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The Scav and the Sky-Kart




SHEA THREW HIMSELF flat on the ground, scared out of his wits. The damp, earthy smell of the forest floor was strong in his nostrils. Green shoots were starting to push their way up through wet leaves covering the ground. Something had spooked him and now he risked a glance up, to see a quivering arrow buried in the tree, just inches from where he’d been.

‘Shit!’ he muttered, and pressed himself further down. He listened, heightened senses reaching out for the smallest of sounds. He could hear the thump-thump of his heart, but nothing else; the forest was strangely quiet; the birds had stopped singing, even the sighing of the wind through the almost bare branches had stilled. Maybe the arrow was just a stray and he hadn’t actually been spotted. There were no shouts or cries of alarm, but then again, there wouldn’t be if he was being stalked.

Seconds passed. The silence was gradually replaced by the normal sounds of rustling branches and birds singing. He risked a small movement, reaching out for his leather bag.

Nothing.

So far so good.

He raised his head to look around. Trees, the derelict red brick building that he’d stopped to investigate, and beyond, the clearing where his rag and tube sky-kart sat waiting for him. He took a closer look at the arrow. Brown and white feathers were tied on with thread, along with several more coloured bands, the flint tip embedded a good half inch into the tree. Hunters, or possibly bandits, slavers even. At least it wasn’t Kingsmen. Kingsmen had guns–ancient things from way back before The Collapse, but still guns–not bows and arrows, and they rarely missed their target. Whoever owned the arrow would certainly be looking for it; arrows could be reused and weren’t lost lightly.

He cautiously reached down to feel the knife in his belt. It was an ordinary hunting knife, old, handed down from generation to generation, but no good for throwing. He’d have to fight hand to hand, or make a run for it. One knife against a hidden archer? He didn’t like those odds.

‘Happy eighteenth birthday, dumb arse,’ he muttered to himself.

It had been a routine flight, heading east from his home in Bristol. The sky-kart was little more than a buggy with a propeller on the back, strapped under a massive fabric and solar panel delta-wing. The buggy had two seats in tandem, but he had been flying alone. He’d been told to stay close to home, but it had been a nice day, the first truly nice day after nearly a month of rain, and he’d just kept going, and going. Then he’d seen the clearing and the complex of old buildings, and the urge to scavenge was just too strong. So he’d landed in a nearby grassy field and crept in to investigate, hoping to find something of value that would compensate for the trouble he was sure to be in later.

‘Never, ever land anywhere where you don’t know exactly what’s on the ground or who’s in the area!’ That was the first thing said to him in the briefing. He’d pretty much ignored that advice and now regretted it.

The buildings turned out to be the derelict remains of ordinary houses. The roofs had collapsed, and there was little sign of where the gardens had been. They’d been picked clean over the years, by the locals and other scavengers. Shea had found nothing of value, just a few scraps of blue plastic sheeting; hardly worth bothering with, yet alone getting shot at for. 

Static burst from his radio, staccato and loud enough to make him jump. Instinctively Shea reached for his belt, fumbling for the knob to switch it off. 

Damn! 

The slightest sound could give his position away–that was the last thing he needed and so he had to get out of there, and fast. He was struck by the sudden realisation of what might happen if he were caught; a severe beating, that was certain, but then would they imprison him? Or kill him? Out here he was just a dirty, stinking Scav. They didn’t know who he was, and wouldn’t even care.

He tensed himself and sprinted to the wall of the nearest house. It faced away from the direction of the arrow, so afforded at least some protection and the chance to take stock. He eased along the side of the wall, staying close and stopping frequently to listen for anything that might suggest he was being followed; the snap of a twig, the rustle of a branch or feet through leaves. So far it had been quiet, but now he had run out of wall. He sprang forward and ran as fast as he could.

He was half way to the sky-kart when he heard the first shout, and immediately swerved to the right. That saved his life as an arrow tore past him. Another arrow ripped through the air as he crossed the last stretch of open ground, embedding itself in the cloth wing. He clambered into the front seat, not even stopping to fasten his belt before jamming the throttle forward. The electric motor came instantly to life, and within seconds the rag-and-tube machine started bumping across the grass. There was one last clang as an arrow bounced harmlessly off the spinning disc of the propeller behind him, and he was airborne.

‘Shit, that was close!’ He felt a sense of relief, even though his heart was pumping furiously. He forced himself to take deep, regular breaths, calming himself down. When he’d gained sufficient height that he judged himself to be out of the range of any further arrows, he circled around and looked down at the clearing. Whoever had shot at him was nowhere to be seen. Up here it was safe, and all he had to worry about now was getting home, and how much trouble he’d be in when he got there.

The sky-kart lurched.

‘Turbulence?’ he wondered. Then it started shaking violently. Something was seriously wrong. 

‘Training… Training… Don’t panic,’ he muttered to himself.

Panic! Oh Shit, Oh Shit, Oh Shit, I’m going to die!

He held tightly onto the cross-bar. The aircraft tossed and bucked like a wild thing. Why did he not stop to fasten his safety belt? Because someone was trying to kill him! Well now his sky-kart was trying to kill him! It must be the prop, or the engine. He didn’t dare look around, it was hard enough just holding on. If he fell out, he would be dead for sure. The sky-kart lurched, pointing rapidly upward and Shea’s view filled with sky. Then down again and the ground loomed.

Blue. Green. Sky. Ground.

It seemed to go on for hours, bucking like a bronco and shaking the sky-kart to pieces in slow motion.

He had had many months of training, but several of those months had been spent sitting on the ground cursing the wind, or looking at the snow, or the rain, or the fog. Some of them had been spent doing useful stuff, like practising for emergencies, and those months now finally kicked in. He reached down and flicked the switch that cut off the motor. It was the last thing that any pilot wanted to do, and the effect was immediate.

The violent shaking stopped. It was calm, still. Just the sound of the wind in his hair, not even a hum or gentle vibration from the motor. Then Shea noticed the ground rushing up to meet him.

‘Recover! Recover!’ He shouted to himself, pushing forward on the bar, and pulling out of the dive. He’d lost a lot of height–too much–and his options were limited. The sky-kart would glide for a while, but there was no escaping the ground. He was going to hit it, the only question was, how hard.

He only had seconds to pick the spot. Not too close; not too far. He still had a limited amount of control. He could turn a little, but turning cost height and speed, and he didn’t have too much of either. There, just ahead at the base of the ridge, the trees hadn’t encroached into the ancient fields and there was open space. Decision made, he concentrated on flying the craft. The wind, swirling off the ridge and the trees bounced him around. He was level with the tops of the trees now; this was it. Then a gust of wind picked up one wing and tipped it. He tried to correct, but it was too late; there was no time.




















2

The Horse-Drawn Jag




FLICK STOOD BY the heavy wooden gate as the bay horse trotted through the archway, its shoes clattering on the shiny wet cobbles. With a barely perceptible tug on its reins the horse came to a stop at the rear entrance to the coaching inn, snorting as it did so. Flecks of foam dripped from its flanks, and jets of steam erupted rhythmically from its flared nostrils, merging with the cold March drizzle before fading into the early evening gloom.

Flick grabbed hold of its reins. ‘Steady boy,’ she said, patting his neck.

The carriage to which the horse was harnessed was black and sleek. Lights from the inn reflected in its polished surface, catching the myriad raindrops and making it sparkle like jewellery. It had the classic lines of an old luxury automobile, which, in fact, it had once been. Shafts extended from the front, and leather straps ran to the horse’s collar. The reins passed into the cabin beneath the windscreen. Flick stroked the horse’s neck as the vehicle’s doors opened.

Just then a large, balding man came out of the side entrance. He wore a grubby apron over a rough woollen shirt, and wiped his hand on it as he approached them.

‘Welcome, welcome to the Crown Inn,’ he said. ‘My name is Carter; Nicholas Carter, Nick to my friends, and I’m the proprietor. And this here is my daughter, Felicity.’ He indicated Flick. ‘We hope you have a pleasant stay here.’ He stopped and smiled. Realising he was still wiping his hands, he quickly smoothed his apron, and extended his right hand for them to shake, his smile fixed.

The two occupants of the car had got out and brushed themselves down. They were both wearing black military uniforms, picked out with small gold crowns. They stood looking at the innkeeper expectantly, studying him like a hunter studies his prey.

The innkeeper swallowed, ‘This way gentlemen,’ he said, motioning to the door with his unshaken hand. ‘Felicity will be along directly with your bags.’ He turned and hurried back into the inn. The two men in black followed at a leisurely pace. They didn’t give Flick a second glance.

Flick unhitched the horse from its harness and led it towards the stable.

‘Adam!’ she yelled at the top of her voice, ‘get your lazy arse down here and give me a hand!’ Even shouting, her voice was melodic, although her Oxfordshire accent gave it a certain twang.

While she waited for her younger brother to appear, she tugged at the heavy black gates and latched them shut. There was still no sign of him and she yelled again, ‘Adam!’

When the door eventually opened, a young girl of maybe twelve, appeared. Her long blonde hair was bunched into two pony tails, contrasting with Flick’s short spiky look. ‘Oh hey, Ro,’ said Flick, ‘do you know what’s happened to that good-for-nothing brother of yours?’

‘He’s your brother too,’ the younger girl snapped back.

‘Don’t remind me.’

‘Dad says he doesn’t know where he’s at, so I’m to give you a hand.’

‘Thanks Ro. You look after the horse while I take the bags in, and then we’ll stable him and brush him down together.’

Rosie nodded and grinned. She loved horses.

Flick went around to the back of the carriage. There was an emblem, a large silver cat, pouncing. Beneath it, a wide chrome strip had letters embossed into it, the name of the maker, lost in the mists of history. She traced the letters casually with her finger, saying them in her mind, ‘J … A … G … U … A … R.’ She rolled the word in her head, savouring it.

‘Jag-you-are.’

She wondered what it meant; something from before the Dark Time, no doubt. But that was idle speculation, and indulging in it was not her place. She snapped out of it, popped open the boot of the car and hefted out the two large bags before heading into the inn.




Flick juggled three mugs of ale between the people standing in the bar. Friday nights were always busy with a mixture of locals and guests, although the locals tended to stick to the downstairs bar, and the few guests kept to themselves in the upper rooms. 

Working the bar came with being the owner’s daughter, and Flick had quickly developed a thick skin. Besides, her shrewd head for business had soon realised that a little bit of flesh and a knowing wink was good for trade, and The Crown had the busiest bar in town. In any case, one day the inn would be hers. 

Three lads in green serge uniforms sat around a table, the faint glow on their faces cast by a solitary candle wedged into the top of an old bottle. Flick approached and put the glasses down, and three hands reached eagerly for them.

‘Now lads, not without paying,’ she said, winking. The hands quickly disappeared and seconds later reappeared holding coins.

‘Thank you Fred,’ said Flick as the first lad put his coins into her outstretched hand. His fingers lingered, touching her skin, almost caressing it. ‘How is your lovely lady?’ she continued without missing a beat or even looking down. ‘It was such a lovely wedding, and only a month ago; I think we’ve still got some cake out back. I can have Maggie bring it out…’

Fred’s hand beat a rapid retreat, and it seemed that the room grew several degrees warmer as he muttered something under his breath. The other two were more circumspect, dropping their coins into Flick’s hand from a height of at least several centimetres.

‘Stanley, Bill,’ she acknowledged as they did so. Bill and Fred were brothers. Flick had known them since they were all small. Bill was her age and Fred a year older. 

Flick was turning to go when Bill motioned her to come closer. ‘I heard,’ he said in a loud, conspiratorial whisper, ‘there’s a pair of Kingsmen staying here.’

She leaned toward him as she answered, ‘What's it to you, Bill Watson?’

Bill got an eyeful of Flick’s cleavage. He swallowed nervously at the proximity of all that soft flesh before continuing. ‘What are they… I mean, like?’ 

The other two roared with laughter, obviously thinking that Bill’s theatrics were designed just to get him up close and personal with Flick, but she sensed the worried edge in his voice. She drew herself up to her full five-foot-four height and looked at the trio.

‘Well, they’d take the three of you without even looking! I mean, have you seen yourselves?’ The three Watchmen looked crestfallen. ‘But don’t worry lads,’ Flick continued, ‘they ain’t interested in you; they’re just passing through. Be gone in the morning.’

That cheered them up.

Flick had turned to go again when Stanley grabbed her arm. ‘What is it this time?’ she asked. ‘There’s other people in this bar you know, and they all want serving…’

‘Has he, you know, asked you, yet?’ he asked, ‘only, you know, if he’s not gonna, I quite fancy my chances…’ He flashed his best puppy-dog look at her.

Even though she was used to being chatted up in the bar, Flick felt her face redden slightly. ‘In your dreams!’ she said indignantly, pulling away.

‘You know you want to, really!’ he muttered to her back.

‘I heard that!’ she called, making light of it, as she retreated back towards the bar, although she admitted to herself that Stanley wasn’t unattractive.

On the way, she collected several empties and picked up orders for more drinks, while dodging the occasional stray hand. She drew the beers from the casks and served them. Back at the bar, her father came out from the kitchen with two steaming plates of food.

‘These are for the Kingsmen,’ he said. ‘And be on your best behaviour, you don’t want to find yourself arrested, and I can’t afford to be short staffed.’

‘Yes, Dad.’ Flick rolled her eyes as she took the plates and climbed the stairs towards the back bar. The noise receded as she entered a large room laid out with tables and chairs. It was empty apart from the two Kingsmen. They sat at a table by a large window overlooking the courtyard, deep in conversation over a pile of papers. When the men did not appear to notice her approach, she coughed politely.

They stopped and looked up, saw the plates and started gathering up their papers. ‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ one of them said, ‘we were a little… preoccupied.’

‘That’s okay,’ replied Flick, setting down the plates in front of the two guests. ‘Hope you enjoy it.’

The two men unfurled their napkins and tucked them in to the tops of their tunics. Flick turned to go.

‘Just one moment, miss…’ This was the other one.

‘Felicity, sir. Felicity Carter.’ She waited to see what he wanted.

He pointed to his plate with his knife. ‘And this is?’

‘Venison, sir. And greens and spuds.’ The man waited, as if expecting more. Flick went on. ‘Roe deer, sir. Caught it myself, about a week ago. Well, me and a couple of lads. Greens and spuds come from the market, sir.’

‘And what did you bring it down with, my dear?’ This was the first Kingsman again.

‘Bow and arrow, sir. Made the arrows myself.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘What, with? Steel? Iron? Where do you get it?’

Flick was wary, sensing that he was testing her. ‘No sir, flint. Can’t afford iron or steel. I’ve got a corner of Dad’s workshop where I make them,’ she said.

‘Remarkable initiative,’ the man said, nodding.

‘I can fetch some and show you if you’re interested?’ said Flick.

‘Yes, I should like that,’ he said. ‘One more thing, my dear, how old are you?’

‘Sixteen, sir,’ Flick replied.

‘And still unwed, I see,’ he said.

Flick heard the disapproving tone in his voice but said nothing, trying hard to maintain a blank expression.

‘Remarkable,’ he said, and turned to his dinner.




The following morning, Flick and Rosie had got the horse harnessed up to the one-time motor vehicle, all ready to go by the time the two Kingsmen emerged from the inn with their bags. Flick opened the boot of the vehicle and the two men placed their luggage inside. She then rushed to open the passenger side door, while Rosie held open the other. The first man got in. He still had the same scowl on his face that he’d arrived with the night before. The second started to climb aboard and then stopped. He turned to her.

‘Felicity, wasn’t it?’ he asked.

Flick nodded.

‘Such a pretty name,’ he said, smiling. Something about that smile made Flick uneasy. ‘Last evening, my dear,’ he continued, ‘you said that we might see some of your arrows and your flint making workshop.’

Flick nodded cautiously. ‘Yes…’

‘Might I trouble you for a very quick look?’

‘Of course, this way sir,’ said Flick, waving towards her father’s old forge at the back of the yard. She didn’t want them hanging around any longer than was necessary, so hopefully they’d just take a quick look and be gone. The man whispered a few words to his companion before following her into the workshop. Several bows and quivers of arrows hung from hooks on the wall, and there were baskets of fresh sticks and chalky flints.

‘Looks like you’re equipped to supply an army!’ the man commented dryly.

Flick gulped. Her palms felt sweaty. Was he after something? There had been a lot of strangers around the town lately, and now these Kingsmen, so maybe something was going on that she didn’t know about. ‘I sell them in town sometimes. It helps to make ends meet,’ she said.

‘I’m sure,’ said the man, noncommittally, pulling an arrow from its quiver and turning it over in his hands.

‘That’s one of my hunting arrows,’ she said. ‘It’s a standard hunting tip, but I can do others, smaller or bigger. Careful with it now, it’s very sharp.’

The man gave her a quizzical look, then ran his thumb cautiously across the edge. He nodded.

Flick explained how she cut up goose feathers for the fletchings, and the different threads and glues she used, and how different colours meant that each hunter could identify their own arrow and know who had made the kill and, more importantly, who got the meat. All the time the man nodded and smiled.

‘And you’re sure you only have stone… tips?’ the man asked. There was a slight edge in his voice that suggested the wrong answer could have unfortunate consequences. ‘Only I can’t help but notice the forge.’

Flick swallowed. ‘That’s Dad’s forge. He used to be a farrier, before mum died. But now…’ she hesitated. ‘Look, there’s just him and me running the inn, with some help from a girl in town. Dad can fire up the forge if there’s a horse dropped a shoe or something, but really that’s it. I don’t know anything about any armies, so if that’s what you’re looking for, you’re barking up the wrong tree, begging your pardon.’ She glared at him, heart pounding, thinking that was probably a very stupid thing to have just said.

The man raised an eyebrow, but before he could say anything, the other Kingsman called out, ‘Cheng, fascinating as I’m sure you find these… rustic trades, we really must be going.’

‘Of course,’ Cheng replied, turning to leave. Then he paused and turned back to Flick. ‘Do you have one that I could possibly take with me?’ he asked.

Flick went to a drawer in the workbench at the back of the room and rummaged through it. She picked out an arrow head and handed it to him. ‘That’ll be a quid please.’

Cheng raised an eyebrow. ‘Young lady, you do realise I’m a Kingsman, in the service of the crown, on official business?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Flick replied, her hand still held out. ‘It’s still a quid. Business is business.’

Cheng rolled his eyes, but reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black bag. He tipped the contents into his other hand and picked out a coin which he handed to Flick. She took it, looked carefully at both sides and bit it before putting it in her own pocket.

‘You think I would pass false coin?’ Cheng asked.

‘Can’t be too careful, sir,’ Flick replied.

‘Knowing I’d have to arrest myself, try myself, and probably even execute myself?’ he added.

Flick shrugged. Most crimes carried the death penalty, although often it didn’t come to that.

‘Or arrest you for daring even to suggest that a servant of the crown could be corrupted.’

Flick swallowed. Maybe she had gone too far.

Cheng shook his head. ‘But of course I understand you’re just being cautious.’ He gave her a long hard stare before grinning a cold, mirthless smile. ‘Thank you, young lady, that has been most enlightening. Now I must bid you farewell and continue my journey.’ He smiled and bowed briefly before turning and climbing into his seat. The reins shook and the horse and its carriage departed through the archway. 
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The Mangled Wreck




SHEA SCREAMED. HE was lying on his side in long grass, the smell of it filled his nostrils. He hurt. God did he hurt, but he was alive. The memory came back to him; the sky-kart plummeting, aiming for the meadow, but hitting the trees, being thrown clear, tumbling. He needed to get back, grab the radio and call for help. He tried to get up, but the pain struck him like a body blow. Intense, mind bending.

After some minutes the pain seemed to ease slightly and his head started to clear. He tried to move again, slowly and more carefully this time, gritting his teeth as he did so. His body hurt so much and he broke out into a sweat, but his arms seemed to work, and he managed to raise himself up gradually to a sitting position. Then everything spun and he collapsed back to the ground, flinging his arms out and grabbing tufts of grass, clinging on for dear life. Gradually the dizziness subsided and the world stopped spinning. He relaxed his grip and looked up. Now, moving even more slowly this time, he pushed himself back up.

He spotted the mangled wreckage of the sky-kart several metres away. Thank God he didn’t have his buckle fastened; if he hadn’t been thrown clear he’d be dead for sure. He had come down near the edge of a meadow, at the base of a long ridge of hills. Carved into the side of the ridge was the massive stylised figure of a horse, white from the underlying chalk. Behind him, the field ended in a large expanse of woodland.

Shea shifted his weight, and pain stabbed through him again. Blinking back the tears, he tried crawling towards the line of trees, slowly, slowly. If there were any houses or people, that's where they'd be, and help was what he needed now, never mind who they were. Each time he pushed himself along a bit he winced with pain, every push taking longer and moving him a shorter distance than the last, until he stopped moving altogether and the world became dark.
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The Chalk




‘YOU’RE SURE THEY didn’t have any?’ Flick asked.

Maggie nodded. ‘The shop was as empty as I’ve ever seen it,’ she said. ‘It’s been getting worse for weeks. There’s been no bread to be had for the last three days, and if you hadn’t brought that venison home the other day, I don’t know what we should have done.’ 

Maggie Watson had been Flick’s best friend since their first day at school together, and at the last Choosing, she’d been taken on as cook and housekeeper at the inn too.

‘But the wagons coming in to town are as full as ever?’ Flick said.

Maggie nodded.

‘So what’s happening to it all?’

‘I think it’s been going up to Mayor Griffin’s place. There’s something fishy going on there, I’m sure of it,’ Maggie said.

Flick paused from doing the dishes. ‘Really, what makes you say that?’

‘All the strange men around town for a start. Where do they come from? Where do they live?’

‘So you think they are all staying up at the mansion?’ Flick asked.

‘Well, it fits. And it would explain the sudden food shortages,’ Maggie said.

 ‘They can’t all be the mayor’s estate workers surely. I mean he doesn’t need that many. Does he?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘You’re the one that’s been seeing his son Joe. Hasn’t he said anything?’

Flick shook her head. ‘I think “seeing” is a bit optimistic. I’m pretty sure he’s not interested in me. At least, if he is, he doesn’t show it. But I’ll ask him what’s going on the next time I see him.’

Flick dried her hands.

‘Tell you what,’ she said after a moment, ‘I want to go up to the ridge for some flints; I didn’t realise how low I was until those Kingsmen wanted a look this morning. I can take my bow and see what I can bring back.’

‘Did you see that coach they had?’ Maggie asked, her eyes lighting up, ‘Wasn’t it amazing?’

Flick nodded. ‘A relic from the Dark Times. We don’t see many of those about.’

‘Do you think it was? That would make it, what, a hundred and fifty years old?’

‘At least,’ Flick said. ‘It must be incredibly valuable.’

‘My gran says they’ve got all sorts of things from before The Collapse, and that they just keep them hidden away to stop people like us from having them,’ Maggie said. ‘She says her gran told her about things that they used to have that we can’t even imagine now. Machines that could fly, machines that let you talk to people the other side of the world just like you were in the same room, electricity that came out of the walls. Gran’s gran had an old book, with pictures…’

Flick cut her off. ‘There’s lots of things that we don’t know from the Dark Times–that’s why they’re called the Dark Times after all. We just know they ended in The Collapse, and well, here we are.’

‘But the book came from before the Dark Times, when they still had real books on paper…’

‘And have you seen this book?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘It must have gone to someone else in the family, if it still even exists. It would have been really old when my great gran had it.’

Flick thought for a moment, then brightened. ‘Will you be all right holding the fort for a few hours while I’m gone? Rosie’s out with her friend Alice, Adam’s… who knows where, but Dad’s here.’

Maggie nodded, ‘Sure, I’ve got dinner to be getting on with–while we’ve still got food to cook, that is.’

Flick grinned. She pushed open the door to the front bar and called out, ‘I’m going up the ridge, Dad. I’ll be back before it’s dark!’

There was a grunt from somewhere out front. 

‘Be careful up there,’ Maggie said, an edge of concern in her voice. ‘No one goes out that way, and if you get stuck down that pit, it’ll be tomorrow before we can send Adam to pull you out.’

‘I’m always careful,’ Flick said, ‘and anyway I’ll be back long before curfew.’

She waved as she slipped out through the back door. Her bike was old and had seen better days, perhaps even better centuries. She’d been given it by her father as a fifteenth birthday present, just as her father had once been given it by his father. Over the years it had been patched up and mended. The mudguards were long gone, but other bits had been replaced: a new saddle here, a wheel there, even the frame had been replaced at one time. But it was still the same old bike, even though not one bit about it was original. Flick’s own contribution to the bike was the addition of a carrier plate and panniers over the back wheel, and a clip for her bow on the crossbar.

She made sure the panniers and her bow were attached, and grabbed a quiver of arrows before setting off through the town. 

Faringdon had been fortified some years after The Collapse. The derelict houses and factories around the outskirts had been demolished, leaving just the inner core, and the piles of rubble had been banked up to form a defensive rampart. The four roads in or out of the town–north, south, east and west had to pass through large wooden gates, each of which was guarded day and night by a pair of Town Watchmen.

‘See you in the pub tonight Fred?’ she called as she cycled through the open southern gate.

‘Where else would I be?’ a voice called back.

‘Save us a coney if you catch any!’ called another voice.

Flick waved, but didn’t stop or look back. It seemed that Maggie wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the food shortages.




It took the best part of an hour to cycle the half dozen miles up to the ridge. The road south was little used and in places had overgrown so that it was not much more than a narrow track. Only horses and pushbikes–and very few of those–came this way. At the top, Flick parked her bike close to the edge of a large pit.

The pit had been dug when people realised that things were not suddenly going to get better, and if they wanted new tools, they had to make them out of whatever they could find. The local flint was good for making sharp blades, and very quickly the available supply on the surface was used up.

So enterprising people had dug a mine.

That was a long time ago. Famine and disease had decimated what remained of the population, and the mine–never much more than a deep pit–had been abandoned since before Flick was born.

Flick climbed down the wooden ladder into the pit. It was dark at the bottom, and she rummaged for one of the makeshift wooden torches that she kept in an alcove. She wrapped some oil-soaked rags over the end and got to work making a small fire by striking a piece of flint against a curved steel band that she kept tucked in her belt. Once the spark caught, she transferred it carefully onto some tinder and blew gently until the glow became a flame. Carefully she let the flame caress the oily rags until they caught and her makeshift torch burst into light.

She looked around and saw the low entrance into a passageway cut into the chalk. The torch was burning brightly now, and she ducked down into the passage, taking care not to hit her head on the low roof. After a few metres, the cave curved around to the right and the last trace of daylight was gone. The roof was getting lower and she had to drop to her hands and knees, pushing the torch along the chalk rubble on the floor.

She held her breath. Was there something moving at the back of the cave? No, it was just a shadow from a protruding rock, caught in the flickering torchlight. She waved the torch around just to be sure.

‘Jumpy,’ she muttered to herself.

Then she saw it, a seam of flint, a good ten centimetres thick about halfway up the cave wall.

Pay-dirt.

She wriggled herself into a sitting position, and pulled the bone-handled stone axe from her belt. She was proud of this axe, it was the first tool she’d made by herself, even if it wasn’t her best work. Once she was comfortable she started chipping away at the chalk.

She worked quickly, putting the rubble into a leather covered basket that she would drag to a small spoil heap whenever it was full. Soon she had a nice pile of flints, and was about to call it quits when something caught her eye. This was a big one.

She picked up the torch to have a good look. It seemed to be well embedded. She tugged on it.

Nothing happened.

That was too simple. She started chipping away at the surrounding chalk, stopping every minute or so to try and wiggle it loose.

Finally it moved. Just a few millimetres at first, and not in the right direction, but she pulled at it and wiggled it, and gradually it moved a bit more.

‘Come on, out you come…’ she muttered, giving it a really hard tug.

And out it came. Flick fell backwards as the giant flint broke free and fell to the earth with a thud, bringing the cave wall with it.




It was dark. Flick lay on her back, feeling the weight of rubble on top of her. Panic gripped her chest with icy claws, radiating out to a cold dampness on her skin. Blood pounded though her ears with a rapid thump thump, thump thump.

Oh Crap!

The torch must have gone out when she’d dropped it. Cold sweat tickled on her cheeks as it mingled with gritty chalk dust. She spat the chalk away from her mouth, coughing as she pulled in a lungful of the dusty air. A cascade of small stones rattled away, dislodged by her spasming chest muscles.

Calm down; you’re still in one piece.

She tried to move an arm and found, miraculously, that it came free from the stones quite easily. She felt about and started pushing aside the powdery rubble. It was only a thin layer of small stones; any big rocks must have dropped straight down as she fell back. She pushed them aside and worked herself up into a sitting position, shaking the last few pebbles from her hair, and wiping the grit away from her nose and mouth.

‘Felicity Anne Carter, if you want to see your seventeenth birthday, you should be more careful!’ She imagined her mother scolding her.

‘Love you, mum,’ she whispered back to the darkness.

Flick felt her way back through the passage to the shaft, where a dim grey light filtered down. The flints she had already gathered were in a neat pile near the foot of the ladder, and she transferred them to the basket ready to be pulled up and loaded into the panniers on her bicycle.

I’m not doing that again in a hurry!

She brushed the worst of the chalk dust from her leathers and hair. Once she’d let her heart rate get down to something approaching normal, she climbed onto her bike and pedalled off, wobbling slightly. After some minutes she came to the lumps and bumps that made up the earthworks of an ancient fortification and stopped for breath. This was the highest point for miles around and the view was breathtaking. Complex shadows played over the short grass, which rippled in the breeze, but today she couldn’t appreciate beauty of it. She shivered, banging her arms together against the cold, slapping the leather of her jacket, and sending more chalk dust into the air. The sun had gone, hidden behind clouds that were scudding in from the west. More rain would be coming soon and it was best to be off the ridge when it did. 

Time to go. 

She kicked off along the track that would take her down the side of a steep valley to the lane leading back into town. As her bike got up speed, a ray of sunlight blasted its way through the clouds, striking the hillside opposite and lighting up the giant horse carved into it a brilliant white. 

At the bottom of the hill, something caught her eye, snagged in the branches of a tree and flapping in the wind like a big black flag. She stopped and stared at it for a moment before deciding to set off across the field to investigate, cutting a trail through the long meadow grass. She wasn’t a Scav–far from it–but that didn’t mean she wasn’t above the odd bit of illegal scavenging when the opportunity arose. After all, whatever it was could be valuable.

Twisted metal poles thick like scaffolding hung from the tree, caught up in pieces of fabric and rope. Higher up in the canopy there was more of the shiny black fabric that had originally caught her eye. Close up she could see that the fabric itself wasn’t black, but it was covered in hundreds of small black glinting squares joined by tiny brown strings. But how on earth did it get up there? That was a mystery.

On the ground was more mangled wreckage. A small two-seat three-wheeled buggy had bits of broken tree lodged in its twisted and scratched up tubing. If there had been anyone driving it, they were long gone; hers were the only tracks through the long grass. It almost looked as if it had fallen through the trees. That was another mystery.

She walked around the contraption, tugging at it. Some of the poles dislodged from the tree. They were surprisingly lightweight, not steel or iron–something else–but far too big and awkward to do anything with. Then she spotted something in the grass a little way away. It was a small box. She picked it up. It was quite heavy, but fitted comfortably in her hand. There were small knobs and a big, bendy rubber stick on one end. On one side was a clip, possibly designed for a belt. She shook the box; it didn’t rattle. Shrugging, it went into her bag; she could figure out what it was later.

In her mind, Flick was already calculating what the wreckage could be worth. The poles could go to Dad in the forge, along with the carcass of the buggy: metal was always valuable even if it wasn’t steel or iron. The seats and wheels would be good for trade. The fabric sheeting with the strange black squares? Well, it would come in for something.

It would take several trips to transport the wreckage back to town if she did it on her own, and she’d have to come back with a trailer, or maybe a wagon. She could always get help–Adam would do it, or Joe possibly, but she’d have to swear them to secrecy and share whatever money they got for it.

She pulled the rest of the black shiny fabric down from the tree. It was too visible from up on the hills–that was how she’d spotted it herself–and the wreckage would need to be hidden while she made multiple trips to the town.

Another movement caught her eye, over towards the trees at the far edge of the field. She looked across, and could see something red in the grass. As she ran towards it, it became obvious what it was; wearing strange red clothes and a leather helmet, it was a body.




The body lay face down, as if it had been crawling away from the wreckage. It wore one-piece overalls made from some sort of red fabric, smeared with grass stains, and a hat made of leather that completely covered the back of its head. Flick looked at it for a moment, wondering what to do, then nudged it with her foot.

The body made a low groaning noise. She nudged it again, and it groaned again. Then it moved.

Flick jumped back in alarm, wishing now that she’d brought the bow and arrows from her bike, but glad she at least had a knife in her belt.

She waved the knife in the general direction of the body. ‘You okay?’

The body moved its arms as if trying to push itself up.

‘No sudden movements; I’ve got a knife,’ Flick said.

The body worked itself over onto its back. It was a boy, a few years older than Flick, with dark hair poking out from the edges of his leather hat, and the beginnings of what might one day become a proper beard. There was a big bruise under one eye.

He looked up, obviously trying to focus, His eyes settled on the knife and he shrank back, but as he moved he cried out in pain.

‘You’re hurt,’ Flick said, putting the knife back in her belt and kneeling. ‘What happened?’ The thoughts of salvage evaporated from her mind.

The boy didn’t answer, his eyes were wide with fear.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you,’ Flick said. She held her hands up. ‘See?’

When he saw she wasn’t going to attack, he calmed down a bit. ‘Leg… can’t move…’ he said, pausing between words as if the effort of talking was too much.

His voice was thickly accented, and Flick struggled to understand what he was saying, but she smiled at the boy. ‘I’m going to help you,’ she said, and thinking if I can. She looked him up and down. Nothing seemed obviously broken, but under all that clothing it was hard to tell. ‘I’m going to have to touch you,’ she said. ‘It might hurt a lot. Do you understand?’

The boy nodded.

She knelt down and put a hand gently onto his leg, feeling carefully up and down one leg then the other. The boy winced, but didn’t cry out. She couldn’t help but notice how firm his muscles felt.

‘Well, you still have two legs and nothing obviously sticking out sideways,’ she told him. ‘I don’t think it’s broken.’ Her hand moved up to his thick muscular chest and the boy winced again. In other circumstances… She caught herself. Stop it!

She held up a finger in front of his face and moved it from side to side, watching his eyes as they followed it. Then she pulled off his leather cap and gingerly felt around his head.

‘Your head seems okay too, but I’m no doctor. I can go and find you one, but it’ll take several hours, and he’ll want paying in advance…’

‘No… doctor,’ he managed.

‘Let’s at least find you somewhere to rest up. I suppose you crashed that contraption that’s wrapped around the tree. Going too fast, I shouldn’t wonder,’ Flick said. ‘Can you walk?’

He tried to get up, but cried out and flopped back down.

‘I guess that’s a no. Let me give you a hand then.’

The boy looked at her warily.

‘There’s an old cottage through those trees,’ Flick said, pointing. ‘We’ll take it slow and steady, it shouldn’t take long. There’s still a roof on it, though it’s a bit rickety, but it’s dry and out of the weather. I used to play there sometimes when I was a girl.’

With her help he eventually managed to stand on one leg, his arm held tightly over Flick’s shoulder. Flick held his arm tight with one hand and wrapped her other arm around his chest, and they started off, slowly and carefully, into the trees.

‘I… thought you were a ghost,’ he said as they walked.

‘Sorry?’

‘A figure in white.’

Flick looked down, her leathers still had some of the chalk dust on them from earlier, and it clicked. ‘I had a little accident in a chalk pit,’ she said, laughing, ‘but it was nothing serious. Got covered in chalk dust though.’

They continued in silence for a while.

‘You didn’t answer my question,’ Flick said after a while.

‘What question?’

‘What happened.’

‘Crashed,’ he said. 

They walked a bit further, but he said nothing else.

‘I suppose you’re not going to tell me, and I won’t press,’ she said after a while. ‘But you don’t look like a Kingsman or a Scav, though your clothes are a bit strange.’

He became quite agitated at that. ‘No Kingsmen…’ he managed.

‘No Kingsmen,’ Flick said quickly, and he relaxed. Another mystery, she thought. Why should he be so upset at the mention of Kingsmen; was he in trouble?

They pushed on, and after several stops to rest, they came to the derelict cottage. It had no door and the windows were empty, but the roof was still attached, even though it sagged alarmingly in the middle. Ivy covered large sections of the walls, almost hiding it among the trees. They went inside and Flick helped him down to the floor.

‘Shea,’ the stranger said.

‘What?’

‘Name. Shea.’

‘Oh. Flick. Pleased to meet you,’ said Flick, shaking his hand formally.

‘I come in pieces,’ Shea said, and passed out.




After checking that the boy was okay, Flick went back to her bike and grabbed the bread and a metal water bottle she had stashed in the panniers. Ok, so the bottle held small beer rather than water, but it’d do. She spied the small black box that she’d picked up earlier and her hand lingered over it, but she left it where it was. Then she turned her attention to the wreck. The sail: she rolled that up. It would be useful as a tarpaulin or to cover the ground. She looked around quickly to see if there was anything else of use. A leather bag containing an empty water bottle and some folded blue plastic sheet. And that was it.

She returned to the cottage with her spoils. Shea opened his eyes as she entered the room. ‘Still here? How are you doing?’ she asked. His face was still pale, but he managed a slight grin. She set down the bread and bottle beside him. ‘Good. Last trip. Won’t be long.’ 

This time she went in the opposite direction, towards the stream that ran past the abandoned village. She collected small branches and twigs that she could use for a fire. At one tree she pulled out her knife and scraped off some bark. She put this separately into her leather bag.

Under the trees it was getting quite dark, and Flick felt the first drops of rain. She hurried back to the cottage. Once inside, she built up the twigs on the hearth, and quickly had a cosy little fire going. She sat back against the wall, watching the flames. Shea was asleep.

Flick wanted to wait until the rain had passed, but she was needed back at the inn, where Maggie was preparing dinner and waiting for the meat she’d promised to bring. No chance of that; home was still an hour’s cycle away, and the town gates would be locked at dusk.

‘I’ll come back when I can,’ she said to the air, and left.




















5

A Scav on the Loose




FLICK CYCLED ALONG the rough track until it reached the narrow, overgrown lane that led back to town. Woods eventually gave way to more open ground, and there were patches of tarmac visible where the dirt had been worn away or blown by the wind. Once or twice tree roots crossed the track, forcing Flick to dismount and push her bike around them. After passing under the old railway bridge, the lane started to get better. Here and there grassy banks ran alongside, and clumps of daffodils glowed yellow in the early dusk light. Sometimes there were low stone walls or rusted iron posts, signs that there had been houses and farms and stables at one time. It had never been a major road, and now only led to the old railway line and the ancient ridgeway. Flick was one of the few people that still used it. After a while the lane crossed the wide clear area that surrounded the town. 

The gate was shut as Flick approached. Her heart quickened. Had she missed the curfew? She didn’t relish the thought of a night stuck outside in the wild. If she banged hard enough on the gate, would anyone let her in, she wondered. Just then two green tin hats popped up above the gate, and Flick stopped. If there were heads under the hats, it was hard to tell, but at least the gate was still manned.

‘What’s for supper then, sis?’ one of the hats yelled.

Flick groaned. Adam. ‘What are you doing out on the gate?’ she yelled back. She ought to be grateful; she wouldn’t be locked out with her younger brother on the gate, but even so, he shouldn’t be there. ‘Adam Carter, you’re not in the Watch yet. Just you get home before Dad catches you. You know you shouldn’t be out after curfew.’

‘And nor should you,’ Adam shouted back.

Fair point.

She dismounted as the gate opened, and pushed the bike through. ‘Evening, Fred,’ she smiled at the other guard, who grinned back. 

‘Evening, Miss. You’re just in time; we was about to lock the gates for the night,’ he replied. 

‘Thanks Fred,’ said Flick. ‘There’s a pint for you at The Crown tonight.’ She knew that it must be after curfew and the gate should already have been locked.

Fred looked at her bike. ‘No luck with the coneys then?’

For a second, Flick was confused. Then she remembered the brief exchange on her way out. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No luck today. Maybe another time.’

Adam walked beside Flick as they crossed the grassy field going down into the town. ‘You should have been home hours ago,’ he said. ‘Dad’ll be worried.’

‘Dad probably hasn’t even noticed; you know what he’s like these days,’ Flick replied, ‘but Maggie is probably going spare in the kitchen.’

‘So what happened?’

‘There was a rock fall down in the chalk pit and I got plastered with rubble. Had to dig myself out,’ Flick said matter-of-factly. She was careful not to mention Shea or the wreckage, although she didn’t know quite why.

‘You really should be more careful. One day you’ll go down that mine and never come out…’ Adam said.

‘Like you care!’

‘I’m only thinking of Rosie…’ Adam said in a hurt voice.

‘You’re only thinking of Adam,’ Flick replied.

They stopped beside the football pitch to watch a group of lads playing five-a-side. After the ball had been up and down the pitch a few times, one of the boys missed a pass and the ball sailed off the pitch in Flick’s direction.

‘Here, hold this.’ Flick passed the bike to Adam and trotted off after the ball. As she came back to the pitch with it, one of the boys ran over.

‘Chuck it back!’ he panted, stopping about ten feet away. His short dark hair glistened, and he was sweaty from running about. His features had a hint of Afro-Caribbean about them, and although not actually fat, he had the look of someone well fed.

‘Joe.’ Adam nodded.

‘Adam.’ Joe nodded back. ‘Come on, Flick’ He had both hands out and gestured towards himself with his fingers.

Flick smiled, but kept hold of the ball. ‘You have to kiss me for it, Joe Griffin,’ she said.

‘Not in front of me mates,’ Joe said, his face turning bright red.

‘I can’t watch,’ muttered Adam, turning away.

‘Or tell me what your dad is doing with all those men,’ Flick said, planting her feet firmly apart and tossing the ball from hand to hand. At least I’ll have something to tell Maggie, she thought.

‘Men?’ Joe said, sounding confused. Then he twigged. ‘Oh, the Estate Workers. Yeah, he’s been hiring. Don’t seem to do much work though, just a lot of running around and shouting.’

Flick wanted to ask more, but Joe darted in, grabbed the ball and ran back onto the pitch, amid shouts and wolf whistles from his fellow players.

Still, it was something. She sighed. ‘What is it with boys?’

Adam just shrugged. He remained silent as they continued the walk back to the inn. Eventually Flick broke the silence.

‘So you’re really going to join the Watch then?’

Adam thought for a moment. ‘I reckon. It’s steady work, and it’s a lot safer these days, despite what they say. I was on the wall most of this afternoon and there were just two wagons went past.’

‘Yeah, but you were on the south gate, and that’s always quiet,’ said Flick.

‘True enough but I’ve been chatting to Fred and he knows all the stuff and that, and he reckons I’ll get in, no trouble.’

‘We’re going to be short at the inn you know.’

Adam didn’t answer. They crossed the last street and walked across the town square, pausing to look at the notice board nailed outside the small pillared town hall. The list of wanted criminals was new since this morning.

‘Still think the world isn’t dangerous?’

Adam snorted. ‘Scavs and bandits. But I’ll bet they’re no match for the Kingsmen.’ He waved at the tattered noose hanging from the rough wooden scaffold in the square, ‘Or that.’

Flick pointed at one of the pictures, younger looking than the others. ‘He’s handsome. Just think what it would be like, living in the wild with a real hunk, not having to worry about parents, and chores, and the inn…’

‘You practically live in the wild as it is!’ Adam said.

‘Do you think he’s dangerous? I wonder what he did.’

Adam looked at the poster, but he said nothing.




Flick pulled back the curtains. Her room was right at the top of the inn, in the roof above all the guest rooms, and the small window overlooked the courtyard at the back. It was another typical spring morning: dull, wet, cold. She wondered how Shea had coped, alone out at the cottage. She’d take some food out to him later, after she’d finished her chores, and some spare blankets, maybe some of Dad’s old clothes too that he wouldn’t miss.

She dressed quickly; there wasn’t any heating in this part of the building. In her top drawer she felt the black box she’d taken, still under the clothes where she’d hidden it the night before. Wondering what it was, she turned it over in her hands, examining it in the light from the window. It had a small grille on the front and some buttons, a clip on the back that would attach to a belt or something, and a rubber stick on the top. There was something very… scavvy about it, and if she took it down to the kitchen there would be awkward questions. 

She twisted the knob. It made a faint click as it turned, but nothing else happened. After looking at it for a little while longer, she shrugged and put it down on the table, then headed for the kitchen, closing the door behind her.

The smell of breakfast steaming on the hob made her feel hungry. Gruel made from oats and wheat, cooked in watery milk. She gave the pot a good stir and ladled out a big dollop into a bowl, adding a spoonful of honey from a jar in the cupboard.

Her father looked up as she sat down at the table. ‘Sleep well?’ he asked.

Flick grunted, and started to eat.

‘Flick grunts like a pi-ig.’ Rosie chanted from the chair opposite.

‘Do not,’ Flick retorted, pausing her spoon on its way to her mouth.

‘Do too!’ Rosie poked her tongue out.

‘Enough, you two!’ their father bellowed. ‘Now be nice and eat properly.’

Flick looked up imploringly at Maggie, who had just arrived at the back door, and was taking her coat off.

‘Don’t look at me,’ Maggie said, ‘I’m not getting involved; I only work here.’

With a final tongue poking, calm returned and the two girls went back to eating.




Flick stood in the courtyard, pegging up washing on the line, while Maggie had her head buried in the chicken coop. Adam and Rosie had left for school, and Dad was somewhere inside the inn.

‘Maggs?’ Flick said, pulling a bed sheet from the basket.

There was a muffled thud from inside the coop.

‘Oww! You made me jump there!’ Maggie said, backing out from the coop, dragging a basket of eggs behind her. She stood up, brushing bits of straw from her clothing.

‘I’ve got some news,’ Flick said, pegging the sheet up.

One of the chickens chose that moment to make a bid for freedom. There was a flurry of feathers as it squeezed through a gap in the mesh fence and ran across the cobbles squawking wildly. Maggie gave chase and the chicken made a mad dash for the stables, swerving at the last minute before being recaptured, much to its disgust.

‘Prisoner twenty-seven, always trying to make a run for it,’ said Maggie, stroking the chicken. ‘Be a shame if she ever really got away, ‘cos she’s a good layer.’ She dropped the hen back into the coop and latched the door.

‘I had that dream again last night,’ said Flick, putting down the basket and motioning for Maggie to sit on the bench.

‘What, the one with Joe?’

‘Yeah. Sticks his tongue in my ear and it, like, goes right through my head and out the other ear.’

‘Oh gross!’

They sat on the bench in silence for a moment, watching the chickens pecking at their feed. 

Eventually Flick spoke, ‘I wonder if it means anything?’

‘Don’t stick a tongue in your ear?’

‘Thing is about Joe…’ she paused, ‘I mean, I know he’s the mayor’s son and that, and I’m sure he’ll be rich and stuff one day, but… I don’t know, something’s not right.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Maggie said, ‘and it’s not just him, it’s the whole family. And what’s with that creepy house? Do you think it’s haunted?’

Flick shivered. Was it her imagination, or did it just get cold all of a sudden? ‘I might if I believed in ghosts,’ she said.

‘P’raps it’s something from the Dark Time? Yeah, that’ll be it. We should report him to the Kingsmen and get the reward!’

Flick snorted. ‘Not so loud, someone might hear; the street’s just the other side of the stables! I get the feeling that Mayor Griffin is not the kind of person who would take kindly to being reported, and we’d be the ones in trouble, especially with all those extra “estate workers” around.’

‘What did you find out about them?’ Maggie asked.

‘Only that they’re not proper farm hands or the usual kind of worker. Joe says they spend all their time running about and shouting.’

Maggie pondered this. ‘I wonder what they are?’

‘Those Kingsmen that were here last night…’ Flick said, ‘When I showed one of them my little workshop, he asked if I was supplying an army. I think he was joking, but you don’t suppose…?’

‘Mayor Griffin is starting an army? What would the mayor want with an army? That’s ridiculous!’

 ‘Keep your voice down,’ Flick hissed.

‘Sorry, but it is.’

Flick looked around. ‘That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about though.’

Maggie raised an eyebrow.

‘Promise me you won’t tell anyone. Not a soul, mind, and I really mean it. Swear, proper.’

Maggie looked at her warily. ‘You all right, Flick?’

‘Yeah. But you gotta swear. It’s important.’

‘Ok then.’ Maggie raised her right hand. ‘I swear I won’t tell a living soul what you are about to tell me.’

Flick nodded. She paused for a moment, thinking. ‘I found a boy.’

Maggie stared, open-mouthed. ‘You... What? Who? Is it Edward? Harry? Paul? Not Stanley surely?’

‘No, I found a boy. Literally. I think he might be a Scav!’

Maggie’s eyes lit up, a mixture of excitement and horror. ‘A Scav? Did he rape and murder you? Do tell…’

‘Of course he didn’t rape and murder me, stupid. Do you think I’d be here talking to you if he did?’

Maggie pouted. ‘So how do you know he’s a Scav then? Did you see his tattoo?’

‘No I didn’t see his tattoo,’ Flick replied indignantly, ‘I’m not like you, ripping the clothes off the first boy I meet.’

‘Now that’s not fair,’ complained Maggie, ‘We were married by then, as well you know.’

‘But Fred was still the first boy you met,’ said Flick, laughing.

‘Stop changing the subject,’ Maggie said. ‘I’m beginning to think you don’t like boys at all. Sixteen years old, and not even engaged. If you don’t hurry up it’ll be too late.’

‘Maybe I like things the way they are,’ Flick said, ‘Or perhaps I don’t relish the idea of Mayor Griffin as a father-in-law. That man scares me. Anyway, now who’s changing the subject?’

‘Okay, back to the Scav. Spill.’ Maggie looked at Flick expectantly.

‘It was out at the bottom of the ridge, near the white horse,’ Flick said. ‘He was all banged up. Had some sort of wrecked mechanical contraption, like he crashed it.’

‘What was he doing way out there?’ Maggie asked.

Flick shrugged. ‘He crashed. That’s all he said. There wasn’t time to push him as I had a few scrapes myself down the chalk pit, and I still had to get back before curfew.’

‘So that’s why you didn’t bring me any meat last night.’

Flick nodded. ‘Yeah. Sorry.’

‘No you’re not,’ Maggie teased. ‘Now tell me everything. Is he good looking? What’s his name? What did you do? Why didn’t you bring him home? How do you know he’s a Scav?’

‘Well, like I said, he was a bit banged up, but just bruises and sprains and stuff. I don’t think anything was broken.’

‘Yes but get to the important stuff; what was his name? And what’s he like? And where is he?’

Flick sighed and looked around conspiratorially. ‘Well, his name is Shea. And he’s a bit older than us: Seventeen or perhaps eighteen, and yes he’s a hunk.’

‘Oh Shea, Shea…’ said Maggie, fluttering her eyelids. ‘Definitely a Scav name.’

‘Shut up!’ said Flick, a little too angrily. ‘Nothing happened. Besides, he was barely conscious. I just set him up in one of the abandoned cottages, and had to rush back ‘cos of the curfew.’

‘So he’s still there?’

‘I guess so. He’s either still there, or he’s dead, or he’s scarpered. I’ll go back out there later and check. Take some food and stuff, just in case.’

‘Is he… you know, dangerous? He is a Scav after all.’

Flick paused. ‘We don’t know for sure he’s a Scav. But I don’t think he’s dangerous. I’ve got my knife, and my bow, just in case. Where I found him, he had this weird buggy thing. But it wasn’t anywhere near the road and there were no tracks.’ She paused, ‘You know, I quite forgot with finding Shea, but I was going to get Adam and Joe to help me bring the wreckage back. Sell it in town for scrap.’

Maggie’s eyes widened. ‘Good job you didn’t. If he really is a Scav and the Kingsmen heard about it, you could be locked up for sure, or worse, executed.’

‘Yeah, good job,’ said Flick, standing. ‘And you’re not to say a word.’

They heard a commotion out in the square. ‘What’s going on out there?’ Maggie asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Flick said, ‘let’s go and look.’ She opened the wicket gate and they peered out. Half a dozen Kingsmen on horseback were in the square, rifles clearly on display. Their leader, a woman with red hair, was talking to Captain Marley of the Watch, who appeared somewhat agitated, along with Sergeant Taylor. Other Watchmen were hurrying into the square. Flick spotted Stanley Wilder and waved him over.

‘What’s going on, Stanley?’ she asked.

‘There’s some big shot Scav on the loose,’ he said. ‘The Kingsmen think he might be in town. All the gates have been closed and we have to find him.’

Flick and Maggie stared at each other open mouthed.
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A Day at the Museum




ADAM AND ROSIE left for school at 8:30 by the big clock in the town. They each had a small knapsack containing their lunch of homemade bread and cheese, wrapped in greased paper. The street was quiet as they passed the town hall on their way to the school, but soon other children joined from the side streets. Rosie’s friends Alice and Gracie were the first to catch up, and started chattering excitedly. 

‘I’ve never been on a school trip,’ Rosie announced, skipping along the kerb. ‘What do you think it’ll will be like? I bet it’s all old broken stuff, and they won’t even let us touch it.’

‘I think it’s guns and bombs and tanks like in the stories,’ said Alice, ‘I bet if we touched it, it would explode!’ She acted out the explosion, waving her arms about and dancing round and round.

‘Do you think it really still works?’ asked Gracie, ‘I mean, there’s no electric anymore, so surely it’s just dead stuff? Adam knows, he’s seen it. Haven’t you Adam? What’s it like?’

Adam snorted. ‘It’s just a museum, okay? Old stuff. Boring.’

‘Misery guts!’ Rosie called out.

‘Am not,’ grumped Adam, ‘The stuff they tell you is all made up. It’s just stories to scare the little kids. Nothing there ever works. I bet it’s never worked. The Dark Times are just a myth to make us do what they want.’

The girls stared open mouthed as Adam stomped off ahead and disappeared into the school playground. When the girls reached the gates of the school, they went in the opposite direction, ‘Bye Adam,’ they called, and Rosie added, ‘See you later.’ But Adam ignored them. Stupid kids, never shut up.

He walked up to a group of seniors that were standing around by themselves–Del, Ron and Colin. ‘Hey!’ He raised his hand and they all smacked hands in greeting. ‘Hey!’ they each grunted back.

Del, the biggest of the four boys poked Adam in the ribs and nodded towards one of the younger kids. ‘Bet he’s got better lunch than we do,’ he said.

‘Yeah, we should get it off him,’ Colin added. ‘As tribute.’

Another kid walked past them, making for the entrance. ‘Rah!’ Ron barked at her, waving his arms around. She yelped and ran off.

‘Come on, let’s show her who’s boss around here,’ said Del, and the three of them lurched off towards the unsuspecting girl.

Adam hung back. He liked the mucking about and causing trouble, but actually bullying the little kids was going too far.

Del looked back and call out, ‘Hey, Adam, you coming or what?’

Before Adam could answer the bell rang for assembly, and the whole school trooped towards the school hall. They lined up in ranks, juniors at the front, seniors at the back. Adam, Del, Ron and Colin, shuffled in at the back of the back.

Adam nudged his mates and they huddled around, ‘So I got this money off a first year…’ he began. It wasn’t actually true, but he had a reputation to maintain. He was well into his tale when he noticed something wasn’t quite right. ‘…and they didn’t stop running all the way back…’ He stopped, realising the entire room was quiet and his was the only voice talking. He blushed and stared at the floor, feeling very conspicuous.

‘Adam Carter! My office, immediately after Assembly!’ boomed a voice from the front of the room.

He looked up. Two masters stood on the stage. The tall thin man at the front, with a gaunt face beady eyes, hawk-like nose and an expression that looked like a boiling kettle with a cork rammed in the spout was the headmaster.

The other master was the deputy head, normal in comparison.

There were a few titters around the room. ‘And that goes for anyone else that wants to chatter,’ the headmaster said sternly.

Silence.

‘Better. And now the vicar will lead the school in prayers. Reverend?’

The headmaster stepped back and allowed the vicar to step forward. He was a tall, nervous looking man with round metal rimmed spectacles and a horseshoe of hair. One side of the horseshoe was cropped short, the other was long and draped over his shiny pate in a travesty of grooming. He wore a black cassock and white surplice. Adam hadn’t noticed him, lurking at the back of the stage, but he was always there, at the back of things, lurking.

‘By directorate of the King,’ he said, faltering slightly. He coughed and adjusted his spectacles, then started again.

‘By directorate of the King, we shall pray,’ stronger and more confidently this time. He paused, waiting for the children to bow their heads.

Adam tuned the vicar out. He thought the man was an idiot and a buffoon. He rummaged through his pockets and found some crumpled paper, which he pulled out and tore a small strip off. He nudged Ron, who was standing next to him, and scrunched the torn off strip into a small ball, which he flicked into the crowd. It hit the back of a girl’s head a few rows in front, and when she reached up to scratch her hair, the two boys giggled.

‘Carter! Head bowed. Now!’ the headmaster bellowed. Adam bowed his head, but kept sniggering.

‘Do it again,’ Ron whispered, and Adam tore off some more paper. He handed the rest to Ron, and soon both boys were flicking paper pellets around the hall.

‘WE WILL BE GOOD!’ the whole school shouted in unison, startling Adam. They had reached the responses, signalling the end of assembly.

‘Be Vigilant!’ the vicar cried out.

‘WE WILL BE VIGILANT!’ the children responded. Adam joined in this time.

The vicar stood for a moment watching the children, and then, seemingly satisfied he stepped back.

The headmaster now stepped forward once more. ‘We will now sing the school song. Mrs Granger, if you please.’ He signalled to a small grey-haired lady seated at the piano, and she started playing. After a few bars introduction, the school chorused the words to the song,




We are free to think, We are free to work,

From our duty and calling we will not shirk,

With vigilance we conquer all

In purity we prepare

A new world order, we answer the call

God and the King will guide us there.




As the singing came to an end and the music stopped, the headmaster raised his hands, and the assembly was silent. He pointed to the back of the hall. ‘Carter: My office. Everyone else, dismissed.’

A few minutes later, Adam was leaning against the wall outside the headmaster’s study. The headmaster was already inside; he’d come direct from the school hall. Adam hadn’t. Adam swirled his index finger around the pinna of his ear and then gnawed on the scrapings under his finger nail. Chatting during assembly was hardly a major crime. So he was up before the Beak again, but it was no big deal; a few harsh words and he’d be free to go.

‘Get in here, boy!’ bellowed the headmaster. Despite the fact that his door was closed, the headmaster had an unnerving knack of knowing when somebody was waiting to see him. Adam pushed himself off from the wall and opened the door.

‘Shut the door.’ The headmaster was writing something, and didn’t look up. Adam shut the door and walked over to the desk. He stood in front of it, and watched the headmaster write. He tried to make out what the head was writing, but it was upside down and just looked like nonsense.

‘Latin,’ said the headmaster, without pausing from his writing. ‘I’d be very surprised if you knew that.’ He put down his pen and pushed his chair back, looking up. ‘But then, there’s a lot of things you don’t know.’ He paused, studying Adam intently then asked, ‘Why do you think you are here?’

Adam shrugged. ‘Because I was disruptive in assembly?’ The guy was a buffoon.

‘Because you were disruptive in assembly,’ the headmaster repeated. He picked up the papers that he’d been writing, tapped them on the desk to straighten them, and placed them into a manila folder. He leaned back in his chair and regarded Adam. ‘Mmmm?’ he said, raising an eyebrow.

Adam fidgeted. The headmaster usually just ranted for a bit while Adam nodded and looked contrite. But this was a different tactic.

The head turned back to the things on his desk. Then, ‘You want to join the Watch, once you leave school, don’t you?’

Adam mumbled something. This wasn’t going the way he’d expected. He couldn’t explain why, but it disturbed him somehow.

‘Speak up.’ The head looked at him intently.

‘Yes, sir.’ Adam was surprised by the squeak in his voice.

The head finished tidying the things on his desk. When he was satisfied, he looked at Adam again. ‘Shut the door on your way out.’

Adam turned and left the room, shutting the door behind him. Walking back to his classroom, he pondered, what on earth was that about?




Adam kicked back against the railings. It was after lunch and he was back in the playground. He should have been messing around with his mates, but his mind kept dragging him back to the headmaster’s study that morning.

You want to join the Watch once you leave school, don’t you? That’s all the headmaster had said. Nothing more; nothing less. But it sounded like a threat and that bothered him. He’d always regarded the headmaster as a bit of a buffoon, with no real teeth. He hadn’t actually told him off; Adam was always being told off, for being disruptive, or larking about, once even for ‘trying to be funny.’ Maybe that was it?

Perhaps it would be a good idea to lie low for a bit. Tone things down and not be so conspicuous. He looked out across the playground. No one seemed to be paying him any attention. The headmaster appeared to be busy shuffling some of the younger children around, and his mates, Del, Ron and Colin were standing around at the back of the line, not looking in his direction. Even so, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched.

‘Come on Adam, you’ll miss it!’ That was Rosie shouting from her position at the very front of the line. She was keen, Adam mused, but that was only to be expected; she was the youngest and got all the attention. Flick was the oldest and got everything first, but what did he ever get? Nothing. Nothing but grief and trouble. It’d be better once he was in the Watch, with his mates.

‘Carter, get in line!’ The headmaster had noticed now and shouted at him. 

Adam reluctantly pushed himself up from the railings and sauntered over to the back of the line. His mates grunted at each other.

‘So what did he do?’ Colin asked. ‘It must have been really bad.’

‘Yeah, we thought you was going to get caned or expelled or something,’ Ron added.

‘Look, I don’t want to talk about it, okay?’ Adam said.

The three boys looked at each other, eyebrows raised, and sniggered.

‘You’re not going soft on us, are you?’ Del jeered, poking him in the arm.

‘No, I am not going soft.’ Adam said, the annoyance clear in his voice.

‘I don’t suppose it had anything to do with those Kingsmen, did it?’ Colin asked

‘What Kingsmen?’

‘Two Kingsmen came round searching the classrooms when you were gone,’ Colin said. ‘We reckoned they were looking for you. Thought you were going to be disappeared or something…’

‘Quiet at the back of the line!’ the headmaster shouted.

Adam hissed, ‘Look… Oh, forget it.’

Moments later, the headmaster raised his large black cane high and shouted, ‘Everybody follow me!’ He marched out through the gate into the street, and the rest of the school followed.

Adam kept quiet as they walked. Had the headmaster unexpectedly developed the power–or the balls–to keep him out of the Watch? Or did it have something to do with Colin’s Kingsmen? Surely a bit of mucking around didn’t warrant their attention? No, he didn’t believe that for a moment. He thought about the consequences of not joining; what else would he do? What else could he do? He’d never taken any interest in the inn, and fifteen years of living with Flick as a big sister was enough for anyone, thank you very much. Besides, he didn’t know whether his dad would choose him if nobody else did; it was a subject that had never come up. He was going into the Watch, and that was final. By the time they got to the museum, Adam had convinced himself that the headmaster was bluffing after all.

The headmaster climbed the steps of the museum to address the children. ‘What you will see here today may shock and disturb you. Relics of the Dark Times are very dangerous. The people back then were evil. They and their devices caused The Collapse, and that is why you must never touch these things or talk to Scavs. And always report any sightings to a Watchman. Is everybody clear?’

The children nodded.

He rapped on the big double doors with the end of his cane. After a few moments, there was the sound of bolts being drawn back and the doors swung silently open.

‘We’ll go through in small groups,’ he said, and started counting the children through, ‘One, two, three, four,’ his cane stopped the next child from going through for a moment, then he started counting again, ‘One, two, three, four.’ Everyone had gone through except for Del, Ron, Colin and Adam.

The headmaster looked at them. ‘You four,’ he said, eying them each in turn, ‘are a severe disappointment to me, to the school, to the town. If it had been up to me, you would not have been allowed to come today, but others persuaded me–reluctantly–to let you come.’

Adam wondered if he was talking about the Kingsmen from the school.

The headmaster continued, ‘We will be watching you closely at all times, is that understood?’

The four boys stood on the steps, looking at each other and saying nothing.

‘Is that understood?’ The headmaster repeated.

‘Yes,’ they muttered.

He tapped Del on the chest with his cane. ‘You. In.’ Del scooted through the door. He repeated this with Ron and Colin, leaving Adam on his own. At once the conviction left him; maybe the headmaster wasn’t bluffing after all.

Adam swallowed. ‘Just you and me together is it, sir?’ he said, trying to instil the confidence in his voice that he no longer felt.

The headmaster regarded him for several seconds. ‘I don’t know what it is you’ve been up to, but I’d think seriously about mending my ways, if I was you.’

As far as Adam was concerned he hadn’t been “up to” anything. At least not beyond the usual messing about. But he nodded anyway. Anything for a quiet life.

‘Now, follow me,’ the headmaster said, beckoning him to follow through the door.

They went inside. The large foyer immediately went dark, and Adam turned to see that the doors had closed silently behind them. He swallowed nervously and blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the dim light from two small windows.

‘Keep up!’

The headmaster was already several paces ahead, and Adam hurried to catch up. They went straight to a door at the back of the room and into a passage beyond. As they descended a narrow flight of stairs, Adam started to have suspicions that this was not the regular museum tour.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

‘You’ll see,’ the headmaster replied. He’d come to a door, which he pushed open. ‘In there.’

Adam went into the room. He fully expected the headmaster to follow, but was surprised when he heard the door shut and the snick of a key turning. He spun around. Sure enough the door was shut.

‘What the…’

He tried the knob. Locked. He banged his hand on the door and shouted, ‘Oi, let me out, scumbag!’

But no one came, and the door remained firmly locked.

He turned back to the room. Diffuse light came through glass blocks in the ceiling. Adam remembered seeing such blocks set into the pavement outside: the room was below the street. There was a long table in the middle of the room, laid out with a collection of objects.

This didn’t look like the usual museum stuff; old, beaten up, barely recognisable and worn through generations of kids touching and poking despite the teachers warning them not to. No, this looked like the real deal. The things on the table didn’t even look old. Some were barely even scratched. These was the kinds of things that, if the Kingsmen caught you with them, you weren’t just arrested, you were disappeared. Adam had heard stories: a friend of a friend that somebody knew had found something and been caught, and they were never seen again. Everyone knew, or thought they knew. So why did the headmaster lock him in a room full of the stuff? Was it to get rid of him? Was it a test? To see if he could resist temptation?

Well, he wasn’t going to play that game.

He wandered down the table, looking at the devices. Most of them just looked like boxes of some kind, some metal, others plastic. Small ones that could fit in your hand; big ones that would take an effort to carry. Some had knobs or buttons on them, others had wires attached. At the far end there was a strange looking three wheeled buggy, with metal poles attached to it, and a big fabric sheet at the top, like the wing of a bird. It had three large black shiny blades, at the back, like giant knives. Adam had never seen anything quite like it. 

He picked up one of the smaller devices. It had buttons and knobs on it, and a rubber stick on the end. It felt heavy in his hand, and that intrigued him.

‘You know what that is?’ The voice was female and sultry and took Adam by surprise. He dropped the device, which clattered on the table. Slowly he raised his hands in the air.

‘I never touched it!’ Adam said, denying the obvious.

A few seconds later, when nothing had happened and the voice hadn’t spoken again, Adam dared to breathe, and cautiously lowered his hands. Perhaps the movement wafted the air, because he noticed the very slightest hint of perfume.

‘It’s a radio,’ the voice said again. Adam’s hands shot back up. ‘It’s used for talking to people that are a long way away. It works.’

When Adam didn’t move, the voice continued. ‘Put your hands down, you look silly.’

Adam lowered his hands and slowly turned. The woman standing in front of him wore black. He supposed that was why he hadn’t seen her in the shadows. She looked to be in her early twenties, pale face framed by straight shoulder length auburn-red hair with a fringe that cut neatly across her eyebrows. Her eyes were green, her nose was small and her lips, picked out in a thin line of dark red gloss were twisted up in the merest hint of a smile.

As she stepped out of the shadows, Adam noticed how close-fitting her clothes were. But even more than that, he noticed the golden crown emblem embroidered on her sleeve. She was a Kingsman.

His mouth dropped open. ‘What… Look… I only… Who… The headmaster locked me in here,’ he finally blurted. He was going to be disappeared, he knew it.

‘You don’t need to know who I am,’ she said, answering his unarticulated question. ‘And no, you’re not in trouble for handling the radio.’

The relief Adam felt was instant, and a big grin started spreading across his face.

She turned her attention to the devices on the table. ‘These are a collection of prohibited devices from the Dark Times. They were all… recovered… from people that were caught using them.’ She paused for effect, ‘I’m sure you know what that means.’

Yeah, Disappeared.

‘Now I want you to look at them carefully…’

Adam’s hand hovered over one of the devices, but he hesitated. There was a Kingsman in the room after all.

‘Yes, you can go ahead and touch them.’ She said. ‘Pick them up, feel their weight.’

Adam picked up the device, turning it over in his hands and feeling it. He could feel her eyes watching him, studying his reaction, but nothing happened, no bolt of lightning from heaven striking him down. Gradually a grin returned to his face.

‘So what is all this stuff?’ he asked. ‘Can I have it? Take it home?’

‘No. Nothing leaves this room,’ she said, ignoring his first question.

When he finally came to the last item, the buggy with the bird’s wing on top, she said to him, ‘Pay special attention to this. I want you to tell me if you have ever seen anything like it. Or even just parts of it. Maybe the fabric has appeared in the market?’

Adam shook his head. ‘No, I ain’t seen any of this stuff. Not like this, only the old crap they’ve got upstairs.’ It was a risk swearing, especially in front of a Kingsman, but he was starting to feel his old self again.

‘Okay, don’t worry. But if you do see it, or something similar, I want you to come and find me, and tell me about it. Can you do that?’

Adam nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Good,’ she said, ‘but don’t tell anybody about this room, or our little chat.’ 

He shrugged. ‘Whatever.’

She grabbed him, twisting him around. ‘Do you understand?’ she snarled, in his face.

Adam squeaked, ‘Tell nobody.’

‘Good.’ she said, voice back to normal. ‘It would be a real shame if, for any reason, you didn’t get into the Watch this summer. You’ve got such… potential.’ She held his gaze for several seconds, as if to bring home the point. Then she indicated the door. ‘Off you go.’




Flick had pounded away at the inn all day, doing chores and keeping herself distracted. She’d made one trip out to the south gate, but it was locked just as Stanley had said it would be. The two Watchmen on duty, Felix Patel and Stu Johnson weren’t regulars at The Crown and wouldn’t make an exception to let her though. Besides, leaving town with a big basket of supplies was sure to be suspicious. So she’d returned to the inn and worked out her frustration on mucking out the stable, and doing the laundry, and the cleaning.

Could Shea be the Scav the Kingsmen were looking for? She wouldn’t find out staying here in the inn. And what if he wasn’t? He was all alone in that cottage, with no food or drink other than what she’d left the night before, and no way to hunt or catch anything else to eat. She didn’t even know if he knew how to hunt. After all, what did Scavs eat?

There was nothing she could do but wait while the Kingsmen were still snooping around. She’d go to him as soon as she could, but that would most likely not be till tomorrow. By then he might be gone or caught or dead.




‘How was the museum today?’ Flick asked. The whole family was in the kitchen–Adam, Rosie, Flick of course, and their father–it was dinner time and they had just sat down to the evening meal of boiled mutton and potatoes. Flick swirled a lump of stale bread around her plate, mopping up the thin gravy.

‘It was great,’ Rosie offered. ‘We saw lots of books, not like the rough ones we get at school, these were proper ancient books from before The Collapse, with all printing and pictures and stuff, and machines, and they told us how the machines in the Dark Times had caused The Collapse and that was why no one is allowed to use them any more.’

Adam snorted. ‘They are just stories. I told you this morning, it’s all made up to scare little kids and make us do what they want.’

‘Adam, that’s enough,’ their father warned.

‘Well they are,’ he mumbled, drawing fierce looks from both Dad and Flick.

Rosie continued, ‘And they had scary monsters, like the one that jumps out of the wall at you. That was really scary.’

Flick laughed, ‘That is a trick, Ro honey, they do it with mirrors.’

‘Oh, well it was bloody scary anyway.’ Their father looked up and coughed. Rosie corrected herself, ‘Well, it was just scary then. And we saw the stone tools from prehistoric times. They were just like the ones you make, Flick, but I reckon yours are better.’

Flick smiled, ‘Well thank you, Ro, that’s very sweet. Come over here and give your big sister a hug.’ 

They hugged. ‘You didn’t make those tools in the museum, did you?’ Rosie asked, grinning.

‘No,’ laughed Flick, ‘but I did spend a lot of time looking at them when I was your age, and figuring out how they made them. That was when I started making them myself. There was an ancient book they read to us from, it had some quotes from famous old people in it, and one of them said, “Bang the rocks together, guys.” Well that’s exactly what I did.’ She made a banging motion with her hands, which ended up rather one handed with Rosie still in her arms, and they both laughed.

Flick looked down at Rosie and smiled. She loved her little sister more than anything. She loved Adam too, but Rosie was special; she was so like their late mum. She stroked her hair, ‘I’m glad you liked it.’

Adam finished up the food on his plate, and dropped his cutlery with a loud clatter.

Flick looked up. She couldn’t miss the annoyed look on Adam’s face, but she chose to ignore it. ‘And what about you Adam, did you like it?’ she asked, sweetly. 

Adam fidgeted in his chair and looked down at his plate, ‘’S’ all right I suppose,’ he said.

Sensing something was wrong, Flick pressed him. ‘Is everything all right Adam? Are you having problems at school?’

‘Nothing I can’t handle,’ he muttered under his breath.

‘What was that Adam?’ Dad asked.

‘I said it was nothing I can’t handle,’ Adam said loudly. ‘I’m going to my room.’ Adam pushed his chair back and stomped out of the kitchen.

‘Well something must have upset him,’ Flick said.

Rosie looked up at Flick. ‘Promise you won’t tell I told you?’ she asked.

‘Of course, Ro,’ Flick said, still stroking her hair. ‘What is it?’

Rosie leaned over to whisper into Flick’s ear. ‘He was told off in Assembly this morning, for talking. Got sent to the headmaster’s study and everything. And there were two Kingsmen came and searched the school.’

There was silence while they took in that information. Flick’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of the Kingsmen, but she told herself it was ridiculous; there was no proof that Shea was the Scav they were looking for. It was just coincidence, surely. 

Then their father stood up. ‘Time to get these dishes sorted; they won’t clean themselves,’ he said, and started stacking the plates. Flick nodded and went over to the stove to fetch a kettle of hot water.

Rosie stood up too. There was a shy little smile on her lips. ‘Dad, I’ve still got something to tell you all.’ They all stopped what they were doing and turned to her.

‘What is it, Rosie?’ Dad asked.

‘At school today,’ she began, ‘in class, teacher said I had to be Queen of the May.’

‘Oh honey, that’s absolutely marvellous!’ Dad said, hugging her and giving her a big kiss on the forehead. Flick beamed, and moved to join the hug. Then Dad said, ‘Adam really ought to hear this,’ and he yelled out through the door, ‘Adam, get down here. Rosie has something important to say!’

Rosie was still grinning broadly when Adam came through the door. ‘What?’

‘Go on Rosie, tell Adam what you just told us,’ said Dad.

‘I’m going to be Queen of the May,’ beamed Rosie, ‘I get to be crowned with a crown and everything!’

‘That’s nice,’ Adam grunted as he turned round and stomped off back to his room.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ asked Flick. ‘Okay, so he got told off at school. Big deal, he’s always being told off, and it’s never bothered him before. Not like this anyway.’

‘I’ll go up and talk to him,’ Dad said. ‘He might open up if we have a bit of man-time. Would you mind finishing up the dishes?’

‘Sure, me and Ro will do them, won’t we?’ Rosie nodded. ‘Come on Ro-Ro, we’ll have them done in no time.’
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A Near Kiss




THE NEXT MORNING, Flick was up early. She had her bike loaded up with food and bottles of small beer from the pantry, and a spare small cooking pan.

‘Dad, I’m off out,’ she called out to the hallway.

‘Be back by curfew!’ came the response from somewhere upstairs.

On her way through town she stopped at the baker’s and bought a loaf of bread. 

The town gate was open when she reached it, and Fred was huddled inside the little shack next to it, fiddling with a roll-up. He waved, ‘Hey Flick!’

She stopped at the gate. ‘Hey Fred, I’m off to the ridge,’ she said.

‘See what you can catch eh?’ Fred said. ‘Sorry you couldn’t go hunting yesterday; Felix said you’d tried to go out, but orders is orders, especially with those Kingsmen around.’

Flick shrugged. Lucky he didn’t know the real reason she was going out. ‘Yeah, got to try twice as hard today,’ she said. Which was true, especially with the shortages. ‘Did they find whoever they were looking for?’ Flick tried not to sound too concerned.

‘Dunno,’ said Fred. He’d wedged the roll-up behind his ear. ‘They don’t tell us. Anyway they seemed more interested in the mayor’s new estate workers than anyone else, so I reckon it was one of them they was after.’

Flick felt a surge of relief. They weren’t after Shea at all. She put her foot back on the pedal.

‘Be back before curfew,’ Fred said. ‘Corporal Ross is on tonight, and he won’t keep the gate open for stragglers, not after yesterday’ shake up.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll be back,’ Flick called as she set off.

It was a pleasant ride through the lanes, with the sun poking through the clouds and a light breeze. It was still quite chilly though and would be for another few weeks, particularly at night. Before too long, she’d reached the cottage, and dismounted.

‘Shea!’ she called. ‘It’s me, Flick. You there?’ This was the moment of truth, finding out if he’d survived, died or gone; if he really was a Scav, or dangerous. There was silence.

‘Shea?’ she called again.

‘In here!’ came from somewhere inside.

Flick allowed herself a cautious smile. She unloaded the supplies from her bike and went into the cottage. The first thing she saw was a nice fire crackling in the grate, with a pile of branches close by. As she cast her eyes around the room, she noticed a little cooking pot, currently empty, and the fabric sail that she’d dragged from the crash site was covering a pile of bracken and leaves, making it into a comfortable looking bed.

But otherwise the room was empty.

‘Shea?’ said Flick, puzzled. She put the supplies down, and her hand hovered over the knife in her belt.

‘Sorry,’ the voice came from behind her. ‘Can’t be too careful. You never know who’s out in these woods!’

Shea came into the room cautiously. Flick couldn’t help noticing he had her old stone knife in his hand. He grinned, but didn’t put the knife away. Only when he’d looked outside and satisfied himself that nobody else was about did he put the knife back into his belt.

‘Welcome to my little abode!’

‘Looks like you’ve got a cosy little place going here,’ said Flick.

‘A nice little home from home,’ said Shea. He’d managed to make himself a crutch out of some branches and vines. He hobbled into the room, and motioned for her to sit. He carefully eased himself down, which took some effort.

Flick watched him carefully. ‘How are you? How’s your leg?’ she asked.

‘About as well as can be expected,’ he replied. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s just a sprain, but it’ll still be a week or two before I’m running around. The rest of me is pretty sore and I’m covered in bruises, but otherwise I’m pretty good.’

Flick leaned over and looked his leg up and down, feeling over it gingerly with her hand. Shea winced, but not as much as he had a couple of days earlier.

‘So what’s in the bag?’ he asked, pointing at the offending article.

‘I brought some supplies,’ replied Flick, dragging the bag over. ‘There’s bread–only from the baker’s, I’m afraid. We didn’t have enough of our own to spare any today,’ she said, pulling the long thin loaf out and waving it around.

‘I’d better take that before it has someone’s eye out,’ said Shea, reaching for the bread. ‘Well, my eye anyway!’ He laughed, and for a moment they both had hold of the bread. He looked at her and smiled. Flick looked back at him. She couldn’t help noticing the way the corners of his mouth turned up when he smiled. Her gaze drifted up to his big brown eyes, which also seemed to smile at her. She felt her tongue rasp in her mouth, it had become so dry. She swallowed and blinked.

No, this wasn’t right. Scav, remember!

Then the moment passed. ‘Oh sorry,’ she said, letting go of the bread and pulling more things out of the bag. ‘Here’s some cold cooked meat, and some vegetables. Should keep you going for a few days.’

‘Thanks,’ said Shea, still smiling, ‘I was about out of small beer, and I haven’t eaten anything in ages. Do you mind…?’

‘Tuck in!’ said Flick, picking up the loaf again, breaking off a lump and passing it to him.

She watched him eat, noticing the way he wiped the grease off his chin from a piece of cold chicken. He didn’t seem so bad; so what if he was a Scav?

‘Sorry I couldn’t get here yesterday,’ she said. ‘Only the town got invaded by Kingsmen yesterday.’ She watched him closely, looking for any reaction. ‘Apparently they were looking for a runaway Scav. Closed the whole town down; no one in and no one out.’

Was that a reaction? She thought there had been a very slight twitch, or had she imagined it? Or maybe he was very good at controlling his reactions. That wasn’t getting her anywhere.

He smiled. ‘It’s not your fault,’ he said, ‘I did wonder for a while if you would ever come back, and I wouldn’t have blamed you if you didn’t. But you’re here now and that’s what matters.’ He picked at his teeth with a fingernail. ‘Are you sure they said runaway Scav though? Perhaps you misheard and they were looking for a runaway slave?’

Flick hadn’t considered this. ‘We don’t have slaves round here. At least, I’ve never seen one,’ she said. ‘But they’d be easy to spot with their tattooed faces.’

Shea nodded. ‘Well, they’ve gone now. So either they found who they’re looking for, or they’re looking somewhere else.’

‘So, are you a Scav?’ This is it, Flick thought, moment of truth…

Shea was silent for a moment, looking at Flick intently. ‘Does it matter?’

She flushed. Does it matter? What sort of an answer was that? He didn’t deny it. If he wasn’t a Scav he would have said no, surely.

‘Do you want to come back?’ Flick asked all of a sudden. Where did that come from? ‘The housekeeper is dying to meet you.’ Worse!

‘You have a housekeeper?’

Flick felt flustered. This wasn’t helping and now she was sounding like an idiot. ‘No. The inn has a housekeeper, and I run the inn with my dad. You could stay.’ Better.

‘And the housekeeper is dying to meet me? How many people know I’m here?’

Aargh! I’ve really dug a hole for myself here.

‘Just Maggie–the housekeeper. We’ve been friends since forever and she can keep a secret.’

‘And I’d be staying there as a guest? I’ve got no money.’

Flick nodded. She was wondering now how she could sneak him in. Obviously she’d have to go home and get the trailer for her bike, and then sneak him past the guards on the gate and into the inn without being seen. And then she’d have to explain to her dad why the guest in room five didn’t seem to be paying his bill… Why did she never think of these things before opening her mouth?

‘Thank you for your most generous offer, but I’m okay here,’ Shea said. I’ve got a comfortable bed and a warm fire and a roof–well, nearly a roof, and a nice girl bringing me food. What more could I possibly want? And you don’t want any unnecessary complications.’

‘Complications?’

‘I’ve met one or two dads in my time,’ Shea said, ‘and there’s always complications. It seems that me and “welcome” don’t get along too well. Now I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I’m sore and I’m tired and I’d like to rest now if you don’t mind.’

‘No, not at all,’ Flick said, and hurried quickly out.

She found herself back outside the cottage wondering what she’d done wrong. Was it the mention of Maggie? Or the Kingsmen, or suggesting he came back to Faringdon? Or maybe she should take him at face value and he was just tired. Perhaps she was just a silly idiot.

On the way back to town she spotted a few rabbits still in the fields, and bagged them almost without thinking. At least dinner was sorted out.




Shea shivered on his makeshift bed. Sometime during the night the fire had gone out and the clear sky had made it cold enough for a frost to form outside. Now he was regretting turning down Flick’s offer of a warm bed in the town, even though the woollen lining of his flying overalls kept the worst of the cold out.

He got the fire going again, striking his hunting knife against Flick’s stone knife for a spark, and warmed himself against the flames while heating up some water. He’d need to go out and find more wood. And while he was out, he’d keep searching for that damned radio. The chances of rescue without it were considerably less, especially while he was lying on his back inside the cottage; he needed to be outside scanning the sky for any sign of another aircraft. Another reason to keep the fire going: the smoke would act like a beacon and the rescuers would be sure to check it out. Somebody was bound to be looking for him by now.

He started on his morning fitness regime; just some gentle calisthenics and stretches. He was too bruised for a full workout and still couldn’t put his full weight on his sprained ankle, but he did what he could. He carefully undid the top of his overalls and examined the bruises on his arms and torso; they were going a nice shade of purple. He noticed the small tribal tattoo on his upper arm and smiled. This was what Flick had wanted to see. He’d need to update it when he got home, extending it with a new design reflecting this experience and part of his life.

Once his exercise was complete, he buttoned up his overalls, grabbed his crutches and headed out to the meadow to continue the search for his radio. He still hadn’t found it when he heard something in the direction of the cottage. That was probably Flick, so he crutched his way back.

He was right; her bike was leaning against the wall, meaning she’d probably gone inside. As he went in, he bumped into her coming out of one of the rooms.

 ‘Oh there you are, I was looking for you,’ she said.

Think of something plausible!

‘Had to take a dump,’ Shea said, matter-of-factly.

‘Yeah, well I’m glad you didn’t do that in here!’ Flick replied. ‘Place smells bad enough as it is!’ They laughed. ‘I’ve got some snares in the back of my bike, we can set them if you feel up to it?’

‘Sure,’ Shea replied, ‘and when we’re done I’ve managed to brew up some tea. It’s only nettle, and I haven’t exactly got cups, but it’s almost civilised!’

Flick got the snares from her bike, and the pair went back out to the field. She pointed out the rabbit runs and set the snares, showing Shea how to reset them once they’d been sprung. ‘Check them a couple of times a day. If there’s foxes or dogs about, chances are you’d just be catching food for them else.’

Shea nodded. It was basic woodcraft, but he’d never had to do it himself before, so he was glad of the lesson. And anyway Flick was kind of cute and he enjoyed having her around.

Back at the cottage, Flick stoked up the fire, and Shea started making his nettle brew in the cooking pot. The tea was soon made and they sat down and waited for it to cool. Shea shuffled about uncomfortably, trying to find that position of least pain. Eventually he decided he was as comfortable as he was going to get.

‘Look, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable yesterday,’ she blurted out at last.

‘You didn’t,’ Shea said.

‘I’m sure it was all just a coincidence, you being here and the Kingsmen turning up.’ Flick said.

‘Yup.’ Shea nodded.

‘You never did properly explain how you got into that field.’

‘Did too. Crashed,’ said Shea.

Flick thumped him on the arm. ‘There you go again!’

‘Owww! What was that for?’ Shea clutched his arm with his other hand. She hadn’t hit him that hard, but he was playing for sympathy.

‘I’m sorry,’ Flick touched his sleeve and looked him in the eye. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

‘You didn’t,’ he said.

She smiled.

His heart skipped a beat. Something about her smile turned his insides to jelly. The air between them was expectant, charged, thrilling. Shea reached for her with both hands and he went over, hitting the ground with a screech.

‘Now that really did hurt!’ He propped himself up slowly and carefully, and sat, his eyes closed and brow furrowed. After a few minutes, he opened his eyes. ‘How’s that tea coming?’ he asked quietly. Sweat glistened on his forehead. 

Flick touched the side of the billy can, checking that it was cool enough to pick up. She blew on it and sipped at the steaming green-brown liquid and winced and sputtered.

 ‘Gah! That’s some interesting brew! Go on, you try it.’ 

She passed the billy to Shea. The tips of his fingers touched hers as he took it in both hands, and he felt the brief tingle of electricity. The world shrank. Their hands parted as Shea put the billy to his lips, and drank. Fire burned in his throat and his tastebuds exploded in a cacophony of alarm signals and warnings until he coughed and spat it back out. The billy went flying, spraying the hot liquid across the room.

‘I know I made it but that was the worst thing ever!’ He laughed.

Flick laughed too. ‘That was so funny,’ she said between convulsions, ‘you should have seen your face! It was so…’

She stopped. There was a strange radiance in her eyes.

‘Mmmm?’ he said. His eyes met hers. He saw her lips, that curved up smile and his heart quickened as they parted slightly. He searched her face and his eyes met hers, questioning. She moved closer and he held her gaze. He leaned in towards her.

Don’t stop!

They were so close he could feel her warm breath. His hand reached towards her face and she closed her eyes in anticipation. 

No I can’t. This is so stupid!

He pulled away, then flicked at a lock of her hair. ‘Spider! I hate those things,’ he said, realising it was a dumb, stupid thing to say as soon as he’d said it.

Damn!

He turned away, grabbing the billy can and sipping at the foul tasting liquid. It tasted as bad as he felt.
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Smoke!




ADAM STALKED TO his room at the top of the inn and flopped down onto his bed. Don’t tell anybody about this room, or our little chat. The conversation with that woman at the museum had played on his mind ever since he’d got out of there. Who was she? It would be a real shame if, for any reason, you didn’t get into the Watch this summer. Did she really have the power to stop him getting in? She was a Kingsman, and they could do anything. The threat was unmistakable, and frankly the prospect of not getting in terrified him.

And what was that business with all that stuff? He’d never been much into mechanical things; that was more Dad’s thing, and he didn’t scavenge, so where would he ever find things like that? Then a thought occurred to him. Flick liked hunting, maybe she was a scavenger too? Perhaps she’d found some of this stuff? But how could he find out without saying something? She’d be suspicious and he’d have to tell, and that would be the end of his career in the Watch. No, he’d have to be careful and keep an eye on her without her noticing. Then if she knew anything, she’d lead him to it and he could go and tell the Kingsman lady.

And that was another thing. If you do see it, or something similar, I want you to come and find me, and tell me about it. But where was she? How would he find her? What was her name! Oh, this was so horrible!

Then there was a knock on the door. ‘Adam? Is everything all right? Can I come in?’ It was his dad.

Adam reluctantly heaved himself up off the bed and opened the door. Then without waiting, he flopped back down.

‘Mind if I sit down?’ Adam said nothing, so his father sat anyway. ‘Is everything all right? We’re worried about you.’

Adam shrugged; they’d been here before.

‘Is it school? Have you been in trouble again?’

He shook his head. Don’t tell anybody. If he admitted to being in trouble, he’d have to explain how he was sent to the headmaster, then he’d have to explain how he was singled, out and sent to that room, and all that stuff, and the Kingsman, and he’d never be in the Watch, and then what? No, he couldn’t admit to anything. He shook his head again.

His father changed tack. ‘Rosie’s going to be Queen of the May this year, isn’t that good?’

No, it’s a disaster! It’s supposed to be my big day, MY day, when I’m inducted into the Watch, and now my little sister is stealing it from me, just like she and Flick steal everything from me.

‘Guess so.’

‘Flick’s offered to make her dress, although unless we want it made from animal skins, I think we’d better buy it in!’ He laughed, ‘Bless her, at least her heart’s in the right place. Sometimes though, I think I’ve got two boys and one girl!’

Ouch.

His father was right though, Flick was certainly a bit of a tomboy.

‘Are you still excited about joining the Watch?’ his father asked, changing the subject.

Adam hesitated. He wanted to be excited, but he was more terrified that she would stop him.

His father picked up on the hesitation. ‘Something’s happened, hasn’t it? Look, I don’t know if it’s something you’ve done, or what it is, but I want you to know I’m your dad; I believe in you. It’s my job to protect you, at least as far as I can.’ He reached out and took Adam’s hand, clasping it in his.

Adam nodded, ‘Yeah,’ and hoped his father was right. But how could his father protect him against a Kingsman?




Flick had spent a sleepless night thinking about Shea. Why didn’t he kiss her? Did he not like her? She thought he did, and she’d wanted to kiss him. But she’d let him wimp out. That moment played over and over in her mind. It was silly, like being a schoolgirl again. It was one thing saving a stranger’s life, not even the Kingsmen would arrest her for that. But to go all gooey over him too? No, it was a good thing she didn’t kiss him… he didn’t kiss her. Next time she definitely wouldn’t kiss him. Definitely. And she was determined to get back out to the cottage and make sure she didn’t kiss him as quickly as she could. 

‘I’ve got to go, I’ll be back before curfew,’ Flick announced. It was after breakfast and she was in the kitchen. Maggie bustled about in the pantry, and Flick wished she would get a move on so she could fill up a basket to take with her.

‘I know what you’re doing,’ Maggie said.

‘What’s that then?’ Flick said, innocently.

‘You’re taking food–our food–to that boy, when you know there are shortages. Then you’re staying out all day doing goodness knows what, and when you come back, have you got anything fresh for the pot? No you have not.’

Flick was dumbfounded. ‘Look… I… It’s only…’ She couldn’t think what to say, and eventually settled on a rather lame, ‘Anyway it’s not your food.’

‘No it isn’t,’ Maggie snapped back. ‘But I have to prepare and cook it. And the guests are paying for it, and we’ve got a full house tonight, I shouldn’t have to remind you. It’ll be busy enough without you disappearing all day.’

‘You sound like my dad,’ Rosie said from the table. ‘And anyway, what boy?’ She looked around eagerly.

‘Shut up,’ Maggie and Flick chorused in unison.

‘He’d be right though.’ Maggie emerged from the pantry. ‘Look, Flick, I know you think you like him, but I’m sure he’ll survive a day without you, and we really do need you here. Or at least go to the market and bring back more food.’

Rosie pouted. ‘Not till you tell me what boy. It’s not fair, you keeping secrets.’

‘I suppose you’re right, Maggs,’ Flick said after a moment. Maybe next time he’d think twice about not kissing her if she didn’t show up. ‘Come on Ro, let’s go to the market.’

Shea would have to wait.

‘Only if you tell me what’s going on, and who is this boy,’ Rosie said, firmly planting her feet and crossing her arms.

Flick sighed. Oh great.

‘Come on then.’




Adam had decided that today he was going to visit the Watch. No matter what that woman said, at least she couldn’t stop him from seeing his mates. Anyway, Flick and Rosie were at the market, and their father was busy in the inn dealing with guests.

The Watch were officially headquartered in the old police station, but more often than not they’d be found up at the folly. It was already called Folly Hill when the hundred foot high red brick tower had been built way back in the twentieth century. Ten minutes walk got Adam to the base of the tower, and he was spotted from the top long before he reached it.

‘Identify yourself, stranger!’ The call came from high above. Adam couldn’t see the person shouting, but he didn’t need to since he recognised the voice.

‘Hey Bill!’ he yelled back. ‘It’s me, Adam!’

‘Adam Carter is recognised. Advance and be… Oh, yeah, um!’

‘Pillock!’ muttered Adam under his breath, and walked to the open door on the far side.

A large wooden staircase dominated the inside. It snaked around the walls of the tower, leaving a column of air through the centre that reached right to the top. 

A distant head appeared, high over the railings. ‘You coming up?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Great. Shut the door will you, it’s letting the cold out!’

‘Don’t you mean in? It’s letting the cold in?’ Adam called back up the stairwell. Oh well, never mind. He pulled the heavy steel door shut.

‘…hundred and fifty-two… hundred and fifty-three... hundred and fifty-four. One more this time! I’m convinced you sneak in extra stairs!’ Adam said as he reached room at the top.

Each wall had three large arched windows, giving it an open, airy feel after the darkness of the winding staircase. He saw the backs of several people sitting around a table. ‘What are you playing?’ he asked.

One of the men jumped up, sending playing cards and counters flying. ‘Recruit will come to attention!’ he bellowed. 

Adam jumped out of his skin and made a big show of jumping to, his legs stamping up and down and almost knocking himself out in the process. 

‘Oi, Berry, you spilled all the money,’ complained one of the other card players. ‘That means you forfeit.’

Adam stood rigid, arms glued to his side and a blank glazed expression on his face. His eyes swivelled between the four Watchmen sitting around the table and the beard staring at him. Lance Corporal Elliott ‘Berry’ Smith was a big man, or at least, wide, and ruddy of complexion. His beard was full despite the fact that his head was completely bald, giving the effect of a very large red berry sitting on top of a bird’s nest. 

There was a brief round of applause and a couple of wolf whistles. ‘All right, you’ll do!’ said Berry, returning to the table, with his back to Adam. ‘Now, who’s dealing?’ 

Adam watched for a while, wobbling slightly. When they started their second hand, he started wiggling his eyebrows, trying to get attention. This prompted some nudges and titters from the men. ‘All right, what is it?’ Berry eventually asked, the irritation clear in his voice.

Stanley, who was sitting in the window seat, grinned and pointed. The corporal turned around to see Adam still standing at rigid attention, eyes bulging.

If it were possible, the corporal’s face got even redder. Eventually he burst out laughing. ‘Recruit dismissed,’ he said.

Adam slumped and pulled up a chair at the table with his mates. ‘Thought I was going to turn into a statue there for a moment,’ he said.

‘You’re taking this all a bit serious, aren’t you?’ said Alf. ‘Choosing’s not for a few weeks yet. You should enjoy the last of your freedom while you still can!’

‘It doesn’t hurt to show a bit of keen!’ Adam replied.

‘Maybe,’ said Alf, ‘but you’re going to get in anyway. Everyone gets in.’ He looked around the room. ‘Anyone ever hear of someone that didn’t get in the Watch?’ Every head shook. ‘See?’

Despite their enthusiasm, Adam couldn’t help thinking about the Kingsman lady and the veiled threat she’d made. He quickly snapped out of it, and fortunately it didn’t look as if anyone had noticed his moment’s reverie, so he quickly asked if he could go up top.

‘Yeah, no problem,’ said Berry. ‘Fred and Bill are on the deck, and Corporal Whitlock is in the Obs. room.’

The octagonal Observation Room was one floor up, and despite its name, only had a small window in each of its eight walls, giving a much worse view than from the ready room below it. The room was dominated by a ladder, leading up to the gothic-turreted roof. Corporal Graham Whitlock, the section commander sat at a desk, making handwritten notes in a ledger. He looked up as Adam entered.

‘Corporal Smith said it was okay to go up,’ Adam said.

Corporal Whitlock nodded and waved him on up, before returning to his writing.

Adam poked his head up through the open hatch and blinked in the sunlight. Bill and Fred were leaning against the parapet. 

‘Wotcher Bill, wotcher Fred,’ he called as he emerged through the trapdoor.

‘Well, look what the cat dragged in!’ said Fred, pinching out his roll-up and lodging it behind his ear. ‘And what brings you to the top of nowhere?’

‘Oh, you know,’ said Adam, ‘Can’t keep me away. So what’s new?’

‘Not much,’ said Bill. ‘We’re watching the world go by, same as usual. At least it’s dry, even if it is a bit blowy. He’s looking that way, I’m looking this.’ He waved vaguely across the countryside. ‘Reckon you can see a good twenty-five miles today, maybe more,’ he added. ‘Obviously not that way, ‘cos the Cotswolds is in the way,’ he pointed, ‘and not that way, ‘cos the Berkshire Downs is in the way,’ pointing again, ‘but, yeah, twenty-five miles, easy.’

‘Who’s for sandwiches?’ Adam asked, rummaging in his bag.

The brothers nodded eagerly, and Adam pulled out three packages, which he handed out. ‘Fresh today. Dunno what’s in them, but it’s something Flick caught.’

‘Probably rat on a stick, then,’ muttered Fred.

‘Hey, if you don’t want it…’ said Bill, making a grab for Fred’s lunch.

‘No,’ said Fred, laughing. ‘It’s mine, I’m eating it, even if it kills me!’

Adam stood at the parapet eating his sandwich and gazing out over the countryside. Giant clouds stretched to the horizon, towering above, massive and craggy like enormous mountains draped in shades of grey with flashes of brilliant white where the sun caught their flanks. Patches of blue peeked timidly between them, closing as the clouds moved, only to open up again somewhere else. A group of red kites was performing aerobatics overhead; their massive five foot outstretched wings and forked tails twitched as they effortlessly caught the thermals, dived, soared, and wheeled around for another pass. Adam was looking south, towards the ridge of the downs, trying to make out the form of the ancient white horse, when he saw it.

‘Fred, have a look over here and tell me what you make of that. Is it smoke?’

Fred peered in the direction Adam was pointing. ‘Yeah, looks like a column of smoke. I’ll get the corp.’ He poked his head down through the trapdoor and called out, ‘Corp, take a look at this; we think we’ve spotted something.’

A moment later, the grey-haired head of Corporal Whitlock emerged through the trapdoor, followed by the rest of him. He had a pair of field glasses slung around his neck.

‘Looks like smoke, down there by the ridge, near the white horse,’ Fred said, pointing.

Whitlock raised his field glasses and peered intently through them. After a few moments, he lowered them. ‘Definitely smoke. Someone’s got a fire down there. We’d better send the lads to investigate. Could be bandits or that Scav! Good call, Fred.’

‘Wasn’t me, Corp,’ said Fred. ‘It was Adam who spotted it.’

‘Well done Adam then,’ said the corporal, patting him on the shoulder. ‘Looks like we’ll make a Watchman out of you yet!’

Adam beamed.
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Discovered!




SHEA GRITTED HIS teeth and dropped back to the floor. Eighteen. Up, down, nineteen. Again, twenty. That would do for now. The fire had burnt low. He shifted onto his improvised mattress and stared at the embers. He’d have to stoke up the fire soon and that would mean a trip out for firewood. He had hoped that Flick would be here to help him, but she hadn’t come today.

That crazy girl, if it wasn’t for her he’d be dead for sure. What was she doing in an underground flint mine anyway? Trying to get herself killed? That was ironic! She’d saved his life, but she’d also given him something else. What? Hope? He smiled. He’d wanted to kiss her–nearly had–but something had held him back and he’d made a really cringeworthy excuse. That was so, so stupid. He grabbed the nearest thing he could reach. It was the mug; that same mug they’d drunk that awful nettle brew from. He threw it at the wall and it rebounded with a clatter. ‘Aargh!’ he yelled. 

He’d searched all around the wreckage again today, looking for the radio, It must have come loose while the sky-kart was trying to tear him to pieces, he decided. It was almost certainly miles away and smashed into a thousand pieces. 

Maybe he’d still be rescued, and this whole experience would be nothing but a bad memory.

Not all bad. There was Flick; he really did wish he’d kissed her after all. But now she was gone, and she hadn’t come back.

‘Well Shea old boy, looks like you’ve got to find your own supper today,’ he said to himself. He pulled himself up, grabbed his crutch and headed off into the woods.

He’d just finished checking the last of the snares–all empty–when he heard a voice. At first he thought it must be Flick, and he grinned. No, not a voice; voices. And men.

Shit!

They must have found the sky-kart… He crept as carefully as he could towards the crash field, staying within the cover of the trees. And then he saw. There were four of them, local Watch by the look of them. They’d got a horse and wagon, which they’d brought into the field, and they were manhandling the wreckage–no, his wreckage–onto the back of the wagon.

How the hell did they find it? It wasn’t Flick, surely? No, she wouldn’t, would she? Would she? He crept back into the woods.

Then he saw the thin column of smoke rising from the chimney.

Damn!

They must have seen the smoke and come to investigate. Lucky they found the wreck first, but it would only be a matter of time before they come looking for the smoke and found the cottage…

Shea rushed back at top hobble. First priority: get rid of the fire. With that gone, they wouldn’t know which building to look in, so he’d have a little more time. Good job it was the local Watch and not Kingsmen–they were much more efficient. He tipped the contents of a water bottle over the fire. That would have to do; he couldn’t easily kick the ashes around with only one working leg, so he did the best he could by poking them with the end of his crutch. Now he turned to his few possessions, and quickly stuffed them into his bag. The final thing to do in the cottage was drag the bedding out and hide it in the undergrowth.

Shea walked out of the cottage. One last quick look around, and far as he could tell, a casual search would spot nothing to suggest the place had been inhabited for the last week. He hoped that the Watch didn’t have a proficient tracker among them and, not knowing where he was going to go, he disappeared into the woods.




The following morning Flick got up early, determined to surprise Shea with a nice breakfast and some fresh meat. She dressed quickly in her warmest tunic and leathers and was ready to head off when she realised she’d forgotten something.

It was the finishing touch and her plan would not be the same without it. She quietly let herself back in and crept up to the top floor, but instead of going into her own room, she went through another door. This had been her parents’ room while her mother was still alive. Flick went over to the dressing table and opened the top right drawer. She found what she wanted and slipped it into her pocket. Back in the courtyard, she mounted her bike and headed off into the darkness.

The gate was shut when she reached it, and there was nobody in sight, so she pulled back the wooden crossbar and swung the gate open. No one challenged her, so she simply pulled it closed behind her and continued. What was it about Shea, she wondered. She didn’t know anything about him; who he was, where he came from… He was a Scav, but that didn’t seem to make him a bad person, not like in the old stories. 

The sun was poking above the horizon by the time she reached a suitable paddock. There were rabbits out on the grass, nibbling away in ones and twos. She parked her bike against the hedgerow and unclasped her bow and quiver, then she licked two fingers and held them up in the air to check the wind direction. There was a steady breeze and she was downwind from the paddock. Good. She crept along the hedge line at the edge of the field until she had several groups of rabbits within easy range. She nocked the first arrow, drew the bow back and fired.

Missed.

Damn!

The rabbits, startled, all made a dash for their burrows. Flick nocked up another arrow and waited. Before long, the rabbits started reappearing and went back to nibbling the grass as if nothing had happened. She let fly the arrow and a rabbit dropped. She turned her attention to another group and let fly. Then another and another. Happy that this would be enough meat to last for a while, she retrieved the rabbits and the arrows, and resumed her trip towards the cottage and Shea.

At the cottage, Flick leant her bike against the wall. She was about to grab the rabbits and go in when she stopped. She adjusted her clothes, and then she remembered. She grinned and undid her top button. Then she reached into her pocket and brought out the tiny glass bottle that she’d taken from her mother’s room. She unstoppered it and sniffed the contents. 

That’ll do, she thought, and dabbed a little of the liquid behind each ear and as far down the front of her tunic as she could reach. One last dab on each wrist and she returned the bottle to her pocket. At last she grabbed the rabbits and went into the cottage.

‘Shea, it’s me!’ she called.

There was no reply. She went into the room and stopped. It was empty. The bracken bed was gone. The pots and water bottles, plates etc. were gone. The fire in the grate was gone, kicked out and the ashes cold and scattered. To all intents and purposes it was as if nobody had ever been here.

What could have happened? Shea’s leg couldn’t be better yet, so he wouldn’t just have left. Had he been captured? Perhaps he’d moved to another cottage?

Yes, that was it. Something had forced him to move out and he’d be waiting in one of the other houses.

Flick went from cottage to cottage, calling out Shea’s name, but there was no reply. She felt her pulse quicken. Dropping the rabbits, she rushed to check on the snares that they’d set a few days earlier. Every single one was gone. Her mouth tasted like iron as she ran to the field where his sky-kart had crashed, fearing the worst. Like everything else it was gone.

‘NO!’ she wailed, and dropped to the ground.

After a few moments she picked herself up. ‘Face it, girl,’ she thought, ‘he’s gone, and there’s nothing you can do about it.’ She looked around the field. It was clear from the scuff marks on the ground where the wrecked sky-kart had been. It was also clear that it had been taken away. The ground was well trampled and there were several sets of clear cart tracks leading to the lane. Someone, or more likely several someones, had brought a wagon into the field, loaded the sky-kart onto it and taken it away.

The only question was who.

Was it Kingsmen, or bandits, or someone else? Were they looking for her too? Maybe Shea’s parents had found him. She realised just how little she’d really known about him. Now it didn’t really matter; she would never see him again.
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Reward Paid on Arrest




FLICK WALKED INTO the kitchen and dumped the rabbits onto the table. She quickly set to work skinning and butchering them, and placed the meat into a big cooking pot. Then she started on chopping some vegetables to go with it.

Rosie came through the door, carrying dirty plates from guests out in the bar. ‘Hey Flick, we thought you’d gone out,’ she said.

Flick sniffed. ‘Onions,’ she said, by way of explanation.

It wasn’t a convincing ruse, because once Rosie had deposited the plates in the sink, she came back and gave her big sister a hug.

‘What happened sis?’

Flick sniffed again, and put down her knife. ‘Nothing.’ Why do people always say that when it’s obviously not true, she wondered. She wiped her eyes. ‘He’s gone. They’ve taken him. I went out there first thing, caught these rabbits on the way; it was going to be a nice surprise. But when I got there, the cottage was deserted. I looked in all the houses and there was no sign of him. The traps were gone. His buggy thing was gone, and there were tracks in the field where they’d dragged it away. They’ve got him and there’s nothing I can do.’

‘Who’s got him?’ Rosie asked.

‘I don’t know.’ She burst into tears, finally overwhelmed.

Rosie hugged her tightly. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Flick,’ she said.

After a moment, Flick brightened a little. ‘I’m sorry Ro, I’m supposed to be the strong one, and hark at me blabbing like a baby!’

Rosie looked up at her, smiling and Flick smiled back. ‘Do you think he could have just gone?’

‘It had to be the Kingsmen or bandits,’ said Flick. ‘They took everything. Shea couldn’t have done that; he could hardly walk, there was no way he could have gone very far on his own.’

‘You only knew him a few days,’ Rosie said. ‘Don’t beat yourself up. It could have been worse. What if you’d been there when they took him? They’d have taken you too.’

‘Of course you’re right,’ said Flick. ‘I keep telling myself the same thing. It’s just that… I… What if they kill him?’ After a moment she picked up the knife again. ‘Better get these vegetables finished then we can have a nice rabbit stew for supper. Waste not want not, eh?’ She resumed her chopping.

Just then Adam burst in. ‘Hey girls,’ he said, noticing the pair standing at the table with their backs to him. ‘I’ve just been down at the Watch, and guess what they’ve just pulled in? Only this really amazing bit of Dark Times tech. They reckon it was actually a proper flying machine, like before The Collapse.’ He swaggered around the kitchen, gesticulating wildly. ‘Shame it was all busted up; must have crashed. It was out at the ridge, by the white horse, and you want to know the best bit? It was me tipped them off; I saw the smoke! If that doesn’t get me into the Watch I don’t know what will!’ He stood, hands on his hips, looking from one girl to the other and grinning.

Flick dropped her knife at the news and it clattered onto the floor. She stooped and picked it up in silence, then slammed it into the carrot on her chopping board. Pieces of carrot flew across the room. She sniffed, put the knife down carefully and wiped her eye.

Rosie turned a withering glare at Adam. ‘How could you?’ she demanded.

Adam stood there in the doorway, looking dumbfounded. ‘What?’

Leave it Rosie,’ Flick said, a slight tremble in her voice.

‘What did I do?’ repeated Adam.

‘Nothing. Go and wash up for dinner.’




Rosie knocked on the door to Flick’s room. ‘Hey Flick, it’s me, Ro.’ She opened the door and went in.

Flick was standing at the small window, looking out over the courtyard. She had Shea’s black box in her hands, turning it over and over. Rosie came and stood next to her, pressing her nose against the glass.

‘What’s that? She asked.

Flick looked down at the thing in her hands. ‘Just something I found,’ she said.

‘It belonged to him, didn’t it?’

‘Yes. I don’t know. Well, I think so.’ She handed it to Rosie, who started examining it.

‘I found it by the wreckage. It was before I even saw Shea. I’d put it in my bike and forgotten about it. He doesn’t even know I’ve got it.’

Rosie handed it back. ‘Do you know what it is?’

Flick shook her head and turned back to the window. ‘Dad’s getting the forge lit,’ she said, stifling a sniff. She wasn’t crying but her eyes were puffy and she avoided looking at her sister.

‘Yes, one of the horses threw a shoe,’ Rosie replied.

They stood there in silence, together at the window, for several minutes watching their father make his preparations. 

Rosie put her arm around Flick’s waist and rested her head against her. ‘Do you think there’s any chance they didn’t catch him?’ she asked.

Flick sniffed and wiped her nose. ‘I don’t know, but I think if they had, Adam would have been crowing about it. You know, in a way I’m glad it was the Watch, because they are such a bunch of idiots. Between Fred and Bill and Alf–’

‘And Berry and Stanley,’ interjected Rosie, giggling slightly.

‘–And the rest,’ continued Flick, ‘they couldn’t catch a cold if it ran up and bit them on the behind!’

‘So if they didn’t catch him, what do you think happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ replied Flick, ‘but that lot moves like a herd of elephants, so I reckon he must have had ages worth of notice to pack up and go somewhere else. At least I hope so.’

‘Do you think you’ll be able to find him again?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t see how he could get far, not with that leg of his.’ Flick turned from the window. ‘You know Ro, that’s actually cheered me up. What do you say, we pop down to the baker’s and see if they’ve got something nice we can have for supper, eh? My treat!’




A short while later, Rosie and Flick were returning from the baker’s shop, clutching a bag full of iced buns. As they reached the town hall, they couldn’t help spotting a new sign pinned to the notice board. It read:




BE ALERT

UNIDENTIFIED PERSONS

IN THE AREA.

BELIEVED DANGEROUS

REPORT ALL STRANGERS

REWARD PAID ON ARREST




Flick’s shoulders slumped as she turned and crossed the street back to the inn, saying nothing. Rosie ran to catch up.




In the coming days, Flick found herself searching the woods looking for signs of Shea. She called out his name, but there was no response. She left food in places where she thought he might find it, but the following day either it was still there, or it had been gnawed by animals. Eventually days became weeks, and Flick finally stopped looking. By the third week of April, things were more-or-less back to normal.

Until one day there was a commotion.

Flick heard a lot of banging and shouting out in the street, and ran to the window to see what was going on. A large crowd of people was milling about in the square, and an entire section of the Watch standing guard outside the town hall. The people were pushing and shouting and the Watchmen were holding them back.

Flick ran to the kitchen to find Rosie. ‘You stay here, RoRo. It’ll be safe in the kitchen. I’ll go and see what the fuss is.’

There was no sign of Adam inside the inn, but Flick wasn’t surprised. If there was something happening and the Watch was involved, Adam would be there somehow.

Flick shut and barred the main gate before going out through the front door, making sure it was shut behind her. There were a lot of people in the square that she didn’t recognise, big men mostly. She wondered if they were the mayor’s men. It was certainly unusual, they normally stayed out of sight on the mayor’s estate. She pushed through until she reached the front, and there she saw eight Watchmen guarding the door of the town hall. She recognised Fred among them and called out.

‘Hey Fred, what’s going on? Who are all these people?’

‘Oh, hello Miss. Stay back from the door please,’ Fred replied. He was being jostled by the crowd, and Flick picked up on his formality.

‘What’s happening, Constable?’ she pushed the question. Two can play at that game.

‘Got a prisoner, Miss,’ said Fred. ‘Dangerous villain. Caught him up on the ridge, out by that old chalk pit. Been hiding there for weeks I shouldn’t wonder.’

Flick’s heart skipped a beat and she felt her face flush. 

Shea!

Had they caught Shea?

‘Was he injured?’ Flick asked, her voice trembling ever so slightly.

Fred gave her a slightly quizzical look. ‘Dunno, Miss. We’re just here to guard the place; stop there from being a lynching. Didn’t actually see the prisoner myself.’

Flick opened her mouth as if to say something, but Fred cut her off.

‘And no Miss, he’s to have no visitors, by order of the mayor. And we’ve sent Jim, er, Corporal Ross up to Oxford to fetch the Kingsmen down. For the proper interrogation.’

‘What’s he supposed to have done?’

‘Dunno Miss. Our orders are just to guard the prisoner. We weren’t told anything else.’

Flick needed to find out who it was they were holding, but it was obvious that talking to Fred wasn’t going to help. She needed to find another way…




Adam was back in time for dinner. The crowd out in the square had dispersed, leaving just a pair of Watchmen guarding the Town Hall door. Adam had reappeared, looking pleased with himself, but he kept silent as they all sat down to their usual evening meal of stew.

‘Big commotion outside today,’ said Flick, by way of an opening gambit.

Adam nodded, but didn’t stop shovelling stew down his throat.

‘Some sort of dangerous criminal,’ she continued. ‘Anyone get a look at him?’

Both Adam and their father shook their heads. But Adam knew. He’d seen him, down at the station before he’d been transferred to the Town Hall. Got a few good kicks in too.

‘Fred said he was caught up on the ridge. By the old mine. Wonder if he’s an old bloke or a young guy? Do you think he’s injured?’

‘Couldn’t say,’ said Adam, finishing the last spoonful of stew from his bowl. He dropped his spoon into the bowl and said, ‘I’m done.’ Then he pushed back his chair, stood and left the room.

Adam made his way up the stairs. He was feeling particularly cheery now that someone had been caught. It was obviously the Scav that everyone had been looking for, and that had to bode well for his chances of getting in the Watch. The only fly in his ointment was the reaction of the two girls. They had him baffled at the best of times, but ever since he’d reported the smoke and the Watch had brought in the wrecked flying machine, they’d been acting weird. Even he’d noticed.

Going along the passage to his room, he noticed that Flick’s door was open. He glanced inside, and something caught his eye. On the table. He had to double take. Was that what he thought it was?

Checking back down the corridor to make sure that Flick wasn’t following him, he crept into her room. He picked it up and examined it just to be sure, but he was right. This was a radio, exactly like the one that Kingsman lady had shown him, that she was looking for.

Find me, and tell me about it. That’s what she’d said to him, that day at the museum.

Adam grinned. If he brought her the radio, that would really be a feather in his cap; no way would they stop him from joining the Watch. He put the radio back down on the table. No point in taking it until he’d figured out how to contact the Kingsman; Flick would soon spot it had gone and figure out that he’d taken it. And he’d be in all kinds of trouble.

But he had to do it before the Choosing, or it would be too late.

Briefly he wondered how Flick had come to have it, but decided she must have found it while she was out hunting. She was always scrabbling about, picking stuff up. She was almost as bad as the Scavs in that respect. No, the only question in his mind as he lay back on his bed was, how did he find that Kingsman woman?
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The Hanging




IT WAS THE day before the Choosing, and Adam still hadn’t figured out how to contact the Kingsman woman. But this was his last opportunity to try… what? Something.

He was up early, sitting in the kitchen trying to figure out what to do, when he heard a loud banging on the front door. It took a moment for him to realise that the doors were still locked. He was never the first out of bed in the mornings–normally anyhow–so he never unlocked them. He got up to see what the commotion was.

His father just beat him to the door. ‘All right, all right, I’m coming,’ he called out, at the same time tying his dressing gown about himself.

Two men stood outside, large and scruffy, in black uniforms. At first Adam took them for Kingsmen, and maybe from a distance he would have continued in that belief, but up close the uniforms were shoddy and second rate. These were definitely not Kingsmen. His nose confirmed that assessment; the men stank of stale beer and piss. Not a pleasant smell first thing in the morning.

‘Got orders from the mayor,’ one of the men said, the odour from his breath causing Adam’s nose to wrinkle. ‘Prisoner’s gonna get ‘is just desserts, and everyone’s gotta watch.’

‘Yeah,’ the other thug added, ‘anyone not outside in half an hour gets a beating in the stocks. And no skulking off neither, all doors to be locked.’

Orders from the mayor? Since when did the mayor give orders? And when did he get a private army?

Adam’s father shut the door. He looked quite pale, Adam noticed, suspecting he didn’t look much better himself after hearing that. He saw Flick standing at the top of the stairs, looking worried and his father went up to talk to her. 

‘Come on Adam, we need to get everybody up and out,’ his dad called.

He followed his dad around, banging on doors and rousing the guests, telling them to go into the square as quickly as they could. As the last guest scurried down the stairs, he finally hit on a plan to get the radio. Desperate, but it had to work. 

‘Dad, I just need to grab a coat from my room,’ he said.

‘Okay, but be quick,’ his father replied. ‘Flick’s counting everyone out, and we have to lock the door.’

Adam bounded up the stairs to his room, grabbed the biggest coat he had and put it on. Then, as he came back along the corridor, he tried Flick’s door. It opened. Good. He went in. There was no sign of the radio, so he cast his eyes about. The drawers. He rummaged through them; yes there it was. He put the radio in his pocket, pushed the drawer closed and shut the door behind him. Moments later he was outside in the town square.




By seven o’clock the square was filling up with people. Normally there would be a buzz of chatter and excitement, but today everyone was unusually quiet, their faces grim or blank. A fine drizzle fell from the barely light sky, grey clouds adding an ominous overcast to the already gloomy mood.

The Watchmen guarding the town hall had been replaced by two unknown men wearing black uniforms. Flick could tell they were not Kingsmen just from their deportment. But something told her that maybe they were meant to look like Kingsmen. They held rifles, at least at a glance they looked like rifles. But if she looked carefully she could see they were just carved pieces of wood. Two more of these men stood on top of the wooden platform that served as a scaffold, scanning the crowd constantly, stern expressions suggesting they were only too keen to use the weapons they were holding.

Around the edge of the square, the regular Watch were arranged, keeping a check on the roads in and out of the square, to make sure that nobody slipped away. They looked uncomfortable, almost apologetic. The only weapons they had were their normal wooden truncheons, wedged into their belts. Flick noticed more of the black-uniformed men dotted about on the edge of the crowd. How many were there? What were they, she wondered, some kind of militia or private army?

Flick, Adam, Rosie and their father stayed close to the inn. The three travellers that had been staying as guests stood nearby, looking nervous. The doors and gates to all the buildings that fronted onto the square were shut and locked as had been demanded. Flick had her arm around Rosie, holding her protectively. People in the crowd were muttering among themselves and Flick caught snippets of conversation. Who was the prisoner? Did anybody know him? What had he done?

‘I don’t like this,’ said Rosie, ‘I just want to run away and hide.’

‘I know sweet,’ Flick replied, ‘we all do.’

‘Do you think it is him–your friend, I mean?’ she asked.

‘I really don’t know, Ro. I hope not, I really do.’

Rosie hugged her sister tightly and buried her head in her shoulder. 

Flick stroked her hair soothingly. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon and we can all go home and try to forget.’ She locked her expression tight, and tried not to show the fear that was welling up inside her.

The door to the Town Hall opened and the mayor emerged, a large man of mixed race, dressed in red robes and the chain of office. He looked like a bigger, fatter, slightly darker skinned, and much more menacing version of Joe. The mayor was followed by the vicar. Next the prisoner emerged dressed in simple rough cloth trousers and shirt. His face was bruised and bloody, his hair unkempt and lanky. His feet were shackled together, permitting him only to take tiny steps, and his hands bound behind his back with a rope that was held by more Kingsman lookalikes behind him. The guards pushed the prisoner through the door and up the steps, beating him whenever he stumbled. All the while he was silent, not making a sound or crying out. At the top he was forced to stand in front of the heavy rope noose.

Flick could clearly see the prisoner now, with his hollow cheeks and vacant expression, never looking up or around, only down. He was the right height, but scrawny, way too scrawny–although that could be the result of his treatment–but his hair was definitely too light and his features just didn’t fit. No, she was convinced this was not Shea.

Flick gave Rosie a squeeze. ‘It isn’t him,’ she said. ‘Oh Rosie, it isn’t him!’ There were tears in her eyes.

Rosie hugged her sister and said simply, ‘Good.’

The mayor moved to the front of the platform and raised his hands. The crowd quieted, but never quite raised their heads to look at him. Once he had decided it was quiet enough, he lowered his hands and reached into his robes for a sheet of paper.

‘People of Faringdon,’ he intoned, ‘we are gathered here today to pass judgement in the name of the King and of God on…’ and he paused to look at the sheet of paper, ‘…Thomas Pearson.’

The crowd stood silently, not looking at the mayor, or the prisoner, or each other. Some people shifted their feet restlessly.

The mayor turned to the prisoner and read out the list of charges. Murder, sedition, theft… 

There were gasps from the crowd, and people started asking each other who had been murdered, but no one seemed to have an answer. Flick wasn’t listening though, she was clutching Rosie who was shaking like a leaf.

‘Don’t make me look.’

‘I won’t, RoRo, I won’t.’

The mayor droned on through his speech, and the sound of people muttering and shuffling their feet restlessly increased. They only wanted it to be over and done so they could get on with their lives. The mayor must have noticed because a hint of irritation crept into his voice. Eventually he finished. ‘…for which the sentence of the court, the King, the People… is death.’

Then there was silence.

Throughout this, the prisoner had not spoken or moved, or made any other sound. He just stared downwards, his expression vacant. The guards flanking the prisoner pushed him forward to the edge of the platform, the noose right in front of his face.

‘Crowd will watch the prisoner!’ a voice barked out.

That prompted more muttering. The crowd was clearly agitated, and some people tried to leave the square, but the black uniformed thugs seemed to have grown in number, and started to push people back towards the middle. A single loud shot rang out, echoing off the buildings. There were screams, but the crowd quickly calmed down.

Flick glanced around her, at the faces of the people nearby; her father, blank and resigned. Fred and Stanley, standing at the junction of Church Street, for all the world looking like they wanted to be anywhere else but here. Adam, standing next to their father, had his eyes glued to the stage, his expression of eager anticipation of what was to come in complete contrast to those around him. She looked down at Rosie, ‘I’m sorry, sweetie.’ She kissed the top of her head, and the pair clung together, each gaining comfort from the arms of the other.

When the mayor finally appeared satisfied, he nodded to the two guards at either side of the prisoner. Somewhere a drum started a long slow, drawn out roll. The guards grabbed the prisoner’s arms and held him tight. Only now did he seem to notice what was going on, and he started struggling violently, but to no avail; the guards had him in a grip of iron. The third guard behind him took the noose and forced it over his head, pulling it tight.

The three guards stepped back behind the prisoner, who was left standing alone. His eyes now darted around, taking in the scene for the first time, panicking, seeing the sea of faces looking at him. He opened his mouth and the most horrible wailing sound came out. Another order was barked out and the front of the platform dropped away. The prisoner dropped. The rope went taut. The wailing stopped, cut off. The drum stopped. There was silence.

The rope creaked, swaying. The prisoner’s legs danced a jig briefly, trying to find something–anything–to stand on, but finding nothing eventually they stopped.

At the back of the crowd, several people cheered. The mayor stood on the platform, smiling, but the expression did not reach his cold eyes. They scanned the crowd looking for signs of dissent, anyone that might challenge his rule. Flick and Rosie kept their eyes down, looking at the ground, avoiding the sight of the mayor and his grisly spectacle. Finally the mayor, vicar and guards turned and descended from the stage, leaving the hanging body of the prisoner swaying slightly.

Rosie let go of her big sister, sniffed, and rubbed her eyes. ‘Let’s go home,’ she said.
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Queen of the May




MAY DAY, THE traditional start of summer, had dawned sunny and bright. Flick walked in to the kitchen to be greeted by the smell of cooking bacon. She’d already been out gathering may blossom with other girls from the town.

‘Hey, that smells good!’ she said, going over to the sink and rinsing her hands and arms in the pail.

‘Just what a working girl needs to start the day!’ called her father, from somewhere near the hob. He turned to the table, pan in one hand and wooden spatula in the other. Then he noticed the myriad small cuts and scratches on Flick’s arms. ‘Looks like you had a bit of a fight on your hands there,’ he said.

She looked down. ‘Yeah, the hawthorn put up a valiant struggle, but in the end we beat it into submission. Us one; hawthorn nil!’

The door opened and Rosie came into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. She didn’t speak as she grabbed a plate and sat at the table next to Adam.

‘Hey, RoRo,’ said Flick. ‘How did you sleep?’

Rosie said nothing, but just stared ahead.

‘That bad, eh?’

She nodded.

Flick dried her hands and went over to her sister. ‘I won’t pretend it gets better, ‘cos it doesn’t. But try not to think about it, eh?’ She gave her a big squeeze. ‘It’s your big day today. What do you say we go and get dressed up?’

Rosie looked down at her plate.

‘After breakfast though,’ said their father as he forked a rasher of bacon onto the plate.

Rosie smiled. ‘After breakfast,’ she said, and started eating.




At twelve o’clock, after a mercifully brief service, everyone gathered outside the church. Rosie and the other girls wore their frilly white dresses, decorated with yellow ribbons; each had a garland of leaves and white may blossom in her hair. Flick at least wore her Sunday best dress, pale green with a small floral design. Adam and their father wore their Sunday best suits.

The children, girls in their white dresses, and boys in white shirts and grey shorts, lined up into two rows behind Rosie who, as May Queen was at the front of the procession. In front of them, the local side of Morris men were resplendent in red and blue baldrics, with coloured ribbons and strings of bells tied to their shins. An eleventh Morris man stood apart from the others, wearing a large black top hat, and very mismatched clothes. He was the fool.

Once everybody was lined up, the Town Crier struck his bell.

‘Oyez! Oyez! Oyez!’ he bellowed. ‘Any persons here present wishing to witness the crowning of the May Queen shall follow our procession!’ He rang the bell again before bellowing, ‘God save the King!’ 

The musicians struck up a tune, and the procession moved off down the hill into the town. The Town Crier was at the head, followed by the Morris men, jangling the bells on their legs and waving white handkerchiefs in their hands, then Rosie and her handmaidens, and finally everyone else. All the while, the fool gallivanted about the procession, sometimes mimicking one of the musicians or dancers, or swapping places with them, or grabbing one of the townspeople and dancing a quick jig.

As the procession passed through the square, Flick couldn’t help but glance over at the Town Hall. The body still hung from the gibbet, a constant reminder, but some wag had decorated the corpse with sprigs of blossom.

The procession passed through the square and turned left up the hill towards the folly and the festival field. It wound its way up the track to the top of the hill where the tower stood. A small stage had been erected against one wall of the tower, and on it was a large wooden chair, like a throne, decorated with flowers, green leaves and may blossom. In the middle of the clearing stood a large maypole, wound round with long coloured ribbons.

Now the musicians struck up again, and the Morris men entered the clearing, handkerchiefs a waving and bells a jangling. The crier walked in front with Rosie following. They walked slowly around the edge of clearing, Rosie grinning at the crowd and waving at people she recognised. When they reached the stage, the Town Crier and Rosie climbed the steps, and Rosie sat on the throne. Now the other children followed the musicians around the clearing. Rosie watched the procession from her throne on the stage.

The town crier stood, as the mayor climbed onto the stage, wearing his chain of office. ‘Hear Ye! Hear Ye! Hear Ye!’ he bellowed, loud enough that he could probably be heard back in the town, and ringing his bell. ‘Hearken all manner of persons here present; be silent and attend his worship George Griffin, Mayor of Faringdon. God save the King!’

The mayor came forward and held up his hands. He looked around the crowd and smiled a steely smile. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he shouted, ‘it gives me great pleasure to crown this year’s Queen of the May, Rosie Carter.’

He took a small silver tiara and placed it on Rosie’s head. Then he took a large silver coin and held it up for the crowd.

‘The King’s shilling,’ he called, ‘to pay the queen!’ He handed it to Rosie, who took it, smiling.

The crier rang his bell again. ‘Hear Ye! Hear Ye! All persons here present stand and pay homage to the Queen of the May!’

The crowd stood and clapped, and Rosie stood and waved back, with a big grin on her face.

‘Speech!’ The voice came from the back of the crowd.

Rosie, dwarfed by the big men on the stage, held her hands up and waited for quiet. ‘Mister Mayor, ladies and gentlemen,’ she shouted, her voice strong and confident, ‘I am honoured and pleased to be crowned this year’s May Queen. Thank you all for coming, and enjoy the festivities!’




Flick wandered through the woods, looking at the various stalls and sideshows. The stalls had been set back from the edge of the clearing, leaving more space for the main events.

She’d watched the maypole dancing, clapped and cheered as Rosie was crowned, clapped after each dance when the ribbons were all untangled, laughed when one of the dancers had messed up and the maypole turned into a tangled mess that took several minutes to straighten out. Now the dancing was over, she browsed the stalls, waiting for the next event.

‘Go on Miss, three balls for a quid!’ 

Flick laughed. ‘Sure they’re not glued down, Pete?’ 

Pete was a tall thin man, with white hair and a small white moustache. He wore a red and white striped apron. He normally ran the butcher’s shop, and he was often a customer for any of the hunting kills that Flick couldn’t use at the inn. And she in turn was often a customer for meat she couldn’t easily hunt. Today he was running the coconut shy. Idly she wondered why they were still called coconuts–nobody had seen a real coconut in living memory, possibly as far back as The Collapse, more than a hundred years ago. These were carved from wood and painted, like giant coloured wooden eggs.

‘Half a pound of sausages if you knock three off. And they’re not stuck down!’ Pete said, pouting.

‘Okay, go on then,’ Flick said, and handed over a coin. 

She picked up the three wooden balls, about the size of a cricket ball, and sized up the coconuts arranged on spiked poles at the back of the stall. She squared off and threw the first ball. It glanced off the coconut, which wobbled momentarily before falling off its stand. One down. The second ball hit its target square on with a clunk, and sent the coconut flying. Two down.

‘Last ball,’ she said, blowing on it and rubbing it just as if she were a spin bowler. Rosie stood watching as Flick let fly and it clipped the top of the coconut. It wobbled, but it didn’t drop. Damn!

‘Oh bad luck!’

Flick turned to Rosie, ‘He sticks them down, I’m sure of it!’ she said.

‘Do not!’ came from the back of the stall. ‘See!’ Pete poked the coconut with his finger and it fell off its perch.

‘All right Pete, I’ll believe you. But they must be magnetic or something,’ said Flick. They laughed. They had this same conversation every year, it had become a ritual.

She turned back to Rosie. ‘I see you’ve lost your crown already.’

‘Yeah, I had to give it back,’ she said, pouting. They started to wander through the trees towards another stand.

‘Anyway I wouldn’t want to keep anything the mayor had touched. That man gives me the creeps’

‘You and me both, Ro,’ Flick replied, ‘but keep your voice down: walls have ears!’

‘Or trees.’

‘Walls have trees?’

‘No. Trees have ears!’

Flick glanced up. Above their heads there was a large metal sculpture of a bird painted black, perched on one of the branches, its giant wings outstretched. It had glass beads for eyes.

‘I swear I think they’re watching me,’ said Rosie.

‘I think they move around too,’ Flick said. ‘There’s supposed to be twenty-four–you know, like in the rhyme–in the woods and up the tower, but I’ve never found them all.

They wandered past a few more stalls until they found themselves back at the clearing. The crowd was smaller now than it had been earlier, so Flick could easily see the Morris dancers going through their paces. They clapped as the dance came to an end.

While the dancers were chatting and getting ready for the next set, the fool came cavorting up. He was looking for somebody, doing a passable mime act, pointing at people and gesturing towards the middle of the clearing. So far there had been no takers.

Rosie nudged Flick in the ribs. ‘Go on, Flick, why don’t you? It’ll be fun. And who knows–you might meet the man of your dreams!’

‘Nightmares, more like!’ quipped Flick, ‘anyway, with my luck it’ll be a pig farmer from Swinford!’

Rosie poked her again. ‘Go on, or are you chicken?’ She flapped her arms and made chicken noises.

‘Okay,’ sighed Flick, and waved at the fool, who did a quick jig as if all his Christmases had come at once. He rushed over to her, and pulled her into the clearing, cavorting as they went.

‘Now, whatever happens, don’t move!’ he whispered in her ear before skipping back towards the crowd, in search of another victim.

The dancers now formed into a ring with Flick at the centre. She couldn’t help notice they each held two wooden batons, one in each hand. Before long the fool forced his way into the ring, with another victim in tow. It was a lad. Flick looked him over. Not the usual Sunday best, he was wearing dark woollen trousers and a white linen shirt, over which he wore a supple light brown leather waistcoat. He had a straggly beard and a big grin. Flick had a sudden flash of recognition.

Shea!

Then the music started, and the dancers started circling, their arms held out.

Flick regained her composure briefly, then exploded. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ she whispered furiously.

It was a mixture of anger and relief. Anger that he’d disappeared, anger that he hadn’t got in touch to tell her he was okay, anger that he’d just appeared here out of the blue, and relief that he was still alive and that he’d come back and found her. But anger won on aggregate. She realised her fists were clenched.

Clunk! Eight wooden staves met above their heads, bringing her back to reality. The Morris men moved back out again. Shea stood there with a look of astonishment on his face.

‘I had to go. Hide,’ Shea said.

The fool interrupted and pushed them apart just before two Morris men skipped between them with a clashing of sticks. Flick stood watching with daggers in her eyes.

Then the fool pushed them together again, just in time to avoid being hit by two pairs of sticks, one in front and one behind.

‘Kingsmen,’ Shea whispered as loudly as he could in Flick’s ear. ‘If they catch me, they’ll kill me.’

Yes, she knew that: so what was he doing in plain sight in the middle of the May Festival? She shuddered, remembering the execution in the town square only the day before.

‘They found your stuff,’ Flick said. ‘Adam was crowing about it for a week.’

‘Who’s Adam?’

‘My brother. Today’s his Choosing. Wants to join the Watch.’

The fool cavorted in again and pushed them to a different position. Two different pairs of dancers clashed sticks.

‘I missed you!’ Shea shouted.

‘Good,’ Flick shouted back. ‘I looked for you.’

Shea grinned. ‘I’m here now.’

Flick frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Why did I run?’

‘No, why are you here?’

‘To see you.’

The dancers weaved around them, pushing them apart. When they finally were pushed back together again, Flick continued.

‘I don’t want to see you.’ She did. She knew she did, but that didn’t mean he could just walk back into her life and everything would be all right.

‘But I thought…’

‘What? That I was a silly little girl out in the woods that you could take advantage of?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Then what?’ This was the crucial question. The music rose to a climax, the fool whirled them around, and sticks clashed.

‘Come with me.’

What?

The music stopped, and the fool grabbed them, one on each hand, and bowed. Flick and Shea took the hint and bowed too, turning in different directions to face different parts of the audience. Released, Flick made quickly for the anonymity of the trees, followed by Shea. The dancers huddled together, setting up their next number.




Rosie was waiting in the shelter of the trees, and before Flick could demand further explanation from Shea, asked, ‘Hey Flick, who’s your friend?’

‘Good question,’ Flick said, glowering. ‘I thought I knew. Go on Shea, tell her who you are.’

‘I’m a traveller,’ supplied Shea, quickly. 

‘Rosie is my little sister,’ said Flick. ‘And my whole life. I couldn’t leave her for anything. Or anyone.’ Her eyes were daggers.

If Rosie spotted the subtext, she showed no sign. ‘You can call me Ro.’

‘What do you ladies say to some of this pig roast?’ Shea asked. They had reached a stall where a large pig was being turned on a spit over a fire. Great slices of pork had been carved off it, and the aroma wafting in the not quite still air was mouth-watering. Smoke from the fire drifted up lazily into the canopy of the trees, where it hung around as if reluctant to leave.

Rosie’s eyes lit up. ‘Can we? Please?’

Flick smiled. ‘Of course we can.’ She handed over some coins, and got back several large pork slices wrapped in bread, which she handed out.

‘Ro, why don’t you go and see what Adam and Dad are getting up to? Shea and I have things to discuss.’ Flick glanced across at Shea, who nodded.

Rosie winked. ‘And you don’t want me playing gooseberry, eh? Okay, see you later.’ She skipped off back through the trees.

Flick and Shea went out into the field beyond the trees and sat on the grass, looking down the hill towards the town.

‘See, there’s no way I can go anywhere with you. You’ve seen what I have here; Rosie and Dad, even Adam. I can’t, I won’t give that up. Not for you, not for anyone.’

Shea sighed. ‘You can’t fault a guy for trying.’

‘So why is everyone after you?’

‘It’s… complicated,’ Shea said.

Flick raised her eyebrows and stopped eating.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she asked.

‘I really can’t say any more than that.’

‘Look… I helped you.’

‘And I’m very grateful,’ Shea interrupted, trying to cut her off.

Flick glared at him and continued, ‘I taught you stuff… trapping…’ I nearly kissed you. ‘…Brought you food…’ want to kiss you… 

‘Look, seriously, cards on the table. Am I in trouble with the law because of you?’

Shea was silent.

‘Right. So what sort of trouble am I in?’ Flick’s words were icily calm.

‘Look, no. It’s not like that,’ stammered Shea. ‘You’re not in trouble with the law, at least not on my account. It’s just that… well… that wreckage you found me with… it’s a flying machine, and the Kingsmen want to get hold of it, and me and anyone I’ve been in contact with.’

Flick looked at him askance. Then she laughed so hard she fell over backwards.

‘You cannot be serious! This is what it’s all about? A flying machine?’

Shea nodded. ‘Keep your voice down,’ he hissed.

‘I’m sorry, but really, a flying machine? That’s something out of the Dark Times! Big metal tubes full of people, miles up in the sky. No one can make that kind of thing any more.’

‘Maybe not the big metal tubes, but smaller ones, yes they can. We can–the Scavs,’ Shea hissed. ‘That’s why they want me so badly. And why you should come with me… If they find out you’ve helped me, you’ll be in danger too.’

‘But haven’t they already got it? The wreck I mean. Adam saw the Watch drag it into town.’

She jumped up without warning, causing Shea to fall back in alarm. ‘The Choosing! It must be about to start. It’s Adam’s big day and I’ll be in real trouble if I miss it! Come on!’

She pulled Shea to his feet and ran back to the clearing.
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The Choosing




ADAM STOOD NERVOUSLY with the other fifteen year olds in front of the maypole. His plan to get the radio to that Kingsman had failed, backfired in the most stupidly annoying way. He’d been pushing through the crowd at the hanging, looking for a Kingsman–any Kingsman–to give it to in the hope that they’d pass it on. One of the mayor’s thugs had stopped him and demanded to know what he was hiding. His hands had been in his coat pocket, protecting the device, and Adam supposed, in hindsight, that’d he’d looked just a bit too suspicious. There had been nowhere to run; nowhere to hide the device, so he’d been forced to hand it over. Adam was fortunate that the thug didn’t seem to know what the thing was, or he’d have been hauled off before the mayor too. Instead, he’d just been given a clip round the ear and told to sod off.

The six fifteen year olds–Ned Elliott, Carolyn Grace (the butcher’s girl), Del, Ron, Colin and Adam–had been herded into the clearing and right now, nothing seemed to be happening.

The mayor climbed onto the stage along with Captain Phillip Marley, the Commander of the Watch, and two black-clad Kingsmen officers. He waved the crowd to silence. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the hundred-and-second annual Choosing,’ he intoned. ‘Each year our best and brightest are chosen to study the sciences and enter law enforcement, to protect what we have from those that would destroy or take it from us.’

The Choosing had been established in the early years of the New Kingdom, some fifty years after The Collapse. It was a rite of passage for every fifteen year old, marking the transition between childhood and adulthood. It was also a marketplace where employers came to choose their apprentices. In bigger towns and cities, the Choosing was a major event in its own right, with many trades and professions, but in a small town like Faringdon, choices were limited both for the youngsters and for the tradesmen. For most, the choice was simple; the family trade, or the Watch. The Watch mostly mopped up anyone that hadn’t been chosen for another trade, which gave it a reputation for being an unruly mob of ne’er-do-wells.

Love was often found or lost at the Choosing, and wedding plans made or abandoned as the prospective bride or groom stayed or left town for good to start a new life elsewhere. No surprise that the bitter February month was often a busy time for the midwife.

Flick caught Adam’s eye and waved. Adam grinned and held both thumbs up. He felt confident.

The mayor’s words were familiar, Adam had heard them many times before, and wondered who these best and brightest might possibly be. Nobody in his memory had ever been chosen to study the sciences, and if law enforcement meant the Watch, well, Adam actually wanted to join! Case closed!

The mayor continued, ‘I will now call out the names of the candidates, and the choices will be made.’ He consulted his sheet of paper and called out the first name, ‘Ned Elliott.’

There was silence as Ned stepped forward and climbed onto the stage.

‘I choose,’ came a call from the crowd.

The mayor pointed, and the owner of the voice stepped forward.

‘Stafford’s the name,’ the man said, ‘blacksmith from over Carterton way. I be needing a ‘prentice.’

The mayor nodded, and the clerk wrote the details down in his ledger. Ned Elliott left the stage for a life of blacksmithing.

The mayor read out the next name, and Carolyn Grace took the stage, but nobody called out, and the mayor said simply, ‘Watch.’ She went to stand by Captain Marley, the disappointment obvious on her face.

‘Derek Murcheson,’ the mayor called, and Del took the stage. Once more there were no takers from the crowd, but this time, the mayor himself looked the boy up and down. ‘I choose him to work as a manual labourer on my estates,’ he announced.

Del grinned and put both thumbs up. Manual labour for the mayor mostly meant bullying, and he was good at that. The mayor took Ron, but Colin was chosen by his father to go into his tailoring business, which just left Adam.

The mayor called his name out, and Adam climbed the steps onto the stage. He stood looking out at the crowd, hoping no one would call out. He looked around nervously and spotted Dad and Flick in the crowd. He grinned and they waved back. 

Then Mayor Griffin leaned over to him. With a fixed grin on his face he said, sotto voce, so only Adam could hear, ‘I know about your little toy.’

Adam turned in alarm and saw the radio he’d stolen from Flick concealed in the mayor’s hand. Cold fingers gripped his chest and he had an uncontrollable urge to jump off the stage and disappear into the crowd. He wobbled slightly and hands gripped his arms tightly from behind.

‘We don’t want you falling over,’ the mayor said quietly. ‘It is, after all, such a stressful event, your… Choosing. And thank you for this little toy, it will be most… useful.’

Adam looked around in alarm and saw two of the mayor’s thugs. Now he realised that taking the radio had been the second most stupid thing he’d ever done, after letting the mayor get hold of it. He wanted to find Flick, to tell her he was sorry, to warn her that Mayor Griffin had the radio, and who knew what he planned to do with it. But even though he struggled, the two thugs’ grip held fast and he couldn’t move. Black spots swam before his eyes. He tried to shout, but no words came out.

The mayor puffed himself up and looked out over the audience. Then he shouted, ‘I choose…’

But he was cut off by the sound of his two thugs collapsing onto the stage. Adam just stood, barely aware of what was happening, as one of the Kingsmen calmly announced, ‘Adam Carter will be coming with us.’

Then it was as if the world caught up with his ears and Adam felt the blood drain from his face. People told to go with Kingsmen disappeared just as surely as people they arrested. Adam didn’t know what happened to them, but he did know they never came back. He thought of the Kingsman woman that day in the museum. Why wasn’t she here? She’d know he’d tried to do the right thing, wouldn’t she? 

The first Kingsman left the stage and the second prodded him forward. For a moment he was rooted to the spot. He didn’t want to disappear; he wanted to join the Watch; to be with his mates: Fred, Stanley, Bill, Harry, Robby Porter, and even Berry. He never wanted this.

A second prod was all that it took to get Adam’s legs working, and the Kingsmen silently led him down the hill, away from the tower, away from his friends, away from everyone he knew.




Flick turned to her father. ‘What just happened? Did Adam just get arrested?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, sounding confused. ‘I don’t think so… Why would they arrest him? It looked more like he was chosen for the Kingsmen. But I’ve never heard of such a thing happening.’

‘Does that mean Adam will be going away?’ Rosie asked.

‘Yes honey, I expect so,’ her dad said. ‘They’ll go away for training, but I expect he’ll be back to visit. Come on, we can go and talk to the Kingsmen and they’ll tell us all about it.’

Shea tapped on Flick’s arm, gesturing for her to stay.

‘Er, I’ll catch you guys up in a minute,’ she said.

‘Don’t be too long!’ Rosie called as she and her father pushed through the milling people to get to the stage.

Flick turned to Shea. ‘Was that anything to do with you know what?’ she hissed.

Shea shrugged. ‘Dunno. I doubt it though. The Kingsmen don’t work like that. If they want you they just take you away, or you disappear. I think he’s one of them now. But remember what I said before. I think you need to be even more careful now.’

‘Are you suggesting Adam would…’ Then she thought about how Adam had reacted when the wreckage had been found.

‘Look, I really don’t think you should be here. I don’t know what tomfool idea made you come here in the first place, but wherever you’ve been hiding, you really should go back, before someone spots you. Now I have to go and say goodbye to Adam. I don’t want to find you still here when I get back.’

She turned to look for her father and Rosie. She spotted them in front of the stage, talking to Adam. The two Kingsmen, still on the stage were chatting animatedly to the mayor, who nodded vigorously.

She was about to go when the Town Crier’s voice boomed out across the clearing. ‘All persons here present shall hearken and pay attention to His Worship the Mayor.’

It sounded very formal, so she stopped to see what was going on. Mayor Griffin stood on the stage, waiting for people to settle down. Flick thought he looked flustered, and briefly wondered why. Then he looked around the clearing, with a grave expression on his face.

‘It has come to my attention,’ he shouted, ‘that there is a dangerous criminal at large.’

‘Well, there are plenty of those,’ muttered Flick under her breath, ‘not least the one that’s talking now.’

Mayor Griffin continued, ‘And not just in the area. There have been reports that this… criminal… has been seen here, today. At this very festival.’

He paused for effect, and there were a few gasps from what remained of the crowd. Then he continued, ‘If you see this person, you are not to approach him, or talk to him, but come and find me, or a member of the Watch, or one of these two fine Kingsmen here.’

‘This is the man.’ He nodded to the two Kingsmen, who unrolled the large canvas they were carrying, to reveal the rough sketched portrait of a man.

Flick recognised the face instantly: it was Shea. She turned back to confront him, but he was gone.
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Safe House




MAYOR GRIFFIN’S WORDS struck like blows from a fist. Shea quickly realised that his only chance to stay free, to stay alive, was to disappear, and fast. It was lucky that much of the crowd was already drifting back towards the town, but that poster would soon be on display everywhere. He had to admit that Flick was right; he never should have come here, and he cursed himself for his stupidity.

He carefully crept back into the cover of the trees and from there worked his way around to the side of the hill farthest from town. Here, a narrow track led down the hill towards the main road. Shea made a dash down this track, running with all his might, until he reached another break of trees. When he was safely back under cover, he paused, panting hard and wondering what to do next.

The Safe House! If anywhere was going to be safe, it was the Safe House. It was not far away, but it was also close to the mayor’s mansion and from what he’d heard, the mayor had lots of thugs who were probably out looking for him right now. He hoped they would be mostly up at the folly, and not looking so close to home. Shea smiled at the irony and set off through the woods. 

He reached the door in Church Street some twenty minutes later, and knocked in a particular pattern; first once, then twice, and then finally three times. He stepped back and looked up and down the street, making sure he wasn’t being observed. Behind him was the churchyard, quiet and gloomy, the ancient grave stones sticking up like malevolent teeth, glowing red as they caught the late afternoon sun.

The door opened a crack and a middle aged woman peered out.

‘Yes?’ she asked.

‘A weary traveller seeks rest,’ Shea said, reciting the first part of a pass phrase he’d been taught in training.

‘There are inns for those that need them,’ came the reply.

‘For others there is no room,’ Shea said.

The door closed. After a few moments there was the sound of a chain being released and the door opened once more.

‘Come in!’ the woman said.

Shea entered the house and followed her along a narrow, dark passageway and through the door at the end into a small but well appointed kitchen. She introduced herself as Angela, and pointed at a plain wooden chair by the table.

‘Have a seat. The kettle’s on, would you like some tea?’

Shea’s face lit up, ‘Real proper tea?’

Angela nodded. ‘Yes, it’s hard to get around here, and very expensive. But we like to keep some for special occasions.’

‘In that case I should be honoured,’ Shea said.

Angela poured the tea into two bone china cups. A third was set out on the dresser. ‘My husband should be back soon,’ she said.

Shea nodded and sipped his tea.




Some time later Shea heard the sound of a key in the lock. He jumped, but Angela held up a finger, signalling him to hold still. The door creaked open and then shut with a clunk. Footsteps came down the hallway and stopped outside the kitchen door. The knob slowly started to turn and the door creaked open. In walked Frank Bumpenny, the vicar.

Shea glanced across at Angela, who nodded, smiling. He stood and held out his hand. ‘Shea O’Connell, sir.’

The vicar shook the proffered hand. ‘Frank. Frank Bump-knee,’ He replied, over-emphasising the pronunciation. Shea realised it was probably a very old habit. ‘I guess you must be the kid we’ve been hearing so much about. You’ve caused quite a buzz…’

‘Yeah, about that…’ Shea started.

Frank cut him off abruptly. ‘I don’t need–or want–to know. What I don’t know can’t be forced out of me by the mayor and his cohorts, or by the Kingsmen, or by anyone else for that matter. The important thing is that you’re in one piece, and we must get a message to your parents to tell them you’re okay. I’m sure they’ve been worried out of their skins.’

‘I lost my radio…’ Shea began.

Frank held his hand in the air. ‘You can tell me all that in a moment. But first…’ he turned to his wife and kissed her on the cheek, ‘…what I could really do with, Angela, is a good cup of tea.’

Angela winked at Shea, who grinned. ‘Coming right up, honey.’ She poured a cup from the pot and set it on the table. They sat. ‘Shea and I were just discussing the price of tea, and how hard it is to get,’ she said.

Frank sipped at his tea meditatively and sighed, ‘That’s good.’ When he put his cup down, he asked, ‘So how much do you know, son?’

‘Not much, probably,’ replied Shea. ‘I know–at least I think–this is supposed to be Receiving Station Kilo-One-Seven, but I didn’t get a thorough briefing. I’m not really supposed to be here at all.’

‘No kidding!’ said Frank. ‘After you disappeared, all hell broke loose. Everyone and his mother has been looking for you, our side and theirs. And the mayor. So what happened?’

‘I was dumb. Too close to the ground. Got an arrow in the motor. Crashed.’

‘Well, at least you’re in one piece. Damage? What happened to the radio?’

‘Destroyed, I’m afraid. I was pretty well banged up, and had to hole up for a few days. I lost the radio somewhere before the crash. At least I searched the site and never found it.’ Shea coughed before continuing, ‘Had a little help from some locals. Nice girl…’

Frank raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 

Shea cleared his throat uncomfortably, reaching without thinking to adjust his collar. ‘Anyhow, she brought me supplies and some snares. Then I had to leg it out of there. Someone must have tipped off the local plod, as they turned up in force and grabbed the wreckage.’

‘Was it the girl, do you think?’

‘I don’t reckon it was, no.’

‘She could swing for aiding and abetting if they found out she’d been helping you in secret,’ said Frank. ‘Don’t let your trousers do the job of your head…’

‘I think I’m a fair judge of character. She didn’t tell anybody. But the big problem is that the plod, and possibly the Kingsmen too by now, have bits of at least one solar wing, even if it is busted.’

‘Well that’s a setback,’ said Frank. ‘As you know, they are still preaching their “electricity bad” mantra around here, but of course what they preach and what they do are completely different things. The Kingsmen are nearly as technologically advanced as we are, but they keep it secret.’

‘I heard they hanged a man here a few days ago.’ A grim turn to the conversation.

‘Yeah. It was a… local initiative on the part of the mayor. Don’t know who the guy was. Probably one of Griffin’s own goons. Nothing came over the comm anyhow.

Frank paused, looking at Shea and searching his face for a reaction. ‘Oh, and that girl you’ve been seen with…’

Shea started to protest. He thought he’d been careful not to be noticed, not to stand out, and he was surprised to hear that he’d been spotted with Flick, and worse, recognised.

Frank saw Shea’s reaction.

‘Yes. Seen,’ he said, ‘although it was me that saw you up at the Folly cavorting about like it was May Day.’

‘Flick…’ Shea stuttered eventually. ‘She’s been good to me, and I have to admit I do kind of like her. And it was–is–May Day.’

‘Felicity Carter. She lives down the hill at the Crown Inn. Got a younger brother and sister,’ Frank said.

‘Yeah, I met them. The girl is sweet–Rosie–but the boy… There was some sort of trouble between him and the mayor and the Kingsmen at the Choosing. I don’t know what it was about, but I think he could be a problem.’

By now it was starting to get dark outside, and Angela lit a couple of candles and set them on the table.

‘Obviously I can’t make you,’ said the vicar, ‘but I strongly recommend that you stay away from them. Now, we have to make plans to send word that you are safe, and to arrange for a pick up…’

They continued their discussions over dinner. 




‘He was disappeared. They carted him off to who knows where…’ Bill Watson was expounding the now legendary story of Adam’s departure with the Kingsmen. It had been the topic of many conversations in the bar that evening, more than a few of them started or contributed to by Bill. Flick had overheard some of them, and it was wearing a bit thin.

She put the drinks she was carrying down on the table. ‘That’s enough, Bill, if you don’t mind,’ she said. ‘We’ve checked his room, and his things are gone. He must have come back here after the Choosing and packed a bag.’ She looked at each of the Watchmen sitting around the table before asking, ‘Is that what happens when somebody is disappeared? They come home and pack a bag? Is it?’

They shook their heads.

‘The Kingsmen chose him fair and square, and that’s that. He’s their problem now.’ She raised her voice so it carried over the din of the room. 

‘Sure looked like he was arrested from where I was,’ someone else said.

‘Well, he wasn’t,’ Flick said indignantly. ‘Dad went and spoke to them after, and they told him. And he spoke to Adam too. Does that sound to you like arrested? Look, everyone, whatever you might think, he was–is–my brother. Now I know what some of you thought of him, and I’m not saying you’re wrong, but he’s not here now and I will not hear another word on the matter.’

There was silence, and a lot of people studiously looking at their drinks. After a moment someone said, ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish, that’s what I say.’

Flick looked round the bar, identifying the speaker. She pushed through the throng of drinkers, eyes blazing and grabbed the man by the collar. ‘Stuart Johnson, you are barred.’ She dragged the man, still holding his pint and protesting vociferously, to the door, and pushed him through it. ‘Now get out and stay out!’ she screamed.

The man stood there in the doorway, blinking, as if unsure of quite what had happened. Flick, seeing his hesitation, reached out and grabbed the pint pot from his hand.

‘I’ll have that back too, if you don’t mind,’ she said, before slamming the door and turning back to the room.

The room was deathly quiet as Flick made her way back to the bar.

‘Excuse me, Miss…’

She spun round. It was Stanley. He had his hand in the air and was looking somewhat sheepish. ‘What?’ she snapped.

‘If that pint is going spare, I wouldn’t mind finishing it off for you,’ he said. ‘Save it going to waste…’ He flashed his best puppy dog eyes,

Flick looked down at the pot, and the brown liquid it contained. ‘Oh, have it,’ she said, and plonked it unceremoniously down on the table.




Shea pressed back into the archway. Pools of light from the flickering lanterns illuminated the cobbles, but he stayed in the shadows. He had snuck out after the vicar and his wife had gone to bed, and now he was watching, hidden, as Flick went about her business grooming the horses in the stables. She was talking to herself, and every now and again he caught a snatch of the conversation, although he couldn’t make out the individual words.

She sounded angry.

Each word was accompanied by the sound of stone hitting stone. Shea was curious; what was happening in that stable? It sounded like a cross between stonemasonry and pitched warfare. He snuck a little closer, keeping to the shadows.

Something pinged across the cobbles, followed by an expletive, ‘Bugger!’

He ducked out of sight, pressing himself against the stable wall. The chink of stone against stone resumed and he was close enough now that he could hear what was being said.

‘…Stupid, good for nothing bastard…’

Shea winced.

‘…If I saw him, I’d tell Mayor Griffin right away…’

This was a different voice, and it dawned on Shea that Flick was not alone; she had another girl in the stable with her. He instinctively shrank back, and started to feel his way along the wall, back towards the gate. Then his foot caught against something on the ground, a loose cobble or stone or some such, and there was a clunk.

Shit!

Shea held his breath, cursing himself inwardly for not being more careful. Surely they must have heard that. The sounds from the stable stopped momentarily, but after a second’s pause they resumed.

‘Perhaps we should get up a search party, scour the countryside and find the scumbag.’ That was Flick.

The sound of stone on stone stopped.

‘This’d put a hole in his schemes…’ the other voice. There was laughter. Shea didn’t laugh, instead he wondered what torture they were dreaming up. The chinking noise started again, but this time it had a different beat, more rhythmic, almost musical.

‘…And the money from the mayor, we could split it and be rich beyond the dreams of average…’

‘Not “average”,’ said Flick, ‘avarice. Honestly Maggs, didn’t you learn anything at school?’

‘Yeah, but what sort of name is that?’ asked the girl, now identified as Maggs. ‘I mean, stands to reason that if it’s a dream, it’s got to be a person having it. You can’t say, “Beyond the dreams of rock…”.’

Shea continued edging towards the gate, but a voice, very close, whispered in his ear, ‘Move again or make a sound and I’ll gut you where you stand.’

A hand clamped over his mouth and he felt the point of a blade at his midriff.

‘Understand?’

He nodded, his eyes were wide with shock. He tried to look down, at the knife, but the hand clamped over his mouth was stopping his head from moving.

‘Good,’ the voice whispered. ‘Now, move.’

With the knife still pressing into his gut, he was pushed further along the wall towards an open stable door.

‘Rosie, what are you doing out? It’s way past your bed time!’ the voice had become loud, as if it wanted to be heard by everybody. Shea realised that it was Flick, and somehow she was covering for him. ‘Now, I’ll see to the horse, you just go to bed and I’ll be in soon.’

He wanted to say ‘Flick, it’s me,’ but he just managed a muffled croak, and if anything her hand clamped even tighter over his mouth. He sagged slightly.

Flick went back to a whisper. ‘In.’

She pushed him into the empty stable and said, ‘Now you stay there like good boy,’ as she shut the door.

Shea heard the bolt being drawn across. He pushed at the door but it wouldn’t budge. He was trapped.

‘And keep quiet!’ Flick hissed from behind the door.

He tried to look around but it was pitch dark inside the stable; there were no windows or other doors. Minutes passed. He couldn’t hear the voices of the girls in the other stable, not even if he pressed his ear to the locked door. He hoped they hadn’t gone off to fetch the mayor; it was late, but even at this hour, the mayor would come running if he thought that Shea had been captured. But the fact that Flick hadn’t given him away to her friend gave him some hope. Maybe the other girl–Maggs–would have turned him in, but hopefully Flick’s ruse had been enough to stop her suspecting. Always supposing that Flick hadn’t just locked him up so that she could keep the reward money for herself.

He slumped dejectedly onto the floor with his back against one wall. If he’d had a ball he could have thrown it against the far wall and caught it, but he didn’t, so he just sat.

He heard the distant sound of the main gate being shut and barred, then silence again. Okay, another moment and the stable door was sure to open and he’d be free.

But it stayed shut.




‘Okay Shea, or whatever your name really is, give me one good reason why I shouldn’t keep you locked up in here, and fetch the Watch on you!’

The door was still shut, and Flick’s voice came from the other side of it. Shea moved closer to the door. He didn’t know who or what was beyond it, and he wanted to be ready for action, just in case.

‘Look, I know what the mayor said, and it just isn’t true,’ Shea said. ‘I didn’t do those things, I’m not a seditionist or anything like that. I’m just a kid, stuck a long way from home, and I’m simply trying to find my way back home. Surely you can understand that?’

‘Supposing that’s true,’ said Flick through the door, ‘and I’m not saying it is or I believe you, but just supposing, why did you disappear, and where did you go?’

‘Look,’ Shea replied, ‘the mayor had just unveiled a giant picture of me, and accused me of all sorts of stuff, and offered a big reward for my head on a plate. What would you have done?’

‘Fair enough,’ said Flick, ‘but where did you go?’

‘A place I know.’

‘Look. If you want me to trust you, you have to tell me everything and tell the truth. Now. Where did you go?’

Shea paused. He wasn’t going to tell her everything, not yet anyway.

‘Okay…’ he said eventually, ‘I snuck through the trees and down the hill. Then I holed up in a derelict house.’

‘What house? Where was it?’

‘You want every little detail?’

‘Yup. That’s the idea.’

Shea sighed. ‘It was at the end of Church Street.’

‘What number?’

‘I don’t know… There wasn’t a number on it.’

It was certainly true that a derelict house existed at the end of Church Street; Shea had passed it on his way to the vicarage. He’d even gone inside it and looked about and kicked stuff around a bit. That way, if anyone went looking, they’d think that maybe someone had been there and possibly stayed a while. It always paid to have a spare alibi handy; he never knew when it might come in useful.

Flick seemed to accept that information. There was a rattle as the bolt drew back and the door slowly opened. It was dark in the courtyard, save for the one flickering lantern that Flick thrust into the doorway.

‘Okay, you can come out, but very slowly, and don’t make any sudden moves. I’ve still got that knife and I’m not afraid to use it. I’ve gutted all sorts of animals, from rabbits to deer, so I’m not squeamish at the sight of blood or anything, so just watch out.’

Shea held out his hands and slowly inched out into the courtyard.

‘Hi!’ he grinned.

He wasn’t expecting the slap across his face and it took him quite by surprise, and he staggered back, lost his balance and fell onto his backside.

‘Oww!’ He rubbed his cheek. ‘Well, I suppose I do deserve that,’ he said, grudgingly.

‘Yeah, and a whole lot more, or I’ll be no judge of character,’ Flick said.

‘Look, it’s hardly my fault everyone wants to grab me!’

‘Why isn’t it your fault? You must have done something, and don’t you dare lie to me, or I really will gut you.’

Shea looked about, at the windows of the inn. There were some lights showing through the ground floor windows, but none from upstairs.

‘I’ll tell you. But not here,’ he said.

Flick grabbed his jacket and pulled him to his feet. Without saying a word she pulled him into her workshop and shut the door.

‘Now, spill,’ she hissed.

‘What do you know of the Scavs?’ Shea asked.

‘I know you are one. The stories say you are all murderers and thieves and rapists. Are you?’

‘A murderer and a rapist? Of course not! And nor is anyone else I know.’ Shea was shocked to the core; how could she think that of him? ‘As for the other, well I may have borrowed a few things here an there that didn’t strictly belong to me, but I didn’t steal them. Never! Come on Flick, it’s me: you know me!’

‘Do I?’ Flick said. She studied his face intently.

‘Look, the Scavs–us–we move around a lot. That’s probably why people don’t like us and make things up. When we’ve gone, they say what they like and no one is there to disagree or tell them they’re wrong.’ 

Flick appeared to consider this. ‘That’s plausible,’ she said after a while. ‘So where do you come from, if you move about so much, where are your roots?’

‘Originally we came from out west, from beyond the sea. A land called Dublin. That’s where I was born,’ Shea said. He knew he was probably saying too much, especially if Bumpenny was right and she couldn’t be trusted. But if he was being honest, he trusted her more than he trusted a lot of people. And he had already told her about his sky-kart. And she was holding a knife.

‘So what’s it like, this Dublin?’ she asked.

‘I don’t really know,’ Shea replied, ‘you see, my parents brought me to England when I was very small, so I don’t really remember it. But there are no Kingsmen, and they don’t lock you up for having electricity, not that there is much. They call us Scavs ‘cos that’s what we do–scavenge. We find stuff, especially from the Dark Times, and we make it work, well sometimes, and we sell it, or use it.’

‘I’ve never seen the sea,’ said Flick, changing the subject, ‘what’s it like?’

‘It’s like a big pond,’ Shea replied, glad that he was now on safe territory. ‘But so big you can’t see the edges, and the land that we’re standing on is just an island in the middle of it, and it’s so deep that you can’t touch the bottom, and when the weather is bad, the waves get so big, crashing on the beach and it’s really scary. And there are tides. Every day the water goes away, like when you pull the plug out of a bath, and then later it comes back again. I don’t know why.

‘Where I live, in Bristol, there’s a big river, and there’s boats. Not little boats like on the river here, but big boats with massive sails, and they go off down the river to the sea and they don’t come back for weeks and weeks. Most of them are Scav boats, but there are Kingsmen boats there too. There’s a sort of truce, so they don’t bother us and we don’t bother them.’

They were silent. Flick took the stone knife she’d been holding and slipped it back into her belt.

‘Look, just one thing,’ Shea said after a while. His voice was quiet now, almost a whisper, ‘I’ve told you stuff. Secrets. Things people might want to hurt you for. I’m not saying they will, but… Well, if anything happens to me, I want you to run. Head for Bristol, you will be safe there. I can give you names, addresses…’

‘I’m not entirely sure I believe you,’ she said, ‘but I’ll keep it in mind.’ She stared at him intently for a moment, weighing up what he’d said.

‘It’s late and I’d better go to bed. I think you could be telling the truth, but I need to sleep on it.’

She stood up. ‘I’ll let you out, but stay hidden; there are people around that will talk…’ She seemed to think for a moment. ‘I’ll get you some food from the kitchen. I can’t let you stay here, cos there are too many people and we’re full; somebody will see you. Do you need blankets? I don’t think it’ll rain, but it might get quite chilly.’

‘No, I’ve got everything I need, thanks. But I’ll take whatever food you can spare, and thank you for it.’

‘Okay, wait here.’ Flick disappeared into the inn and returned a few moments later with a basket, covered by a white cloth.

‘There’s some cold meat in the basket,’ she said, ‘and some cheese and a few carrots. Should tide you over for a day or two.’

She handed him the basket and opened the wicket gate as quietly as she could.

‘Coast is clear,’ she whispered after peering out and looking around. She beckoned him forward, and as he was about to go through the wicket gate, she pulled him to her and, to his surprise, kissed him on the cheek.

‘For luck,’ she said, embarrassment colouring her voice. ‘Now, off you go.’

‘Don’t forget: Bristol,’ he whispered as he disappeared into the night.
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Surprise Inspection




FLICK WOKE TO the sound of banging on her bedroom door.

‘Flick, come out here this instant!’ It was her father.

She slipped out of bed and pulled on her dressing gown before cracking open the door.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Griffin is downstairs with his goons. He’s throwing a random inspection, I’m surprised the noise didn’t wake you…’

‘Late night,’ Flick said, simply.

Nick Carter turned on his daughter. ‘I don’t know what you’ve been up to, my girl, but if I find out this “random” inspection has anything to do with you, there’ll be hell to pay. Now, get some clothes on and get downstairs. Pronto.’

He stomped off down the hallway. Flick closed the door and leant back against it.

Shit!

Did this have anything to do with Shea? What if somebody had seen him? Maggs maybe? No, surely Maggs would never grass, no matter what she saw, and after all, they’d grown up together. Anyhow, Flick thought her ruse with Rosie last night had worked and Maggs was none the wiser.

She’d just finished dressing when the door burst open. A heavy set man in dark leathers walked in. He had a wooden persuader in one hand, and a metal bladed knife was obvious in his belt.

‘Got orders to search this room,’ he said. ‘You, don’t move.’

He waved the baton in Flick’s direction.

‘Okay… not moving,’ Flick said.

He looked round the room, and under the bed and opened the cupboards and wardrobe, but he didn’t bother to open any drawers or rummage through the stuff. It was as if he were looking for someone rather than something.

Finally he turned to Flick. ‘Boss wants everyone downstairs. You go now.’

He pushed her through the door and down the hallway.

Everyone was gathered in the front bar, and Flick rushed over to Rosie, who gave her a hug.

‘What’s happening?’ Rosie asked.

‘Griffin is just throwing his weight around. He’ll be gone soon,’ Flick replied, sounding a lot more confident than she felt.

Some of the guests were grumbling. ‘We demand that you let us go this instant!’ one of them shouted. ‘They forced us out of our beds!’ from another. ‘You can’t treat us like this; we’ve got rights! We’re not criminals!’ a third joined in.

The thugs, positioned by each door just ignored them.

One of the guests, an elderly woman with grey hair and a green fabric dress, snapped. ‘I’ve had enough of this, I will not be treated this way! I’m going to my room!’ She stomped off towards the staircase.

The thug nearest moved to intercept her and blocked the stairway. ‘You ain’t going nowhere,’ he growled.

‘Out of my way, you oaf!’ the woman shouted. She tried to push him to one side but he was much bigger than her and didn’t budge.

‘You ain’t going nowhere,’ he repeated.

She pushed at him and pummelled and pounded, but nothing she did had the slightest impact. Eventually she gave up and went over to a table and sat down.

Flick went over to her. ‘Mrs Bickerstaff isn’t it?’ she said.

The woman nodded.

Flick took her hands. ‘I’m so, so, sorry,’ she said. ‘We get inspected every now and then–everyone does–but usually it’s just a quick look and a chat. I really don’t know what’s got into them. We’re as taken aback by this as you are.’

The woman pulled out a hankie from somewhere among her sleeves. ‘Thank you, my dear,’ she sniffed, and blew her nose.

‘What you need is a nice cup of tea,’ Flick said. ‘I’ll see if they’ll let me go and make some.’

She went over to the thug barring the way down to the kitchen. There was something very familiar about this one, and she looked him up and down until he started fidgeting. ‘Ronald Welch, you scumbag’ she said. ‘Only yesterday you were standing next to my brother on the Choosing field, and now–Look at you!’

‘Yeah, well I works for Mayor Griffin now, and what he says goes, and he says you ain’t going nowhere, and we can do what we wants to stop you.’

‘We’d just like to go to the kitchen and make a pot of tea for everyone,’ Flick said, keeping her voice as reasonable as she could. ‘It’s not as if we’re going to go anywhere…’

‘Boss said no one was to go anywhere,’ Ronald Welch, the newly minted thug said, as unmoving in his message as in his position.

‘Look, it’s just tea, and we’ll only be in the kitchen. I’ll leave the door open. I’ll even make you some…? Real tea?’ she said.

‘No.’

Flick turned back into the room and shrugged. ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed at the room in general, and Mrs Bickerstaff in particular. Then she found Rosie and sat at the table next to her.

‘Bad is as bad does, I guess. Never did like that boy,’ she said.

Then she addressed the room. ‘I’m sure this will all be sorted out, but in the meantime, please be patient. Look, I’m stuck here just as much as all of you.’

‘Stuck? Who’s stuck? I’m sure nobody’s stuck anywhere.’ This was a new voice, oily and slippery as a snake. It was Mayor Griffin, descending the stairs from the back dining room, with Flick’s father following and looking none too happy.

‘Now Felicity, my dear,’ he continued, ‘instead of moaning at the guests, why don’t you go down to the kitchen and make everybody a nice cup of tea? I’m sure everyone is dying for one…’

‘Come on Rosie, let’s go.’ Flick grabbed Rosie’s hand and made her way towards the kitchen, her eyes shooting daggers at the mayor. As she passed Ronald Welch, a well-aimed toe made contact with his shin. He winced.

‘See: tea. You don’t get any,’ she hissed.

She stomped down the stairs, half dragging Rosie, and slammed the door behind her. For several seconds she didn’t move. ‘Deep breaths,’ she muttered.

‘If looks could kill, half the room would be dead!’ giggled Rosie.

‘Yeah, well, I don’t care if Joe is his son, that man is just nasty.’

‘We’ll always have each other,’ said Rosie. ‘Come on, give us a hug.’ 

They hugged each other, and Flick stroked Rosie’s long blonde hair.

‘You and me, eh?’ she said.

After a few moments they broke apart. ‘Let’s get the water on the hob; the tea’s not going to make itself!’

The two girls busied themselves with setting out cups and saucers on trays, and pots for the tea and jugs for the milk while the water boiled. Then, once the tea was made and poured out, they ferried the trays up to the front bar. Finally when it was all done, Flick came back into the kitchen, shut the door and sat down at the table. Elbows on the table and head in her hands, she let out a long sigh. Well, that was over.

She heard the door open and shut.

‘Well RoRo, I think there’s just enough left in the pot for you and me,’ she said.

‘You think you’re so clever, don’t you, Felicity.’ It wasn’t Rosie. A cold shiver ran through Flick’s body.

She turned to face him. ‘I don’t know what you mean, Mayor Griffin.’

‘Oh, we will find him, you can be sure of that.’ The mayor walked slowly down the steps into the room.

‘Find who?’

‘Come now girl, don’t play the innocent; I can see right through you,’ he said. ‘I know what you’ve been up to. I know about the cottage, and the wreckage. I even know about the radio that was in your room.’

Flick started. ‘I don’t know…’

The mayor held up a hand. ‘Don’t bother to protest, it’s not there now. Thanks to your brother it’s now locked in my safe.’ He paused for effect. Flick slumped back in her chair.

 ‘And I also know about the festival. Half the town saw you and him making eyes at each other; it was disgusting. And to think I was going to let you marry my son, good-for-nothing that he is. Well let me tell you now, that isn’t going to happen.’

Flick opened her mouth. She wanted to scream, to cry out, her father would come running and see off this horrid man and everything would be all right, but nothing came out.

Mayor Griffin grinned, a nasty vicious grin that had no humour in it. ‘Don’t scream, Felicity,’ he said, with all the calm of an oil slick, ‘no one will come. My henchmen will see to that. You’ve met my henchmen. One of them has a sore shin, and he’s very keen to be remembered to you, but I told him “another time”. Nobody is coming through that door.’

He crossed the remaining distance between them with a speed so fast that Flick barely registered what was happening. He grabbed her and pulled her up out of the chair, holding her so that her face was right up close to his.

‘Where is he?’ he hissed. His eyes were blazing fire.

Flick stammered in shock, ‘Look, I don’t know. Really. I DON’T KNOW WHO YOU ARE TALKING ABOUT!’

The mayor stared into her eyes, long and hard. After a while he dropped her back into the chair.

‘Of course you don’t.’

He pulled up a chair and sat down at the table opposite her.

‘Fine, we’ll do it another way,’ he said. ‘Now you tell me where he is, Or so help me…’ he spoke in measured, quiet tones, ‘…I’ll make it hard for you. And your sister.’

Flick hunched over the table and hid her face in her hands. There were tears in her eyes.

Mayor Griffin spoke with a slow and quiet menace. ‘You will arrange to meet with him. It doesn’t matter where, it doesn’t matter when. And once you have made that arrangement, you will come and tell me. And then he and I can have a nice little chat, man to man. Civilised. I even promise that I won’t harm him. Do you agree to do this?’

Flick said nothing. She didn’t even look up.

‘Look at me. Do you agree?’

Flick looked up, her face blank. She didn’t care what the mayor did to her. But Rosie? Nothing and no one was more important than Rosie. She nodded.

‘Good.’ The mayor rose to leave.

‘But what’s he supposed to have done?’ Flick asked, in desperation. ‘He’s just a Scav. He told me: he’s just a Scav.’

The mayor walked up the stairs and pushed the door open. As he was about to go through, he turned and said, ‘Oh, that’s not the half of it. He’s much more than that, my dear, much more.’ Then he was gone.
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The Vicar's Note




ALL THAT DAY Flick was subdued. She kept pondering the mayor’s words. What did he mean, much more? And a trap? She must set a trap? Lure Shea into it and the mayor would… what? Have a nice little chat? No. This was a man who had enough thugs to form his own private army, a man who had people executed and forced the entire town to stand and watch. He’d told Flick that he wouldn’t hurt Shea; he’d promised, but somehow Flick knew that was a promise he wouldn’t keep.

But also, he wouldn’t go away, she was sure of that. He’d threatened her! Well, not in so many words, but the threat was there, and Rosie too. If anything happened to Rosie… It would be too much. No, whatever he did to her, that was one thing, but she couldn’t let anything happen to Rosie, no matter what.

Her mind was made up.




Two nights later, Flick was serving in the bar. She was carrying two handfuls of beers to one of the tables when the front door opened. She glanced across to see who it was; she was still wary after Mayor Griffin’s little visit. It was the vicar, Frank Bumpenny, wearing a pale blue knitted jumper, his dog collar and black shirt still visible beneath, and a straw hat with a large black ribbon.

‘Take a seat, Reverend,’ Flick called, ‘I’ll be with you in a mo!’

She finished serving the drinks. When she turned, she saw that the vicar had taken a stool at the bar, and placed his hat on the counter top. She returned to the bar, wiping her hands on her apron.

‘We don’t often see you in here, Reverend, what’ll it be?’ Flick asked, smiling.

‘Er, oh, yes,’ he stammered, ‘a small ale if you would be so kind.’

‘Coming right up,’ Flick said.

She found a half-pint glass from behind the bar and pulled the beer.

‘There you go,’ she said, setting the beer onto the bar top, ‘that’ll be a quid fifty.’

The vicar rummaged in his pockets and handed over the coins. Flick took the money and rang up the till. Then she grabbed a cloth and started mopping up the bar counter.

‘Most unfortunate what happened in here the other day,’ the vicar said, staring straight at her.

Flick swallowed. She hadn’t expected the vicar even to know about it, but word must have got around. She thought for a moment about what she would say.

‘Yeah,’ she said finally, ‘it’s not like the mayor to get rough on an inspection. Don’t know what got into him. Trade was down for a few days and we had to give some of the guests free board, but we’re bouncing back.’

That seemed to satisfy the vicar, who nodded and sipped at his beer.

‘Glad to hear it,’ he said after a moment. Then he put his glass down and lowered his voice, ‘Forgive me if I am wrong, but I am given to understand that you may be looking for a certain young gentleman?’

What? How in hell did he know? Was he a lackey of Griffin’s? 

Flick wanted to run into the kitchen and hide, but she held her face steady and continued wiping the bar without missing a beat.

‘I’m not that sort of girl, I’m sure,’ she replied, the merest hint of a tremble in her voice.

‘No, no, you misunderstand me,’ said the vicar, ‘there is a certain young gentleman of your acquaintance, and also, as it happens, of my acquaintance, that is, how shall we say, not looking to be found?’

She had crept out the night before and gone to the derelict house on Church Street, hoping to find Shea, but although there were signs that someone had been there recently, it was empty. She had presumed that Shea had moved on. Sneaking back home, she’d been careful to stick to the shadows and watch out for anyone following her, but the road went past the vicarage, so he could easily have spotted her from a window without her knowing.

‘Go on,’ she said, warily.

‘Well, this certain young gentleman has asked me to apologise to you for not being where he was expected to be. He felt that under the circumstances you would understand his reluctance to come here himself.’

Flick said nothing, but continued to wipe. The bar was going to be very clean, in this one spot at least.

The reverend continued. ‘And he’s asked me to act as a go-between, and set up a meeting.’

Here it comes…

‘One last thing,’ said the vicar, seemingly changing the subject, ‘did he threaten you at all? The mayor, I mean?’ He looked her straight in the eye. ‘Think carefully before you answer.’

‘No,’ said Flick, a little too quickly. She met the vicar’s eyes and emphasised her words. ‘He did not threaten me, and he did not threaten my sister.’

The vicar studied her for a long moment.

‘I see,’ he said.

‘Come on darlin’, get us some drinks, we’re dying of thirst down here!’ The call came from the other end of the bar where three heavy-set strangers were waving their money at her. Flick shrugged at the vicar and moved off to serve them.

‘We thought you’d got religion or something,’ the second man said.

‘Well, something anyway,’ leered the third. He made as if to reach for his glass, but instead grabbed Flick by the arm. His leer turned to a sneer. ‘Now just tell us what you were talking about, and maybe we can keep this civil,’ he growled.

Flick pulled her arm back. ‘Don’t you threaten me,’ she said in a voice loud enough to carry over the background noise in the bar. Immediately the room went quiet. ‘The vicar was just enquiring how we were holding up after the mayor’s inspection and I told him fine thank you very much.’ 

She looked over towards the vicar at the other end of the bar and he raised his glass at them and smiled.

‘Now I suggest you finish your drink and leave. My friend Fred here will show you to the door.’

The men slowly turned around to see Fred, Bill, Stanley and Alf, standing behind them, still in their Watch uniforms and with big grins on their faces.

‘I’m sorry about that,’ she said, turning back to the vicar. ‘Some people these days, well they’ve got no manners…’ 

But he’d gone.

As she tidied up his empty glass, she spotted a small folded piece of paper wedged under it. She picked it up and looked at it. It appeared to be a message. She read the words out carefully, it said:




Meet me in the library.

Tomorrow

Ten O’Clock

S.




Flick folded the paper and shoved it into the pocket of her apron. There was a loud crash as the main door slammed, making her jump. 

Stanley looked apologetic. ‘Oops, sorry!’ he called. ‘They was a bit reluctant to leave. Still, good riddance to bad rubbish, as me mum would say.’ Then all of a sudden he was standing at the bar.

‘Another round please, love.’ He slapped the coins down on the bar and grinned.
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The Trap




FLICK SPENT A restless night, tossing and turning. Her dreams were filled with images of Shea running through the countryside being chased by a troop of horses, each ridden by Mayor Griffin, or of Shea hiding in the library with hordes of knife-wielding thugs closing in, and her standing there with them, holding her own knife and powerless to stop. Or Shea on the scaffold with a rope around his neck, and the person pulling the handle to the trapdoor was not the mayor, it was her.

 She woke with a start. It was still dark, but not so dark that she couldn’t make out the contents of her room, and so she decided to get up; it was either that or go back to the horrid dreams. 

She lit a candle and took it over to the night stand, where she splashed cold water on her face from the bowl. The dreams had left her sweaty and sticky, and there was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. As she dried off, she studied her face in the mirror.

What had she got herself into?

Who did she trust?

Why did Shea trust her?

It was obvious no matter what, that she couldn’t let Shea be captured. If he were caught, she was certain he would be killed, and it would be her fault. She made up her mind. She couldn’t tell the mayor anything. Immediately she felt better, and almost risked a smile. Now she could see Shea and warn him that Griffin was after him; tell him to get out of town.

She dropped into the kitchen on her way out. Maggs was cooking eggs and bacon on the stove.

‘Mmm… that smells good,’ Flick said.

‘Want some?’

‘Nah I have to run some errands. Swig of tea and some bread and cheese will do me; I’ll eat on the hoof.’

Maggs poured out some tea while Flick raided the pantry and made up some sandwiches.

The early brightness didn’t last long, and a low overcast developed, grey and ominous, threatening bad weather to come. A steady cold wind blew from the north-east, so Flick wrapped up warm.

The library was a smart, two storey building in Gloucester Street, close to the school. Gloucester Street was mostly residential, and quite narrow. The houses butted directly onto the pavement, with no front gardens, but some had alleyways leading down the side, giving access to the rear. Fred and Maggs lived in that street, and one of the alleys ran down the side of their house. Maggs was already at work in the Crown, but Fred? Well the Watch hours were often described as “easy”, so there was a good chance that he might be there. She didn’t want to involve him, but at least if he saw her, he wouldn’t give her away, or so she hoped.

The alley turned out to be sheltered from the wind, and the overcast meant that there she cast no shadow, two things that were definitely in her favour. She settled in to wait.

Several people walked past her hiding place, heading into town on their way to work. They didn’t notice her. Then there were the young kids walking to school. When Flick spotted Rosie, she ducked further back into the alley, beyond where it turned a corner and waited for her to go past. Eventually there was no one, and so she pulled out her sandwiches and started eating. The street stayed clear. From her viewpoint, she could see the library across the street and a good distance up and down each way. The entrance to the library was in the side street that led to the school, and she couldn’t see that. But that street just led to the school playing fields and the grounds at the back of the mayor’s mansion.

In the distance, she heard the town clock strike ten. There had been nobody walking along the street for a good half hour, no vehicles either. Surely that meant that Shea wasn’t going to show up. She decided to take one quick look down the side street at the library entrance just to make sure. The street was empty, but she turned down it anyway. Just as she reached the library door, it opened a crack.

‘Pssst!’

Flick looked. There was someone in the shadows beckoning. She went over… yes, it was Shea! He was inside the library. Had he been there all along? All that time hiding outside in the cold, when she could have been in the warm?

‘What…’ was all she managed to say.

‘Shh. Inside, quickly,’ Shea hissed, pulling her through the door.

He bolted the door behind them and ushered her into the main room.

‘Were you followed?’ he asked.

Flick shook her head. ‘No, I was careful.’

‘Listen,’ said Shea urgently, ‘there isn’t much time. It’s not safe for me here, and I have to get as far away as I can, very soon. But first there are some very important things I have to tell you.’

‘But…’ Flick started.

‘No,’ said Shea. ‘Just listen.’

‘Go on.’

‘Firstly, Mayor Griffin. He’s a really nasty man. I want you to stay away from him, as far away as possible.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ said Flick. ‘After I saw you the other night, he pulled an early morning inspection on the inn. Turned up with a load of thugs and searched the place good and proper. I think he was looking for you. Put the wind up a lot of people though, me included, I can tell you.’ She didn’t mention the promise that he’d forced her to make. But she wanted to mention the device she’d found.

‘I think he found your… radio.’

Shea looked confused. ‘How do you know about that?”

‘That’s what the mayor called it. I found it the day I found you, but then I forgot about it. Anyway, it was in my room, then it wasn’t, and Griffin had it.’ She didn’t mention that it was Adam who had taken it.

‘My radio,’ Shea said. ‘I thought that had been lost. If only you’d said something sooner, I… we… could have called in the rescue squad, and been away from here.’

‘Sorry,’ Flick said.

‘That’s not the half of it,’ Shea said.

‘So it’s all very well you telling us to stay away from the mayor and his thugs, but we still have to live here. I’m sure he’s got people in the Watch, although there’s still some that I trust, and if you try to go against him you just end up dead, or hanged in the street. He forces everyone to watch too.’

‘I heard. Now, the next thing. It’s about your brother…’

‘Adam? What about him?’ Does he know? She wondered.

Just then the door rattled as if someone was trying to open it. Then the sound of fists pounding on it. 

‘Open up in there!’ a voice shouted.

Flick and Shea looked at each other in astonishment. He grabbed her hand. 

‘What…?’

Then there was another voice, ‘Felicity, my dear, we only want to talk.’ It was the mayor. ‘Look, we promised you that no harm would come to him. Or you…’

A look of horror came over Flick’s face. ‘No!’ she gasped. How had he found her?

Shea’s expression darkened, and he let go of her hand. ‘What have you done?’

‘Nothing!’ Flick wailed. ‘Look, he threatened me, in the Inn, and Rosie too. Made me promise to tell him where you were, but I said I didn’t know. I didn’t tell him anything, honest. Look, I really don’t know how he found us here.’

Shea shook his head, sadly. The banging and shouting continued. Then there was the sound of breaking glass as a half-brick flew through the window and thudded onto the floor.

‘Shit! We’ve got to get out of here. The back door, quickly!’

They scrambled up and headed for the back of the building. The door opened onto a tiny courtyard with a wooden fence beyond. There was nobody here. Griffin and his thugs were concentrated at the front and the main entrance; they obviously hadn’t expected much resistance, or perhaps they hadn’t wanted to scare the school kids. No, on reflection that seemed unlikely; they were probably just too smug. At least Flick hoped so.

‘Over the fence–the school playground…’

She held a finger up to her mouth and pursed her lips, indicating they should keep quiet. Shea nodded, and they both scrambled over the fence, and ran as fast as they could across the field towards the nearest trees. Behind them they heard a crash as the thugs broke the door down, followed by more shouting, but they had reached the woods before anyone had thought to look over the fence in their direction.

‘Keep running,’ Shea panted as they pushed further through the trees. 

When they came to an old brick wall hidden among the trees, Flick stopped dead. ‘That’s the mayor’s estate. We really don’t want to get caught on his land.’

‘This way,’ Shea said, leading her along a narrow track that ran parallel to the wall. They were heading in the direction that would take them back to the town. When they passed a dense pile of undergrowth, he started pulling at it and pretty soon he’d uncovered a large backpack, stuffed with tools and provisions.

‘Looks like you’ve got it all figured out,’ Flick said.

Shea grinned.

‘Somehow I thought I might be leaving in a hurry,’ he said. ‘Do you think you can get home from here without being seen? Griffin has probably got people watching the inn by now.’

‘Shouldn’t be a problem,’ Flick replied. ‘I can sneak all the way along this wall. It comes out near the back of the inn, and I can get in the back way through the courtyard.’

‘Good. Be careful, and remember what I said about Bristol.’

There was shouting in the distance, and the sound of a dog barking.

‘I’m going to go over the wall,’ said Shea, ‘it’s less likely they’ll spot me.’ He slung the backpack over the wall and was just about to go after it when he hesitated, turning to Flick.

‘One more thing,’ he said. ‘I love you.’ He kissed her full on the mouth, and as quickly as she could blink, he was gone.

For a moment Flick just stood there, stunned. He kisses me NOW? ‘I love you,’ she whispered at the wall. But there was no time for reverie and she ran as quickly as she could back to the inn and crept in through the back door. Fortunately, the main gate was still shut and barred so nobody could see through into the courtyard from out in the square. She rushed up to her room to change her clothes, and then peeked out through the window of one of the unoccupied guest bedrooms. Sure enough there were one, two, no, three surly looking men standing around the square watching the streets and the entrance.




Flick spent the rest of that day trying to act naturally and not to think about what had happened. She’d wandered nonchalantly down to the kitchen, where Maggie spotted her.

‘Hey Flick, did you get what you wanted?’

‘All sorted,’ Flick replied. ‘Oh, if anyone asks, I haven’t been out at all today.’

‘Okay, no problem.’

When Rosie got home from school, the men were still outside watching the inn. Flick thought about waving at them, but that would give away that she knew they were there, and they would start to wonder how or why. Better just to ignore them completely and pretend they didn’t exist. Flick asked Rosie how school was.

‘It was weird,’ she said. ‘They stopped play time. There were these men that came round and searched all the classrooms. I think they were looking for someone, like that time the mayor searched the inn. They were horrid. And smelly.’

‘Yes,’ said Flick, ‘those thugs have been all over town all day. There’s definitely something going on, and it’s not very nice.’

‘Has it got anything to do with your new boyfriend?’ Rosie asked.

Flick blushed.

‘It has, hasn’t it?’ Rosie pestered.

‘I don’t want you to say a word about him to anyone,’ Flick cautioned. ‘He’s not my boyfriend, and anyway he’s long gone.’

Rosie opened her mouth.

‘I mean it,’ said Flick, holding up her index finger, ‘this is serious. Now tonight, I want you to go to your room straight after supper. Don’t open your door to anyone except me, understand? Not to anyone. Those thugs could come back.’

Rosie nodded.

‘And tomorrow, I’ll walk you to school, and make sure you always have a friend with you. Don’t go anywhere on your own, do you hear me?’

‘Yes, Mother,’ Rosie parroted.

Flick tousled Rosie’s hair. ‘Hug?’

‘Hug.’

They hugged. Flick kissed the top of Rosie’s head and sent her off to the kitchen for supper.

The bar that night was quiet, with only a few customers. There were no paying guests; news of the incident with the mayor earlier in the week had got about and people were staying at the Bell, or simply avoiding the town altogether. Fred and Stanley were at a table in a corner of the room playing dominoes, but most of the regulars had also stayed away.

When Fred brought their empty glasses over for refilling between games, he parked himself on one of the bar stools.

‘Funny goings on today,’ he said.

‘What’s that then?’ asked Flick, innocently.

‘I thought you might know,’ said Fred conspiratorially, ‘seeing as you seem to be right in the middle of them.’

Flick finished pouring the pint and started on the second one.

‘Oh you’re a cool one and no mistake,’ said Fred. ‘Look, if it’s none of my business then fair enough, but if you’re in trouble and there’s anything we can do, you know, me and the lads, just say the word. There’s quite a few of us that think, you know who is well out of order. Although there’s some as I think are toadies too.’

‘Did Maggs say something?’ Flick asked.

‘Maggs? No, I was at my morning ablutions when I just happened to look out of the window. Hello, I say to myself, that’s Flick hiding in the alley, I wonder what she’s doing there. And then I see Griffin and his thugs attacking the library like it was world war five, and I put two and two together. Now I ain’t much good with sums, so maybe I made five, or three, but then again, maybe I made four…’

‘I’m sorry Fred, I don’t know what you mean.’ She put the second drink on the bar. ‘That’ll be six quid please.’

Fred looked at her long and hard before handing over the money. ‘Okay, suit yourself,’ he said. ‘The offer’s still there if you need it.’

‘Thanks Fred, I appreciate the thought,’ Flick said.

‘Oh one other thing,’ said Fred as he picked up the drinks. ‘There’s three thugs outside, been eyeing up the place for quite some time. I think me and some of the lads might ask them nicely to move along once we’ve finished this game. I reckon they’ve outstayed their welcome.’

Flick blew him a kiss and mouthed, ‘Thank you.’




The rest of the night was uneventful and the following day dawned bright and sunny. Flick took Rosie to school and brought her home again in the evening. She busied herself the rest of the time with the regular day-to-day tasks of running the inn. She kept peeking through the windows but there was no sign of the thugs that had been lurking outside the night before, so whatever Fred and his mates had done obviously did the trick. Nor did the mayor pay a visit. There was no word of Shea, so presumably he had got clean away. The Watch were not showing any signs of extra activity, and there hadn’t been a Kingsman sighted in the town since the May festival. There were still no paying guests and that evening the bar was pretty empty again, but these things would pick up; they usually did. Flick closed up the inn and went to bed early.
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Smoke and Flames




FLICK RAN. TREE branches whipped at her face and arms, stinging, unseen in the blackness. Something snagged at her feet, a tree root, sending her sprawling.

‘Keep going!’ Shea yelled, pulling her back to her feet. She glanced back, the shouts and flicker of burning torches were getting closer. Dogs barked and snarled. Shots rang out.

She ran again, pushing through the tangled undergrowth, ignoring the pain, thinking only, ‘They mustn’t catch us; they mustn’t catch us!’

A voice behind her, silky smooth, ‘Felicity, stop, we only want to talk…’ sounded like Mayor Griffin, but she didn’t dare stop. Loud bangs came from somewhere behind.

There was a scream. Rosie! She was leaning out of a window, waving frantically.

‘The cottage! Quick!’ Flick called, and grabbed Shea’s hand, pulling him towards the open front door.

Inside, they slammed and bolted the door. The one downstairs room was empty, but the sound of Rosie screaming came from above. Now someone was banging on the door and shouting, ‘Open up!’

‘Quick, upstairs!’ she called, and they rushed up the stairs and through the door on the landing. Rosie was at the window, still with her head sticking out and screaming.

‘Ro, its all right, we’re here! Come away from the window!’ Flick yelled.

Rosie pulled her head back into the room, but when she turned around, it was Mayor Griffin. ‘I warned you what would happen if you disobeyed me,’ he said, laughing menacingly.

Flick rushed back to the door, but it wouldn’t open. There was a crash of breaking glass, and the smell of smoke. She turned back into the room, but it was empty; Rosie was gone; Shea was gone; there was just her, alone. The smoke was thicker, it stung her eyes and made her cough. The floor and walls were getting hot; flames started licking around the edges of the open window. Now smoke was pouring in through the landing door. The window was a wall of flame. She was trapped. She screamed.




Flick coughed. She opened her eyes but they stung from the smoke. There was a reddish-orange glow coming through the window, giving her bedroom a strange foggy quality, as if she were looking over a sea of mist, only on the ceiling. It flickered. She coughed again. It was the smoke. But the smoke was in my dream… It took her a moment to realise that she wasn’t dreaming, that the smoke was real.

Fire!

‘Fire!’ she yelled at the top of her lungs, and instantly collapsed into fits of coughing.

She pulled herself out of her bed and wrapped her dressing gown around herself.

Get Rosie and get out, that’s what she needed to do.

Still coughing she opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

The smoke was much thicker out here, and quite black. Flick had to drop to her knees to keep out of it as much as she could. Here and there she could see yellow flames in the walls and the ceiling, which roared and fizzed and popped in a most alarming way. For a moment she just stood there, stunned, not knowing what to do. Her heart thumped in her chest, her eyes were streaming from the dense smoke billowing along the ceiling, and the smell of burning made her gag.

There was a big crash further down the passageway that sounded like the ceiling collapsing. She felt waves of heat and dust and bits of plaster wafting over her, pushed along the passageway like it was a giant bellows. No way out that way!

Flick dropped to her hands and knees and crawled to the next door along. This was Rosie’s room. Her eyes stung and she was coughing, but she had to get Rosie out. She reached the door, and stretched her hand up to the handle.

‘Rosie!’ she screamed. She tried to open the door, but it was jammed shut. She could turn the handle but it felt hot to the touch, and the door wouldn’t budge. She tried to push it, stretching across the passage, but it was no good; Rosie must have bolted the door–just like Flick had told her to do. She pummelled against the wood, and shouted hysterically, ‘Rosie! Rosie! Wake up!’

The door didn’t budge.

A big lump of plaster fell from the ceiling with a crash, showering more dust and sparks. Tongues of yellow showed where it had been, and burning laths crackled and sputtered. She felt tiny pinpricks of pain where the sparks touched her face and hands. The pile of debris was between Flick and her own bedroom door; there was now fire on both sides of her. Another part of the ceiling dislodged in a shower of sparks and several timbers followed. One hit Flick on the arm, sending her sprawling and catching her dressing gown alight. She screamed and started patting it down frantically. Smoke and dust billowed around, making her gag and cough. She doubled over, pushing through the pile of smouldering plaster and laths to get back to her room, barely noticing the pain and heat, and finally slamming the door shut behind her.

She rolled around on the floor, putting out the last smouldering embers on her dressing gown and lay there on the floor, panting. Now the smell of burnt hair hit her nostrils, and she realised, with alarm, that it was hers. She retched. The air was clearer in here than in the passage, even with the burnt hair and sick, but her room was still filling with smoke, and the fire was only just outside her door, and already she could see black around the edges of it. The stinging in her eyes had become intense, and they threatened to close. If she let that happen, she’d never be able to open them again, and that would be it. She let out a tiny sob.

It was much quieter with the door shut, but there was an ominous popping and creaking coming from the ceiling. She thought it might collapse at any moment. She looked up. The layer of smoke was much denser now, and lower too; she could see that much from the glow coming through the window.

The window.

She struggled to her feet and pushed it open. Fresh air rushed in and smoke rushed out. Flick stuck her head out and breathed clean fresh air. Her eyes started to feel better.

It was too high up to jump to the ground, but there was a wide ledge outside, and if she was careful she could work her way around the edge of the building to the stable block, from where she could shin down the drain pipe. She’d snuck out that way several times as a child when she’d wanted to go out without her parents knowing. And there was a chance she could get to Rosie’s room by the window, or maybe Rosie had already got out the same way.

Flick climbed out onto the ledge. The air seemed fresh and clean outside and she breathed it in deeply, gaining fresh energy. Then she started working her way carefully along. She looked back; smoke was pouring out of her window. The next window was Rosie’s. It was shut. She peered in as she edged past but it was dark, covered in soot maybe. She thought she could make out orange flames inside. No!

She banged on the glass, hoping to see Rosie’s face appear, but there was nothing. Could she break in? She tried to pull the window open, holding on to the sill with one hand and getting her fingers under the frame with the other, but it wouldn’t budge, and she wobbled alarmingly. There was nothing she could use to break the glass with, so she tried using her fist rolled up in the sleeve of her dressing gown.

‘Rosie!’ she screamed frantically as she punched at the glass again and again, but the panes were too small and she couldn’t put enough weight into the punch and they didn’t break.

‘No!’ she sobbed, leaning her face against the glass, and banging on it again with her hand. She peered inside but she could only see smoke.

Come on Flick, save yourself.

She inched further along the ledge, sobbing so hard she could hardly hold on. There was an almighty crash, shaking the whole building and nearly knocking her off. The whole courtyard lit up a brilliant yellow as flames leapt up through a new big gap in the roof, and smoke poured from cracks and crannies everywhere. 

Her arms and legs trembled and she thought she would lose her footing, but finally she reached the end of the ledge. There was a down pipe here, and she forced herself to sit on the edge and grab hold of the old metal pipe. She swung herself off, but the last of her strength had given out and she couldn’t hold on. She dropped to the cobbled stones of the courtyard below.




















19

Rescue




SHEA DODGED THROUGH the woods. It was a good thing, he thought, that the mayor’s thugs hadn’t brought dogs. He kept the wall on his left and stayed under the cover of the trees. Now he was level with the school playing fields beyond, and he could hear children chattering nervously. There were adult voices mixed in with them, barking at them to stop, or move, or stay together, or keep quiet. Griffin’s thugs probably, he thought. He didn’t dare risk a glance over the top of the wall, just in case they should see him. Rosie went to that school, he realised, and he hoped she was all right.

He came to the end of the wall. Now he had to cross the Lechlade Road; this was going to be the most dangerous part, because it was long, straight and exposed, and anyone on it could be seen for a long way in either direction. In the distance he could see a horse-drawn wagon on its way into town. He decided to wait for it to pass.

The wagon turned out to be an ancient flatbed, with metal wheels and rubber tyres that probably dated back to before The Collapse. Wooden planks had been fixed to the sides and it was loaded up with root vegetables. There was nowhere to hide on it even if Shea had wanted to. There was no further traffic coming into town, and Shea used the receding wagon as cover while he darted across the road.

 The far side of the road was a patchwork of fields and hedges. There was some cover, but not much, provided he stayed close to the hedge line. The first field he came to was filled with oilseed rape, its tall tough stems breaking out in bright yellow blooms. The sight was cheering, and he pushed through staying close to the edge, but even so, the pungent smell made his eyes water.

He looked back towards the town, and could clearly see the folly tower in the distance.

Damn!

If he could see that, then anyone at the top of it could see him and raise the alarm. He had a head start, but the view from the tower was such that he’d be visible for many miles around. All he could hope for was that they didn’t look too hard in his direction. They’d be looking for someone on the run, so the best thing to do was not look like he was on the run. Slow down, take it easy, stay on the far side of the hedges.

There was a farm ahead; Shea figured that if he could make it to the buildings, he’d be hidden and could then work his way around to the far side of several low hills. This would get him away from the eyes in the tower, and then he’d be in the clear.

Once out of sight, he was able to make good progress. So far there had been no sign of pursuit, but Shea didn’t expect that to last. He reached the Swindon road several miles to the west of the town, little more than a track this far from Oxford, but again there was no traffic. His plan was to make his way back to the derelict cottage beyond the railway and hole up there. Frank Bumpenny had hopefully made contact with the Scavs, and they’d be sending an aircraft to pick him up. The giant white horse carved into the hillside signalled the rendezvous point, so he wanted to stay nearby.

But first he headed west. He wanted to grab a ride on a cart, or something that would hide his scent in case Mayor Griffin did have tracker dogs that he could put on the trail. His scent would potentially last several days, so there was ample opportunity for the mayor to come after him.

Eventually someone came along the road, but it was not the vehicle he’d hoped for. It was a chopped off pickup being pulled by a cart horse, and it was going the wrong way, back towards Faringdon, but a few coins and the driver was quite happy for the strange man with the rucksack to get a ride in the back.

It turned out the man was on his way to Oxford to meet up with his family, and he wasn’t going to stop in Faringdon. This was ideal, because the thugs would not be expecting him to reverse his direction; they’d believe that he’d picked up a ride and headed towards the wilds of Swindon.

There was a tense moment as they crossed the open area in front of the town gate, but the guard was evidently not part of the mayor’s cadre as they ignored the passing traffic. Some way past the town, Shea jumped off the back of the pickup, wished the man good day and disappeared into the woods.




By evening, Shea had gone some considerable distance. He set up camp in a clearing close to a stream, but didn’t light a fire in case anyone was watching out for it. He ate cold food from his pack, and slept with his back to a tree.

The next morning there was a light drizzle when Shea woke. He was stiff and damp and cold, and a little miserable. He struck camp as quickly as he could and set off once more.

Later that day he crossed the remains of the ancient railway line and reached the base of the ridge. He followed the ridge until he came to the old cottage. Now it was just a matter of waiting.

Shea set up a routine. Each morning he’d leave the cottage, taking care to hide any trace of his occupation, and climb to the top of the ridge. A prehistoric fortification gave him some protection from the wind and cover from prying eyes, while still allowing him to scan the horizon. Then in the evening he’d climb back down again, check his traps and hunker down for another night in the cottage.

The rescue aircraft would land along the ridge and pick him up, but he would have to signal it; no signal and it would stay away. Away to the north he could see the town of Faringdon, nestling amongst the farms and woods. On the morning of the second day he thought he could see smoke over the town, as if there had been a big fire, but it cleared eventually, and by the third day there was no more smoke.

On the morning of the fourth day, Shea saw a speck in the sky out to the west. He watched it for a while and it seemed to be coming straight towards him. It looked too big to be a bird, so, grinning broadly, he took the signalling mirror from his pack and sighted it on the speck. The speck got closer and soon he could see the triangular delta shape of the wing. He waved and jumped up and down, whooping wildly as it passed low over the ridge before turning back to land. Shea wondered who the pilot was; even at this distance he couldn’t make out anything other than faded red overalls and a leather helmet.

The sky-kart touched down, bouncing along the ridge as it slowed down. Shea ran after it, yelling and cheering, but making sure he stayed well clear of the spinning propeller at the back. It wouldn’t do to be rescued only to be chopped into mincemeat at the very last second.

‘Trust my luck to have to come and rescue your sorry arse!’ the pilot called, once the sky-kart had come to a stop. The pilot jumped out and ran across to him.

‘Bry? Is that you?’ Shea recognised the voice of his old buddy. ‘Boy are you a sight for sore eyes.’ He gave the other man a big bear hug. ‘I’ve had one massive adventure and you’re never going to hear the end of it!’ He grinned. ‘But let’s get out of here, I’m gagging for a shower and a hot meal!’

The two men climbed back into the sky-kart and moments later the aircraft rolled along the grassy ridge top and lifted into the sky. He was saved.
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Oxford




THE LARGE BLACK coach carrying Adam and the two Kingsmen slowed as it approached the imposing rampart surrounding Oxford. He’d tried explaining to them that it was all a misunderstanding, that he’d been trying to bring the radio to them and had been intercepted, but they just growled at him and told him to keep quiet.

He’d wondered why–if he was a prisoner–they hadn’t bothered to tie him up or handcuff him. He tried to open the door and escape, but even though there was no obvious sign of a lock, the door simply didn’t budge. The two Kingsmen just sat and watched his efforts in silence until he gave up in disgust. Obviously that was why they hadn’t bound him. Eventually he sat back and actually started enjoying the ride. The coach was incredibly smooth despite the roughness of the road, and he found he could barely even hear the horses, although he knew them to be there.

At the city gate, the coach barely stopped, some unseen signal passing between the driver and the Watchmen on duty. Adam now caught glimpses of the city through the window as the coach rolled through the streets. Stone buildings, brick buildings, market stalls, people; more people than Adam had ever seen in one place. And the stench… Adam’s nose wrinkled.

A few minutes later, the coach came to a stop.

‘Out, boy!’ the Kingsman barked, and Adam scrabbled for the door handle. This time the door opened.

He’d barely got down from the coach when the door slammed and it headed off. He looked around and saw he was in a large gravelled courtyard, surrounded on three sides by ornate gothic stone walls, and on the fourth by tall metal railings and a gate to the street. 

‘Don’t stand there like a bloody tourist!’ a voice shouted from a doorway. ‘Get your backside over here and report. On the double!’

Adam looked towards the doorway and saw a uniformed figure, clearly female, beckoning him. He trotted towards her.

‘Well, don’t leave your effing bags behind!’ the figure yelled.

Adam stopped, confused, and the figure pointed behind him. He turned and saw a small trunk on the ground, near the place the coach had stopped. He went back and dragged the trunk over to the figure.

‘Look, there’s obviously been some mistake,’ Adam said, ‘Only, I was supposed to join the Watch, but there was some mix up with a…’ he hesitated, not sure how much he ought to tell her. He settled for not too much. ‘…well, something, and these Kingsmen grabbed me and brought me here. I want to go home.’

‘Name?’ she asked.

‘Carter. Adam Carter,’ Adam said.

She consulted a list, and scanned down it before nodding. ‘Yup. You’re on the list. Says here you’re a recruit.’

Adam was confused. ‘Recruit? But I thought I’d been arrested. I wanted to join the Watch. It was my Choosing; they just dragged me off.’

‘Definitely says recruit here. You were recruited by…’ she whistled, ‘Lieutenant Dixon herself.’

Adam might have imagined it, but it seemed as if she straightened imperceptibly.

‘Chant. Dee Chant,’ she said, looking him up and down. ‘But you can call me Corporal, or Corp.’

Adam wiped his hand on his trousers before proffering it.

‘Er, Adam Carter,’ he stuttered. ‘Do I salute?’

She looked at his hand briefly, then ignored it. ‘No, you don’t salute me, just the officers. We count as “other ranks”. Now, grab your trunk and follow me. Like it or not, you’re here for the duration.’




Adam was billeted in the attic of another building just around the corner. There were two rows of three simple wooden beds, each next to a tiny dormer window set into the slope of the roof. He was used to living in an attic; that was no different from his life back at the Crown Inn, but there he’d had his own room. Now he had to share with five other people, all of them strangers. The beds were all neatly made, with carefully folded sheets and blankets, except for one at the far end of the room, which just had a bare mattress. He dragged his trunk over to this one and sat down upon it.

‘Well, Adam my lad, I guess this one is yours,’ he said. 

Corporal Chant had led him as far as the quartermaster’s store, where he’d picked up bedding, uniform and a bunch of things he couldn’t yet identify. Then he’d been pointed at the accommodation block and told, ‘You’re on the top floor. Get yourself squared away and get a good night’s sleep; you report for induction tomorrow at oh six hundred.’

‘New boy eh?’ Adam looked up. A tall, gangly figure in black fatigues was leaning against the door frame. He had a shock of black, curly hair and a grin that split his face from ear to ear. He came into the room and deposited a carryall onto one of the other beds.

‘Garrett. Kingsman Garrett,’ he said, thrusting out a hand. ‘And you are…’

‘Carter, Adam,’ said Adam, scrabbling to his feet and shaking hands. ‘I’m a bit new at this, don’t really know what’s going on, or what I’m doing here.’

Garrett looked him up and down with his piercing blue eyes. ‘You were recruited. Yes? Did the test and everything? You know, until today I was officially the youngest Kingsman ever recruited, but you look even younger than I was!’

‘It was my Choosing today,’ said Adam slowly, ‘I dunno about any test. I just went on the stage and these two Kingsmen grabbed me and said “Come with us”, and here I am. Wouldn’t tell me anything; just hit me with a stick if I said anything in the coach.’

‘Ah, a mystery. I love a mystery,’ said Garrett. ‘You’d better call me Socko, everybody does.’

Adam grinned. ‘Adam.’

‘So how did you get here if you didn’t take the test?’ Socko asked.

‘I didn’t even know there was a test,’ said Adam.

Socko unzipped his carryall and started transferring the contents to his locker. ‘Everyone has to take the test. No exceptions.’ He stopped unpacking and straightened up. ‘Maybe you didn’t realise… Did you ever meet any Kingsmen?’ he asked. ‘Before today, I mean.’

The radio. It had to be.

‘Well, there was this one time, at school,’ Adam said. ‘We went to the museum, and I got put into a room full of all kinds of crazy stuff, and got asked all kinds of questions about it. That was a Kingsman. She was well fit too.’ He made a gesture with his fist and grinned.

‘She?’ Socko asked. ‘Straight red hair?’ He straightened up, watching Adam intently.

‘Yeah. Do you know who she is?’

‘That’s Dixon,’ said Socko. ‘If she recruited you, you’re doomed man. Really sorry. Doomed.’

Adam swallowed nervously. ‘Corporal Chant said something about a Lieutenant Dixon on her form.’

‘Doomed,’ Socko repeated. He finished his unpacking and stretched out on his bunk, eyes closed and hands behind his head.

‘He’s only jealous,’ said another voice, coming through the door. 

‘Dixon saved his life, first day on the job, and he’s been dewy-eyed ever since,’ added a third voice.

 ‘Course she’s really old, and a pr…’ Whatever the fourth person was going to say was drowned out in a round of coughing, and he faltered. ‘You’ll find out,’ was all he said, eventually.

The newcomers crowded round and introduced themselves: Cadets Gibson, Moore, McDonald and Bailey. Adam shook hands all round and beamed. They seemed like a friendly bunch; it really did look like he’d landed on his feet.

‘Who’s for a bite to eat?’ Gibson called out. ‘Anyone know a good place?’

Adam had finished making his bed and putting his kit away, and now realised that he was ravenously hungry. He grinned. ‘I could eat a horse,’ he said.

‘I think we could arrange that…’ Moore said, winking at the others.

 ‘I know somewhere,’ Socko said. 

‘This is not some sort of… test, is it?’ Adam asked suspiciously. ‘Only I know they pull pranks on you, first day in the Watch…’

‘Yeah, well this ain’t the Watch, is it, Socko?’ Moore said. 

Socko opened one eye and regarded them. He shook his head. ‘This ain’t the Watch.’

‘And anyway, you ain’t technically joined till you sign the papers at oh six hundred tomorrow. It’s like a cooling off period.’

Adam let out a sigh; maybe tomorrow he’d be set some stupid task, but tonight he was still technically a civilian, and safe.

‘Ginger Lil’s,’ Socko said, raising himself up onto his elbows. ‘It’s in the back streets and it’s got a rather unusual atmosphere, and you can only get in if you know the right people, but it’s okay.’

‘And I suppose you know the right people?’ Moore asked suspiciously.

Socko’s mouth cracked into a wide grin. ‘How did you guess?’

The recruits looked at each other for a moment before chorusing, ‘Ginger Lil’s!’




Socko led them through the back streets of Oxford, to a small alley. Set in one wall was an unassuming black painted door with a small painted sign beside it, bearing the words ‘Ginger Lily’s Dungeon. Abandon hope all…’ Whatever else the sign was supposed to say no one was ever sure, because the rest of it was missing, broken off.

‘This is it,’ he said, knocking on the door. ‘Home away from home!’

A small panel slid away, and light briefly shone through a grille in the door, to be replaced by a pair of eyes looking at them suspiciously. The eyes appeared to be satisfied and the panel slid shut.

The door opened and the six lads descended a narrow staircase to the room below. This turned out to be a large vaulted cellar. It was dimly lit by burning torches fixed onto black iron sconces set into the walls. There were stone flags on the floor, and braziers in the middle of the room provided heat and more light. Vents in the roof took away the smoke from the flames. Around the room were tables of different sizes, some with chairs, others with benches. Fixed to the walls and in some cases the floor were implements of torture from throughout the ages, some going back to medieval times, others more recent. Adam recognised some of them; the iron maiden, the rack, the Judas chair, branding irons in neat racks by the side of the braziers, but there were many other items he didn’t recognise.

‘Evening gents, what’ll it be?’

Adam had been so engrossed in looking around the room that he hadn’t noticed the small red-haired woman appear out of the shadows. She was wearing a uniform, but it spoke more of blacksmith than waitress.

‘Evening Lily,’ said Moore. ‘Six specials please, and the big table.’

‘Right you are, gents,’ she said, winking at Adam.

‘Oh, Lily, this is Adam. He’s new. Just arrived today.’

‘Showing him the ropes are we?’ said Lily. ‘Well, we’ve got plenty of ropes down here, and chains too!’ She cackled. ‘Come on, this way, gents.’

Adam noticed her slip something into the top of her uniform as she led them to a large table at the back of the room. Several Kingsmen were already seated at the benches that ran along each side.

Adam shuffled onto the bench, and once more looked around him, taking in the sights.

‘How are you settling in?’

Adam jumped. He looked at the person who spoke, and realised he recognised her; it was Corporal Chant. She had a bowl of what looked like soup in front of her.

‘We was just settling him in, corp,’ said McDonald, ‘first night and all…’

‘Yes, well make sure he reports for duty first thing tomorrow, intact and with no bits missing.’ She winked. ‘McDonald, I hold you personally responsible.’

‘Yes, Corp.’

Adam swallowed.

Just then, Lily arrived with three large jugs of beer and six pots. She set them down on the table. ‘Who’s having pie?’




The screeching in Adam’s ear wouldn’t go away. It did nasty things to the inside of his skull, combining with the jackhammer behind his eyes in a symphony of unpleasantness. The world rocked nauseatingly and he clung to the edge of the bed in a desperate attempt to hang on to the world and whatever he’d last eaten. The screeching continued and he grabbed at his pillow in an attempt to stuff it over his head. But as he moved, tiny sparks erupted behind his eyeballs, turning into great explosions of fire as the pillow flew out of his hand.

‘Mmmmf,’ he managed to say.

The shrieking started to take form. It had a ring of familiarity, like something… vocal. Like… shouting. Someone was shouting at him… Shit! He was late. He was always late, but this was something important. He threw the covers back and jumped out of bed, causing the room to spin violently and his legs to collapse under him. Adam’s head hit the floor moments after the contents of his stomach.

There was silence. Adam blew bubbles in a puddle of vomit as the world gradually stopped spinning and resolved itself into something black.

Actually, two somethings black. Boots. With legs in.

Adam felt himself being picked up by the arms and hauled upright. ‘What time is… Aargh!’ He yelped in shock as cold water cascaded over him, then blinked until the pink blur that was in front of him became a face. ‘Mornin’ Corp,’ he said.

‘Carter, you’re not drunk are you?’ Chant asked, quietly.

Adam took a moment to compose himself. He could still taste the sick at the back of his throat. ‘No, Corp,’ he said eventually.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Make sure this… mess is cleaned up before inspection, or there really will be trouble. This one’s for free.’ The corporal left the room.

‘What did she mean by that?’ Adam asked. ‘And how come you lot aren’t hung over?’

‘Ah well, there’s the thing,’ confessed Bailey, ‘you see, we weren’t drinking. Only you were.’

‘But I saw you,’ Adam said. ‘You matched me, drink for drink.’

‘Yes, but our drinks weren’t alcoholic,’ said Socko. ‘After the first one, all our drinks came from a different jug.’

‘And the corp?’

‘Was in on it too. She plied you with more drink than the rest of us!’

Adam groaned. ‘I suppose we’d better get this mess cleared up. At least coming from an Inn, I’ve seen my fair share of morning afters…’

Shortly before six, Adam reported for duty. The clerk took down his details and had him sign his name. Then,

‘Hold out your finger.’

He did, and the clerk stabbed it with a tiny knife, drawing a tiny bead of blood.

‘Ow! Was that necessary?’

‘Blood sample. Just stick your finger on this card.’

He did, and she dismissed him, ‘Turn right down the corridor, second door on the left. Next.’

There were several other cadets waiting when Adam reached the room, and within a few minutes, Gibson, Moore, Bailey and McDonald had joined him.

‘Well, this doesn’t seem so bad,’ thought Adam. Then he met Sergeant Wailing.

At first, Sergeant Wailing was just a voice in the doorway.

‘All right you ‘orrible shower, think you want to be Kingsmen, well you ain’t fit to shine my shoes! STAND TO ATTENTION! Move to it! What are you hanging about waiting for? Christmas? Never in my life have I seen such a horrible bunch of pansies! You should be ashamed of yourselves! Your poor dear mothers should be ashamed of you! Is that alcohol I can smell on your breath? Went out for a last night on the town did we? A little hung over are we? Drop to the floor and give me ten! What are you waiting for? Permission? Give me twenty! One ! Two! Three! Four! Five! Six! Seven! Eight! Nine! Ten! Eleven! Twelve! Thirteen! Fourteen! Fifteen! Sixteen! Seventeen! Eighteen! Nineteen! Twenty! What are you doing still on the floor? Sleeping? Stand to attention! On the double! Move it! Move It!’ 
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Generosity and Hospitality




FLICK LAY ON her back with her eyes closed. Everything was quiet, peaceful. She was warm and comfortable. But something nagged at the back of her mind, something terrifying. Then it slipped away and she went back to sleep.




Flick opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling. It had an orangey yellow colour, and glowed. Glowed like… something. There was something she had to do; it was important, urgent… what was it? Her hands had bandages on, and she hurt all over.

Why?

What had happened?

She looked around. She was in a bed in the middle of a large room, with big windows. There were curtains on the windows but they were not drawn. There was a dresser in the corner and a fireplace, although there was no fire in the grate. The door was closed. She shut her eyes again.




It was dark, but not pitch black. Moonlight came in through the window, casting shadows here and there. A movement caught Flick’s eye; there was someone there in the room with her. 

‘Who’s there?’ she said, her voice not much more than a whisper.

‘It’s me, Joe,’ the voice said. He was close, right beside her bed. She felt his hand on hers and she winced.

‘Sorry,’ he said, removing his hand. ‘You’ve been hurt. Mum’s been tending you, and I’ve been looking in; well, when she doesn’t kick me out, anyway.’

‘Joe? Where am I?’ whispered Flick. She looked around, but there was nothing about the room that she recognised in the darkness. She tried to sit up, but a wave of pain and nausea threatened to overwhelm her and she sank back.

‘It’s okay, you’re safe,’ Joe said, ‘You’re at the house. Mum’s been looking after you.’

She stared blankly into the dark. Remembered there had been a fire. She’d tried to save someone. ‘Rosie? Dad?’

‘I’m sorry…’

The blood drained from her, and her hands grew cold, clammy. That wasn’t possible; it couldn’t be. But it was. She screamed. ‘NO!’

Joe tried to comfort her, but she pushed him off. Tears streamed down her face as she wailed, ‘I couldn’t save her! I tried! I couldn’t save her!’

Then she looked straight at Joe, her tear-stained face full of hate.

‘Your dad, he did it,’ she screamed, ‘he killed them! I hate you! Get out! I hate you! I hate you!’

Joe looked shocked. ‘I know my dad rubs people up the wrong way,’ he started, ‘but…’

‘It was him! I hate you,’ she sobbed and pummelled at him with her fists. Even through the bandages, that hurt, and she burst into tears.

The door opened. It was Joe’s mum, Mary. ‘Come on, out! Leave her be,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Joe again, and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.







The next time Flick woke up, it was daylight. She was alone and the window was open a crack, letting in a little fresh air. There were fresh bandages on her hands, and flowers in a vase on the dresser. From the bed she had a view through the window over the gardens and the rolling countryside. She wanted to cry, but she couldn’t; all she could feel was empty.

The door opened and Joe’s mum came in, carrying a bowl of soup on a tray. ‘Oh good, you’re awake,’ she said, smiling, ‘I’ve brought you some soup.’

Flick pushed herself upright in the bed. She was stiff and sore, but she managed a brief smile. Mary put the tray down on the bed and sat in the chair next to it. ‘How are you feeling?’

 ‘Sore.’ Flick felt like she should be angry, but the soup smelled really good, and she realised just how hungry she was. She tried to pick up the spoon, but she couldn’t grip it through the bandages.

‘Let me,’ Mary said, taking the spoon and dipping it into the soup. ‘You know, I used to do this for Joe when he was little. Now open…’ 

When the bowl was empty, Flick pulled nervously at her bandages. ‘Tell me what happened, I want to know,’ she said.

‘They found you, Joe and some of the boys from the Watch, lying in the courtyard, all singed and burnt. At first they thought you were dead, but then they found you were still breathing and brought you here.’

‘Did they find…?’

‘No, I’m sorry honey, they just found you. There was no one else.’

So Rosie really was gone. And Dad too. Flick sank back in the bed, and now tears did come.

Mary carefully held her bandaged hand. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she said.

After a while, Flick managed to stifle her sobs. ‘Joe found me?’

‘Yes, in the courtyard at the back. Half the town was there trying to put the fire out, not that it did much good. George has got a warrant out for the man they say started it–O’Connell, I think. He says they’ll catch him soon. But we can talk about that later. Right now you should rest.’

Mary took the tray away, and Flick lay back in the bed.

They haven’t caught him.

At least that was something. But with everyone she loved dead, it was hard to be happy about anything. If she’d never met Shea, none of this would have happened. In the end, everything was his fault.




Flick lay in bed looking at the view through the window, thinking about how she came to be there. The mayor had started the fire–or at least his thugs had–she was convinced of it, even though she hadn’t seen them; it was just too big a coincidence. First the threat, then the fire. So why was she here? Why did he not just leave her to die in the fire? Surely that had been his intention. But Joe had found her, so maybe Joe wasn’t in on it, or perhaps some kindness in the bottom of his heart had won through.

But surely Mayor Griffin must know she was here, in this room, in this house. Did this make her a prisoner? She resolved to find out: she would leave.

But where could she go? Obviously not home. Of course! Maggie and Fred’s house. They lived close to the school, near where she’d said goodbye to Shea, and he’d finally kissed her. That backed onto the estate, so all she had to do was get out of the house, cross the fields and hop over the wall. It was simple when she put it like that.

She just needed to get dressed and sneak out. Now that might be a problem. When she escaped from the fire, all she had on was a nightshirt and a dressing gown. She still had a nightshirt on, a different, clean one, but no other clothes. She looked through the wardrobe for anything she could wear, but all she found was another dressing gown. It would have to do.

She felt better than she had in days, the best she’d felt since the fire, now that she had something to look forward to. She decided to go straight away, so she carefully opened the door and crept out.

There was nobody outside in the corridor. One of the floorboards creaked as she stepped on it and she stopped, holding her breath in case someone had heard and came running. But no one did, so she continued to the top of the grand staircase. She listened for the sound of voices, but there was nothing. Maybe everyone was out, or in a different part of the house. She crept down, the rich carpet muffling any sound from her bare feet. Then she heard voices coming from one of the rooms off the lobby. Fortunately the door was shut. But now she had a dilemma. Should she go for the front door or slip out the back way. Either one had the risk of being seen. After a moment’s hesitation, she decided on the back, since it was closer to the wall. She slipped out through the door and ran across the terrace to the steps down onto the lawn.

Now she just ran. Ran as fast as she could across the grass. A shout went up behind her; she’d been spotted. She risked a look back, two men were chasing her. She ran again, but the pain and stiffness from her cuts and bruises slowed her down. The men were faster than she was. They were catching her. If only she could make it to the wall and get over it, she’d be free. Just another fifty metres… She heard them shout for her to stop. She didn’t dare look back now. Forty metres… thirty… twenty…

The impact felt like a huge bull had just run her down, knocking her senseless. She had a vague sensation of being tossed over someone’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes and then the world went dark.




When she came to, she was back in the room, lying on the bed. She still had the dressing gown on, as if she’d just been dumped there. She got up slowly; from the feel of it, several new bruises had been added to the collection she already had. She tried the door.

Locked.

She lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. So much for leaving. It was now clear to her that she was being held a prisoner.

Some time later, she didn’t know how long but the light was starting to fade, she heard a key turn in the lock. She sat up as Mary entered with a tray of food. Flick caught a glimpse of black uniformed guards outside in the corridor as the door closed behind her. So she was being guarded too.

‘We can’t have you running about the gardens in your night clothes now, can we? You might hurt yourself,’ Mary said, her voice all reasonableness. ‘Besides, some of George’s workers… well, they can be a little rough. Just stay here; lie down until you’re better, okay dear?’

Or until you figure out how to get rid of me.

Flick nodded.

As Mary left, the key turned in the lock.

The door stayed locked except for mealtimes, when Flick could clearly see a guard standing outside. Once she had opened the window, but it was a good fifteen feet down to the hard stone terrace outside, and there was no convenient drain pipe, even if she could climb down it. And anyhow, there was a guard standing there. It seemed like she was trapped, with nowhere to go and nothing to do. At night she would have nightmares, crawling through the burning inn, calling Rosie’s name, while fiery timbers fell on her, or standing on the ledge banging on Rosie’s window while flames licked at her. Always Mayor Griffin was standing in the background, laughing, and she’d wake screaming in a pool of sweat. Very quickly she did not want to sleep, and soon she had a gaunt, haunted look.

During the day she dozed fitfully, or sat staring out of the window, sometimes looking at the view, sometimes looking at her reflection in the glass. At night she’d pace up and down in the darkness or do exercises, anything to stop herself from having the nightmares. The cuts and bruises started to heal up, and she quickly got rid of the bandages. Mary only came in once a day, to bring food and change the chamber pot. She didn’t speak.

One day she opened the closet. She hadn’t looked in here since that first day when she grabbed the dressing gown. She was surprised to find at the back there was a door. It opened onto another door, and that opened into another closet.

She crept through the closet and out into the room beyond. It was clearly a boy’s room; the bed was unmade and there were clothes strewn about. It had to be Joe’s room. On the dresser was a mirror and she caught a glimpse of her reflection. At least she assumed it must be her reflection; the figure that stared back at her was blotched purple with bruises. Her face was puffy in the places where it hurt, and her hair, normally spiky and blond now had blackened frizzy patches.

‘You look a mess,’ she muttered.

Looking at the clothes on the floor, she saw her opportunity and quickly changed out of her dressing gown and into some of Joe’s clothes. They were very loose, but at least she felt dressed once again.

This was her opportunity to escape; if she could get out of the house, she was in better condition and had a good disguise, from a distance anyway. There was still some time before Mary was due to arrive with the food, the only question remaining was could the guard outside her room see the door to Joe’s room? There was only one way to find out.

She opened the door and peered cautiously out. The corridor was empty. The guard had to come with Mary in that case, and leave when she left, relying on Flick believing that he was still there. She grinned and crept along towards the staircase. She heard voices down below. Damn! She shrank back, but the voices were getting louder, getting nearer. She needed somewhere to hide, but not here. Anywhere but here; she’d spent too much time locked up here. She ran up the stairs, to the top floor. There were several doors, she tried them but they were locked. Finally she found a door that opened, and she slipped into the room.

What she saw was astonishing. A big table covered in boxes, each with tiny glowing lights on it, some different colours, others flashing. And there were picture frames set on top of the boxes. Many of them seemed to hold glowing drawings of things that she didn’t recognise, and there were cables everywhere. Black cables, yellow cables, blue cables, joining the boxes together and snaking across the floor.

But the wall… That was something else. More of these picture frames covered it, from floor to ceiling almost, so that she could barely see the wall at all. And these were pictures of places, some of which she recognised. There was the corridor outside, the corridor downstairs near her room, some showed the insides of rooms, some showed views of trees and gardens, one even showed the town square; she recognised the town hall.

Wait.

She looked again at the pictures of rooms. Yes, that one must be hers; she could see the sprawled bed clothes just as she’d left them. That must mean that whoever was normally here could see what she was doing; they were spying on her!

Flick felt the heat of the blood rushing to her face. She ought to be scared but instead she felt angry. How dare they spy on her after everything else!

‘Who are you, girl? Identify yourself!’ The voice was thin and tinny, sounding quite unnatural. Flick looked around in panic, trying to identify where it had come from. Her eyes settled on one of the pictures. It was the face of a man, he had blonde floppy hair and what looked like it could be a black uniform. The face wore a scowl and it appeared to be looking right at her. Then it moved.

‘Well? Answer me!’ the sound seemed to come from somewhere below the box.

Flick took a step backwards back in alarm. She turned to flee, straight into something soft. It grabbed hold of her arms, pinning her. She looked up.

‘Ah, Felicity, you really must control this desire of yours to wander into places where you shouldn’t go,’ a new voice said. It was cold, measured, and right behind her.

It was Mayor Griffin.




‘So this is how you repay my generosity and hospitality is it? By snooping around and meddling in affairs that don’t concern you?’

Flick just glared at him, the hatred evident in her eyes. She tried to wriggle free from him, but his grip was strong and it held fast.

‘You murdered my father and sister,’ she spat.

‘Really? I don’t think so,’ he replied. ‘I think there was an unfortunate accident and the whole town and I in particular were saddened at the tragic loss of life, but we were so happy that you survived. Against all odds.’ The last seemed to have been added as an afterthought.

‘So what are you going to do?’ demanded Flick. ‘Kill me and tell everyone, “Oh what a shame she didn’t survive after all”?’

‘Well that is certainly an option my dear, thank you for suggesting it. But I will not be hasty. I shall have you taken to the jail, from which you will not escape, and where you can reflect on your fate while I consider what to do with you.’

He pushed her through the door and marched her, still struggling and yelling. ‘Let go of me you oaf!’ He forced her down the stairs and back to her room, shoving her inside. She fell to the floor as the door slammed shut and she heard the distinct snick of the lock turning. 

She lay there for a moment, before climbing unsteadily to her feet. She’d scraped her arm on the rough wooden floor, opening up some of the earlier abrasions, and she’d added some new bruises to her existing collection. She’d hurt when the shock wore off. She tried the windows and the door, but they were firmly locked shut. So was the door inside the closet.

Not knowing what else to do, she screamed and yelled and pummelled her fists on the door, all to no avail.

She hadn’t been there more than a few minutes when the door thrust open, knocking her back into the room. Two of the mayor’s heavies–one of whom she recognised from the bar–came into the room, bringing ropes and cloth bindings with them.

‘So this is what you do when you’re not being rude and obnoxious,’ she said, trying to keep a brave face.

‘Shut it,’ one of the men growled.

‘We don’t want no trouble from you,’ the second man added.

They grabbed her and one held her while the other tied her wrists behind her back. Flick struggled and kicked for all she was worth, screaming at the top of her voice, but it was no use; her wrists were quickly tied. The man behind her pulled back on her arms and she yelped in pain. For a moment she stopped kicking, giving the other the opportunity to get in and tie her ankles.

‘And no lip, neither,’ the first added as he stuffed one of the cloth bindings in her mouth and tied it at the back of her head, gagging her.

‘You’re a little minx, ain’t you?’ the second said. ‘Copped me a few bruises you did. Good for you, I likes ‘em when they puts up a bit of a fight, but you’ll pay later.’

The thugs picked her up and carried her, struggling and writhing as best she could, down the back stairs and out to a wagon parked at the rear of the house, where she was unceremoniously dumped in the back. The men climbed into the front and the wagon moved off.

From her position on the floor, Flick could just see through a gap in the wooden side boards. They rolled out through the gates and down the hill into the town. At the bottom of the hill she saw the shell of the inn, blackened and hollow; completely burnt out. Tears welled up as she remembered her father and sister, and how they had died. But she didn’t have time to dwell on it, as the wagon stopped and she was dragged off the back of it and through the small green door of the town hall, where she was dumped into a tiny barred cell. The men untied her bonds and left, shutting and locking the door behind them.

She looked around. It was dark. Gradually her eyes adjusted to the small amount of light filtering through a line of tiny windows high up near the ceiling. She was in a small cell, no more than 6ft by 4ft, with metal bars, some of which were hinged to form a door. There was a small three-legged stool to sit on, disgustingly filthy and smelly, and a bucket that she could use for the necessary, and that was it. Carefully she unfastened the gag that the thugs had thoughtfully left in place, and pulled it off.

This was her world now. She remembered her family in the inn and her own room. But that seemed so long ago; another lifetime.

Then she remembered the young man that had been tossed in here just before the May Day festival; this wasn’t going to end well.
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On Trial




FLICK SPENT A long and sleepless night shivering in the cell. She still had on the clothes she’d found in Joe’s room, but nevertheless the cold from the stone floor seeped right into her bones, sapping her strength and will. Occasionally she dozed off but the same dreams haunted her and she woke, screaming and shivering.

When day dawned it was to a thin and pale light that barely illuminated the cell. Flick just sat and stared, huddled in the corner. She didn’t know how long she’d sat there when the door opened and light flooded in. It hurt her eyes and she blinked, holding up her arm to shield herself. The door shut and she heard the key in the lock once more.

‘Hello Flick, I’ve come to see how you are, and bring you a few things.’ She recognised the voice; it was Fred.

She heard his boots clomping on the stairs and the sound of a key turning. ‘Just open the top door. Whoever brung you here yesterday should’ve done it. Dunno why they didn’t; can’t have you all in the dark now, can we?’

He pushed open the door, and a shaft of light shone down, making the place seem a bit brighter. When he came back down, he pushed a bundle through between the bars.

‘These are some of Maggie’s things. She’s about the same size as you. But it looks like Joe has already lent you some clothes…’

Flick laughed grimly. ‘He probably doesn’t even know. It wasn’t like I asked if I could borrow them.’

‘Take these anyway, just in case,’ Fred said.

‘Thank you Fred. Tell Maggie, thank you. I don’t know how I’ll repay you.’ She wiped a tear from her eye. ‘I suppose you’ll get them back after they hang me. They are going to hang me, aren’t they?’

She looked up at him plaintively.

‘We don’t…’ Fred couldn’t get the words out. ‘Look, none of us believes you did it, you couldn’t have.’

‘Thank you Fred. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to have done.’

‘Nor do we. I expect the mayor’s making it up as we speak…’ He knelt and rummaged in a wicker basket that was by his feet. ‘I’ll be forgetting me own head next,’ he said. ‘The missus cooked up a bowl of gruel, just like she used to make at the…’ His voice trailed off. ‘It’s not much, but it’ll keep you going and warm the cockles, if you know my meaning.’

He pushed the bowl and a wooden spoon under the bars.

‘Thank you Fred, I feel better already,’ Flick said as she tucked in.

When she’d finished, Fred took the bowl back.

‘Gotta go now,’ he said. ‘I’m on duty, but someone’ll be round later. If there’s anything I can do, just let us know…’

‘You couldn’t let me out, I suppose?’

‘Sorry Flick. If I had a key I would, but the only key, well… the mayor’s got it. Not that these bars are much more than show, to be honest.’

‘Oh well, it was worth a try. Still, you’ll know where to find me; it’s not like I’m going anywhere!’

‘That’s it, keep your spirits up. We’ll think of something.’ He reached through the bars, rattling them slightly in the process, and squeezed her hand.

Then he banged on the door, and whoever was on guard outside let him out.

Flick opened the bundle and found a blue long-sleeved soft linen dress. She remembered Maggie wearing it the summer before, when they’d all gone up to the river for a picnic–her and Maggie, Fred and Joe–and they’d caught a fish, and Fred had fallen in the river, and Joe had jumped in after him. She smiled, a happy time.

Then there was a pair of leather sandals, and a knitted shawl, and a thin, grey woollen blanket that would help protect her from the cold stone.

She draped the blanket over herself. That was much better, she felt nearly human again.




Flick was left inside the cell all that day and the next. Twice each day Maggie was allowed in to bring food and swap over the bucket, but she had no other visitors, and the only light was whatever filtered in though the tiny windows.

On the third morning, Sergeant Taylor entered the jail, carrying a large black curtain. He said nothing, but hung the curtain against the bars of the cell. Now she couldn’t see out, and nobody outside the cell could see in. Not long after, she heard the sound of boots as a number of people entered the building and went up the stairs. They chattered on the way in, but stopped talking as they went past. She could hear their voices again in the upper room, but couldn’t make out quite who they were.

Flick heard the rattle of the key in the lock. She looked up as Sergeant Taylor and Corporal Ross came into the cell. The two men were quite a bit older than she was and she didn’t hold them as friends, so she went back to staring at the ground and thinking about Rosie. Poor Rosie.

‘Stand up, Miss, and hold your arms out,’ the sergeant instructed. He was completely business-like, no smiles or friendly gestures. 

Flick stood, wobbling slightly, her mind back in the cell, heart pounding, and eyes darting from one to the other. Corporal Ross took some handcuffs and locked them around her wrists. He looked embarrassed as he did it.

‘Sorry Miss,’ he muttered. ‘We don’t like it any more than you do.’

The narrow staircase the two men led her up doubled back on itself, emerging through a door into a corner of the upper room. As Flick entered, the room hushed into silence. She blinked in the brightness of the light streaming in through the large windows that dominated three of the four walls. The two Watchmen walked her firmly the three paces to the dock, unlocked the handcuff from one hand and locked it to a metal railing. They then stood at attention either side of her.

Once she was seated, Flick took in her surroundings. On her right, in front of two large windows was an ornate wooden desk, with an equally ornate chair behind it. On her left, in front of the other big windows were two rows of benches, on which sat about a dozen people. Maggie was there, and Mary, the mayor’s wife, and Joe. This was the first time that she’d seen him since she’d screamed at him that day just after the fire. He glanced at her, a fixed expression on his face, showing no emotion or even recognition. The others were all strangers to her.

Two large men wearing the new Griffin uniform came up the stairs, followed by Mayor Griffin himself, in full regalia and carrying a bundle of papers. He was in turn followed by two more thugs. Everyone in the room stood, and the sergeant pulled Flick to her feet. There was silence, and all eyes followed him as he crossed to the desk, without even glancing in Flick’s direction. The thugs positioned themselves one on either side of the desk, and the other two against the wall opposite Flick. One cracked his knuckles noisily.

The mayor sat, and everyone else followed suit. Flick started to sit, but the sergeant stopped her.

‘Not you,’ he growled.

Mayor Griffin looked around the room. Nobody spoke. He banged his gavel. ‘This court is now in session. First case: Felicity Carter. You are hereby charged with the murder of Nicholas Carter and the murder of Rosemary Carter, and of the wanton destruction by fire of the Crown Inn.’ He looked her straight in the face. ‘How do you plead?’

Flick blanched. Now I know. There was no doubt in her mind that they intended to find her guilty and kill her, no matter what she said.

‘Not guilty.’ Her voice was little more than a whisper.

‘I’m sorry, we didn’t catch that,’ said the mayor, theatrically.

Flick raised her head. Her face was tear stained, bruised and filthy, her borrowed clothes looked a mess, her arms covered with dirt and blood and bruises. But her eyes were defiant, as she looked straight at the two thugs standing opposite her. ‘Not guilty!’ Her voice was clear.

The room erupted into a mess of shouting and baying. 

The mayor banged his gavel, ‘I will have silence!’ he shouted.

Gradually the room quieted down, and the mayor turned to Flick. ‘Sit down, Miss Carter,’ he said.

Flick sank down onto her chair and waited.

‘Let’s get this over with quickly,’ the mayor announced. ‘I’ve got more important things to be getting on with. Now, this court intends to prove beyond reasonable doubt that Felicity Carter did in fact deliberately burn down the Crown Inn, in full knowledge of the presence of her father and sister, and did thereby commit two acts of murder, for which the penalty is death by hanging.’

There was more noise from the crowd, but rather more subdued this time. The mayor banged his gavel again and called for silence. The banging continued even after he’d put down the gavel and there was a moment of confusion, until Flick realised it was coming from downstairs. People were shouting outside. 

Mayor Griffin pointed at the two thugs standing opposite Flick. ‘You: go and see what’s happening.’

The pair reached for their persuaders and went down the stairs. Flick heard the door open and the voice of one of the thugs.

‘Wot the ‘ell…’

There were two thumps, like the sound of wood hitting leather, followed by two thuds, like the sounds of bodies hitting the ground, and then silence.

The mayor smiled. ‘Perhaps now we can continue,’ he said. ‘Now, the first witness…’ He consulted one of the papers on his desk. ‘Ah. I appear to have just sent him downstairs to sort out that little fracas. Well, I suppose he will re-join us shortly. So let us go on to the next witness…’

There was the sound of the door opening below, and several pairs of boots coming up the stairs.

‘Never mind; here he comes now. The court will recognise… Who the hell are you?’

‘Nobody move!’

Three Kingsmen, big men in black body armour and helmets, had rushed into the room. They each held a large handgun, clearly visible. Two moved to cover the mayor and his remaining henchmen, who were already halfway around the table and pulling out their persuaders. They looked at the guns, now pointed at them and decided the odds were not in their favour. They dropped their sticks and backed up against the wall. The third Kingsman covered the spectators on the benches, who just sat and stared in stunned silence. None of them paid any attention to Flick, chained to the dock.

The mayor jumped to his feet. ‘This is preposterous…’ he blustered, his face turning red. ‘This is a legally appointed court of law, governed by the king, no less, and…’

‘I said, nobody move! Now sit down and shut up,’ the first Kingsman growled, waving his gun at the mayor.

He sat, still fuming.

‘Now do correct me if I’m wrong…’ This was a new voice, a fourth Kingsman had entered the room, a woman judging by the voice, and an officer, judging by the bits of uniform Flick could see under the body armour. She took off her helmet to reveal a head of shoulder length auburn-red hair. She placed her helmet on the desk, and peeled off her black gloves before she continued.

‘In a court governed by the king, the king has the right to have a representative present to see that the justice dispensed is indeed the king’s justice.’

‘Yes, but the king never…’

‘Silence! I did not give you leave to speak. Now, I am Lieutenant Dixon, and I represent the king. Here is my warrant.’ She produced a large scroll of parchment with an ornate seal on it, which she casually tossed onto the desk.

The mayor reached for the parchment and broke open the seal. He then unrolled and read the document, visibly blanching at what he saw there.

‘Very well,’ he said, eventually.

‘Now, I will have this chair,’ she said, pointing to the chair the mayor was sitting in. ‘You may sit beside me.’ Then she called out ‘Someone get a chair for the mayor!’

No one moved. ‘Well, get on with it, we haven’t got all day!’ She glanced around the room then pointed at the corporal guarding Flick. ‘You. Go!’ she barked.

‘Yes ma’am,’ Corporal Ross saluted and rushed off.

The room remained silent while he was away. The Kingsmen stood alert, weapons drawn, watching for the slightest hint of dissent. Flick glanced at the lieutenant, sitting in the chair the mayor had so recently vacated, and saw that she was studying her intently, with a scowl on her face, her bright blue eyes, cold and humourless. There was no ray of hope there; the Kingsmen were not noted for their leniency. 

A few minutes later Corporal Ross came back with a three-legged stool. Flick recognised it as the one from her cell and knew intimately the filth and dirt that must still be on it. The corporal winked at her as he went past, and she caught a hint of the aroma wafting by. She cracked the merest hint of a smile, the first in goodness knew how many days. If she wasn’t so deep in the shit, she thought, this would be funny.

‘This was all we could find, ma'am’ he said.

The mayor caught sight of the stool, or possibly his nose caught the smell of it. ‘I’m not sitting on that,’ he bellowed.

Three guns rapidly pointed in the mayor’s direction.

‘I think,’ Lieutenant Dixon said in measured, even tones, ‘that if your prisoner could sit on that for the past three days, it shouldn’t be too big an imposition for you to sit on it for an hour or two.’

Dixon looked at her, and Flick thought she saw something in those eyes, almost a sparkle.

Maybe, just maybe…

The mayor grumbled something under his breath and sat down.

‘Now,’ Dixon said, ‘let’s get on with it, shall we?’

The mayor turned and whispered something to her.

‘Oh, that’s most… unfortunate. Well, I believe he will recover in time, but too late I fear to be of any use to these proceedings. I suggest you go on to the next witness.’

The mayor consulted the papers on the desk. ‘Ashley Stevens. Do we have an Ashley Stevens here?’

One of the two remaining henchmen cautiously raised a hand. ‘That’s me,’ he said slowly, ‘but I calls myself Ash.’

‘Very well. Ash. Please relate what you saw or heard.’

‘Well, me and some mates was drinking in the Crown that night, before it burnt down, and we heard the accused–that’s her in the dock,’ he pointed at Flick. ‘She was serving the beer. Anyhow, we hears her talking to this other villain, saying they was going to burn the place down and run away together.’

Flick jumped up. ‘I did no such thing!’ she protested.

The mayor banged his gavel. ‘Sit down and be quiet!’

Flick sat, scowling.

He turned back to the henchman. ‘Did you get a name for this other… person?’

‘Yeah. She called him Shea. Shea O’Connell.’

‘I see, thank you. Anything more you wish to add?’

‘Yeah, we was outside later, after closing, and we saw her through the window. She was torching the place.’

‘Did you try to stop her?’

‘Of course. We banged on the door and shouted, but it was locked.’

‘That’s a lie!’ protested Flick, jumping up again, ‘I couldn’t possibly have started the fire. I was asleep in bed.’

Mayor Griffin banged the gavel once more, ‘Miss Carter, I do not want to tell you again!’

Flick sat, and grumbled. ‘I’m just saying. If he saw someone, it couldn’t have been me. Might have been him for all I know.’ 

The mayor scowled and pointed his gavel at Flick, before consulting the papers again. ‘Now it says here that your occupation is “Henchman” and it lists Mayor Griffin–me–as your employer. Tell me what that entails.’

‘Well. The mayor, er, you, your eminence, tell me to do stuff, and I do it, no questions asked. Pays well. Look, I ain’t proud, but I got a missus to support and a kid on the way.’

‘And are you a good henchman, would you say?’

‘Well I ain’t had no complaints. Not from you anyway.’

There was nervous laughter from the gallery.

‘Thank you. That will be all.’

The next witness came as a complete surprise to Flick; it was Maggie. She was seated on the back bench of the gallery, and stood in response to the mayor’s request, answering her name, without looking in Flick’s direction. Then he asked her what she saw.

‘After the May festival, Flick, er, Felicity that is, and me were talking in her workshop…’

‘Workshop?’

‘Yeah, she makes stone tools–knives, axes, arrows, that kind of thing–and sells them.’

‘Okay. Continue.’

Maggie spoke hesitantly, looking straight ahead and never turning her head towards Flick. ‘So we were talking and she hears someone outside. Well she goes to see who it is, and makes a big show of it being Rosie–her sister–and then she gets rid of me pronto, so I reckoned it was this outlaw, Shea O’Connell, and so I snuck back and overheard the two of them plotting. They were going to run away together.’

‘I see. And did she mention anything about the inn?’

There was a long pause.

‘Mrs Watson, please answer the question.’

There was another long pause before Maggie spoke quietly. ‘Yes, she said she’d have to burn it down first.’ She stared at the floor.

‘Thank you. You may sit down,’ Dixon said.

‘Maggie, how could you?’ Flick didn’t even try to stand up. She looked away. She saw the mayor was staring at her with a big grin on his face, and she knew that somehow the mayor had got to Maggie. Whatever she said, she had been forced to say it. She wondered what he’d done to have such power over her.

Lieutenant Dixon glared at her but said nothing.

Flick pointed at the mayor, ‘He did it!’ she shouted. ‘He killed them! Oh, not himself, oh no, but he gave the order!’

‘Miss Carter, be silent,’ Dixon said, the annoyance clear in her voice.

‘How could you even suggest that?’ The mayor ignored the Kingsman’s warning. ‘After I took you in, and tended to your injuries. And how did you repay me? You tried to burn down my house too!’

Dixon glared at the mayor. ‘That goes for you too,’ she growled.

‘He’s got a room,’ shouted Flick. All that mattered now was that someone heard the truth. ‘A room in his house that’s full of glowing pictures and people in faraway places, and…’

People started murmuring, but the mayor cut in, raising his voice in order to be heard. ‘Preposterous! The product of a fevered imagination, brought on by the heat and smoke…’

Lieutenant Dixon banged the gavel repeatedly.

‘Enough!’ she roared, and the room quieted. ‘Miss Carter, if I hear one more word out of you, I will have you gagged. And you,’ she turned to the mayor, ‘will conduct yourself properly.’ 

She cast her eye around the room, daring anyone to make more noise.

‘Now, is Mary Griffin present? The mayor’s wife?’

Mary raised her hand from the front bench of the gallery.

‘Please stand and tell us what happened in your house.’

Mary stood and recounted her story, ‘My son Joe found Felicity lying on the cobbles outside the inn. It was obvious that she’d got too close to the fire having started it. He brought her up to the house and we tended and bandaged her. When she had recovered enough to be up and about, I found her trying to burn our house down. She’d poured lamp oil onto the carpets and was trying to set light to them.’

‘But that’s not what…’ Flick started.

‘Silence!’ bellowed the lieutenant.

Several other witnesses were called, but they all told a similar story of how they’d overheard Flick plotting, or seen her acting suspiciously, or seen her lighting the fire. Flick just sat and stared dejectedly at the wall opposite. The mayor had done a good job; nobody would speak for her, or against him.

Eventually the mayor banged the gavel one last time. ‘We have heard all the evidence and testimony presented here. The prisoner will return to the cell and we will consider our verdict.’

The sergeant and corporal took Flick back down to the cell and locked her in. She crawled into the corner and sat on the hard floor, now that there wasn’t even the filthy stool to sit on, and sobbed.
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Cadet Carter




PHASE ONE OF basic training was over, and Adam had been passed as capable of knowing how to stand up straight. Phase two was about to begin. Camp Churchill was a few miles north of the city, and he was in a classroom; a rare chance to sit down and not be running or jumping or crawling through mud and dirt or doing push ups or sit ups or pull ups, all the while being shouted at by a drill sergeant. In this particular session, the instructor had been droning on and Adam’s mind had started to wander; it was just like being back in school, apart from the uniforms. 

The door opened, and the camp second in command, Captain Scott Ward entered the classroom. The room was brought to attention, jolting the class out of its temporary reverie.

‘As you were,’ the captain dismissed the room and went into a huddled conversation with the instructor. Several times they looked in Adam’s direction, and he wondered what was going on. The instructor saluted and the captain left.

Then the instructor turned to him. ‘Cadet Carter, you are to report to the C.O.’s office immediately.’

‘Yes, sir!’ Adam jumped up, saluted and left the room, wondering what he’d done wrong; he hadn’t had time to get into trouble–basic training barely left time to eat or sleep, yet alone get into mischief. Maybe they’d decided he was the wrong person and it had all been a mistake and were going to send him home. Several cadets had already been summoned to the C.O.’s office and not been seen again, presumably discharged. But they had been struggling. Adam wasn’t top of the class, but he wasn’t bottom either. He really hoped they weren’t going to send him away, he liked it here. He’d made new friends; he was living the life.

There was an aide seated at a desk outside the C.O.’s office door. Adam reported nervously to him, ‘Cadet Carter to see Major Shaw.’

The aide looked up. ‘You are expected,’ he said. ‘Please wait here and I will inform the major that you have arrived.’

He knocked on the door and slipped into the room. Adam stood at ease, and looked at the pictures on the wall. He realised he was sweating and his hands trembling ever so slightly, but after a few moments the aide came out.

‘He won’t keep you long,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you take a seat while you’re waiting?’

Adam sat down uncomfortably and waited.

And waited.

Now his mouth had gone dry, to add to the butterflies in his stomach. Nearly an hour went by before the aide finally deigned to notice him again. ‘The major will see you now,’ he said.

Adam knocked on the door.

‘Come!’ came from inside.

Adam went in and closed the door behind him. He saluted, trembling slightly. Major Lee Shaw was standing at a large table, covered in maps and documents. Also at the table were Captain Ward and the red-haired Kingsman–Lieutenant Dixon, as he’d later learned–that had spoken to him at the museum in Faringdon.

‘Stand easy,’ Shaw said, and Adam shifted.

Shaw rolled up the maps. ‘Seems we’ve got a bit of a situation developing, and it’s one we think you can shed some light on.’

‘Me, sir? I’m not sure I know what you mean sir.’ Adam still couldn’t think of anything he might have done that was bad enough to be called in front of the C.O. And not just the C.O., the captain and lieutenant too. But he must have done something…

‘Well, not you directly. Seems your sister, Felicity, has got herself in a spot of bother with one of our on-going investigations, so we want to ask you a few questions. Improve our knowledge of the situation.’

Adam groaned with relief and he sagged slightly as the tension disappeared out of his muscles. It wasn’t him, it was his too-good-to-be-true sister. Seems she wasn’t so good after all. ‘What’s Flick gone and done now, sir?’

‘Reports are somewhat confused on that matter. She may have done nothing, at least nothing criminal. It seems there may have been a fire, and there may have been some deaths, but we have no information concerning who or what. We are preparing a team to go and assess the situation.’

‘And you want me to…’

‘No.’ Shaw cut him off. ‘You will remain here and complete your training. If there is news of your sister that we feel you need to know, then you will be informed. What we want from you is information.’

‘Sir.’

‘Where would you say her loyalties lay?’

‘Loyalties?’

‘Yes, to the Crown, or to the Scavs? To the mayor–Griffin, I believe? I understand she has an on-going relationship his son?’

‘Yes sir, last I heard. It’s been on again, off again several times sir, so that might have changed again. I’d say sir she’s loyal to herself. She’s got no great love for the Kingsmen or the Crown, but no great hatred either. Same goes for the Scavs. “Leave alone as leaves alone” is what she says.’

‘So she could turn against us?’ Ward asked.

‘I s’pose, if she was pushed hard enough.’

‘And would you say she is violent or aggressive?’ Dixon asked.

‘She’s a good shot, ma’am, with a bow and arrow, and not bad with a throwing knife neither.’

Dixon raised an eyebrow. 

Adam continued, ‘Animals. She wouldn’t hurt people… Gentle as a lamb. But we has fresh meat in The Crown, more times than not, and more often than any other inn in town.’

Dixon chuckled. ‘I’ll bet,’ she said.

‘Yeah, she makes the blades herself out of local flint. Sells them too, all round the area. Everyone says they’re the best.’

‘Okay thank you. That will be all. If we need anything else we will send for you. Dismissed!’

‘Sir, one last thing?’

Shaw sighed. ‘What is it?’

‘I know it’s not my place,’ Adam began, ‘but it is my sister, and well, we’ve had our differences, but I wouldn’t want anything to happen to her, if it’s at all possible? And also if there is a chance, tell her “Hi”?’

‘It’s not up to me,’ Shaw replied. ‘Lieutenant Dixon is running this mission. Out in the field, what she says, goes.’

‘No promises,’ Dixon scowled.

‘There’s your answer. Now, dismissed,’ Shaw said, a slight hint of irritation showing in his voice.

‘Sir, ma'am.’

Adam saluted, turned and left the room. By this time, the class that he’d been called out from had finished, and his next assignment was on the rifle range. He double-timed so he wouldn’t be late, wondering on the way what all that had been about, and what Flick had done.
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The Verdict




THE DELIBERATIONS SEEMED to go on for a long time, during which Flick was left alone in her cell. The black curtain was still up over the bars, so she could neither see nor be seen, but she heard people coming and going up and down the stairs. There was not a word spoken that she could hear or understand.

It was chilly in the cell and she shivered in spite of the thin blanket and shawl. Flick couldn’t help wonder now if the clothes Mary had sent her had just been a salve for her conscience. 

Eventually the sergeant and corporal came back.

‘Time to go Miss,’ the sergeant said, ‘very sorry, but we’ve got to put the restraints on–orders.’

Flick’s heart pounded. There was no escape; not only were the two men much bigger and more powerful than she was, but the door to the cell was locked. She would have to overpower the corporal and get the key off him, but she’d also have to overpower the sergeant too, and then unlock the cell door. But even then she was still trapped because the outer door to the jail was locked, and neither Watchman had that key. Her only option would be to go up the stairs and then she’d be in the court room, which was what they wanted anyway.

No, she had to let them handcuff and chain her and lead her to her fate.

As she was led into the court room, she saw a few differences. The mayor now had a proper chair; not the high backed one that the Kingsman was sitting in, but also not the shit-encrusted stool that he’d been made to sit on earlier. None of the mayor’s thugs was present. That gave her a little hope for justice, or at least, leniency; there were just her Watch guards and the four armed Kingsmen. The gallery benches again were filled, and Flick noticed Joe and Maggie and Mary, but they all avoided looking directly at her.

The sergeant chained Flick’s handcuff to the railing, and Mayor Griffin banged the gavel and called for order.

‘This court has come to a decision on the charges brought before it,’ he intoned, looking directly at Flick. ‘Based solely on the evidence given in this proceeding, the court finds you guilty on the charge of arson…’ 

Flick’s heart sank. She steeled herself. Here it comes.

‘…And guilty on both charges of murder.’

The bottom fell out of her world. She knew the mayor must be saying those fateful words, you will be taken from here to a place of execution and there you will be hanged from the neck until you are dead, but she didn’t hear them. Instead the world went into a slow motion blur. She could hear far off screaming and wailing, and someone yelling. She realised in a disconnected sort of way that it was her, and that she was struggling and pulling at her chains. The two Watchmen were grabbing at her arms and holding her down.

Then the world snapped back and she sank back onto the chair and sobbed.

The mayor was still banging his gavel and calling for order. When the room quieted down, he ordered Flick to be taken back down to the cell.




Flick had no memory of being taken back down the stairs to the cell, or the people filing out, or the curtain being taken down. When she came to her senses, she was lying in the middle of the stone floor, wrapped in the blanket. The old three-legged stool was back, just as smelly, and the bucket too, but at least it was empty. There was a bowl of thin soup on the floor, although there was no spoon. Flick sat up and reached for the bowl. The soup was cold; it must have been there for some time, but she drank it regardless.

It was only when she’d finished and put the bowl down that she noticed there was someone watching her. She looked up and made out in the gloom the auburn hair and bright ruby lips of Lieutenant Dixon. For a long minute they just watched each other, neither saying anything. Then Lieutenant Dixon spoke.

‘I fear that justice was not done today,’ she said carefully, measuredly, ‘but we fight the battles we can win. Which is cold comfort for you, I’m afraid.’ She paused, then opened her mouth as if to say something, but changed her mind.

She banged on the outer door and was about to leave when she turned. ‘I must go back to Oxford tonight. When I return we will be able to fight the mayor on my terms.’

 ‘We must always have hope,’ she added. ‘Even in the darkest of places, at the darkest of times. Oh yes, and Adam says “Hi!”’ Then she was gone.

The last words of the Kingsman went round and round in Flick’s mind as she tried to discern some hidden meaning.

Adam says ‘Hi’?

What did she know of Adam?

Was he here? Hope… if only…

She lay on the floor in the deepening gloom for some time before she heard a key in the outer door. She raised herself up as the door opened, in expectation of a visitor, but when she saw that it was the mayor, she sank back against the wall and closed her eyes.

‘Come to gloat?’ she asked.

‘Would I do such a thing?’ he asked, his tone offended.

‘Yes,’ said Flick, flatly.

‘I merely wished to reflect that, had you not warned Shea O’Connell of our little trap and helped him escape, none of this would have happened, and your father and sister would still be alive.’

‘You didn’t have to kill them! They had nothing to do with it. You should have let them get away, killed me instead.’

‘My dear, I didn’t kill them. You did.’

The words rolled around her head, and Flick knew that in some horrible, twisted way he was right. She had killed them. She deserved to die.

‘It is unfortunate that you managed to escape–an oversight on my part–but one that will shortly be remedied.’

Flick opened her eyes, alarmed. ‘But the Kingsmen…’

‘…Have gone.’ The mayor finished the sentence for her. ‘What can they do now? Nothing! It’s just you and me and a rope. And my… associates, of course. Your friends think the execution will be held in two days time, and no doubt they will try to mount some last ditch rescue attempt, but you, my dear, will be long dead. I’m moving the execution to tomorrow morning, at dawn. There’s no way your Kingsmen friends will get back in time to save you. Have a nice last night.’ 

With those cold and hateful words, he turned and left.
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They Shot at Us!




‘EIGHTY-SEVEN POINT five hours,’ Bryan Sousa crowed while waving his logbook. ‘I’m beating you by–what’s your score?’

They stood on an area of open downland that served as a makeshift airfield on the western side of the city. Shea mumbled something.

‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that,’ Bryan cupped his hands to his ears.

‘Sixty-one point nine,’ Shea said, a little louder. When Shea and Bryan had started at the academy together, they became instant friends, and until Shea’s crash some weeks earlier, they’d matched each other’s flying time hour for hour.

‘Lets see, I outrank you by…’ he made a show of counting on his fingers. ‘Twenty-five point six hours! You are never gonna catch me now!’ Bryan exulted.

‘Only ‘cos I spent two months stuck on the ground,’ Shea grumbled.

‘And destroyed a sky-kart, solar wing and all,’ Bryan said. ‘I’d be surprised if they ever let you fly again. Hours in the back seat don’t count, remember.’

‘You might have more hours, but I’m still the better pilot,’ Shea said, desperately trying to regain the upper hand.

Bryan shrugged. ‘Guess we’ll never know.’ He stowed his logbook back in the locker, and pulled out his flying hat and goggles. Do you think you’ll ever see that girl again? What was her name? Flip?’

‘Flick,’ Shea said. ‘I suppose if I ever go back that way…’

‘And you crash again!’ Bryan quipped.

‘I told you I didn’t crash, I was shot down,’ Shea said, exasperated.

‘Yeah, whatever. Crashed, shot down, we’re still a sky-kart short.’ 

Shea turned serious. ‘Look, Bry, I think there’s something bad going on out there, but I don’t know what. Nobody has heard a peep from our agent there–Bumpenny–in all the time since we got back. No status updates, nothing.’

‘He’s probably just taking a break after the trauma of saving your sorry arse,’ Bryan quipped.

‘Thing is, I asked him to keep an eye on Flick, ‘cos this guy, Griffin was causing all kinds of trouble.’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing. Or a radio failure, something like that.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

Bryan looked at him thoughtfully. ‘You really are worried aren’t you?’

Shea nodded.

Bryan clapped him on the back. ‘Come on, let’s get you in the air; take your mind off things.’

Shea grinned as he pulled his goggles on and climbed into the back seat. He might not have the controls, but at least he would be back in the air with the wind in his face. And next time he was sure he’d be allowed to have the front seat. 

The sky-kart rattled its way across the grass and into the air. The cylinder of fabric that served as a windsock hung limply from its pole like a one-legged trouser. It was early evening and the wind had dropped to almost nothing as the late spring sun sank low into the western sky.

As they climbed above the trees, Shea could see the River Avon on his left and the much wider Severn Estuary ahead. Several ships appeared to be moored in the river, waiting for the tide to allow them access to the city’s harbour. The aircraft banked over the trees and descended steeply into the limestone gorge, levelling out just above the brown mud-laden water of the incoming tide. Shea grinned at the G forces pushing him into his seat. It felt good, even from the back.

As they flew underneath the ancient suspension bridge, their wheels barely above the rippling wave tops, Brian pushed forward sharply on the control bar, causing the sky-kart to climb. But as it climbed it slowed and after a while started to judder. 

Shea yelled at Bryan, ‘Too steep, you’ll stall!’ but maybe Bryan didn’t hear as the juddering continued until the nose dropped and the aircraft fell towards the river below. 

Now Bryan instinctively pulled back on the bar, recovering the aircraft to a straight and level attitude. He shouted, ‘Woo! What a rush!’ 

‘You’ll get us killed one day, doing this!’ Shea yelled over the noise of rushing air.

Bryan waved a hand, thumb up in acknowledgment. ‘You’ve put on weight!’ he yelled back.

They were passing the Brunel Locks entrance to Bristol Harbour, a blocked off branch of the river that flowed through the city, and looked down at the red brick warehouse buildings that lined the Scav controlled docks, and some of the best preserved–and best guarded–buildings in the city. Shea waved at the guards on the rooftop, and they waved back. He looked at a sailing ship moored there, riding high in the water, obviously waiting for the tide so it could escape the confines of the harbour and sail to who knew where.

On Shea’s right, the old abandoned suburbs lay in ruins, Mile after mile of tightly packed brick houses in row upon row, their roofs and walls caved in, gardens long ago disappeared under the canopy of trees. Even from the air, the lines of the streets were hard to make out except in the depths of winter when the trees were bare. Unlike some of the smaller towns, the outskirts of Bristol had just been left to rot.

A ridge of hills ran through the city off to Shea’s left, but the sky-kart stayed over the river. It was only when the harbour channel turned north, once they had passed the massive Kingsmen compound, surrounded on three sides by water like an ancient moated castle that they turned over the city.

Shea poked Bryan in the ribs. ‘They don’t like us flying overhead,’ he shouted, ‘especially not so low.’ He saw a sentry on the rooftops watching their progress and following them with some kind of artillery. Bryan must have seen him too as he rocked the wings back and forth, and the sentry waved, deciding the sky-kart posed no immediate threat.

‘Get a bit of height, you dope!’ Shea called.

‘They won’t shoot us down,’ Bryan yelled back, ‘they know us too well.’

Shea wasn’t entirely convinced. ‘They don’t like us seeing what’s parked in that square of theirs’ he shouted, although today the grass covered square in the middle of the compound looked pretty empty.

They flew north, over residential streets, patched up roofs seemingly the only concession to passing time. But as they continued, more and more houses were missing or derelict until the area looked like so much scrub land. When the wide open strip of ground that had been Filton aerodrome opened up before them, Shea pointed to it and called out, ‘let’s take a look over there.’

Even though they were well over a thousand feet above the ground, Shea could make out what looked like tents, and lots of people running about. Some of them appeared to be waving at him. Shea waved back. Then he saw puffs of smoke coming from their hands and he realised they weren’t waving. They were shooting.

‘Get us out of here, quick!’ he yelled, tapping on Bryan’s shoulder. Bryan gave a thumbs up, and the aircraft banked sharply. Shea’s heart pounded. This was all starting to feel all too familiar. He started looking around him, searching for places to make the inevitable emergency landing. His hand involuntarily reached for the clasp of his harness, tightening it.

There was a jolt. Shea looked up and saw the rip in the canopy above him. ‘We’re hit!’ He gripped hold of the sides of the sky-kart, hanging on.

The motor continued to thrum, much to Shea’s relief, as Bryan followed the line of the beach. He was clearly looking for somewhere to make an emergency landing. But was it Shea’s imagination. Or was the craft slowing down?

‘Keep going,’ Shea yelled, ‘we can make it. He tapped Bryan’s shoulder and pointed upwards. Bryan nodded and the craft slowly began to climb. By now they were approaching Avonmouth and the old Portishead docks, long ago abandoned and silted up after their sea defences had broken. 

The sky-kart was definitely slowing down, and now it wasn’t going any higher. ‘Not enough power!’ Bryan yelled.

They turned east in a wide slow arc, any tighter and they would lose precious height. Gradually the ground rose and Clifton Downs came into view. The sky-cart started descending towards the field, its power cut as the wheels touched the grass and the kart rolled to a stop.

Shea hit the release on his harness and scrambled out of his seat, but Bryan was quicker. He pulled the edge of the wing down to the ground and examined the rip, poking his fingers through the hole.

‘They shot at us, Shea! Who the hell were they?’

‘No idea,’ Shea said. ‘You’d think I’d have got used to being shot at by now!’ He giggled nervously.

‘Hey, look at this!’ Bryan called. He’d gone around to the other side of the wing.

Shea followed him and saw what Bryan had found. The hole had ripped through several of the solar cells, severing their connections and peeling away even more from the wing.

‘No wonder we were losing power,’ he said. He pulled off his hat and goggles and stowed them in the aircraft. ‘Come on, let’s get this locked away quick. We need to get back. We have to tell Bradbury,’
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Adam Gets a Mission




ADAM FELT A jab in his ribs and grumbled something unintelligible as he turned over in his sleep. He felt another jab, more painful this time.

‘Cadet Carter,’ a voice hissed close enough to tickle his ear. ‘Fall in on the double. That’s an order!’

His befuddled brain just about managed a ‘Wha?’ before he felt a slap on the back of his head. He opened his eyes to see a blurred shadowy figure leaning over him which, after a few blinks, became Corporal Chant.

‘What time is it?’ he asked.

‘Pack your kit and report to the major’s office on the double,’ the corporal hissed.

‘What is it corp?’ Adam asked.

‘How the hell should I know?’ the corporal hissed back. ‘It’s oh-dark-thirty and I’m missing my beauty sleep. You’ve just wasted sixty seconds, so jump to it!’

‘Yes Corp!’

Adam jumped out of bed, dressed and packed his kit bag. Then he double-timed over to the administration building and made his way upstairs to the major’s office.

‘Cadet Carter reporting,’ he announced to the secretary seated outside the major’s office. ‘Don’t you ever sleep?’ he added.

‘Not as much as you, it would seem,’ the secretary replied. ‘You’re late. Go straight in. And leave your bag here.’

Adam put down his kit bag, knocked on the door and entered.

‘Cadet Carter reporting sir.’ Adam came to attention and saluted.

‘Ah, Carter, come in. Sit down won’t you.’

‘Sir?’

The same big table was being used as before, and as well as the major, he recognised Lieutenant Dixon, Sergeant Wailing, who had terrorised him many times on the parade ground over the past couple of weeks, and Socko Garrett. He was also introduced to Corporal Dan Barnes and Kingsmen Brian Morgan, Bill Young, Kay Anderson and Mo Fletcher. Everyone had on black battledress.

Adam sat, wondering what was going on.

Major Shaw stood and addressed the gathering.

‘Now as some of you already know, Lieutenant Dixon was tasked to send a recon squad across to Faringdon to recce what our friend, Mayor George Griffin was up to. We had an inkling that it was something bad, and she has confirmed our worst suspicions. And I’m afraid to say,’ he looked directly at Adam, ‘that Cadet Carter’s sister has landed herself right in the middle of it.’

‘As you know, we Kingsmen look after our own, and that goes for family as well. And in this instance we need to act fast. I’ll hand over to Lieutenant Dixon for the details.’

Jessica Dixon stood as the major sat down. ‘Thank you Sir,’ she said. ‘Now firstly some background. It is our belief that Mayor Griffin is secretly raising a private army and that he intends to move against the king. That is still some way off. Quite recently he learnt of the presence of a high ranking Scav operative in the region, something which, incidentally also came to our attention some months ago.

‘And this is where you come in, Carter. It seems that Carter’s sister Felicity had contact with this Scav, the exact nature of which we still need to determine. And then Griffin attempted to extract his whereabouts from her. We do not believe she divulged the information, and she may have been actively helping the Scav. Anyhow, we believe that Griffin decided to exact revenge by burning down the Crown Inn. We regret to say that the status of two persons is currently unknown, namely Rosemary Carter and Nicholas Carter, and we do unfortunately fear the worst.’

Adam was stunned. ‘Are you telling me my dad and little sister are…’ He swallowed. His voice went quiet and seemed to go up an octave. ‘Dead?’

‘We can’t be sure, but we fear that may be the case, yes. I’m very sorry Carter.’

Adam steadied himself. The lieutenant had only mentioned Dad and Rosie. Had she got away? ‘And Flick? Sorry, Felicity?’ he asked.

‘As of this evening, she was alive, although she had sustained some injuries. Unfortunately she was the further victim of a kangaroo court instigated by the mayor, and has been sentenced to termination. Normally this wouldn’t happen for several days, but we suspect that Griffin will advance his agenda.’

‘So Mayor Griffin wants to kill Flick too?’ Adam could barely get the words out.

The lieutenant nodded. ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. We’ve pulled you out of training, and we want you to come along. This is a highly irregular action, and I must stress you will take no active part in the operation. You will be present only to provide local knowledge and first hand information regarding your sister, her friends, activities and so on. Do you understand?

‘Yes, ma'am.’

‘Now as an adjunct to the operation, Socko here has another mission. He is being tasked to examine the scene of the fire and attempt to determine exactly what happened. Back in the old days before The Collapse, they had a thing called a scene of crime, and our researchers over at the Bodleian have discovered a number of instructional works on the topic of forensic science. This seems the ideal opportunity to see what can be accomplished.’

The briefing continued for a while longer, but Adam didn’t really take anything in. All he could think of was Rosie and Dad. Flick too. Once it was over, the Kingsmen headed out.

After the briefing, they were led down into the cellars and through a series of passages until they arrived in a large underground garage. There were vehicles in here the like of which Adam had never seen; buggies, stagecoaches, limousines, hatchbacks, estate cars, wagons, flatbed trucks, coaches… Most of the vehicles had been adapted to be pulled by horses, but some hadn’t. Adam gawped open-mouthed.

‘What is this stuff?’ he asked the room in general.

‘Don’t get ideas, kid,’ Sergeant Wailing said to him. ‘This stuff is way above my pay grade. From where you are, you can’t even see it!’

They wove between the trucks and wagons until they came to a large vehicle parked right by the entrance. From the rear, it looked a bit like a large truck, but the entire back of the vehicle had folded down to form a ramp, and the Kingsmen all marched up into the cavernous opening and sat on the benches that ran down each side. Once they were all in, the back of the vehicle rose of its own accord and closed, leaving them in darkness.

Adam was seated between Bill Young and Mo Fletcher. As Adam’s eyes adjusted, he could see that it was not totally black; there were small slit-like windows in the sides of the vehicle.’

‘This the first time you’ve been on an APC?’ Fletcher asked him.

Adam nodded. ‘I was just thinking it must take a lot of horses to pull a wagon like this. What is it? Six? Eight?’

She laughed. ‘It really is your first time, isn’t it. This is the finest machine you’ll ever see. It’s not even old. It doesn’t need horses!’

 ‘So what is it then, steam?’

‘Not steam,’ she said. ‘Dunno what it is–it’s top secret–but it’s not steam.’ Then she called out, ‘Hey sarge, what’s this battle wagon powered by? It’s not steam, is it?’

‘It’s powered by all your bull crap, Fletcher,’ Sergeant Wailing growled, ‘now zip it.’

Fletcher leaned across to Adam. ‘We let the locals think it’s steam, but it’s not,’ she whispered, and winked at him. 

The APC started moving. Adam didn’t know how fast an APC went, but he imagined it would take them a good three hours to cover the eighteen miles to Faringdon. It had taken two hours to come the other way, but that was in a light carriage. So he shut his eyes and let the rhythmic motions of the truck lull him to sleep. 
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The Wrong Key




FLICK SHOUTED AND screamed at the closed door, the empty room, her cell. She pulled and rattled at the bars in frustration and desperation, but of course they were firmly locked and didn’t budge. Eventually she collapsed against the back wall and sobbed.

She must have slept, because she remembered the nightmares. She dreamt that she was chained and manacled, being led up the steps to the scaffold. Mayor Griffin was there, jeering and laughing and so was Mary, and Joe and Maggs, laughing and mocking. Maggie was the one that put the noose around her neck, whispering in her ear.

You should have done what he wanted, Flick.

Then she saw her father and Rosie standing in front of her, on fire.

Why should you live? It should have been you.

She screamed, trying to block her ears against the words. Then Rosie had her flaming hand on the lever, pulling it, and the ground opened and she fell.

She woke with a jump. It was dark, but she was still in the cell, cold and uncomfortable. She sat up and rubbed her arms to get the circulation flowing. Something was different. At first she couldn’t tell what it was, but then it struck her: there was a draught.

The tiny windows at the top of the cell didn’t open; they barely let in any light. But something somewhere must be open for there to be a draught. She looked around. The limited amount of moonlight that did reach through the windows was enough to make out shapes but not much else. But there was definitely a draught coming from somewhere. Then she noticed that one of the windows looked different. It was broken. She was sure it hadn’t been broken before.

Why would someone break the window?

To throw something in.

She felt about on the floor until she touched the broken window glass. The largest sliver she slipped into a pocket; it might come in handy as a weapon if she wrapped a piece of blanket around it so she didn’t cut herself. She smiled. So someone had deliberately broken the window. Maybe they had sent her a message: stand back this is a jail break or something. She scrabbled around the floor with renewed vigour. It was still too dark to see clearly, but she thought she could make out something glinting. She picked it up. It was small and metallic. A key.

Someone had broken the window and given her a key. Now she was really excited. Just two doors separated her from freedom, and she had the key. This really was an escape. She went to the cell door and tried the key in the lock. It didn’t fit.

Bugger.

There must be another key. Two doors… two keys. Why hadn’t she seen that before? She felt around the floor, but there wasn’t another key lying anywhere inside the cell. Maybe it had rolled through the bars. She put her arm through them, stretching as far as she could reach, but there was still no key. Finally she had to admit defeat. She slumped back against the wall. Why would someone throw her a key, just to get her hopes up, if it didn’t open the door? It looked like she was stuck here after all.




Flick stared at the bars of her cell. This was so frustrating. The key had to be to the outside door of the jail, but trapped inside the cell, there was no way to get to it. She stared at the bars. Gradually the moon moved around, changing the shadows. She wondered idly what it would be like, when the time came. She guessed she’d know soon enough. Or she could rob Mayor Griffin of his victory and end it now; she had the glass knife, wrapped in a strip of blanket for a handle. It would be so easy. 

But what had Fred said? “We’ll think of something?” Maybe it was Fred that broke the window and threw in the key. But where had he got the key from? He’d already told her that Griffin had the only key, so surely it couldn’t be Fred. But he’d said something else. She hadn’t registered it at the time and then it had slipped from her mind. What was it?

These bars are not much more than show.

That meant there must be a way out. There had to be. If only she could fathom what it was.

She looked hard at the bars. They went from floor to ceiling, fixed into a strip of metal at the top and bottom, and passing through another strip in the middle to hold them rigid, so they couldn’t be pulled apart. Then there was the door, made from more bars, but it was shorter, so it could be dropped on its hinges.

She stared at the hinges. Of course, it was so obvious now she could see it. The hinge was made from a simple vertical pin welded to the frame, which went through a loop on the door. The space at the top of the door was to allow the door to be dropped onto the pin. Then a cap was welded to the top of the pin to stop the door from being taken off again. Only there were no caps. So if she could lift the door, she could get out. The lock was just a simple plate stopping the door from swinging open, and wouldn’t stop the door from lifting.

She could get out!

The door turned out to be incredibly heavy. She found she could lift it a little way, but not far enough to get the barrels of the hinges off their pins. She needed something to use as a lever. The stool. The legs were long enough and she’d be able to fit one through the space under the door if she broke it apart first. She picked up the stool and swung it against the wall as hard as she could, and the stool came to pieces. Now she slid a wooden leg under the door and pulled upwards with all her might. She managed–just–to get the barrel to the top of the pin. She leant her weight against it and that was enough to dislodge the barrel and the door fell noisily into the stairwell outside the cell.

Flick cringed. Someone must have heard that. But outside there was only silence. Her arms were trembling now, partly from the effort of lifting the heavy door, but partly also from the fear that even now she could get caught, and that would be more terrible than she could even imagine.

She pulled the key from her pocket. She had to hold it steady with both hands, she was shaking so much. There was just one door between her and freedom. She put the key into the lock… it fitted, but try as hard as she might, the key wouldn’t turn.

Now she wanted to scream. What good was a giving her a key if it didn’t unlock the only door between her and freedom? Flick sagged against the wall. She stifled a sob. She’d got this far; she was out of the cell, and so close to freedom she could almost smell it. Why couldn’t she unlock the door? Come to that, why didn’t whoever had thrown her the key simply unlock the door themselves and let her out?

Because the Watchmen on guard duty would stop them, of course.

But then, wouldn’t they stop her as soon as she opened the door?

But then the key didn’t unlock the door from the inside anyway. That seemed odd. If the key didn’t unlock the door from the inside, surely it wouldn’t unlock the door from the outside either? So the key didn’t unlock the door at all. Which meant this wasn’t a rescue. So why throw her the key?

This didn’t make sense.

Think it through, Flick, she muttered. There had to be a point to the key. It didn’t fit the outside door, and now she remembered Fred saying something about the mayor having the only key. If that was true, he definitely wouldn’t let it out of his sight. So the key had to fit something else. Not the cell door, she’d managed to take that off its hinges. And anyhow if it fitted the cell door she’d be no better off than she was now. It had to be something else. If only she had some light she’d be able to see if there were any other locks.

Light. That was it!

The first day she was here, it had been dark too. Fred had said to her the thugs should have opened the upstairs door to let some light in. 

She could go upstairs!

She climbed over the cell door to the staircase. Just after the point at which it doubled back on itself there was a door. She felt for the handle, and sure enough there was a keyhole underneath. She tried the key and it fitted. And it turned with a satisfying click. The door was unlocked! Flick almost skipped up the remaining stairs and into the small court room.

She’d spent hours looking at those big windows during the trial, wondering how easy they would be to open. As it turned out, they were plain ordinary sash windows, held shut by a simple latch. She flicked open the latch on the window farthest from the door and lifted the sash. It was stiff, but with some effort she managed to lift the window high enough that she could squeeze through. The guards would be on the other side of the building, but she checked that there was no one about before easing her legs through the gap. She lowered herself as far as she could, hanging on to the window ledge by her finger tips until she dropped to the ground below.




The moon was now low in the sky, but it was still bright enough that Flick would be clearly visible if anyone should look, and in a few hours the sun would poke above the horizon. So now her only thought was to get as far away from here as possible, and with that in mind she slipped out of the square. She made her way through the dark streets to the edge of town. From here there was a wide clear grassy area separating the town from the embankment and gates. A fire glowed close to the gate, and she could be sure that there would be at least two guards on duty. She might manage to cross the gap, but she wouldn’t get through the checkpoint without being seen and identified. 

Most of the Watch knew her, certainly they all recognised her, and she regarded some of them as friends. Would they let her through? There was only one way to find out.

A cloud passed in front of the moon, and it abruptly became quite dark. Now she could cross the grass without standing out like a sore thumb. She crept forward until she was at the edge of the fire light and could see who was in the hut. The gates were closed, as they always were at night, and the palisade on the embankment was tall enough that she couldn’t climb over it without a ladder. She saw two figures huddled around the fire, and immediately thought about how cold it was. Up until this point, sheer adrenaline had kept her going, but now she shivered.

She could see their faces in the glow from the fire. It was Stanley Wilder and Harry Flynn. Stanley was one of the gang, and a mate–he’d had a crush on her for years, and sometimes she teased him–but Flynn, he was a few years older, nearly twenty, and had a wife and small child. She wasn’t so sure about how he’d react.

She must have made a noise–she wasn’t sure what it was–but Stanley looked up and called out. ‘Who’s there?’

She thought about trying to hide in the shadows, but realised she’d have to show herself eventually, or be discovered, so she came forward, steeling herself ready to run.

‘Hey Stanley, it’s me. Surprise!’

‘Flick? My God, you look awful.’ Stanley stared for a moment, as if he didn’t recognise her. Then he jumped up. ‘Come and sit by the fire; warm yourself up a bit. Harry, get some tea for the girl.’

Flynn stood up and motioned for her to sit on his stool. She sat, still not sure what was happening, and Stanley wrapped his jacket over her shoulders. ‘This should warm you up a bit.’

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘It’s been rough, the last few days.’

‘I should coco,’ he said, turning serious.

Harry Flynn returned with a steaming cup of tea and a bowl of hot stew and some bread. ‘Here, get these down you,’ he said.

‘Now don’t take this the wrong way,’ Stanley said, ‘but we’re rather surprised to see you. Pleased. But surprised.’

‘Me too,’ said Flick. ‘It’s all been rather a whirl.’

‘I think Mayor Griffin is going to get a surprise of his own, come the morning,’ Flynn said, chuckling. ‘What I wouldn’t give to see the expression on his face!’

‘Somehow I don’t think it’s going to be very safe, being anywhere near the mayor tomorrow. I’m glad I’m out here on the gate!’ Stanley said.

Flick sipped at her tea. ‘I was worried…’ She couldn’t quite finish the thought.

Stanley looked at her. ‘What, that we’d turn you in? We couldn’t do that, not even if we was ordered to.’

She smiled. ‘Thank you.’

Stanley continued, ‘Nobody believes Griffin’s trumped up charges. We all know that it was him what did it, or one of his henchmen. But nobody will dare speak against him, at least not in public. Fred had a plan, he was organising some kind of…’ He trailed off.

‘I wondered if it was Fred,’ Flick said.

‘What was Fred?’

‘Someone broke one of the little windows and threw me a key. That’s how I got out. I thought maybe it was Fred,’ Flick said.

Flynn shook his head. ‘Of course, you wouldn’t know,’ he said. ‘They got to him, just before the trial.’

‘What? What did they do?’ Flick felt sick in the pit of her stomach. How many people had the mayor killed or hurt because of her? 

‘Yeah, Griffin sent two of his men round and gave him a right seeing to. One of them was that thug Adam used to hang around with. Said there was more where that came from if his missus didn’t say what he wanted, and next time they’d take it out on Maggie. And her with a kid on the way too.’

‘Oh, poor thing. Is Fred going to be okay?’

‘He’s pretty banged up. Broke his jaw, broke some ribs, the doc says, but he’ll live.’

‘I knew there was no way would Maggie say those things unless she was being forced to.’ Flick said.

Flynn took up the story. ‘Then the Kingsmen showed up. Six of them arrived and banged on the door, and the heavies came out and started throwing their weight about and it’s just bop, bop, and down they go. So we thought, “Oh good the Kingsmen have arrived; they’ll sort it out,” but they didn’t do nothing and Griffin still had his way.’

‘Six Kingsmen? I only saw four!’

‘Two of ‘em stayed outside, to guard the horses and in case there was trouble I suppose,’ Flynn said.

Stanley resumed the tale. ‘Then just before curfew, Harry and me was on duty when Joe shows up on a bike. “That’s unusual,” I says to Harry, ‘cos Joe doesn’t own a bike. So we challenge him, don’t go outside so close to the curfew and so on, but he says he just come to leave the bike and a bag “in case it was needed.” Well, we thought it was a bit suspicious so we looked inside, and sure enough it’s full of food and warm clothes and stuff. Anyway, Joe said to tell you “sorry”, and you can keep the clothes. Seems his old man doesn’t treat him any better than the rest of us–and the rest you know.’

‘So it was Joe with the key,’ Flick said.

‘Must have been,’ Flynn agreed, handing her the bag that Joe had left.

Flick finished the stew. ‘Thanks,’ she smiled. ‘Now do you mind if I change out of these things? They’re filthy, and I’d like to put on something warmer.’

‘Sure, go in the hut and change; we’ll look the other way. There’s clean water in the bucket, and some ointment and fresh bandages in the bag.’

Flick changed out of the dirty clothes, cleaned herself as best she could, and put on clean things from the bag. There were fresh linen underclothes and a linen shirt, and a supple leather jacket and trousers, along with cotton socks and stout hide shoes. She rubbed the ointment on her hands, arms and legs. Now she knew what Maggie had been subjected to, she didn’t feel quite so bad about the things that she’d been forced to say.

She came out of the hut feeling quite cheerful.

‘Fully suited and booted I see,’ said Stanley, looking her up and down. ‘Listen, you’d better put the old stuff on the fire; get rid of it. That’s what they think you’re wearing and that’s what they’ll be looking for. If we burn it, that’ll get rid of the evidence.

‘Now much as I like sitting and chatting, you’d better be on your way, Miss, ‘cos when they find you gone, they’re gonna be mighty pissed off, and they will come looking. So if I was you, I’d get as far away from here as quick as you can. We’ll tell ‘em you didn’t come this way, have no fear of that.’

Stanley disappeared behind the hut. When he returned, he was pushing a bicycle. Flick recognised it immediately as hers.

‘This is what Joe left. I reckon it might help get some miles between you and Mayor Griffin, if you catch my drift.’

Flick thanked him, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. She hugged Flynn slightly awkwardly. ‘Give my best to your wife, Pauline isn’t it? And the little one.’ 

‘Just one minute,’ said Stanley, stopping Flick in her tracks, ‘I’d best put a bandage on those hands, they look red raw. It’ll protect them and you’ll feel much more comfortable.’

He sat her back down and took some bandages out of the bag, tying them so that her fingers were still free.

‘Thank you both; I’ll be back, one day,’ she said. ‘I’ll figure out how to beat the mayor, and I’ll be back.’

‘We’ll be here,’ said Stanley.

She then strapped the bag to the back of the bike, and as Flynn and Stanley opened the gates, she mounted and rode through.

‘Good luck,’ they called after her.




Flick pedalled off as fast as she could. The area immediately in front of the wall was exposed grassland and she wanted to cross it as quickly as possible to get to the cover of the trees. 

As she crossed the main Oxford to Swindon road, she considered following it. It was a good road heading towards Oxford, but quickly turned into a pretty basic track going the other way. It would get her a good distance, but it was well travelled and much more likely she would be spotted, and there was very little shelter along it. No, she would go to the one place she thought was safe, and by the most direct route–the derelict cottage. She was dog tired, and the sooner she could get there, the sooner she could rest.

The moon had freed itself of the clouds and she made good progress along the lane by moon and star light, crossing under the disused railway tracks and coming eventually to the cottage. By now she was totally exhausted, and it was as much as she could do to prop the bike up against an inside wall before slumping onto the ground. She lay still, her muscles throbbing from cramp and exertion as she finally drifted to sleep.
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Execution




THE FIRST RAYS of the sun were barely creeping over the horizon when the APC rattled to a halt. The back dropped and Sergeant Wailing ordered everyone out. The squad disembarked and formed into two rows, Adam with them. He was surprised to see that they were already in Faringdon, well beyond the gate and close to the buildings at the south side of the town.

Lieutenant Dixon addressed the squad. ‘Listen up,’ she said, keeping her voice quiet. ‘Our primary objective is to get in, grab the girl and get out. As we suspected, Griffin has tried to get the jump on us, and right now he has thugs going round door to door getting people out of bed and into the square. Now our window of opportunity is going to be pretty small. Too early and we risk losing the element of surprise; too late, and I don’t need to tell you what will happen. There’s going to be a lot of civilians and a lot of bad guys, and they will be mixed up, and it won’t be easy to tell the difference. But when the action starts it’ll probably be the civilians running and the bad guys hitting.

‘There’s various cloaks, jackets, hats and stuff,’ she said, indicating a pile. ‘It’s not much of a disguise, but it’ll pass a casual glance in the middle of a crowd. We don’t want the wrong people to know we’re coming.’

‘“A” team will go in from the east, and “B” team will go in from the west. I shall go in from the south and grab the girl. Carter, you’re with me. Any questions?’

‘No ma’am,’ the squad chorused as one.

‘Very good. We’ll rendezvous back here at zero eight thirty, and with any luck, we’ll be home in time for lunch. Move out!’

The teams moved off in their respective directions, leaving Adam alone with Dixon. While she closed up and locked the APC, Adam had a chance to look at the vehicle. It was made of metal, with wire grilles over the windows, and had big wheels with fat, chunky looking tyres. There was a separate small door in the front for the driver.

‘Come on,’ Dixon said, ‘we’ve still got your sister to rescue.’

Adam nodded and they disappeared into Southampton Street. They joined with a group of people heading towards the square and followed them. No one said a word or showed any reaction to their presence.

In the town square, Adam saw the familiar gallows outside the town hall. The door to the jail though was still firmly shut and there was no one up on the platform. They moved through the crowd towards the front. One person turned as Adam jostled past, and Adam saw the light of recognition in his eyes.

‘Adam Carter? Is that you? I thought you’d been carted off by the Kingsmen!’ the young man exclaimed. ‘I really thought we’d never see you again. Listen mate, I’m so sorry about your sister…’ he trailed off.

‘Colin?’ Adam tried to shush his old friend. ‘Look, keep your voice down, I’m trying not to be noticed.’

‘So what happened? Did you escape? We thought you’d been disappeared for sure,’ Colin said in a whisper that was just as loud. Several people in the crowd turned to look in their direction.

‘What Kingsman Cadet Carter is trying to say,’ Dixon growled, ‘is, shut up and go away.’ She moved her cloak just enough that Colin could see the uniform underneath.

Colin looked at Adam, slack jawed.

Adam shrugged.

‘Now go, before I get angry,’ Dixon hissed.

Colin looked from Adam to Lieutenant Dixon and back again. Then he seemed to make a decision. ‘Right. Nice to see you again. Won’t say a word. Sorry. Bye,’ he said, and disappeared into the crowd just as fast as he could.

‘I hope it’s not going to be like this with everyone we meet,’ Dixon muttered. ‘Now come on, we’ve got a job to do.’

It was only when they reached the cordoned off area at the front of the crowd and he looked around and saw the burnt out shell of The Crown and smelled the burned timbers that the enormity of what was happening hit him.

‘Oh God!’ he muttered. Tears formed in his eyes and he stifled a sob.

‘Steady, Cadet,’ Dixon whispered, ‘keep it together.’

‘Sorry ma’am. It’s just that I saw… Until now… Well it wasn’t real.’ He realised he was starting to blub, and turned away. He should be strong, but instead he was crumbling.

‘I know. But we’ve got a job to do. Your sister is depending on us.’ Dixon put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

He sniffed and wiped the dampness from his eyes. ‘Yes ma’am. I’ve got it under control.’

‘Good. Now keep an eye out; things should start happening very soon.’

There were two Watchmen standing guard outside the jail. Adam recognised them: Corporal Jim Ross and Lance Corporal Steve Barker. They weren’t close friends, but they were upright guys. Something about them seemed a little strange, Adam thought. Were they more nervous than usual? Their eyes seemed to be darting about the crowd. Maybe they were scared themselves, or maybe they had some inkling of what was about to happen. Adam wondered how they’d react when the Kingsmen grabbed Flick. Would they put up a fight? He didn’t particularly relish the idea that he might have to fight against his old buddies and possibly hurt them. Or perhaps they’d see it as an opportunity to make a stand against the mayor and his bullies.

Adam scanned the faces at the front of the crowd. There were several of the mayor’s thugs looking belligerent in their fake Kingsmen uniforms, but Adam noticed that each one had a real Kingsman standing next to them, trying to look inconspicuous but ready to strike at the same time. Then he spotted Colin, looking straight at him. Adam tried to look away, but Colin had spotted that Adam had seen him, and waved.

Adam groaned; Colin could ruin everything. He looked away quickly.

At exactly five minutes to eight, the mayor appeared at the edge of the square, surrounded by his henchmen. They cleared a path for him and he pushed through to the door. He dismissed the two Watchmen who were standing sentry, and they quickly disappeared into the crowd. That seemed odd to Adam.

‘Something’s not quite right,’ Dixon whispered. ‘Why did the guards run? And where’s the vicar? There’s always a vicar! Stay on your guard…’

Adam swallowed, and nodded. He pulled his jacket tighter around him, eyes darting hither and thither watching for the slightest sign of trouble.

The mayor reached the door and made a big show of taking the key from his pocket, placing it into the lock and turning it. He pushed the door open and disappeared inside.

For a moment, there was silence.

Dixon made a hand signal, and Adam noticed a series of slight scuffles as the thugs that he’d spotted earlier at the front of the crowd seemingly just crumpled to the ground.

‘We’re up,’ Dixon said, and Adam saw that her shawl had gone, and her gun was already in her hand.

Dixon had barely taken a step into the cordoned off area when there was an almighty roar, and Mayor Griffin stormed out of the jail, pushing several henchmen out of the way.

‘Where is she?’ he bellowed. ‘Find me those guards, I’ll have their hides for mincemeat!’

He grabbed the two nearest henchmen and shoved them through the door, ‘You and you, find out what happened.’ Then the next two henchmen he shoved into the crowd, ‘Get those guards and bring me their heads!’ he yelled. ‘And the rest of them too!’

Then he spotted the Kingsmen storming towards him. ‘You!’ he bellowed.

People in the crowd started screaming and shoving, and Adam found himself engulfed as the crowd surged forward. Then a shot rang out, Adam couldn’t tell where it had come from, and the crowd changed direction, carrying Adam along with it.




Adam found himself sprawled on the ground at the edge of the square, close to Church Street. He picked himself up. Most of the crowd had gone, fleeing into the side streets. The Kingsmen, the mayor and his henchmen were nowhere to be seen.

He looked behind him at the burnt out wreck of The Crown Inn, stark in black and white like a ghoulish spectre. Whitewashed walls contrasted with the blackened window holes like empty, staring dead eyes. A pile of burnt timber lay where the archway gates had been; he could probably climb over it, but he really didn’t want to. The door was completely missing from the bar entrance, either burnt or smashed in, Adam didn’t know which. He poked his head inside, being careful not to touch the burnt surround. He couldn’t see much detail as everything was blackened, but he could see through the collapsed ceiling right to the gaping hole where the roof used to be. And the stench of burnt wood and carpet and curtains and whatever else was making him gag.

‘Oi you, get out of it!’ someone behind him shouted, and he felt a rough hand grab at him and pull him back. He turned and saw it was one of the mayor’s thugs.

‘No one’s allowed in there. Mayor said so. Now push off!’ the man said. Adam didn’t recognise him; it wasn’t one of the old regular henchmen that Adam had seen around before he left. And neither did the henchman seem to recognise Adam. Well, Adam wasn’t going to enlighten him, so he just muttered an apology and sloped off up Church Street.

Adam hadn’t lived at The Crown for fifteen years without knowing the back way in, so once he was sure that the henchman wasn’t watching him, he slipped into an alley, towards a gap in the fence that he knew would get him into the back of the stables. He wanted another look. Maybe something would occur to him; maybe he’d see something, a sign that Rosie or Dad were still alive, anything.

He was about to push through the bushes that concealed the gap, when he heard something. 

‘Pssst!’

He looked around. There was a hand beckoning him into the bushes, ‘Are you being followed?’ the voice hissed.

‘No,’ Adam hissed back.

‘Can anyone see you?’ the voice hissed again.

Adam looked around. The small alleyway was deserted, and there was no one in the road that he could see.

‘No!’ he hissed again.

‘Then come this way, quick!’ the voice hissed, and a hand reached out and pulled him through the gap. It was Lance Corporal Steve Barker.

‘Colin said you were back,’ he said. ‘Listen, I’m really sorry about your sister and your dad, but…’ 

‘Hang on,’ Adam said, ‘Colin said I was back?’ Colin again! Was there anyone he hadn’t told? So much for keeping quiet!

‘Yeah.’

‘Look, what the hell is going on? What are you doing here?’

‘Trying to avoid being caught,’ he said.

‘And why might that be?’

‘Well, your sister, Flick…’

‘Yes?’

‘She escaped. Last night.’

‘WHAT?’ Adam almost shouted. Now he understood why they had been keen to be somewhere that the mayor wasn’t. ‘When? Where did she go?’

Just then the town clock struck the half hour. Shit! Oh eight thirty: He’d missed the rendezvous.

‘Listen,’ he said urgently, ‘we’ve got to get out of here. I’ve got some mates waiting, and I was supposed to meet them at oh eight thirty. We were here to bust Flick out. Where’s Jim? We need to get him too.’

‘I’m here,’ said a voice from behind a stable door. ‘We didn’t want to both show ourselves, you know, in case.’

‘Ok, good. Thanks for what you did guys, but I don’t know if the team will wait for us or for how long, so we’ve got to skedaddle. Top of Southampton Street; there’s transport waiting. Come on!’

The three men crept out through the gap in the fence and back into Church Street.

‘Okay, now they are looking for two men in Watch uniforms, not two men in civilian clothes and one in black…’

They had strolled down into the market square and were well on their way up Southampton Street, when they heard something in a side street. Two voices arguing, one of them shouting. It was Mayor Griffin.

They pressed back against the wall.

‘What the hell is the mayor doing down there, and who’s that with him?’ Ross whispered.

‘It sounds like… Joe?’ Adam whispered back.

‘Oh crap. Joe was the one who gave Flick the key so she could escape. This is bad. This is really bad.’

Adam peered around the corner.

‘Shit,’ he whispered. Two of the mayor’s heavies were holding Joe down while Griffin yelled at him. Something glinted in his hand as he waved it around.

‘What’s he doing?’ Barker asked.

Before Adam could answer, Mayor Griffin thrust his hand at Joe, who gargled briefly before slumping to the ground.

‘Fuck!’ Adam realised what he had just seen.

‘Oi you! Come here!’ Griffin must have spotted them.

‘Run!’ Adam yelled, and the three of them set off at full pelt. They had a head start over the two thugs now chasing them, but it was not a long one, and the thugs were closing the distance to Steve Barker, who was starting to lag behind. As they broke out of the street onto the grass, Adam saw the APC. It was already moving off.

‘What the hell is that?’ Jim Ross yelled, slowing down.

‘Keep running,’ Adam yelled, waving his arms frantically. 

The truck swung round, the rear door already opening. As it approached them, eight Kingsmen in full battle armour disgorged from the back, hitting the ground running. They quickly surrounded the three men, guns raised, and ordered them to stop and put their hands up.

‘What the hell have you done?’ Steve Barker shouted, looking wildly around. The two thugs were still coming.

‘In the truck, quick!’ one of the Kingsmen ordered.

‘It’s okay,’ Adam hissed, ‘you’ll see.’

Four of the Kingsmen prodded the three men into the back of the truck, and the ramp came up behind them. That left four men outside to deal with the two wheezing heavies, and Adam pressed his nose to the window to watch.

‘Mayor wants those three,’ one of the heavies wheezed. ‘They let the prisoner escape.’

‘Yes, well, we’ve got them, thank you very much.’ Adam realised that it was Dixon speaking. ‘And we have our own… methods… to extract information, which I’m sure are more reliable than your… mayor’s.’ She said that last word with disdain.

Adam turned to the two Watchmen. ‘Scream,’ he hissed. ‘Scream like they’re really hurting you bad.’

‘Why? Oh…’ 

They caught on, and screamed for all they were worth. After a minute, Adam hissed again, ‘That’s enough, don’t overdo it!’ Then he giggled, falling back against the side of the truck in relief. ‘You should have seen their faces!’

The ramp dropped open and Dixon climbed in.

‘That was quick thinking,’ she said. Then she turned to the two Watchmen, ‘You the two that were guarding the jail?’ she asked.

They nodded.

‘Good. We need to talk…’
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Posse




‘THERE ARE TWO things we need to know as a matter of urgency,’ Lieutenant Dixon addressed her small band of Kingsmen. They were all in the back of the armoured truck, along with the two Watchmen that Adam had rounded up. It was still parked in the same place. ‘First, what are Griffin and his gang of thugs going to do next. Second, where has Felicity Carter gone. Then we have to find her before she either does something stupid, or Griffin and his thugs find her, whichever comes first. Now, what do we know?’ 

‘He’s going to go after her for sure,’ said Corporal Ross, the senior of the two Watchmen. ‘One thing Griffin really likes to do is gloat, and Flick escaping has rubbed his face in it. Of course that puts a lot of us in the firing line too…’ He looked from face to face, ending up staring directly at the lieutenant.

‘You’ll stick with us for now,’ Dixon replied. Then she looked at Adam, ‘Do we know which way Felicity is likely to have gone?’

Ross answered. ‘Stanley–that is, Constable Wilder–was convinced that she would go south. He was on duty at the south gate. He won’t tell you if she went that way; he probably won’t even tell me if he thinks I’m working for you.’

‘If she went south, I think I know where she will have gone,’ Adam said.

‘Where’s that then?’ Dixon prompted.

‘There’s an old abandoned village at the bottom of the ridge, close to the white horse. There’s a cottage; when we were kids we used to go out there on our bikes to play. It’s a good two hours on foot though, even in daylight. But I’m sure that’s where she’d head.’

‘And does Griffin know about this place?’

‘Not unless somebody told him. His son Joe might… Oh.’

‘Joe was Felicity’s… friend, yes?’ Dixon asked.

Adam nodded.

‘He organised the escape,’ Ross said. ‘Got the key and tossed it through the window. Being the mayor’s son didn’t count for much where Griffin was concerned, and we watched him murder him in cold blood. His own son! What sort of a man does that?’ Tears rolled down his face.

There was silence as they all contemplated that thought.

‘So what resources does he have? Vehicles? Dogs? Men? Horses?’ Dixon asked.

‘He did have a steam powered Daimler,’ Ross said. ‘But it was a real old banger, literally. Wouldn’t do more than ten miles per hour, and the boiler gave out after about ten minutes.’ He looked round the inside of the wagon, ‘But it’s not been seen for a few years. There are horses in the stables and he’s got dozens of men. There are attack dogs up at the house, but I don’t know how many, and I don’t know how good they are for tracking. We’ve never had a manhunt before.’

‘I think our first port of call will be the cottage that Cadet Carter spoke of, but let’s see what Griffin does first. That’ll tell us a lot about him and his capabilities.’

‘I still need to know what happened to Dad and Rosie too,’ Adam said.

‘Yes, I haven’t forgotten. Corporal, what can you tell us about the night of the fire? And don’t forget, the mayor can’t get at you or your family for anything you say in here.’

Lance Corporal Steve Barker described the events of the past few weeks, before turning to Adam. ‘Sorry, mate. Really, really sorry.’

Adam nodded.

‘Do you know what became of the others? Rosie and Nicholas?’ Lieutenant Dixon asked.

‘We never saw no bodies, if that’s what you mean. When the fire was out, nobody could get near–there was always a thug there telling us to get lost.’

‘Any chance they could have got out?’

‘Well, it’s always possible. If Flick did, they could have. But then where did they go? Somebody must have seen or heard something, or looked after them.’

‘We’re assuming that they were inside. Any chance they weren’t?’

‘Just went for a stroll in the middle of the night, you mean? I suppose it’s possible, but not likely.’

‘Maybe some guests turned up and they had to see to them?’

‘The gates were locked, so nobody had just come or gone that way. Anyway, the mayor did a right number on them a few days before, turned them over with his thugs. Said it was an “inspection”. After that all their guests left in a hurry, and there was nobody staying, far as anyone knows.’

‘So we need to get inside that inn and see for ourselves; figure out what really happened?’

‘I’d say so, yes.’

‘Okay, I need two volunteers… Socko and Barnes. You’ll stay here and get access to the inn. I want to know everything about what happened by the time we get back with Felicity.’

‘I want to stay too,’ Adam butted in. He saw the withering look that Lieutenant Dixon gave him, and added a belated ‘ma’am.’

‘I’m sure you do, cadet,’ she replied. ‘But it’s better for everyone if you stay with us. You know your sister and what she’s likely to do. Plus she’s more likely to give herself up if she sees you with us.’

‘Yes, ma'am,’ Adam agreed reluctantly.

‘Ma’am, they’re on the move!’ Sergeant Wailing interrupted.

They turned their attention to the windows. Sure enough the mayor and his thugs were riding out. At least, the mayor was riding out on a chocolate brown horse; his thugs were walking, or trotting to keep up. One of the thugs had a German Shepherd on a long leash, and it was leading them out towards the south gate.

‘So they have a tracker, that’s very interesting. Let’s follow them and see where they go.’ Dixon turned to the driver. ‘Follow that posse, but keep a discreet distance.’

The truck moved slowly off, with the people in the back craning forward over the shoulders of those in front, in order to see out through the windscreen.

‘Get up close to them at the gate; I want them to feel intimidated,’ Dixon ordered. ‘They’re going to feel like it’s a race, except we know where we’re going and they don’t. Also, it’ll stop them beating the guards on the gate for letting Felicity past.’

The dog spent a long time sniffing around the guard post before deciding that the trail went through the gate. Adam could see the mayor shouting at the two Watchmen, who just stared back blankly. When he raised his riding crop as if to strike, Dixon slammed her fist down. ‘Enough of this!’ She popped the hatch on the roof of the truck and stuck her head out.

‘Get out of my road!’ she shouted. ‘We’re about the king’s business and you’re holding us up! Leave those men alone and be on your way!’

The mayor snarled at her, ‘Next time, Kingsman.’ He turned his horse and rode off after the dog and its handler. The herd of thugs followed in his wake, jeering and shouting.

The truck rolled up to the checkpoint, and dropped the rear ramp.

‘Carter and you two with me,’ she said, indicating the two Watch corporals, ‘Socko and Barnes, get your kit, we’ll drop you off here. Get the locals on-side and take all the help you can get. I don’t know how many of Griffin’s men are still around, but assume there are hostiles.’

‘Yes ma’am,’ they chorused, and set to.

They disembarked from the truck, and the lieutenant went around the side to talk to the two guards.

‘I’m sure you know who we’re looking for,’ Dixon said.

Stanley stepped forward. ‘Thank you for your intervention with the mayor just then, but I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said.

‘Felicity Carter, escaped from the jail in the night, believed to have fled the town and come this way.’

‘Nope. Can’t say the name rings a bell. Ain’t been nobody out through these gates all night, excepting the mayor just before you.’

Adam came out from behind the truck, followed by the two Watch corporals. ‘Stanley, it’s me: Adam,’ he said.

‘Adam Carter? Is that you?’ Stanley replied, squinting. ‘Thought you was disappeared.’

‘Look, we know Flick didn’t do it. And we know about Joe,’ Adam said.

Stanley glanced at corporal Ross. ‘Corp?’

He nodded. ‘Griffin murdered Joe. We saw it with our own eyes.’

Stanley staggered back as if he’d been physically struck. ‘The sick bastard,’ he muttered. ‘Okay. Yeah she came through this way. We gave her a bite and a change of clothing and she left. Oh, and a pushbike. Griffin thinks she’s on foot, but she’s going a lot faster than they think.’

‘Thank you, Constable Wilder. Now, what time would you say she left here?’

‘Well, she got here, what, about a quarter to one, and left, what would you say, around two?’ He looked questioningly at his colleague, who nodded.

‘Thank you, that’s been most helpful,’ Dixon said. ‘Now I’m going to leave two of my men here; they’re going to try and find out what really happened. See to it they get whatever help they need, would you?’

‘Tell Captain Marley I said I’ll vouch for ‘em,’ Corporal Ross chimed in.

‘Will do, ma’am,’ said Stanley, saluting, ‘and I hope you find her before that bastard does.’

‘So do I, constable, so do I.’

The four who were not staying re-boarded the truck, and they set off through the gate.

‘Which way did they go? I hope someone was paying attention!’ Dixon called out.

‘They’ve just reached the main road. Looks like they’re turning right, towards Swindon…’

‘Swindon? I really hope she’s not going there!’ She looked at Adam.

Adam shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t have thought so. There’s a lane on the left about a mile on, leads straight to the ridge. My bet is she went that way.’

‘Is there another route to get to this cottage of yours? I don’t really want to rush past them–it’ll give the game away that we know where we’re going. And this thing leaves a trail a mile wide!’

‘Yes, ma’am. If we go back the other way, there’s another turning. It’s quite a bit further, but it’ll take us there.’

‘That’s no problem; we can travel much faster than they can.’ She addressed the driver, ‘Keep them in sight, but don’t get real close. Once we’re sure they’ve taken Carter’s left turn, double back and we’ll take this other road. Carter knows the way…’
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Staying Ahead




WHEN FLICK WOKE up, it was already light and the sun was well up in the sky. She’d still had the nightmares–images of her father and Rosie burning in the inn–but nevertheless she felt more rested than she had in days. She shifted uncomfortably on the cold ground, her aching muscles screaming with every movement. The bare earthen floor in the cottage might be softer than the cold flag stones of her cell, but it didn’t compare with a soft bed.

She pulled the bag over to her and had a look inside. There was bread and cheese and cold meat wrapped in wax paper, apples, a full water bottle, several knives, and a bundle of six fully made arrows. No wonder the bag had been heavy! It looked as if Joe had gone to her workshop and grabbed whatever he could find. She munched on the bread and some of the cheese while she examined the contents of the bag.

She pulled out the arrows and turned them over in her hand, feeling the balance. The threads tying on the fletchings formed coloured bands; blue, yellow, red, yellow. These were Rosie’s colours. She’d made the arrows up for her in the early spring, but they’d never gone hunting together with them, and now they never would. Memories of Rosie came flooding back, and a tear splashed the back of her hand, making a tiny clean spot.

The jail!

Shit! By now they must have discovered that she was missing, and be out looking for her. They wouldn’t know which way she’d gone, so that might give her some time. But what if they had dogs? Did Griffin have dogs? Dogs were still very rare after The Collapse, when most had died along with their owners or been killed for food. But had she heard barking at the big house? She couldn’t remember. But knowing Mayor Griffin, they would as likely be attack dogs as tracker dogs; more likely probably, but still best to assume the worst. They would find her scent and come straight here. But she was on a bike; could dogs still track someone on a bike? She didn’t know. Best to assume they could. 

So, best case? They were looking in the wrong direction. Worst case? They would be here any minute. At least they would be on foot, and she had the advantage of a bike.

She needed to be gone from here quickly, so she repacked the bag, and went to the loose panel where her bow was hidden. She pulled back the panel and the bow was there, just where she’d left it, but there was also a scrap of paper attached to it. She pulled it off and read it.




Remember where I told you to go?

I will find you.

S.




It must be a message from Shea. That meant he had been here. How long ago, she wondered, and which way did he go? She recalled the conversation they’d had that time, when he’d talked about his life in Bristol. He’d said it would be safe there, so that’s where she must go. The only trouble was, she didn’t know how to get there.

West! She remembered it was west. Well, the railway went west, so she would follow the tracks. Flick tied the bag and the bow onto her bike, and had a last look around to make sure she hadn’t left anything, and then she went. 

She worked her way through the woodland along the base of the ridge, picking up speed as the trees opened up to a narrow track, and when a second track split off to the right, she took it, and was soon racing along between wide hedgerows. So far she had not seen or heard anyone.

The disused railway was at the top of a steep embankment, covered in bushes and brambles, but by working her way along, she was able to find a lower section that didn’t require her to climb up it or get even more scratched.

She knew there had originally been two tracks on this section of the railway, bedded onto ballast. They had long gone of course, scavenged for the steel, but the track bed was still there, overgrown, but used as a thoroughfare by people that wanted to stay away from the roads.

A few miles along the track, it dawned on her that this was too easy. She had made good progress, but the track was pretty flat and almost straight, allowing any pursuers to see her from a long way back, and also make good progress themselves. At the same time that she was having this thought, she saw something that made her blood run cold: smoke, up ahead on the track. And it was coming towards her.

Shit!

Flick stopped dead in her tracks. With dense brambles either side and no way off the railway line, she was as stuck as a fish in a barrel. They hadn’t spotted her yet, but it was only a matter of time… minutes, or even less. She looked up and down the track, and then she spotted it, a small gap near the ground, barely big enough to crawl into, but big enough to hide in… if she didn’t have the bike. All she could do with the bike was push it as far under the bushes as it would go and cover it with as many leaves and branches as she could in the few seconds available, and hope that it didn’t get spotted. With the bike hidden as best she could manage, she backed herself into the gap in the brambles and crouched down to wait.

She heard it before she saw it from her hiding place, clanking and chuffing like a great metal monster. It crawled along not much faster than walking pace, trampling the buddleia and rosebay willowherb that grew in the gravel as if it were no more substantial than grass. Black smoke belched from a tall stove pipe at the front, and jets of steam escaped in all directions from bits of pipework. As it drew level, Flick could see it for what it was; a traction engine, small wheels at the front and two massive tracked wheels behind. Two big men in black, oily overalls stood at the back, one steering, the other ready to stoke the fire. Now Flick saw that it was pulling a low four-wheeled flat bed trailer, with two young lads sitting on it.

‘It was around here somewhere, I’m sure of it,’ the stoker shouted.

‘You sure? I don’t see nothing,’ the other shouted back.

‘Yeah. Sun glinted off it, like it was metal. Could be a bike or something.’

‘I reckon you’re imagining it,’ the driver shouted. ‘Get one of the lads to poke about if you want, but I’m not stopping; we’ve stopped four times already today!’

The stoker turned to the lads on the trailer. ‘One of you hop down and have a poke around. I’m sure there’s something here.’

The two lads looked at each other and shrugged. After a moment one of them muttered sullenly, ‘All right, I’ll do it,’ and jumped down. He kicked vaguely at the weeds as he walked around. Then he saw the pile of twigs that Flick had heaped over her bike.

‘Oh hang on, there might be something here… looks like someone was trying to hide it…’

Flick shrank back as he bent down to pull the branches away. Her heart was beating nineteen to the dozen as the branch came away to reveal the bicycle underneath. He reached for it and started tugging. Flick didn’t know what to do; that was her life line, without that bike her pursuers would be sure to catch her. She did the only thing she could think of doing, and grabbed the wheel and pulled.

The lad let go of the bike in surprise, and fell over backwards with a yelp.

The second lad, still on the trailer looked around and called out, ‘What is it? Jed? Where are you?’

Jed picked himself up onto his knees and grabbed for the bike once more. That’s when he saw Flick hiding in the brambles. She had her knife in one hand and was clutching onto the bike with the other.

‘Leave it,’ she growled.

Jed blinked. Clearly a bike that fought back with a girl hidden in the bushes was beyond his experience, and he just knelt there staring at Flick, unmoving for several seconds.

‘Buzz off!’ she hissed, waving the knife. ‘Go!’

Jed let go of the bike and stood up. His mouth was working, but no sounds came out. Eventually he seemed to make up his mind, and turned and ran back to the trailer, which was heading off along the trackway.

‘What was that about?’ the second lad called.

‘I saw a bike, but the girl in the bushes wouldn’t let go of it,’ Jed answered.

‘Yeah, right. You’re worse than Bert, always seeing things that aren’t there!’

Flick watched and waited as the engine and its crew clanked and wheezed and bickered into the distance.




Thirty minutes after the mayor’s gang started down the lane, the truck rolled up and stopped a hundred metres short of the derelict cottage. The back opened and the Kingsmen spilled out.

‘Now listen up,’ Dixon said. ‘We’re going to surround the cottage and move in quietly. We don’t know if she’s still inside or nearby, and we don’t want to spook her. Carter, you’ll call out to her when we’re in position; she should respond better to your voice. Anderson, you’ll be lookout in case the mayor’s men show up. Get somewhere high. We’ve probably got two hours, tops if they come straight here. Young, get up onto the top of the ridge, see if you can see any movement from up there.’

They all raised a fist in silent acknowledgment, and the squad crept towards the house. Once they were in position, Dixon signalled to Adam.

‘Flick! You in there? It’s me, Adam!’

There was no response. Dixon whispered something to Adam and he nodded.

‘Flick, I’m coming in, real slow. It’s just me; if you’re in there, don’t do anything stupid!’

Again there was silence.

‘You sure you want to do this, cadet?’ Dixon asked.

Adam nodded. ‘Yes ma’am, I should be the first person she sees.’

‘Ok, good luck.’

Adam crept up to the wall of the building, and edged along to the door opening. He called one last time, ‘Flick, I’m coming in.’ He waited a moment before going through the door.

Adam very quickly moved through all the rooms of the cottage, and found them to be empty. He went back to the entrance and gave the all clear before poking his head out and waving. The rest of the squad moved in.

‘She’s not here now, but has she been here?’ Dixon asked.

Sergeant Wailing stepped forward. ‘We’ve done a sweep, ma’am. The grate’s cold, so there’s been no fire in it recently, although there have been fires lit in the not too distant past. No sign of bedding or waste material, so if she was here she covered her tracks.’

Dixon turned to Adam, ‘Can you remember anything about the place that might be different or not quite right?’

Adam thought for a moment. ‘No, we never used to leave stuff here, ‘cos there’s no door and it might get nicked… No, wait… there was something. She used to have a spare bow and arrow that she hid in the wall. Thought none of us knew, but we did. I’ll see if it’s still there.’

He went over to the wall and pulled back a board. The space behind it was empty. ‘It’s gone,’ he called excitedly.

Dixon instructed the squad to make a sweep of the area in the time they had left, to discover if there were any signs of activity that hadn’t been erased by their size ten boots. Before long they’d identified several tracks made by a narrow two-wheeled vehicle, probably a bicycle, and determined that they led off in several directions.

‘Clever,’ Dixon said. ‘She’s laid down some false trails. Good delaying tactic. Carter, which way do you think she’d go from here?’

Adam thought for a moment. ‘My first guess is that she’d go up to the top of the ridge. It’d give her a good vantage point. But she’d also be exposed. My second guess is she’d double back to the railway line and go along the tracks. Depends where she’s headed.

‘I’ve got an idea there,’ said Dixon. ‘If she had been in contact with this Shea O’Connell character, chances are she’ll be trying to meet up. Now that probably means they’ll be headed west. My instinct is they’re going to Bristol.

‘The railway track worries me. One thing is that the embankments will be a problem for the APC to get up and down, the other is that the tracks lead straight into the middle of Swindon, and I’m convinced that’s one place she’ll try to avoid. No, we’ll take the ridge. Get Fletcher and tell her to signal Young: We’re coming up to meet him.’

The squad piled back into the wagon, and they set off up the winding track, past the giant white horse carved into the side of the hillside, and onto the top of the ridge. At the top they picked up Kingsman Young, who gave his report.

‘Ma’am, there are definitely bicycle tracks up here, but whether they are our girl I can’t say. I sighted Griffin and his gang while you were on the way up; they are quite close to the cottage now.’

He handed the lieutenant his binoculars and pointed. She studied for a while, then handed them back.

‘They should be busy there for a little while. The girl laid a load of false trails, including I suspect, one coming up here. My gut feeling is that she headed for the railway, but I also don’t think she’ll stay there long. She’ll be forced to come back south if she’s to avoid Swindon, so we’ll get there ahead of her, and wait for her to come to us.’

They made good progress along the ridge, and after a while came to the side of a wide valley that signalled they were getting close to Swindon. Sergeant Wailing turned to the lieutenant.

‘Ma’am, there’s a com tower here just off the track; we should check it out.’ Dixon agreed, and the truck turned and drove up to the tower. A chain link fence surrounded a small compound in which a tall metal pylon stood among a small cluster of sheds.

‘Looks like no one’s been up here–see the tracks that we’ve just made, but there are no others. We should fill our tank while we’re here: these places usually have a water tank for the steam generator.’

‘Do we have a key for the padlock?’ Dixon asked.

‘Doubt it, ma’am.’

‘Okay, cut it,’ she said.

They were quickly through the gate and into the compound. While they were filling the tank, Adam asked what the steam generator was for.

‘That’s above your pay grade, cadet’ growled Sergeant Wailing.

‘Everything’s above my pay grade Sarge, ‘cos I ain’t had no pay yet!’ Adam replied.

‘Pay? We do it for the love of it!’ Anderson chipped in, and everyone laughed.

‘Okay,’ Dixon said. ‘Back in the dark days before…’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘You get the picture. There were lots of these towers all over the place. They used them to send messages through the air.’

‘Oooh, electric,’ said Anderson, raising her arms above her head, hands waving in her best ghost impression.

‘No, seriously…’

‘Anderson’s right, it was electricity. After The Collapse, they used steam to make electricity, but as the people disappeared, they forgot how, and the towers stopped being maintained, and they collapsed or got scavenged for the steel.’

‘But this one hasn’t collapsed, and there’s water in the tank…’

‘That’s above your pay grade!’ Dixon said, laughing.

‘And isn’t electricity the root of all evil?’ Adam asked.

Before anyone could answer, the corporal poked his head into the back of the truck. ‘Tank’s full, and everything’s squared away, ma’am,’ he reported.

‘Lock and load ladies, we’re out of here!’ the lieutenant announced, and moments later they were on the move.
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Truda! Truda!




FLICK MADE USE of the time she spent hiding in the bushes, and ate lunch. But now she needed to get far away from the railway track as soon as possible, since if those four on the traction engine met her pursuers, they’d have no trouble believing the story of a girl hiding in the brambles…

She crawled out when she was sure they were out of sight and set off along the track, keeping a beady eye out for a gap big enough to squeeze both her and the bike through. When she found one, she pushed through it, ignoring the scratches from the brambles, and emerged into the remains of a field on the other side.

The going was tougher now, and she had to push her bike much of the way until she found what once could have been a lane between field boundaries. After that she could ride and pedal once more. Only now did it occur to her that she was back on the south side of the railway and heading back towards the ridge…

There was more smoke.

It was moving from left to right, and quite far away. Instinctively she hid among some trees while she tried to get a better look. It was far enough away that she could only see the smoke, and not what was making it–probably another steam engine of some sort–and hopefully from that distance they wouldn’t see her.

When she continued, she stayed close to the hedge line and stayed as far away as she could from open spaces. A horrible thought struck her as she neared the base of the ridge: She must cross the road that led directly back towards her cottage hide out. What if the pursuers came directly along it instead of following her trail? Even walking, they could be here in as much time as she’d taken cycling back up and along the railway and down again. She had to hope that the lack of any trail would mean they turned around and went elsewhere. Her best hope was that they didn’t know where she was headed and try to cut her off.

There was no sign that anyone had been along that lane though, and it was pretty well overgrown at this point. Once across, the track started to rise. There were more frequent bends as it followed the contours of the hill, until finally she reached the top. The ridge itself was quite thickly forested, although there were many clearings, and the steep north face was pretty much bare of anything other than grass. There was an old girder tower on the ridge; if she could climb it, the view over the area would be spectacular, and anyone moving over open ground would be visible for miles around.

The tower was set in a small compound, along with a brick and concrete hut, and surrounded by a mesh fence. Someone had put time and effort into maintaining it, although there were signs of recent neglect; a gap under the fence that had probably been started by some burrowing animal, gang tags painted onto the walls of the hut. If she could get inside it, she thought the hut could be easily defended and the fence meant she wouldn’t be taken entirely by surprise.

There were tyre tracks leading up to the compound from the main ridge-top trackway; big chunky tyres from the looks of them, from a tractor or other large vehicle, and quite fresh. There was no sign of the tractor now, and Flick wondered if it had anything to do with the smoke she’d seen earlier. As long as it didn’t come back though, that was the main thing.

The door to the hut was padlocked. Flick examined the lock; it was not something she could open. But the door was old wood, and with the big steel hunting knife in her pack she should be able to jemmy it. But first she would walk around and see what there was to see. On one side of the hut there was a small window. The glass though was opaque, designed to allow in some light but not to see in or out. It was also covered by a metal grille that was set into the brickwork. Around the other side there was a stack of logs, chopped as if for a fire and covered by a wooden awning. She stood back and saw there were two small chimney stacks set into the concrete roof. Next to the wood pile there was a large covered tank. The cover was rusty metal but it had a handle on it, and with some effort she was able to lift the cover and look inside.

Water.

She dipped a hand in and licked it: fresh too. That solved the problem of what to do when her water bottle ran out.

The tower itself was made from an open metal lattice. At the base there were four legs planted in the ground and forming a square. Its top was easily as high again as the highest tree, and a number of strange objects were attached to it near the top. There was a ladder running up one of the legs, so it would be relatively simple to climb to the top.

Flick decided that it would be better to climb the tower before opening the hut. For one thing she would know if there was anyone nearby and by extension if she needed to keep running. The sun was starting to sink in the sky and soon it would be dark, so potentially this could be a good place to spend the night.

She dumped her pack by the door to the hut, and set to work climbing the tower. It was pretty straightforward, and other than stopping for a breather a couple of times, there was no real difficulty. When she reached the top there was a platform made from a metal grille that she could perch on to survey the area.

The view was terrific, so long as she didn’t look in the direction of the sinking sun. The sky was clear and the moon had not yet risen. She could see for dozens of miles in every direction; looking back along the ridge she could see the trackway that ran along the top. In some places it faded out and in others it was hidden behind trees, but there were no obvious signs of people. She could also clearly see the lane that ran along the bottom of the ridge although much more of it was obscured. 

Off to her right, in the distance was Faringdon. To her left, much closer, the ruined outskirts of Swindon jutted through the trees like so many rotten teeth, and a little further away the centre of the town that was still inhabited. Only the tallest buildings showed, broken and crumbled. Smaller ones were lost, hidden among the trees and vigorous undergrowth. They hadn’t built a wall around Swindon, and as a result it was a rough, lawless place. She hoped that she could stay away from it and skirt around; there were worse things than walking through the streets of Swindon unprotected, but not many.

Radiating out from Swindon was the line of the railway track, like a scar cut through the countryside. She scanned its length until it faded into the distance. She doubted if she would see one or two people being stealthy, but a crowd or a mob or a hunting party ought to stand out if they were moving. 

Then she saw smoke.

There was a thin wisp coming from a section of the track, roughly north from her position. It corresponded as far as she could tell with the spot where she had decided to leave the track. If this was the pursuit party looking for her, they could be as little as two hours behind. Then she saw more smoke, drifting through the trees at the bottom of the ridge. This was much closer; if they were following the lane they could be here in not much more than an hour, assuming they were on foot. Were there two hunting parties, or had they divided their forces? Or were the smoke trails a coincidence and nothing to do with her? Regardless they had probably decided to camp down for the night, and hence the fires. So she would do the same. She just had to make sure she got an early start in the morning.

Flick climbed down from the tower and set about the door, forcing the padlock. Once she’d got it open, she saw that inside the hut there were racks of strange equipment, which didn’t really interest her, and in the corner a wood-burning stove that did. The stove was attached to a boiler and a contraption that could be a steam engine. She didn’t know what the steam engine might drive–there didn’t seem to be any belts attached to it for making machines work, like they used on farms and so on. Anyhow, it didn’t seem to matter.

She waited until the light started to fade before lighting the stove; hopefully the smoke from her own fire would be hidden by the darkness and not so visible to those followers. She was conscious that her position on the top of the ridge would automatically make any smoke stand out like a sore thumb during daylight, and maybe even at night if it was clear and the moon was bright enough. She stacked up some wood from the pile outside, along with some kindling, and used the hunting knife against one of her stone tools to strike a spark. Soon there was a cheery fire crackling away. She saw there was a spigot on the boiler that could be used to draw off boiling hot water, and she would be able to fill her water bottle from it with good clean drinkable water.

Now the light was fading outside, Flick saw several rabbits grazing on the grass beyond the fence. She took her bow and some of the arrows, and soon there was a small pile of rabbit carcasses ready to skin and cook. They would keep her going for several days, especially if she found some wild roots and leaves to go with them.

When she returned to the hut, there was a cheery glow from the fire, and the room was nice and warm. Before long the boiler was steaming too, and she was able to brew up some tea to drink with her cooked rabbit.

The steam engine that was driven from the boiler started chuffing away, but as it was dark now and there was no moon and it didn’t seem to be driving anything, she left it going. She’d make sure to put the fire out before she turned in anyhow, so there was no risk of the steam being seen if the moon did show its face later.




A branch snapped with a loud crack and woke Flick with a start. It meant only one thing: company. She silently thanked her lucky stars that she’d decided against sleeping in the hut. Something had bothered her about the hut, and she didn’t know quite what. Maybe the gang tags on the wall, or the big tyre tracks outside. That cooking fire with the boiler attachment had set something off. She didn’t know what–there had been no outward sign, no noise beyond the chuffing and whistling of the steam–but something had spooked her. She’d put the fire out as soon as the rabbits were cooked, but the damage was done, and now someone had come looking.

She’d found a good strong looking tree before it got too dark, a hundred metres or so from the fence, within the treeline, and climbed it. Her bike was nearby, covered with leaves, and she had a reasonable view of the tower, without being visible to a casual observer.

They’d come looking in the middle of the night, and that worried Flick too. Good folks would have waited till dawn, when they could see what was going on, so these must be bad guys.

The gang that made the tags?

Mayor Griffin’s thugs?

The Kingsmen?

She risked leaning up for a better view. It was dark, pitch dark, since clouds covered the sky obscuring both stars and moon, but she could see flames moving around inside the compound–torches–she counted them: one, two, three… At least three people, plus however many more that didn’t have a torch. She heard voices and strained to listen, but couldn’t quite catch the words. They sounded angry though, and there was shouting and banging. They must have found that the door had been jemmied and she’d been inside. Flick reached cautiously inside her pack and drew out the hunting knife. 

Then the torches started to fly into the air and fall back to the ground. Flick wondered what was happening, and then realised that they were throwing the torches over the fence while they crawled under the gap. The torches rose again and then they started coming towards her, following the edge of the trees.

The voices became more distinct. Male, but young sounding, in their early teens with that strange squeak that boys sometimes get when their voices break. As they got closer she could see them; five boys, some with torches, others with long sticks, sharpened into makeshift spears. Their hair was long, and slicked into spiky shapes, and coloured paint had been smeared on their faces. The boy in front was slightly taller; he looked like their leader.

‘We ain’t gonna find no truda in this dark,’ he said. ‘Reckon we should scram. Dey is long gone.’

‘Dat’s ‘cos you is scared,’ another said.

‘I ain’t scared of no truda! You callin’ me scared? You skuz!’

They stopped right underneath her tree. Flick felt the heat coming off the torches as the boys bickered below her.

‘I is sayin’ we don’t get no cred wiv da boss if we don’t got da truda.’

That got a chorus of agreement.

‘We say da truda is gone, boss give us respec’ for go lookin.’

‘Nah, da boss say we is weak.’

‘You sayin’ we is weak now?’

‘I is sayin’ we gotta find da truda an’ kill his arse and chop off his head and den da boss gotta respec’ us.’

More agreement and waving of spears.

‘Yeah, an wot you gonna chop his head off wiv? Dat little stick?’

‘Nah, me got big knife, sharp an all.’

‘Show.’

Flick watched the boy pull a machete from the back of his shirt and wave it in front of the leader.

All of a sudden the whole world lit up yellow. One of the torches must have been too close to the trees, or maybe they’d dropped it into the dried leaves and pine needles on the ground. Whatever, it had caught fire, and Flick’s night vision was instantly ruined.

Shit!

‘You tryin’ to kill us all, you dumb f…’ the leader started to say, just as Flick launched herself from the tree, screaming as loud as her lungs could manage. Startled, the boys scattered.

‘Dat’s da truda! After ‘im!’ The leader had gathered his wits.

Flick dashed off into the darkness. She was at a disadvantage, not knowing the area, and she plunged through the undergrowth, hitting trees and getting scratched by branches. But she only had to stay outside the range of the boys’ torches; she could see them but they couldn’t see her, and maybe they would give up.

‘Truda! Truda!’ they shouted and rushed after her.

By now the fire had taken hold, and the glow lit up a large area. Flick could avoid running into things, but at the same time she was visible in the glow.

The boys called out to each other.

‘You see him?’ 

‘He was big, man.’

‘Dere was two of dem, and dey was massive, and I ain’t even lying.’

‘It was a girl you skuz! I seen her.’

‘You callin’ me a liar?’

‘Liar? You is a coward! You can’t even catch a skuzzy girl!’

‘It weren’t no girl it was da truda. Two of em.’

Despite the head start she had, the boys were faster and gradually gaining on her. She zigged and zagged trying to throw them off, and the boys crashed into each other, yelping and shouting.

‘You ran into me on purpose!’

‘Did not!’

‘You is lettin’ her get away!’

Eventually she escaped the glow of the flames, and found another clump of trees, well away from the first, and crouched down low. She watched the torch flames wandering about, searching aimlessly and without any method. 

‘So where is he now?’

‘She must have vanished!’

‘I reckon if we ain’t got no truda we should bring back another head,’ one of them announced. He had a machete which he waved about, and crouched into a fighting stance. The leader crouched too and the pair started circling, sizing each other up.

The remaining boys started chanting, ‘Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!’

The leader must have realised that he was under armed, only having the flaming torch that he was carrying. He waved it in front of his attacker, trying to blind him or catch him alight, but he was too fast, and quickly knocked the torch from his hand. Then there was a brief struggle and it was over. Flick didn’t watch the next bit, but she heard the shouts and cheers of the boys as they went about their grisly business. When it was done, they left noisily, whooping and cheering back towards the compound, leaving Flick alone under the trees, with whatever remained of their leader somewhere on the ground.

Before long the fire died down and the glow faded to nothing. Eventually Flick must have dozed, because her usual nightmares were joined by headless savages brandishing flaming torches and dancing around her scaffold. It was a long night, and every small noise made Flick jolt upright in panic. But finally a pale grey light crept over the horizon and a new day dawned.
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The Body by the Tower




THE SQUAD HAD stopped across the valley, setting about doing the tasks that all soldiers do when they make camp. Lookouts were posted some distance apart along the line of the road, with good views in both directions. Food was cooked and latrines dug. 

Gradually night fell.

‘Here, Sarge, listen to this…’ It was Brian Morgan. He had something clamped over his head, like a pair of over-sized spoons made into a hat. Sergeant Wailing crawled over to him, and the Kingsman handed him the spoon device. 

He put one of the spoons to his ear and listened for a minute. ‘Get the lieutenant. She should hear this,’ he whispered at last.

Adam was curious. ‘What is it, sarge?’

The sergeant waved him over and proffered the spoons. He put one to his ear and listened. There was a hissing sound coming from it.

Before he could ask what it was, Morgan had returned with Lieutenant Dixon. The sergeant took the spoons back, and passed them to the officer.

‘Carrier wave, ma’am,’ he said.

Dixon listened to the sound for a moment before handing the spoons back.

‘Damn! Someone’s started up the generator at the tower. If that’s your sister up there, she’s just stirred up a whole world of trouble.’

‘How come?’ Adam asked.

‘Let’s say she broke into the hut and lit the fire. Remember all that root of all evil that’s above your pay grade?’

Adam nodded.

‘Well, the fire and the boiler have set it going, and it’ll attract the gangs out of Swindon like moths to a flame. Reckon we could have a fight on our hands.’




Adam spent a sleepless night worrying about Flick. He imagined mobs of people storming the tower and dragging her off to do God only knew what to her.

As soon as the lieutenant stirred, he got up and spoke to her.

‘I’m sorry if this is out of place, ma’am, but I’m really worried that thing last night had something to do with Flick, and I think we should go back and investigate it.’

‘Oh you do, do you? And since when was my squad run by a cadet barely out of nappies?’

‘It’s not ma’am. It’s just… well I’m worried. And she is my sister.’

‘I’m well aware of that, cadet. Dismissed.’

He saluted and turned, as she walked away from the truck in the opposite direction to talk with the sergeant. The two of them appeared to have a heated discussion, although voices were not raised and Adam didn’t hear what they said. Adam and the rest of the troop went about the business of breakfast.

At length, Dixon stood and said, ‘Saddle up men, we’re going back to see what that carrier wave was about. Be alert for anything or anyone.’

They struck camp, and were quickly on their way back across the valley. Near the top of the hill they came across a Romany vardo coming in the opposite direction. It was large, made from wood painted red and ornately decorated in yellow, with a big rounded roof and large spoked wooden wheels. It was being pulled by an ancient looking cart horse, and there was a man and a woman sitting at the front.

The lane was not wide enough for the truck and vardo to pass easily, and they both came to a stop, neither willing to move aside.

Dixon dismounted. ‘Young! Carter! With me!’ 

The pair scrambled to follow the sergeant and lieutenant out of the vehicle. 

‘Watch this; this’ll be fun!’ Bill Young whispered to Adam. 

As they approached the wagon, the man at the front, who was in his forties with greying hair, looked down at them. ‘We ain’t done nothing wrong,’ he said, ‘and we don’t want no aggravation from the Kingsmen neither, so let us pass.’

‘We’re looking for a woman,’ Dixon said, grabbing the reins firmly. ‘Young, about sixteen, short blonde hair. Probably on a bicycle. Have you seen her?’ She looked straight up at the man, staring at him intently.

The man shrugged, avoiding eye contact. ‘Ain’t seen no one,’ he said without stopping to think.

‘There could be a reward,’ Dixon added.

‘How much?’ The man still didn’t show any interest.

‘A grand.’

This got his attention, and the man came to life. ‘Hand over the money and I’ll tell you where she is.’

‘It doesn’t work like that,’ Dixon said, ‘ You tell us where she is, and if we find her we’ll pay you the money.’

‘What’s she done, anyway?’

Adam tensed at this.

‘That doesn’t concern you,’ Dixon said.

Adam relaxed.

Young nudged Adam and whispered, ‘Follow me round the back, you’ll like this.’ He opened his hand to show Adam something he was carrying.

‘What’s that?’ Adam whispered.

‘Watch and learn kid,’ Young whispered, and they crept around the back. The man at the front was still talking to Lieutenant Dixon, and Adam strained to follow the conversation.

Just as they rounded the back of the vardo, the man shouted out, ‘You two at the back, come round here where I can see you. There ain’t nothing there to interest you.’

Adam and Young strolled nonchalantly back to join Dixon.

‘We was just looking for the back door,’ Young said.

Adam stared at him. ‘We were?’

‘Yes!’ Young hissed.

‘Show me your hands, ‘the man said, ‘Don’t want anything of mine to go… missing, now, do we?’

Adam looked at the lieutenant, who nodded. He held out both hands and Young did the same. Adam noticed that Young no longer had whatever he’d been holding before.

The man laughed. ‘You ain’t ever seen a vardo before, if you thought there was a door at the back,’ he said. ‘Only thing there is hay for the horse.’

Dixon turned back to the man. ‘If you do see her, be careful; she could be dangerous. And don’t forget the reward.’ She let go of the reins and turned back to the APC.

‘We’ll bear it in mind,’ the man said, reining his horse forward.

‘For a thousand pounds he’d sell his own daughter,’ Dixon muttered to no one in particular.

The sergeant signalled for the truck to move to the side of the road and allow the vardo past. As it rolled off down the hill, Adam caught a snatch of an argument between the man and someone unseen inside.

‘Well, how much would you want, woman?’

‘Oh, three thousand at least! Slavers up North would pay top money for a girl like that, good breeding stock…’

‘Mother! How could you!’

‘But I’d settle for two.’

‘Aargh!’

‘Don’t talk to your mother like that.’




Adam and Bill Young returned to the truck, which headed on towards the mast. It parked at the bottom of the track leading to the compound, and the squad formed up outside the wagon.

‘Right, men, we don’t know what we’ll find, so guns ready and let’s be careful.’

‘Ma’am,’ they chorused, and the squad set off.

‘Looks like she’s been here,’ the sergeant said after a while. ‘There’s our tracks from when we came and filled up the tank, and you can see this other track on top. Looks like a bicycle.’

‘And there’s loads of other tracks here,’ Anderson added. ‘People. And they’re recent too.’

The smell of burnt wood was strong, and wisps of smoke hung in the air, trapped by scorched trees and the damp misty air. More wisps of smoke rose from the ground where the grass around them was blackened and scorched too.

‘Keep alert everyone!’ the sergeant reminded them.

They reached the compound and discovered the jemmied hut door wide open. ‘Reckon someone got in under the fence and jemmied the door.’ It wasn’t long before they discovered the remains of a fire in the grate inside the hut too.

‘Well, that solves one mystery,’ Dixon said. ‘Whoever broke in here lit a fire, and that started the generator, which produced the carrier wave that we detected last night. Probably attracted whoever else turned up.’

They continued looking. A few minutes later, Sergeant Wailing found the burnt out bike under the trees.

‘Ma’am, you should see this,’ he said, ‘and you too, Carter.’

‘Any idea if this could be Felicity’s bike?’

Adam looked at it, but it was just a rusted frame. ‘I really couldn’t say. It’s about the right size, but…’

‘I understand.’ Dixon addressed the squad, ‘Looks like she was taken by surprise. We have to conclude at this point that she was either taken captive, or is now on foot.’

Just then Adam spotted something in the grass some distance away, a heap. ‘Ma’am,’ he called. ‘What’s that over there?’

Several squaddies ran over to it, and Adam saw one of them double over and throw up into the grass. Quickly the others rushed to see what it was. It was a body, covered in rags and blood, but without a head.

‘Is it her?’ someone asked.

‘Dunno,’ came a reply. ‘Can’t even tell if it’s a boy or girl. Not without turning it over.’

That prompted two others to lose their breakfast, and Dixon to lose her temper.

‘Pull yourselves together, for goodness sake,’ she snapped. ‘Sergeant get this body turned over and identified. At least as much as it can be.’

‘Ma’am!’

The sergeant detailed one other squaddie to help him turn the body over. They ascertained that the body was male and concluded, to Adam’s relief, that it couldn’t be Flick. Several men were then detailed to dig a grave and bury the body.

Once they were finished and cleaned up, Dixon gathered everyone together for an announcement. ‘We have to conclude that Felicity was here last night and was attacked by a group of persons unknown. One of those persons is now dead. Felicity is no longer here, and either escaped on foot or was captured, at or about the time that we observed the fire in the distance. In the light of the fact that there have now been two fires in which there were fatalities, and in which the suspect was implicated, we have to consider her to be extremely dangerous, and act accordingly.’
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Amelia




FLICK MADE HER way down the hill on foot. She’d crawled out from her hiding place among the trees as soon as it was first light, avoiding looking at the body of the boy in the grass as much as she could. But there was no escaping the metallic smell of the blood and briefly, she’d wanted to gag, realising it had so very nearly been her.

Her bike had been hidden under a pile of leaves, and that was now just a rusty and warped frame; the tyres and saddle had been completely burnt away. Her bow was gone too; she’d dropped it when she jumped from the tree, and hadn’t been able to pick it up, and now there was simply no trace of it. But at least she still had her pack, and the rabbits she’d cooked last night, and she was alive. She just had no transport, no money and no means of catching more food. Still it could be worse.

For some time she could still smell the burnt wood, and even where the vegetation was still green, there were fragments of ash settling or drifting on the breeze. The day had settled down to being cold and slightly damp. The grey skies were starting to look more and more leaden and the occasional drop of rain fell through the trees. It looked like there was a storm brewing. Flick trudged on along the track. Other than the trees, there was no sign of shelter, so she just had to hope she could get far enough fast enough before the rain started.

After she’d been walking a couple of hours, she thought she heard voices. Then she saw up ahead, a covered wagon being pulled by a cart horse. There were three people walking with it and chatting to each other, a man and two women from the sound of their voices. They were going along the track in the same direction as Flick, but making much slower progress. She decided to hang back and observe them from a distance.

When they came to a large clearing the group stopped the wagon and made camp. Before long they had a crackling fire going, with a pot hanging over it. Flick crept closer and closer, until she could get a good look at the trio.

It appeared to be a family group. The man looked to be about forty. He had long grey hair woven into a long braid that ran down his back and tied with a red ribbon. His grey beard was similarly woven and tied with a smaller ribbon. His clothes appeared to be made from animal skins, dyed black on the outside, but with tufts of white fleece showing at the edges.

The two women were similarly attired. The older one again looked to be around forty, with short greying curly hair. The younger one Flick guessed to be about her own age, and had long tresses of chestnut brown hair that flowed freely. They sat around the fire, cutting up vegetables and putting them in the pot. Soon there was a pleasant aroma that drew Flick closer and closer.

Flick hadn’t noticed that the man was no longer by the fire, and it came as a total surprise when she felt something cold and hard at the back of her neck. ‘Who are you and why are you spying on us?’ a cold voice asked.

‘I’m not spying,’ Flick said, carefully.

‘It sure looks like it from here,’ the man said. ‘Now put your hands above your head and stand up, very slowly.’ She complied without hesitation.

The man pulled the pack from her and clasped her hands behind her back with something hard and cold, like metal. Then he patted her down, and found the hunting knife that was still shoved in her belt.

‘Well, lookie here,’ he crowed. ‘That’s a mighty big knife for a wee small girl. Planning on gutting someone, were we?’ He shoved it into his own belt. ‘You won’t need that where you’re going.’

Flick said nothing.

‘How many more of you are there?’ he demanded.

‘Just me,’ said Flick.

‘Well, we’ll see about that,’ he said, and pushed her forward. ‘Now, move.’




‘Look what I’ve caught spying on us!’ the man called as he pushed Flick into the camp.

The two women looked up from their cooking pot. Neither of them smiled, but to Flick they didn’t seem hostile either.

‘That’s nice, dear,’ the older woman said. ‘I wondered what you were up to.’

‘Planning to gut us all and steal our food, I shouldn’t wonder,’ he said. ‘She had a knife on her bigger than she is!’

The older woman looked at Flick, studying her. ‘Poor thing looks like she’s been dragged through a knothole. When was the last time you had something to eat?’ 

‘Yesterday,’ Flick replied. ‘Got some rabbit. There’s more in my pack, if he hasn’t had it.’ She shot a glance at the man.

‘And who did you kill to steal that from?’ he asked.

‘No one. I hunted it myself.’

‘I doubt that,’ he said, looking at the tattered bandages on her hands. ‘And anyway, what is in your pack?’ he asked, while pulling it open. Flick said nothing and just watched while he tipped the contents over the ground. He kicked the things around, but took interest in the various knives and arrows.

‘Planning to start an army, are we?’ he asked.

Flick shrugged. ‘It’s just my stuff. You gonna let me go or what? I ain’t done nothing to you.’ She struggled, but he had a tight grip on her.

‘And nor will you,’ he said

‘What’s your name, dear?’ the woman said, changing the subject and smiling.

‘Amelia,’ Flick replied, saying the first name that came into her head, ‘Amelia Shaw.’ 

‘Well… Amelia, I’m Jules, and this here is my daughter, Hannah. And that rude creature, I’m sorry to say is my husband, Chas.’ She turned to her husband. ‘And now Chas why don’t you release the poor girl and let her sit herself down by the fire. I’m sure she’s not going to murder us all in our beds, are you dear?’

Flick shook her head.

‘There, you see!’

‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you when we’re all dead and gutted,’ he muttered. He released the binding around Flick’s wrists, and pointed to the ground next to the fire. ‘Sit there and don’t try anything. I’ve got my eye on you.’

Flick sat by the fire and rubbed some life back into her wrists.

‘Sorry about Chas,’ Jules said, ‘I’m afraid he’s rather paranoid.’

‘And not without just cause,’ Chas replied. ‘What with Kingsmen and bandits and thugs and gangs. Even the little ‘uns will try and kill you without a second thought.’

‘Tell me about it!’ Flick said, ‘I met some of them last night. If I’m honest I’m lucky to be alive.’ She pointed at the scorch marks on her clothes.

Hannah reached across and touched the clothing, rubbing at the scorch marks and then examining and sniffing her fingers. ‘It looks burnt,’ she said.

Flick nodded.

‘Was that fire up on the hill last night anything to do with you?’ asked Chas suspiciously.

‘It wasn’t my fault, if that’s what you mean,’ said Flick, ‘but I was there, yes. Got a bit singed when a bunch of gang kids tried to burn me out.’

‘That sounds horrible!’ said Hannah.

Flick shrugged. ‘I hate to say it, but I’ve been getting used to horrible things over the past few weeks. But I lost my bow in the fire, and my bike too. So now I’m on foot.’

‘I guess that explains the arrows then,’ said Chas, ‘but you’re still not having them back.’

‘What were you doing in the woods in the first place? It’s not exactly normal for a young woman…’

Flick thought franticly for a moment. Stupid, stupid girl! She should have seen this coming.

‘My brother and I were heading to Bristol for my wedding,’ she said. ‘We got separated.’

‘Hmm. Did you not think to go back home?’

‘Why would I do that?’ Flick asked. ‘My old family doesn’t want me back; I’m getting married!’

‘Okay,’ Chas said, although the tone of his voice suggested he wasn’t convinced.

‘You said Kingsmen,’ Flick said. ‘Have you seen any?’ 

‘There was a patrol stopped us earlier this morning. They were hunting a fugitive, a sixteen year old girl, blonde, short hair, maybe on a bike.’

‘What did you tell them?’

‘We said we hadn’t seen her. Then.’

‘What do you mean then?’

‘I’m wondering about now. It does seem a very big coincidence. Have we seen her now?’

‘No,’ said Flick. She hoped she sounded convincing enough.

‘Who wants some lunch?’ said Jules, breaking the tension with a bowl of steaming stew.




Flick thanked them for the stew, and offered to help with the dishes.

‘Thank you dearie, you can wipe. Don’t want to go getting those bandages wet,’ Jules said.

‘That’s a very nice… wagon? What do you call it?’ Flick asked, getting to her feet.

‘It’s a vardo, a kind of caravan. Travelling folk have been using them for hundreds of years. This one belonged to my grandfather; my husband only thinks he owns it.’ She laughed, ‘He’s not a bad man, at least not really. Oh he thinks he’s tough, and he talks the talk, but really he’s a pussycat.’

‘So where are you headed?’ Flick asked, wiping a plate and stacking it on the pile.

‘Oh, here and there, wherever the fancy takes us,’ Jules replied. ‘We stay away from the towns, excepting if we need to buy stuff.’

Another plate out, dried and stacked.

‘Tell me, and tell the truth now, did you really do those things the Kingsmen said you did?’ Jules stopped, her hands still in the washing up bowl, and looked at Flick, scrutinising her.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, really. I’m just trying to find my brother and get to Bristol…’ Flick said, desperately trying to sound convincing.

‘For the wedding, yes you said. You’re really not very good at this lying business, are you, dear?’ Jules said, not unkindly.

‘How did you know?’ Flick felt her face turning red.

‘Lots of things really. First off, that was the daftest story I ever did hear; you really should think of something more convincing next time, and secondly, you match the description the Kingsmen gave us, right down to the bike which you told us you’d lost. Thirdly, no one gets to look as bedraggled as you do, unless they’re running from something. We really ought to get you cleaned up.’

‘You’re not going to turn me in?’ Flick was gripped by a momentary panic, and she looked around her, quickly sizing up escape routes.

Jules laughed. ‘To the Kingsmen? No. Although we was sorely tempted for a bit, on account of the reward. But we’re better ’n that. Which reminds me, you never did answer the question.’

‘Which was?’

‘Did you do what they said?’

‘What did they say I did?’ Flick asked cautiously.

‘Killed your pa and little sister.’

‘No.’

She put down the towel and wiped back a tear and sniffed. ‘Sorry. It was me they were after: they should have killed me.’ The tears welled up out of nowhere, and she fled across to the nearest tree, where she collapsed on the ground, sobbing.

Jules went over to her and put an arm around her. ‘Hey, it’s okay. No one’s going to turn you in.’ She smiled kindly.

A moment passed before Flick wiped her eyes. ‘You must think me really silly,’ she said.

‘Hannah!’ Jules called. ‘Fetch out some of your spare clothes for… What did you say your name was?’

‘Amelia,’ said Flick automatically before correcting herself. ‘No, it’s Felicity–Flick, you can call me Flick.’ She smiled a little, worried smile.

‘Thank you,’ said Jules quietly, then she shouted, ‘…for Amelia, will you. And a bowl of hot water and some soap!’

‘Thank you,’ Flick whispered.

Jules turned back to Flick. ‘Now why don’t you ride along with us for a while? It’ll give Hannah some company her own age, and I shouldn’t wonder if we don’t see those Kingsmen again before too long; we can hide you in the vardo, they won’t find you there.’

Flick sniffed and smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said again.

‘That’s better,’ Jules said.

Hannah appeared with the steaming bowl of water and a large towel. ‘Come round the back of the van,’ she said. ‘It’s out of the way and we’ll soon get you cleaned up. I’m Hannah.’

‘Flick,’ said Flick, getting up, ‘er, no, Amelia! Your mum’s right, I’m not very good at this!’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Hannah, ‘we’ll remember what to call you.’ 

When Flick emerged a short while later, she was wearing a green and white gingham dress and fresh suede moccasins.

‘Well, look at you!’ exclaimed Jules, ‘I would hardly have recognised you!’

‘That’s the idea, mum!’ Hannah shot back.

‘Do you want some fresh bandages for your hands? I’m sure we’ve got some inside…’

Flick examined her hands, front and back. ‘No thanks. They’re still a bit sore, but they’re much better, so I’d rather be without. And anyway, they’re looking for someone with bandaged hands.’

Jules smiled and nodded. The older pair had struck camp while Hannah had been giving Flick her makeover, and they were now ready to go.

‘It’s best if you two stay in the back,’ Jules said, ‘in case we meet the Kingsmen again.’ The two girls nodded and disappeared into the vardo.

Inside, it turned out to be very cosy. At the back, a curtain stretched across the entire width. Hannah pulled it back to reveal a small double bed. ‘That’s where Mum and Dad sleep,’ she said, tying the curtain back against the wall. ‘The curtain isn’t usually shut, except at night, so we get the light in through the window.’

‘This is where I sleep,’ she said, indicating a plush red sofa that stretched along one side wall. ‘It pulls out so it’s quite comfy. We can share if you want, or you can sleep on the floor.’

‘The bed sounds lovely,’ said Flick. ‘Last night I slept up a tree for some of it, and hid under a bush for the rest, and before that I had a jail cell with just a stone floor, so anything else would be heaven.’

On the other side of the vardo there was a small stove, with a chimney that went up at a jaunty angle and out through the roof.

‘Everything else is cupboards and drawers,’ Hannah said. ‘If there was an empty space there’s a cupboard in it, or over it, or under it. There’s more cupboards outside too!’

Flick yawned. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘it’s been a tough few days, and now I’ve stopped running and hiding, and had something to eat I’m feeling sleepy all of a sudden. Would you mind if I lie down for a few minutes?’

‘Oh how thoughtless of me,’ Hannah said, ‘you must be exhausted. Why don’t you lie down on the sofa? I’ll go and sit out front for a bit.’




When Flick woke, it was still daylight and the vardo was not moving. She stretched and looked around her. Someone had covered her with a blanket; that was thoughtful. Flick wrinkled her nostrils and sniffed; bacon. She got up and opened the door, blinking in the daylight; the dull weather from earlier was gone and it was bright and sunny.

Jules was tending a pan over the small cooking fire when she looked up. ‘Hello Amelia, did you sleep well?’

Flick looked round to see who she was talking to, before it clicked. ‘Oh, right, yes thanks. How long was I asleep? Have we come far?’

‘We’re just outside Avebury,’ said Jules. ‘We’ve been here since we stopped last night. I’m just making breakfast.’

‘So how long was I asleep? I thought I was just having a quick nap!’

‘Sound asleep you were, all day yesterday and all night too. You must have been exhausted.’

‘I said she was, Mum, didn’t I say she was!’ Hanna had come around from the back of the wagon clutching an armful of hay, which she fed to the horse.

‘I’m sorry I took up your bed,’ Flick said.

‘You needed it more than I did,’ Hannah replied, ‘but I did have to sleep on the floor, and that sucked, so you’ll have to make it up to me, okay?’

‘Sure,’ said Flick. ‘Whatever you want.’

Hannah disappeared into the vardo.

‘Has there been any sight of the Kingsmen?’ Flick asked Chas cautiously. ‘Or anyone else?’

‘Not a sign,’ Chas replied. ‘We rather expected to see them overtake us again yesterday–if they figured out that you were at that fire, there’s not many ways that you could have gone–but there’s been no sign. Something in my gut makes me think they might be following us, but I’ve got nothing to back that up. Who else do you think might be after you?’

‘The thugs that killed my sister and dad are still after me. I think they might give up before the Kingsmen do, but the Kingsmen are like a dog with a bone. It won’t be so easy to shake them off.’

‘Well, worst comes to the worst, we can always use the reward money,’ said Chas into his tea.

‘Don’t torment the girl so,’ Jules scolded him. ‘We wouldn’t give you up for the reward, now would we!’

‘I didn’t know there was a reward…’

‘Thousand pounds,’ muttered Chas.

‘He said he’d give me to the Kingsmen for a thousand pounds,’ said Hannah indignantly. ‘His own daughter!’

‘And I said I wouldn’t let him,’ Jules replied.

‘No, Mum. You said you’d ask for three thousand and take two!’

‘Only in jest,’ she said, ‘only in jest. I’d hold out for three.’ She winked at Flick.

‘Can I have my pack back?’ Flick asked, changing the subject.

‘I think we’ll hold on to that, if it’s all the same to you,’ said Chas. ‘What are you gonna do with a bunch of knives and rocks and stuff anyway? Murder us all in our beds, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Now, Chas, the poor girl has already explained how that was a misunderstanding.’

‘Well, if she’s so innocent, why doesn’t she explain it to the Kingsmen? I’m sure they’d be very understanding.’

‘And you’d be a thousand pounds better off too, eh? Tell me, if they’d already tried to string you up for something you didn’t do, would you want to go back?’

‘Suppose not.’

‘So what are you going to do with it if we do give it back?’

‘It’s not what I want to do with it,’ said Flick, ‘it’s just… it’s just… well, it’s all that I’ve got left in the world, that’s all.’

Chas pulled out the bag from a locker under the vardo and tossed it to Flick. ‘There you go then. We’re taking a big risk trusting you with it, so I hope you remember that.’

Flick rummaged through the bag, checking its contents. ‘Where’s my hunting knife?’ she asked.

‘I’m keeping that,’ said Chas. ‘I don’t trust you that much; I’m not entirely stupid.’

‘Where did you get those?’ asked Hannah, looking at the arrows. ‘Can you shoot?’

‘I made these for Rosie,’ Flick said. She pulled the arrows out of her bag and handed one to Hannah.

‘What, yourself?’

She nodded. ‘I’m a good shot too, but I don’t have a bow; I lost mine on that ridge.’ 

Hannah handed the arrow back. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘there might be something in the back of the wagon.’ She led Flick into the vardo and pulled the mattress off the bed at the back. Underneath it, set in the boards was a large brass ring which lifted the board up when Hanna pulled on it. The two girls peered down into the depths.

‘This is behind those cupboards you can see at the front of the bed,’ Hannah said. ‘We keep all sorts of stuff down here, especially things we don’t want anyone to know about. Ah, this looks like it.’

She tugged at something, and out came a bow shaped piece of wood.

‘Got it off some bandits a few months ago. I think they got it off a hunter. It hasn’t got a string. Does that matter?’

Flick took the bow and flexed it in her hands. ‘It seems okay,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some strings in my pack, hopefully they’ll fit.’ She rummaged through her things and produced a coiled up length of sinew.

‘I hope it’s long enough,’ she said. ‘These were made for my bow, and they might not fit somebody else’s.’

But she tied each end of the string to the ends of the bow and then gave it a twang. ‘Perfect. We just need something to shoot at.’

‘There’s the hay bale off the back?’

‘That’ll do.’ Flick grinned. Finally she had something exciting to do.

They jumped down and went around to the back of the wagon, where they pulled a hay bale from the rack. As they pulled it out, something dropped to the ground. ‘What’s this?’ Flick asked, picking it up. It was a small black box, about two inches on a side, and maybe an inch thick. She turned it over, but there were no obvious markings.

‘Let’s have a look!’ Hannah said, and Flick tossed it across. 

‘Dunno, never seen it before. Dad might know; let’s ask him at supper.’ She tossed the box back to Flick.

They were halfway through dragging the bale across the clearing when Jules looked up from the fire, where she was tending the cooking pot.

‘What are you two up to?’ she asked.

‘Target practice,’ Hannah replied, grinning. ‘Today: straw, tomorrow: wild boar!’

‘Well, just be careful,’ Jules said.

Once the bale was in position, they measured forty paces back towards the camp.

‘This is where we’ll shoot from,’ Flick said. ‘If we’re hunting, it’s about as close as we’re likely to get without scaring off the animal, unless we’re very lucky. Really we should have a proper target, but for now let’s just try and hit the bale.’

She took the bow, nocked up an arrow and loosed it at the hay bale. It struck with a thud.

‘There, you try,’ she said, handing Hannah the bow and showing her how to set the arrow against the bow and string, pull back, aim and release. The arrow flew off into the trees.

‘Don’t laugh!’ Hannah said.

‘I’m not laughing, really,’ Flick said. ‘Just remember where that arrow went though, because you’ll have to fetch it later–they don’t grow on trees you know. Now, try again.’

‘Aren’t they made of wood?’ Hannah started to say, but Flick thrust another arrow at her. She nocked it up and aimed at the bale. This one only just missed. The next one hit.

‘Well done!’ Flick exclaimed. ‘Now do it again!’

They’d been at it for a good half an hour, firing the arrows then running into the trees to recover them, before Jules called out breakfast. Flick and Hannah returned to find four plates set on a low portable table. Jules was dishing out the contents of a pan.

‘Come on,’ said Hannah, ‘we’ve got eggs, so it’s a real treat!’

They all sat down and tucked in to their breakfast, and Flick devoured hers without saying a single word.

‘Mmm, that was the best food I’ve eaten in weeks!’ she pronounced as she finally put down her fork.

‘You certainly look like you enjoyed it,’ said Jules, ‘and the colour’s back in your cheeks. The food and the sleep must have done you good!’

When they’d finished, Hannah seemed to remember something, and turned to Flick, ‘Why don’t you show Dad that thing you found?’

‘What’s that?’ Chas asked.

‘When we were pulling the bale off the back of the wagon for target practice, this fell out of the hay. Any idea what it is?’ She handed him the box.

Chas looked at the box, turning it over in his hand. He frowned.

‘Where did you say you got it?’ he asked.

‘It fell out when we pulled the hay bale from the rack on the back of the vardo,’ said Flick. ‘I think it might have been in the hay, maybe?’

‘You sure about that?’ Chas asked suspiciously.

‘Yes, Daddy,’ Hannah chipped in, ‘I was there, I saw it. Stop being so suspicious!’

At once his demeanour changed. ‘Shit! Kingsmen! Pack everything quickly, we need to go. Now.’ 

Everyone just sat there and looked at him, jaws dropping.

‘NOW people!’ he yelled, jumping to his feet. ‘Do I have to say it three times?’

He dropped the box onto the ground and stomped on it. The ground though was quite soft and it didn’t break, so he threw it into the fire. Everyone else scrambled and started collecting things and taking them back to the vardo.

‘Leave the fire,’ Chas called. ‘I want to make sure that thing burns. Now come on, let’s get out of here.’
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The Tracker's Dead!




‘MA’AM, A TRACKER’S gone dead!’ 

Adam looked up to see Mo Fletcher hunched over something at the front of the truck. They had spent the night parked among trees at the side of the road after a fruitless day searching. Dixon poked her head through from the cab and asked what had happened.

‘We had a strong signal, ma’am, just as usual, and then it just stopped.’

‘Do we know which one?’ Dixon asked.

‘Four-six-one-eight, ma’am,’ said Mo. She looked down a hand written list, ‘that’s the red and yellow wagon.’

‘Could it be the batteries, do you suppose?’

‘I don’t think so, ma’am. If the batteries go, there’s usually a bit of warning, but there was nothing: I had signal then it was gone.’

‘Damn, they’ve found it!’ she exclaimed, ‘How far away are they? Do we have their position?’

Mo pointed to a position on the map. ‘About half an hour, ma’am.’ 

Dixon leaned back into the cab. ‘Morgan, what’s our status?’

Brian Morgan leaned in through the open front window. His face was smeared with oil and he was wiping his hands with a dirty rag.

‘Tanks are full and everything else is all checked out, ma’am’

‘Power us up, Morgan,’ Dixon ordered. ‘We’ll be moving out just as soon as we break camp. Sorry everyone, breakfast’s cancelled.’

There were groans all round, but everyone set to, and fifteen minutes later the truck was back on the road.

‘So what’s this tracker then?’ Adam asked.

‘You forgotten everything they taught you in training already?’ sneered Bill Young.

‘Zip it, Young!’ Dixon ordered. ‘We pulled Carter out of training early, don’t forget, so he doesn’t know.’ Her tone softened. ‘It’s standard operating procedure, when we stop a vehicle, we try to deposit one of these…’ she grabbed a small black box out of a storage bin near the roof and tossed it to Adam, ‘…somewhere in the vehicle. Preferably where it won’t be found, Young!’

Adam recognised the object that he’d seen briefly in Young’s hand when they’d looked at the back of the vardo.

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ Young said. ‘I stuffed it as far back in the hay bales as I could reach. Didn’t figure they’d find it that quickly.’

‘Well, it’s too late now. Looks like they have found it, which means they’ll be on the lookout for us.’

‘So what does it do?’ asked Adam.

‘It sends a signal so we can track it, duh–that’s why it’s called a tracker!’ said Young. ‘What do you think Mo does up there all day?’ he pointed. ‘She’s not getting a facial, you know!’

‘Yeah, it’s just… I’m still used to “if you play with electricity, you’ll get reported to the Kingsmen”…’

‘So, who you gonna get reported to, eh? We are the Kingsmen! You gonna report yourself to yourself? We’re allowed!’

‘Yes, but who says?’

‘We do, dummy! Sarge, tell him, will you?’

Sergeant Wailing adopted the “put upon” pose, beloved of sergeants everywhere. ‘Cadet Carter,’ he started, ‘you said it yourself. When people are caught messing around with electricity, they get reported to the Kingsmen, and then they are “disappeared”. Well, what do you suppose happens to them?’

Adam thought for a moment. He’d never really considered what happened next; people were just gone. ‘They get thrown into a dungeon and tortured and killed in highly imaginative and painful ways?’

‘This is the twenty-third century, Carter, do you really think we torture and kill people willy-nilly?’

Everyone who wasn’t Lieutenant Dixon immediately called out, ‘Yes!’

Dixon turned around, groaning. ‘See, sergeant, this is what I have to deal with!’

‘Of course we bleedin’ don’t!’ Sergeant Wailing said in his best sergeant’s voice. ‘We recruits them. Not for the military obviously, but the scientific section is always crying out for people who can figure stuff out without getting killed in the process. Secrets of the ancients and so on.’

‘Look lively people, we’re getting close!’ Morgan called from the front, and soon the truck pulled off the road into a clearing.

‘Fire’s still smoking, looks like they left in a hurry,’ Dixon said. ‘Search the area and see if they left anything behind.’

They made a methodical search of the area, but didn’t come up with anything until Mo Fletcher poked at the remains of the fire with a stick. ‘I think we found the tracker, ma’am.’ She flicked a melted and twisted lump from the ashes. ‘They definitely found it and killed it.’

‘What does that mean?’ Adam asked. ‘Does it mean they’ve got Flick?’

‘Dunno,’ said Young, ‘Maybe. It could just mean they found the tracker.’

Dixon yelled at them, ‘Well don’t just stand around looking at it, let’s get cracking; they’re getting away! Oh, and Young?’

‘Ma’am?’

‘This time when we catch them, plant two trackers. They’ll be expecting the first one, and hopefully when they find it, they won’t look for the second.’




Adam shadowed Mo Fletcher for the rest of the morning, learning how she followed the signals from the trackers on a glowing map display built into the side wall of the truck. 

‘The signals are picked up by radio masts–similar to that one outside Swindon–and by measuring the time it takes the signal to reach different masts we can work out where the tracker is. It’s a process called triangulation.

‘This green dot shows our position, and the yellow dots show the trackers. The numbers next to them are so that we can identify which is which.’

She pressed a button on her console, and a new series of bright dots glowed on the map. ‘These are the masts we’ve got working. It’s a slow job and right now it only covers a small part of the country. And when we do get the masts working, there are gangs of hooligans that come and break them.

She looked around and then whispered conspiratorially, ‘Between you and me, it’s the doctrine that all electricity is evil that’s to blame. People start thinking that the masts are evil–bad juju–and so they attack them.’

Adam nodded. It was something he’d always been told, even though he’d only accepted it with a pinch of salt. The scavenging mentality ran deep, even outside of the Scavs.

Adam jumped as a loud buzzer sounded close to his ear and a red flashing light appeared on the map. It was getting closer to their position.

‘Looks like we’ve got company!’ Mo said. She called out, ‘Lieutenant! Incoming!’

The lieutenant climbed up to the console and peered at the display. ‘Report?’ she commanded.

‘Unknown vehicle, ma’am, coming straight for us, so I suspect it’s airborne. No response to IFF, so it’s assumed hostile.’

‘How long till it reaches us?’

‘Five minutes, ma’am.’

‘Very good.’ She jumped down and shouted, ‘Incoming aircraft! Everyone evacuate to cover!’ She called back to Fletcher, ‘You stay here and monitor the aircraft. If it looks like it’s going to attack, get out.’

‘Yes ma’am.’

‘Carter! What are you doing still here? Get out on the double!’

Adam bolted through the rear hatch and ran for the nearest trees where he threw himself onto the ground. He crawled around until he had a good view back towards the truck, and watched and waited.

After a few minutes he heard a droning noise in the sky, and shortly after saw a large flying object. As it got closer he could see it had a big triangular wing and a carriage underneath it. There appeared to be two people in the carriage, one behind the other. It circled around once and then disappeared. A couple of minutes after that he heard a rattling and bumping sound as the carriage came to a stop on the ground several metres away from the truck. The big triangular wing, which Adam could now see was black with the Kingsmen crown emblazoned in yellow, tipped down so that the left corner rested on the ground.

He heard Dixon call the all clear, and the surrounding trees disgorged their hidden Kingsmen.

The two people in the carriage were wearing protective clothes and helmets, but once they had taken them off, Adam recognised them instantly: Corporal Barnes and Kingsman Garrett, the two men that had been left behind in Faringdon. They spoke to Lieutenant Dixon in urgent tones, although he was too far away to hear what they were saying. Once she glanced in his direction, but she didn’t call him over.

When the conference had finished, Dixon called everyone over and made an announcement.

‘Now listen up, we’ve got new orders. We’re to abandon the search–sorry Carter–and proceed to Bristol HQ. Report directly to the Officer Commanding. I shall leave with Corporal Barnes by air, assuming this–contraption–gets off the ground, and meet up with you later.’ She looked at Adam, who was standing watching her, mouth agape.

‘So are you saying my sister doesn’t matter any more? What was the point of all this?’ Adam stuttered, confusion all over his face.

Dixon sighed. ‘Look, Carter, I know she’s your sister but we have to face it, if we haven’t found her by now, we’re probably not going to. So yes, she’s escaped, for the moment anyway.’

He brightened, lifting his head and meeting her gaze.

‘Tell you what though, if you pass that vardo on the way, you can search it and plant those trackers. Okay?’

Adam nodded.

Dixon addressed everyone once again, ‘While I’m away, Sergeant Wailing will be in charge. That is all. Carry on.’

There were groans all round, as everyone jumped and started packing the camp away. By the time Adam had a chance to look up, Barnes and Dixon in the flying contraption were a mere speck on the horizon.
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Intercepted




‘WHAT WAS THAT thing?’ Flick asked. They were heading along the main road as fast as their horse could pull the vardo, which, wasn’t very fast.

‘Tracker,’ Chas replied. ‘That’s how the Kingsmen have been following us. They must have planted it on the vardo when they stopped us, before we met you. They went around to the back of the wagon. At the time I thought it was just because they didn’t know there wasn’t a door there, but now I know different. We’re well shot of it, and now they won’t know where we are.’

‘But this is the only road…’ Flick pointed out.

‘That’s why we’ve got to keep moving. Unless we can turn off, they’re bound to catch us up sooner or later.’

‘How many of them are there?’

‘I saw four when they stopped us, an officer, a sergeant and two men. But they had that infernal steam wagon of theirs, and there was probably more inside it.’

‘So if we can’t see steam, we should be all right?’

‘I wouldn’t count on it. This road might seem like it’s straight, but there are enough dips and bends that they could be almost upon us before we see them.’

‘But if we can see steam, that’s bad, yes?’

‘Yup.’

Flick looked back, but she couldn’t see anything through the canopy of the trees that stretched both sides of the road. It was obvious that they couldn’t turn off; not only were the trees and undergrowth too thick to get a cart through, but the steep slope up on their left and down on their right would quickly tip the vardo onto its side.

‘If we can find a turning before they spot us, then maybe we can get out of sight. It’ll be dark soon, and with a little bit of luck, they might miss us,’ said Chas.

A few minutes later, they started seeing signs of an old settlement. Low walls started to appear at the sides of the road, and suggestions of brickwork could be made out under big matted piles of ivy. Then they spotted a turning to the left. It was a narrow track between overgrown walls, and quite steep.

‘We’ll keep going,’ said Chas. ‘If they see the turning they’ll have to check it out, and that’ll slow them down.’

They passed a turning on the right that sloped steeply down, and another on the left, and another. Then just as they were almost out from the ruined settlement, they turned off. ‘This one will do,’ Chas said.

The road they were now on was not as steep as any of the others that they had passed. It wound right then left in a big sweeping curve. Chas pulled into a wide gap between ruined walls that was quite well hidden from the road.

‘We’ll make camp here,’ he said. ‘We should be quite close to the river Avon, and we’ll reach Bath tomorrow. Hopefully we can lose them there. But for tonight, no fires, no lights, nothing that’ll give us away.’




‘What made you go on the run?’ Hannah and Flick were sitting in the grass, looking down on the river below them as it meandered through steep banks. They had finished their cold supper and had strolled a few hundred metres from the camp to enjoy the twilight. A large flock of small birds, maybe swallows or starlings was swooping back and forth low over the river, attracted by the flies and midges.

‘It started with a Scav,’ Flick began.

‘This is about a boy! It is isn’t it?’ Hannah squealed excitedly.

Flick nodded. The flock of birds split into two and wheeled around each other in an intricate spiral, rising up and up until they broke apart, darting right and left.

‘I knew it! It always is!’ Hannah clapped her hands. And grinned. She shifted onto her knees, Her eyes were wide with excitement, ‘Tell me everything.’

Then she gasped with the horror of realisation, ‘It wasn’t the Scav who murdered your family was it?’

‘No, it wasn’t him,’ Flick said. Staring straight ahead, she took a deep breath, ‘It was a scumbag called Griffin who tried to get to the Scav through me, and when it didn’t work, he killed my family.’ The memory flooded back and a tear trickled down her cheek. Talking made the memories seem more real, more painful, and she didn’t want to hurt, not like this.

But Hannah persisted. ‘Didn’t you go to the Watch, or the mayor or something?’ she asked. ‘They’d have locked him up.’

Flick sighed. ‘He is the mayor,’ she said simply.

‘Bugger. So he locked you up for a crime he committed.’

Flick nodded. ‘Anyway, I escaped.’

The birds swirled around in their intricate patterns, breaking apart and reforming like a big ever-changing ball, the noise of a thousand tiny wings thrumming in time to the pulse of their aerial dance. The two girls watched in silence.

‘What about you? Have you got a boyfriend?’ Flick thought this was much safer ground.

Hannah nodded. ‘I don’t see him much, ‘cos he lives in Bristol, and we travel around a lot. I haven’t actually seen him in, like, months!’

‘What does he do?’ Flick asked.

‘I don’t actually know. Something secret I think. He never talks about it anyway. We’re going to have our tattoos done next time I see him.’

‘Your tattoos?’

‘Yeah. Many Scavs have life tattoos. It tells their story, defines who they are. Whenever something significant happens it’s added to the tattoo. Not literally but like, a symbol.’

Flick wondered if Shea had a tattoo, and what it looked like and whether it now had her in it.

So have you got a tattoo? Can I see it?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t got it yet,’ she said, ‘but soon. Come on, it’s getting dark, let’s get back.’ 




Bad dreams kept Flick tossing and turning most of the night. When dawn finally came, four bleary eyed people staggered from the vardo, seemingly more tired than when they went to bed.

‘Let’s not do that again, please?’ Hannah begged. ‘Sleeping in the same room is bad enough, yet alone having to share a bed.’

Flick stomped off back towards the road, and flopped down next to a tree. The bad dreams were not her fault, and she didn’t see why she should apologise for them. She didn’t want to have them any more than the others wanted to hear her scream and shout in the night.

A moment later, Jules came up and sat down beside her. ‘It’s okay. Really,’ she said. ‘We’re just a little grumpy in the mornings.’

Flick said nothing and just stared down the lane.

Hannah came with a bowl of oatmeal. ‘Look, I’m sorry about what I said.’ She held out the bowl. When Flick didn’t take it, didn’t even look up, she put the bowl on the ground and went back to the wagon. Only then did Flick pick up the bowl and eat, never taking her eyes off the road.

‘Come on then, let’s get moving!’ Chas called.

They had never really set up much of a camp and so there was almost nothing to put away, just a few dirty dishes. ‘Don’t worry about them,’ Chas called. ‘We’ll clean them later. Amelia, you ride inside, that way you’ll be out of sight if we get stopped. Hannah will be able to hide you.’

The horse was hitched up and they set off back to the main road.

With no windows, and the door shut, Flick didn’t have much idea of where they were going. She could tell within a little if they were going down, or up, or turning left or right, but otherwise the little room she was in just bumped around a bit. This went on for some time until there were two sharp taps on the door. Flick felt the knot forming in the pit of her stomach.

‘That’s the signal!’ whispered Hannah. ‘You have to hide!’

‘Yes, but where? hissed Flick.

‘I’ll show you.’ Hannah pulled back the mattress on the big double bed to reveal a wooden panel inset with a brass ring. She lifted it, and Flick could see a narrow compartment beneath the board that was barely bigger than she was. ‘Get in!’ Hannah whispered.

Flick squeezed into the compartment, and the lid closed above her. It was actually roomier than it had looked from the outside; she had enough space that she could roll over and stretch out. Perhaps she’d end up sleeping here, she thought, although the only access point being underneath the master bed might make getting up in the night a little awkward. 

As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see that it wasn’t pitch black. There were small gaps between the boards and they let in tiny cracks of light. This must stretch out under the back porch, she thought, which would explain the small pieces of hay that she could feel, since the hay bales for the horse were stacked on the back porch. She settled down to wait; there was not much else she could do.

The vardo must have stopped, although she didn’t recall it stopping, but it was no longer bumping around. There were voices. She recognised Chas, indignant and bellowing. And there were others. A man she didn’t recognise, demanding to be allowed to search the vardo. There was another voice, male, definitely familiar… Adam?

What was Adam doing here? She tried to hear what they were saying, but it was muffled through several layers of wood. It sounded like the usual Kingsman rhetoric, and she caught the odd word here and there that sent a shiver down her spine; fugitive, capture, murderer.

What hurt most was that these words were spoken by Adam, or at least the voice that sounded like Adam. He couldn’t believe them surely? He couldn’t! She wanted to call to him, to shout out that she was innocent and at once it would all go away, but she didn’t dare speak, didn’t dare utter a sound.

Then the shiver turned to terror. She felt the vardo rock. Someone was climbing onto the front porch.

They were coming in!

‘Search the inside, and be thorough!’ she heard, followed by the sound of shuffling feet. Then she heard the sound of cupboard doors being opened and banged shut, drawers sliding open and closed, all getting nearer the back, coming closer. Then she heard the doors to the cupboards under the bed. She could almost touch whoever was searching, feel their breathing. Then there was silence.

‘Did you check under the sofa and under the bed?’

‘Yeah. Nothing there, just cupboards full of stuff,’ an unidentified male voice replied.

‘Look under the mattress? They sometimes have hidden compartments!’

Flick’s heart stopped.

‘Yeah. Just boards. Nothing there.’

Huh? How did he not see the brass rings?

‘Okay, move out.’

The voices faded until there was silence once more, and Flick lay there hoping that when finally the cover was lifted, it would be a friendly face.




‘Turn it upside down! Search everywhere! It’s got to be here somewhere!’ Chas was running around, frantically pulling at drawers and cupboards, and throwing their contents about willy nilly. Jules, Hannah and Flick stood back and watched bemusedly.

‘I reckon they replaced the tracker we found,’ Chas called from inside the vardo. ‘Just gotta find it…’

‘The tracker Amelia found, Dad,’ Hannah called.

‘Yeah, whatever.’

For several more minutes, Chas continued to search through the interior of the vardo, attempting to find the Kingsmen’s device.

‘Perhaps they hid it in the hay again?’ Hannah suggested.

‘No.’ Chas was adamant. ‘They put it there last time; they won’t put it there again. They know we found it there; it’s the first place we’d look.’

‘And did we look there, Dad?’

‘Of course not, there’s no point!’

‘Come on Amelia, let’s go and search it just in case. Those Kingsmen are devious!’ Flick and Hannah started pulling the hay bales out but they didn’t find anything out of the ordinary.

‘Well, at least we know,’ Flick said.

‘Aha! Got you!’ Chas shouted at last. He climbed down from the vardo clutching the little black box in his hand.

‘Where did you find it?’ Flick asked.

‘This’ll make you laugh,’ Chas said. ‘They put it at the back of the stove. They’re telling us they know we found the last one and burnt it.’

‘Hang on…’ said Flick. ‘If they’re sending us a message, doesn’t that mean they expected us to find it?’

‘So? We found the last one.’

‘But if they knew we’d find it, why plant it there? These things must be expensive.’

‘Because they are sending us a message, of course!’

‘So why didn’t they just say something when they stopped us?’

‘Aargh!’ Chas threw up his arms. ‘Because it’s all a game to them!’ he yelled.

‘It isn’t a game to me,’ Flick pointed out.

‘Yeah, well we found it, so let’s just kill it, clean up the mess and get on our way.’

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ said Flick. ‘Why don’t we keep it, and get rid of it on a passing wagon going somewhere else? If they want to play games, we can play games too.’ 

‘Yes, Dad, we should do that. They’ll think we haven’t found it and go chasing off in completely the wrong way!’

Flick could see a light go on in Chas’s head, and a big grin spread across his face. ‘I’ve got a better idea,’ he said. ‘We’ll split up.’




‘I’m certain that was the bag we gave her,’ Corporal Ross said, ‘and the arrows confirmed it. She was definitely there, or at least she had been.’

‘She wouldn’t go far without it,’ Adam added, ‘at least not willingly.’

‘Any other comments?’ Sergeant Wailing asked.

The truck had parked on a ridge overlooking the ancient city of Bath. Adam and the others leaned against the black metal side panel, gazing down on it. Like many other places, the centre had survived largely intact, hardly surprising as parts of it dated all the way back to the Romans; it had already survived The Collapse of civilisation several times.

‘There was a secret compartment under the bed,’ Young said. ‘The cupboards simply weren’t deep enough to go all the way back.’

‘You think she was in there?’ Adam asked.

Young shrugged. ‘Probably. You heard the sergeant, she’s no longer our concern.’

‘That’s my sister you’re talking about,’ Adam pulled Young to his feet and squared off against him. ‘She’s the reason we’re here in the first place.’

They circled round each other. Adam took a swing, but Young skipped back and Adam’s fist only connected with air, throwing him off balance.

‘Maybe at the start, but you heard the new orders.’

Adam charged in, grabbing Young around the midriff and pulling him to the ground, but Young was fast and grappled Adam onto his back and his fist swung into his face.

When Adam opened his eyes several seconds later, his jaw was throbbing and he could taste blood in his mouth. Something tickled his nose and he wiped at it, feeling a sticky dampness on his fingers. More blood. He realised someone was leaning over him and he blinked until they came into focus. Anderson. She held a finger up and waved it in front of him

‘Nothing’s broken,’ she said, ‘You’ll live.’

Adam managed a half smile. ‘Oww.’

‘Guess I’m on report for fighting now eh, Sarge?’ He looked up at the sergeant sheepishly.

‘Fighting? I didn’t see any fighting,’ said the sergeant. ‘Did you see any fighting?’

‘No sarge,’ Morgan replied.

‘Young, were you involved in any fighting?’

‘No sarge,’ Young replied.

‘What I saw, cadet, was a young and foolish man not looking where he was going and walking into the side of the APC. Is that what happened cadet?’

Adam swallowed. ‘Yes sarge.’

The sergeant turned to go. ‘And don’t do it again.’

‘No sarge.’

‘I think they’ve found it!’ Fletcher called from inside the truck.

Adam and the others crowded around Mo’s console. She pointed at the display. ‘See. These are the two trackers.’ She indicated the two yellow dots.

‘But you’ve still got both signals,’ Adam was confused. ‘Surely if they found a tracker they would have destroyed it, like last time.’

Mo grinned. ‘They’re trying to outsmart us. Those signals are going in different directions.’

‘So which one is the vardo?’ Adam asked.

‘Where did you plant them?’ Mo asked Young

‘One behind the stove, where it should be easy to find,’ Young replied, ‘and one in the lining of the girl’s backpack.’ He shot a look at Adam.

Adam finally twigged. ‘She would never go anywhere without that backpack. So… as long as she has the backpack we know where she is.’

‘And we can find her any time we want,’ Young added.

‘But which dot is the backpack, and which dot is the stove?’ Adam asked.

‘Ah, that’s the clever bit,’ Mo grinned, ‘The trackers are coded. Assuming that Young here told me the right numbers…’

‘Four-six-Two-Three is the one I put in the backpack,’ he said firmly.

Mo pointed to one of the dots. ‘Then that’s where she is.’
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The Kingsman Princess




THE GRAND COUNCIL met in a building on Spike Island, the strip of land separating the floating harbour to the north from the tidal New Cut of the River Avon to the south.

There were six elected members: Pat Pearse the Master of Ships, Neema Hassan the Master of Technology, Alice Cain the Master of Information, Jim Sharif the Master of Justice, Enda Quinn, Chancellor, and Tomas Bradbury the Master Scavenger. The three men and three women, were seated around a large table. They were the policy makers, arbiters, lawyers, exchequer, decision makers. To the extent that the Scavs had a government, they were it. To the extent that the Grand Council had a leader, Tomas Bradbury was it. He had the casting vote.

Grand Council meetings were held in open session, that is, anyone with a Scav tattoo was welcome to sit in the little gallery and watch and listen. Only the six were permitted to speak, and only the six were permitted to vote. Shea and Bryan, along with about twenty others sat on raised benches, watching the proceedings.

Tomas Bradbury was a big man, muscular rather than fat, big gnarled hands and scarred features testifying to a lifetime of hard manual work. His grey hair was cropped short. The room hushed as he prepared to speak.

‘This meeting has one item on the agenda: the disposal of the cargo from the trading ship Resolute Endeavour.’ He looked around the room. ‘Normally a ship’s cargo doesn’t need a Grand Council meeting, but this one is an exception.’

Shea remembered seeing the ship tied up in one of the dry docks, with a dozen armed men standing security, and probably others hidden out of sight, and had wondered why it hadn’t simply been moored at the wharf.

‘As you all know, this vessel and its cargo of munitions has attracted considerable interest, and a number of not insubstantial offers. Normally we would sell to the highest bidder, but because of the nature of this cargo, full and unanimous agreement of the council is required.’

‘What exactly is this cargo?’ Jim Sharif asked. He was Master of Justice, tall, thin, early fifties with olive skin and long dark hair just turning grey. It was slicked back, revealing a neatly trimmed goatee streaked with white. The fingers of his gloved hands tapped silently on the table. His voice was quiet but assured.

‘I have the manifest here,’ Pat Pearse said, holding up a sheaf of papers which he passed around the room. ‘In summary, large quantities of rifles, machine guns, pistols, bullets, mortars, grenades and explosives.’

There was a whistle as the first person read the list.

‘We can’t keep it here,’ Bradbury said. We simply don’t have the security, and you can imagine the consequences of letting that amount of firepower out into the general population…’ He let the thought hang.

‘It could start a war,’ Sharif said.

An aide came into the room and whispered something to Bradbury, who nodded.

‘We have three major bidders,’ Enda Quinn said. She was in her thirties, and the youngest person at the table. ‘First, a man called Griffin. He’s camped at the old aerodrome north of here, and has put in the biggest bid. Second, a group calling themselves “Take Back Scotland,” and lastly as always, our Friends Across The Harbour.’

‘Speaking of the Kingsmen,’ Bradbury said interrupting, ‘the Grand Council recognises Princess Jessica.’

Shea craned forward. Everyone had heard of Jessica, the Kingsman princess, but few people here had seen her in the flesh.

The door opened and three Kingsmen walked in. The two behind were wearing body armour. Shea ignored them; they were just guards, but the young woman in front must be the princess. She had on a Kingsman officer’s uniform, a lowly lieutenant by the looks of it, but with a gold braid aiguillette on her right shoulder and a string of medal ribbons on her left breast. Her shoulder length auburn-red hair framed a face and eyes that seemed to sparkle.

‘Thank you for agreeing to see me,’ she said. She stood at the back of the table, so she could see the audience, and several of the councillors scraped their chairs around to see her.

‘This matter is of sufficient seriousness that his majesty elected to send me here as his direct representative, and not leave matters solely to the discretion of the local garrison,’ she began.

‘I’ve come here today to request directly that the munitions from the Resolute Endeavour be assigned to the Kingsmen armoury for their–and our–safety.’ She looked at each of the officials seated at the table in turn.

‘I assume you don’t mean on a temporary basis until the goods have been sold,’ Cain said.

‘Should have put in a bigger bid,’ Quinn muttered.

‘I’m sorry, what was that?’ Jessica regarded her with a cold stare.

‘As your highness is aware,’ Quinn squeaked, ‘our policy is to sell all goods to the highest bidder. And you were most definitely not the highest bidder.’

‘But this is an exception, surely?’ Jessica said. ‘Your leader said so at the start of this meeting.’

‘We haven’t agreed that… yet,’ Bradbury chipped in.

‘And I’m here to suggest… no, request that you do,’ Jessica said sweetly.

‘What’s in it for us?’ Quinn asked. ‘There’s a considerable shortfall between your offer and the top bid.’

‘Let us just say the consequences of selling to Mr Griffin, a most objectionable man by the way, would be… dire.’

‘Is that a threat?’ Jim Sharif thumped the table and jumped to his feet. ‘Because we don’t take kindly to threats!’ There were murmurs from the audience.

‘No it’s not a threat. We have intelligence that tells us that Mr Griffin intends to use these munitions to arm an army and start a civil war. Which would be catastrophic for everyone, wouldn’t you say?’ Several people nodded around the table.

‘That counts in my book as “dire”.’

‘I still say we should sell to the highest bidder,’ Quinn said. ‘I think the princess, no disrespect…’ She nodded in Jessica’s direction, but her eyes showed only hostility.

Jessica smiled.

‘…Is talking horse hooey.’ That got more murmurs of agreement.

‘If you don’t want Mr Griffin to make use of the goods, then that is for you and him to resolve.’

Jessica thought for a moment. Then she grinned.

‘Thank you Miss Quinn. If we were to, er, resolve our differences with Mr Griffin, say, between the time when he pays you for the goods and the time when he collects them, would that cause you a problem?’

Quinn shook her head. ‘So long as we’ve been paid, and whoever collects the goods has valid paperwork, that’s all that matters,’ she said.

‘Then I think we understand one another. But I would suggest you keep out of the way, conflict resolution has a tendency to get messy. Gentlemen. Ladies.’ She saluted and walked from the room.

The large clock on the wall ticked three times before everyone started shouting.
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It's a Trap!




CHAS LEFT THE group in Bath, hitching a ride on a wagon going by a different road and taking the tracker with him. He gave instructions that the girls should stay away from the main road, sticking instead to small lanes and tracks. They were to wait for him the next day at a rendezvous on the edge of Bristol.

The atmosphere in the vardo was much lighter now. Partly it was because the tracker had been found and disposed of, but also they were now just three girls on their own, scrunched up together on the wide bench seat at the front of the vardo. 

‘We should work out a cover story, you know, in case we get stopped,’ Hannah said.

‘We could say we were on our way to a wedding,’ Flick suggested.

‘No!’ the others chorused in unison.

‘Okay I get the hint; I’m a crap liar,’ Flick conceded.

There was a fallen tree in the road, and they negotiated the vardo around it.

‘Do you think they’ll go after Dad?’ Hannah asked.

‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Jules said. ‘If they knew you were here, they’d have searched harder. I think they were just keeping tabs to see what we did.’

‘If we’d made a run for it, they’d have come after us then?’ Hannah asked.

‘Oh sure, but that would just be silly. If we look like we’re minding our business they’ll think we’re minding our business.’

‘I thought I heard my brother,’ Flick blurted. ‘When they searched us, I’m sure one of the voices was Adam.’

‘What, the Kingsmen?’

Flick nodded. ‘I didn’t want to say while Chas was here.’

‘I can understand that,’ Jules said. ‘He’s a suspicious bugger at the best of times.’

‘Is this the brother that was taking you to this mythical wedding?’ Hannah asked.

‘No, the real one,’ Flick said, her tone deadly serious. ‘The Kingsmen took him away at the Choosing a month ago. Before all this… trouble.’

‘So he doesn’t know?’ Hannah gasped.

‘I haven’t seen him or heard from him, so I don’t see how he could.’

‘Then what’s he doing part of a Kingsman patrol in the middle of the countryside?’

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ Flick said.

Jules opened her mouth to say something and then seemed to think better of it. They lapsed into silence as the horse pulled the vardo though the leafy, overgrown lanes.

The lane ended at the edge of a large grassy field that descended to a small fast flowing stream. Flick and Hannah ran down to the water to see if there was a suitable place to cross, while Jules and the vardo waited at the top of the hill. They found what looked like a cattle crossing in the far corner and waved for Jules to bring the wagon down.

Beyond the fields they started seeing sections of broken wall peering through the undergrowth, and they crossed large patches of concrete where nothing more than a few small weeds grew. They realised they were reaching the outskirts of Bristol.

They stopped a little way from the crumbling walls, in a patch of open grassland and set up camp. They had plenty of water from the stream they’d crossed earlier and soon a pot was boiling merrily over a little cooking fire. Over supper they talked about what they’d do next.

‘My plan,’ said Flick, picking at a chicken bone, ‘is to meet a friend in Bristol. He told me I’d be safe from the Kingsmen and the thugs that were after me.’

‘Bristol’s not safe from the Kingsmen,’ Jules said matter-of-factly. ‘There’s more Kingsmen in Bristol than almost anywhere else in the country, saving Oxford.’ She threw her chicken bone onto the fire and watched the flames sputter and pop as the grease caught light.

‘Then I’ll get a boat to somewhere that is safe,’ said Flick. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and reached for the beer bottle, taking a deep gulp.

Hannah waved for her to pass the bottle across. ‘I know someone who can get you on a boat,’ she said.

Jules raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you now? And who might that be, little missy?’

‘Oh, just someone,’ she replied. Her face flushed.

‘Have you been seeing that Scav boy again? You know I’ve warned you about him,’ she said waving a pointed finger at her daughter.

‘Muuum, of course I haven’t,’ Hanna wailed in a tone of voice that convinced Flick that of course she had.

Jules turned her attention to Flick. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that those Scavs are not to be trusted. They’re always up to no good, and looking for some angle. Take my advice girl, and stay away from them.’

Flick nodded. Of course there was one Scav she had no intention of staying away from, if only she could find him.

‘If you want my advice,’ Jules continued, ‘head south. That’s where we’re going when Chas gets back.’ Flick nodded. ‘Head for the coast, somewhere like Plymouth. You’ll find a small boat and someone who’ll take you across the channel to France, and then you’ll be well away.’

Flick thought on it for a moment. ‘I still think I want to go to Bristol. But if that doesn’t work out, then maybe I’ll try for Plymouth.’

‘Okay, don’t be too hasty,’ Jules said. ‘Decisions like this shouldn’t be rushed.’

The next morning was cold and damp after the fine night before. Flick and Hannah had slept outside the vardo in tents; it gave them some privacy after being all cooped up together in the wagon. As they emerged from their tents, Jules was already busying herself with the cooking fire, brewing up hot water for tea and making a big bowl of oatmeal for breakfast.

When they’d finished breakfast, Flick and Hannah wanted to explore some of the nearer ruins. Jules made them up a packed lunch each, of bread and cold meat, and told them not to wander too far.

They crossed the old concrete slab, looking for the widest gap between buildings, thinking it would probably be the main street. Large spindly daisies mixed with the tall grasses that grew in the joints between slabs, making it look from a distance like a giant grassy meadow, but here and there, trees managed to take hold, forcing their tiny roots down between the slabs and slowly pushing them apart until they erupted and split open like giant cement boulders.

The big gap turned out not to be a wide street, but some sort of small industrial complex. All that remained were steel girders, rusted and misshapen, sticking out of the ground like the bones of a long dead animal, the ghostly skeleton of a building. Flick wondered what had gone on here back in the old times. Had it been full of life, people bustling hither and thither, going about the business of making things? Or maybe it was a warehouse that they stored things in that had been made elsewhere. Flick imagined big piles of food, or bolts of fabric stretching as far as the eye could see, or strange mechanical or electrical devices whose purpose she couldn’t even guess at.

The two friends came upon the shell of a tall yellow brick and concrete building. Rust streaked down from cracks in the concrete, but from the outside it looked reasonably intact, at least up as far as the fourth or fifth floor.

‘Shall we look inside? Flick asked. ‘If we can get up to the top, we should have a really amazing view.’

Hannah eyed the gaping black doorway warily. ‘We should be careful, it could be dangerous. There might be bandits hiding in there, waiting to rob us and rape us.’

Flick pulled her knife out of her belt. ‘I’ve got this,’ she grinned, ‘and I’ve had enough of being messed with, so they better watch out!’

That seemed to spur Hannah into action. ‘Come on then,’ she urged and disappeared through the doorway.

‘Wait for me,’ Flick called. I’m the one with the knife, after all.’ What was with that girl? she speculated. One minute she’s scared of a shadow and the next she’s charging ahead without a care in the world!

Flick followed her through the doorway. It was cool and dark inside, with a musty smell, like leaf mould mixed with stale piss. Someone’s been here, she thought, but maybe not for a while. The concrete roof had hundreds of stalactites hanging down from it, like row upon row of little white and brown upside down candles.

‘Up here!’ Hanna’s voice sounded strange and echoey. It came from the far side of the building, through another doorway. Flick half walked, half ran to the door, and saw that it led back outside, to a small gap between similar buildings, and that there was a stairway leading up between them.

‘Come on,’ Hannah’s voice drifted down.

The steps doubled back on themselves and Flick saw she’d reached a small landing which extended both right and left into a long balcony. Hannah had gone even further up, and Flick climbed after. When they’d gone up as far as they could they came out onto the balcony. There was a row of doorways and empty window holes behind them.

‘Apartments!’ Flick realised what they were. ‘This is an apartment building.’ She peered into one of the doorways, but all she could see were a few piles of dirt; all evidence that people once lived here was long gone. They looked out over the balcony, and Flick realised they could see out over the ruins of the nearby streets and houses, right into the heart of the city. Or at least, the top of it.

‘It’s a lot more hilly than I thought it would be,’ she said.

Hannah pointed to a metal spike jutting up above one building. ‘That’s the Kingsmen’s compound,’ she said. ‘It’s really big and full of lots of Kingsmen.’

Flick thought she’d seen something like that spike before. Then she realised it looked just like the mast she’d climbed days earlier, when she’d been attacked by a gang of crazies.

‘And just left of it, see that mast? That’s the harbour.’ Flick looked blank. She was wondering where in all these rooftops she’d find Shea. ‘Where the ships are?’ Hannah added.

Flick whistled. ‘Yeah, sorry, miles away. I see what your mum meant,’ she said

‘Don’t sweat it,’ Hannah said. ‘Like I said, I’ve got a friend who can get you on a ship, no questions asked and without being seen.’

‘Thanks, I’ll bear it in mind.’

They gazed out at the skyline for several minutes. Finally Hannah said, ‘This boy you’re meeting, are you and him…?’ She winked impishly.

Flick shrugged. ‘I dunno. I guess maybe… It’s complicated.’

Something caught her eye in the distance: movement.

‘Hang on, something’s happening,’ she said.

As she watched, she could see two figures on horses slowly approaching from the direction of the city. They appeared to be wearing hooded cloaks but she was unable to tell anything more about them.

‘Two people on horses, coming this way,’ she hissed. ‘Quick! Hide!’

The girls ducked down out of sight behind the balcony.

‘We should get out of the building,’ Flick said. ‘We don’t want to get stuck up here with nowhere to go.’

The two girls fled back to the stairwell. Flick glanced out over the balcony as she reached the stairs.

‘Hang on…’ She stopped for a second, staring out. ‘No. Nothing. Run!’

They descended the stairs two at a time and made a dash into the safety of the bushes beyond.

‘What was it back there?’ Hannah whispered once she’d caught her breath.

‘I thought I saw someone else behind those people. But it was nothing. Probably just a tree in the wind.’

They pressed down on their bellies and crawled through the bushes to get a better view. Soon they heard the approach of the horses, and from their hiding place saw only the legs of the horses as they passed. One of the riders was talking to the other and they heard the end of a muttered conversation. ‘…If they’ve got any sense they won’t…’ The voice didn’t get any further.

‘Dad?’ Hannah shouted and launched herself from their hiding place.

The horses reined to a halt, and turned to face the commotion. On seeing Hannah, one of the two riders pulled back his hood. It was indeed Chas.

‘Dad!’ Hannah squealed. ‘Where have you been? You had us all so worried! I’ve been frantic!’

‘Hannah? Is that you? What are you doing here?’

‘We were exploring the ruins, and me and Amelia have been on lookout, and she spotted you coming and we hid.’

‘Amelia?’ said the other figure, suspiciously, in a voice Flick thought she recognised, ‘Who’s this Amelia?’ He pulled back the hood of his cloak.

‘Shea?’ Flick crawled out from her hiding place.

‘Flick?’

Now it was Chas’s turn to be confused. ‘O’Connell, what is this…?’




‘How did you find us?’ Flick asked. ‘How did you even know I was here?’ She rushed to the horse, half pulling him down in her eagerness to hold him in her arms. She’d been so worried about how she’d find him in this massive strange city, and yet he was right here. ‘Griffin tried to kill me, and now the Kingsmen are after me, I’ve been so scared,’ she blurted, tears welling up in her eyes.

Shea grabbed her in his arms. ‘It’s okay, you’re safe now,’ he cooed.

‘Hold on, you two know each other?’ Chas sounded confused.

Flick pulled away. Confusion threatened to mask the joy she’d felt at seeing him again. Had he not known she was here? So he hadn’t come for her at all?

Shea nodded, ‘Yeah, I know her, but…’

Hannah cut him off angrily, pulling Flick around. ‘And you know him?’ She stabbed a finger at Shea. ‘And is he the boy that you were talking about, when you said you and he might…’

Flick nodded again hurriedly, worried about what she might blurt out in front of Shea. ‘Yes, yes, but I don’t understand, what’s this about?’ But she saw the anger in Hannah’s eyes and recognised it. ‘Now wait, I never knew…’

‘I hate you, all of you!’ Hannah sobbed. She turned on her heels and fled into the ruins.

Flick was flabbergasted. She stood open mouthed, not knowing what to say. Shea held his arms out, helpless and looking stunned. She had disappeared from sight by the time they recovered.

‘Hannah!’ Flick and Shea called out together.

‘I’ll go after her,’ Flick said, and turned to follow Hannah into the ruins. She’d make it right somehow. After all she hadn’t known that Shea and Hannah were an item.

Chas held her back. ‘No, you stay here, both of you,’ he commanded. ‘I’ll go and find her. You two have done enough. Get back to the camp, and we’ll catch you up.’

‘But you don’t know where we are,’ Flick protested.

‘So tell me, young lady, and make it quick!’ Chas snapped.

Flick pointed. ‘That way. There’s a big flat concrete patch then grass and trees. We’re camped there.’

He nodded and spurred his horse after Hannah.

‘Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you and she were…’ Flick began.

Shea went to take hold of her hands, but Flick pulled away. ‘We’d better get back to the camp,’ she said. ‘Jules will be wondering what’s happened.’ She set off back in the direction she’d pointed to Chas, leaving Shea to follow.

‘Jules, we’re back,’ Flick shouted. There was no one about and Flick supposed that the older woman was busy with something inside the vardo. The cooking fire was lit and there was a pot of something hanging over the flames.

She looked back at Shea and shrugged. ‘She must be around somewhere.’

Shea tied his horse to the stake, next to the grazing cart horse. ‘Mrs Foster, it’s me, Shea O’Connell.’ He called. ‘It’s okay, you can come out.’

Flick climbed up onto the front porch of the vardo and peered inside the door. It was empty. ‘Jules, it’s me, Flick, you can come out; it’s safe,’ she called. There was silence. Where could she have gone? Flick was getting worried.

Shea jumped up beside her. ‘Anything?’

‘No. Maybe she’s hiding in the secret compartment under the bed. Help me lift the mattress.’

They pushed the bedding back and found the brass rings embedded in the boards beneath it, but when they pulled open the panel and peered inside, it was empty.

‘Did she say she was going anywhere?’ Shea asked.

‘No. Not to me,’ Flick said.

‘Maybe she went to the woods, and fell down or hurt herself?’ Shea suggested.

‘Well, let’s go check then.’ Flick grabbed her bow and arrows from inside the vardo, and the knife from her pack. ‘That’s funny, I thought I had six arrows, but there’s only five!’ she called.

The mystery of the missing arrow would have to wait. She handed the knife to Shea. ‘In case,’ she said. They crept into the woods, weapons at the ready, calling out for Jules at frequent intervals. But no one answered. Before long they’d come to the far side of the band of trees and saw more open grassland. But no sign of Jules.

‘This is hopeless,’ Flick said. ‘We should go back.’

Shea agreed. ‘Chas did say we weren’t to leave the camp,’ he added. ‘Although that was before…’ His voice trailed off.

They trudged back to the camp in silence, half expecting to see Chas, Jules and Hannah all standing there waiting for them. But the place was just as deserted as before.

The aroma of cooking reached their nostrils from the abandoned pot on the fire, and Flick now realised just how hungry she was. She used the end of her bow to flip the lid off the pot, and the scent of stewed meat now hit them with full force.

‘Smells like it’s pretty much done,’ she said. ‘It’ll burn if it’s left over the fire much longer. That makes it even stranger. Jules wouldn’t go off and leave a pot cooking on the fire, not unless she expected to be back quickly.’

‘It’s odd, Chas isn’t back yet. I thought he would have been here by now,’ Shea said. ‘Hannah couldn’t have gone very far before he went after her.’

‘Do you suppose something has happened to them too?’ Flick asked.

‘What, Jules disappears, and then Chas and Hannah disappear? That’s a bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?’ Shea replied.

‘I feel guilty saying this, but we should eat some of this stew before it’s cooked solid,’ Flick said. She disappeared into the vardo to get bowls and spoons.

‘Don’t be,’ Shea called, ‘Jules will only tell us off for not eating when she gets back.’

‘I suppose you’re right, but I still feel guilty,’ Flick called. As she clattered about in the cupboards, there was a thud from outside, and one of the horses snorted.

‘Get down! Now!’ Shea shouted. There was panic in his voice.

‘What’s going on?’ Flick asked as she emerged with the bowls. She squinted. Shea wasn’t in sight. Fear welled up inside her; had he disappeared too?

‘Someone’s shooting! Get down!’ Shea’s voice sounded urgent and came from down low, behind the vardo.

The familiar knot of fear tugged at Flick’s throat, and the bowls clattered to the floor, forgotten, as she threw herself onto the ground.

‘Over here,’ Shea hissed.

Flick crawled round to the back of the wagon. ‘What’s going on?’

Shea pointed beyond the vardo, towards the low ruined brick walls. Flick looked cautiously out from behind the wagon.

‘Can’t see anyone. They’re either well hidden or gone.’ She ducked back. ‘Do you suppose this has anything to do with what happened to the others?’ There was no reply. ‘Shea?’ She looked around. Shea wasn’t there.

‘Shea?’ Her voice quivered. Her heart was pounding. What was going on? She was about to scream his name when he slid around from the other side of the vardo. His hand and arm was red. She realised it was covered in blood. She stared at him, wide eyed and open mouthed.

‘Got it, ‘ he said. Then he saw the look of panic in her eyes. ‘Calm down, I’m okay.’

‘I saw the blood and I thought you’d been shot,’ Flick said, sobbing from a sense of relief.

‘Not me. The horse,’ Shea said. ‘It’s dead. But I got the arrow.’

Flick snatched the arrow. ‘There’s something tied to it,’ she said, ‘a note.’ A scrap of paper had been rolled around the shaft and tied with string. Then she noticed the coloured threads that fastened the fletchings and realised with horror whose arrow this was.

‘It’s mine,’ she said. ‘This is my arrow, Whoever fired it has been here, in the camp. You don’t suppose…?’

Shea cut her off. ‘Just read the note. Let’s leave the speculation for later,’ he said.

Flick untied the note from the shaft and unrolled the paper. She read it in silence, and without a word she handed it to Shea, who also read it. It said:




Hello Felicity,

If you want to see your friends alive

Be at the old Aerodrome

At dawn.

Bring the boy.

NO KINGSMEN.
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Preparations




‘WHAT I DON’T understand,’ Flick said, ‘is who the hell knows I’m here, and what is this about?’ It seemed clear that someone had grabbed Jules and the others in order to get her attention. Well they had her attention, but she didn’t know who “they” were, or even where the old aerodrome was. She snatched the message back from Shea and waved it at him. ‘Do you know anything about this? Her eyes were daggers of ice, cold and hard.

‘Griffin,’ Shea said quietly.

‘What about him? He must have given up long ago and gone back to Faringdon,’ Flick said. ‘Even the Kingsmen haven’t found me.’

‘He’s here. In Bristol.’

‘WHAT? How? I thought you said it would be safe here.’ Flick’s voice rose in panic. After all Mayor Griffin had done to her, she thought she was finally rid of him.

‘I only found out a few days ago,’ Shea explained. ‘There’s an old abandoned aerodrome–it’s where planes used to take off and land before The Collapse–north of the city, and that’s where he’s holed up with a small army.’ He held Flick’s hands reassuringly. ‘He’s here to buy weapons from the Scavs. I don’t think he actually knew you were coming.’

‘So how did he find out?’ Flick’s eyes narrowed, ‘How did you find out?’

‘Chas and my dad go back a long way,’ said Shea. ‘When I heard he was in town I looked him up, and he invited me out to the camp. Said he had someone he wanted me to talk to.’

‘Me?’

‘Yeah. But he didn’t say who you were. Until you jumped out of that bush I had no idea.’

‘Which leaves us no wiser how Griffin found out.’

‘Spies, I expect,’ Shea said. ‘Scavs spy on Kingsmen, Kingsmen spy on Scavs, and everyone spies on strangers.’

‘The third man!’ Flick exclaimed.

‘What?’

‘When we spotted you and Chas on your horses, I thought I caught a glimpse of someone else, a third man. At the time I thought I’d imagined it, but now I’m not so sure.’

‘And they grabbed Hannah when she ran off, and Chas when he chased her,’ Shea said

‘And came here and took Jules and the arrow at the same time?’

‘Yeah, there must have been at least two of them.’

‘Well, I guess that’s it,’ Flick said, slumping back against a wheel of the vardo. ‘He’s won; he’s beaten us. If we go, he’s going to kill us; if we don’t, he’ll kill Hannah and Jules and Chas.’

She took the arrow and threw it across the field in frustration. Shea put his arm around her and she leaned in to him, resting her head on his shoulder. She sniffed a tear away. Shea stroked her hair and she snuggled closer.

‘We should eat that stew before it gets cold,’ she said.

‘I don’t know that I really want it,’ said Shea.

‘Me neither, but… Jules made it and, well, if he kills her… I don’t know, this could be the last thing she did, and it seems… disrespectful.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Shea said.

Flick got up and retrieved the bowls from where she’d dropped them. She ladled out the stew and handed a bowl to Shea.

‘Do you know how to get to this aerodrome?’ she asked while they were eating.

Shea nodded. ‘North side of town, right out by the old M5 trackway. Must be a good ten miles from here.’

‘I guess we’ll need to take your horse then. I don’t suppose it’s been broken for a harness?’

‘Shouldn’t think so.’

‘That’s a shame. Means we’ll have to leave the vardo behind. I hope it’ll be all right.’

‘I just hope we’ll be all right,’ Shea said.

‘Yeah. Come on, let’s get packed. I don’t want us to be riding in the dark. If it’s going to take us a couple of hours and we have to be there by dawn…’

They made up packs of bedding and as many knives as they could carry. Flick found a heavy hooded cloak, which she put on over her leather jacket. It might be summer, but the nights could still be chilly, and they’d be looking for someone wearing leather, not a cloak. The rest of the stew went into pots, and they packed those, along with the remains of the bread and fruit. ‘That’ll do us for breakfast,’ Flick said grimly, ‘I don’t suppose we’ll need anything after that.’

‘Ever the optimist,’ said Shea. ‘Come on.’

They saddled up Shea’s horse and arranged their packs on its back. Shea climbed into the saddle, and Flick got up behind him.

‘We’ll stay outside the ruins,’ Shea said. ‘There’s an old road that we can follow; it’s pretty well grassed over and a bit rough in places. Nobody comes out here so we shouldn’t run into any trouble.’

‘What’ll we do when we get there?’ Flick asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Shea, ‘I guess we’ll have to see what we find. You can guarantee they’ve got spies out on the approach roads though, so we’d better be careful.’

For two hours they rode along the trackways at the edge of the city. If they saw someone, they just put their hoods up and kept going. ‘Look like you belong, and they will ignore you,’ Shea said. He was right; nobody paid them any attention.

When they reached a wide well kept road, Shea cautioned Flick again. ‘We need to be extra careful now; this is one of the main access roads into the city, and there could be watchers, even this far out.’ They waited for a wagon to go past, heading into town, before crossing. After another couple of miles, they came to a disused railway line.

‘This gives me an idea,’ said Shea. ‘This track runs around the south side of the old aerodrome, and it goes into a cutting and through a tunnel. It’s pretty well hidden by trees, and it’ll give us some shelter too.’

So they turned and followed the track bed to the cutting. They unloaded their gear and stashed it inside the mouth of the tunnel.

‘How far does it go?’ Flick asked, ‘I can’t see light at the other end.’

‘Well it is starting to get dark,’ Shea said, ‘but it’s quite short, and it’s blocked. So we don’t need to worry about being surprised from both ends. Let’s get a look at the lie of the land before it’s too dark to see.’

They climbed to the top of the embankment. A vast area had been cleared of trees and ruined buildings, and a large chain-link and barbed wire fence had been erected. It appeared to go for at least a mile in each direction.

‘That fence wasn’t here last time,’ Shea muttered. ‘There must be more going on than I imagined…’

‘Last time?’ Flick wondered why he’d been here before, and who’s side he was really on.

‘Maybe it was… I dunno. I was too busy being shot at.’

‘Wait a minute, you were being shot at?’

‘Don’t sound so surprised, Shea said, ‘It’s not like I haven’t been shot at before. Remember when you found me?’

‘You said you crashed.’ Flick said.

‘No, You said I crashed. I said I was shot down.’

‘And this was the same?’

‘Yes–No. I was shot at. With guns. Well, we were shot at. Bryan was flying, I was in the back.’ Shea turned to look at her. ‘Look, if we get out of this thing alive tomorrow, I’ll take you up myself and show you how safe it really is. Looking down at the ground, just like a bird; imagine that.’

Flick imagined, and she didn’t much like it. But reluctantly she agreed. It was not like she would actually have to do it, after all, what were their chances of surviving tomorrow?

‘Anyhow, that’s how I discovered Griffin was here–I wanted to find out who’d been shooting at us,’ Shea said.

‘So they’ve definitely got real guns,’ Flick said, studying Shea’s face for any sign that he might not be serious, and finding none. ‘Where do you suppose they’ve got the others?’

‘See those buildings across the far side? I imagine they are there. We’re going to have to get across the field without being seen–that could be tricky. But if they are expecting us to come in the front gate, they might not look at the back fence.’

While Shea talked, Flick had been poking at the ground at the foot of the fence with her hunting knife. She stopped, shaking her head. ‘This ground is as hard as rock. I thought maybe we could dig under the fence, but it looks like we’ll have to go over.’

They looked up at the barbed wire on the top of the fence in dismay.

Shea grunted.

‘Maybe there’s a better way in further along,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s look.’

It didn’t take them long to determine that the barbed wire was unbroken for as far as the eye could see.

‘Looks like pretty serious stuff,’ Flick said. ‘If we sling all our blankets and the horse blanket and the saddle onto one of the posts, we might get over though.’

She rattled the fence for a moment then turned and slid back down the bank. ‘Come on, we’d better turn in,’ she called, ‘we’ve got an early start tomorrow.’

They laid out their bedding inside the mouth of the tunnel and settled down for the night. Flick lay under her blanket, still fully clothed, staring up at the roof of the tunnel.

‘Shea?’

‘Yes?’

‘Is Hannah really your girlfriend?’

‘No.’

‘So why did she say she was?’

‘Dunno. We grew up together, maybe she just assumed. Didn’t like the idea I might be with someone else.’

‘And are you?’

‘Am I what?’

‘With someone else?’

‘I don’t know. Am I?’

There was the briefest pause. 

‘Shea?’

‘Yes?’

‘Kiss me.’

He rolled over and reached out to her, then he pulled her closer and kissed her, tentatively at first, but as she responded, more and more passionately. 

‘Do you suppose this really is our last night on earth?’ Flick said after they’d broken off.

‘I don’t know, but I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather spend it with.’

Flick kissed him again, ‘Good answer,’ she whispered.

‘Of course we must survive, or you won’t get your plane ride,’ Shea added.

Shea?’ Flick said.

‘Yes?’

‘Shut up.’




‘Stay there kid, and don’t move. I’ve got my eye on you. Understand?’ Kingsman North gestured at Adam with his fingers.

Adam nodded. He looked at the sea of Kingsmen in the large room, and a big grin came over his face. He was wearing black in a sea of black. Every Kingsman in the city must be in this room. Okay, his was the only uniform without the gold embroidered crown on it, and he only got to stand at the back, but one day soon…

Something was happening at the front of the room, where the top brass sat on a small stage. Adam strained to see. Someone stood up. Adam could see him now, head and shoulders above the crowd. It was Brigadier Humphries. The room came to order.

The brigadier had a flip chart with him on the stage and he turned over the cover. Adam saw the features of a man, familiar yet at the same time striking fear into the core of his being: Mayor George Griffin. What on earth did the Kingsmen want with Griffin, here in Bristol of all places? Adam hoped fervently that it wasn’t anything nice. Not after the things he’d seen him do.

The brigadier spoke. ‘This man…’ he hit the picture with his swagger stick. ‘…is George Griffin. At present mayor of Faringdon. But also an upstart with a private army and ambitions for power that must be stopped.’ He paused and looked around the room.

‘Normally this would be a job for Oxford, and if he was still in Faringdon, they’d deal with it. But he’s in Bristol, and so he is now our problem. Lieutenant Dixon will go over the details.’ He waited as Dixon stood to address the assembly.

‘Griffin is a cruel and evil man. Kidnapper, murderer, extortionist. He’s prepared to go to any lengths to get what he wants, and will go out of his way to harm or kill anyone that gets in his way. He even killed his own son in cold blood for aiding the escape of a prisoner, a girl who he’d accused of two murders that he himself had committed.’

Adam winced at the memory, and appreciated the groans of disgust that now permeated the room.

Dixon continued, ‘The brother of that girl is a cadet in this room, and will be observing the operation.’

‘The reason that Griffin is here in Bristol is to buy arms. Some of you are aware that a Scav ship arrived in the harbour recently carrying a great deal of munitions. Not just guns and bullets, but mortars, grenades, explosives sufficient to go against the king and possibly even pull off a successful coup.’ There were gasps around the room as they grasped the seriousness of it.

‘Yesterday I had a high level meeting with Tomas Bradbury and the Scav Grand Council, requesting that the munitions be directed to our armoury where they could be kept out of harm’s way. This request was denied and Griffin has paid a large sum of money and gold for them.’

‘But the munitions are still in the warehouse awaiting collection. And it is our job to see that doesn’t happen. Bradbury has promised there will be no Scav interference, so long as our efforts are directed against Griffin and not against any known Scav installation. Intelligence suggests he has approximately a hundred men, armed with light machine guns and pistols, and so our work will be cut out for us.’

Adam listened intently as the rest of the briefing was taken up with details of the upcoming mission. He was relieved to discover that his squad, the one he’d arrived from Oxford with, would remain intact under the command of Lieutenant Dixon. If anyone could save the day, it was Dixon, and he, Adam Carter, cadet, with just three weeks training and one operational mission under his belt, was going to make damn sure she did.
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An Early Start




IT WAS STILL dark outside when the convoy of six Armoured Personnel Carriers rolled out of the Kingsmen’s compound. Adam and the rest of Lieutenant Dixon’s squad were in the back of truck number six. They all wore body armour, and everyone apart from Adam was armed with an SA120-A9 light assault rifle. Adam sat, eyes fixed on the side wall of the APC, gritting his teeth so that he didn’t tremble, hoping against hope that the Kingsmen seated opposite him couldn’t see the fear, no, the terror in his eyes. What was he doing? He was just a kid from a small town in the middle of nowhere. A month ago, he was still in school, and now he was on his second operational mission. Beads of sweat trickled down his back and he struggled to fight off the urge to scratch, knowing that whatever he did wouldn’t satisfy the itch and would only draw attention.

‘You all right son?’

It was Lieutenant Dixon. The Kingsman Princess, he’d learned. He’d heard her being called other things too, behind her back. Warrior Bitch was one. He remembered back to his first day, when he’d told Socko about his encounter in the museum. Doomed he’d called him. Adam had thought at the time that he was only joking. But now perhaps he was right. Doomed. Socko was in the APC with him, two places down, looking straight ahead. Maybe they were all doomed.

‘Son?’

Adam snapped out of it. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

Dixon smiled. ‘Worried about your sister? We’ll find her if we can.’

Adam nodded. He hadn’t been. But now he thought about her, and now he regretted being so nasty, so selfish all those years. He hoped at least he’d get a chance to say sorry, whatever else happened.

Dixon called up front, ‘Fletcher, what’s the tracker status?’

Mo Fletcher consulted her board in the front of the truck. ‘Still no signal, ma'am,’ she shouted back. ‘Last known position was south of…’ she kept shouting something but Adam couldn’t make out the words over the noise of the truck.

Dixon cupped her hand to her ear. Evidently she couldn’t hear either.

‘She’s in the tunnel!’ Fletcher shouted slowly and clearly.

Dixon gave a thumbs up.

She turned back to Adam. ‘We know exactly where she is, so don’t worry.’

The convoy tore through the empty streets until it reached the derelict industrial area that abutted the railway line on the south side of the airfield. Here they stopped and waited. Finally Dixon addressed the squad.

‘Now listen up everyone. We’ve briefed this already, but just to be clear. The first group is going to clear and gain access to the facility. Group two, led by us, will penetrate the control centre and locate our target. A reminder: this is a FOFO mission–Fighting On Fortified Objectives–and we can assume there will be stiff resistance. We know the bad guys are armed and dangerous, so keep your eyes open. Carter: You are here as an observer only. Stay out of the way and do not get yourself shot. 

‘Intel has several people matching the travellers we tagged taken into the compound under guard yesterday. My guess is that Felicity is going after them.’

‘That sounds like Flick,’ Adam interjected.

‘Okay, be alert for civilian interference everyone,’ Dixon announced. ‘Her goals are not incompatible with ours, and she’s not to be regarded as hostile unless necessary.’

Dixon turned to Adam. ‘We will try to retrieve your sister if it is practical, but that is not our objective, and not if it jeopardises the mission. Understood?

Adam nodded.

‘Yes, ma’am!’ the squad chorused.

Soon they heard the boom that signalled the start of group one’s assault. It was followed by sounds of machine gun and small arms fire.

‘Lock and load people! We’re up!’ Dixon shouted. The driver gunned the motor, vainly trying to compete with the sound of magazines being slammed home and bolts being drawn back, and the truck moved in. Adam felt the clatter as they ran over the shattered remains of the gates, and the ramp was already descending as the truck screeched to a halt. His heart thumped hard in his chest. This was it. Now the only sound Adam could hear was his own breathing.

The ramp dropped, opening up the back of the truck and the silence was shattered by the sounds of gunfire. Adam’s nostrils were assaulted by the stink of cordite.

‘Go! Go! Go!’ Sergeant Wailing shouted. The squad piled out and took up positions behind the truck. Steam vented from somewhere beneath, obscuring their position from the enemy. The rat-a-tat of small arms fire was punctuated by a deeper booming dug-a-dug-a-dug-a, and the truck shook under a series of impacts. 

Someone shouted, ‘Machine gun on the roof!’ 

‘On it!’ another voice answered.

The truck stopped shaking as the machine gunner changed targets, and Adam saw sparks flying as rounds thudded into the plating on another truck. Then there was a whoosh and a boom and the machine gun fell silent.

But the small arms fire continued, with the Kingsmen returning fire. Adam crouched behind one of the wheels, making himself as small as possible. He saw the lieutenant waving at people and they disappeared. Adam’s jaw was slack. Everything was happening so fast. So much noise. So much confusion. His eyes were stinging from the smoke.

Dixon yelled, ‘Sergeant Wailing, five rounds, rapid!’

‘Ma’am’ came a call back, and five shots went off in rapid succession. That appeared to be a signal for something as shots rang out from all around, and booms went off, and lots more smoke started drifting around. He crouched down with his fingers in his ears and shut his eyes.

Eventually someone tapped Adam on the shoulder. He looked up. It was Corporal Barnes. ‘Come on, we’re moving out,’ he shouted. Adam got to his feet and started to follow after him.

‘Keep your head down, for fuck’s sake,’ the corporal hissed. ‘If you get yourself shot, I’m in for a severe bollocking. Now run!’ 

Adam ducked. Barnes pushed him forward and they ran for the shelter of the nearest building. They flattened themselves against the wall and edged along it.

‘Entrance is just around the corner,’ Barnes said.

They reached the corner, and Corporal Barnes edged his rifle out into the open. Shots rang out and he pulled it back quickly. ‘Shit!’ he muttered. Barnes rummaged inside his armour and pulled out a small mirror. He held it out so that he could see around the corner, ‘Got you, you bastard.’

Barnes threw the mirror out into the open. More shots rang out as he ducked out from the cover of the wall, firing his own rifle. The shooting stopped and he motioned to Adam, ‘Quick, come on before any more turn up.’

They rounded the corner, made it to the door and slipped inside.

Adam stopped abruptly. ‘Don’t shoot!’ he cried. He was looking straight into fifteen gun muzzles pointing right at him.

Slowly Adam raised his hands.




For the first time in weeks, Flick didn’t have bad dreams. Her hand reached over to Shea and stroked the hairs on his chest. She smiled and opened her eyes, looking at the tribal tattoo on his arm, wondering at the significance of the swirls and lines. The grey pre-dawn light formed a perfect semicircle in the tunnel mouth and she realised where she was.

Crap.

‘Shea, wake up, it’s time!’ She shook him until he stirred.

‘Mmmmf?’ He sat bolt upright.

Flick kissed him, ‘Morning sleepy head. It’s time to go and get killed.’ It was the first morning since forever that she’d woken up happy, and it was likely to be her last. She should be scared, terrified even, but she was strangely calm.

‘Do we have to? I was so starting to enjoy life too!’ Shea lay back and, reaching out, pulled her towards him. 

She was tempted. It would be so easy just to snuggle in his arms, let the day pass and perhaps it would all go away. But she pushed away from him. There were too many lives depending on what she did right here, right now.

Shea shook his head. ‘Why does crap like this happen just when things start looking up?’

‘I know, it sucks doesn’t it?’ Flick replied. She gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘Back in a mo…’

‘Where are you going?’

‘I have to pee and poo. And I’m not doing it here!’

‘Right, fair enough!’

When Flick got back, Shea had packed their things and decanted the cold stew into bowls. He handed one to her.

‘Thanks.’

They ate in silence.

‘So how do we play this?’ Shea asked when they had finished.

Good question. Flick realised she really hadn’t thought this far ahead. She’d never expected to get this far. Never expected to still be alive. Never expected to have her friends kidnapped by the man she feared most in the whole world. Never expected to have to rescue them. Never expected to have to figure out how to rescue them.

She said the first thing that came into her head.

‘Well, we don’t know where they are for sure, but… We hop over the fence, run across the field until we get to the buildings. Then we sneak along, peek through all the windows until we find where our friends are, bust in, overwhelm the guards, release them, run back here, climb back over the fence and away. Easy!’

Surprisingly it seemed to make some sense.

Shea opened his mouth as if to say something, but then thought better of it. Instead he wiped the last of his bread around the bowl and popped it into his mouth. He chewed on it for a moment before swallowing.

‘Yeah, easy,’ he said.

Now that she’d said it, the enormity of what they had to do struck her and she panicked.

‘I can’t do it! They’re going to die! We’re going to die!’ she squeaked.

‘No, we’re not!’ Shea grabbed hold of her and looked her in the eye. ‘We can do this, you and me. One step at a time. It’s going to be all right!’

Deep breaths.

She calmed down. ‘Yeah, you’re right. The enormity of it all just struck me, that’s all.’ She breathed in and out slowly and deliberately. She smiled. ‘One step at a time, eh?’

‘We’ve got our knives,’ he said, ‘and you’ve got your arrows. You’re a good shot, and maybe we won’t even need them.’

Flick slung her pack and quiver over her shoulders, checked the knives in her belt and grabbed the bow. Shea checked the knives in his own belt. ‘Ready?’ she asked.

Shea nodded. He leaned over and kissed her. ‘For luck,’ he said.

Flick smiled and pushed him in the direction of the tunnel entrance. ‘Let’s go.’

Now or never.

Shea released the horse from its tie down. ‘It might still be here when we get back, and if we don’t… well, it won’t be stuck here,’ he said.

They dragged their bedding up the embankment to the fence. Flick was about to throw her blanket up when Shea nudged her.

‘There,’ he said pointing further down the fence line, ‘See that post? If we go over there, it should be easier.’

Flick nodded and they moved further down.

‘Yeah, no trouble,’ he whispered, and threw his blanket up. It stuck on the top of the post. Flick threw hers up to join it.

‘I’ll go first,’ she said. ‘Give me a boost up.’

Shea cupped his hands and Flick stepped up and onto the fence. She scrabbled up and quickly reached the top. ‘It’s not too bad,’ she said. ‘Just wedge your feet into the links and don’t stop.’ Then she tested the blanket to see if the barbs had pinched their way through. ‘Seems okay,’ she called, before swinging herself over the top and dropping down on the other side. This was easy. If the rest of the day went like this, it would be a cinch.

Shea grabbed on to the wire links and heaved himself up, ‘I should have gone first,’ he muttered, ‘and made you give me a bunk up.’

‘Get on with it!’ Flick hissed. ‘You’re such a wuss!’

Shea dropped down and crouched close to the ground. ‘Get down!’ he hissed, ‘we don’t want to be spotted!’

Flick crouched down too. Why had she not thought of that herself? She started to have doubts. She looked around, but all she could see from her crouched position was grass. ‘Which way?’

Shea pointed. ‘That way. There are trees at the far side of the buildings. They’ll give us some shelter. We’ll surprise them.’

That sounded good and she grinned. ‘I hope they like surprises,’ Flick whispered. ‘Come on, last one there’s a sissy!’ She set off running in a low crouch across the field.

They were about halfway across when a loud, droning wail started.

Shit! We’ve been spotted!

‘It’s the alarm!’ she hissed, hesitating.

Shea tugged at her. ‘Come on, keep going, don’t stop!’ he urged.

They ran. She heard men shouting and doors slamming and running boots. When she looked up she saw people running about. There were dozens of men, pulling on jackets, waving guns about.

They’ve got guns? No one said anything about guns!

But it was as if there was a different emergency; they didn’t seem to notice two figures running across the grass. They reached the trees. Flick ran past the first tree and reached the second before she stopped.

She held her sides, panting, recovering her breath and looking around.

The droning wail continued.

‘I really thought they’d spotted us,’ she shouted above the noise, her breath coming in short spurts. ‘How many are there, do you think?’ 

There was the rat-a-tat-tat sound of gunfire in the distance.

‘Something’s certainly rattled their cage,’ Shea panted.

After a minute he said, ‘I don’t think it’s us. They’re not coming this way!’

Flick noticed that Shea had his knife in his hand, and she drew an arrow from her quiver and nocked it onto the bow. They cautiously crept towards the nearest building. As they broke the cover of the trees, there was a loud crack from somewhere above them. Flick felt a breath of wind across the side of her face. She looked up. There was a wooden tower with a man at the top of it. He was struggling to reload a rifle and gesticulate wildly at her, both at the same time.

Without thinking, she raised the bow and loosed the arrow. The guard stopped gesticulating and toppled slowly from the tower. Flick stood watching as he fell silently, her mouth open, staring. Or he might have been screaming and she just couldn’t hear it above the wailing siren. The man thudded onto the ground where he remained motionless.

Flick stood there looking at him. A man, dead, with her arrow sticking out of him.

I should get the arrow.

But she couldn’t move.

Shea pulled her into the shadow of the building and she snapped out of it. He held his thumb up.

‘I just killed a man,’ Flick shouted.

‘Good shot!’ Shea shouted back. ‘It was us or him. Come on, we have to keep going.’

She knew it was true. She had to put it out of her mind, not let it affect her. She could worry about it later if they survived, and if they didn’t, well it wouldn’t matter. Flick nocked another arrow.

The building was a large, squat affair, with no obvious windows or doors. They edged their way along the wall. The sounds of gunfire continued in the distance. There was the rat-a-tat-tat and then an answering burst. Some of the shots sounded much nearer, though most appeared to be some distance away. There was lots of shouting and the occasional scream.

They had come to the end of the building, realising that they were now exposed.

‘Hey you! Stop!’ A man in grey uniform ran towards them, pulling a gun from a holster. He stopped to take aim. The flash from the muzzle was brilliant, and Flick felt rather than heard the impact of the bullet.
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Final Assault




FLICK FELT HERSELF being yanked back. She realised Shea had pulled her out of sight, away from the line of fire.

He held her face, looking intently into her eyes. She could see his lips moving. He was talking to her but she couldn’t hear anything.

‘I’m all right,’ she shouted. She pointed to her ears, and then she realised that Shea had his hands over them: that’s why she couldn’t hear him.

She tapped his hands. ‘I thought I’d gone deaf!’

He took his hands away and grinned. ‘Are you hurt?’

Now she felt the throbbing in her side. She looked down and saw a smear of red on her clothes. Instantly she felt faint and wobbled slightly. ‘I’m hit, she said.’

Shea looked round. ‘We’ve got to get you under cover,’ he said. He pointed at a door a little way off. ‘There. Can you make it?’

Flick looked at the door. It seemed an awfully long way away, but she nodded.

Shea put her arm around his shoulder. ‘Come on, I’ve got you,’ he said, and they made their way to the door. It wasn’t locked and they ducked inside.

The inside of the building was vast and empty. Shea propped Flick against the wall and pulled the door shut. He wedged his knife between the handle and the door frame, creating a makeshift lock. ‘That should hold them off for a few minutes at least,’ he said.

With the wall between them and the sirens, it was much quieter. Flick watched as Shea knelt down beside her and pulled her shirt up.

‘It was much better when you did that last night,’ she joked. But that sent a spasm of pain through her and she whimpered.

Shea opened his water bottle and poured some of the liquid onto Flick’s side, cleaning away the blood.

He looked up. ‘You’ll live,’ he said, ‘it’s just a scratch, although you’ll have a nice scar to tell the kids about!’

‘If I live that long,’ she said.

He ripped a length of material from his pack and tied it around her. ‘There, good as new. Now come on, we need to get going.’

‘My bow! I dropped my bow!’ Panic knotted her stomach as Flick realised she was defenceless.

‘We’ll get it,’ Shea said. ‘Use your knife for now.’

Shea freed his own knife from the door frame and pulled the door open. The first thing that Flick noticed was that the wailing siren had stopped. Had they cancelled their emergency now, she wondered, or were they just as sick of the noise as she was. There was the distant sound of machine gun fire, followed by an explosion, and she knew the answer.

‘What on earth is going on?’ she asked, ‘It sounds like a major invasion!’

‘I don’t know,’ Shea replied, ‘but whatever it is, it seems to have got their attention.’ He checked outside the door and beckoned her to follow. ‘We might still get out of this alive, you know.’

They crept back to the corner of the building and Shea peeped round. ‘Clear,’ he whispered.

Flick’s bow and dropped arrow were still lying on the ground, so he picked them up for her.

‘Thanks,’ she said, nocking the arrow back onto the string.

‘Let’s keep looking. They’ve got to be in one of these buildings.’ Shea said.

Shards of brick and mortar flew from the wall, peppering Flick’s face and hair.

Shit, that was close!

She spun around and loosed the arrow, which just clattered noisily to the ground. She’d missed.

But the thug wasn’t looking at her. He was looking the other way at four men in black body armour advancing on him. He raised his machine gun to fire, but instead of spouting flame and lead it fell to the ground as the man did a strange little jig in a spray of red mist. A fraction of a second later, Flick heard the sound of the gunshots.

She ducked back in shock, leaning back against the wall for a moment.

Shit! Kingsmen!

Shea started to say something, but she held up a finger and he shut up.

Realising they couldn’t stay where they were, she pointed back the way they’d come.

‘Kingsmen,’ she finally managed to say once they’d rounded the next corner. ‘Just turned a guy to pulp.’ She leaned over and threw up that morning’s leftover stew.

‘Come on,’ Shea said, ‘we’ve still got those hostages to find.’

The next building was only a few metres away, and there was a door on this side. Shea tried the handle, but it was locked.

‘No good, keep moving,’ he said.

The sounds of gunfire were getting louder. Two thugs barrelled around a corner and rushed towards them, but they didn’t seem to notice Flick or Shea, and the reason was quickly obvious; four armoured Kingsmen were chasing them. There was the loud crack of gunfire, and the two thugs dropped almost at Flick’s feet. She stood there, open mouthed in terror until Shea pulled her into the cover of a dumpster.

It could only have been a fraction of a second that she’d stood there, for the armoured men were still coming towards them. They stopped and inspected the bodies.

‘Not them, keep looking,’ one said.

Shea motioned her to stay still and they waited silently for the Kingsmen to go. 

‘If Griffin’s thugs don’t get us, the Kingsmen will,’ Flick said despondently.

‘Don’t give up hope,’ Shea said, giving her arm a squeeze.

They crept on along the side of the building. ‘This looks like it was the main terminal, I’ll bet they are in here somewhere,’ Shea said.

There were no windows low enough that they could see in, but eventually they found a door that wasn’t locked. Inside was a long featureless corridor. The door swung shut with a clunk, and plunged them into darkness.

‘Candles!’ said Flick, ‘I knew there was something we’d forget!’

‘Just feel your way along the wall,’ Shea said.

After a dozen or so metres the corridor turned a corner.

‘Ow! Stairs!’ Flick cried out as she walked straight into them and fell forward. Her bow clattered on the floor. She scrabbled about for it, and slung it over her shoulder. ‘I guess I won’t need it now.’

The stairs turned another corner, and light filtered down from windows high above them. Soon it was light enough to see their way. Eventually they reached a large open space, filled with lines of pillars. One wall was glazed from floor to ceiling, and looked out over the grassy field that they had so recently crossed. Shadows of people played through a large plastic curtain. Flick tapped Shea on the shoulder, pointed, and held a finger to her lips. He nodded.

They crept forward and moved the curtain carefully aside. There were five chairs facing away from them, only two of which were empty.

‘Hannah, Jules, Chas, it’s me, Flick,’ she said, rushing to them. The figures squirmed and wriggled as soon as they heard her voice. She drew her knife and started cutting at the ropes, and Shea did the same.

She heard the sound of a gun being cocked, and froze.

‘Ah Felicity, so nice of you to join us.’ The voice was oh so familiar; it had haunted her nightmares for weeks.

Griffin. She froze.

‘You keep turning up alive. Such a disappointment.’ He waved the gun at her.

‘And Mr O’Connell too,’ he continued. ‘Although I was expecting you to come in by the front door, not skulking around the back. But ten out of ten for resourcefulness.’

Griffin stepped out of the shadows. He had a revolver pointed at her. She recognised Ron Welch among his henchmen, but said nothing.

‘Drop the weapons. Didn’t your parents tell you that children shouldn’t play with knives?’ They clattered to the ground. He waved to his henchmen who kicked the knives away before grabbing hold of Flick and Shea.

Ron hissed in Flick’s ear, ‘Hello Carter, I’m going to enjoy killing you.’

‘Not so hasty Ronald, all in good time,’ Griffin said genially.

He looked at Flick. ‘My own boy was such a… disappointment. But young Ronald here is a delight. I’m thinking of adopting him, you know. It’s so important to have good parents, don’t you think?’

Griffin looked at her quizzically.

‘Oh I was forgetting, your parents are dead. I had such fun killing them too. And your sweet little sister. I had such fun killing her.’

That sounded wrong, Flick thought. Surely they’d died in the fire? Griffin hadn’t killed them himself, had he? 

‘You bastard!’ It came out as a whisper, yet was filled with all the venom she could muster. She tried to wrench herself free, but Ron’s grip was too tight, and the sudden pain from the wound in her side made her scream in agony.

Griffin sat in a chair opposite and placed the gun on a low table. ‘Now Ronald. Take your time, savour the moment. I shall watch and enjoy.’

Flick steeled herself for the end. Ron’s face was right up against hers. She could feel the warmth from his skin, feel the moist dampness of his breath and smell the awful stench of it. She felt the cold steel of his knife against her neck and shut her eyes. I’m coming Rosie.

‘AMELIA!’ The shout took Flick completely by surprise, and evidently surprised Ron too, because the knife disappeared from her throat. There was a loud crash, and Flick opened her eyes to see Ron falling to the floor under a pile of broken chair legs.

‘Well, come on then Flick, don’t just stand there!’ It was Hannah. She must have worked herself free from the partly cut ropes while no one was looking. She handed Flick the knife.

Griffin was reaching for his gun, an angry roar bellowing from his mouth. Flick launched herself at him, but staggered from the impact of a blow from someone she didn’t see, and dropped to her knees. A boot made contact with her and she toppled, momentarily senseless.

‘Touched a nerve did we?’ Griffin smirked.

There was a loud crash as the doors at the far end of the room burst open and the room filled with black figures. Shots rang out.

‘Nobody move!’ a female voice barked, ‘Everyone down on the ground!’

Flick stayed on the ground where she was, but slowly felt along the floor for her knife. The room lit up as something flashed, and there were several incredibly loud bangs, but she ignored them as she grabbed the knife. She looked up just in time to see Shea throw his knife at one of the black figures. There was a bright flash and another bang, and she watched, stunned as Shea stopped, surprise registering on his face. There was a little red flower on his shirt, and as it grew bigger, he looked at her and sank to his knees.

‘Shea! No!’ She screamed. She turned and saw the figure, the red-haired Kingsman woman, with the gun in her hand. She raised her knife to throw it and there was another voice shouting. 

‘Flick! No! Stop!’

It sounded familiar.

Adam?

What was he doing here?

From the corner of her eye she saw Griffin. He was getting away. She couldn’t have that, no matter what. She launched herself at him. She saw the flash from the muzzle of the gun and felt the searing pain, but she was close, so close. Her knife made contact and she felt the hot spray of his life gush onto her skin as everything went black.




Adam raised his hands. His throat went dry as he looked into the black depths of the gun barrels. ‘Don’t…’ he managed to croak.

Then the barrels all dropped. ‘Nice of you gentlemen to join us.’ It was Dixon. ‘We’re splitting into teams,’ she said. ‘We’ll go to the top and work our way down, that way no one will surprise us from behind. Anyone surrenders, tie ‘em up and tag ‘em. If they resist, you know what to do. Right, move out.’

They nodded, and quickly climbed the stairs to the top, dispersing into teams and searching from room to room. In between the calls of ‘Clear!’ Adam heard occasional exchanges of gunfire, but each time the silence that followed was filled with another call of ‘Clear!’ 

‘Top floor is secure.’

‘Good work, men.’ Dixon nodded as they moved down to the next level. 

The third floor they reached was at the bottom of a double flight of stairs. ‘This must be the main departures and arrivals hall,’ Dixon said. They checked the corridors, and that just left the big hall, with two sets of double doors. Lieutenant Dixon gingerly pushed the doors open a crack and peeped inside before ducking back to cover.

‘I counted nine, including at least three civilians tied up. Now fire only on my command, unless fired upon. Is that understood?’

Everyone nodded.

‘Good. We go on three. One… Two… Three!’

They rushed in. Initially the people at the far end of the room seemed oblivious of them, but Dixon fired three rounds into the ceiling, and that seemed to grab their attention.

‘Nobody move!’ she barked. ‘Everyone down on the ground!’

People dropped, but not all of them. Some were tied to chairs and obviously couldn’t move. Adam saw that several of the people appeared to be fighting, and were oblivious to their presence. Then he saw one of them had a knife and started to throw it in their direction. In a flash, Dixon raised her gun and let off a round. The figure dropped. One of the other fighters screamed. It was a woman. She sounded familiar… Flick! Then he saw she had a knife and was about to throw it.

He shouted, desperately against the noise, ‘Flick! No! Stop!’

But she wasn’t throwing the knife at them, she was attacking one of the others.

It was still too late and a second shot rang out and they both dropped in a spray of blood.

Adam screamed, ‘No! Flick…’

He ran across the room towards where she lay, oblivious to everyone and everything else. There was shouting and there were shots, but he didn’t care; he just ignored them. He knelt down beside his sister and pulled her off the body of the man she’d been attacking. She was drenched in blood but he held her gently and cradled her in his arms.

‘I’m sorry, Flick,’ he sobbed. ‘I’m so, so, sorry.’ Tears ran down his face, and a tear dripped onto Flick’s cheek. He wiped it off tenderly and reached down and kissed her forehead.

He didn’t know how long he’d knelt there, but at some point he’d become aware that the man Flick had attacked was George Griffin. He was clearly dead; Flick’s knife was still sticking out of his throat. But he didn’t care.

 Arms grabbed him and pulled him away. Two men appeared with a stretcher and placed Flick onto it before whisking her body off somewhere. Only then did Adam become aware of who was holding him.

It was Lieutenant Dixon.

‘You shot her!’ he sobbed. Then he turned around to face her, and screamed with all his might. ‘You shot her!’

She slapped him hard around the face, ‘Pull yourself together, soldier! Of course I didn’t.’

Her words didn’t register as he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye.

‘Bastards, you killed him!’ a voice said.

‘Ron?’

Adam realised too late that the blood stained figure had a gun in his hand. He raised it and fired.
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On Trial. Again.




FLICK SLOWLY BECAME aware of a white light.

So this is what it’s like being dead, she thought.

Then she gradually became aware of more things. Pain. Her jaw hurt, her chest felt like it had been sat on by an elephant, her arms and hands hurt. Her feet didn’t hurt. She guessed that was a blessing at least. Something… was stuck to her arm. She opened her eyes and blinked. She was lying on her back in a room. It was a strange room, white, sterile, like a hospital. That was it; she was in a hospital.

Then the memories started coming back. The fight, the Kingsmen, Shea, Adam. She struggled to sit up.

‘Shea!’ she croaked.

‘Easy now.’

There was someone else in the room. A woman. She had long blonde hair.

Rosie? No, it couldn’t be, she was too old.

‘What happened?’ Flick managed to say.

‘You’ve been in surgery, but you should recover fully. The effects of the anaesthetic will make you woozy for a while, but it’ll soon wear off.’

‘Surgery?’

‘You were shot. You lost a lot of blood.’

‘Shot… I remember.’

She looked at the other woman in the room, the red-haired one lurking by the door. ‘It was you. You shot me.’

’Not guilty I’m afraid. I shot the man you were attacking.’

‘But… I felt…’

‘You had already been shot before, and the effort of the attack, not to mention the kicking you had just received was enough to rupture your wound.’

‘Griffin?’

‘Is dead. I shot him. But you stabbed him. Both wounds were equally fatal, so I shall award the kill to you.’ She smiled graciously.

Flick relaxed. Griffin was dead.

‘Lieutenant Dixon.’ The woman introduced herself. She nodded at the nurse, who left the room. ‘We have met before, but under equally… trying circumstances.’ 

‘Shea? Adam?’ Flick muttered.

‘Shea is outside. He is hurt like you, but he will also make a full recovery. Adam…’ her voice trailed off. ‘I’m sorry. One of Griffin’s henchmen managed to hide a gun.’ She took Flick’s hand and held it. Flick just stared blankly, not taking it in.




‘We do have one or two formalities,’ Lieutenant Dixon told Flick a few days later. ‘Technically you are under arrest, and for practical purposes that means you may not leave the hospital. There will have to be a new trial, but that should just be a formality.’

There was a knock on the door, and the nurse entered. She whispered something to the lieutenant, who nodded.

‘It seems even the threat of death can’t keep him away. I’ll leave you two alone.’

As the lieutenant left the room she called out, ‘Only a few minutes now, she still needs her rest.’

Shea sat down beside Flick and took hold of her hand. She smiled up at him.

‘Hey,’ he said.




Lieutenant Dixon banged her gavel on the desk and brought the courtroom to order. They were back in the upper room of the tiny town hall-come-jail in the middle of Faringdon, and Flick was back in the dock. Only this time she was not chained, nor in rags. It was a month now since the events in Bristol, and most of her injuries had healed, although she still had bandages around her ribs under the white blouse she was wearing. Her new supple tan leather fitted suit was a gift from the people of the town, many of whom were crammed into the two small benches of the gallery, or standing outside in the square. They would have filled the room and the stairs if Lieutenant Dixon hadn’t put her foot down and ordered them out.

She recognised Fred and Stanley and Maggie sitting in the front row of the gallery and waved. Maggie patted the noticeable bulge in her belly as she waved back. Flick gave her a little grin and a thumbs up.

Lieutenant Dixon banged her gavel again, dragging Flick’s attention back to the proceedings. ‘Defendant will rise!’ she commanded, although her voice was not harsh.

Flick stood.

‘On the charges that the you did, on the night of the eighth of May, in the year of our lord twenty-three eighty-three set fire to the Crown inn and thereby cause the death of Nicholas Carter and Rosie Carter, how do you plead?’

‘Not guilty,’ Flick replied.

Dixon made a note. ‘The plea is so entered,’ she said.

Then, turning to the Kingsman seated to her right, she said, ‘The prosecution will now bring its case.’

The Kingsman stood and announced ‘The prosecution brings no evidence.’

There was cheering from the gallery, and Lieutenant Dixon had to bang her gavel several times to restore order.

‘Very well. The defence will now bring its case,’ she said.

The Kingsman seated to her left stood.

‘Ma’am, the defence calls Corporal Daniel Barnes.’ 

Corporal Barnes came and took the stand. After he had been sworn in, the defence lawyer began his questioning. ‘Tell me, in your own words how you came to be involved.’

‘I was part of a squad of Kingsmen that had been dispatched here from Oxford after the initial trial. We were suspicious that coercion had been applied to witnesses, forcing them to give false testimony. After the prisoner had… escaped, myself and Socko–Kingsman Garrett–were tasked with getting to the bottom of what had happened.’

‘Tasked by whom?’

‘Lieutenant Dixon, ma’am.’

‘I confirm that I gave that order,’ Dixon broke in. ‘Continue.’

‘And how did you propose to get to the bottom of what had happened?’ the defence lawyer asked.

‘By examining the scene of the crime and interviewing witnesses,’ Barnes replied.

‘Is it true that you were able to determine how and where the fire started?’

‘Yes. By looking at the pattern of the burn marks on the floor and walls, we were able to determine that the fire started on the first floor landing, close to the staircase to the upper floors and bedrooms. It was started by setting fire to a pile of rags placed on the woollen carpet. Both the rags and the carpet had been soaked in some form of accelerant, probably petrol.’

‘Could the defendant have started the fire herself?’

‘We don’t believe so. For one thing, she did not have access to the accelerant, and there was no trace of petrol or a petrol container anywhere else on the premises. Secondly, whoever started the fire had to have taken the can they’d brought the accelerant in, away with them, since it wasn’t found at the scene, and thirdly, if the defendant had started the fire, she would have been unable to return to the room from which she is known to have escaped.’

‘Thank you. Now, were you able to find a source of this petroleum accelerant anywhere in the town?’ the defence lawyer asked.

‘Yes we did,’ the corporal replied. ‘There were two full cans and one empty can hidden under a tarpaulin in an outhouse at the mayor’s mansion.’

There was a gasp and angry muttering from the gallery. Lieutenant Dixon banged her gavel and called for silence.

‘And now on to the murder victims. Were you able to determine the cause of their deaths?’

‘There were no murder victims. We found no traces of any bodies at the scene, and no indication that bodies had been removed.’

‘But wouldn’t the fire consume the bodies?’

‘Not an ordinary fire like that. You would need something exceptionally hot, and even then there would still be traces: bones, ashes, teeth and so on.’

‘Really? Everyone knows that a fire gets rid of the evidence, surely,’ Dixon interjected.

‘Yes, ma’am. We thought so too at first. But we checked, and it isn’t true.’

‘Checked? How?’ Dixon asked.

‘Well, ma’am, and this was Socko’s idea, we burnt down another house, with a body in it.’

Dixon raised an eyebrow, ‘You did WHAT?’

‘Well, I say body, it was a dead pig, ma’am.’

There was a titter from the gallery, and a comment from the back row, ‘I still want paying for that pig; valuable meat it was too.’

‘Ma’am, the butcher assured us the pig had gone off. It was not fit for human consumption. And it was rather smelly,’ said Corporal Barnes.

Lieutenant Dixon banged her gavel. ‘Stick to the point,’ she said.

‘Well, I could of sold it,’ the butcher muttered, and was rewarded with a scowl from the bench.

‘You put the pig into a house and burnt it down?’ Dixon prompted.

‘Yes, ma’am. We used one of the derelicts at the edge of the town. Filled it with loads of scrap wood, then chucked on a can of the accelerant we found in the mayor’s mansion. Then we lit it, well, Socko lit it. If you ask me, he’s a bit too keen that lad. Kept muttering something about “experimental crime fighting being the future”. We let the fire burn out, same as the inn, and then we looked. Found the pig, all burnt and charred, but it was still there.’

‘So are you saying the defendant’s sister and father are not dead?’ 

‘No ma’am, I’m not saying that. What I am saying is that there were no bodies in the wreckage. Before, during, or after. As to their status or present whereabouts, I have no information.’

The room erupted in pandemonium. Dixon banged her gavel repeatedly until the room quieted down. Finally, she spoke.

‘The defendant will rise.’

Flick stood, and quietly watched the lieutenant, a serious expression on her face.

Lieutenant Dixon continued. ‘Felicity Carter, on the charge of arson, we find you not guilty. On the charges of murder, we find there is no case to answer. You are free to go.’

Once again the room erupted, and this time dozens of people crowded round Flick trying to hug her and congratulate her as she tried to make her way to the stairs. It was only the intervention of Fred, pushing people out of the way that allowed her to escape.




Flick stood in the square, looking at the burnt out shell of the inn. She’d just got back from Adam’s funeral. Lieutenant Dixon stood next to her. They stood in silence, both of them lost in their own thoughts.

‘Will you rebuild it?’ Dixon asked.

‘Maybe one day,’ Flick said, ‘but first I have to find Rosie and Dad. If they are alive, they are out there somewhere. I need to find them; I owe it to them; I owe it to myself, I owe it to Adam.’

The lieutenant gave Flick a big hug. ‘Good luck, Felicity,’ she said, ‘I hope you do find them. Keep in touch and let me know how you get on.’

‘Okay I will,’ Flick said, ‘but, you know? I don’t even know your name…’

‘It’s Jessica,’ replied the lieutenant, ‘but you can call me Jess.’

Flick smiled.

‘Flick. Call me Flick.’
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THERE'S A killer on the loose and he's after the princess. Only seventeen year old Flick Carter stands in his way... 

The explosive sequel to WANTED, available in ebook and paperback from Amazon.co.uk or Amazon.com.




Want a Free Novella?

In the small town of Faringdon, a young girl is about to be hanged for a murder she didn’t commit. Kingsman Socko Garret and Corporal Dan Barnes are sent on a mission to save the girl and investigate the crime. But when they arrive, things are not what they expect…

This crossover novella is free and exclusive to people like you, who have read this far. Just tap here for the download link. We’ll also send you occasional news of new releases and discount offers. We won’t spam your mailbox and of course you can unsubscribe at any time.
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POST-APOCALYPTIC JUST Got British!




150 years after The Collapse, the Information Age is long gone; the clouds of data that once drove humanity are little more than ash. The few remaining people get by as best they can in their fortified towns, improvising or scavenging through long-derelict ruins. This is the world of the Kingsmen, elite enforcers with the power of life and death, and the Scavs, outlandish scavengers who they say will hunt you down and murder you, just for a trinket. 

Welcome to 23rd Century Britain.
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WANTED. Flick Carter #1

Meet Flick Carter. She's sixteen. They say she murdered her family. 

She didn't. 

They're gonna hang her anyway. 

98,000 words. Available from Amazon.co.uk or Amazon.com in ebook and paperback.




HUNTED. Flick Carter #2

There's a killer on the loose and he's after the princess. 

Only seventeen year old Flick Carter stands in his way... 

97,000 words. Available from Amazon.co.uk or Amazon.com in ebook and paperback.




SOCKO’S FIRST DAY

Socko Garrett is just an ordinary kid from the Projects. Sure, he doesn’t have much in the way of prospects, but he never expects to be forced into the Watch. And it’s all the fault of that red-haired woman. Now he has woken up in jail. Surely it can’t get any worse, can it? For Socko, no matter what happens, this is his first day…

12,000 words. Available from Amazon.co.uk or Amazon.com in ebook and paperback.




SOCKO’S FIRST CASE

It’s Christmas Eve and there’s trouble in the capital. A body has been found in the Chapter House, and the large chest of ceremonial gold coins which the king normally distributes to the poor on Boxing Day has gone missing.

Newly-qualified Kingsman, Socko Garrett has just joined the Special Investigations unit (KSI), along with Corporal Dan Barnes. But with heightened security for the king’s visit, and their lieutenant called away for other duties, it’s up to Socko and Barnes to catch the killer and find the money, and they’ve got less than 48 hours before the king arrives… 

14,000 words. Available from Amazon.co.uk or Amazon.com in ebook and paperback.




SOCKO’S FIRST FIRE

The ultimate crossover! In the small town of Faringdon, a young girl is about to be hanged for a murder she didn’t commit. Kingsman Socko Garret and Corporal Dan Barnes are sent on a mission to save the girl and investigate the crime. But when they arrive, things are not what they expect…

25,000 words. Available in ebook, free and exclusive for a limited time to members of the mailing list. Sign up here and get your copy.
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