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  Chapter 1


  LUCKY MAN


  A thin layer of mist wreathed the meadows all the way down to the reeds that traced the meandering path of the river. In the early morning light,
  the few trees that jutted from that paleness seemed iron black, leafless now that the season had changed. This had all been heath until a few years back, from Corfe to the South Deep. Now the sea
  had encroached upon those ancient fields, covering stretches of the lowlands to a depth of several feet.


  Jake stood there on a ridge of higher ground, surveying the scene, his shotgun tucked beneath his arm. He was dressed for the season in a thick sheepskin coat and warm britches, a hunters
  cap and black waders. Close by stood his son, Peter, fourteen and the image of his father, down to the gun beneath his arm. Beside him was Boy, their eight-year-old border collie, his coat
  sleek and black, his sharp eyes and ears taking in every movement.


  A cuckoo called; possibly the last of the year. For a moment after there was silence, then a slushing noise and the sound of beating wings, a heavy sound in the early morning air. As they
  watched, the bird flew up. Jakes eyes followed its path, then settled on the ruins of the old cottage.


  Until six years back this had been a busy, bustling place. Jed Cooper and his family had lived here. A cheerful man, Jed had shared the cottage with his equally cheerful wife, Judy, and their
  twin boys, Charlie and John, who had been Peters age. Only then the sickness had come and theyd been swept away, along with scores of others in the surrounding villages. Last year the
  roof had fallen in and now the walls were crumbling, nature reclaiming the building, its damp brickwork sinking back into the earth.


  Jake looked down and sighed. At his back, a mile to the west, the land climbed steeply to a ridge. There, its ruined keep outlined against the sky, was the castle. Almost a thousand years it had
  stood. When the Normans came, theyd built it to subdue the locals and place their mark upon the land. Later, in the years of the Civil War, it had been partially demolished, yet still it
  dominated the skyline, its ruined towers like slabs of living history.


  Boy tensed. Peter looked down at him and smiled.


  Seek em, Boy! Go chase em out!


  The dog was off at once, a streak of darkness cutting through the mist. Jake raised his gun. Beside him, Peter did the same, the two of them waiting patiently as Boy turned the game towards
  them.


  Two gunshots echoed across the meadows, barely a pause between them. Boy slowed then barked, settling beside one of the fallen rabbits.


  Good lad, Jake said, looking to his son and smiling.


  They walked across, Peter going straight to Boy; kneeling down to ruffle his neck and hug him close, telling him again and again what a good boy hed been.


  Jake stooped, once, then a second time, to lift the dead rabbits and slip them into the big leather satchel at his side. He straightened up. The gunshots would have frightened off any other
  game, but they had plenty of time. The fields beyond the river were pocked with rabbit holes.


  Dad?


  Yes, lad?


  Dyou think itll ever come back?


  Jake thought about it a moment. I dunno Its just if it were coming back, then I guess it would have by now. Only


  Only?


  Jake looked down at the dog. Boy enjoyed being petted. His eyes looked back at Peter adoringly, his tail wagging eagerly.


  Only nothing. But he didnt say that. It was gone, that old world. Never to return. And good riddance. Only Peter, who had never known it, was fascinated.


  Well? Peter insisted, getting back to his feet.


  Jake laughed. Youd have hated it.


  Why? I mean all that great stuff you had.


  They had this conversation often, and as so often happened it led nowhere. The Past  the great computer age  was dead, and most of the great stuff with it. All that
  was left were the husks.


  Come, Jake said, walking on, not letting his mood be affected by such talk. Whats gone is gone, lad. Its no good grieving over it.


  But Dad


  A look, a raised eyebrow, and Peter fell silent.


  Come, Boy, he said, standing, shouldering his gun.


  They paused at the ruins, baring their heads, paying their respects, then walked on. Cooper and his family were buried in the churchyard. Long buried now, along with the rest of those who had
  died that winter. Six years it had been. Only it didnt seem that long. To Jake it seemed like yesterday.


  And there too was another truth. That back in the old days they would have survived. Most of them, anyway, if not all. A jab of something and a week in bed and theyd have been right as
  rain.


  Only these werent the old days.


  Jake pushed the thought away, then looked to his son once more.


  Come, lad. Lets go bag some more before breakfast.


  Two hours had passed and they had just decided to turn back, when Jake spotted the strangers, some distance off to the north-west, out on the Ware-ham Road.


  His satchel was bulging with dead game. That, and the sight of strangers on the road made up Jakes mind to leave. Now, before they were spotted.


  There was an old barn, partway up the slope. There they hid, Jake perched in the gaping stone window, the Zeiss-style glasses  a pair of Bresser Hunters his father had bought more than
  fifty years before  to his eyes as he checked out the newcomers.


  It was as hed thought. They were refugees. Just a small party, eight strong. Five adults and three children, all of their worldly possessions either on their backs or on the sled one of
  them dragged along.


  He moved from face to face, seeing the tiredness there, the fear. They were a peculiarly shabby lot, with an emaciated, almost haunted look. As far as Jake could make out, a small, fussy little
  man was leading them; stocky and balding, he never seemed to stop talking. Alongside him was a much taller woman. She was a pale, consumptive-looking creature with lank hair and a pair of broken
  spectacles that gave her a slight academic air. There were two other men  nondescript fellows with shaven heads and the kind of faces you instantly forgot, they were so generic. Working
  men, Jake thought, seeing those faces. At least, they would have been, once upon a time. But these two were barely into their thirties. Theyd have been ten at most when things fell
  apart.


  The last of the adults  another woman  was perhaps the most interesting, and he took his time, studying her. She didnt seem part of this party. She had a distracted air to
  her and an uncertainty  a lack of ease  that suggested she had joined them somewhere along the way. For protection, maybe. The look of her  the quality of her clothes 
  did not go with the others. And there was one other thing. She was pretty.


  Jake switched his attention to the children. The eldest was a tall, spindly boy of adolescent age. The clothes he was wearing looked thin and ragged. He seemed to hug himself against the
  mornings chill. Most noticeable, however, were his eyes  pale eyes that were dark-rimmed and fearful, like he suffered from bad dreams.


  His siblings, if that was what they were  a boy and a girl, one perhaps five and the other eight or nine  shared the same, dispirited look.


  It made him wonder just how long they had been on the road. Three days? Four? Had they eaten in all that time? Were they hungry?


  They certainly looked hungry. Hungry and afraid. As always, something in him responded to their plight and wanted to help; only he couldnt. He had learned that lesson long ago
   not to trust anyone in these untrustworthy times. Not strangers, anyway.


  Even so


  Jake focused again on the little man, the fussy one, trying to get some clue to it all. A lot of people made the journey west. Hed been told that life was a lot better out here. Only this
  party didnt seem to be driven by the desire for a better life. No. They looked as if they had been chased out.


  Jake lowered the glasses. Theyre no threat, he whispered. But lets get back anyway and warn the others, just in case.


  Peter nodded, then turned to Boy. Boy had been laying there, silent, patient; now he jumped up, eager again.


  Peter leaned in close, speaking in a whisper to the dog. Hush now, Boy. Were going home, right?


  Normally Boy would have given off a bark  an eager response  but Peter had trained him well. When he used that hushed voice, Boy was to keep quiet.


  Jake, looking on, smiled. He was a lovely dog. One of the best. He hadnt known how good it was to have a dog until theyd had him. He put out his hand and Boy came across at once,
  nuzzling him, licking his fingers and giving off the faintest whine.


  Come


  They moved quickly, purposefully, up the steep grassy slope and along the Ridgeway, the castle  a massive thing of fallen tawny stone, huge chunks of which were embedded in the grassy
  hillside  directly ahead. Beyond it, beyond the broad green slope of the castles enclosed lower field, nestling in the curve of the valley, was Corfe itself. A V-shaped spill of
  grey-brown two-storey cottages that hugged both arms of the forking road, the parish church with its square tower thrusting up from amidst that great sprawl. It was a sight Jake never tired of, and
  as always he paused, to take it in, sensing a connection that was beyond his own lifetime. For some reason this was his place and he had come here out of instinct when it had all gone wrong. Here
  and nowhere else. Because here was where he belonged.


  Some of the locals were at the Bankes Arms Hotel already, despite the early hour, unloading carts and carrying bits and pieces through to the gar -den at the back of the big coaching inn. They
  were preparing for the evening ahead, it being their custom, once a month, to hold a gathering of all the surrounding villages. It was a celebration  of life and friendship, and of the Past,
  of the quite astonishing fact that any of them had survived these past twenty or so years.


  Jakes best friend, Tom Hubbard, was there, with his youngest daughter Meg, who was Peters age. While Peter ran across to talk to her, Boy at his heels, Jake sidled over to his old
  friend.


  Tom met his eyes. Somethin up?


  Tom spoke with the same Dorset dialect as Jakes son, Peter, and even as he answered him, Jake was conscious at some level of the lack of that same richness in his own voice. He had been
  here for more than twenty years, but he was still, in some important way, an outsider. This place, home as it was to him now, was still foreign parts.


  Strangers on the old Wareham Road. No threat, Id judge  theyre a bit of a ragtag assortment  but we ought to send a warning round.


  Tom nodded, then turned and whistled through his teeth. Alec! Young Billy!


  Two young heads appeared from behind the cart. Yeah?


  Leave that for now. Theres strangers on the Wareham Road. Best put out a warnin to Stowborough and Furzebrook oh, and East Holme while youre at it.


  He turned to Jake again. How many was it, Jake?


  Just the eight. Three men, two women and three kids. Its just that they looked hungry, and hunger makes thieves of us all.


  Tom turned and gestured to the two youngsters, who ran off at once. He turned back, then nodded towards the bulging satchel.


  Its a wonder theres any rabbits left, what with you and the lad.


  Jake grinned. Thought Id bag a dozen or so for the do tonight.


  An the rest?


  But it didnt need to be said. Tom knew who Jake had bagged them for. Old Ma Brogan, down on the East Orchard. If Jake hadnt brought her a brace of rabbits every now and then
  shed never have tasted meat at all, now that her son had run off.


  Hows Mary?


  Tom looked up again. Shes fine. Lookin forward to tonight. Like a bloody teenage girl, she gets. Cant get no sense out of her or our eldest pair. Youd think it
  were Christmas.


  The two men laughed, then fell silent. There were shadows over everything they said these days.


  They were living on borrowed time and they both knew it. But life had to be lived, not feared. You had to get on with things, no matter what was headed your way. And sometimes that was enough.
  Only it made it hard to plan anything, hard to look beyond the immediacy of things, and that, so the more astute of them realized, robbed the experience of something precious. When you didnt
  have a future, what did you have?


  Jake turned, taking it all in  the castle, the village, all of it unchanged for centuries  and felt a shiver pass through him. It was like living in a vacuum some days. There was
  Peter, of course, and his friends, but what was it all for? What was the point if it could all be swept aside in an instant?


  He patted the bulging satchel, conscious of the smell of the dead creatures which hung upon him.


  Anyway Id best deliver these.


  Tom smiled. You know what? Im glad it happened cos if it hadnt


  He reached out, holding Jakes arm.


  It wasnt like Tom to comment on the past. Nor was it like him to be quite so tactile.


  You all ready for tomorrow?


  Packed up and ready to go.


  Good.


  Jake walked away. He ducked through the narrow entrance, stooping beneath the low-silled door and out into the garden. Stepping back into the sunlight, he called out to the little group of wives
  who were gathered around the big trestle table halfway up the grass.


  Bessie Mell who wants the job of skinning these little fellas?


  There was laughter and for a moment the shadow passed. But walking home afterwards with Peter at his side and Boy trailing them, he saw Toms face again, saw something there behind the
  eyes, and wondered what it was.


  Old Ma Brogan was working in her vegetable garden when Jake came calling.


  Straightening her thin, age-worn frame, she raised a hand to shield her eyes, straining to see who it was. Stray wisps of long grey hair lay across her deeply-lined face. There was mud on her
  boots and on the hem of her long, green velvet skirt. Elegance gone to seed, Jake thought, studying her a moment before he unlatched the gate and stepped through.


  Its all right, Mother. Its only me.


  Ah, Jake, my love. Come give me a kiss. Been a while.


  He went across and gave her a hug and a kiss, then stepped back, admiring her handiwork. For a woman in her eighties she was something else. Frail she might have been, but there was no sign of
  that frailty in her vegetable garden. Nothing but straight, healthy rows of carrots and beans. The last of the season.


  Ive brought you some conies, Ma. Skinned em and prepared em, I have. Where dyou want me to put em?


  A smile beamed out from that ancient face. It made him realize how beautiful she must have been as a young woman.


  Ah, youre a good boy to me, Jake Reed. A better son than that good-for-nothing boy of mine.


  Now, Ma he had his reasons.


  Reasons! She spat the word out contemptuously. Youre too kind to him by half. Let his cock rule him, mores the truth!


  Jake smiled. He was used to Ma Brogans foul mouth. Besides, it was true. Her son, Billy, had been infatuated with a girl, and she only half his age. Cock-struck was how Ma
  Brogan had termed it at the time, and so he was. When she left, he went after her, leaving his aged mother to fend for herself. It was cruel, but it was also life.


  So where dyou want these?


  Through here, she said, turning and leading the way along the brickwork path towards the back door. You goin along tonight, lad?


  I am. And he smiled again as he said it. He liked being called lad, as if he were Peters age again. And he liked being mothered. More than that, he liked Ma
  Brogans irreverent approach to life. Some didnt, but he did.


  In the kitchen doorway she half turned, looking to him. You want a brew, boy?


  Id love one, Ma. If youre having one.


  I am. Now put those conies down on the side, then take a seat and rest your legs while you tell me all the latest gossip.


  Which is precisely what he did for the next hour, sat there in that low-ceilinged, heavily-shadowed kitchen, among the overflowing shelves and the clutter.


  Back in the old days he might have scorned it as a waste of time, but now he knew. This was what life was for. Not for accumulating wealth, nor making an impression. It was for this. The old
  lady  Margaret, she insisted, flirting with him  made him laugh. Not only that, but she made him think, and if shed been thirty years younger he might even have slept
  with her.


  He knew a great deal about her life, about her work as a painter and as a potter, and the children she had raised, never to see again. But aspects of her history were still a mystery to him,
  even after coming here these past twelve months.


  Margaret?


  Yes, my love?


  Can I ask you something deeply personal?


  She turned to face him. You may.


  How many lovers did you have?


  Her smile broadened, stretching the thin parchment of her skin. You cheeky boy. That is personal. But as its you


  She hesitated, searching her memory, the smile fading then returning as she remembered something, or someone. My god, its years since I thought about it She gave a
  little shrug, then. Twenty? Thirty, maybe.


  Jake feigned shocked surprise, which made her laugh.


  You wanted an honest answer, you got one.


  For which I thank you. But now I want to know something else. Who was the love of your life?


  She stared back at him and for an instant, her eyes were still young in that otherwise ancient face. It made him think of the old saying  that the eyes were the windows of the soul.


  Whats got into you today, my boy?


  I dont know Its just that Ive been missing her these past few days.


  Ah


  A faint, wistful smile had come to her lips. She met his eyes again.


  His name was Matthew. Mattie, I called him. My beautiful Mattie. Ah, he could stoke the fires, that one.


  Was he your husband?


  Good Lord, no! My husband, hah! I had three husbands and a fat lot of good any of them were, especially the last! First he ran off, and then his son! She gave a snort
  of exasperation, then, after a long breath and more calmly she said, No, my love Mattie was my secret. Wed meet as often as we could, in his room, sometimes, but more often in
  hotels. Sixteen years younger than me, he was, and I knew it couldnt last, only


  Jake frowned, seeing how deep the pain still was, and felt a moments regret at having raised the subject. Look, Im sorry, I


  No dont be. It wasnt like that, you see. He didnt leave me. Or rather, he did, but not through choice. He said hed love me forever. But then he died.
  In a car crash. It was awful. I didnt know what to do with myself. His family didnt know, you see, and if they had they wouldnt have approved. But the funeral Oh, it
  was terrible, Jake. I couldnt stop crying. And no one there knew me. No one even bothered to ask who it was sitting there at the back of the church sobbing her heart out. No one.


  For a moment he felt like holding her, comforting her for what was clearly still an unhealed wound, even after all these years.


  How old was he?


  She wiped at her eyes. Twenty-six.


  Jake caught his breath. It was the same age he had been when it had all come crashing down.


  Im sorry. I shouldnt have asked.


  She reached out and touched his arm.No. No, you should. I like talking about the past, even if it hurts. Even if


  She shook her head.


  What? he asked gently.


  Oh, its nothing, Jake. Just that some days it feels like some dreadful illusion. That none of it really happened and I imagined it all. Dreamed it.


  He nodded, understanding. It was exactly how he felt some days. How most of them probably felt, those who had survived the world coming apart at the seams. Simply to be here now seemed something
  of a miracle.


  Jake got to his feet.


  You got to go?


  He nodded. Ive got a lot to do before tonight. You goin along?


  She laughed. Not me, boy. My old bones arent up to it any more. The walk there would do for me.


  You sure I couldnt come get you? You could sit on the cart


  Its very kind, my love, but no. You need to enjoy yourself, and how could you do that if you had to keep an eye on me, eh?


  But Ma


  Margaret. Her voice had an insistent tone to it. And no. Ill be fine.


  Jake kissed her, held her to him a moment, then quickly hurried away, before he saw the tears welling in her eyes. But halfway up the long slope that led to Church Knowle, he turned and looked
  back, noting how the cottage seemed embedded in the landscape, the thatched roof the same brown as the surrounding fields.


  He turned away. What hed said to her was true. He had been thinking about Anne a lot these past few days, and he felt he needed to do something about it. As it was he felt haunted, and as
  a rational man he felt uncomfortable with that.


  I should go see her. Talk to her. Yes. But first hed pack, ready for tomorrow.


  The farmhouse was a long, low building, set back off the main street, the grey of its slate roof peppered with small patches of green and orange. It was a sturdy house, an
  unfussy house, functional in a way so many of the local houses werent. They were more picturesque, more pretty, but Jake had chosen well. It was warm in the winter and the roof never leaked.
  And besides, it had cost him nothing.


  The front door was unlocked. It was never locked. Not these days. If you couldnt trust your neighbours, then who could you trust? Jake stepped inside, into deep shadow. The kitchen was at
  the back, overlooking the yard, the living room to the left. Both bedrooms were upstairs.


  He went through. There were long shelves both sides of the hallway, crowded floor to ceiling with books. Like the house, he had inherited them, and again, like the house, he had
  come to appreciate with every passing year just how carefully they had been chosen.


  The kitchen was neat and clean. The skinned and washed rabbits that the women had prepared had been hung up in the larder. Fresh wood had been cut and stacked. The oak table had been wiped, the
  breakfast things washed up and put away.


  Jake smiled. Peter was a good boy. A dependable boy. He worked hard and never complained.


  He crossed the room, standing there a moment at the sink, looking out through the long window, wondering where Peter was. Only he knew where he was. He turned and saw at once that the bucket was
  missing from the hook.


  Jake washed his hands and dried them, then stepped out, into the yard. From there he had a view down the lane towards the well. He could hear the pigs snuffling in the shed at his back, the
  chickens restlessly clucking. Bessie, their Jersey, was in the barn nearby, sleeping no doubt.


  Jake shielded his eyes to look.


  Peter was sat on the broad ledge of the well, Meg beside him. They were holding hands, staring at each other in that lovesick fashion Jake had noticed of late. Boy lay nearby, one eye open,
  looking out for his master.


  Again Jake smiled. In that too they were lucky. To have met such people as the Hubbards, here at the end of things.


  Normally he would have left them on their own for a bit, but there was much to do. And besides, there would be plenty of time later on for them to gaze adoringly at each other.


  He walked down the sloping lane towards them, his booted feet crunching on the gravel. Hearing it, their hands fell apart. Snatching up her bucket, Meg hurried away, giving Jake a smile as she
  went.


  Embarrassed, Peter jumped down. He lifted his own bucket and began to walk towards his father, Boy jumping up to follow.


  Jake smiled. Its okay, you know holding hands. You can hold hands. It is allowed.


  Peter didnt look at him. He was blushing now. But Jake, studying his son, saw how tall hed grown, how close he was to being a man.


  How his mother would have loved to have seen that.


  They were at the gate now. Jake watched as Peter expertly nudged the old latch and pushed through, the heavy bucket swaying in his hand.


  You know what, lad?


  What?


  I thought wed go see your mum, later. Once everythings done.


  The young boy turned, meeting his eyes. You all right, Dad?


  Jake looked away. It was his turn to be embarrassed. Im fine


  Yeah?


  Yeah Only he didnt have to say. Peter was watching him now, a perfect understanding in his eyes.


  Ill cut some flowers for her.


  Thatd be nice.


  Only what he felt at that moment couldnt be contained in words. To have been so lucky and unlucky. To have found her at all and then to have lost her. No. Sometimes words  even
  whole hallways full of words  were not enough.


  St. Peters Church stood on a mound at the turn of the road, as it had since the early fourteenth century, a neat, solid-looking building of grey stone. Old as it was,
  it was merely a replacement for the old Saxon church after which the village  Church Knowle  had first been named. Priests had read the ancient services in Latin long before the great
  castle had been built a mile or so to the west, and there had been a rector resident since 1327. It was here that the locals gathered every week, not to sing hymns or say prayers like their
  ancestors, but simply to talk  to air grievances, seek help, to raise any problems they might have, and generally to keep things ticking over, as they liked to call it. Few
  among them were religious in any special way, yet they shared a feeling of connection to the land that was almost pagan in its intensity  a sense of belonging.


  It was over there, on the far side of that lushly grassed space, near the back wall, that they had buried those who had died six years back. And it was there, now, that Jake and his son came, to
  put flowers down on the neatly-kept mound that was Annes grave.


  Jake had carved the headstone himself from a solid slab of oak, fashioning it in the shape of a tree. It had taken him all of three months, but it was a fine piece of work, one of which he was
  immensely proud. Back in the old days he would have struggled to have finished such a task  things were so easy, so throwaway back then  but this was something
  different. This was something meant, his own small monument against Time, and he had poured all of his feelings for her into the simple design. As for the words


  Jake gave the smallest shake of his head, thinking about it. He had never found anything quite so hard as choosing what to carve into that smoothly varnished surface. After all, what did you
  say? Passed in her sleep? No, because she hadnt. She had been in torment until the last. It had been agony  sheer hell  to see her suffer all of that. So what
  then? How to express the utter totality of his loss, his grief? And there were Peters feelings to consider, too, for it was his mother who had been snatched from him so brutally.
  Jake had felt honour bound to make sure his son had his say. Because this mattered. How you honoured the dead, how you remembered them after they were gone, that mattered. He understood that
  now.


  And so, between them, they had honed it down to the simplest of words. Words which might somehow prove a vessel into which all of their grief, all of their painful memories, might pour
  themselves:


  Our darling girl. Missed beyond words.


  Jake knelt there a moment, his fingers tracing the hand-carved words. Then, taking the special scissors from his jacket pocket, he began to trim the grass.


  He was just finishing, wiping the surface of the slab with a damp cloth, when he grew conscious of another presence close by. He turned, looking up into the sunlight.
  Mary?


  She stood there, staring past him at the headstone, a faint wistfulness in her expression. She was Annes sister, three years her elder, and as Jake looked at her he could see reminders of
  what he had lost in Marys face: her eyes; her long, dark, curling hair; in the very way she stood there, her weight on her left foot, her head slightly tilted. It was precisely how Anne had
  always stood.


  She was holding a small spray of flowers. Lilacs. Annes favourites.


  It never seems to get easier, does it?


  No... No, I


  He left it unfinished. Then, realizing that hed done all hed come to do, he clambered up, brushing the grass clippings from his knees.


  Mary spoke again, quieter this time. You know I always thought it would be me. I always expected her to tend my grave.


  Really? Yet even as he said it he saw the truth in it. Anne had always been the healthy one, the more vigorous of the two. Even if Mary had not already been Toms wife, he
  would have chosen Anne, had it come to it, purely for her vitality. She had possessed so much life. Yet it was Anne who had succumbed to the fever, not Mary.


  Have they decided? he asked, changing the subject.


  A smile lit her face. She knew without asking what he was referring to.


  Far From The Madding Crowd. You know, the old version, with Alan Bates, Terence Stamp and Julie Christie.


  Once a month, as tonight, they would haul out the old generator, fill it with oil, and show a film. Something from the Past. Who chose that?


  The women. We wanted something romantic for a change.


  He nodded to her and made to leave, calling Peter and Boy to him. But at the gate he looked back and saw her, kneeling by the grave now, talking to her sister as he so often did, holding the
  lilacs out to show Anne, a strangely fragile love there in the muscles of her face.


  So fragile, and yet so strong. Jake turned back, looking to his son, noting, as he so often did, how he too carried the familial genes.


  I am the family face


  Dad?


  Jake smiled. Old words, boy. Just old words.


  Darkness had fallen. In the long, high-walled garden of the Bankes Arms Hotel, a massive bonfire cast its warm, flickering light over the crowded scene, bathing everything in
  an ever-changing cloak of gold and black.


  Above the chug-chug-chug of the ancient, oil-powered generator, music played, struggling to make itself heard against the babble of a hundred voices.


  Every one of the big bench tables was filled to overflowing. People had come from miles around, bringing their families. Relaxed now, their faces shining, they ate and drank and talked, while
  all about them their children ran and played, carefree and happy.


  Jake and Peter were seated at the table closest to the generator, sharing it with Tom, Mary and their daughters, Cathy, Beth and Meg. Boy, as ever, lay hidden in the shadows beneath, his jet
  black eyes reflecting back the firelight. From time to time he would lick his chops, a faint whine escaping him as he sniffed the air, taking in the mouth-watering scent of roasting meat that,
  mixed with the strong burned-chemical odour of the generator, filled every breath.


  The music was much louder where they sat, close by the speakers, but Jake didnt mind that. Music  especially music from the old days  was his passion, one that he shared
  with Old Josh Palmer, the landlords father. Josh was in his eighties now, but he was still fit, still sprightly. He lived in the attic of the hotel, in two large rooms with sloping eaves
  that, apart from his bed and a small sink in one corner, were crammed floor to ceiling with his collection. It was offerings from that collection that they were listening to now, a
  collection that anyone would have been proud of, even back in the old days. In these latter days, after the Collapse, his boxes of ancient plastic-sleeved CDs and even older vinyl seemed an
  absolute treasure trove, most of it irreplaceable; things youd never see, or ever dream to see, at market. Things that were old before Old Josh was born. Now they seemed even more precious,
  for these were the last remaining vestiges of an easier age. An age that had passed for good. That, but for this, Jake would never have guessed existed.


  Right now they were playing one of his absolute favourites, Erin Go Bragh, its rapid, almost staccato acoustic guitar underpinning the delicious, broad Scots accent of its singer,
  Dick Gaughan. Jake leaned back, half-filled beer mug in hand, and closed his eyes briefly to listen to the flute that seemed to float out of the speakers, so sweet and high, mouthing the words to
  himself as he did.


  As the song ended and he opened his eyes again, he saw, looking about him, how they were all watching him, suppressed laughter in every face. Seeing his surprised expression, there was an
  eruption of delighted laughter.


  What?


  He looked to Tom for an explanation.


  Its just you, Jake. That look you have sometimes. Lost you are. Totally bloody lost.


  Yeah? He smiled and shrugged. Well


  But he wasnt going to let it ruin his enjoyment. If the truth were told, he lived for these evenings, when the hot, scented air was filled with music. Annie had loved it too. Sitting
  there, he could imagine, sometimes, that she was beside him still.


  In spirit, anyway, he thought, pushing the memory away. Yet as he did, so another song began, making him catch his breath.


  Oh, well done, Josh


  He looked across at Josh, seated by the controls of the old mixing desk and clapped exaggeratedly, making the old man grin toothlessly.


  River Man. Oh, how he loved this song. Loved the sweet, gently English voice of its singer, Nick Drake. Loved its understated lyric.


  Above all, what got to him was the bittersweet poignancy of it. The idea of lilac time. Of a time free of all cares.


  Dad?


  He turned, meeting his sons eyes. What, boy?


  These songs


  What about them?


  Its just


  Peter shrugged. Jake knew his son didnt have the same love of this music. Peter liked his music harder, heavier than this. More modern, too. Even so, Jake felt he ought to reward his son
  somehow. Hed been a real help lately. Fishing in his pocket, he brought out a handful of local coins, stamped with the simple standing stone motif of Wessex. Taking one, he handed it to
  Peter.


  Go on Go and ask Old Josh for a request. But nothing too outrageous, eh?


  Peters face lit up. Scrambling up, he ran across to where the old man sat, leaning in to shout into his ear.


  Jake watched the boy a moment, warmed to the pit of his stomach by the sight. Sometimes what he felt for the boy surprised him.


  Turning back, he found himself meeting Marys eyes. She had been watching him. He saw that instantly. But why?


  The question must have been in his eyes, for she leaned towards him, laying her hand on his, and smiled.


  I was just thinking remembering when you first came here. Youve changed, you know.


  Yeah?


  Beyond recognition.


  Jake looked away. Tom was watching him now too. Like he and Mary shared a secret. He sipped at his beer, then, seeing Peter returning, turned and called out to him. What did you ask him
  for?


  Peter grinned. Youll see


  Oh god


  Peter slipped back into his seat, reaching down to pet Boy before meeting his fathers eyes again.


  No, Dad youll like it. Really.


  Jake was about to protest when the unmistakable opening bars began.


  Hendrix! It was fucking Hendrix!


  From all around, people were getting to their feet, taking up hunched, head down air guitar poses as Voodoo Chile pounded from the speakers.


  Jake looked to his son again and grinned. Boy, I raised you extremely bloody well. And ignoring Peters disgusted look, he too got to his feet and started playing along. As
  the music faded, Jake opened his eyes again, to find Tom and Mary watching him again, their eyes delighted.


  You enjoyed that, didnt you? Tom said, getting up and gesturing to Jake to hand over his now empty glass.


  I bloody well did.


  Its good to see.


  Yeah?


  Yeah.


  Jake looked down. He knew what Tom was saying, beneath the words. He must have been hard to be with after Annie had died. His mood had been so dark, so unremittingly morose. He had
  forgotten how to have fun. If it hadnt been for Peter. Well who knew what hed have done? As it was, the pain lingered, but he could deal with it now.


  As Tom went off to get the beers, he looked to Mary again. Am I that fascinating?


  She smiled.


  Well? he asked, when she didnt answer. Just that you seem to be watching me tonight.


  Do I? The smile broadened. Just that its good to see you smiling again. I never thought


  She stopped, her expression changing. A new song had begun. Another old folk song, its mood wistful this time. Jake didnt recognize it, but it had a distinctly gaelic feel.


  Dyou want to dance?


  Her question surprised him. I dont.


  You used to. With Annie.


  That too was different. Before now they had come to a kind of unspoken agreement not to talk about Annie and how things used to be. But that had changed, apparently.


  Have you and Tom been talking?


  Talking? Thats what married couples do, surely?


  I mean about me.


  She shrugged, but there was a smile on her lips now. Youre our best friend. Of course we talk about you.


  Yeah? So what have you been saying?


  He was conscious, suddenly, of the children listening in. From seeming bored, they were now attentive. Mary, too, seemed to suddenly become aware of it. Looking about her she shooed them all
  away.


  Go on, go This is adult talk.


  When they were gone, Boy trailing in their wake, Mary turned to him again.


  So? he asked. Why am I suddenly so interesting?


  Youve always been interesting.


  He shook his head. The truth.


  Mary looked down. It seemed to him that beyond her playful teasing she was steeling herself to say something. Only right then Tom returned, and Jake sensed that the moment had passed. He
  wasnt sure why, or what it was about, maybe nothing, only it wasnt how she usually was with him. She nor Tom.


  Got it all ready for the morning, have you? Tom asked, handing Jake his beer.


  Jake nodded, but he was staring thoughtfully at Mary.


  Your wife he began.


  Is a very, very, very fine wife.


  Tom put his arm about her, hugging her to him.


  Maybe Only I sense she means to meddle in my life.


  Oh? Tom sounded surprised. And how would she be a doin that?


  It had come to him, just a moment before. What she was doing.


  I think she means to find Peter a new mother.


  Tom looked to Mary then back to Jake. He was smiling now. Would that be so very bad, Jake? I mean you need a woman in your bed.


  There. As blunt as that. Do I?


  You know you do, Mary said; but she looked down as she said it and seemed to blush.


  If I needed a good fuck


  Its not the same, she said, meeting his eyes defiantly.


  No, he thought, thinking of Annie. It never was. But there was something odd going on here. He only had to look at Tom to see it. Tom had a secret, and he wasnt a man to
  feel comfortable with secrets. Only Jake guessed Mary would have made him swear not to tell. Whatever it was.


  Jake looked up, recognizing the song that was playing. It was Sandy Denny, Who Knows Where The Time Goes?.


  He smiled, feeling a sweet sadness. Annie had always loved this song.


  Youre a sweet woman, Mary Hubbard, he said, looking back at her. But you must leave me be. I am as I am. If I loved your sister too much, then theres no blame
  in that. Im not ready yet, okay?


  Okay. Ill leave you be.


  But she said it softly, and to his ears it sounded much like Annie would have said it, had Annie been there.


  A faint breeze ruffled the huge, makeshift screen, making the image ripple, as if the dreamlike aura of the ancient movie were suddenly revealed for what it was. A chimera. A fiction about a
  life that now seemed equally a fiction.


  Even so, nothing, at that moment, seemed more real, more true, than what was unfolding on that screen.


  Sat there among those who loved him best, his face all but hidden in the half dark, Jake wiped away the tears that had been rolling down his cheeks unchecked. It was absurd, he knew, but this
  scene  where Sergeant Troy stooped over the coffin of his dead love, Fanny Robin, and kissed her cold, dead lips  always got to him. Nothing had the power to move him more. Watching
  it, he knew Troys despair; knew just how he could utter those awful, soul-destroying words to the living woman he had so cruelly and mistakenly married.


  To prefer the dead ideal to the living reality. It was absurd but true.


  Beside him, Peter was quietly shaking with emotion. It was, as so often, all too close to be comfortable. Jake wanted to reach out and take his hand, but there was that awful restraint between
  them  that inability to talk of the matter. And so each suffered it alone.


  As the final frame finished and the credits ran, Jake quickly made his way across to the back of the inn, squeezing through the packed back bar  where the men were crowded round the
  tables, talking and smoking their pipes  and into the gents.


  He was standing there, relieving himself, when Tom Hubbard came and stood beside him.


  And married the woman that had the gold


  Jake smiled. It was a line from an old song, and, as so often, it said perfectly what he had been thinking. He himself was no Troy  no adventurer. Oh, he had been in the past, but not
  these days. No. Nowadays he was more of a Gabriel Oak figure, sturdy and reliable. But when it came to love


  He glanced at his old friend. It all comes full circle, dont you think?


  Tom shrugged. I dunno. Watching that well, the whole damn twentieth century might as well not have happened. I sat there thinking this is about us, now.
  Only, if none of that had happened  all that stuff that came between times  then wed not have had the film. Ironic, eh?


  We live in ironic times.


  Maybe. Yet were comfortable enough, dont you think?


  Jake buttoned himself up. Another beer?


  Tom shook his head. Not me, boy. Im headin back. Need some rest before our trip tomorrow. But the girls are stayin on. He glanced at Jake and smiled.
  Were not abandoning you.


  Again, there was something behind the words, only Jake was too muddled to work out what. Hed have another beer himself then go. Tom was right, after all. You needed your wits about you on
  the road.


  They made their way back out into the long back bar. There, at the crowded central table, Geoff Horsfield, a tall man in his sixties  a historian by profession, who had run the school in
  Corfe for the past twenty years and more  was holding sway.


  I was just saying, he said, looking up at Jake and reaching out to hold his arm. Someats got to change. How we are how we live it cant
  go on. Were driven as a species to evolve, socially as well as biologically. This here this little pocket of warmth in which we exist its not viable. Not long term,
  anyway Its no more than a sideshow. Id say the main events to come, wouldnt you, Jake?


  Only Jake didnt want to say. Hed had this feeling in his gut the past week or so  a feeling that the presence of the strangers on the Wareham Road that morning had
  fed, like tinder to the flame. A giddying sense of uncertainty. It was like they were all on the edge of a cliff. One single push was all that was needed and theyd be over the edge again and
  falling.


  I dunno he began, but Tom took that moment to interrupt.


  How we live, here in Purbeck Id say it was all pretty civilized, wouldnt you? Tonight, for instance. Who here would have it different? Or do you forget how it
  was before the Collapse?


  No one forgets that, Will Cooper said, speaking from where he sat just across the table, ruddy-faced and dark-eyed, his sparse grey hair stretched thin across his sun-burnished
  pate. None of us wants that back. But Geoffs right. We cant stand still. We ave to move on. This is all well and good, but it feels to me like were all
  just sitting on our arses waiting to die.


  There was a strong murmur at that. Some were in favour of what Will had said, but most were against. Such talk was old ground, of course. Time and again they had sat here late into the night, in
  the light of the old log fire, drinking the landlords best ale and chewing this one over. But tonight there seemed a sudden urgency to their talk.


  Thingsre changing, Dick Grove grumbled, shaking his head in a foreboding manner. Word comin up the road is thats somethings appening out
  east.


  Rumours, Tom said. Nothing solid.


  Maybe, Geoff answered him, but someats appenin, make no mistake. And perhaps its time it did. Weve got too cosy. Too
  complacent.


  You think so? Tom asked. You think weve got soft?


  Not soft so much as accepting.


  Accepting?


  Oh, Im not advocating a return to how things were. God help us, no! It was like bleedin Sodom and Gomorrah, remember? The Age of Waste. A whole society living beyond its
  means. Yes, and were better off without it. But Mankind has to move on. Its in our natures. Its how were wired genetically. To sit on our arses, as our good friend Will
  so eloquently put it, that just isnt an option!


  You would say that, John Lovegrove chipped in, pointing a long, bony finger at his friend, but thats cos youre a istorian. Im just a
  farmer and I rather like things as they are. Things werent good afore the Fall. Sodem and Gomorrah, like you said, and all on live TV!


  There was laughter at that, yet as it faded Jake found his attention caught by the music drifting in from outside. It was Coldplay. Everythings Not Lost. He smiled at the
  irony, then looked back, his eyes moving from face to face, tracing the circle of his friends. As Geoff talked, they looked on, their ruddy faces intent, their eyes aglow in the fires warm,
  flickering light. They were good men, every last man jack of them, but right now they were afraid. He could sense it. Something had changed. None of them knew what, but there was the feel of it in
  the air.


  Change. It was coming. Only none of them knew from which direction.


  Tom leaned close, speaking to his ear. Ive got to go. See you in the morning, eh?


  Jake nodded, looking on as Tom said his farewells, then went outside, back into the crisp late evening air.


  The bonfire had burned down. In the cleared space near where Old Josh sat behind his speakers, couples were slow dancing now, lost in the music, while overhead the moon sat full and large in the
  cloudless sky, a pearled circle against the dark.


  Jake smiled. The world could fall apart and still people would be dancing.


  Jake?


  He went across. Their table was in deep shadow. Only one figure sat there now, hunched in to herself, as if against the cold.


  Mary? Where are the others?


  Gone off. She smiled at him, then patted the bench beside her. Come and sit with me.


  He sat, feeling her shuffle up to him, her warmth against his side.


  Been putting the world to rights, have you?


  He smiled. Toms gone home.


  I know. She took his arm, put it round her shoulders.


  Mary?


  Im cold, is all.


  He closed his eyes, feeling her snuggle in against him. It felt nice. Warm and friendly.


  Jake?


  What?


  What we said earlier. About you needing a woman


  He looked at her again; saw how intently she was watching him.


  Whats goin on? You and Tom. Youve been odd tonight, the pair of you.


  Odd? She feigned offence, then smiled. Its nothing You want to dance?


  I dont do dancing.


  No? She sighed. Oh, go on Please, Jake. For me. Just one dance? Id dance with Tom, only Toms not here


  Jake shrugged. All right. But just the one. Cos Toms not here.


  She held his hand as they walked across. The song ended. As the next began he took her in his arms. It was The Verve. Lucky Man.


  Oh, Jake I love this song


  He held her close, closing his eyes, letting himself succumb to the warmth of her. Enjoying the way she pressed against him, swaying gently, the way she softly sang along to the words of the old
  song.


  You know what?


  What? She spoke into his neck, a lazy drawl, her breath warm against his flesh.


  I feel like Ive been set up.


  She laughed, then drew her face back slightly, looking up into his face. She was about to say something more, then changed her mind. She looked down, away from him.


  He slowed, then stopped. What? he asked gently. What is it?


  Nothing She met his eyes again and smiled, as if to reassure him, but there was a shadow now behind the smile.


  What? Tell me.


  Its nothing. Really. Just hold me, Jake. Just dance with me.


  Peter drew his face back, away from Megs, then gave a little shiver. Her mouth was so soft, so sweetly moist, so deliciously yielding to his own. And her
  eyes


  He squeezed her hands, which lay in his, and smiled.


  They were leaning against the castle wall, at the top of the great slope, the ruins of the Kings Tower silhouetted against the sky at their backs. Below them and to the left, they could
  see the inn, its long, walled garden seeming to glow like a broad gash of gold against the darkness of the surrounding countryside. From where they were they could see people coming and going, hear
  the music drifting up from below.


  Do you think were always gonna live here?


  I dunno, she said. I spose so. Unless we get our own place


  Is that what you want?


  Dont you?


  Yeah I spose so. Only


  He looked away, across the dark countryside towards the sea.


  Go on, she said. Only what?


  Only Id like to see things. You know


  She smiled then shook her head. No, I dont, silly. Tell me. What kind of things?


  Oh things. Places, I guess. I mean, its daft. Ive never even been to Dorchester!


  You will. When youre older.


  Yeah, but thats not what I meant. I want to see lots of different places. London, for instance


  Lunnun? She gave him a look of horror. What dyou wanna go see that for? Its a horrible place. A place of living corpses.


  So they say. But what if theyre wrong?


  They aint wrong. Theyve spoken to people whove been there. Theres cannibals there yeah, and worse things!


  He looked away, impatient with her suddenly, then relented. It wasnt her fault. It was this place. It was like his dad said, the locals devoured rumours, and the more garish the rumour
  the more gullible they seemed. But he wasnt going to argue with Meg over it.


  He stood, putting his fingers to his teeth to whistle. Here, Boy!


  Almost at once, Boy came bounding out of the darkness, prostrating himself at Peters feet to be stroked and fussed over.


  He looked to her again. She was watching him, contrite now.


  Sorry


  No, its me. He straightened up, then, moving closer, gently placed his hands upon her shoulders. Once more they kissed, a long, slow kiss.


  Drawing back from her, he smiled. Id best get you home. Its late.


  Her smile mirrored his own. Race you down the hill


  He laughed, then nodded. No cheating, mind


  And off they ran, whooping as they did, down into the dark bowl of the inner courtyard and on, through the ancient gate, running full tilt, Boy barking excitedly as he ran, the sound of their
  childish laughter echoing up into the dark.


  One dance had become a dozen. Slowly the villagers had gone home, until now it was just he and she, unwatched, unnoticed on the dance floor.


  Now, as Old Josh announced the last song of the night, Jake sighed deeply then kissed her on the tip of her nose.


  Thas nice, she said, nuzzling in to him. You sha


  Youre drunk, Mary Hubbard.


  She giggled. I know. I


  He put a finger to her lips. One more dance and Ill take you home. Tomll be wondering where youve got to.


  Tom knows where Ive got to. Im wi you.


  It was said slurringly. But she wasnt falling down drunk yet. Nor did he intend to let her be.


  Whats up? he asked her gently, as the first bars of the song rang out. Whats the matter, my pretty girl?


  She laughed huskily, then pressed closer. I like it when you say that. And this song


  Old Josh had done them proud, classic after classic, but this was the best of the lot. Nights In White Satin.


  Jake closed his eyes. Normally he didnt dance. Even when Annie had been alive hed been a reluctant partner. But with Mary


  Perhaps it was because hed been so long without a woman, but this last hour had been magical. Her closeness had robbed him of his senses. The scent of her, the warmth of her all too
  female body against his own, had been intoxicating.


  He squeezed her gently, feeling a real tenderness for her at that moment. Thank you, Mary. You dont know how pleasant its been.


  She met his eyes again. Youre welcome, my love. Any time.


  He laughed. You really are drunk, arent you?


  She nodded exaggeratedly. Really, really drunk.


  But thank you, anyway. You and Tom. For being such good friends. For


  She put a finger to his lips. Nuff She smiled at him again. Youre a good dancer, you know. You have the feel for it.


  Do I?


  You do. And I bet youre a good kisser, too.


  Yeah?


  Yeah.


  Only when she smiled this time he had to look away, because he really wanted to kiss her. She was Toms, yes, and he would never hurt his friend, only he so wanted to kiss her. Wanted it
  more than anything. Only, if he kissed her, what then?


  Jake? Are you okay?


  She drew his face back with her fingers. Made him look at her again.


  He studied her face, seeing both how like and unlike Annie she was. In some ways more beautiful, in others


  I miss her, Mary. Every fucking day.


  Her face creased in sympathy. I know. I miss her too.


  Yeah but thats not what I meant. In my bed. You were right.


  Ah She looked down, suddenly less drunk.


  Tonight He took a long, shivering breath. Tonights been magical. Im glad you were here with me. I


  She pushed her face up into his and kissed him, full on the lips, a soft, warm, welcoming kiss that, after dancing with her so long, he had no power to resist. In an instant he was kissing her
  back, passionately, the two of them locked in an embrace, her body pressed against his own.


  He broke from it, gasping. He wanted to take her, right there and then. And he knew for a fact that she would let him  that she wanted him. He had only to take her. Only it
  wasnt right. She was Toms. She had always been Toms. And he owed Tom everything.


  Mary I


  Mary stood there a moment, staring at him wildly, then took a step back. She looked away, up into the sky, then back at him. Youd better go


  He took a step towards her. Im sorry. I really am. I


  Jake! For fucks sake go!


  It had a sobering effect. He stared at her, seeing how troubled she was, how agitated, then turned and fled. Away from her, as fast as he could run. Yet as he ran, out along the curving,
  chalk-lined path and left onto the Knowle road, he could still see her in his mind, could feel her lips, moist yet burning against his own, her breasts pressed softly against his chest, and knew he
  would not sleep.


  Oh god Oh Jesus Christ, Tom forgive me


  Worst of all he kept seeing her eyes  eyes that were like his own sweet Annies eyes.


  Oh Christ oh, Jesus no.


  Too late, he thought. Too fucking late.
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  Chapter 2


  THE NATURE OF THE CATASTROPHE


  Jake slept badly. He woke before first light and, unable to lie there, went down and lit a fire in the kitchen grate. Then he sat and cleaned his
  gun, his mind returning again and again to the events of the previous night.


  Until now hed been all right, or, if not, then hed at least been able to cope. Much of that was down to Tom and Mary. When hed been at his most desperate, in those awful
  first few months after Annies death, it was they who had helped get him through.


  One kiss and it had all changed.


  The thing that nagged at him was this: that he didnt know why. It clearly wasnt because Mary was unhappy. He had only to think of her last night, hanging on Toms arm,
  laughing at his awful, corny jokes, to know that she was still in love with him. That much was self-evident. Why, then, tilt her cap at him? Or was that Toms doing? Was Toms
  friendship that unselfish, that hed offer up his wife? If so, then why now? What had changed to make him suddenly so generous?


  Only that was it. Jake just couldnt imagine how, were he in Toms place, he could even think of sharing the woman he loved. It went against nature.


  What then? What had made Mary come on to him? Why, when she had never asked before, had she asked him to dance with her last night? Was it the drink?


  He knew it wasnt. Hed seen her much more drunk than that. Falling over drunk. But she had never made a pass at him; never given the slightest hint that she harboured any hidden
  feelings. Until last night.


  Jake sighed, then set the gun down.


  So what now? Did he pretend it had never happened? Greet Tom with a cheery welcome? Slap Toms back and ignore the feelings Mary had woken in him?


  It was that which disturbed him most. That he had liked it. That he had wanted it. And much more than just a kiss. In the secrecy of his thoughts he could admit it now. Feeling her against him,
  kissing her, had affected him profoundly. In the darkness he had dreamed of her. Dreamed of lying naked with her. Of kissing her neck and breasts. Of fucking her.


  He closed his eyes. In the corner, sprawled out in his basket, Boy shifted, gave a low growl and then a bark.


  Peter stood in the doorway.


  You didnt have to get up yet, lad.


  Peter knuckled his eyes and yawned. Its still dark out. You all right?


  Jake smiled. Just a bit hung over. Did you have a good evening?


  Peter grinned. Yeah. We hung about a bit, up on the battlements.


  All of you? But Jake knew the answer even before he asked. In any case, Peter, accustomed to his fathers teasing, dodged the issue expertly.


  Shall I make breakfast?


  You dont have to, lad. Well stop off at Wareham and have something there.


  Tea, then?


  Coffee, if youre doing it.


  Peter looked at him, surprised. Coffee was a luxury item. It was rare for them to have it. He nodded, then, filling the kettle, set it on the grid above the fire, whistling to himself all the
  while.


  You like that tune, son?


  Peter turned his head. What tunes that?


  The one youre whistling. Josh played it last night.


  Oh right. Did he?


  Again it was a game they played. Peter pretended that he didnt like any of the old stuff. But he did. He was humming or whistling it all the time.


  You packed, lad?


  Peter nodded, then reached up to get the coffee tin down from the shelf above the sink. Whenever Jake went on one of his trips to market, Peter  and Boy  went to stay with the
  Hubbard women. So it had been these past six years.


  Jake looked down. Anything special youd like me to bring back? Weve got a bit spare. Or should have, once Ive traded in a few things. Something you need,
  maybe?


  Peter had been spooning the coffee granules into the cups. Hearing what his father said, he stopped. I


  He was hunched suddenly, awkward. There was something he wanted.


  Go on, boy. If we can afford it.


  Peter steeled himself, then turned, facing his father. I I wanted to get Meg something A ring.


  A ring. But Jake knew better than to mock his son over this. He could see in his face just what it meant, asking for this. Is that all?


  For a moment Peter seemed surprised. Then, quickly, he shook his head. No just that


  Jake smiled. Sall right, lad. Ill make sure its a nice one.


  There was the briefest flash of gratitude in the boys eyes, then he turned back, busying himself, hoping that his father hadnt noticed he was blushing now. But Jake had
  noticed.


  He stood, then went over to the window. The sky was brightening. The blackness of the yard had been solid a minute or two ago, but now you could discern familiar shapes.


  Jake turned, looking across at the old, walnut-cased clock that stood on the mantelpiece. He didnt have to be in Corfe for another hour yet, but maybe hed go a bit earlier this
  time. Get there before Tom and make sure everything was okay between them.


  You all right, Dad?


  Jake turned, surprised to find Peter there beside him, holding out the cup for him to take. Had he let something show in his face? He took the cup from the boy.


  Yeah, Im fine, lad. And thanks. I thought I might try and get us some cocoa this time. As a bit of a treat, eh?


  Peter grinned. Cocoa wow!


  Jake nodded. They couldnt afford it, really. None of it. Tea was cheapest, but even that was a luxury these days, as supplies dwindled. But without such treats life wasnt worth the
  candle.


  Dad?


  Yes?


  Those people we saw on the road yesterday. Dyou think somethings happened. You know, in London?


  Jake shrugged. I dunno, lad. I really dont. But were sure to hear something when we get to market. That place is awash with rumour. Aye, and some real news too,
  occasionally. If anyonell know, they will.


  Only Jake wasnt sure he wanted to know what was happening in London. Nor anywhere else outside of Purbeck, come to that. Hed been at the centre of things once, and look where that
  had got him! No, this was his life now, this island, geologically shorn off from the rest of England. This place and these people.


  Which was why he had to go and speak to Tom. To set things straight, or at least, to make sure everything was fine between them. Because if it wasnt


  He sipped the sweetly sugared coffee, then closed his eyes, smiling with the rare pleasure of it.


  Thats good, lad. Thats a damn fine cup of coffee.


  For once he shunned the road, taking the back way through the meadows, a full pack on his back, his gun slung over his right shoulder. At this time of year the way was often
  waterlogged by heavy rains, which was why, with the wagons, they took the main road north to Wareham. But today it was fine, the ground beneath his boots firm rather than muddy.


  This was the scenic route and, in summer, he often took it for its sheer beauty and peacefulness, but today he chose it for a different reason  so as not to meet up with Tom. Not yet,
  anyway. He hadnt rehearsed yet in his head just how he was going to play it.


  His natural instinct was to tell Tom everything  to lay it all before him and beg his forgiveness  but how did you tell your best friend that youd spent the night dreaming
  about fucking his wife? That wasnt an option. Best say nothing, maybe. Pretend it hadnt happened. Only he felt awkward about it. He didnt like the idea that he was somehow
  betraying his best friend, even if it were only in his head.


  Thought crime, he realized, recalling the classic novel. There were those, of course, whod not think twice about it. But he wasnt one of them. The very idea of hurting Tom
  filled him with horror. It would have been the same as hurting Peter, or Annie, come to that, when shed been alive.


  As he walked he looked about him, taking in the sheer beauty of the place. Some days he felt almost like he had died and come to heaven. At least it would have seemed so, had Annie been at his
  side. Coming out from the trees beside the Ridgeway he found himself waist deep in a meadow full of wild flowers, their bright, natural colours stretching all the way to the low grey walls of the
  old graveyard that lay in the shadow of the castle.


  Jake slowed, taking it all in, his mood brightening at the sight.


  He had done Tom no wrong. He had kissed Toms wife, yes, but he had gone no further, and what was one small kiss between old friends? And maybe Tom knew that already. Maybe she had gone
  straight home and told him, and he had laughed and said something like Poor old Jake. He needs a woman in his bed. Which was true, only


  Jake stopped, reaching out to pluck a strand of wild lavender, studying it a while, conscious suddenly of how fragile it all was; of how easily all of this was brought to ruin. Transient, it
  was. And thus meaningless, some might say. Only it was that very brevity that made it beautiful, that gave it meaning. It was like Annie. Even though he had lost her, he would not have chosen never
  to have met her, not for all the suffering. Never to have had  never to have risked having  that was worse. Far worse.


  He came in from the back way, walking up the long, curving slope of West Street. There beneath the Martyrs Cross, two small, horse-drawn wagons were waiting, packed tight with
  trading goods, their drivers seated on the steps of the old stone cross, drawing on their pipes. Seeing Jake, the smaller of the two stood and hailed him.


  Jake! Ows e?


  Jake grinned. Ted Gifford was a small, wiry man in his fifties. He had been born in Corfe and had remained here, and his accent was as local as it got. His companion was his son, Dick, who was
  much taller than his father with a shock of red hair. It was said by some that Dick was a clever man, though as he rarely spoke it was hard to tell, but one thing Jake did know: Dick was the best
  shot in all of Purbeck, and he had never see him flinch or run in a fight, even when things looked bad, so he was glad to see him there that morning.


  How are you two? I didnt see you last night?


  We got some shut-eye, Ted answered. S long journey. An the road this year


  He didnt finish, but it was clear he thought they were in for trouble. Not that Jake disagreed. It was why hed brought an extra magazine.


  Just then the wind changed direction. With it came the sound of the dogs.


  Thar they be, said Ted, pointing with his pipe towards the Bankes Hotel, and as he said it, so the three dog sleds came into view. At the same time two other figures came
  striding round the corner to the left: Tom Hubbard and Jack Adams, a beefy, bearded man in his mid-thirties who lived on the far side of their village.


  Driving the sleds were Eddie Buckland, a local man from Corfe; Dougie Wilson, a slender, taciturn fellow from Kimmeridge; and Frank Goodman, from Langton Matravers, down Swanage way.


  As the two parties merged, there were shouts of greeting, while in nearby houses, doors and windows were flung open, as people got up to watch the men get ready to depart.


  As Tom came closer, he glanced across at Jake and nodded, the faintest smile on his lips.


  Youre looking rough, old friend.


  Im getting old. I cant drink the way I used to.


  Toms smile broadened. Neer you mind. Youll soon walk it off.


  And that was it. If Jake had thought thered be any more to it then hed been wrong. As Tom turned away, his movements as natural as ever, Jake breathed a sigh of relief. Tom was no
  actor, and if hed noticed nothing strange about Marys behaviour, then there was probably nothing to notice.


  Maybe hes left her in bed, sleeping it off.


  Only if it were he setting off for a four-day trip, hed have made sure hed woken her. As he always did with Annie.


  People were emerging from their houses now, bringing a last few items to take to market and trade. Afterthoughts. Things they had no need for. Old Josh was one of them, and, spying Jake, he came
  across.


  Jake, boy you know what Im looking for. If theres anything, get it for me, and bugger the cost. But use your judgement, eh? Its gotta be playable.


  He placed a leather pouch of coins in Jakes hand.


  Christ, Josh must be half your savings here!


  Josh leaned closer, lowering his voice. Thats it, boy. Every last crown of it. But I reckons tharll be someat this time, what with all the strangers on the road. But
  you know what Im lookin for. No crap, mind. You come back with a Kylie album and Ill be sorely pissed off wi you.


  Jake laughed. You can trust me, Josh. If theres anything, Ill make sure its yours, all right?


  Thars a good boy, Jake Reed. Good as a son to me.


  It was fine music last night, Joshua. Some of the very best.


  The old man nodded and grinned. Thars naught like the old songs, eh, lad?


  Jake slipped the coin pouch into his inner pocket, then, the last few pieces stashed, climbed up beside Ted Gifford on the first wagon. There was quite a crowd by now  fifty or more,
  gathered about them  and as Tom led the party down the slope towards the barrier, so the villagers followed, their chatter filling the morning air.


  Ahead of them, the two watchmen  Dick Sims and John Gurney  heaved at the gate, straining to move the massive barrier, once a part of a level crossing, back against the wall. Then
  they stood aside, joining the others in waving and cheering the party through.


  As they went round the curve of the castle mound and out of sight, Jake reached behind him and took his rifle from where hed stowed it temporarily, then loaded a fresh clip into the
  magazine.


  They were moving slowly, at walking pace, the two ponies straining, heads nodding, as they pulled the fully-laden weight of the wagon.


  Jake always liked this part of the journey, down Challow Hill, following the old railway line  the tracks long since removed  and across Middlebere Heath towards the ancient Saxon
  town of Wareham. There was something eternal about the place, something untouched, that stirred his soul. There were one or two farmhouses here and there, scattered to either side of the track, but
  you barely noticed them, they were so much a part of the landscape.


  Jake leaned out, turning to look back at the rest of the party. Directly behind them, its two ponies keeping pace for pace with theirs, was the second wagon, with Dick Gifford at the reins.
  Beside him on the long bench seat was Eddie Buckland. Seeing Jake, Eddie touched his cap and grinned.


  Fine day, eh, Jake?


  Looks like it! Jake answered him, touching his own cap, acknowledging him.


  Beyond the second wagon were the three sleds, the dogs straining eagerly, keen at this stage of the journey to press on, while at the very back of the party, keeping up a brisk walking pace,
  were Tom and Frank Goodman.


  Jake didnt know Goodman that well. It was only recently that the villagers down there had decided to throw in their lot with Corfe, and on the one occasion Frank Goodman had come along,
  Jake had stayed at home. But Tom spoke well of him and he was a big, tough-looking man.


  Seeing Jake looking, Tom waved, then called out to him.


  Keep an eye out, Jake! And no nodding off now! You can have a kip when we get there!


  Once more the gentle, teasing tone of Toms voice reassured him.


  Jake looked beyond them. From where they were all you could see was the great green rampart of earth that formed a natural barrier against invaders. Only as you got further away could you see
  the castle again, tall and elegant even in its ruination, dominating the landscape for miles around.


  He turned back, glancing at Ted Gifford as he did. But Ted was miles away, lost in his own thoughts, snatches of old songs  for the most part unrecognizable  escaping him from time
  to time.


  Beside Ted on the bench seat, Jake noted, was his handgun. A Smith & Wesson M327 with a .357 Magnum calibre. An 8-shot. One of the finest handguns ever made.


  You think theyll come at us, even as we are?


  Ted looked at him. Not ere. Not out in the open. But theres places We need to be cautious, old friend. Things is appening.


  There it was again. That sense they all had. Something had changed, but no one knew quite what. Only that it made them all a little edgy.


  You lookin for anything special this time round? Jake asked, changing the subject.


  Ted shrugged. Thought I might buy a nice mirror if they got one. You know, with bevelled edges. Bettyd love one. The old un smashed, see. Apart from that


  He shrugged, then turned back.


  They were pulling out round the Ridgeway now, heading directly west. In a while the great mound of earth would fall away behind them and to their left, leaving them in the midst of a low,
  slightly marshy heath that stretched away into the distance. Wareham itself was only three miles away and if your eyes were good you could make it out, far off to the north-west.


  This had never been a hospitable land. It was too rough, too raw and untended to be admired in a traditional sense, yet its wild beauty was undeniable. Men had lived here for thousands, maybe
  tens of thousands of years, and yet they had never conquered it.


  Up ahead, the broad path dipped down and to the left, the old railway track theyd been following ducking beneath what had once been the main route into Corfe, the old A351. Slowing the
  ponies, Ted manoeuvred them down past a row of old cottages that had been long abandoned, and up a small steep slope onto the road. It was a bit of a struggle, what with the full weight of the
  wagon, and Jake had to jump down and add his strength to that of the ponies to get them up over the lip.


  There they paused for breath. Ahead of them the old road stretched off in a straight line across the ancient heath, its surface badly cracked, covered in a thick layer of weed, wild flowers and
  bracken. Yet the line of it was still discernible, running like a long, thin scar across the landscape.


  They came out here from time to time and tried to clear it, making it a day out for the surrounding villages  a picnic of sorts  but their efforts never lasted long. In a week or
  two it would return, no matter how thorough theyd been. Yet at least it was passable. Like much else about their lives, they made do with things as they were, and this was one of them.


  As their party formed up on the road, so Jake and Tom, Eddie and Frank went ahead, using long-handled scythes to cut a way through where the path was overgrown.


  Slowly they made their way, while just as slowly the sun climbed the sky, coming up over Studland Bay, to their right as they laboured.


  S gettin warm, Eddie murmured, pausing from his task to wipe his neck. I thought it would be a lot colder than this.


  Tom laughed. Just think of the pint thats awaiting you


  And a good fry up, Frank added, grinning and looking about him. Now set to, lads, else well be here all bloody day!


  They set to work once more, hacking away at whatever lay in their path, and slowly they progressed, the wagons and dog sleds edging their way closer and closer to their first stop. Just over an
  hour later, covered in sweat from their exertions, they stepped out onto the cleared section, just across the river from the old town.


  Theres got to be an easier way, Frank Goodman said, wiping his brow with his handkerchief.


  If there is I dont know it, Tom answered. But I do know this. Its spared us a lot of grief over the years. Just as its hard for us to get out, so
  its just as hard for roaming bands to get in.


  Jake looked away. Maybe that was true, but it was far from perfect. Theyd lost many a good man to raiders over the years. Yes, and women and children too. But things were far worse
  elsewhere.


  Come on, he said, looking to the others. Lets go and freshen up. I dont know about you, but Ive a thirst on me could kill a man.


  Wareham lay on the far side of the river, the back walls of its southernmost houses right up against the waters edge. In ancient days it had been a walled town, built
  by Saxon kings, and its street plan remained unaltered from those times. Like the Isle of Purbeck of which it was a part, it was a place of great history. Owing to its geographical position,
  however, it had long been a town in decline. Now it was a total backwater, a place one passed through on the way east. Even so, it had its compensations, among them the finest inn in the
  locality.


  The Quay Inn was on the right as you entered the town, just past the bridge, its long terrace overlooking the river. As they pulled up in the courtyard, two of the tavern keepers sons
  came out, greeting them by name and asking them what their fancy was.


  While the others ordered breakfast, Tom and Jake went inside to see the landlord.


  Jack Hamilton was a big, cheery man, in his sixties now, but brimming with good health. He had been landlord of the Quay Inn for almost thirty years. When the Collapse had happened, he had
  helped man Warehams defences against the bands of murderers and thieves that had plagued the land back then. Now that things were more peaceful, however, he indulged in what he called his
  other favourite sport  that of talking.


  But there was a purpose to their talk that morning. Jack wanted something from market, and he was prepared to pay handsomely for it.


  I dunno Tom said, feeling ill at ease with the request. Goods are one thing, Jack. But this


  Tom you of all men must surely know and you, Jake A man needs a wife. And where in this godforsaken town am I likely to get one? No. I needs to get one where
  ones available, and wheres that if not Dorchester?


  But Jack what if I chose the wrong girl for you? What if?


  Jack cut in. I wont hear it. I know youve the eye for it. Your Mary now and you, Jake your Annie, bless er soul You men knows a good woman
  when you sees her.


  Maybe, Jake said, sharing Toms unease, but why not go yourself? Or come along with us. I mean, if thats what you want


  Oh no, Jack said, frowning now, troubled by the suggestion. Me? Why Id just choose the first one they showed me, and probably pay twice the price she were worth.
  No I need someone who knows how to haggle. Who can get me a good, fresh girl... an unspoiled girl, if you knows what I mean. Someone asd be good at cleaning out rooms and
  serving the odd pint now and then.


  Tom looked to Jake and shrugged.


  All right, Jake said, relenting. But if we dont see anyone we think is suitable, then were not to blame, right? And were not bringing back anyone as
  doesnt want to come, you understand? Youre not buying a servant, Jack Hamilton, nor a slave. Youre buying a wife, okay? Someone youll respect.


  The big man grinned. Now theres friends for you! Ill bring you the cash straight away. But you relax now and have a good meal and a refreshing pint. Its on me, my
  lads. Its my pleasure. And he turned away and was gone.


  Tom looked to Jake. Are you sure? I mean, what if she runs?


  Then we choose one who wont. Who wants to settle. Wholl see this as a chance for a good life.


  And how are we gonna know that? What if she lies to us?


  Well know.


  Tom stared at him a moment longer.


  What?


  I was just thinking. I mean, while were sorting old Jack out


  Jake sighed. I told you last night. Im not interested.


  No?


  But Jake could see Tom was teasing him again. He grinned. Come on. Im hungry.


  Youre a man in need.


  Yes, he thought, but he had to look away, lest his best friend saw through him and caught the vaguest shadow of his thoughts.


  They were sat at the long table by the window when Eddie, whod been put on guard duty, put his head round the door.


  Tom Jake weve a couple of strangers snooping about


  They were up at once, every last one of them, grabbing guns and piling out the door. The wagons were where theyd left them, beside the sleds in the middle of the yard, the horses tied at
  the trough nearby. The dogs were sprawled out beneath the wagons, fed now and resting.


  Where? Tom asked, looking about him.


  They musta gone, Eddie answered. They musta seen me go in.


  Tom climbed the steps up to the roadway and looked about him. Jake joined him there, just in time to see two men slip down a side street, clearly in a hurry. Tom looked to him.


  Fancy a look?


  Jake nodded.


  Tom turned, looking to the others. Finish off then get the animals in harness again. Were going to set out in twenty minutes. Meantime, Jake and Ill go check those two
  out.


  You sure? Ted Gifford asked, looking concerned. What if theyre bad uns?


  Were going to have a look, thats all, Jake said. Check them out. Make sure theyre not a threat.


  Theyre not local, Eddie said, gravely. Least, I didnt recognize them.


  But they were sizing us up, eh?


  They seemed real curious.


  Tom looked to Jake. Ready?


  Sure. Lead on.


  Jake took the safety off his rifle then followed Tom.


  They went quickly, looking this way and that, careful not to let anything escape them. Locals scattered as they came near, ducking into shops or down side roads. As they came to the street the
  two had disappeared down, they stopped.


  Cover me, Tom said. Im going to cross over. See if I can see anything.


  Jake raised his gun, and as Tom ran across, he leaned round the corner, aiming at whatever he could see.


  The street was empty.


  Jake looked to Tom, who stood there in the open, out in the middle of the street.


  Well? he mouthed.


  Tom gestured for him to step out alongside him. Jake quickly went across.


  The Antelope?


  Tom nodded. At the bottom of the street was another inn. The Antelope. They knew the landlord. He was a bit of a braggart and a bully. Not only that, but his beer was sour.


  What if they come out to face us?


  Then we run like fuck.


  Jake grinned. You sure you wanna do this?


  I dont want the bastards pursuing us all the way to Dorchester. I wanna know who they are and what their intentions are.


  Only right then they heard noises from the road behind the inn; the sound of booted feet running away. Briefly they saw movement at the end of the street as a dozen or more men took off. Jake
  made to follow them, but Tom reached out and took his arm, holding him back.


  Well now we know. Theyre not friends. He looked to Jake, concerned. Wed better get going straight away. Try and keep ahead of those fuckers.


  Right, Jake said. But one thing first. We go speak to the landlord. Find out what he knows. How many of them there were, and what they looked like.


  You think hell tell us?


  Ill make him tell us.


  Tom considered that a moment, then nodded. Okay, lets go speak to him. But Jake


  Yes?


  Dont get angry with the man. I dont want to fight him unless I have to.


  Eddie and Ted were waiting for them at the top of the steps when they came back. They looked anxious.


  Well? Ted asked. What do we know?


  Theres a dozen of them, maybe more, Tom answered, looking beyond the two on the steps to the others. Landlord of the Antelope says theyre just traders, but how
  many traders do you know who travel that light? No. Theyre raiders. And theyre headed the same way as us. So we need to stay vigilant. And we need to stay armed at all times. You see
  one of the fuckers you dont ask him any questions, you just blow his fucking head off, got me?


  Ill be glad to, Frank Goodman said. Be a real pleasure. Which made the rest of them laugh.


  Good, Tom said. Then lets move on.


  Peter stood at the top of the tower, the highest point of the ruins, leaning out over the edge, looking out across country to the north-west. Much as he liked being closer to
  Meg and her sisters, he hated it when his dad was away. Hated how it made him feel, like everything was suddenly much more fragile. He didnt like that stomach-wrenching sense of uncertainty
  it gave him, that anxiety he carried with him every waking moment; the fear that he would never see his dad again. It was awful, and nothing Meg could say or do would make it go away. But then Meg
  didnt understand. She hadnt lost someone the way hed lost someone. She didnt realize just how brittle it all was.


  He wished Jake had let him go with him. At least then hed have known what was happening.


  Peeee-ter Peeeeeee-ter


  He turned, looking down the bisected slope of the ruined castle. It was Beth, calling him in for lunch.


  Coming!


  He took one last, fearful look to the north, then ran quickly down the cracked and uneven steps, leaping the gaps.


  For a moment he wondered what it must have been like, back in the old days, before things fell apart. His dad had told him once about how some of the people back then had had tiny communicators,
  specially-designed chips which were like tiny slivers of silvered metal, sewn into their heads so they could speak to other people as and when they liked. He had had one himself, in
  fact, only hed had it removed years back, long before Peter was born. He still had the scar, a neat little purple line on his neck beneath his right ear, but that was all.


  If theyd had them now he could have spoken to Jake and found out what he was doing and how hed been feeling. Only that was just wishful thinking. When it all collapsed, all of that
  had gone with it. All of the clever stuff.


  Beth was waiting by the gate to the castles lower field.


  You all right?


  Yeah.


  Just that you have this look sometimes


  Beth was the Hubbards second daughter. Seventeen now, she looked every bit a woman. In some ways she was much prettier than Meg, but she was more of a big sister to him than anything
  else.


  Do I?


  Yeah. Like youre sad. Are you sad?


  None of your business, he wanted to say, only that would have been rude. Besides, she was only being concerned.


  Wheres Meg?


  Helping Mum.


  Beth began walking down the slope. He followed, two or three paces behind, trailing her.


  She turned, looking to him again. Youre a moody little bugger, you know that?


  Am I?


  See, she said, turning to him and laughing. You need to relax a bit. Loosen up.


  He could hear her mother, Mary, in the way she said it. Only wasnt that the way of it? Didnt he catch himself, sometimes, sounding like his dad?


  Sorry, he said, looking down, ashamed suddenly of being so stupid. So moody. Of course his dad would come back. Didnt he always?


  Beth looked to him again and smiled. I thought we might play a game tonight. Scrabble, maybe. Or Monopoly. Or well you can choose.


  He looked to her and grinned. Beth?


  Yeah?


  Youd make a good sister-in-law.


  Yeah? And then she saw what he meant and her eyes widened a little. Yeah?


  Yeah Dont tell Meg, but Ive asked my dad to get a ring you know, from the market.


  Oh, Pete-ie She came over and, holding his face, gave him a kiss. You darling boy. Do Mum and Dad know?


  Peter looked down, blushing. Not yet. I was going to ask them when the men got back.


  They had come to the lower gate by now. He slowed, then looked to her again.


  Were not too young, dyou think?


  But Beth was smiling broadly now. Not if youre sure. Not if youre absolutely sure.


  He thought about that a moment, then smiled. Im sure.


  Out on the road again, heading west, they made good time. The route had been pretty much empty, with no sign of the strangers, but now, some three or four hundred yards ahead,
  the trees to either side pressed in close to the old cracked surface. From here on, for a mile or so, they would be inside the wood.


  Tom stood there a long while, staring at the gap between the trees and stroking his chin. They had to go through. There was no alternative. Only it was certain that this, if anywhere, was where
  theyd make their move.


  Well? Frank Goodman said, coming over. You got a plan?


  Me? Im just savouring the air, Frank. Enjoying being alive, while I still am.


  So what do we do? Turn round and go home? Wait another month? Or do we blast our way in and blast our way out again?


  Tom smiled. Sounds about as good as anything I could come up with. He turned, looking to Jake. What dyou think, Jake?


  Weve done it before, and theres not a man here whos afraid of doing it. And as Frank says, the only alternative is to let those fuckers chase us off.


  Jake turned, looking to the others. All those in favour of going home


  There was not a movement. Not a flicker of an eye.


  Okay all those in favour of the blast-us-in-blast-us-out plan


  Six hands went up, then a seventh. Finally all eight were raised.


  Good, Jake said. Then thats decided. He looked to Tom. You think theyre watching us?


  Theyre pretty stupid if theyre not.


  Then theyre not far in. Theyre probably thinking to unnerve us. To hit us immediately were inside.


  Or just outside, Dick Gifford said, surprising them all by even speaking. So why dont we just leave all the stuff here and crawl towards them, army style, and take
  them on, man for man? We can come back for the stuff after weve dealt with em.


  Jake looked to Tom, who, like him, was grinning now. Tom nodded, then looked to Dick Gifford.


  Fucking brilliant plan, Dick. And one they wont expect. We go in there, yeah? And hunt em down, one by one.


  Jakes heart was racing now. But he wasnt afraid. Hed done this far too often to be afraid. As Tom fixed the details of the attack, Jake looked from face to face, seeing how
  each of them met his gaze unflinchingly. In the early years after the Collapse, theyd had to do this three, four times a year  mainly in the summer  seeing off raiding parties,
  fighting for their lives against desperate bands of men who would have taken everything  their food, their women and their children. It had schooled them to be hard as well as fair, to be
  unsparing when it was called for. There wasnt a single one of them who hadnt risked his life a dozen times and more.


  Last of all his eyes locked with those of the new man, Frank Goodman. You good for this, Frank?


  Goodman nodded. There was steel in his gaze.


  Okay, Jake said, then lets do as Dick says. You see any kind of movement, you target it. Only Ive got one change of plan. We dont go in. We stay
  outside, keeping low, until were sure weve got most of them. All right? We dont go inside unless we have to, because once were inside we wont know
  whos a friend and whos not. Are you all good with that?


  There were nods all around.


  Good, then lets load up and get at them.


  They marched towards the trees in a straight line, the eight of them spread out like gunfighters, guns raised. Tom gave the order at a hundred yards and they went down, onto their stomachs and
  crawled forward, army fashion, rifles held up in front of them. The way theyd trained to do it years back.


  Fifty yards out and the first few shots came from the woods. They whizzed past their ears like angry hornets, or threw up tiny chunks of dirt.


  Dick Gifford was the first to return their fire, his single well-aimed shot bringing a howl of pain from among the trees. Next to him, some four or five paces to Jakes right, Frank
  Goodman laughed, then opened up.


  One thing was clear immediately: the raiders werent that well armed. It was likely that only half their number had guns, and not good ones at that.


  Too easy, Jake thought, letting off three quick shots at a movement to his left. There was a cry, followed instants later by a terrible screaming that went on and on.


  An answering shot whizzed past his ear.


  Dick opened up again, a rapid burst, and the screaming stopped.


  For a moment there was sporadic fire, single shots, carefully aimed, and then they all opened up at once, the eight of them getting off shot after shot. For a moment the raiders returned a
  desultory fire. Then, seeing that the game was up, they began to turn and flee.


  Or tried to.


  Far to Jakes right, Tom was kneeling now, taking aim at the running men. Dick Gifford was also on his knees, as were Eddie and Frank. In a moment they were all kneeling, picking off
  anything that moved.


  In the silence that followed a thin haze of smoke settled. The smell of cordite was strong in the air, while the barrel of Jakes gun felt warm against his hand. There was a pulse
  throbbing in his brow.


  He stood up very slowly, still cautious, his gun still levelled at the trees. There wasnt a sign of life in there. Not a moan or a whisper.


  Jake swallowed. They were going to have to go in and make sure. He looked across at Tom and smiled, but it was a strained expression. Hed never liked this part.


  He walked towards the trees, his rifle moving slowly, left to right and back again, ready to blast anything that moved, but he could see already how devastating their fire had been.


  He could hear a faint moaning now. One or two were still alive, if barely, just away to his right.


  Three of them had fallen in a heap about ten yards in. They were clearly dead. Just beyond them another lay sprawled out on his face like he was sleeping. Only there was no movement, just a lot
  of blood.


  Jake turned full circle, trying to make out how many bodies there were. A dozen at least.


  Tom stepped up alongside him. You all right?


  Jake nodded. Dick Gifford and Frank Goodman came and stood with them, guns lowered.


  Serves the fuckers right, Goodman said, looking about him contemptuously. Thought they could pick us bare.


  Jake took a long breath. He could smell the dead men. Could smell their blood and faeces. At the end theyd been afraid. As well they ought. Theyd not had a clue who theyd
  taken on.


  He knew he ought to be unsentimental about all this, but when it came to it he couldnt stop himself. He always felt sorry for them. No matter how much he tried to convince himself that it
  was us or them, as Tom so often argued, it simply didnt matter. They were still living, breathing human beings. Or had been, until a few moments ago. That was why he
  couldnt share Goodmans contempt, his cynicism.


  The moaning came again. Goodman turned, looking towards the noise, then went across. There was a gunshot, then, four or five seconds later, a second.


  Again it made sense. There was no use taking chances, and they couldnt afford to take on a badly injured enemy. Even Jake knew that that made no sense. Yet it seemed a touch too ruthless
  somehow.


  Goodman returned, his face hard. He passed by them silently.


  He lost a brother to raiders, Tom said, speaking quietly, for Jakes ears only. Ten years back. His brother bandaged the guy up. Saved his life. First opportunity the
  bastard had he shot him in the back. So now Frank doesnt take chances.


  Tom straightened up, looking about him, then raised his voice. Guess wed better see what theyve got.


  Again, Jake loathed this part. Stripping dead bodies  it seemed indecent somehow. He himself would have left them, but it made sense. Life these days was about surviving, and anything
  that helped tip the balance had to be embraced. They had no one but themselves to rely on.


  He walked across to the one who lay face down, then, steeling himself, turned the body over.


  Christ


  It was a girl. A teenage girl. Her face was scabbed and pale and her hair was cut shoulder length, but there was no mistaking it.


  Tom came across, then winced. Jesus


  Jake looked into his face; saw what he was thinking.


  It could so easily have been one of his girls.


  Leave her be, Tom said quietly. Then, looking about him again, he gave another order. Weve not time enough to bury them. But we cant leave em here. Who
  knows what diseases theyll spread. Well pile em up and burn em, okay?


  There were nods at that.


  Look at this! Frank Goodman said, straightening up above the corpse he had been searching, his face lit up with a beam of a smile. Its a watch. Its a fucking
  gold watch!


  Tom took a step towards him.


  Crack!


  Jake was still staring at the girl. For a moment he didnt understand. It sounded a bit like a gunshot, only theyd stopped firing minutes ago and all the raiders were dead.


  Crack!


  Wood splinters flew from a nearby tree.


  Tom grunted, then dropped to his knees.


  Tom?


  Behind him, Frank Goodman was crashing through the trees, heading further in. After a moment two shots rang out and then a third.


  There was a yelp, then further crashing.


  Jake knelt beside his friend. Tom where are you hit?


  Tom gasped for breath, then let out a tiny moan. My shoulder my right shoulder


  Jake looked to the Giffords, who were staring out through the trees, watching the pursuit.


  Ted Dick give me a hand. We need to carry Tom over to the wagons, and we need to do it now. He needs this cleaned up and bandaged.


  From deep among the trees, Frank Goodmans voice floated back to them. What was the fucking matter with you, you stupid cunt! Youd got away! Youd fucking got away! Now
  look what youve done!


  They heard the click as he cocked the gun again, then a soft, almost muted explosion.


  Jake closed his eyes. It was best not to imagine.


  Youll be okay, he said, helping Dick and Ted get Tom to his feet. Well put some iodine on it and some nice clean bandages. Then well get you
  home


  Tom shook his head. No, Jake. Weve got to go on. We havent got time to go back. Ill be okay. Its just a flesh wound. A few painkillers and Ill be
  fine.


  Just then Frank Goodman returned. He had a sour look on his face. There were three of them, further back among the trees. I got one of them, but the other two escaped. He looked at
  Tom. Whats the damage?


  Tom grimaced. It stings like fuck, but Ill be okay. At least he missed my head.


  Goodman nodded. Well, I didnt fucking miss his. You should have seen his eyes when I put the gun in his mouth


  Theyre just boys, Eddie said, coming across. Theres not one of em over twenty.


  City boys by the look of it, Jake said. Shanty-dwellers, Id say. But what are they doing this far west?


  And the girl


  They had come to the edge of the trees, but every tiny movement was making Tom wince with pain.


  Sit him down, Jake said, taking charge. Lets bring the wagon over.


  They did as Jake said. Ten minutes later it was done. The wound was cleaned and bandaged, while a heavy dose of morphine had numbed Toms pain.


  Jake crouched beside him, watching as the others made a pile of the bodies in the clearing beside the road.


  Frank Goodman took the petrol can and poured it over them, then looked across at Jake. You want to do the honours, Jake?


  They were all here. All fourteen of the dead. And Eddie had been right. There wasnt one of them over twenty, and most of them were younger than that. A lot younger. And then there was the
  girl


  Unsentimental, he told himself. Youve got to be unsentimental.


  He struck the match and let it fall, standing back as the flames roared up.


  They would have killed us. They would have left our bodies to be pecked clean by the birds.


  But it didnt matter what he told himself. They were just kids. Just fucking kids.


  Peter sat with the Hubbards, at the head of their old kitchen table, in the mans chair as they always called Toms seat. He liked being there; liked
  the way they always made him welcome, as if he was their brother, not just a cousin.


  He always ate well at the Hubbards. Much better than at home. Not that he complained. His dad did his best. But he wasnt half the cook Mary Hub-bard was.


  The girls were messing about right now, giggling and whispering to each other. They were up to mischief, but for once Peter couldnt be bothered to find out what was going on.


  Mary had cooked a casserole. She brought it in, wearing thick oven gloves to carry the steaming pot. It smelled delicious. Prime beef with all the trimmings. But Mary herself seemed distracted
  for once. She went through the motions of being there, but her mind clearly wasnt. Peter could tell she was thinking about something. When she looked at you, she would smile, as always, but
  the smile would fade after a moment, as if it hadnt the power to sustain itself.


  He ate, trying to enjoy the meal, slipping the odd piece of meat beneath the table for Boy. Only he was too distracted now. The more he observed Megs mother, the more certain he was that
  something was wrong. It wasnt just the air of distraction that surrounded her, it was something deeper. She seemed sad. Only that made no sense. Hed been with the Hubbards dozens of
  times when Tom and Jake had gone to market, and shed always treated the occasions as a kind of holiday, to be celebrated. Theyd always had a lot of fun. Today, however, she seemed
  positively miserable, and there seemed no reason why.


  There was no way, of course, that he could ask, but it preyed on his mind. When they went out into the garden after lunch, he didnt join in the girls game, but stood there by the
  end wall, looking north, Boy settled by his feet.


  Theyd be a fair way along by now, he reckoned. At East Stoke, maybe, halfway to Wool. That was, if they hadnt made it to Wool already.


  Peter?


  He turned as Meg ran up. Yeah?


  Were going in to Corfe. You wanna come?


  Nah later, maybe.


  Meg looked disappointed, but she didnt argue. As she ran off, Peter looked down at Boy, then knelt to pet him and rough up his coat.


  Youre a good dog You liked Aunt Marys stew, didnt you? You couldve eaten a whole bowl on your own


  He stopped, straightening up. He thought hed heard something.


  Boy, he whispered. Stay. Ill be back in a minute.


  While Boy did as he was told, Peter crossed the garden. He moved slowly, quietly. At the back door, which was partly open, he paused.


  Mary was at the sink, her back to him. She was hunched forward, her head lowered. At first he thought hed been mistaken, but then he saw how she was shaking and heard the noise again.


  She was crying. She was standing there with her hands in the soapy water, sobbing her heart out.


  Peter turned away. Something had to be wrong.


  As he walked back, Boy came over, sensing his mood, nuzzling him, as if to somehow comfort him.


  Theres my beauty, he said softly, bending down to pet him again. Theres


  The first few shots could have been anything. It could have been a hunter, out in the meadows. What followed, however, was anything but normal. It sounded more like a fireworks display. Not only
  that, but he could hear the distinctive sound of a semi-automatic, and he knew Dick Gifford had a semiautomatic. A .338 Browning.


  Oh Christ


  Theyd been ambushed. He was certain of it.


  He ran across. Aunt Mary! Quick! Somethings happening!


  She came out, wiping her eyes with her apron, then stood there looking north, listening intently. But it had died down now. Then, another brief flurry, before it all went silent again.


  Its them, he said. Its got to be.


  It hasnt got to be


  But he could see she thought otherwise.


  Aunt Mary?


  What?


  Just now in the kitchen


  The way she looked at him, he could see that she wasnt going to answer.


  Peter. Youd better run in to Corfe. Let them know that the men might have got into trouble on the road. Maybe they can get someone out there. Find out whats been
  happening And Peter dont say anything to the girls.


  He nodded, then ran off, Boy in hot pursuit.


  Be okay, he thought, picturing his father clearly in his head. Just be okay.


  It was difficult knowing what to do with Tom. If theyd been coming back from market it would have been okay. They could have laid him down in the back of one of the
  wagons and let him get some rest. As it was, he had to sit up on the bench seat, between Eddie Buckland and Jake, who had an arm about his old friend, making sure he didnt topple off.


  They had decided to stop at Wool. It wasnt far, only a couple of miles on from where theyd been attacked, and it marked the halfway point of their journey. Usually theyd
  press on, all the way to Dorchester in the one day. It meant theyd have to set off early the next morning if they were to get to the market when it opened.


  As they trundled along, Jake kept Tom talking. The morphine, aside from numbing the pain, was making him sleepy, but Jake didnt want him to fall asleep before they arrived in Wool and got
  him in a proper bed. And so they talked about old times.


  Back then theyd have seen to you properly, Jake said cheerily. Given you an implant and grown new tissue within a week. And not even a scar. Like new.


  You think theyve still got all that stuff, Jake? I mean, in America or somewhere like that?


  Its possible, I suppose. And I guess once youve discovered all that stuff you cant un-discover it. But I reckon itll be years before any of it comes
  back. When things fell apart, they really fell apart. I saw it, remember? When things come crashing down like that, it isnt easy to reconstruct. It isnt easy at all. I read
  somewhere oh, a long time ago that the United Kingdom could only feed ten million people from its own resources. All the rest had to be imported. Well when things
  stopped when we stopped shipping in food and other stuff people died. Died in their millions. In their tens of millions. He sighed. Sometimes I think its
  a wonder any of us survived.


  Tom smiled; a sickly, pained smile. You know what, Jake?


  What?


  I find myself wondering sometimes just whats going on elsewhere. You know in America and Africa and Europe. Someone must be trying to put it all back together again,
  dont you think? I mean they cant just let it stay as it is.


  Jake shrugged. I guess not. But theyre taking their damned time about it, dont you think? Youd think someone would have set up a radio station, you know, to get the
  news out to everyone. Its been over twenty years, after all!


  Yeah, but whats the point? Eddie chipped in. Thars no lectric to run the sets.


  Thats true. But theres those sets you can wind up. Weve seen em at market from time to time.


  Tom gave a little moan. Jake looked to him at once.


  You all right, Tom?


  Tom swallowed painfully. It aches. And I think its weepin.


  Jake had a cursory look. Tom was right. The bandage was wet with blood. He looked about him at the countryside. Wool was no more than a mile away.


  Think you can hang on, Tom? Itll be fifteen minutes at most.


  Tom closed his eyes and nodded. He looked drawn suddenly, his face grey.


  Dick! Jake called, hailing the wagon in front of him. Think you can up the pace a little?


  Right-oh! Dick called back, putting out an arm in acknowledgement. At once his ponies quickened their pace.


  Jake looked to his friend. Well get you there, dont worry. Get you laid out in a nice comfy bed.


  Tom smiled weakly. Thanks


  Jake was silent a moment. You know what I think, Tom? I think its going to take a hell of a lot to get it all back together again. As it is, well its just too easy
  to stay as we are lots of little kingdoms warring with each other. Itll take a big man to get it all up and runnin again.


  Another Genghis Khan?


  Or a Hitler.


  You think? Tom shifted a little, trying to get comfortable.


  I think. I mean, whoevers going to do it, they arent going to be nice, are they? Wheres nice going to get them? No. People are harder now, more suspicious.
  Theyre not going to sign on for anything they arent forced to sign on for. And therell be a lot of tin-pot kings and so-called emperors wholl not be
  willing to hand over the reins of their little kingdoms, so I imagine therell be a lot of blood shed setting up our brave new world.


  And our kidsll bear the brunt of it, is that what youre thinking?


  Jake nodded. He hated to think of it, but it was true. Bad times were coming, and their darlings, their loved ones, would have to face them. All he and Tom could do was prepare them for it.
  Take our own so-called King of Wessex, Josiah Branagh. You cant imagine him giving up all his perks without a fight. Unless, of course, hes allowed to keep it all,
  nominally. But thatd be no better. No if someone wants to create something new, then theyre going to have to clear away all of the clutter and build it up from scratch,
  and who knows how long that will take!


  Tom nodded. His eyes were closed now, but he did seem to be listening.


  You know what? Eddie said, giving the reins a tug. I think it was a good thing it all came apart. I mean look at the way things were headin. Those were bad
  times, Jake, as you well know. An if we lost someat, then we gained an awful lot too.


  Jake couldnt disagree. Take his own life. Hed been doing well by the system. Very well indeed. The rewards for his job had been phenomenal. By any standard he had been obscenely
  rich. Only it was a world and a way of living that deserved to be destroyed. He looked back at it now and saw how greedy his kind had been, how wasteful and selfish. Even so, he
  couldnt shake off the memory of how awful those first few years had been, immediately after the Collapse; the savagery and plain evil he had been witness to. He didnt want to see that
  come again. Didnt want his son  no, nor any of his friends children  to suffer all that again. Only maybe he didnt have a choice. Maybe it was coming, whether he
  willed it or not.


  They were climbing a slight gradient now. Wool was just up ahead.


  Tom?


  But Tom was asleep finally, snoring, a look of peace on his face.


  Eddie laughed. Hes gonna be okay. He just needs some rest, is all. Just a little bit of rest.


  The landlord of the Wessex Arms was an old friend, Billy Haines. Theyd helped him out many a time, and now he repaid the favour, preparing a room for Tom. As chance
  would have it, one of his customers had been a doctor back before the Collapse, a man named Padgett. Hed been retired a long while now, but he was sent for.


  So it was that an hour after theyd arrived, Tom was being looked at with an expert eye, sat up in bed while the doctor slowly removed the bandage.


  The shoulder looked swollen, badly bruised, but the wound itself looked clean. The bullet, it seemed, had gone straight through, missing the bone.


  You were lucky, Padgett said, sitting back. If the bone had been splintered it might have been different, but as it is Id say you have a perfect chance of it healing
  by itself. Ill clean it and re-bandage it, then you can get some rest. Im sure Billy here will be happy to look after you while your friends are gone.


  No chance! Tom said. Im goin with them. I can get a bed when Im there. They can dose me up if they like, but Im not missin it.
  Theres things I need.


  I could get them, Jake said, but Tom gave him a warning look. Jake shrugged and turned away.


  Well, my advice would be to stay here, Padgett said, clicking his medical bag shut. After a shock like yours has had, the body needs to rest. And it would be good if I were
  here to check on it every few hours. Make sure theres no infection.


  Theres doctors in Dorchester, Tom said, insistent now. Its kind of you, Doc, and you, Billy, but I need to go. If Id wanted to stay at home, Id
  have stayed. I wont exert myself, I promise. But I have to go.


  Then I wont stop you. But be careful. It looks fine to my eyes, but get it checked out again when you get to Dorchester. And get it looked at once more before you start back. You
  dont want to get blood poisoning. You do, and theres nothing we can do for you, understand? Its not the old days. Even in Dorchester


  Tom raised a hand wearily. I know. And Ill be careful. Only Ive got to go. No argument.


  Afterwards, alone with Tom, Jake asked him what was going on.


  Whats this about you having to go? Since when was it imperative? I could get you what you need. Just give me a list.


  Tom looked away, avoiding his eyes. Theres people Ive got to see. Urgent business. I cant explain, Jake. Just trust me, eh?


  Trust you? Trust you about what? Since when did we two have secrets between us?


  I cant say I I promised Mary.


  That made Jake frown. What the fuck was going on? But Tom wasnt going to say. Jake could see that.


  Itd better be good.


  What? It was said tetchily, but Jake could see how tired Tom was and relented.


  Never mind Ill go along. I always do.


  Tom smiled. Thanks. But now I need you to fuck off. I need to sleep.


  Here let me help you.


  Tom let Jake lay him down again, wincing as Jake put the slightest pressure on his shoulder. Doc Padgett had given him some tablets  painkillers and sedatives  but their effect was
  limited. Tom was still hurting.


  Ill leave you now, okay? But Ill check in again in about an hour. Make sure youre fine.


  Thanks Oh, and Jake?


  Yes?


  This its okay. We got off light. We always have, eh?
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