. Eight miles.
That was too far to run, he’d have to find some other way of
getting there. He thought about stealing a car, but quickly
dismissed the idea. His driving skills were not good enough to find
his way along the maze of streets to the park. He would have to
think some more about this. He looked round to make sure he was
alone, then tore the maps that showed the way from the house to the
park out of the book. He folded them carefully and slipped it into
his pocket. He rose from his chair and returned the book and atlas
to the bookcase.










Chapter 45
New Chapter


    Macallister sat facing Kirk Pearson and
Edward Sager. They were in the house Macallister used when he was
staying in Washington. They’d flown up from Macallister’s hall that
afternoon.

“We’re going to have to stay here for a least two weeks to give
the Englishman time to find the park,” said Macallister. “I chose
Erman park because it’s the nearest park to the safe house. It’s
also one of the landmarks in Washington. Every one knows about it.
If he’s got any sense at all, he’s bound to find out where it
is.”

“How did you know which safe house he’d be in?” asked Pearson.
“He could have been taken anywhere.”

Macallister frowned at the interruption. “I guessed he’d be
moved once the girl was taken. I was banking on the FBI being
panicked into a unplanned move. It was a good bet they’d move him
to the nearest house from the one he was in.

I was right.”

“Even if he does manage to find out where it is, it doesn’t mean
he can get there,” said Pearson. “Supposing we wait two weeks and
he doesn’t show.”

“Have you got a better idea?” snapped Macallister. “There’s no
way we can get near him, our only chance is to lure him away from
the FBI.”

Pearson was having second thoughts about the whole idea. “I
still think it’s a half assed idea.” He shrugged. “Still, we
haven’t got anything better, so I suppose we’ll have to try
it.”

Macallister nodded with satisfaction. “Good, now stop moaning
and look at this map. The entrance to the park is here. He’ll have
to come in this way.” He looked at Sager. “You’ll be waiting for
him by the statue. Stay out of sight, but leave the photograph of
the girl on the side of the plinth facing the entrance where he’ll
see it. Let him see it before you show yourself. It’s important you
stress that you’re just a messenger and you want him to meet
someone. You have to lead him to the trees where Kirk will be
waiting with his gun.”

Sager gulped. “He’s going to be really pissed off with us for
taking his girl, supposing he attacks me.”

“I doubt it,” replied Macallister. “He’ll want to know what’s
happened to his girl, if he attacks you, he won’t find out
anything.”

Sager shook his head. “I still don’t like it. Why me, why not
one of the younger men. At least they’d have a chance if he does
turn nasty.”

“I chose you deliberately,” said Macallister. “You’re our oldest
member, he’s not likely to view you as a threat. He won’t be on his
guard.” He looked at his watch. “It’s nine thirty, time you were
leaving.”

Pearson crouched in the bushes at the edge of the woods
bordering the park. Spotlights at the four corners of the plinth,
shone upwards, illuminating the statue. In the backwash of the
light, the shadowy figure of Sager could just be seen. The rest of
the park was deserted. Pearson was confident as he could be they
were alone. He hadn’t told the whole truth to Buckman. He had more
than one man and his girl patrolling the park. Several of his
friends had spent the day walking round the area, checking for new
faces.  Pearson looked at his watch. It was nearly eleven. He
checked his rifle and turned on the night sight. He looked at the
statue and was nearly blinded by the enhanced brilliance of the
spotlights. He shook his head and clicked off the night sight. He’d
have to rely on the fact the Englishman would be in silhouette from
the lights as he walked towards him. There was no chance of him
mistaking him from Sager’s dumpy outline. He thought through the
actions he’d have to perform once he shot the man. The car was in a
remote corner of the car park, some half a mile away. It was going
to be a long way to carry an unconscious man. It would have been
much better to put him out with the silent anaesthetic dart and
then kill him where he lay. He fumed at Macallister changing the
plan at the last minute. He waited and waited. Nobody came.
Finally, he stood up, stretching his cramped legs. He walked across
the grass to the statue. Sager shied at the sight of him. “Christ,
you gave me a fright. I thought it was him,” he whispered.

“Tonight’s a bust,” retorted Pearson. “It’s well past two. Come
on, let’s get out of here.”










Chapter 46
New Chapter


   Tollman sat in the lounge listening to Detective
Torres and the FBI agents. They were deep in conversation,
comparing notes. Torres shuffled through the papers on his lap.

“We contacted all the police forces on the east coast to see if
they had any information that might help us. We had some
interesting returns from the Boston area. Those men you brought
back from England gave us a lead on a case they were working on.
Six men went missing a short time ago. It seemed they took a boat
out for a fishing trip and were drowned when the boat was wrecked.
The coast guard found the remains of the boat some way up the coast
from Boston. There was no sign of the men. Now, we have pictures of
the missing men, given to the police by their families. They match
the men you’ve brought back.” He paused, collecting his thoughts.
“According to the Boston boat yard, one of the men, Spencer DeWitt,
picked up a boat belonging to… ”  He consulted his notes, “A
man called Michael Taylor.” He looked up. “Now we know from the
photographs that DeWitt was dead in England when he was supposed to
be collecting that boat. So who picked up the boat?”

“This gives us the definite proof we need that these people come
from America,” said Hanza. We have a video of a flying boat in
England, and Corrin here, saw it taking off after the men were
killed. Obviously there are more here to be found.”

Torres nodded. “I’ve seen a still from the video.”

Have you found any link between the men?” asked Bern. He smiled.
“Besides the fact they all died in England that is.”

“Well, they all came from the Boston area,” replied Torres.
“They lived in different parts of town and had different jobs, they
were ordinary working men. I don’t think any of these men could
have afforded the cost of running a flying boat. A thing like that
would cost a fortune to run and maintain. I think we’re looking for
some very rich men.”

“Any leads on that?” asked Weller. “So far our enquiries have
drawn a blank. A thing like that would probably be kept on or near
the coast. We’ve made a start, but we have a lot of coastline to
cover.”

“Yeah, we were lucky. Once we found out where the men came from,
we could concentrate on the Boston area. Another man was lost from
that area recently. He collected float planes.”  He paused as
they noticed the significance of this. “His wife told us he went
out on a fishing trip and never came back. There are rumours that
he had more than just small float planes. He’s got a huge hanger on
the water’s edge. We found a collection of old float planes in
there, it’s true, but it could easily hold a flying boat as
well.”

“What’s his wife say about that?” enquired Hanza.

“Well, naturally she was still upset at the loss of her husband.
But she denied it totally when the local police asked her if her
husband had owned such a plane. In the light of what you’ve told
me, I think it would pay to re-interview her.”

He shuffled his notes. “And now we come to another lead we’ve
found. All these men, including the one that went missing in his
float plane, were members of the Medieval Society of America.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” said Hanza. “What does this society
do?

“They’re a bunch of nuts that dress up in armour and hold
tournaments.”

“You think that’s significant,” said Hanza.

“Well, on the face of it, no,” replied Torres. “But apart from
the fact they all come from around Boston, it’s the strongest link
between them we’ve found.”

“I’ve heard England described as medieval,” said Hanza slowly,
“Do you think there could be a connection?”

Tollman lifted his head, his interest aroused. He said
nothing.

Torres shrugged.

“What do we know about this society?” asked Weller.

Torres consulted his notes again. “The local police checked that
for us. They have about two hundred members. They interviewed some
of them when the men went missing in what they thought at the time
was a boating accident. In view of this new information, I think a
further visit is called for. I presume that will be you people,
Boston is rather out of my patch.”

“I agree,” said Hanza. “ We’ll take over from now. You’ve been
very helpful, thanks.”

After Torres had left, the agents scattered about the house,
each occupied with their own work. Tollman went up to his room. He
had to think. He’d come to the conclusion that he’d need some one
to drive him to Erman park. The men were out of the question. They
were all big men, Hanza especially. He didn’t think he could force
any of them to drive him to the park. That left the women. Weller
and Whitfield. Which one? He finally decided on Whitfield. Weller
was slim and muscular, she might try to stop him, and Tollman
didn’t want to have to use force that might hurt the woman.
Whitfield was older and looked less fit. She was more rounded than
Weller. It didn’t follow that she was less fit or less likely to
resist, but on the face of it, she was the best choice. With one
decision made, he thought about how he should approach the meeting.
His first thought was to simply force the man to tell him where
Janci was. He fingered his knife, hidden under his clothing. If the
man didn’t talk, losing a finger or two would soon loosen his
tongue. One man. Would there be only one man in the park waiting
for him? He thought about how they used to catch cattle raiders in
the countryside round Porthmarron. The men who hunted for game in
the forests were usually the first to find where they were hiding.
He remembered the times when he’d waited in a grove of trees, his
bow ready, as villagers on horseback drove the raiders towards him.
Once the first one or two fell victim to his bow, the others
quickly surrendered.  He studied the map of the park. The
right hand side was heavily wooded, if he was arranging the
meeting, he’d have one or more men waiting in the woods in case of
trouble. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became
the meeting was a trap. The park had one entrance, the obvious way
he would be expected to come. Very well, he would not use it. He
looked for another way he could he enter the park. He dismissed the
side with the tennis courts. He didn’t know what they were and if
he entered from that side, he’d be in the open as he approached the
statue. That left the woods. He’d have to cross the railway line to
reach them. He didn’t dare ask any one what a railway line was
like, he’d have to take his chances. He looked for streets next to
the railway. His finger stabbed at the map. There, he could reach
the railway from that street. He memorised the name of the street
and put the map back in his pocket. He got out of his chair. Now he
had more practical matters to consider. Tollman went to the
wardrobe and looked at the clothes the FBI  had given him. Two
grey suits, various light coloured shirts and a light blue
overcoat. None of them seemed suitable for creeping through a wood
at night. He turned to the bags he’d pushed into one corner of the
room. He opened his bag and pulled out the clothes he’d worn in
England. Laying underneath them was his crossbow and quiver of
bolts. He ran his hands over the clothes and nodded to himself.

Tollman sat in the lounge, trying to control his impatience. The
afternoon had dragged by, and now late evening was approaching.
Bern and Weller sat with him in the lounge watching the television.
Tollman stared at the screen pretending to be absorbed in the show.
The pictures flickered before his eyes, all meaning lost to him, as
his mind was filled with images of Janci hurt or dead. She’d been
gone for two days now, and his fears for her safety were mounting.
He tried to put thoughts of Janci out of his mind, and mentally
rehearsed the actions he would take later that night. Finally, the
show ended. Bern stood up and stretched, his joints popping with
the strain. He reached for the television button and glanced at
Tollman and Weller.

“Had enough?” he asked.

They both nodded. Weller stood up. “Me for bed.” She bid them
goodnight and left the room.

Bern switched off the television.

Whitfield put her head round he door. “Anyone want a drink
before bed?” she asked.

Tollman waited for Bern to reply, mentally forcing him to say
no. He didn’t want any further delay.

Bern thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think so Paula,
thanks.”

Whitfield looked at Tollman expectantly.  When Janci has
been with him, they’d enjoyed a hot drink before bed. He shook his
head. “No, I’m all right, thanks,” he said.

Whitfield nodded and withdrew her head.

One by one, the lights on the ground floor were turned off as
the agents made their way up stairs.

Tollman followed them up and went to his own room. He looked at
the bedside clock. Ten to twelve, he was cutting it fine if he
wanted to be at the park before the time limit set in the note was
passed. He quickly stripped, and put on his woollen shirt and
leather trousers, transferring his knife to the belt. His boots
came next, and then the leather jacket. As he put them on, he felt
comfortable and relaxed, he’d never really got used to the modern
clothes the FBI had given him. He picked up the crossbow and tested
the mechanism. Satisfied, he put the quiver and crossbow over his
shoulders. He tucked the map into the top of his trousers and
looked at the clock. Just gone twelve. He sat on the end of the bed
and waited. By quarter to one, his patience ran out. He turned out
the light, and quietly opened the bedroom door. Tollman stood in
the doorway for a moment, listening for any sign he’d been heard.
The house was silent and dark so he felt his way along the hall to
Whitfield’s room. He pressed the door handle and eased the door
open. He was halfway to the bed when Whitfield stirred. He knew he
hadn’t left it long enough for her to be properly asleep, so he
stepped quickly towards the bed.

“Who’s there?” she asked. She sounded puzzled, but not yet
alarmed.

“It’s me, Corrin,” he whispered.

His answer made her pause, wondering what was happening. It gave
Tollman time to reach the bed. Whitfield’s face was a pale shape in
the darkness. Tollman leaned down and clamped his hand over her
mouth and held his knife before her eyes.

He put his mouth to her ear. “Don’t make a sound,” he
whispered.

Whitfield writhed under his hand. Tollman saw tiny pools of
light reflected in her eyes as they widened at the sight of his
knife. Tollman pressed her down onto the pillow. He’d rehearsed
what he wanted to say, he had to control her before she panicked
and fought back.

“Keep still and listen. I need you to drive me somewhere. If you
do as I say, I won’t hurt you. If you try to stop me or warn the
others, I’ll kill you. Even if it means I’ll be caught, I’ll make
sure I kill you first. Do you understand me?”

He felt her head nod under his hand. He gently pressed the point
of his knife at the side of her throat. “Do you really understand?
I will kill you if you give me away or fight me. Whatever happens
you will die if you don’t do as I say.”

She nodded again. Tollman withdrew his hand, ready to clamp it
back on her mouth if she made a noise.

“Why are you doing this?” she whispered. “We’re here to help
you, you don’t have to do this.”

“Don’t talk,” hissed Tollman. “Get dressed, we have to go.” He
pulled back the covers and realised that Whitfield slept naked.

She crossed her arms over her breasts. “At least look away,” she
said quietly.

“Not a chance,” replied Tollman. “Don’t waste time, get
dressed.”

Whitfield mentally shrugged and got out of bed. She turned her
back on Tollman and put on her clothes with shaking hands. She was
very aware of the knife a few inches from her back. She bent down
and put on her shoes. As she stood up, she had her first real look
at Tollman. She could just see him in the darkness. Clad in black
leather, his crossbow on his back, he looked like a character out
of a history book. Oh Jesus Christ,  she thought. She suddenly
realised her training was not going to help her. His way of life
was so different from hers, he was a complete unknown quantity. She
looked at the long knife he held against his thigh and her stomach
turned over. The quiet man she’d seen during the past few days was
gone. What ever had driven him to this, he was determined. If she
was to survive, she had to go along with him. She squared her
shoulders and looked him in the face.

“All right Corrin, I’ll do what ever you say.”

Tollman nodded. “Come with me. I want a car, you will drive it.
Where are the keys?”

“They’re on the table in the hall, by the front door,” she
replied.

Tollman took her arm. “We’re going downstairs now.” He held up
the knife. “Remember, if you try to warn the others…”

Whitfield gulped and nodded. “I know, you’ll kill me.”

“Believe it,” whispered Tollman.

They left the bedroom and crept downstairs. Whitfield picked up
the car keys and they opened the front door and walked round the
path in the front garden to the garage. The squeaking as 
Whitfield raised the garage door made Tollman wince. In the
stillness of the night, the noise seemed to echo round the street.
They entered the garage and Whitfield opened the car door.

“No,” said Tollman, “Round the passenger side.”

Whitfield shrugged. She had hoped to get into the car and slam
and lock the doors before Tollman could react. She abandoned her
plan and allowed herself to be shepherded round the car. Tollman
opened the passenger door.

“Get in and slide across. Put the key in the ignition but don’t
start the car. We’ll roll down the drive. When you get to the
street, turn left down the hill.”

Whitfield slid across the seats and put her hands on the wheel.
Tollman got in beside her.

“Go on then,” he said. “Release the hand brake”

Whitfield realised he knew a lot more about cars than she had
thought. She released the hand brake. The car didn’t move. Tollman
realised the floor of the garage was level, it was not
sloping  like the drive. He tapped Whitfield on the shoulder
with his knife.

“I’m going to push the car,” he said. “Don’t do anything to make
me hurt you.”

He opened his door and twisted round so he could put his leg out
of the car. He braced himself against the dashboard and pushed with
his leg. The car slowly moved forward. Once it was out of the
garage, it moved silently down the drive. Tollman pulled himself
back into his seat and held his door closed. Whitfield steered the
car into the street. When they had gone about a hundred yards from
the house Tollman ordered Whitfield to stop. He slammed his door
shut and before Whitfield could react, climbed over the front seats
into the back. He lent forward, and held Whitfield by her hair. He
pressed the knife against the back of her neck.

“Drive,” he said.

Whitfield relaxed in her seat, relief flooding through her. His
sudden movement had taken her off guard. For a second, she thought
Tollman was about to attack her. She wiped her forehead and a thin
film of sweat covered her hand. She started the car and moved off
down the street. Tollman sat in the back, watching her.

“I’m going to let go of your hair now,” he said. “Remember, I’ve
still got my knife.”

Whitfield cleared her throat. “I’m not likely to forget it,” she
said.

Tollman took the maps out of the waistband of his trousers and
laid them on Whitfield’s seat back. He looked up and saw that she
was watching him in the rear view mirror. He lent forward and
knocked the mirror to one side.

“Keep your eyes on the road,” he growled.

Whitfield fought down a momentary panic. The bastard doesn’t
miss a trick, she thought. She drove through deserted streets,
following Tollman’s directions.

Lou Radcliffe sat in a chair with his feet up on the desk. He
was in a small room at the back of the house. Contrary to orders,
he was dozing, his head supported by his hand. Because of this, it
was several minutes before he noticed a red light blinking on a
panel over the desk. It took a second or two before his brain
realised what he was seeing. He growled deep in the back of his
throat and drew his gun from the holster under his arm. He stood up
and pressed a button on the panel. After a second or two, Hanza’s
voice came out of a small speaker on the panel. “What’s up
Lou?”

“Front door light’s come on,” said Radcliffe.

“Wake the other’s,” said Hanza. “Make sure the stairs are clear,
I’ll be down in a minute.”

Radcliffe pressed buttons on the panel and alerted the other
agents. He left the room and ghosted along the downstairs hall, his
gun pointing in front of him. He peered round the corner until he
could see the stairs and the upstairs hall. Hanza appeared at the
top of the stairs. Radcliffe waved the all clear, and Hanza came
down the stairs. He pressed himself against the wall at the bottom
of the stairs and then moved down the hall to the front door. By
this time, Bern and Weller had reached the top of stairs. The lent
forward, their guns covering the two men downstairs. Hanza and
Radcliffe made a rapid search of the ground floor. When they were
satisfied it was clear, they moved to the upstairs hall and covered
Bern and Weller as they searched upstairs. It took only a minute to
discover the two empty bedrooms. Bern came down the stairs to meet
Hanza.

“Corrin and Paula are gone, no sign of a struggle in either
room.”

“It must have been them opening the front door,” replied Hanza.
“Come on.”

They raced to the front door and stood behind it. “I’ll go
first,” said Hanza. He pointed to Weller. “You follow. I’ll go
left, you go right.”

On Hanza’s signal, Radcliffe threw open the door and Hanza and
Weller dashed out, crouching low. Radcliffe and Bern stayed behind
the door, their guns ready. A minute later Hanza was back. He
pushed his gun back in to its holster. “The car’s gone,” he
said.

After ten minutes, Whitfield thought she knew where Tollman was
going. He had given nothing away, his only words to her were
instructions where to turn. They circled the entrance to a park and
crossed a bridge over the railway. Whitfield smiled to herself at
this small triumph. It was Erman park, she was sure of it. Just how
this information would be of any use to her she wasn’t sure, but at
least she knew where she was now. The knife pressed against her
neck.

“Stop here,” said the voice behind her.

She pulled into the kerb and waited.

“Stop the engine and give me the keys,” said Tollman.

She handed the keys over her shoulder and suddenly fell
backwards. Tollman had pulled the reclining lever of her seat. She
lay on her back, looking up at Tollman’s face staring down at
her.

“We’re getting out now,” he said, “No tricks”

Before she could get her breath, he’d jumped out of the car and
opened her door. He bent down and pulled her up by the arm. He
walked her round to the back of the car and opened the trunk. On
each side of the trunk, were the tools of the FBI’s trade. Rifles,
shotguns and  pistols sat snugly in their holsters on the left
hand side. On the right were handcuffs, canisters of anti-personnel
spray and batons. Tollman ignored the guns and collected a handful
of handcuffs. He snapped one onto each of Whitfield’s wrists.

Whitfield stood shocked. “How did you know about these?” she
said, staring down at her hands.

“I saw them when Klaus put took my luggage out of the car,” he
replied. “I didn’t know if all FBI cars carried them, I just
hoped.” He smiled, the first time Whitfield had seen anything but
determination on his face that evening. “I didn’t have time to
check before we left.”

He led her round the car and pushed her onto the back seat,
snapping a handcuff onto the passenger grab handle over the door.
He climbed in and stretched her other arm out. It wouldn’t reach.
Holding the handcuff on her free wrist, he linked cuffs together
until he could snap one onto the opposite grab handle. Whitfield
sank back in the cushions, her arms held outstretched to each side
of the car.

Tollman got out of the car and shut the trunk lid. He came back
to the rear door and put his head into the car.

“I’m going now. You’ll be all right here, I’ll lock you in so no
one can get at you.”

“Thanks for nothing,” said Whitfield.

Tollman smiled at her. “I’d never of hurt you, you know. I just
had to make you think I would.”

Whitfield gave half a smile. “Well you bloody well succeeded. I
suppose you won’t tell me what you’re this is all about?”

Tollman shook his head, he withdrew his head and shut and locked
the door. By straining her head round, Whitfield could just see him
as he walked across the road. After a second or two his figure
merged with the shadows on the opposite side of the road and was
gone.










Chapter 47
New Chapter


    Hanza walked into the lounge. The assembled
agents looked up at him from their seats.  “I’ve alerted the
police,” he said, “They’ll be looking out for the car.”

“So let’s try and work out what happened,” said Bern. “I don’t
think Paula would have gone with Corrin voluntarily, and I can’t
believe she’s mixed up in this case, I’ve known her for years.”

Weller shook his head. “That doesn’t mean a thing, but you’re
right, I can’t believe she could be involved.”

“So let’s say Corrin forced her to go with him,” said Bern.
“Why? I know he can drive, I taught him myself.” 

“How well?” asked Radcliffe “Well enough to drive through the
streets of Washington at night?”

Bern thought for a moment. “No, probably not.”

Radcliffe nodded to himself. “So he needed a driver.”

“He could be anywhere by now,” said Weller thoughtfully, “Can
anyone think of a reason why he would take off like this. I know he
was angry and frightened for Janci’s safety. He wanted action.
We’ve all seen him pacing about. But what does he think he can do
on his own?”

“Right, let’s think,” said Hanza. “Has he said or done anything
recently that might give us a clue where he’s going.”

Bern sat up. “He asked me about maps, especially a map of
Washington. He could have been planning to go somewhere.” He rose
from the chair and left the room, returning seconds later with two
books in his hands. “These are the books I gave him.” He put the
atlas down. “I think this book about Washington will be most
useful.”  He flicked the pages, looking for marks or writing
in the margins. Towards the back of the book he turned a page and
stopped, a puzzled look on his face. He turned back a page. “I
think I’ve found something,” he said. He took the book and held it
up to a table lamp, shining the light on the pages. He looked up.
“He’s torn some map pages out.”

“What area does it cover?” asked Hanza.

Bern flicked pages. “We can get a rough idea from the adjacent
maps. To really see what he was looking for, we’ll need another
copy of this book.”

Weller rose and picked up the phone. “I’ll call round the other
houses, see if they’ve got a copy. Pass me the book, will you
Klaus.”

Bern handed the book to Weller and sat back as she dialled.
After three tries, she smiled at them in triumph. She covered the
mouthpiece with her hand “Number five has one, do they want us to
bring it over, or will we collect it.”

“We’ll collect it,” said Hanza, “We can go straight to the map
location from five, it’ll save time.” He slapped his head. “No we
won’t, the bastards taken our car, tell them to bring it over, fast
as they can.”

Weller spoke into the phone, finished her call, and replaced the
receiver. She looked at her watch. “It’ll take at least half an
hour to for them to get here, we’d better make plans.”

Tollman walked along the street, keeping to the shadows. An
unexpected difficulty faced him. He hadn’t realised from the map
that the street would have houses backing on to the railway. These
were not the large houses set in their own grounds like the safe
house, but small terrace houses in solid rows. He could see no way
to reach the railway except through one of the houses. He walked
along, growing more desperate. At last, he saw a way through. A
narrow alley ran between two of the houses. He stopped and looked
at it. It was pitch black in the alley, there was now way to tell
if it would give him access to the back of the house. He looked up
and down the street. He had no choice. Opening a gate, he crossed
the small front garden and entered the alley. At the far end, his
way was blocked by a gate. He ran his hands over the woodwork,
feeling for a latch, but in the dark, he could find nothing.
Bracing his feet against the gatepost, he started climbing, the
gate rattling as his scrabbling feet tried to find purchase on the
smooth wood. Finally, he reached the top and jumped down on the
other side. The back garden was long and narrow, at the far end, a
six foot chain link fence marked the boundary with the railway.
This was easier to climb, and in short order, he was on the other
side. A steep slope faced him, leading down to the railway track,
he could see the rails gleaming in the starlight. The slope was
heavily overgrown with grass and gorse bushes, the night dew making
the grass slippery underfoot. Tollman slid down the slope and
reached the level area of the track. Two sets of rails stretched
away to his left and right. Without pause, Tollman ran across the
rails to the slope on the other side, completely unaware of the
high voltage humming in the rails. He missed death by a
hairsbreadth during his passage across the track, his foot coming
down within inches of the live rail. Reaching the slope on the
other side of the track, he clambered to the top. Another chain
link fence guarded the top of the slope. Tollman climbed over it
and jumped down. Darkness surrounded him. He was in the woods.

He crept forwards, trying to orient himself with where he
thought the statue would be. He was at one end of the wood, he had
to move to his right to be opposite the centre of the park. He
moved slowly, trying not to disturb the twigs and branches in his
path. Every few yards, he stopped, his ears straining to catch the
faintest sound. After ten minutes of careful progress, he realised
he could see a glow shining through the trees. He was still some
way from the edge of the wood and he had to creep forward another
fifty feet before he could see what was causing the glow. It was
the statue. Tollman stopped, trying to make sense of what he was
seeing. The statue seemed to be floating in the air, it took a
second for Tollman to realise he could only see the top half. The
base  was in relative darkness, almost invisible compared to
the floodlit statue. He stopped and thought about how a possible
trap could be sprung. He was supposed to meet a man at the statue.
If it was a trap, an armed man would be where he could see the
meeting clearly. That put him somewhere in front of him. The man or
men wouldn’t be too far into the wood, it would spoil their chance
of a clear shot. That left the question of how many men could be
waiting for him. One, two or even three? He had to find out if his
speculation was correct. If they were there, he reckoned they
wouldn’t be too far from the point opposite the statue, so he moved
towards the light, moving silently from tree to tree. A movement
caught his eye. He froze, sinking down to his knees next to a tree.
In front of him, he could see the  silhouette of a crouching
man outlined by the glow of the spotlights. His head was surrounded
by a halo of mist every time he breathed. Tollman pressed himself
against a tree and studied the man. He was right opposite the
statue  That’s one, thought Tollman, are there any more? He
backed away and angled off to his right hand side Twenty minutes of
scouting convinced him the man was alone. He moved back to a
position behind the man. He took his crossbow and cocked it,
sliding a bolt into the groove in the top of the bow. He moved
silently forwards until he could see the man’s outline clearly. The
man was crouched down, peering through the thin bushes at the edge
of the wood. As the man moved, Tollman could see he was carrying a
rifle, very similar to Jake’s long gun. That was enough for
Tollman. He lifted his crossbow and fired. The bolt hit the man
squarely in the centre of his back, the force of the impact
knocking him face down in the grass.










Chapter 48
New Chapter


    Paula Whitfield watched Tollman vanish into
the shadows on the far side of the road. She lent her head back on
the cushions and sighed. What a bloody mess, she thought. She sat
with her left arm up in the air where it was held by the handcuff
connected to the grab handle. Her right arm lay across the seat
back held by the cuffs linked to the grab handle on the other side
of the car. She tried pulling, hoping to tear the handles from
their fixings. The tendons in her neck stood out like cord as she
strained, the handles standing out almost horizontally. It was no
use, they were too firmly fixed. She gave up, she wasn’t going to
get free that way. She slumped back in the seat and tried to think
of a way out. She looked round the inside of the car. There was
nothing she could use, even if she could reach it, her hands were
completely useless. She looked  again, and kicked off her
shoes, one by one. On the far side of the backrest something had
caught her eye. It was the lever that let down part of the split
rear seat. She couldn’t reach it with her hands but her feet… She
spread her knees and slid down in the seat, trying to make her
skirt ride up her thighs. She had to be free of it’s constriction
for what she had in mind. After wriggling about on the seat for
some minutes, she managed to move it up round her hips. She
swivelled round until she was almost laying on the seat and lifted
her right leg, straining to reach the lever with her toes. The
handcuffs restricted her movements, so she pulled her left leg onto
the seat and tucked it under her. She reached out with her right
leg again and succeeded in touching the lever. Although she could
touch it, she couldn’t get enough leverage to push it and release
the seat back. She had to get nearer. She pushed up with her left
leg, and pulled on the handcuffs with her right hand, raising
herself up off the seat. She bit her lip, trying to ignore the pain
as the cuffs bit into her wrist.  As she extended her leg, she
realised she wasn’t wearing any pants. In her hurry to get dressed
under the threat of Tollman’s knife, she had forgotten to put them
on. If anyone looks through the window now, they’re going to get an
eyeful, she thought ruefully. She felt the lever move under her
toes. She pushed harder and was rewarded by a dull click as the
lever disengaged the seat back. She withdrew her legs back under
her and pushed against the top of the seat with her right hand. The
seat back dropped down with a thump. Whitfield looked through the
gap into the trunk. As well as the handcuffs and other
paraphernalia, what Tollman hadn’t seen were the radio phones in
their pouches on the side of the trunk. All she had to do was reach
one call for help. This was going to be more difficult than
lowering the seat back. She turned onto her side and bent her knee
so her leg would enter through the gap. She had to work by feel, in
the position she was in, she couldn’t see into the trunk. Her toes
worked their way across the pouches, trying to feel which ones held
a phone. She pushed on the bottom of a pouch, working its contents
up the top.  It cleared the top of the pouch and dropped to
the floor of the trunk. She craned her neck to see what had fallen.
Disappointment flooded through her.  A canister of
anti-personnel spray lay on the floor, rolling gently backwards and
forwards. Whitfield lay back exhausted. Her wrists were painful,
rubbed raw by the handcuffs. For the next hour she repeatedly
extended her leg into the trunk, trying to find a radio phone she
could free from its pouch. All the pouches nearest to her contained
canisters, she was fast loosing hope of ever finding one that held
a phone. She tried again, reaching for the next full pouch in line.
Even with her leg extended to as far as she could, she could only
just reach it. Sweat dripped from her face and matted her hair as
she pushed her foot up the outside of the pouch, working the
contents to the top. She heard it drop to the floor and looked
through the gap into the trunk. She flopped back onto the seat, a
smile of triumph on her face. She had a phone. All she had to do
now was pull it out of the trunk so she could reach it. She rested
for a minute, gathering her strength. She was just about to move,
when a noise from outside the car snapped her head round. Someone
was trying the door handle. The windows were steamed up from her
exertions, all she could see were shadows on the glass. Suddenly,
the drivers door window smashed, showering the inside of the car
with glass. A hand reached in and unlocked the door She had a
sudden vision of how someone outside would see her. Her arms
spread-eagled  by the handcuffs, her body naked from the waist
down. She suddenly became horribly aware of the vulnerability of
her position. She felt a sudden wave of cold air as the rear
passenger door opened.
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    After he’d fired his bow, Tollman stood
motionless, watching the man intently. The man lay where he’d
fallen, not moving. Reasonably satisfied he posed no further
threat, Tollman moved forwards warily, his knife in his hand.
Reaching the man, he grabbed him by the hair, his knife ready to
strike if the man was still alive. The head flopped lifelessly in
his hand. He looked at the man’s face, speckled with dead leaves
and dirt where he’d fallen face down on the ground. He was a
compete stranger, he’d never seen him before. He opened his hand
and the man slumped back to the ground. Tollman crouched next to
the body and peered through the trees, staring at the statue. He
shaded his eyes from the glow of the spotlights, and as his eyes
adjusted, he saw a dim shape moving in the shadows at the statue’s
base. He thought for a moment. If he walked out of the woods to
meet the man, it would arouse his suspicions, he would wonder what
had happened to his companion.  He had to approach the statue
as if he’d entered the park by its entrance. He backed off into the
cover of the trees and ran towards the park entrance. When he was
well out of sight of the statue, he came out of the woods and stood
at the edge of the grass. He slung his crossbow on his back and
drew his knife, holding it behind his leg. He walked slowly towards
the statue, making no attempt at concealment. As he neared the
statue, a man appeared from the shadows of the plinth.

“Don’t come any closer, I’m armed.”

Tollman stopped. “You wanted to meet me, well I’m here,” he
said. He could see the man more clearly now. He was elderly, not
young, like the man he’d shot.

Edward Sager pointed to the plinth.

“We have your girl, look there, there’s a picture of her to
prove it. Don’t do anything stupid or you’ll never see her again.”
He backed away as Tollman approached.

Tollman stepped up to the plinth and picked up the photograph
propped up on a ledge. He angled it towards the lights to see it
clearly. His face tightened as he saw the image of Janci, held by
the arms between two masked men. A white hot spasm of anger flooded
through him. He turned to the man.

“All right, you’ve proved you’ve got her. Now what?” he said
coldly.

Sager’s voice quavered. “I’m just a messenger, I have to take
you to meet someone,” he nodded towards the trees, “over
there.”

Tollman smiled inwardly. “Lead on,” he said quietly.

The man led Tollman towards the trees. Tollman noticed with
quiet amusement that the man made sure he walked well to the side
of Tollman. As they got nearer to the trees, the man’s nervousness
increased.

“Keep walking,” he said, in a horse voice.

At the edge of the wood the man shied away from Tollman. Tollman
stopped and looked at the man.

“Well, where is this man I have to see?” he said.

The man was almost hopping up and down on one foot. He waved his
arms ineffectually. He gulped and waved Tollman on.

“Keep walking,” he croaked again.

Tollman moved, covering the distance between himself and the man
in three long strides. He punched the man in the stomach and
watched dispassionately as the man sank to the ground wheezing.
Tollman quickly searched the man for a weapon, and finding nothing,
he grabbed the man by the arm and dragged him into the trees. He
threw him down next to the body.

“Is that who you’re looking for?” he asked.

Sager knelt on the ground, staring in horror at the body of
Pearson. His stomach convulsed as he saw the  crossbow bolt
sticking out of his back. He lifted his eyes to the menacing figure
standing over him.

“You killed him,”  gasped Sager. He suddenly felt more
scared and alone than he’d ever felt in his life.

Tollman casually back handed Sager across the face, flinging him
on to his back. He knelt down and wrapped his hand round Sager’s
throat, his knife pressing on the man’s face next to his eye.

“Where is Janci,” he growled, tightening his grip. He pressed
the point of the knife into the flesh.

Sager’s vision contracted until all he could see was the silver
blade in front of his eyes. His heart pounded against his ribs. He
realised with a sickening despair, that this was the man who had
killed his friends in England. He was completely at the mercy of
this barbarian, his only chance of survival was to co-operate
unconditionally. He struggled to speak.

“Who’s Janci?” he asked, his mind completely blank.

Tollman pressed the knife harder, the point denting the soft
flesh of Sager’s face.

“The girl, you fool, where is she. Speak to me, or I’ll cut the
eye out of your face and make you eat it.”

Sager shook uncontrollably. He throat constricted. He shook his
head helplessly. “We have her,” he finally gasped.

Tollman relaxed his grip on the throat, realising he was half
throttling the man. “Who’s we?”

“M.S.A.” stuttered Sager.

“What?” hissed Tollman.

“The Medieval Society of America.” said Sager. He pawed the air,
his hands fluttering round his throat. Tollman knocked them away
with the handle of his knife.

“Keep still, you bastard, or I’ll gut you.”

He remembered the detective, Torres, mentioning the society when
he was talking to the FBI agents. He sat back, trying to remember
what Torres had said. He’d said they had two hundred members, which
one had Janci? He had to find out who led this group. If he could
capture him, he could bargain with them. Their leader for Janci. He
bent down over Sager again.

“Who’s the leader of your society, what’s his name?”

“Thomas Hinde,” whispered Sager. He opened his mouth to tell
Tollman that Hinde hadn’t got the girl. His mouth had almost formed
the name Macallister when Tollman shut him up with a shake of his
fist.

“What’s your name?”

For a second, Sager couldn’t remember. He opened and closed his
mouth like a landed fish “Edward Sager,” he gulped.

“Right, Edward Sager, you will take me to this Thomas Hinde. I
take it you came here by car?”

Sager nodded, ready to do anything to keep himself alive. He had
one thought pounding in his brain. If I obey this killer he may let
me live.
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    FBI agent Nick Hoult was the youngest member
of the team at house five. Therefore it was obvious that he would
be chosen for such a mundane task as delivering the book. When his
boss had woken him, he was still bleary eyed as he listened to what
he had to do. He looked at the clock next to his bed.

“Why on earth do they want a book at this time of night?” he
asked, rubbing his eyes. His boss shrugged.

“They didn’t say. They only said it was urgent, so stop
complaining and get dressed.”

Now, a quarter of an hour later, he sat in his car, thinking of
the best way to reach house thirteen. He’d  thrown the book
onto the passenger seat as he’d climbed into his car, he picked it
up and looked at the cover. What the hell, he thought, if that’s
what they want, I’ll be your delivery boy. He felt a tingle of
excitement. Since he’d graduated, it seemed his only jobs had been
what he called baby sitting, looking after the occupants of various
safe houses. At least this was something different. He put the car
in gear and rolled out of the drive of the house. He accelerated
along the nearly  deserted streets revelling in the power of
the car. He made good time to house thirteen, and as he drew up
outside, he saw a group of agents waiting for him.

Hanza opened the drivers door.

“Get in the back,” he said, “I’ll drive”.

The rest of the agents piled into the car, with Hoult squeezed
in between them. Hanza sat with his hands on the wheel. The engine
idled quietly, a white plume of steam coming from the exhaust pipe
into the cold night air..

“Right where are we going?” asked Hanza.

Bern, sitting in the front passenger seat, flicked the pages of
the book, looking for the pages that was missing from their
book.

“The first map covers the area round this house. They run in
sequence. On the last one, the biggest thing on that page is Erman
park. I think we should start there.”

Hanza nodded and put the car in gear.

Ten minutes later, they were at the entrance to the park.

“So where do we start?” asked Weller. “Do we know what we’re
looking for?”

Hanza slapped the wheel. “I don’t know. Evidence Corrin has been
here I suppose. “We’ll do a quick search of the place, just to make
sure he’s not here. If we draw a blank, we’ll have to think of
something else.”

The got out of the car and opened the trunk. Bern rummaged
around and opened a box. He lifted a large torch-like object and
turned to Hoult.

“Are the batteries up to charge in this?”

Hoult glanced at the infra-red viewer Bern held in his hand.

“They should be. We haven’t used it for quite a while.”

Bern backed away from the group and held the viewer to his eyes.
He switched it on and sighed with relief. The group stood out as if
they were on fire. The tyres and engine compartment glowed
white.

“Yeah, that’s all right. Come on, let’s see if we can find any
trace of our boy.”

They trooped into the park, Hoult trailing along behind them,
wondering what it was all about. Nobody had thought to tell him
what they were looking for, but he noticed they’d all drawn their
guns. He quickly pulled his own gun from its holster.

When they were well into the park, Bern swung the viewer in a
circle. He winced as the light from the statue’s spot lights flared
in his eyes.

“Nothing so far,” he said.

“Better try the woods,” said Hanza.

Bern swung the viewer round. Small flashes of white dotted the
screen as the viewer picked up the heat from the many small animals
living in the wood. Half way along the line of trees, Bern
stopped.

“I’ve got something,” he said quietly.

“What do you reckon,” asked Hanza.

Bern took the viewer from his eyes. “I don’t know. It could be
someone hiding just inside the tree line. The reading I’m getting
seems very faint though.” He passed the viewer to Hanza. “What do
you think.”

Hanza looked through the viewer. “Hmm, you’re right. We won’t
take chances though, we’ll treat it as if it is a person hiding
there. Anyone skulking in a park at this time of night could be up
to no good. Let’s see what he’s up to.”

The agents spread out to avoid being illuminated by the statue’s
lights and converged on the spot Bern had indicated. They
approached the figure in the trees, guns at the ready. Bern, with
the viewer, was first to reach the figure. He put his gun away and
knelt down. The agents gathered round. Hoult peered over their
shoulders. His night sight was excellent, and he could hardly
believe what he was seeing.

“Is that an arrow sticking out of his back?” he asked
incredulously.

The agents ignored him.

Bern stood up. “I’d say our boy has definitely been here,” he
said. His feet touched something in the grass, he bent down to pick
it up. “A gun,” he said quietly. He inspected it closely. “Same
sort that shot Dr. Marriott.”

Weller bent down and put her fingers to the body’s neck. “He’s
still alive,” she said.

“What?” Hanza felt the neck. “Bloody hell, you’re right, I never
thought to check, not with that bloody thing sticking out his back.
Call for an ambulance.”

Weller took out her radio phone and made the call. Just as she
was about to put it back in her pocket, it rang. She lifted it to
her ear and listened intently. She turned to Hanza.

“The local police have found our car. It’s only a couple of
streets from here.”

Hanza took the phone from her. He identified himself and
listened for a second. “No, don’t touch it, stay well back. We’re
in the area, we’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

He shut off the phone and handed it back to Weller. “Will you
stay here until the ambulance arrives Alison?”

Weller nodded. “Do you want me to go to the hospital with him or
rejoin you?”

Hanza thought for a second. “Go with the ambulance. If he
survives, we might be able to get him to talk. Keep in touch.”

The agents walked away into the darkness. Weller shivered and
crouched down next to the body and drew her gun. She was almost
sure she was alone, Bern had swept the area with the viewer. Even
so, if the next person that walks up isn’t wearing an ambulance
uniform, he’s going to have to be very convincing if he isn’t going
to get a bullet in him, she thought.

As the agents reached their car, an ambulance drew up at the
park entrance. Hanza walked over to it, and spoke to the driver. As
he got into the car, he saw the ambulance enter the park, its
headlights swaying up and down, as it rode onto the grass. He
started the car, and backed out of the car park. It took only
minutes to drive to where the police car waited for them. Bern got
out and walked up to the car, his badge in his hand. After a short
conversation, the police got back into their car and drove away.
Bern came back and lent on the driver’s door.

“How do you want to play it?” he asked. “I could walk past it,
see if there’s anyone in it.”

Hanza nodded. “Do that. We’ll watch from here.”

The car was a couple of hundred yards away. Bern walked up to it
and casually glanced at the windows as he passed. He stopped,
looked back, and waved. They saw him try the door and then take out
his gun and smash the driver’s door window. As they got out of the
car, they saw Bern open one of the rear doors.

Bern put his head into the car. He smiled. “Nice bush, Paula,”
he said. His smile became broader.

“Fuck you, Klaus,” said Whitfield, crossing her legs. “Get me
out of this.”  The relief in her voice changed to anger as she
realised she was never going to live this down.

Macallister sat looking at the phone. He glanced at the clock
again. Three o’clock, Pearson should have phoned by now. He worried
a fingernail in indecision. Something had gone wrong, he was sure
of it. Pearson had strict instructions to phone whether the
Englishman showed up or not. He sat for another half hour, his
conviction that something had gone wrong growing. Finally, he rose
from his seat and left the room. He quickly packed the few
belongings he’d brought with him and left the house. The drive to
the airport would take him about half an hour. A few hours after
that, he’d be in Boston, with another half hour’s drive to his
house. He had to get back and deal with  the girl. As he
drove, he tried to relax. In about three or four hours time, she’d
be dead and buried, all trace of the girl would be gone, there’d be
nothing to link him to her disappearance.
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   Tollman held onto Sager’s collar and frog marched
him across the park. Sager staggered like a puppet who’s strings
had been cut, his legs barely supporting him. In the deep shadow of
the trees round the car park, the car was nearly invisible. Sager
unlocked the door with shaking hands, the key missing the lock
several times before he was successful. His eyes kept glancing at
the knife held in Tollman’s hand.

“Give me the keys,” said Tollman. Sager mutely handed them
over.

They both got into the car, Tollman sat in the back and lent
forward. He view was obstructed by the head rests on the front
seats. He touched his knife on the back of Sager’s neck. He felt
the man shiver as he felt the coldness of the blade.

“Do these things come off?” said Tollman, tapping one of the
head rests.

“Yes,” said Sager, keeping his head perfectly still. He could
feel the pressure of the blade on his neck.

“Do it then,” said Tollman.

He lent back in his seat as Sager withdrew the head rests. He
clicked his fingers at Sager, who passed them over the front seats
to Tollman. He threw them into the passenger footwell. He passed
the keys to Sager.

“Now drive,” said Tollman. “Take me to Thomas Hinde.”

“But it’s nearly five hundred miles,” stuttered Sager. “It’ll
take us nearly eight or nine hours to get there.”

“Would you rather be dead,” said Tollman tonelessly, stroking
Sager’s face with his knife.

Sager cringed. “No, no, I’ll do it. But I’ll have to get fuel, I
haven’t enough for a journey that long.”

“How do you do that,” asked Tollman.

“You go to a gas station. Fill the car up and pay the man in
inside.”

Tollman smiled to himself. The man was transparent as glass. “I
suppose you think you could warn the man and get help.”

“No,” protested Sager, “I wouldn’t do that, I promise.”

“That’s good,” said Tollman “Because if you did, I’d have to
kill the man, and then I’d start on you. I might not kill you, but
after an hour or two, you’d wish I had.”

Tollman had no intention of killing Sager, not yet anyway. He
had to be kept alive and cowed, to drive the car.

With shaking hands, Sager put the car in gear and moved
off.  Half an hour later, they’d cleared the suburbs of
Washington, and were speeding down the highway.










Chapter 52
New Chapter


     Alison Weller stood back against the
wall of the operating theatre ante-room as the medical staff rushed
the man through the swing doors. As the doors closed, one of the
doctors hung back to speak to her.

“What the hell is that in his back?” asked a doctor.

“It’s a crossbow bolt,” replied Weller. “The shaft is wood, but
it’s got a metal tip.”

 “Crossbow?” The doctor gave her a look. He shook his head.
“You deal with some weird people.” He turned to the door. “Well
thanks for that bit of info, I must see to my patient.”

Weller caught his arm as he was about to leave.

“What do you think his chances are?” she asked.

The doctor shook his head. “Impossible to say at this stage.
I’ll let you know later.”

Weller kept hold of his arm. “Doctor, this man is very important
to us. If you think he’s might die, we need to talk to him, even if
it means risking his life.”

The doctor’s eyes widened. “You can’t mean that. I can’t allow
you to do anything to jeopardise his chance of recovery.” He turned
to go, but was stopped by Weller hanging on to his arm.

“I don’t think you realise just how important this is. You don’t
know what you’re dealing with. The information we may get from this
man could save the lives of thousands.”

The doctor set his face in a stubborn frown.” No I’m sorry, what
you’re asking for is impossible.” He pulled his arm free. “Now if
you’ll excuse me.”

He disappeared through the swing doors, leaving Weller on her
own. She pulled out her phone and put it back in her pocket as she
caught site of a notice forbidding their use in the hospital. She
walked out to the car park and sat in her car and dialled. She sat
staring out of the windscreen while the phone buzzed in her
hand.

Hanza answered. Weller bent her head to the phone. “Alison here,
I’m at the hospital.”

“What’s happened, is he still alive? Asked Hanza.

“So  far,” replied Weller, “I think you should get over
here as quick as you can. We may have some trouble with the
doctors.” She quickly told him of her conversation.

“We’ll be right over,” said Hanza, “About half an hour.”

Before he could ring off, Weller said, “What about the car, what
happened?”

“We found Paula. No sign of Corrin. Tell you later.” The phone
went dead.

Weller walked back to the hospital and sat in the waiting room.
The room was empty apart from herself. She idly glanced at the
magazines laying on a table, but soon got bored with them. She
rested her head back and half dozed. The doors banging open wakened
her with a start. Hanza, Bern and Whitfield walked in, followed by
Nick Hoult, who was still  wondering what was going on.

“Any news?” asked Hanza.

Weller shook her head.

Hanza turned to Hoult. “We’d better brief you on the situation.
It looks like you’ll be with us for a while. He and Bern took Hoult
to the far side of the room and they sat with their heads together,
talking quietly. Paula Whitfield sat down next to Weller.

“So, what happened?” asked Weller. ”We realised Corrin had
kidnapped you, did he say why?”

Whitfield shook her head.

“What nothing at all?” asked Whitfield.

“Not a bloody thing. He frightened the shit out of me with that
knife of his. For a while, I really thought he’d kill me.”

“Christ,” whispered Weller.

Whitfield gave a half smile. “The funny thing is, just as he was
about to leave me, he told me he wouldn’t have hurt me.” She rubbed
her wrists. “He still left me chained up like a bloody charm
bracelet.”

“Are you all right now?” asked Weller.

Whitfield slumped down in her chair. “I am now. You wouldn’t
believe how they found me.”

Weller stifled her giggles as Whitfield told her story. “And
when Klaus put his head through the door, there I was with my bare
fanny up in the air.” She shook her head. “Talk about showing all
you’ve got. The bastard thing is, if they’d been a few minutes
later, I’d have reached the radio and been a bit more decent when
they found me.” She rubbed her wrists again.

Weller noticed. “How are your wrists?” she asked.

Whitfield pulled up her sleeves, “Not too bad, they’ll do for
now.”

Weller held her arms. The skin on Whitfield’s wrists were rubbed
raw.

“Paula, you can’t leave them like that.”  She stood up.
“Come on, we are in a hospital you know.”

She walked over to the men and told them where she was going
with Whitfield. They nodded and resumed their conversation. The two
women left the room.

Hoult was thinking the story he was hearing couldn’t get any
more bizarre.

“And this Tollman character is loose somewhere in the country
armed with a crossbow?” he said.

Hanza nodded. “And we know he’s not afraid to use it. We don’t
know why he ran away, and until we find out why, we have to
consider him highly dangerous.”

“He’s dangerous for another reason,” said Bern. “He hasn’t had
his injection this evening. We didn’t have a chance to get another
doctor to him, we had to move houses in a hurry. He hasn’t taken
his inhaler either.”

“That goes for the girl as well,” said Hanza. “She’s been
without medication for longer than Tollman. They’re both a serious
public health risk.”

“Shouldn’t we alert the authorities then? asked Hoult.

“We are the authorities,” said Hanza woodenly. If this gets out
to the general public, it could cause a panic. You know what they
feel about SAPHS. We’ve alerted the police nation wide. They’ve
been told to look for him, but under no circumstances, approach
him.”

“So what do we do?” asked Hoult.

“We wait,” said Hanza. “If we can get that man to talk, it gives
us the best chance of finding out where Tollman’s gone.” He stood
up. “In the meantime, I’m going to speak to the hospital manager.
We’ve got to overcome any objections they may have about us
interrogating that man.”

The hours passed. The two women had rejoined the men. They drank
endless cups of coffee from the machine in the corridor until their
stomachs felt awash with the stuff. Eventually, the door opened and
a doctor came in. Hanza looked up.

“What news,” he said.

The doctor sat down and massaged his eyes. It had been a long
night. “Well, he’ll live. I don’t know if he’ll walk again, the tip
of the arrow nicked his spinal cord. He’s heavily sedated in
intensive care at the moment, so you can’t go near him.”

“You know we have to talk to him as soon as possible,” said
Hanza.

“So I’ve been told,” replied the doctor. “I don’t like it, but
I’ve been told to  co-operate with you people.”

Hanza made a decision. To gain the doctor’s whole hearted
co-operation he had to give him some idea what was at stake. “This
man,” he began, gathering his thoughts. “What he has done could
result in thousands of deaths. He has information that is vital to
our investigation, information that could prevent an outbreak of
SAPHS in this country. Quite honestly, it doesn’t matter if he
lives or dies, the man is expendable as far as I’m concerned. 
What does matter is what he can tell us.”

“SAPHS,” said the doctor, his eye widening with alarm. “He’s not
infected is he?”

Hanza shook his head “We don’t think so. But just as a
precaution, anyone who’s been in contact with him will have to be
tested. Including us,” he added.

The doctor jumped to his feet. “You should have told us this
when you brought him in.” He ran for the door. “Stay here.” he
shouted. “Nobody leaves until you’ve had a blood test.”

The next hour passed. The agents sat in silence, looking at each
other. If one of them was infected, they’d all catch it. You only
had to breathe the same air as an infected person. They looked up
as the doctor entered the room.

“You’re all clear,” he said. “Although you don’t deserve to be.
It was bloody irresponsible bringing that man in here.”

“What about your staff, and the ambulance drivers that picked
him up?” asked Bern.

“They’re clear too,” replied the doctor. “The first thing we did
was to test our patient. Once we found he was clear, we were pretty
sure the rest of us would be all right. We had to test everyone
though, just to be sure. You’ve been bloody stupid, you know.”

“You’re right of course,” said Hanza “I’m afraid in the rush to
get him here, we completely forgot the danger we were putting
ourselves in. And you too of course.”

The doctor was somewhat mollified by Hanza’s apology.

“Well all right,” he said slowly “We’ve had a fright, but no
harm’s been done.” He looked at his watch. “It’ll be some time
before you can see your man.”  He looked out of the window.
The dawn was breaking, the first light visible as a milky white
glow in the eastern sky. The doctor grunted.  “Fog, that’s all
I need. I don’t think I’ll bother to drive home in that. I’m going
to bed down here for a few hours. I’ll call you when you can see
him.”

The agents settled back in their chairs, trying to relax. It was
going to be long night.
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     Macallister sat in the airport lounge,
seething with impatience. He looked up at the departure board for
what seemed the hundredth time. All flights out of Washington had
been cancelled because of the fog. He’d half concealed himself
behind a large pot plant in the corner of the room. He didn’t want
to meet anyone who knew him. He looked at the board again. The
large cancelled signs seemed to mock him.

Tollman sat in the back of the car, fighting off sleep. In the
past half hour, he’d felt his eyes closing as his head drooped
forward. He aroused himself with a start. He couldn’t afford to
fall asleep. He tapped Sager on the back of the neck.

“How far have we come?” he asked.

Sager cringed monetarily as he felt the touch of the blade. He
glanced down at the dashboard. “About two hundred miles,” he
said.

Tollman had noticed small roads looping off the main highway at
intervals on their journey. They were called picnic areas. 
Bushes and trees half concealed them from the highway.

“Pull into the next picnic area,” he commanded.

A quarter of an hour later, their headlight lit up a sign. Sager
swung the car off the road. The arrival of winter and the lateness
of the hour ensured they had  the picnic area to themselves.
Sager stopped the car and let his head droop. He was feeling very
tired, but hadn’t dared say anything. Every time he’d tried to ask
what was going to happen to him, he’d been shut up with a curse and
a touch of the knife on his neck. Since then, the man behind him
hadn’t said a word since they’d left Washington, Sager was growing
increasingly worried about what would happen when they reached
Hinde’s house. Tollman reached over Sager’s shoulder and took the
keys out of the ignition. He ordered Sager out, and pushed him
towards the rear of the car. He opened the trunk and ordered Sager
to get in.

Sager backed away. “You can’t make me get in there, I’ll
suffocate.”

Tollman didn’t waste words. He grabbed Sager by the arm and
pushed his knife against his throat. Sager climbed into the trunk,
urged on by the point of the knife. Tollman slammed the lid and
climbed back into the car. He lay down on the back seat and,
setting a mental alarm clock for two hours, closed his eyes.

In spite of the discomfort of his close confinement, Sager fell
asleep. He was awoken by a hand on his shoulder and the cold night
air on his face. He sat up, blinking. Tollman loomed over him.

“Get out,” he said.

Sager scrambled to obey and stood shivering by the car. Tollman
pushed him round the car and opened the driver’s door. A few
minutes later, they were on their way. A hundred and fifty miles
further on, Sager spoke over his shoulder.

“We have to get gas, if we don’t we’ll never reach Boston.”

Tollman ordered him to stop the car. He leaned over the seat.
“Show me,” he ordered.

Sager pointed to the fuel gauge. “When that needle reaches the
letter E, we’re out of gas.”

Tollman studied the gauge, trying to work out if Sager was
trying to trick him. “What does the E stand for?” he asked.

As Tollman leaned over the seat, his hand moved, pressing the
knife harder against Sager’s neck. Sager shivered. “It means
empty,” he said.

“Empty,” repeated Tollman. “All right, get more gas.”

Macallister listened to the loudspeaker announcement with
relief. He looked up at the board and saw the flights times were
rolling up on the display. At last his plane was ready. The lounge
was full to capacity, the fog had not lifted until well after
midday, and the flights had been backed up for hours. He looked at
his watch, it was nearly six o’clock, he’d wasted nearly all day at
the airport. I could have driven to Boston, he thought furiously.
He went over to the desk and the girl directed him to his departure
gate. Ten minutes later, he was on the plane to Boston. While he’d
been stuck in the departure lounge, he’d thought of calling Ellis
or Hinde to dispose of the girl. On reflection, he’d decided
against it, they were too soft, and he didn’t trust Pearson’s
friends. This was one thing he’d have to do himself. He cursed the
fact that he’d ever got involved with kidnapping the girl. He
looked at his watch. Another few hours she’d be dead and it would
be all over.

The gas station was frustrating mixture of fear and lost
opportunities for Sager. After he’d filled the tank, Tollman
accompanied him into the shop to pay for it. He had his hand
resting on his knife concealed inside his jacket all the time Sager
was paying for the fuel. The man behind the counter hardly glanced
at them, handing over Sager’s change with a grunt. Sager couldn’t
believe the man would not recognise Tollman for what he was, but in
a short time they were back in the car, driving out of the station.
Sager sunk into a mixture of apathy and despair. His eyes 
fixed on the road ahead, unreeling like a black ribbon in the beam
of his headlights. The hours passed and the sky lightened, the sun
appearing on the horizon. Sager turned off his lights as the
morning light filled the sky. Eventually, after many hours driving,
he came to a halt. He felt dirty and dishevelled, his eyes seemed
full of grit. He slumped behind the wheel. His head came up as he
felt the now familiar pressure of the knife on his neck.

“Why have we stopped,” said Tollman.

Sager pointed feebly out of the side window. “We’re there.
That’s Hinde’s house.”

Thomas Hinde sat in his study trying to think what to do. He was
convinced Macallister had gone mad, the men he’d brought in were
criminals. How had he ever got mixed up with men like that? He had
thought of telling his wife everything. Then he thought of her
reaction when she found out he was involved in kidnapping and
murder, and put the idea out of his mind. He held his head in his
hands in despair. The ringing of his doorbell sat him up in his
seat. Macallister’s men had said they would call for him when it
was his turn to look after the girl. After what he’d seen happen to
Ellis, he didn’t want to go near her. As far as he was concerned,
she was a savage, he wanted nothing to do with her. He though
briefly of ignoring the doorbell, but fear of Macallister’s men
drove him to the door. In spite of his wife’s objections, he’d
given his staff the night off, he didn’t want them seeing the
unsavoury people who might be visiting his house. He opened the
door and saw Edward Sager standing on the doorstep, at first not
seeing the black clad figure behind him. Sager was pushed violently
forward, nearly knocking Hinde over.

“What,” exclaimed Hinde in astonishment. He felt a violent blow
to his face and fell backwards onto the floor. For one moment, he
thought Sager had hit him, and then he saw the person standing next
to Sager.

“What is this,”  spluttered Hinde. He was stopped as the
man bent down and punched  him in his face. Hinde tasted blood
in his mouth, one eye was rapidly closing from the first blow. The
man picked him up by the collar and threw him against the wall.
Hinde lay there, his head spinning, as blood tricked down his
chin.

“Who are you?” he croaked.

Tollman kicked the door shut and walked over to the man laying
on the floor. “Are you Thomas Hinde?” he asked.

Hinde could barely understand the man, he struggled to answer
through puffed lips. “Yes,” he mumbled. His head reeled to one side
as Tollman hit him again.

“You’ll do as I say or I’ll kill you, do you understand?

Hinde nodded, unable to speak.

Sager had stood motionless while Tollman had beaten Hinde half
senseless. The violence, so removed from his every day life, had
paralysed him. He snapped out of it as he saw a women enter the
hall. She stopped dead in her tracks as she took in the tableau in
front of her. She rushed over to where her husband lay on the
floor.

“Mary, get out,” shouted Sager.

Tollman looked at her and then down at Hinde.

“Your wife?” he asked.

Hinde moved feebly on the floor, “Yes, please, don’t hurt
her.”

Tollman reached for the woman. He grabbed her by her hair,
twisting it so she was bent backwards. She struggled and clawed at
his hands. Tollman pulled the screaming woman to where Hinde lay,
and held her in front of him. He punched the woman in the stomach
and let go of her hair. She dropped to the floor, retching.

“You have Janci,” said Tollman, standing over Hinde. “I want her
back.”

Hinde shook his head helplessly.

“He means the girl,” shouted Sager “We’ve got to give her back
to him.”

Tollman put his face next to Hinde’s. “Listen to your
friend,”  he said. “If you give her back to me, I might let
you live. Where is she?”

Hinde had half recovered his wits. “She’s at the hall. There’s
men there, I can’t get her out.”

Tollman hit him again, using the handle of his knife as a
bludgeon. Blood and fragments of broken teeth covered Hinde’s chin.
He put his hands up in front of his face. “Stop, stop, I’ll take
you there.” He collapsed onto his side, tears mingling with the
blood on his face. “Don’t hit me again, please. I’ll take you to
her.”

Tollman stood up. He looked around and spotted a table lamp in
the corner. He picked up the lamp and cut off the power cord with
his knife. He walked over to Sager, still standing motionless in
the same spot. Tollman punched him to the floor, and while he was
still dazed, rolled him onto is face and tied his hands behind his
back. With the free end of the cord, he tied his feet to his hands,
bending his legs up behind his back. He cut off the end of the cord
and used it to bind the woman’s hands behind her back. Tollman’s
first thought was to go directly to where Janci was being held. But
thinking about it, he decided he’d have a better chance if he
waited until it was dark. It was now full daylight, that meant he’d
have to stay in this house until nightfall. Two of his prisoners
were securely bound, he’d have no trouble with them. He looked
around and found another lamp cord. He cut it off and walked over
to Hinde. The man cowered as he approached him. Tollman turned him
over and bound his hands. He sat back in a chair and stared at
Hinde.

“If you move, I’ll kill her,” he said, pointing at the
woman.

Hinde nodded, to scared to speak.

Halfway through the day, Tollman got up. He made quick search of
the ground floor and found the kitchen. He drank a couple of
glasses of water and then hunted around and found some cooked meat
in the refrigerator. He loaded up a plate and took it back into the
lounge. His captives looked on with dull eyes as he ate. He didn’t
offer them anything. The shadows lengthened outside and slowly the
room became dimmer. When it was nearly dark, Tollman rose from his
seat and turned on the room lights. He looked out of the window.
Not yet, he thought, wait until it’s really dark. He sat down,
patiently waiting for the night. His sudden movement as he got out
of his chair, startled his captives. Their eyes followed him as he
walked across the room and crouched down next to Hinde. He pulled
out his knife and cut the cord binding Hinde’s wrists.

“You’ll take me to Janci now,” he said.

Hinde nodded dully, massaging his wrists where the cord had cut
into the flesh. Tollman pulled  him to his feet. Hinde
stumbled to keep up as he was dragged out of the house.










Chapter 54
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    Janci lay on the bed, in the foetal position,
her hands pressed to her stomach. She’d lain on the bed in the same
position for nearly forty eight hours, slowly recovering. The men
had brought food and water in to her at intervals, but she had no
strength to eat, all she could do was take a few sips of the water.
At first the pain had been unbearable, but now it had lessened to a
dull ache in her stomach. She felt between her legs, she could no
longer feel the hot trickle between her thighs, the flow of blood
seemed to have stopped. She threw the sodden towel onto the floor
and sat up on the bed, shivering. She was completely naked, she had
to find something to cover herself. She noticed a pile of her
clothes on the floor and eased herself off the bed. Her dress was
cut to ribbons, she threw it down and picked up her overcoat. The
lining had been ripped out, it hung in tatters. but the garment was
in one piece. She pulled it on, wrapping it tightly around herself.
The rattle of the key in the lock swung her head round. She jumped
back on the bed and lay down. Through half closed eyes, she watched
a man enter the room. He put a tray on the floor and stood looking
down at her.

“Food and water,” he said briefly, and left the room.

Janci sat up and lifted the tray onto the bed. The sight of the
food made her realise how hungry and thirsty she was. She sipped
the water to ease the pain of her swollen mouth, and slowly ate
the  bread and meat, wincing with every bite. She wiped her
mouth. With food and water inside her, a determination rose in her.
I’ve got to get out of here, she thought. Her only chance was when
the door was opened. If she could deal with whoever came into the
room she wouldn’t make the same mistake as last time,  she
would be ready for another person outside the door. She looked
round the room, searching for something she could use as a weapon.
Her eye fell on the tray in front of her. It  was made of thin
metal, she could bend it with her hands. She felt the cup and
plate. They were smooth and light. She knew from what she’d seen at
the safe house, that these were made of something called plastic.
She put them back on the tray, none of them were heavy or strong
enough for a weapon.  The room was empty except for the
wardrobe and the bed she sat on. She got off the bed and lifted the
mattress. The bed was made of wood, with thin slats supporting the
mattress. She felt them and dismissed them immediately, they were
too thin. She got down on her knees and looked under the bed. The
four legs supported it at each corner caught her eye. They were
about a nine inches long and thick. Janci quickly upturned the bed
and felt one of the legs. She smiled to herself, much better. She
sat back on her heels and thought for a moment. If she did remove
one, the bed would tip over, she had to make everything seem normal
to the man entering the room. After some thought, she decided to
take the leg at the foot end of the bed, on the side next to the
wall. If she pushed the bed tightly against the wall and sat at the
head end, she could disguise the fact the bed had been tampered
with. She grasped the leg with both hands and pushed and pulled. At
first, the wood resisted her efforts, but after a few minutes, she
felt the leg move under her hands. She pushed harder and heard the
wood splintering. The leg came free with a tearing crack. Janci sat
back with the leg in her hand, listening.  No one seemed to
have heard, there was no sound from the other side of the door. She
turned the bed right side up and dragged the mattress back into
position. Pushing the bed firmly against the wall, she stood back
and looked at it critically. Satisfied with its appearance, she
climbed onto the bed. She experimented with various
positions,  and found if she lay on the side away from the
wall, and as far up to the head end as she could, the bed remained
stable. Janci inspected the bed leg in her hand. The end that had
sat on the floor was finished with a round knob. The other end was
splintered and cracked. She hefted it in her hand. The knob made
her grip more secure, the leg felt reassuringly heavy in her hand.
She lay down with her right arm behind her, the leg gripped tightly
in her hand. Right you bastards, I’m ready for you, she
thought.

Ricci shut the door and locked it. He walked over to where Ellis
sat by a table and threw the keys down. Ellis moved slightly to
ease the pain in his leg. The doctor had put ten stitches in his
thigh and he could feel them pulling every time he moved.

“Well?” he asked.

“No change,” said Ricci “She’s just laying there. She’s put her
coat on, but that’s all. I think she’s got internal bleeding from
where Kirk hit her. We’ll have no more trouble from her, I
think.”

“Bloody good job,” said Ellis savagely. “She can die for all I
care. I don’t know why we’re bothering to feed the bitch,
Macallister intends to kill her in the end anyway, I’m sure of
it.”

“We don’t know if the Englishman will be able to get to the
park,” replied Ricci. He sat down and rested his arms on the table.
“I think Macallister is keeping her as insurance, to stop the
Englishman from giving evidence. As long as he knows we’ve got her,
he’ll be reluctant to talk to the FBI.”

Ellis eased his leg again. “Yeah, maybe. But after what she did
to me, I couldn’t care less about her. She’s a bloody savage as far
as I’m concerned.”

Ricci smiled. “Of course she is, remember where she came
from.”

The agents sat in the waiting room in various attitudes of
dejection. It was late evening, they’d been sitting around all day
waiting for the man to recover enough for them to speak to him.
They’d received regular reports from various police forces, all
negative. Tollman had disappeared without a trace. After abandoning
their car with Whitfield in it, he had to be on foot. They thought
a leather clad man with a crossbow wandering about the streets of
Washington, would be easy to find, but it seemed it wasn’t. They
finally came to the conclusion that he might have stopped a car and
forced the driver to take him. They’d told the police to be alert
for missing persons that should have come home, but hadn’t. So far,
there had been nothing. The door opened and they looked up in
anticipation as the doctor came into the room.

“He’s awake,” said the doctor. “He’s very weak, but you can
speak to him. If you’d like to follow me.”

The climbed wearily out of their chairs, and followed the doctor
out of the room. They were shown into a small side room. The man
lay on the bed, tubed and wired. His chest was heavily bandaged.
They gathered round the bed. Hanza stood next to his head and
looked down at him.

“You’re in a lot of trouble son,” he said quietly. “Do you want
to tell us what happened?”

The man swallowed and tried to speak. He coughed and swallowed
again. “Who the hell are you?” he whispered.

Hanza brought out his badge and showed it to the man. “We’re
FBI. We know you met Tollman, you had his arrow in your back.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Is that what happened.” He closed his
eyes for a moment. “The bastard.”

“We found your gun,” continued Hanza “So we know you’re mixed up
with the abduction of the English woman. It would be better if you
talked to us now. So far, we can charge you with kidnapping. If the
English woman dies, it could be murder.”  

Hanza didn’t mention the death of Dr. Marriott. He reasoned the
man was more likely to talk if he thought he was facing a lesser
charge.”

The man lay silent for a moment. He looked up at Hanza. “Can we
do a deal?”

Hanza shook his head. “No deals. If you tell us everything, it
will be taken into account at your trial. Believe me you will go to
trial. And with the evidence we have, we can make sure you’ll go
away for a long time.”

The man slowly nodded. “All right, I’ll talk,” he said.

Hanza took out his mini tape recorder and thumbed the button. He
placed it on the bed. “First of all, what’s your name?”

“Pearson, Kirk Pearson,” the man whispered.

OK, Mr. Pearson, where do you live?”

“Boston.”

The agents looked at each other.

“Do you have anything to do with the American Medieval Society?”
asked Hanza.

“How do you know that?” asked Pearson in astonishment.

“So you do,” pressed Hanza.

“Yes, yes,” replied Pearson tiredly.

Hanza lent on the bed and leaned over Pearson. “Right, from the
beginning, what were you doing in the woods last night?”

A quarter of an hour later, they had the whole story. They
looked at each other in astonishment. Hanza nodded to Weller. “Book
us on the next plane to Boston. I don’t care if we have to put
people off, just make sure we have seats. Have the local office
standing by with a car for us.”

“Do you want me to alert the Boston police as well?” asked
Weller.

Hanza thought for a moment. “No. If as we suspect, that’s where
Corrin has gone, the less people that come in contact with him the
better. Get a couple of police down here and put a guard on that
door. No one comes into contact with this man except medical
staff.”

They left the room and waited in the hall while Hanza briefed
the doctor. Weller spoke urgently into her phone. She finished her
call and put the phone back in her pocket. Hanza returned to them,
his eyebrows raised in enquiry. Weller nodded.

“All fixed,” she said.

They left the building and walked out to the car park. A few
minutes later, they were on their way to the airport. Their flight
lifted from the runway at just about the time that Macallister’s
plane was making its final approach to Boston airport.
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    It was late afternoon and the light from the
window above Janci’s bed was waning. She had lain for several
hours, gathering her strength for what was to come. She tensed as
she heard the now familiar sound of the lock being turned. She
gripped the bed leg tightly and prepared herself. Ricci entered the
room with a tray in his hand and stopped in the doorway. The girl
lay on the bed, she hadn’t changed position for hours. He stepped
forward confidently and put the tray down on the floor. The bed leg
hit him on the side of his head with all the force that Janci could
put into it. He fell to his knees, stunned. Janci sprang from the
and bed kicked Ricci in the middle of his back, pushing him flat on
the floor. She stood over him and brought the bed leg down on his
head. Ricci collapsed without a sound. Janci darted to the door,
her club upraised. She hit the half open door without breaking
step, her arm straight out in front of her. The door swung
violently open, crashing back on its hinges. Janci hoped it would
be enough to disable anyone hiding behind it.

Ellis looked up in alarm as he heard the two dull thuds from the
bedroom. He struggled to lever himself out of his chair, trying to
keep his weight off his injured leg. He stopped, frozen in a half
crouch, as Janci burst through the door. She stopped for a brief
second, and seeing Ellis, she lunged at him.  With both hands
gripping  the arms of the chair, Ellis had no defence against
her attack. The wooden leg smashed against his face, flinging him
back into his seat. Janci struck again, and Ellis crashed backwards
onto the floor, the chair splintering round him. Janci ran for the
door leading out of the room and peered round the opening. A long
corridor stretched in front of her, with doors spaced at intervals
along the right hand wall. Shields and weapons hung on the walls
between the doors. She had no idea where she was, she only knew she
had to get away. There could be other men who might have heard her
escape, they could be on their way now. The left hand wall had arch
shaped windows at intervals along its length She ran to the nearest
one and looked out. They were not glazed, but the sill was nearly
four feet from the floor, she had to stand on tiptoe to see out.
She was looking down onto a large central hall. She now had some
idea where she was. She ran down the corridor, looking for a way
down. Halfway down the corridor, one of the weapon displays caught
her eye. Two crossed maces hung on the front of a shield. She
studied them for a moment, and looked at the bed leg in her hand.
She dropped it to the floor and unhooked one of the maces from the
shield. The handle was over a foot long, bound with leather. At the
end was a four inch metal ball, studded with short conical spikes.
It felt comfortably heavy in her hand. The sharp spikes at the end
made it a more satisfying weapon than the bed leg. Further
down  the wall, she saw a thin bladed knife. She took that as
well, pushed it into the pocket of her overcoat, and continued her
flight down the hall.

Macallister drew up outside his hall and turned off the engine
with relief. He’d thought that hiring a car at the airport would
have been easy at this time of the evening, but it seemed that
every passenger alighting from his plane had wanted one, and he’d
had to wait his turn. He’d spent a frustrating hour waiting to
collect the hire car before it appeared. When he finally took
possession of the car, he’d driven furiously from the airport,
exasperated at the delay. Now, at last, he was here. He sat in the
car for a moment, gathering his thoughts. The hall was in darkness,
except for a few lighted windows. He looked at his watch. It was
just about nine o’clock. The night was silent The only sound he
could hear was the engine ticking quietly as it cooled down. During
his journey, he’d been thinking of the best way to dispose of the
girl. A quick shot in the back of the head would be the best way,
he decided. He got out of his car and entered the hall. He ran up
the stairs at the side of the hall and walked down the corridor to
his office. He went to his desk and pulled open a drawer. A small
silver pistol lay among the papers. He scooped it up and put it in
his pocket. He left the office and walked to the suite of rooms
where  the girl was being held. He opened the door and stopped
in the doorway, his eyes widening in alarm. Ellis lay amid the
wreckage of a chair, his face covered in blood. Macallister ran to
the bedroom and rushed through the door. Ricci was on his knees,
shaking his head. Macallister ran over to him and grabbed him by
the shoulder.

“What happened,” he shouted. “Where’s the girl?”

Ricci turned looked up at Macallister. The left side of his face
was swollen and discoloured,  blood matted the hair at the
back of his head. He heaved himself off the floor and sat heavily
on the bed. The bed tilted, almost throwing him back onto the
floor. Ricci steadied himself and held his head. “How the hell
should I know.” He gestured at the door. “If she’s not out there,
she’s probably escaped.”

“You bloody fool,” shouted Macallister. “Two men to hold one
girl, and you can’t even do that properly.” He turned away in
disgust and thumped the wall with his fist. “Oh bloody hell.” He
turned back to face Ricci. “When did this happen, how long has she
been gone?”

“We took her food in at about four, that’s when she hit me,”
replied Ricci. He looked at his watch. The numbers kept wavering
before his eyes. He had to blink several  times before he
could see the dial clearly. It was gone nine o’clock. The passage
of time staggered him, he’d been unconscious for nearly five
hours.

“Christ, she could be anywhere by now,”  exploded
Macallister. “You’ve really fucked things up.”

Ricci’s head was clearing. “She can’t get far. It’s freezing out
there.” He gestured at the pile of clothes on the floor. “She got
nothing on except a coat. She hasn’t  even got any shoes on.”
He staggered to his feet. “What’s happened to Ellis”

Macallister gestured towards the door. “He’s out there.”

Ricci made his way unsteadily to the door and hung onto the door
frame. He took in the scene in front of him and lurched towards the
table. Using it as support, he bent down to examine Ellis. He
turned away in disgust.  The man was cold and stiff, his face
a mass of congealed blood. He looked back over his shoulder.
Macallister was standing in the bedroom doorway.

“Well?”

“He’s dead,” said Ricci. “She’s smashed his face in. If that
didn’t kill him, hitting his head on the floor finished him off.”
He climbed to his feet. “If we’re going to catch her, we’re going
to need more men.”

“Where’s Buckman?” asked Macallister.

“Asleep downstairs,” replied Ricci, “He’s not due to take over
from me for hours yet, there was no reason for him to stay
here.”

“Get him,” snapped Macallister “I’ve got to think.”

Buckman came into the room with Ricci and looked with amazement
at the body of Ellis.  Macallister stabbed a finger at
him.

“This is the second time you’ve been away. The first time she
didn’t make it, this time she has. You should have learnt from the
first time. Why didn’t you all stay here with the others?”

Buckman spread his hands “We have to sleep sometime. After Kirk
hit her, she didn’t move from the bed. We thought it would be all
right.”

“You thought, you thought,” screamed Macallister in fury. “You
didn’t bloody think. Didn’t it ever occur to you she might be
faking?”

Buckman scowled. “Don’t talk to me like that, or you can look
for her yourself. She was bleeding, we thought she was going to
stay quiet.”

Macallister realised he’d gone too far. He needed these men if
he was to get the girl back and dispose of her. He moderated his
voice. “All right, let’s forget about it, what’s done is done. The
main thing now is to get her back. She doesn’t know the area, she
can’t have gone far. For all we know, she might still be in the
hall. Can you get me a couple of extra men to help with the
search?”

Buckman thought fast. “It’ll cost you. You’ll have to pay well
to keep their mouths shut.”

Macallister controlled the temper rising in him. “All right, the
same pay as you, with a bonus if you catch her.”

“A bonus for all of us?” interrupted Ricci.

“Yes, yes, for all of you,” fumed Macallister. “Now get those
men, I want them here as quickly as possible.”

Buckman picked up the phone from the table and dialled. He kept
his back to Macallister so he wouldn’t see the smile on his face.
Macallister hadn’t said how big the bonus would be. He would make
sure it was a big one. He phoned several numbers and talked briefly
into the phone. He put it down and turned to Macallister.

“Rob Voss and John Hart. Two good lads. They’ll be here in
twenty minutes,” he said.

“Good,” said Macallister “We better start searching straight
away.” He paused, looking at Ricci’s face. “What was she armed
with?”

Ricci touched his face gently “She took one of the legs off the
bed, God knows what she’s got now, there’s enough weapons scattered
about this place.”

Macallister drew the gun from his pocket. “A sword isn’t much
use against one of these. Have you got guns with you?”

Ricci and Buckman nodded. “In our coats. We didn’t think we’d
need them in here.”

“Get them,” said Macallister “I want that girl dead. We’ll
search the hall first, if we don’t find her in here, we’ll look
outside. If you see her, shoot her on sight.”

Ricci opened a cupboard door and felt for his coat hanging
inside. “It’ll be my pleasure,” he said.  

Mary Hinde watched the man push her husband out of the door. She
turned her head to Sager laying next to her on the floor.

“Ed,” she cried, “Who was that man, what’s he going to do to
Tom?”

“No time for explanations,” gasped Sager, “Mary, can you untie
me. I’ve got to warn them at the hall.”

“The hall? What’s happening, why has that man taken Tom.” 
Mary Hinde was in a state of barely controlled hysteria.

Sager turned his face to her “Mary, please, untie me,” he
begged.

Mary Hinde was bound with her hands behind her, but her feet
were free. She levered herself to her knees, gasping as her bruised
stomach muscles stabbed her with sharp needles of pain. She
shuffled over to where Sager lay. She turned her back to him and
felt for the knots in the cords binding his wrists. She fumbled for
several minutes, looking over her shoulder. It was useless. The
cord binding her had been biting into her wrists for nearly ten
hours. She had lost all feeling in her hands. She slumped
forward.

“I can’t do it Ed. I can’t feel the knots, my fingers are
numb.”

Sager also had lost all feeling in his hands. He knees were in
agony where they were bent up behind his back. He looked around the
room, desperately trying to think of a way out. He spotted a phone
on a table in the corner of the room.

“Mary, can you reach the phone and bring it to me?”

Mary looked up with dull eyes. “I think so,” she faltered. She
levered herself to her feet and crossed the room. The cord was to
short to allow her to bring it to Sager. He had to shuffle
painfully across the carpet. He moved forward until the phone was
almost under his face.

“Get me a pen or pencil,” he ordered.

Mary went back to the table and returned with a pen. She dropped
it next to Sager’s face. He picked it up with his teeth and
manoeuvred in his mouth until he could use it to press the buttons
on the phone. He knocked the handset off its cradle, and pressed
the buttons with the pen. He lay down next to the handset. Hope
rose in him, he could hear it ringing.

Macallister was about to leave the room when he heard a distant
phone ringing. It was coming from his office.

“Wait here,” he ordered, and ran along the corridor. He returned
minutes later. Ricci and Buckman stared at him.

“What?” questioned Ricci.

Macallister smiled, his eyes gleaming with triumph.  “That
was Ed Sager. The Englishman forced him to drive him up here. He’s
coming for the girl.” He rubbed his hands together. “It couldn’t be
better, we can kill the pair of them.”

“We’ve got to find her first,” reminded Buckman.

“Hold on,”  Ricci cut in harshly “What’s happened to Kirk,
he was supposed to capture him”

“Kirk Pearson is dead,” said Macallister brutally. He waved his
hand, dismissing the whole affair. “The main thing is that bloody
barbarian is coming here where we can get at him.”

“You bastard,” said Ricci vehemently, “Kirk’s dead, and that’s
it?”

“You can’t be sure of that,” said Buckman, butting in.

Macallister sneered at him. “I am sure. Ed Sager saw Pearson on
the ground with an arrow in his back.” He turned on the two men.
“Forget Pearson. Concentrate on the girl and the Englishman. Ricci,
you come with me, Buckman, go to the front door, when your friends
arrive, tell them what they have to do.”

Ricci controlled the fury rising in him. He followed Macallister
along the corridor, his face tight with anger. Only the thought of
the money he would earn kept him at Macallister’s side.

Buckman ran down the stairs to the lower corridor. On the
opposite side of the corridor, another flight of stairs led him
down to the main hall. He stopped in the doorway at the foot of the
stairs. Even though all the lights were on, the hall remained dim,
a place of shadows and dark corners. Macallister had deliberately
tried to recreate the medieval atmosphere, and while the low light
complimented the banquets he often held there, it also provided the
perfect place for concealment. Buckman’s scalp tightened as he
surveyed the hall. She could be in here, he thought, and after
seeing what she’d done to Ellis, he felt a tremor of apprehension
as he stepped through the door. He drew his gun and sidled towards
the front door with his back to the wall. He passed through a door
at the end of the hall into a large lobby, and slammed it behind
him with relief. Quickly crossing to the front door, he opened it
and looked out. He stepped outside and hid in the darkness of the
porch. He shivered, and wrapped his jacket round his neck against
the bite of the cold night air. The wait seemed interminable, but
it was only a few minutes before he saw the headlights of a car
sweep up the drive. The headlights went out, leaving after images
dancing in front of his eyes. He stepped out of the shadows, his
gun ready.

“Rob, John,” he called softly.

Voss and Hart froze by their car at the sound of his voice.
Recognising it, they relaxed.

“Patrick, what are you doing skulking in the shadows,” called
Voss.

Buckman stepped forwards. “I had to make certain it was you.
That Englishman I told you about. Since I called you,  we’ve
found out he’s coming here.”

There was a metallic clatter from the direction of the car. Voss
and Hart walked up to him, carrying their guns.

“Let him,” said Voss flatly.










Chapter 56
New Chapter


     In the shadow of the porch, Janci
crouched against the brickwork, hidden by a row of bushes growing
in front of the wall. After her escape from the hall, she’d ran for
the trees and bushes surrounding the hall, concealing herself in
the undergrowth. She was hoping to find another house where she
could ask for help, but in the semi darkness of the late afternoon,
all she could see was endless countryside. She’d felt sick and
dizzy after her first frantic dash from the hall, not realising her
weakness was due to the amount of blood she had lost. Wearing only
her thin overcoat, the cold bit into her, and as the temperature
fell with the coming of night, she realised she had to find
shelter. With great reluctance, she had retraced her steps back to
the hall. She was hoping to sneak back in once the place was quiet,
and try to find something to wear. She’d waited and waited, but the
lights still burned in the windows. She had just decided she had no
choice but to return to the woods when the door had opened.
Cowering back into the cover of the bushes, she watched warily as a
man came outside. Her hope that he was leaving the hall was dashed
as he lent against the wall, his outline almost invisible in the
darkness. Janci cursed silently to herself. If only she’d moved
earlier, she would have got away. Now she was trapped, the man was
only feet away from her. She clamped her mouth together to stop the
chattering of her teeth giving her away. The glow of headlights
alerted her to the arrival of the car. She crouched down almost
flat to the cold earth as the lights swept across the bushes where
she lay. Two men got out of the car, and the other man walked over
to meet them. She listened with mounting excitement to the men
talking. They’d said an Englishman was coming, they must mean
Corrin. She watched them walk into the porch. A narrow cone of
light flooded out as the door was opened, illuminating the three
men and throwing into relief every bump and hollow of the ground in
front of her. Just as suddenly it was gone as the door was closed,
making the night seem blacker than ever.

Janci massaged her freezing feet. She was shivering violently,
she couldn’t stay outside for much longer. If Corrin didn’t come
soon, she would be forced to go back inside. She sat huddled
against the wall until the cold became unbearable. She got up, her
cramped limbs barely supporting her. Using the wall for support,
crept round the porch until she was at the door. She put her ear
against it, listening for any sound from the other side of the
thick wood. She could hear nothing, she had to take a chance. 
Putting her left hand on the handle and gripping the mace firmly in
her right, she pressed on the handle. The handle sank under the
weight of her hand and she eased the door open. She released the
breath she’d been holding, the lobby was empty. She slipped inside,
shutting the door behind her. The warmth of the lobby enfolded her.
She stood for a minute until the worst of her shivering subsided,
trying to remember the layout of the interior. If she could get
into the big hall, there were many small rooms leading off it where
she could hide. It wouldn’t have to be for long, Corrin was coming
for her. She tiptoed across the lobby to the door on the far
side.

Buckman led Voss and Hart up the stairs to where Macallister was
waiting for them. Macallister looked them over.

“You know what you have to do?” he questioned.

They both nodded.

Macallister spoke to Buckman. “Me and Ricci will search the top
floor,  two of you can start on the second floor, we’ll meet
at the bottom of the stairs.”

“All right,” replied Buckman “Me and John can do the second
floor, what about Rob?”

“He can start on the ground floor, there’s only the little side
rooms off the hall, it shouldn’t take long to search those.”
Macallister stared at Voss. “Be careful, she might be armed.”

“What with?” asked Voss quietly “A gun?”

Macallister shook his head. “No gun, but she might have taken
one of the weapons from the walls. There’s swords and daggers, that
sort of thing.”

Voss waved his gun gently in Macallister’s face. “No match for
this then,” he said with a grin.

“Take this seriously,” snapped Macallister “She’s already killed
one man. If you see her, don’t hesitate, shoot immediately.”

Voss descended the stairs and stepped out into the hall. He
looked around with amazement. When he’d first come in with Buckman,
he hadn’t had time to take it all in. This guy must be loaded, he
thought, look at the size of the place. His eye swept round the
walls, decorated with banners and coats of arms. Suits of armour
stood at attention between a series of doors round the walls. The
upper stories, overhanging the floor, made deep shadows round the
walls.  Arch shaped openings in the walls of the upper floors
indicated where the upper corridors ran round the building. Where
to start, thought Voss. He decided to be methodical and start at
one end and work his way round the hall. He walked to the end of
the hall and pulled open a door. As he did so he stepped back, his
gun pointing into the room. The room was in darkness. Voss stood to
one side of the doorway and put his hand inside, feeling up and
down for a light switch. His fingers felt the familiar shape, and
he flicked the switch. A single dim light hung from the ceiling,
but it was enough to show Voss the entire layout of the room. A bed
stood against the far wall with wardrobes facing each other on the
two side walls. A small bathroom was visible through an open door
in the wall near the end of the bed. Voss opened the wardrobes and
checked the bathroom. He also looked under the bed. The room was
empty. He worked his way down the hall, checking each room. All the
rooms were identical, small bedrooms for overnight guests who were
not staying for any length of time. Voss left the room and took the
three steps necessary to reach the next room in line. It was
getting to be a routine to him and he wasn’t paying attention to
what he was doing. The next door in line was the lobby door,
identical in appearance to all the others. Voss put his hand on the
handle and pulled opened the door.

Janci had just reached the inner door of the porch, when she
heard the sound of the handle moving. She looked round frantically,
there was no time to run back out of the porch. She lifted the
mace, and as the door opened, sprang through the opening. Voss had
no time to react. The mace hit him full in the face, smashing his
nasal bones and sinuses into his brain. Blood and bone fragments
sprayed in the air as he reeled backwards. He hit the floor and
bounced, his head rebounding off the flagstones. Janci stood for a
second with the mace hanging from her hand. The warmth of the hall
beckoned, but she knew she couldn’t stay. She grabbed the dead man
by his feet and pulled him into the lobby, his head leaving a trail
of blood on the floor. She shut the inner door and studied the man.
He was a big man, but she could use his clothes. She stripped him
to his underclothes and took off her overcoat. Naked and shivering
violently, she pulled his socks onto her freezing feet. She put on
his shirt, fumbling with numb fingers in her haste to do up the
buttons. She felt better almost immediately, the shirt had retained
the body heat of the dead man. Once she had rolled up the trouser
legs and tied the belt round her waist, she put on the jacket. It
swamped her, the end of the sleeves hanging down past her hands.
She looked at his shoes and shook her head regretfully. She could
almost get both feet into one shoe, she could never walk in those.
Picking up the mace, she slid the knife into the jacket pocket. She
looked around, there was nothing else she could use. It was time to
go, she felt she’d used up all her luck already. Any second now,
someone could come through the door. She turned and ran out of the
lobby into the night. She left the gun on the floor, not
recognising it as a weapon.
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    Tollman manhandled Hinde down his drive to
the road outside his house. The car was at the side of the road
where he’d left it that morning. He pushed Hinde into the car,
sliding onto the passenger seat beside him.

“Take me to the hall,” he commanded abruptly. He handed Hinde
the keys.

Hinde started the car and moved off down the road. Tollman sat
in silence, his knife resting against Hinde’s neck. After they had
been driving for ten minutes Tollman broke the silence.

“How many men are there at this hall?”

Hinde was driving like an automaton, it took a second before the
question registered.

“What?”

Tollman pressed the knife against Hinde’s neck. “How many men at
the hall,” he hissed.

Hinde struggled to think. “I’m not sure, two or three I
think.”

Tollman sat back to think. “Describe the hall,” he said.

“It’s made to look like an old building. It’s got three floors,
it has a large hall on the ground floor, with bedrooms round the
outside. Upstairs, there are more rooms, connected by
corridors.”

“Where are they keeping Janci,” demanded Tollman.

Hinde thought for a moment, picturing the layout of the hall.
“On the top floor at the back. There’s a suite of rooms, she’s in
one of the bedrooms.”

After another twenty minutes on the road, the large gates of
Macallister’s drive came into view. They hung open, folded back
against the stone pillars supporting them. Hinde turned into the
drive.

“Stop,” commanded Tollman. “Back out and park up the road.”

Hinde obeyed wearily. He brought the car to a stop next to the
wall round the estate.

“What are you going to do with me?” he asked, fear making his
voice break.

Tollman didn’t answer. He grabbed Hinde by the hair and smashed
his face against the steering wheel. Blood sprayed against the
windscreen as Tollman bounced Hinde’s head against the wheel again.
He pulled Hinde back in his seat and looked at him. Blood trickled
from Hinde’s nose as Tollman held his head. He let go of the man’s
hair and Hinde slumped down in his seat. Satisfied Hinde was
unconscious, Tollman got out of the car and walked back to the
gates.

As soon as he was through the gates, Tollman left the drive for
the cover of the trees. He walked parallel to the drive until he
came to a large house. He studied it for some time, finally coming
to the conclusion, that this wasn’t the hall Hinde had described.
Skirting the house, he continued through the trees until he saw
lights in the distance. The building, when he reached it, seemed
very familiar to him. He realised with a start, it was almost the
same shape as the church in Porthmarron. He studied the dim outline
of the building, illuminated by the starlight. It had no tower, but
the rest of the building could have come from England, even down to
the porch at one end. He crept towards the door at the front of the
porch. It was half open, light spilling out into the night. Tollman
looked round the door, his bow raised. His eyes widened as he saw
the half naked man laying on the floor. He stepped through the door
and walked over to the man. The front of his face was crusted with
dried blood, his features unrecognisable. “Someone didn’t like
you,” murmured Tollman to himself. What had happened here, why
would the men who’d taken Janci kill one of their own? He shrugged,
one less for me to kill, he thought. He noticed the trail of blood
across the floor, leading to the inner door of the porch. Stepping
over the man, he opened the door a crack and peered through the
opening. This must be the hall Hinde told him about. It was dark
and silent. Small lights, high up on the walls, cast shadows across
the floor. The upper stories overhung the ground floor, projecting
out about ten feet. Supported by columns, it gave the ground floor
a cloister like appearance all the way round the walls. Tollman
opened the door enough to allow him to slip through the opening and
shut the door behind him. He walked quickly to the left hand side
of the hall and hid in the shadows of the overhanging upper
floor.

He stood still, searching the hall for movement. Satisfied he
was alone, he moved quietly along the wall, looking for a way
upstairs. Half way along the wall, he came to an archway. Stairs
led up to his left and right. The stairs to his right would lead
him to the back of the house, he reasoned, so he started up,
keeping close to the wall. The stairs were boxed in, they had the
appearance of a long tunnel sloping upwards. At the top, the stairs
turned left at right angles to meet the upper corridor. He put his
head cautiously round the corner of the wall. The upper corridor,
it’s inner wall divided by doors, stretched either side of him,
mirroring the cloister below. To his left he could see an opening
where the other flight of stairs met the corridor. In front of him
was another archway, with yet more stairs leading up. He moved to
cross the corridor, making for the next set of stairs. As his foot
came down for his first step, a man came out of one of the doors,
twenty feet along the corridor.

Buckman froze at the sight of the dark figure in the corridor.
For a second, he thought it was John Hart. But Hart was behind him,
on the other side of the hall. The man facing him was the
Englishman. He lifted his gun and fired. Tollman saw Buckman raise
his gun and threw himself back into the stairwell. Plaster sprayed
into his face as the bullet struck the wall next to his head. He
heard footsteps running towards him as he pressed himself against
the wall. Buckman was confident the Englishman had no gun to
threaten him, he ran down the corridor expecting to find him
running for his life down the stairs. Tollman listened to the
running footsteps. The man was getting nearer. Tollman took one
step out into the corridor and fired his bow at almost point blank
range. At such short range, the bolt had almost the impact of a 303
bullet. It hit Buckman in the chest, burying itself up to the
flight feathers. Buckman’s momentum carried him forward a couple of
steps, then his legs buckled under him. He pitched forward, his gun
firing into the floor as his fingers convulsed round the trigger.
Tollman ran up to the writhing man and slashed his throat 
with his knife. He looked around. No one was in sight yet but he
could hear shouting coming from above him. Tollman crouched down
below the level of the arched windows and scuttled down the
corridor towards the back of the hall. He pulled open one of the
doors, entered the room, and reloaded his bow.

John Hart had stopped in his tracks as the two shots rang out.
They’d come from the other side of the hall. He checked his gun and
ran towards the sound of the shots. He turned the corner and
skidded to a halt. He could see Buckman laying on the floor. Hart
advanced along the corridor, his gun moving in questing arcs in
front of him. As he got nearer to Buckman, he could see a short
arrow sticking out of his chest. His head lay in a puddle of blood.
Then he saw the gaping wound in Buckman’s throat.

“Jesus Christ,” he whispered.


           
Tollman stood in the dark of the room with the door almost shut,
his eye pressed to the crack. A few seconds after he’d pushed the
door to, a man passed the door. He paid no attention to the doors
he was passing, his gaze was firmly fixed on the body laying
further up the corridor. Tollman held his breath as the man walked
past. He waited a few seconds to see if the man was alone. He
decided to take a chance. He pulled the door open, and stepped out
into the corridor. He flashed a quick glance to his left, and
seeing the corridor empty turned to face the man, his bow raised.
The door slowly swung shut, the squeaking of the hinges betraying
his presence. The man turned as quick as a cat as Tollman
fired.

Hart heard a faint noise behind him, and swung round. A dark
figure holding what looked like a short rifle faced him. In the dim
light, Hart did not see the bolt hurtling towards him. The shock as
it hit his right shoulder drove the breath out of him. His gun fell
from his hand as the impact spun him round against the wall.
Through pain shocked eyes, Hart saw the man running towards him, a
long knife in his hand. Hart looked round desperately for his gun
and realised he’d never reach it before the man got to him. Hart
pushed himself upright, using the wall for support. Tollman reached
out with his knife, pressing the blade on Hart’s throat.

“Where is Janci,” he said, almost spitting the words into Hart’s
face.

Hart ignored the knife pressing against his throat. He thrust
his left hand  towards Tollman’s eyes, his fingers rigid.
Tollman turned his head and took the blow on the side of his face,
the force of it snapping his head back. Hart punched twice more in
rapid succession, forcing Tollman to take a step backwards. Hart
used the brief second it took Tollman to recover to draw his knife
from his belt. His right arm hung uselessly at his side, but even
with the bolt tearing at his shoulder muscles, he was still a
formidable fighter. He kicked off from the wall, arm rigid, his
knife spearing for Tollman’s throat. Tollman reared back,
instinctively lashing out with his bow, his wild swing knocking the
knife out of Hart’s hand. He reversed the swing and clubbed at
Hart’s face, the impact throwing Hart onto his back. Tollman leapt
forward but Hart, despite the lancing pain in his shoulder where
Tollman’s bolt had struck, lifted his legs and kicked out
viciously. His feet slammed into Tollman’s stomach, knocking him
backwards. Tollman fell to one knee, almost loosing his grip on his
knife. He scrambled to his feet, determined  to finish off the
man as quickly as possible. He was running out of time. He could
hear the shouts of other men and the pounding of their feet on the
floorboards as they ran through the building. Tollman lunged
forward from his kneeling position. Hart by this time had tucked
his legs under him and half risen to his feet. Tollman expected him
to spring forward to meet his attack, instead he gave a convulsive
kick with his legs, springing his body away from Tollman. He dived
backwards across the floor, his left arm outstretched. Tollman saw
what Hart was desperately reaching for. His gun on the floor, now
just inches from his hand. In desperation, Tollman threw his bow at
the gun, hoping to knock it out of Hart’s reach. His awkward left
handed throw missed the gun completely, it struck Hart just below
the bolt embedded in his shoulder. Hart twitched in agony as the
impact of the bow wrenched the bolt sideways, tearing at his flesh.
Hart’s reflex action of turning away from the searing pain in his
shoulder, gave Tollman the seconds of time he needed. He dived at
the man on the floor. Hart had recovered enough to scoop the gun
from the floor and swing it round to point at his attacker. Tollman
landed with one knee on Hart’s stomach driving the wind out of him.
Tollman plunged his knife downwards. As it sliced into Hart’s 
throat, his hand holding the gun faltered in its swing. The gun
went off in next to Tollman’s face. He felt the searing heat of the
bullet as it passed within inches of his head. Hart’s limbs started
flailing, his body arching off the floor, as he tried to suck air
through his severed windpipe. Blood frothed in bubbles at his
throat. Tollman picked up his bow and climbed wearily to his feet.
He stepped over the dying man, now in his final convulsions. Half
blinded by the flash and almost deafened by the explosion, Tollman
staggered down the corridor away from the sound of running
feet.

Tollman skidded round the corner into a stairwell and ran up the
first few stairs. He stopped and reloaded his bow. He tilted his
head, trying to listen for any sound of pursuit. All he could hear
was the ringing in his ears. He shook his head and tried to think.
He didn’t want to meet anyone coming down. Which direction had the
footsteps been coming from? He was sure he’d heard them above him,
at the back of the hall. If they were coming down to investigate
the shots, he should be safe where he was hiding. He was far enough
away from where the bodies lay, the men would probably be at the
other end of the house… he hoped. He warily ascended the stairs,
his bow held ready. At the top of the stairs yet another corridor
met his eyes. He ran to the first room he came to, and let himself
in. He shut the door and lent against the wall, breathing heavily.
He had to rest for a moment. He couldn’t continue until the orange
flashes dancing before his eyes, and the ringing in his ears
subsided.

Carlo Ricci had broken the law many times. He thought he was a
hard man, but stealing cars and helping beat up rivals were the
extent of his criminal activity. In spite of his pretence, he was
nothing but a small player in the criminal world. Nothing he’d seen
previously prepared him for what he was looking at. Buckman and
Hart lay on their backs, sprawled in the undignified attitude
of  violent death. Blood soaked the floor for yards around
each body. Ricci could hardly believe a body could hold that much
blood. Macallister briefly examined each man. He looked up, white
faced.

“The Englishman,” he whispered to Ricci. “He killed them both.
Even though they had guns.”

Macallister stood up,  wiping the sweat off his face. He
looked at his wet hand in disgust and absentmindedly dried it on
his coat. He looked up and down the corridor, then turned back to
Ricci. “He could be anywhere, we stay together from now on. We
watch each other’s backs.”

Ricci shivered, he wished he was somewhere else. He wanted more
people round him. More people? His mind gelled on a thought.

“What about Rob Voss?”

Macallister faced him. “We sent him downstairs, let’s find
him.”

They ran to the first set of stairs and crept down. At the
bottom, they crossed the corridor and continued down to the main
hall. Macallister put his head round the corner of the arch and
called out.

“Voss, are you there.”

Ricci stood behind his shoulder and whispered in Macallister’s
ear.

“Do you think he’s gone outside?”

Macallister raised his gun. “Let’s find out,” he said
quietly.

They saw the blood on the floor as they approached the porch
lobby door. Macallister flung open the door, his gun ready to
shoot. Ricci moaned deep in his chest as he saw the body of Voss
laying on the floor.

“Oh Jesus, he’s got him too.” He turned to Macallister, “What
the hell are we going to do?”

Macallister’s face looked as if it was set in stone. “We find
the bastard and kill him.” he snarled.

Ricci backed away. “I don’t know about this. This bastard
doesn’t take prisoners, you saw what he did to Patrick and John.”
He gestured to the body lying at his feet. “Look at the state of
him. He’s got no face left.”

Macallister raised his gun. “You’re not backing out now.” He
grabbed Ricci by the arm and pushed him through the door into the
hall. He pushed him towards the side of the hall. “Move,” he
barked.

Ricci twisted himself out of Macallister’s grasp.

“Keep your fucking hands of me,” he shouted. “I’ve got a gun
too.”

“You stupid bloody fool,” roared Macallister. “What are you
going to do, run away? Supposing he’s waiting out there. You’d be
dead meat before you’d gone ten steps from the porch. The only
chance we have is to find him and kill him before he kills us.”

Ricci blanched. He hadn’t thought the Englishman might be
outside in the dark, waiting for them. He waved his arms in a
soothing motion, trying to calm Macallister down.

“All right, all right. So what do we do?” he asked.

Macallister turned to the door and took a key from his pocket.
He locked the door and put the key back in his pocket.

“If he’s in here he’s trapped. We going to search the place from
top to bottom. We stay together at all times. We find him and kill
him.” He turned back into the hall and walked to the stairs. “Come
with me.”

Ricci followed. Yeah he’s trapped in here all right, he thought.
And we’re trapped in here with him. Christ how did I get mixed up
in this.

Tollman rubbed his eyes. As his fingers came away from his
face,  he saw they were covered in blood. Hart’s stiff armed
punches and the near miss from his gun, had opened up the side of
his face. He pulled a blanket from the bed and wiped away the
blood, wincing as the rough material came in contact with the raw
skin on his face. He lent against the wall next to the door until
his vision returned to normal. The ringing in his ears slowly
reduced to a level where he could hear again. He checked how many
bolts he had left. One in the bow and four in the quiver. Hinde had
said there were only two or three men in the house. He’d killed
two, and from the sound of the running feet he’d heard, there was
at least two more to deal with. How many more were there? He
shrugged, he’d heard no other footsteps, he’d go on the assumption
there were two men left in the hall and hope for the best. He
opened the door and looked cautiously out. The place was quiet as a
tomb. Tollman ran on tiptoe to the back of the house, looking for
the rooms where Hinde had said Janci was being held. The fourth
room he entered showed signs of recent occupation. Plates, with the
remains of food on them, lay on the table. As he walked round the
room he saw a man laying half hidden between the table and the
wall. From the state of his face he was obviously dead. He stared
at the body. Another man with his face smashed in, what was going
on here? Tollman made a quick search of the adjoining rooms,
discovering a small kitchen and bathroom. The remaining room
contained nothing but a bed and a wardrobe. Tollman took in the
contents of the room at a glance. Just as he was about to leave, he
noticed the pile of clothes on the floor near the bed. He ran over
to them and picked them up. He felt his pulse quicken as he
recognised Janci’s dress. Then he noticed the dark stains on the
mattress. He’d seen enough dried blood to recognise it for what it
was. He sank to his knees looking at the extent of the stain.
They’ve killed her, he though despairingly, I’m too late. He stood
up, his face set, a white hot rage boiling up inside him. Very
well, if he couldn’t have Janci, he’d have his revenge on those
who’d taken her. He’d kill and kill until there were none left
alive.
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    Macallister and Ricci slowly climbed the
stairs. They’d checked every room on the ground floor and found
nothing. Now they had to search the upper floors. They crept along
the corridor, their guns pointing, their heads moving constantly.
They locked each room after they’d checked it. They were taking no
chances the Englishman would double back on them and hide in one of
the rooms they thought was empty. After a nerve racking half hour,
they were satisfied the middle floor was clear. If he was still in
the hall, he had to be somewhere on the top floor. After climbing
the last flight of stairs, they started checking the rooms.

Tollman stepped passed the body and left the room. He walked
down the corridor to one of the rooms facing on to the corridor.
Stepping inside, he hid in the shadow of the room. He tried to
control his breathing and listened for the other men he knew were
somewhere in the house. There. The squeak of a door hinge. He
cocked his head, trying to pinpoint where the sound had come from.
He heard the gentle thump of a door being closed. He stepped out of
the room. The sound had come from the other side of the hall. He
walked quickly to one of the arched windows and peered round the
edge. On the other side of the hall he could see two figures as
they appeared briefly in the windows as they walked along the
opposite corridor. Tollman mentally judged the distance. About
forty or fifty feet, he thought. A difficult shot in this dim
light, but not impossible. He ducked down and pulled the hood of
his jacket up over his head to hide the whiteness of his face. He
stood up until just his eyes were above the sill. The men passed by
another window, moving slowly. Tollman could see they were looking
in the rooms facing onto their corridor. Tollman changed position,
moving further down the corridor, ahead of the men. He settled
himself into position, his bow aimed across the hall. His breathing
settled to a steady rhythm, his senses alert. His target would be
visible for only a few seconds as he passed the window. Tollman
heard the sound of a door closing, the men would be moving any
second now. As the first outline of a man appeared in the window,
Tollman’s finger tightened on the trigger. As the man stepped
forward, Tollman fired. He immediately dropped to the floor below
the level of the window sill, and crawled along the corridor.

The bolt hit Ricci  just below the ear, spearing through
his flesh. Ricci staggered, the bolt protruding from both sides of
his neck. A fountain of blood spurted across the floor as Ricci’s
heart pumped blood through his severed carotid arteries. It had
missed his windpipe, so Ricci had enough breath to scream. Once. He
clutched his throat, not realising what was happening to him. He
spun in a half circle, and fell to the floor, the pool of 
blood steadily growing under his head. Macallister reared backward
as he saw  the bolt strike Ricci. He froze for a moment, his
mind working at a furious pace. The Englishman must be directly
opposite him, on the other side of the hall. Macallister was
familiar with crossbows, they took time to re-arm once they had
been fired. He knew he had several seconds to retaliate without the
fear of another arrow coming at him. He darted forward to the
window, and fired three shots across the hall in quick succession.
Tollman watched the bullets tear through the wood panelling below
the window he’d fired from, thankful he’d moved further down the
corridor. Laying on his back, he put his foot into the stirrup at
the front of his bow and reloaded it. He lifted his head above the
sill of the window nearest to him. He was about twenty feet from
where he’d fired. He could just see the shadowy figure hiding by
the side of the window, his gun sweeping backwards and forwards,
looking for a target. The man couldn’t have seen where the first
bolt had come from, thought Tollman, he’d fired blindly. Tollman
had to prompt him to fire again and use up his bullets. He lifted
himself up long enough to fire and threw himself back down again.
He scrambled on all fours back towards his original position, the
echo of the returning shots masking his scuffling footsteps. He
hadn’t expected to hit the man, the angle was wrong, but his shot
had  given the man a hell of a fright if his panicky 
fusillade of return fire was anything to go by. The man had fired
at the place where Tollman had briefly shown himself as he’d fired
his bow. Two more bullets had torn through the woodwork behind him.
That’s five, thought Tollman. How many does a hand gun hold? His
only experience with guns was Jake’s long gun. Jake’s gun had
certainly held more than five bullets. The long gun had a magazine
below the barrel, did a hand gun?  Would a hand gun hold the
same as a long gun? Tollman shook his head in frustration at his
ignorance. He had three bolts left. He’d have to conserve them, and
play cat and mouse with the man opposite until he ran out of
bullets. Then he could kill him. In the savage mood he was in, it
never occurred to Tollman the man might kill him. He quietly
reloaded his bow.

Macallister fought down the rising panic that threatened to
overwhelm him. The last bolt had missed him by inches, he’d felt
the wind of its flight as it hissed passed his head. It lay deeply
buried in the wall behind him, stark evidence of the power of the
bow that fired it. He’d seen the man opposite for only a brief
second, before he’d ducked below the level of the window. Since
then, he’d seen no sign of movement from the other side of the
hall. The silence closed in on Macallister. He shivered, there was
an almost perceptible aura of menace in the hall. He cast quick
glances up and down the corridor, his head twitching like a bird.
He was fearful the man might suddenly appear at the end of the
corridor he was standing in. If the man fired his bow from that
position, Macallister realised he’d have nowhere to hide from the
arrow.  Where was the bastard? Macallister shifted his feet in
agitation, the impulse to move was almost irresistible. As he
moved, he realised his feet were sticking to the floor. He looked
down. He was standing in the blood that had flowed from Ricci’s
neck. Ricci lay motionless, Macallister had ignored him as soon as
he’d seen the extent of his injuries. If he wasn’t dead yet, he
soon would be. The thought of Ricci dying emphasised the stark
reality dawning on him. He was facing the silent killer opposite
completely alone.

Tollman lay on the floor, his head resting against the polished
wood. He hadn’t moved for minutes. Let the bastard sweat for a bit,
he thought. As he moved his head, he saw light shining through
the  bullet holes made when the man had first fired his gun.
Tollman put his eye to one of the holes. I see you, you bastard, he
breathed. The man had moved several windows towards the back of the
hall, the side of his face just visible at the edge of the window.
Tollman considered taking a shot, but not enough of the man’s body
was showing. He needed to move along the corridor so he could see
obliquely into the window. He crawled along on all fours until he
was twenty feet nearer the front of the hall. He lifted his head
above the sill. The man was still in the same position, standing
still as a statue, staring at the place where Tollman had shown
himself. Tollman ducked back down and removed the quiver from his
shoulder. He took out his remaining bolts and stuck them in his
belt. He rose to a crouch and threw the quiver back down the
corridor. After the long silence, the sudden bang as the quiver hit
the floor made Macallister twitch with fright. The quiver slid
along the boards and came to rest with a satisfying thump against
the wall. As soon as the quiver had left his hand, Tollman raised
himself so he could see the man. As Macallister lent out of the
window and fired at the source of the sound, Tollman fired his bow.
Macallister squealed in terror as the bolt smacked into the wood
next to his head. His head snapped round and he saw a shadowy
figure in the window opposite duck out of sight. He aimed his gun
and pulled the trigger. The hollow click as the hammer came down on
the spent cartridge, turned his stomach over. On the opposite side
of the hall, Tollman smiled as he recognised the sound. After a
moments hesitation, Macallister bolted towards the back of the
hall. If he could reach his office, he would be safe. It had a
stout door, and he had a pack of bullets in his desk. As he passed
each window in turn, he could see the English barbarian running
along the opposite corridor. He turned the corner into the corridor
running along the back of the hall. In his haste, he bounced off
the wall and nearly tripped. He recovered his balance and sprinted
to his office, his breath rasping in his throat. The Englishman
turned the corner as he fumbled with the door handle. He tore it
open and dived inside, slamming the door shut behind him. As he
locked the door, he heard a loud bang on the other side.

Tollman ran up to the door and banged his fist against it in
frustration. He tried the handle, but as he expected, it was
locked. As he’d turned the corner, he’d recognised the man’s face
staring at him as he opened the door. He’d escaped him once by
jumping into the harbour. This time he would not get away. He took
a running kick at the door. The door shuddered, but the thick wood
resisted his efforts. Tollman looked around. A short way along the
corridor, the weapons on the wall caught his eye. He sprinted along
the corridor and examined the displays. He dismissed the first
display, it held swords and bows, but the next one in line
attracted his attention. He lifted it down for a closer look. Two
war axes were crossed over a shield, painted in garish colours.
Tollman cut the leather straps binding the axes to the shield and
weighed one of them in his hand. The axe had a large curved
blade.  A long spike stuck out opposite the blade. Tollman
walked back to the door and swung the axe. Satisfyingly large
chunks of wood flew from the door. Tollman swung the axe with more
vigour. Chips of wood scattered on the floor round him.

As the first blow landed on the door, Macallister’s head snapped
up, his eyes widening in alarm. As the blows were repeated, his
search through his desk became more frantic. He pulled the drawers
out and emptied them onto the floor. Where were the bullets? He
cursed himself for not picking up Ricci’s gun with it’s full load
of bullets. He stood among the upturned drawers and the litter of
paper on the floor. His head turned from left to right, as he tried
to think where to look next. The hammer blows to the door were
interfering with his thinking. His mind darted from one place to
another. The cupboard? The drinks cabinet? Where had he put the box
of bullets? A splintering crash jerked his attention back to the
door. The gleam of metal was visible through the woodwork as the
blow was repeated. Macallister backed away in terror, 
realising the door would not last much longer. He ran to his desk
and did something he never thought he would do. He phoned the
police. He dialled frantically and waited to be connected, cringing
every time the door reverberated to the crashing blows. A voice
answered him, and he spoke urgently into the handset. Suddenly, the
door burst open, crashing back against the wall. Macallister
dropped the phone and scuttled behind his desk, desperate to put a
barrier between him and the door. He backed away from the door
until he felt the wall behind him, pressing against his shoulder
blades. He pushed back against the wall, his mind refusing to
accept he could not go further. Macallister stood shaking, with the
empty gun in his hand. Framed in the doorway was the barbarian.
With an axe.










Chapter 59
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   Ryan Hanza walked ahead of the other agents as they
threaded their way through the arrival hall of Boston airport.
Ahead, he could see a group of people waiting to welcome friends
and relatives off the plane. A man stood at one end of the group,
holding a sign that read Boston Electronics Convention. Hanza
nodded to himself and approached the man. He pulled his wallet from
his coat and briefly showed it to the man.

“I’m Ryan Hanza,” he said. He introduced the other agents as
they gathered round him. A second man joined the group. He held out
his hand.

“Glen Dowel,” he said. He nodded at the man holding the sign.
“Saul Martinez.”

Hanza gathered up the group like a shepherd rounding up
sheep.

“We’ll talk as we walk,” he said. “You’ve got transport for
us?”

Dowel nodded. “We know roughly what this is about, care to fill
us in?”

“When we get to the car,” replied Hanza.

Dowel led them to a large all terrain vehicle. They piled in and
drove out of the car park. Martinez drove fast and confidently
along the dark roads.

“You know where we’re going,”  stated Hanza.

Martinez nodded. “We were told a medieval hall some way outside
Boston. There’s only one place that answers that description. It’s
quite well known hereabouts.”

“Right,” said Hanza, relaxing back in his seat. “This is what
we’ll be facing when we get there.”

He spoke quickly, giving them the maximum information with the
minimum of words. As he came to the end of his story he slapped the
seat for emphasis.

“It’s essential you don’t get too near these people. They
haven’t had their medication for several days now. They might not
be infectious yet, but we can’t take that chance.”

Dowel’s face had grown more incredulous as the story unfolded.
He shook his head.

“So this medieval guy took off to rescue his girl on his own.
How the hell did he get from Washington to Boston. I thought they
were meant to be primitive over there in England.”

Klaus Bern shook his head. “I made the same mistake. They’re
uneducated and barbaric in lots of  ways, but they’re not
stupid. It took only half an hour for Tollman to learn to drive a
car. On the other hand, he’s killed at least four people that we
know of, and God knows how many others we don’t know of, so watch
it. He can act civilised when he want’s to, but if he feels
threatened, he’ll be bloody dangerous.”

“Why did he go off on his own?”  queried Dowel. “Did you
find out?”

Hanza sighed, “Yes we found out. The men who took his girl sent
him a note. He was told not to tell anyone. He didn’t.”

“How did he get away, wasn’t he guarded?” asked Dowel.

Paula Whitfield spoke up from the back seat. “He took one of the
guards with him. Me.”

“And you just let him, I suppose,” retorted Dowel. “There must
be more to it than that.”

Whitfield scowled. “If you were woken with his bloody great
knife at your throat, I think you’d do as he said.” She shivered at
the memory. “He threatened to kill me if I resisted, and I believed
him, I can tell you.”

Dowel swung round further in his seat, to face Whitfield. “He
didn’t hurt you, did he?”

Whitfield shook her head ruefully. “No, no damage, only to my
dignity. He chained me up with my own handcuffs. Then he had the
nerve to tell me he wouldn’t have hurt me. I just had to think he
would.”

Dowel stifled a smile. “He sounds quite a boy, your
runaway.”

“I’m all right about it now,” replied Whitfield. “At the time,
all I could think of was the fact he’d killed four men. I didn’t
want to be added to his list.” She fixed Dowel with a steely look.
“And he’s not my boy.”

Dowel realised he was treading on sensitive ground. He changed
the subject. “Do we know for certain he’s come here to Boston?” He
asked.

“We have only circumstantial evidence for that,” replied Hanza.
“The man we found in the park said he had another man with him.
He’s vanished. So has his car. It seems a pretty even bet this is
where Tollman’s headed. Our first priority is to find the girl, and
arrest the men holding her. If Tollman shows up, we’ll be waiting
for him. If he doesn’t, we’ll have to think again.”  He looked
out of the window at the dark scenery flashing past the car. “How
far now?”

Martinez looked down at his dashboard. “About four miles,” he
said.

“By the way,” said Dowel, “How will we recognise your boy, we
don’t want to shoot him by mistake.”

Hanza turned to Alison Weller, sitting next to him.
“Alison?”

Weller leaned forward. “I made a thorough search of his room. He
left behind all the clothes we gave him and changed into the
clothes he brought with him from England. He’ll be dressed in a
black leather jacket and trousers. He has black hair and beard,”
added Whitfield. “He also took his weapons with him. I don’t think
you’ll miss him. He’ll be the one with the combat knife and
crossbow.”

Martinez whistled through his teeth. “Fucking hell,“ he
whispered.

The dashboard radio chirped. Dowel picked up the handset and put
it to his ear. He listened for a few minutes, then replaced the
handset. He turned in his seat.

“That was a general police alert. They’ve had a call there’s a
mad axeman loose in the medieval hall belonging to Harrison
Macallister. The police are on their way. It looks like your boy
has beaten us to it.”

Hanza slapped his forehead. “Oh Christ,” he moaned. “Saul, step
on it. We’ve got to get there before the police really muck things
up for us.” He leaned forward. “ Can you send a message telling
them to back off, tell them we’re handling the emergency.”

“I’ll try,” replied Dowel. “They might not like it, they can be
very touchy if they think we’re interfering with local
business.”

The car leapt forward, the bushes at the side of the road
merging into a flickering blur. Dowel spoke urgently into the
phone.
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    As Tollman advanced slowly into the room,
Macallister shrank back against the wall. Tollman walked up to the
desk and swept the top clean with the blade of the axe. Macallister
squeezed his eyes shut for a second as his treasured mementoes
crashed to the floor. Tollman stood for a moment, facing
Macallister across the desk. Macallister stood like a hypnotised
rabbit caught in a car’s headlights. Suddenly, Tollman pushed the
desk violently across the floor, pinning Macallister against the
wall.  He raised his hands in front of him, an instinctive
defensive posture, his face white with terror. Tollman swung the
axe at his hands, knocking them to one side. The gun, knocked from
his hand, glittered briefly in the lights as it spun across the
room. He grabbed Macallister by the collar and pulled him face down
on the desk. Macallister’s thighs trembled with the strain as
Tollman put his hand on the back of his head and forced his face
down on to the desk. Tollman put his mouth to Macallister’s
ear.

“Where is Janci?” he said quietly.

Macallister could hardly breath. The edge of the desk cut into
his thighs. His nose was being pushed painfully sideways by the
unyielding wood. He struggled to speak.

“We haven’t got her, she’s escaped,” he blurted out.

“Liar,” hissed Tollman, “I saw the blood. What have you done to
her?”

Macallister tried to shake his head, but it was held in a vice
like grip. The fingers pressed deep into his scalp, each one a hot
spot of pain. He thought he was going to faint.

“Nothing, we’ve done nothing to her, she escaped,” he panted.
“We haven’t got her.”

Tollman let go of Macallister’s head and grabbed his left wrist.
He pressed the hand onto the desk, splaying out the fingers. He
brought the axe down with a sweeping blow, the blade biting deep
into the wood. The ends of Macallister’s fingers jumped across the
desk top. Macallister screamed. It was an animal scream, like a
rabbit caught by a fox, a scream when all self respect or dignity
was gone. He didn’t care who heard him, he was totally swamped by
the pulsating waves of pain boiling up his arm.

“Liar,” screamed Tollman. He raised the axe. “Tell me where is
she, tell me or I’ll take your hand off.”

Macallister vomited, choking as he heaved and writhed on the
desk. He jerked his head off the desk. “We haven’t got her,” he
gasped, desperate to make Tollman believe him. “She’s got out, she
must be outside somewhere.” His head collapsed back onto the desk
top. Tears mingled with the vomit on his face. “Please believe me,
we haven’t got her.”

Tollman looked down at the trembling man. He could be telling
the truth, he thought.  He’d found no trace of Janci when he
was searching the hall. He shook Macallister roughly.

“Are there more men with you?” he questioned.

Macallister shook his head weakly. “No,” he croaked. “You’ve
killed them all.”

“None?” repeated Tollman, “If I find one more, I’ll come back
and kill you.”

Macallister felt a faint hope rise in him. He might get out of
this alive. “No, no more men,” he said dully.

Tollman took his hand from Macallister’s wrist. Macallister felt
the pressure relax and hope surged in him. The barbarian was
leaving him! With that thought, his fear turned to hate. He thought
of Ricci’s gun. If he could get to that, he’d have a chance to get
his revenge. The fingers on his mutilated hand were numb, the
searing pain reduced to a burning throbbing. I’ve still got one
good hand to pull a trigger, he thought. He smiled inwardly,
imagining the barbarian falling under a hail of his bullets. He
jumped in alarm as he felt fingers close round his wrist again. He
suddenly felt cold, a clammy sweat beaded his head.  “No,
please,” he whimpered.

Tollman twisted the axe in his hand and swung it down. The spike
punched through the back of Macallister’s left hand, pinning him to
the desk. Macallister sucked in air in a rasping hiss, almost
swallowing his tongue. He fainted and slid back across the desk. He
slumped into the space between the desk and the wall, held in
position by the spike through his hand. Tollman walked to the door.
He wouldn’t have to watch his back now, the man wasn’t going
anywhere. He left the room and ran down the corridor to the
stairs.

Tollman stood outside the porch. Where would he go if he were
Janci? He ran round to the back of the hall and waited until his
night sight returned. To his left, was relatively open country
side, with trees dotted around in small groups. Ahead and to his
right, the trees were closer together, forming a dense wood. There
was no cover to his left, he decided. She would have sought the
cover of the trees. He trotted into the trees and began his search.
Every few steps he whispered her name. He didn’t dare call out
loud, there might be more men out here, also looking for Janci.

Hanza looked at the gates through the car window. They had
pulled up some distance from the entrance. “Looks quiet enough,” he
mused. “Right, let’s go to it.”

They all got out of the car and walked round to the rear. Dowel
opened the tail gate and handed out weapons. The agents had their
own hand guns but took a selection of rifles and shotguns for extra
fire power. Dowel shut the tailgate.

“Ready?” he said.

They walked to the gates, and just as they were about to go
through them, Weller stopped.

“Hold it,” she commanded. “There’s a car parked up there, we
ought to check it out first.”

Bern looked where Weller was pointing, and with a nod to
Radcliffe, they walked over to the car, their guns ready. Bern took
a quick look inside, then opened the driver’s door. Hinde moaned
weakly as Bern felt his neck for a pulse.

“He’s alive,” he said over his shoulder to Radcliffe. “Call and
ambulance.” He straightened Hinde on the seat and propped his head
so his breathing would not be constricted. Radcliffe ran back to
the car and used the phone.  Minutes later he rejoined Bern
and the other agents standing by the car.

“They’re on their way,” he panted. “I asked for a number plate
check as well. The car’s registered in Washington to a Harrison
Macallister.” He cocked his head, looking at the car. “Washington,”
he mused. “I’d say this is how Tollman got here.”

Bern inspected the battered face of the man in the car. “You’re
probably right. This could be Macallister, there’s no telling.
Although he was supposed to have called the police from the hall.
What’s he doing out here?”  He looked around. “Speaking of the
police, they could be here any minute. Let’s move, we can leave him
for the ambulance.”

They walked back to the gates and made their way cautiously
along the drive. They approached the house.

“That’s not the hall,” said Martinez, “It’s about half a mile
further on.”

Ten minutes later, they stood in a group in the shadow of the
trees. They could see a shaft of light shining out through the half
open porch door. Hanza studied the scene in front of him.

“Lou, Nick, Paula, Saul and Glen you come with me inside. Klaus
and Alison, look round outside. Make sure nobody comes in behind
us.”

The agents checked their guns and crept up to the porch. Hanza
pushed the door gently with two fingers until he could see inside.
Covered by the guns of the other agents, he ran lightly over to the
body of Voss. He bent down and felt for a pulse. He looked up and
shook his head. Nick Hoult stared at the shattered remains of the
man’s face. “Jesus Christ. Do you think your man did this?” he
asked.

Hanza shrugged. “God knows,” He replied shortly. He went back to
the door and beckoned to Weller.

“Allison, will you stand guard on this door? No one in or
out.”

Weller nodded and pulled the door closed. She stood with her
back to it, cradling her shotgun.

“I’ll have a prowl around,” said Bern. “I won’t be long.”

Weller watched Bern disappear into the darkness. She shivered
and gripped her gun more tightly.

Hanza divided up his troops. Lou Radcliffe and Saul Martinez
would go with him round one side of the building. Paula Whitfield,
Glen Dowel and Nick Hoult would search the other side.

Hanza put his hand on the inner door. It was locked. Hanza was a
big man, bigger even than Klaus Bern. He kicked at the door with
all his two hundred and sixty pounds weight behind it. The lock
splintered. Klaus kicked again and the door flew open.

Dowel looked at Martinez and raised an eyebrow. If they’d had
any doubts before, they knew who was in charge of the operation. It
was almost primitive, the biggest bull in charge of the herd.

They fanned out, checking the ground floor. It took them only
minutes to realise that all the side doors were locked. They raced
round the cloister trying each door in turn, and met at the back of
the hall.

“We can’t get into any of them,” reported Whitfield.

Hanza looked up. “All right, we’ll check upstairs.”

A call from Dowel echoed through the building. Hanza look
through one of the arched window openings overlooking the central
hall. He could see Dowel waving to him. Hanza, Radcliffe and
Martinez raced round the corridors to join Dowel and his team. They
saw the bodies on the floor as they approached. Dowel and Whitfield
stood back as they walked up to the bodies. Nick Hoult stood white
faced to one side. He’d wanted more excitement, now he was starting
to regret leaving his job at the safe house. 

 Hanza took one look at the short arrows sticking out of
the bodies.

“That’s Tollman,” he said wearily.

“Which one?” asked Dowel.

Hanza shook his head. “No, I meant they’ve both been killed by
Tollman. Those are the arrows his crossbow uses.”

“Look at their throats,” said Whitfield.

“I noticed,” replied Hanza. He explained to Dowel and Martinez.
“Remember I told you he’d  killed those men in England.” He
gestured at the bodies. “He cut their throats too.”

“Christ,” whispered Martinez, “He doesn’t fuck about, does
he.”

“We can’t do anything about them now,” said Hanza. “We’ve still
got to find the girl and Tollman. Let’s continue the search.”

They found the body of Ricci shortly afterwards. They gathered
round the corpse.

“Right through the neck,” said Dowel. He kicked a gun to one
side with his foot. “These guys were armed too.”

“It didn’t do them much good, did it.” said Radcliffe. He looked
around, “I hope he knows we’re on his side.”

“Do you think he’s still in here?” asked Dowel. “I’d have
thought with all the noise we’ve been making, he’d know we’re here
and come out.”

“He might not be sure who we are,” replied Hanza. He cupped his
mouth and shouted. “Corrin, it’s Ryan Hanza, can you hear me?”

They waited. The only sound they heard was the echoes of Hanza’s
shout.

Hoult had been staring at the body with a grim fascination. He
looked at the pool of dried blood round the man’s head. He looked
closer.

“Some one’s been standing in that blood. Look there’s footprints
leading up the corridor.”

Dowel squatted down. “He’s right. Maybe we’ve got a live one
somewhere.”

Hanza lifted his gun. “Let’s find out,” He said.

They turned the corner of the corridor and immediately saw the
smashed door. Hanza peered round the door frame. He straightened up
and entered the room, the agents crowding in after him.

A desk was against the far wall. Laying across it was an arm,
the hand, pinioned by a long spike on the back of an axe. They
rushed to the desk and saw a body suspended in the gap between the
desk and the wall. “Christ,” exclaimed Hanza as he saw the
unconscious man, “For a minute I thought it was just an arm.”

They pulled the desk away from the wall. Macallister groaned as
he was dragged across the floor.

“Uhgg!” Whitfield reared back in disgust. “He hasn’t got any
fingers on his hand.” She said, choking on the words.

 “What do we do?” whispered Dowel, looking at the axe.
“Pull it out?”

Hanza examined Macallister. “He’s out. We could free him while
he’s still unconscious. It’s going to hurt like hell if we wait
until he comes to.”

Martinez supported Macallister’s limp body. Hanza took a firm
grip on the axe. Dowel clamped the wrist firmly to the table as
Hanza pulled up sharply. As the axe came free Macallister’s mouth
twitched as his outraged nervous system reacted to the pain.
Lowering him to the floor, the agents quickly stripped off his
jacket and tore strips from his shirt sleeve to bind the wound.

Hanza stood up and looked down at the unconscious man. “Well,
we’ve got one live one. I’ll be very interested to hear his
explanation of all this,” he said thoughtfully. 
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    Janci lay in the cover of a bush. Her
shivering was almost uncontrollable now. She had been outside for
hours, and she felt the chill had penetrated to her very bones. She
jumped as she heard someone coming through the trees towards her.
She gripped the mace tightly in her hand and waited. She heard a
whisper coming from the darkness. Someone was calling her name. She
parted the bushes and tried to see more clearly. A dark shape
flitted through the trees in front of her. None of the men who’d
taken her had known her name, she thought. It must be Corrin. She
stood up.

Tollman reared back as a dark shape rose from the bushes in
front of him. He raised his bow in an almost reflex action.

“Corrin?”

Tollman lowered his bow in relief. “Yes, it’s me,” he
whispered.

Janci dropped the mace and flew at him, sobbing uncontrollably.
She was at the end of her endurance. She’d drawn on all her
reserves of courage, willing herself to fight with a determination
she hadn’t known she possessed. At the sight of Tollman, her
resolve collapsed, she now had someone to look after her, to take
over the responsibility of fighting for her. She clung round his
neck, almost choking him with her desperation to be close to him.
Tollman dropped his bow and gathered her into his arms.

“Steady, steady,” he murmured. “You’re safe now.”

Janci kissed his face, backing off in alarm as Tollman turned
away from her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked anxiously.

Tollman gingerly touched the side of his face. “Just a bit sore,
that’s all,” he replied.

Janci held his face and turned his head. His right eye was
nearly closed, the side of his face black with dried blood.

“What happened to you?” gasped Janci. “What have they done to
you.”

Tollman shook his head. “I had to fight some people, that’s
all.” He paused, smiling down at her. “Don’t worry, they’re all
dead.” He stooped and picked up his bow. “Have you seen anyone else
out here?”

Janci shook her head. Tollman stood back and inspected her.
“What have you got on? I thought you were a man when I first saw
you. I nearly shot you.”

“I took the clothes off a man I killed,” replied Janci.

“You did that?” asked Tollman in amazement. He hugged her. “Good
girl.” He held her close and spoke softly in her ear. “There’s a
car out on the road. I left the driver unconscious, if he hasn’t
come round and driven away, we can make him take us out of
here.”

“Will he do that for us?” asked Janci, doubt creeping into her
voice.

Tollman smiled. “Oh yes, he’ll do whatever I tell him to
do.”  He held her arm. “Can you walk?”

Janci nodded. “Hold on for a second.” She felt around on the
ground and retrieved the mace. She grasped his arm, and together,
they slowly picked their way through trees towards the road. They
were just emerging from the cover of the trees, when Tollman pulled
Janci back.

“There’s someone there,” he whispered.

In front of them he could see a tall figure between them and the
road. Tollman could just see the shape of a long gun in his hand.
He put his hand to his side to feeling for his quiver.  It was
gone. He realised he’d left it in the hall. He felt round his belt.
He’d pushed two bolts there when he’d thrown the quiver as a decoy.
His searching fingers found one, the other must have dropped out of
his belt when he was running along the corridor after the man. He
loaded the crossbow and sighted on the figure in front of him. Only
one bolt. He mustn’t miss.

Bern crept round the building for the second time. He’d stopped
by the porch on his first circuit, and had a few words with Alison.
She’d jumped like a scalded cat when he’d approached her. He smiled
to himself, remembering the mouthful of abuse she’d given him for
frightening her. He stood still for a minute, looking at the stars.
He shook his head and continued his patrol As he took a step, the
bolt hit him in the front of his thigh, breaking the bone. Bern
felt the blow to his leg, and for a second, he thought he’d walked
into something. Then he pitched sideways onto the ground as his leg
collapsed under him. Waves of pain flooded through him. For a
minute he was too shocked to move. He slid his hand down his leg
and felt the flight feathers of the bolt. Tollman, he thought, the
bugger’s shot me.

Tollman watched the man fall. It had been a difficult shot. With
only the light of the stars to help him, he’d been lucky to score a
hit. He put his empty bow across his back and took the mace from
Janci’s hand. It was the only weapon they had left. “Come on,” he
whispered urgently. Together, the ran across the grass towards the
road. They were within a hundred yards from their goal, when
Tollman skidded to a halt, nearly pulling Janci over. Ahead of
them, he could see a cluster of flashing blue lights shining
through the trees. The dark shapes of men were spilling out onto
the grass. His head turned wildly in indecision. Which way to run?
He pulled Janci round, trying to reach the cover of the trees. A
light flickered across the grass. They were briefly illuminated as
its beam swung past them. It reversed and captured them in it’s
glare. They both froze for a second, then Tollman pushed Janci
towards the trees. “Run,” he cried. He turned to the figure holding
the light, the mace raised in his hand.

Sergeant Gowen of the Boston police had not really known what to
expect at Macallister’s hall. They’d received a garbled message
about a madman with an axe attacking the place. Understandably his
nerves were on edge. What he could see framed in the beam of his
torch, confirmed his worse fears. He had only seconds to absorb the
scene in front of him. The man with the  axe was dragging his
victim along by the arm.  They both stood still for a second
as the beam of his torch hit them. Then the axe man flung his
victim man away from him and threw himself down the beam of the
torch. Gowen couldn’t really be blamed, in the half light and
confusion, a mace could easily be mistaken for an axe. Gowen raised
his gun and fired at the advancing man. He stumbled, one hand
hitting the ground for support. He raised himself to his feet, his
face a snarl of defiance. Gowen felt the hairs on the back of his
head lift up. He fired again. All his senses were concentrated on
the man in front of him. He vaguely heard someone screaming.
Somewhere far away he heard a loud explosion.

Alison Weller saw the police cars arriving at the gates. She
stepped down from the porch steps and walked across the grass
towards them, her badge held ready. At the sound of the first shot,
she started running towards the lights. She saw a man stumble, and
realised with horror, it was Tollman, falling under a policeman’s
gun.

“Stop firing,” she screamed. She was too far away, the policeman
was raising his gun again. She winced as the second shot rang out.
Weller realised the man couldn’t hear her. She held her shotgun in
the air and pulled the trigger. The retort echoed in the night,
freezing the men in position like ornamental garden statues.

She screamed again, “FBI,  stop firing.”

The policeman with the gun turned to her as she raced towards
him.

“Put your gun down, FBI,” she panted. She took the torch from
his unresisting hand, and turned it on the body on the grass.
Another figure lay over Tollman. A white face stared up at her,
blinking in the light of the torch. Janci screamed at them.

“You’ve killed him.”

At the sound of the first shot, the agents inside the hall raced
for the door. They piled out of the porch and raced across to the
flashing torches. Hanza skidded to a stop. Weller stood there, her
shotgun hanging loosely from her hand. She gestured with her head.
Hanza walked over and gently lifted Janci up. He looked down at the
still figure laying on the ground and rubbed his eyes.

“Oh bloody hell,” he whispered.
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    Tollman clenched his teeth at the stabbing
pain in his chest as the nurse eased him into a sitting position.
Her head was close to his, he could smell the scent of her hair. He
inhaled as deep as the pain in his chest would allow, the scent was
a welcome change from the astringency of his wound dressings.
They’d taken his chest drains out the previous day, he was now
allowed to sit up. The last ten days had passed in a haze, most of
the time he’d been only dimly aware of what was happening round
him. When he’d finally surfaced the day before yesterday, he’d been
shocked to find how much time had passed. His first thoughts were
of Janci, but the doctors and nurses had refused to answer his
questions. They had an irritating habit of treating him like a
backward child. ‘Never mind that now, wait till you’re stronger’,
seemed to be the standard answer to any question he asked.

He winced as the nurse adjusted the pillow behind his head.

“All right?” asked the nurse.

Tollman nodded, the sharp pains in his chest preventing him
speaking.

The nurse pulled a wheeled trolley along the bed so he could
reach his breakfast tray, and left the room. He ate slowly,
savouring every mouthful. His brush with death had made him
appreciate the minutia of life, including mundane things like a
cooked breakfast. He finished his meal and pushed the trolley away
from him. It worried him how weak he’d become. Even eating a small
meal tired him out. He looked up as the door opened and the doctor
walked in. She carried the small silver bowl he’d come to hate. He
lent his head back on the pillow.

“More injections?” he panted.

The doctor nodded. “Sorry Corrin, you don’t want to die on us do
you?”

She leant over the bed and quickly injected him with three
different needles. She rubbed his arm and put the syringes back in
the bowl. She looked down at him.

“You’ve got some visitors this afternoon. I want you to have a
sleep for an hour or two. Then you’ll be fresh to see them.”

“Who?” asked Tollman.

The doctor tapped his nose. “Never you mind, you’ll find out
this afternoon. Get some rest now.”

Tollman moved uneasily on the bed. “If I’ve got to sleep, can’t
I lay down?”

She shook her head. “No. We want to make sure you don’t get
fluid on your lungs. You can sleep sitting up. The jab I gave you
will help.”

Tollman relaxed back with a sigh, realising he’d get nothing out
of her. He watched her leave the room. Minutes later he was
asleep.

When he awoke, he could tell from the long shadows across his
room, it was late afternoon. He lay resting, wondering when his
visitors would come. He looked round his room. It was about ten
feet by fifteen. The wall on the right hand side of his bed, had a
long window. His room must be several floors up, because through
the hanging blinds, he could only see the tops of trees. To his
left were more windows and a door, leading out into a corridor.
Apart from a few chairs at the far end of the room, there was
nothing else to occupy his attention. I’ll go mad with boredom if I
have to stay here for any length of time he thought. Half an hour
later, he lifted his head at the sound of the door opening. A nurse
put her head round the door and looked at him. She withdrew her
head. He heard her speak to someone outside.

“He’s awake, you can go in.”

Tollman’s face broke into a smile of delight at Hanza entered
the room with Janci clinging to his arm. His great bulk
overshadowed her, making her seem tiny by comparison. He pulled a
chair next to the bed and helped her into it. Tollman tried to lean
over to kiss her, and stopped with a sharp intake of breath as the
shooting pains in his chest warned him against sudden movement.
Janci rose unsteadily to her feet and Hanza lifted her on the bed
next to him. Tollman shuffled over to give her room.

Two other men  entered the room behind Hanza. Tollman was
hardly aware of their presence, his total concentration was on
Janci. He looked up. One of them was Klaus Bern, the other he
vaguely recognised from the Senate hearings. He frowned trying to
put a name to the face. He was saved from an embarrassing admission
of ignorance by Hanza.

“You remember my boss, Dennis Chin, Corrin.”

“Oh yes.” Tollman nodded briefly at him.

Bern threw something on the bed. Tollman looked up as he felt
the object land on his legs. He realised Bern was walking with
crutches, his leg encased in plaster. Bern smiled briefly.

“You can have that back,” he said.

Tollman picked up the crossbow bolt laying on his bed. He looked
up.

“I don’t understand,”  he started to say.

“They took that out of my leg,” said Bern.

Realisation dawned on Tollman. “I shot you, you were the man
outside the hall.”

Bern nodded. “It bloody hurt, I can tell you. Busted my leg in
half, almost.”

“Oh Christ, I’m sorry, I thought you were one of them. I didn’t
know.”  Tollman rolled the bolt between his fingers. “I don’t
know what to say.”

Bern pulled a chair over to the bed and sat down with a sigh,
his leg sticking out in front of him. “Apology accepted. Forget
about it.”

Tollman nodded and laid the bolt on the covers next to his right
leg.

Hanza and Chin pulled up chairs next to the bed. Chin cleared
his throat and slapped his knees.

“Where to start,” he began.

“Let me,” interrupted Janci. She turned to face Tollman, her
dark eyes staring at him. “Corrin, I’ve lost the baby.”

Tollman felt a sudden pang of regret. He drew Janci closer to
him, and hugged her.

“Be careful with her,” cautioned Hanza, “She’s only just
recovered from surgery.”

Tollman put his face close to Janci’s, “I’m so sorry,” he said
quietly. “What happened?”

“I was punched in the stomach when I tried to escape,” said
Janci, “I bled a lot. I didn’t realise it at the time, but that was
the baby dying. They had to operate on me.”

Tollman’s face hardened. “Who did this?” he turned to Hanza. “Do
you know who did this?”

Hanza nodded. “You put an arrow in his back at the park. He’s
the one.”

“Is he dead?” replied Tollman, hopefully.

“Not dead,” replied Hanza. “But he’ll take a long time to
recover. He’ll do that in prison of course.”

Chin interrupted, “He’s alive, but between the pair of you,
you’ve killed or maimed most of our witnesses. Luckily, you’ve left
a few alive we can question.”

Janci whispered in Tollman’s ear.

“I got two of the bastards,” she said.

Tollman gave her a quick squeeze.

Chin hurrumped at the interruption. “If I can go on,” he
said.

Chin paused for a moment. Looking at Janci cuddled up to
Tollman, it was hard to believe this frail little girl had
inflicted the damage he seen on the two corpses he viewed. He shook
his head, as if banishing the image of the mutilated faces he’d
seen in the morgue. He realised Tollman and Janci were staring at
him, puzzled by his silence. Seeing he had his audience back, Chin
continued.  “I’ll put your minds at rest straight away. It’s
been decided not to take any action against you. The general
feeling is you’ve been sinned against rather than sinning. There’s
also a certain amount of politics in the decision, one of the
people involved is a senator. It was felt that as visitors to this
country, a prosecution for defending yourselves against a member of
our legislature trying to kill you wouldn’t go down too well. We
had an inquest last week, the verdict was justifiable homicide, so
you’re both cleared of any charges. The people you left alive have
given us enough information to put a lot of people in prison. The
information included the reason why they were taking the animals
over to England.”

This caught Tollman’s full attention. “The dragons? You know why
they did it?”

Chin nodded.  “Dragons,” he murmured to himself, “apt
name.” He looked up, “Yes, the reason was big game hunting.”

“What?” said Tollman.

“Let me explain,” replied Chin. “During the plague years, many
parts of America were virtually depopulated. The native animals
thrived during that period. When we came out of our enclaves, we
found a vast assortment of animals roaming the countryside. Some
were native, some were escapees from zoos and the like. There are
men in this country who like to hunt those animals. The members of
the medieval society were going to offer big game hunts with a
difference. Something that would be a great attraction to hunters.
It would have been very exclusive, for wealthy men who could be
relied on to keep the secret safe. Those men would pay a lot of
money for the chance to put a dragon head in their trophy room. The
society would have made a fortune.”

“But the dragons killed my people,” protested Tollman. “Didn’t
they care what happened to us?”

“They didn’t know you existed,” replied Chin. “That’s one of the
hardest things to come to terms with. They thought England was
depopulated. They’d scouted the south east coast and found nobody.
They thought the rest of the country was like that.”

Tollman slumped back on his pillows. “Jesus,” he exclaimed.

“I know it’s hard to believe,” said Chin. “If they’d explored
further west, they couldn’t have missed seeing a town as big as
Exe. But they didn’t. It was a direct result of the way they flew
to England. They didn’t fly straight across the Atlantic to Ireland
and on to England, they flew to the Canary islands where they’d
established a temporary camp and fuel dump. From there they flew
north east past Portugal, across the Bay of Biscay and western
France till they saw the English channel. From there it’s a short
flight to the south east coast of England. They never thought to
explore the west coast. Their limited fuel supplies had something
to do with them not exploring further, but mainly it was a mixture
of stupidity coupled with the arrogance of men who thought they
were superior to everyone else.”

Tollman lay still, absorbing what Chin had told him. He wasn’t
sure about the countries Hanza had mentioned, but he’d caught the
main thrust of his explanation. He looked up. “So all those people
were killed just so a few rich men could go hunting.”

Chin nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

Tollman swore under his breath. He faced Chin, his eyes staring.
“Are they really going to be punished, you’re not feeding me a
story? You said one of them was a senator. He’s not being protected
is he?”

Chin waved his hand, dismissing Tollman’s fears. “We getting the
evidence to put them all away. Remember Thomas Hinde, the man in
the car? You smashed his face in, he shouldn’t be too easy to
forget.”

Tollman nodded. “I remember him.”

“He’s singing like a bird. He insists he wanted nothing to do
with kidnapping Janci. Claims it was all down to a man called
Macallister. He’s the senator by the way. We found Hinde’s wife and
Edward Sager where you’d left them, trussed up like turkeys.
They’re singing the same tune. They’re telling us everything in the
hope we’ll be lenient with them. They’ve already implicated two
more men, Russel Cade and Clyde Walsh. They’re under arrest. We
have a list of people to interview with a view to prosecution.”

“What’s happened to Macallister?” queried Tollman. “Have you
caught him?”

Chin smiled. “No, you did. You chopped his fingers off,
remember? After he’d had his hands  operated on, he was
transferred to prison.”

“So that was Macallister,” breathed Tollman. His face
hardened,  “His fingers in exchange for Janci’s baby, not
enough, I should have killed the bastard.”  A sudden thought
struck him. “Where did the dragons come from? I remember at the
Senate hearings, someone said no such animal existed. Is that
right?”

“Perfectly correct,” replied Chin. “Hinde’s the one to thank for
them. He owned a pharmaceutical company.  Companies of that
type all had at least one department working on a cure for SAPHS.
Any company that found a cure would make a fortune. Hinde’s group
were experimenting with gene splicing in the hope of finding a
cure.” He held up his hands as Tollman’s mouth opened. “Don’t even
ask, I hardly understand it myself.” He paused, collecting his
thoughts. “I’ve been told you know about the virus that was changed
to cause SAPHS?”

Tollman nodded.

“Let’s just say gene splicing is a way of investigating those
changes. They were using animal cells for their experiments, one
batch of cells happened to come from a salt water crocodile. After
they’d finished with the cells, someone thought it would be
interesting to see what would be the result if they got eggs from
the altered genes. Most of them were non viable, but in a few, they
found they’d created a completely new animal. They all died of
course, but it encouraged Hinde’s men to try again. It became a
sort of unofficial project. After about five years they got the
animals you saw in England. At first, they were going to release
them in the wilder parts of Canada, that’s the county to the north
of here, but decided against it, the animals would spread too
rapidly. It would only be a matter of years before they’d crossed
our northern borders.”

“Were these men mad?” asked Tollman, bitterly.

“No, not mad,” replied Chin. “In the old  books medieval
knights killed dragons, rescued maidens and such. Members of the
Mediaeval Society found a way to bring their fantasies to reality.
They bred real dragons to hunt.” He waved his hand, dismissing the
subject. “The real prize is the research from Hinde’s scientists.
The documents we’ve recovered from them will put us forward about
ten years in our search for a cure. They were so wrapped up in
their work, they just ignored the consequences of what they were
doing. They were also lucky. As a result of their work, they found
an anti-viral agent against SAPHS.”

Tollman sat up straight, his face screwing up as he forgot his
tender chest muscles. “A cure?” he asked incredulously.

“No, not a cure,” replied Chin. A cure would immunise you
against SAPHS. What they had allowed them to go to places where
SAPHS is endemic. They couldn’t catch it, and they wouldn’t pass it
on to anyone else. As long as they took the drugs they were safe.
When they came home, they carried on taking the drug for a week or
two, then they could stop.”

“Why didn’t they tell your people this?” asked Tollman. “You
said yourself, they could have made a fortune.”

Chin held up his fingers. “One, it wasn’t a complete cure. Two,
they realised they could make more money by sending people over to
England to hunt the new animals they’d created. That’s the course
they chose.” Chin shook his head. “What they didn’t realise was,
what they’d discovered is almost exactly what we’re pumping into
you right now. We have a similar drug. It allows our agents in
England and Europe to come back home without infecting
anybody.”

“Well that would have made them some money wouldn’t it?” asked
Tollman. “You wouldn’t have to rely on natural immunes like Jake,
would you?”

Chin smiled. “A very good point Corrin. “One problem. Outside of
a few government departments It’s not known we have agents in
England. Hinde’s people certainly didn’t know.  Apart from the
fact that most people would be scared of agents bringing SAPHS back
to America, there’d be a very vocal minority who would think it
scandalous we’re holding your development back. They wouldn’t
bother to listen to our reasons for doing it, they’d just want it
stopped. We can’t allow that, you know the reasons why.”

Tollman nodded slowly. “Yes, Jake told me. I still don’t like it
though.”

“I can understand that. We don’t like it anymore than you, but
you’re intelligent enough to understand the reason behind it.”

“So what’s going to happen now? asked Tollman.

“Well, for a start, we gave Hinde’s scientists a choice. They
could spend the rest of their lives in jail or they could work in
government laboratories continuing their work on a cure for SAPHS.
Obviously, they chose to work on a cure.”

“So they’ve been let off,” Said Tollman.

Chin shook his head. “No, they know if they put a foot wrong,
they’ll end up in jail. We’ve got them on a very tight rein.”

“What about the dragons?”

“That work has been stopped of course. We found a batch of eggs
in an incubator, they’ve been destroyed. We sent a couple of
expeditions to England to kill the ones you saw released. We’ll
keep that up at monthly intervals until we’re sure they’re all
dead.”  Chin sat back in his chair. “The work Hinde’s men were
doing will compliment the work already done by us. We’re hopeful we
may have an effective drug to immunise us against SAPHS in a few
years.”

Tollman sat up. “Would that mean we could be cured as well?”

Chin nodded slowly. “It would. There are problems immunising a
population like yours of course. You don’t have hospitals or
medical services like us. There are ways round that however. We’re
working on that already.”

“Can’t you just come over and inject us? The doctor injects me
every day.”

Chin shook his head. “No, we have a better way. Do you have
biting insects in the summer?”

Tollman frowned, puzzled by the sudden change of subject. “Yes,
of course we do, what’s that got to do with curing us of
SAPHS?”

Chin smiled. “When we have a cure, we plan to infect insects
with it. We’ll release the insects, and as they breed they’ll pass
on the cure on to their offspring. Every person that gets bitten,
will be inoculated without them even knowing it.”

“Will that work?” asked Tollman.

“There’s a disease called malaria that’s spread in exactly the
same way,” replied Chin. “There’s no reason why it shouldn’t work.”
He paused. “But that’s for the future. We’re not there yet.”

He stood up. “I’ve got to get back to Washington. After what you
and Janci have been through, I thought it only fair to bring you up
to date with what’s been going on. I’ll see you later at the
trials. You and Janci will be our star witnesses. It’ll be a closed
session of course, we can’t have the general public knowing about
you yet.”

The agents rose from their chairs, Hanza helping Bern to his
feet. Once Bern was securely supported by his crutches, Hanza
helped Janci down from the bed.

“She’s in a room down the corridor,” he said to Tollman. “You’ll
be able to see her every day from now on.”

They left the room, closing the door behind them. The room
seemed empty and silent after their departure. Tollman lay back on
his pillows, thinking over what Chin had said. It looked as if it
was all over. The dragons would be killed, a cure for SAPHS was in
sight. All he had to do was regain his strength. Slowly his eyes
closed as he fell asleep.

Hanza helped Janci back to her room, and lifted her onto her
bed. She lay back, breathing heavily.

“I’ve only walked a few yards, and I’m exhausted,” she
complained.

“It’s your first time out of bed,” replied Hanza. “You’ll feel
better in a couple of days.”

Janci held his hand. “Thanks for every thing, Ryan. If it wasn’t
for you, Corrin might have died there in that field.”

Hanza shrugged. “I only found he still had a pulse, that’s all.
It was nothing.”

“I’m still grateful,” replied Janci.

Hanza withdrew his hand and joined the other agents at the door.
“I’ll keep in touch,” he said, and left the room.

They left the hospital, walking slowly to allow for Bern’s
hobbling pace. Chin’s car was parked at the entrance, the lights
from the hospital’s windows shining on its gleaming body work. A
thin plume of white smoke emerged from the exhaust pipe as Chin’s
driver saw him, and started his engine. Chin made his goodbyes and
got into his car. Hanza and Bern watched it disappear into the
darkness, its tail lights winking out as it turned onto the road to
the airport. They got into their own car and left the hospital.
They were staying in a safe house a few miles outside Boston, and
fifteen minutes later, they turned into the drive. Hanza switched
off the engine and helped Bern out of the car. They walked into the
lounge, rubbing their hands with the cold. The short journey had
not been long enough for the heater to warm the interior of the
car. Weller, Radcliffe and Whitfield sat round the fire with hot
drinks in their hands. Nick Hoult was missing, having
returned  to house five. Seeing the two men arrive, Whitfield
rose and went to the kitchen. She returned minutes later with two
steaming cups.

“Here, get these down you, it’ll warm you up.”

Hanza and Bern accepted the cups gratefully. They sat, sipping
their drinks, staring into the fire.

“Well, how are they?” asked Weller.

Hanza stirred. “Not bad, Alison. Janci’s up and about. Corrin
probably will be in a couple of days. We’ll postpone the trial
until they’re fit enough to attend. With their evidence,
Macallister and his lot should go down for a long time.”

“You know they’ve been given bail,” said Radcliffe.

“What,” exploded Hanza. “How the hell did that happen. I thought
they were safely locked away.”

 “We only heard an hour or so ago.”  Radcliffe rubbed
his thumb and fingers together. “The reason is money. These guys
are seriously rich. The team of lawyers they hired convinced the
judge it’d be all right to let them out. I can understand Mary
Hinde being freed, she knew nothing about it. But her husband,
Macallister and the rest, they were in it up to their necks.”

Hanza looked around. “I don’t like this. I’ve got serious doubts
as to Macallister’s sanity. You all heard him mouthing off what
he’d like to do to Corrin and Janci when we took him in.” He looked
at Weller and Whitfield. “Just to be on the safe side, would you
girls go back to the hospital. Make sure Corrin and Janci are
secure.”

“Do you want us to alert the local police?” asked Weller.

Hanza shook his head. “I don’t think so, Alison. They couldn’t
get there any quicker than you two. I’m maybe being a bit paranoid,
but I have this itch on the back of my neck, and I need to scratch
it.”

Paula Whitfield smiled at Hanza’s extravagant use of language.
She got up and walked to the hall, returning with two coats. She
passed one to Weller. The two women left the house and climbed into
the car. It was dark, a thin rain was falling. Weller shivered and
adjusted the car heater to maximum heat. She put the car in gear
and moved off.

“What do you reckon, Paula. Do you think Corrin’s in any
danger?”

Whitfield considered. “I don’t know. I can’t believe any of the
people on bail would try for him. For a start they wouldn’t know
where he is. Still, it won’t do any harm to make sure.”

Weller nodded, staring through the rain spattered windscreen, as
she concentrating on her driving.










Chapter 63
New Chapter


    Tollman was suddenly awakened by a blow to
the side of his head. He opened his eyes, completely disorientated.
As his vision cleared, he saw he was looking down the barrel of a
gun. He raised his head past the hand holding the gun, to see
Macallister’s face scowling down at him.

“Are you awake?” he hissed. “I want you awake so you know who’s
killing you.”

In one chilling moment, Tollman knew Macallister had gone over
the edge. There could be no reasoning with the man.

“How?” he gasped.

“How did I find you? I followed the FBI fools, they led me right
to you.” He pressed the gun into Tollman’s cheek. “You’ve ruined
me, You’re going to die for that.”

Tollman gripped the bed covers, uselessly bracing himself in
anticipation against the pain of the bullet. As his fingers clawed
at the cover, his right hand fell onto the bolt that Bern had
thrown onto the bed. In a move more in desperation than hope, he
swung his left hand, knocking the gun away from his face. At the
same time, he grabbed the bolt and stabbed it into Macallister’s
stomach. In his weakened state, the bolt barely penetrated
Macallister’s clothing, the point just entering the flesh. The
wound was not deep, but the sudden sharp pain was enough to
distract Macallister so that Tollman could grab the gun with both
hands. Macallister could not use his left hand. The severed fingers
on that hand were too painful, so he concentrated all his effort to
bring his right hand round, to point the gun at Tollman’s head.
Tollman strained to prevent him, the tendons in his neck standing
out with the effort. They struggled in silence, the only sound, the
breath rasping in their throats as they strained against each
other. Tollman felt his strength failing fast, the tearing pain in
his chest was making him feel light headed. His arms quivered with
the effort as the gun wavered back and forth. He though briefly of
grabbing the bolt, to try and push it in deeper for a killing
wound. He dismissed the idea as quickly as it came, he couldn’t
spare a hand to grab the bolt. He could hardly resist Macallister
with both hands. He could feel his arms being forced back. He
hadn’t the strength to cry out for help, it was only a matter of
time before the gun was pointing at his face.

The two women left the car in the hospital car park and walked
to the reception desk. They showed their badges and asked for
Tollman’s room number, remembering at the last minute, they’d
forgotten to ask Hanza what room Tollman was in. The girl consulted
the screen in front of her.

“Oh yes, room 402.” She looked up, bright eyed and helpful.
“You’re his second lot this evening. When he arrived, I thought
it’s a bit late for visitors, but as it was his father, I thought
it would be all right.”

For a second, Weller thought she was referring to Hanza and
Bern, then the realisation of what she had said sunk in.

“Father,” echoed Weller. “When did this happen.”

The girl consulted her watch. “About ten minutes ago.”  She
looked up startled, as the two women ran for the lift. “Did I do
something wrong?”  she cried.

Weller drummed her fingers on the panelling of the lift as it
slowly climbed to the fourth floor. “I don’t like this,” she said.
“I don’t like this one little bit.”

The lift door opened and the two women burst out into the
corridor. A startled nurse stood in front of them.

“Room 402, where is it,” shouted Weller.

The nurse dumbly pointed down the corridor. Weller and Whitfield
ran down the corridor, their shoes clattering on the polished
floor. Whitfield pointed ahead.

“There,” she panted.

They skidded to a halt outside the room. Through the window,
they could see Macallister’s back as he bent over the bed. Tollman
was half hidden by the man. Both women saw the gun at the same
time. They drew their guns and fired through the window. The crash
of the exploding glass adding to the reverberation of their shots.
Macallister arched his back as the bullets hit him. Punched forward
by their impact, he fell face down onto the bed. The impact of his
fall did what Tollman was unable to do. It drove the bolt through
his body. The back of his coat rose like a tent as the point came
out of his back. As the echoes of the shots died away, screams came
from the adjoining rooms. The women ran into the room and pulled
the body off the bed, dumping it roughly onto the floor. Tollman
lay collapsed back on the bed, his hospital gown slowly turning
red, as the fabric soaked up the blood from his reopened chest
wounds. He gazed weakly up at the women. His gaze went from Weller
to Whitfield.

“Thanks,” he whispered.










Chapter 64
New Chapter


    A small sailing boat approached Porthmarron.
As it neared the harbour mouth, the mainsail came down with a
rattle. The boat entered the harbour under jib alone, ghosting
quietly in the near calm of the summer afternoon. Jake moved his
boat passed the iron rungs to the steps set in the harbour wall. He
moored the boat and slowly climbed the steps. His arms hadn’t the
strength they used to have, he wouldn’t risk climbing the rungs. As
he neared the top, a hand stretched down to help him up.

“Hello, you old bastard,” said Tollman. “I thought you’d
forgotten about us. I was quite surprised when Mr. Balby said you
were coming.”

Jake adjusted his pack on his back. “Not so much of the old.” He
paused. "Three years isn’t that long, I’ve been busy. There’s been
a lot going on since you came back.”

Tollman took his arm and guided him up the hill. He noticed
Jake’s face was thinner than it used to be, and he favoured his
right arm.

“You can tell me all about it when we get to the house. How have
you been?”

Jake shrugged. “It took about a year before I was back to
normal. The old shoulder gives me gyp sometimes, most of the time
I’m all right. What about you?”

“Yeah, I was out of action for about the same time,” replied
Tollman, rubbing his chest. “I’m alright now, Janci is too. You
know we have a daughter now.”

Jake grinned, “Yeah, I heard that. They must have patched her up
real fine.”

Tollman guided him past the lane leading to his house. “I’ve got
something to show you,” he said.

They walked to the church, and Tollman led Jake through the
churchyard. A row of white headstones stood near the church wall,
their shining white newness standing out compared to their
weathered companions. A dragon’s head was carved into the top of
each stone.

“Tim carved these. All the people that were killed by the
dragons.”

Jake walked along the row reading the names. Near the end, three
stones caught his eye. Kemp, Duggan and Speke.

“We never found their bodies,” said Tollman.

Jake looked at the last stone. “Old Mr. Read finally went then,”
he murmured.

Tollman nodded. “Last winter. I’m living in his house now, he
left it to me in his will. We’d been staying with Marie up till
then. As far as the rest of the village was concerned, it was a
reward for my part in ridding the country side of the dragons.
There were a few funny remarks, but for the most part, 
everyone seems happy with it.”

“You’re doing all right then,” said Jake, with a grin.

Tollman nodded. “Not bad. He left me some money too. I 
bought the farm from Marie, she didn’t want it after Rolf was gone.
Ted Pickard, remember him? He’s my farm manager now. I hired a
couple of men to help him.”

They left the churchyard and walked into the lane leading to
Tollman’s house. Tollman paused by the front door.

“Well, are we going to stand here all day, or do I have to wait
for ever to sample Janci’s home cooking?” said Jake.

Tollman opened the door a crack, and looked round the edge of
the door. He nodded to Jake and ushered him inside.

“My daughter,” he said by way of explanation. “Have to be
careful now she’s walking. Leave the door open for an instant, and
she’d be out.”

He called for Janci. She came into the room and her face lit up
as she saw Jake. She  flung her arms round  him, leaving
floury hand prints on his coat.

“It’s good to see you again,” she said warmly. She held him at
arms length, smiling into his face. She tutted to herself and
dusted his coat with her hand. “Sorry about that, I’ve been
baking.”

Jake looked down at Janci’s skirt. Two small hands clutched the
fabric.

“Oh ho, what have we here,” he said.

Janci lifted a small child into her arms.

“This is Alison Paula Tollman,” she said. She turned the child
in her arms to face Jake. “Say hello to your uncle Jake.”

Alison Paula buried her head in Janci’s shoulder. Janci laughed.
“She’s a bit shy at the moment, give her a little time, and she’ll
be all over you.”

Jake looked thoughtful. “Any significance in the names?” he
said.

Janci nodded. “If it hadn’t been for those two girls, Corrin
wouldn’t be here.” She called over her shoulder, and one of the
staff came in and took the child. “She’s helping me and the cook
make bread,” said Janci. ”Go into the study and I’ll bring some hot
drinks for you both.”

Tollman and Jake sat down in the study. Janci joined them a few
minutes later with a tray of drinks. Jake took a long drink from
his cup. He put it down and opened his pack.

“I’ve got something for you,” he said. “We’ve started in 
Exe, I thought you’d like to do Porthmarron yourself.”  He put
a small box on the table.

Tollman picked it up and turned it over in his hands. A 
bright red label was stuck on one side of the box. He slowly read
the printing, struggling with the unfamiliar words. ‘Live insects,
do not expose to high temperature….’

He stopped reading as he suddenly absorbed the full impact of
the words. He looked up at Jake, who nodded at the box.

“That’s right lad, we’ve done it. Give it a couple of months and
everyone round here will be inoculated by our little friends in
there.”

 


                                                 
THE END
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